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Unfinished Business

Until very recently the corridors of power at Scotland Yard swirled with virtually unlimited self-regard. Despite the current scandals and resignations, its presence is still evident on the Commissioner’s floor in the shape of giant portraits of their predecessors. There’s one for each and every commissioner, with paint and colour and the dressing up clothes of ceremonial uniforms laid on arrestingly thick.

As we write this update and re-introduction to Untouchables, Sir Paul Stephenson, who fell on his truncheon over the phone hacking scandal last July, is probably being fitted up for his portrait. He left through the gift shop with his pension pot in hand amid a spate of revelations about cosy arrangements between the Yard and News of the World executives, who his officers were supposedly investigating without fear or favour.

With a range of police, judicial and parliamentary inquiries into the phone hacking affair yet to report, it remains to be seen what epitaph Sir Paul will choose on his portrait to reflect his short time as Britain’s top cop.

The one chosen by Lord Ian Blair, his immediate predecessor, who also resigned early amid scandal and leadership crisis, may give Sir Paul food for thought. It reads: “He could have done better.”

Blair took up the commissioner’s post in January 2005, a few months after the first edition of this book was published. In it, we dissected his performance as deputy commissioner responsible for a secret anti-corruption squad known as the Untouchables.

What we wrote eight years ago gives the essential context for the scandals currently gripping Scotland Yard and those who are supposed to hold it to account in politics and the media. The troubling past of many senior officers, men like Andy Hayman and John Yates, who are now household names for all the wrong reasons, were laid bare over 500 pages. We also exposed the Met’s systemic failure to dismantle Southern Investigations, The News of the World’s go to private detective agency, which was at the centre of a web of police corruption, drugs and murder allegations.

Since 2004, prosecution after prosecution has been overturned as judges finally saw what we had exposed in this book – that the discredited supergrass system, secretly resurrected by the Untouchables, was an abuse of the law. Slippery prosecution witnesses – mainly corrupt former detectives and criminals – were being debriefed in circumstances of complete secrecy over many months without any tape recording of what was said. 

The Untouchables have left the taxpayer with a huge bill, stretching into many tens of millions of pounds, for their wasteful impropriety; and in some cases the guilty have walked free to now claim compensation, again from the taxpayers’ pocket. However, none of the senior officers responsible for this supergrass farce have paid any price, quite the reverse.

Simon Hughes, deputy leader of the Liberal Democrats and a victim of phone hacking, was one of the MP’s who launched this book at the House of Commons in October 2004. Eight years on he explains why re-publication is welcomed.

“The honesty and integrity of our police is back on the agenda. If we are to have a more honest and more trusted police service in the future, we need to learn the lessons from the past. Those who have been involved in the writing of and the work behind Untouchables deserve our thanks for their job. It is good that they are bringing the issues up to date now that a public inquiry and public interest is focused on these subjects again.”

* * *

We had warned that Ian Blair and his band of Untouchables charged with testing the Met’s integrity were straw men who exercised power in highly problematic ways that needed very careful watching.

However, our book went on to explain why the new body set up to do this job, the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC), was not up to it. Its investigation arm and legal department were led by senior former Untouchables responsible for the supergrass farce, making its culture essentially that of the very organisation it was now supposed to be policing on behalf of the public. And its mission was not independence from the police but to improve the quality of self-regulation.

Unfortunately, within a few months of publication these warnings proved tragically prescient. In July 2005, an innocent young Brazilian electrician on his way to work was mistakenly identified as a terrorist, pursued on to the London Underground and executed. A cabal of unelected police officers had secretly devised a shoot to kill policy, which had now gone horribly wrong. And once again, truth was the first casualty. Rather than admit its errors, the Yard returned to its default setting – shifting blame, manipulating the media and covering things up.

That Commissioner Ian Blair could have done better by Jean Charles de Menezes is putting it mildly. The shocking facts about the killing only came out in controversial circumstances.

Witnessing at close quarters that the Met’s cover-up-atron was playing at full volume, a gutsy whistleblower came forward to defend the public interest. Linda Vandenberghe had typed up witness statements at the IPCC clearly showing that the Met was deliberately promoting a false narrative in the aftermath of the shooting. Against all the evidence she saw in private, the Met was suggesting in public that Jean Charles had been acting suspiciously, was wearing a bulky bomber jacket and had tried to run away, vaulting the barrier at Stockwell tube station as armed counter-terrorist officers pursued him down the escalator.

The official narrative was strengthening in other ways too. Blair – well aware that the 48 hours after any murder are the key “golden” ones for gathering evidence – ensured, with Home Office support, that the IPCC was shut out of the crime scene for four days, with hardly a bleat, let alone a bark, from the young watchdog.

Vandenberghe was appalled and decided to act in the public interest. She gave the typed witness statements to a TV news journalist, many of whose colleagues had until then been lapping up the spoon-fed police falsehoods and incorporating them into the drive-by journalism that passes for most modern crime reporting.

Vandenberghe’s reward for this important act of public service was an early morning police raid on her home by an outside force which the Yard and the IPCC had brought in. Unbowed, she later said she had no regrets for ensuring that neither the de Menezes family nor the British public could be misled any further.

The £300,000 IPCC report into the Stockwell tragedy magically protected the Yard, concluding but not explaining why senior officers apparently kept Blair in the dark for 24 hours that his officers had killed an innocent man. Shortly thereafter, the group of defence lawyers on the IPCC’s advisory board resigned. They were in post to ensure independence and to provide a proper voice for complainants. Now they were packing their bags, citing concerns that the watchdog was not properly accountable or even an effective oversight body.

In reality, it was Blair and other Untouchables in the Met who vaulted the barrier at Stockwell – the barrier of democratic accountability for the death of an innocent man. Nevertheless, the same men in blue who steered the Met between fiasco and farce during the war on corruption would remain leading lights in the war against terror, and go on to demand ever more draconian powers. These demands met little resistance from successive New Labour and Coalition home secretaries, who’ve marshaled a sleepwalking British public still further into the surveillance society.

* * *

Leading the push for more power was Andy Hayman, who became the Yard’s anti-terror chief in 2005 despite his derisory record as an anti-corruption boss. Like Blair, he too walked away from the Stockwell killing without serious rebuff. He escaped meaningful censure yet again for other seriously botched or misconceived anti-terrorist operations, including authorising the bugging of lawyer and MP, Sadiq Khan, during a prison visit to one of his constituents. The conclusions of a retired establishment judge and senior copper tasked to investigate the scandal had echoes of the Stockwell whitewash: Five junior officers who carried out the bugging of Khan’s prison visit knew he was an MP, but their boss, Hayman, apparently, did not. Khan found this incredible, not least because Hayman had once briefed him and other MPs in an unsuccessful attempt to increase the period of detention of terror suspects without charge to 90 days.

Later in his career, Hayman came under some sort of scrutiny over problematic expense claims – and a relationship with a woman who worked at the IPCC during the watchdog’s inquiry into the Stockwell killing. But that scrutiny did not reach its natural conclusion because Hayman was allowed to resign in December 2007 with a full assistant commissioner pension.

The mediocrity of the man was encapsulated in a pitiful performance last summer before a committee of MP’s examining the phone hacking scandal. They grilled him over his grievous mishandling of the original inquiry into the hacking of mobile phones belonging to Princes William and Harry.

One MP called Hayman a “dodgy geezer” and his denial-cum-tantrum when asked whether he had taken a bung from News International, for whom he worked as a paid columnist, remains a YouTube favourite.

* * *

Untouchables has an interesting pre-publication history and in his own way Andy Hayman deserves some credit for this book. It began as a Guardian investigation of Scotland Yard in the wake of the 1999 Macpherson report into the police mishandling of the Stephen Lawrence murder. In the course of our inquiries it became clear that the anti-corruption campaign – launched in secret and with a beady eye on the Macpherson public inquiry – was tainted by huge double standards. The senior officers chosen to run it seemed highly inappropriate. Some came from heavily compromised police stations with much to hide. Others were bullies or proven enemies of due process, sworn to resist the healthy breeze of democratic accountability. Instead, these zealots in uniform were corrupted by secrecy and the exercise of awesome power in the pursuit of what they privately called “God’s work”.

We were looking into the background to three murders in south-east London of private investigator Daniel Morgan, police informant David Norris and budding architect Stephen Lawrence. At first blush, these savage killings by axe, gun and knife respectively seemed unconnected, and the Met was desperate to keep it that way. But the more we probed, the more it was apparent that a common denominator was the cover up of police corruption.

At the time, Alan Rusbridger, The Guardian editor, was far from keen on taking on Scotland Yard. One of his executives told us that the editor wanted to be “on the side of the angels”, by which he meant the Untouchables, whose motto was ‘integrity is non-negotiable.’ Unfortunately, the Met’s integrity was very much negotiable and whilst at The Guardian we were able to document a frightening array of double standards, unpunished corruption and authorised cover-ups.

The Met was very concerned and on August 2, 2000 made its move. That day Hayman wrote privately to The Guardian editor smearing our professional reputation in a letter we were never shown.

The Hayman letter suggested that our investigation was in effect corrupt and that we were assisting private investigator Jonathan Rees, the man suspected of murdering Daniel Morgan, to get off a separate and very serious charge. Details of any meetings with Rees and copies of our notebooks were sought but we were told nothing of this or Hayman’s offer to Rusbridger of a private briefing where he would be shown secret footage.

The Hayman letter and other behind-the-scenes lobbying led to an order to stop investigating the police, even in our own time – an instruction we declined because it was both ludicrous and unethical. Unpublished stories piled up on the stench of corruption around the Morgan, Norris and Lawrence murders, so in March 2001 we resigned from what we then called the The Yardian to write Untouchables. 

Rusbridger has always denied seeing the Hayman letter and he downplayed its significance and derided any suggestion of bowing to Met pressure. “I’m not that kind of editor,” he told us when confronted in his office. This March we received confirmation from an unlikely source of what we had long suspected, that pressure was applied to The Guardian. The corroboration came from former Untouchable Bob Quick in a witness statement he gave to the Leveson Inquiry, which is currently examining the Met’s relationship with newspapers.

Quick’s statement started with a biography, which mentioned his significant high profile postings and dealings with some of the Met’s most difficult problems. He had helped shape the Met’s response in 1998 to the public inquiry looking at its many failings over the Stephen Lawrence murder. A year later he joined the Untouchables, taking over from John Yates. In a very short time he rose within the anti-corruption squad from superintendent to the rank of commander, answerable to Andy Hayman.

Quick told Leveson about an important operation, which gave the Met its first glimpse into the relationship between tabloids and coppers with stories to sell:

“During 1999, Anti-Corruption Command was conducting an operation, code named Operation Nigeria, which was a covert infiltration of office premises operated by ‘Southern Investigations’ whose proprietors were two men, Jonathan Rees (“Rees”) and Sidney Fillery. Both were suspected of involvement in the murder of a former partner in the company, Daniel Morgan, who was murdered with an axe in a pub car park in Sydenham in 1987. Fillery had been a former police detective and had worked on the original murder investigation. The objective of this operation was to try to advance the investigation into the Morgan murder. During the course of Operation Nigeria, it became clear that, amongst other criminal activities, ‘Southern Investigations’ was acting as a ‘clearing house’ for stories for certain newspapers. Many of these stories were being leaked by police officers who were already suspected of corruption or by unknown officers connected to officers suspected of corruption, who were found to have a relationship with ‘Southern Investigations’. A number of journalists were identified as having direct relationships with ‘Southern Investigations’. To the best of my recollection these included journalists from papers like ‘The Sun’ and ‘News of the World’ but may have included other newspapers. My recollection is that one of the journalists suspected was [name redacted] an executive with the ‘News of the World’. During the operation it became clear that officers were being paid sums of between £500 and £2000 for stories about celebrities, politicians, and the Royal Family, as well as police investigations.

I recall one instance where certain officers from the Royalty Protection Branch appeared to have leaked a story in relation to a member of the Royal Family and details of bank accounts. It was often difficult to take direct action against such officers without compromising the covert investigation techniques being used against those connected with ‘Southern Investigations’, but where possible, action (criminal or discipline) was taken.

Matters in Operation Nigeria were brought to a head when evidence emerged that Rees was conspiring with a known criminal to plant cocaine on the criminal’s wife in order to have her arrested and prosecuted so as to enable the criminal to win a custody battle over their one year old child. The Operation Nigeria investigation revealed that this conspiracy involved at least two corrupt Metropolitan Police detectives who were actively involved in attempting to pervert the course of justice in order to ensure the conviction and imprisonment of an innocent woman. These events precipitated the end of Operation Nigeria as police were forced to intervene and arrest those involved, thereby revealing that ‘Southern Investigations’ had been infiltrated covertly by police. Rees, two known criminals and two detectives were arrested and subsequently convicted and imprisoned for these crimes.

Following these events and as a result of intelligence from Operation Nigeria, in around 2000, I wrote a short report highlighting the role of journalists in promoting corrupt relationships with, and making corrupt payments to, officers for stories about famous people and high profile investigations in the MPS. Despite detailed archive searches, the MPS have been unable to provide me with a copy; ordinarily material of this nature would have been destroyed after six years. In my report I recommended the commencement of an investigation into such activities. I believe my report also names some newspapers but I cannot recall which ones. I proposed an investigation of these newspapers/officers on the basis that I believed that the journalists were not paying bribes out of their own pockets but were either falsely accounting for their expenses and therefore defrauding their employers or, that the newspaper organisations were aware of the reasons for the payments and were themselves complicit in making corrupt payments to police officers.

I submitted my report to Commander Hayman (“Hayman”), who was at the time the head of MPS Professional Standards Department and the person I reported to directly. I recall speaking to Hayman about these matters and that he had reservations based on potential evidential difficulties pertaining to privileged material (journalistic material). I did not believe that the circumstances in which these stories were being obtained offered the facility to hide behind the legal protections available to journalists and I recall debating this with him. I am unable to say whether Commander Hayman referred this matter further up the command chain although I was under the impression he had. I did not sense much appetite to launch such an investigation although I felt Hayman was sincere in his reservations at the time. I do recall Hayman making a suggestion that he should visit a particular editor or newspaper and confront them with this intelligence but I do not know what action was taken in this regard.

I believe at about the same time I also had concerns about two freelance journalists, named [names redacted] who appeared to be conspiring to place misleading stories in [title redacted] newspaper to influence the jury in the ‘drugs planting’ case against Rees. I believe Hayman and I did take some action in relation to these journalists that resulted in them no longer being employed by [newspaper title redacted].”

The Guardian had asked Leveson to redact its name from Quick’s statement before it was published online. But you can’t keep a good story down and days later The Sunday Times published an article headlined ‘Police ‘nobbled’ Press Inquiry into Corruption. A Guardian spokeswoman said: “Any suggestion that influence from the police resulted in the ending of Michael Gillard and Laurie Flynn’s relationship with the Guardian is simply wrong.” 

We have also recently discovered that the Met spied on us during our time at The Guardian and while writing this book. One of our sources, a former detective called Derek Haslam, has admitted that he was also a paid informant for the Untouchables. Haslam, whose codename was Joe Poulton, had been tasked in 1998 to get close to Rees at Southern Investigations. But during his nine years undercover he was also telling his handlers in the Met about what we were up to and who we were meeting. Was this, we wonder, the confidential material Hayman offered to show Rusbridger back in 2000?

Upon re-publication of Untouchables, however, we are glad to see that The Guardian editor has at least reunited his back with his bone over the recent crisis in Britain’s most powerful police force. Questions, though, remain unanswered about the newspaper’s own dealings with private investigators, including former MI6 officers.

The Leveson Inquiry has been confined, with government connivance, to buggers, blaggers, hackers and hawkers paid by newspapers to access confidential, personal information. But this is only one aspect of a very lucrative trade. For the same small pool of corporate gumshoes is routinely used by big business and the super rich to gain commercial advantage over competitors and enemies. Blue chip companies and their lawyers frequently engage former cops, spooks and squaddies to break the law on an at arms length and ‘deniable’ basis.

Many former senior Met officers are involved in the corporate intelligence gathering nexus, and no doubt would swear blind that they stay within the law when contracted by a fragrant variety of City clients and oligarchs. But Leveson and the police are not putting them to the test.

* * *

Besides questioning Hayman, our book also interrogated the record of another supposed golden boy of the Yard whose recent failures have resonated with the victims of crime. Step forward John Yates, formerly of the Yard now of Bahrain.

Until his sudden resignation last July, there was a virtual media love-in when it came to Yates of the Yard. Journalists relentlessly puffed him as a future commissioner without the slightest examination of his casebook and its many problems, from the prosecution of royal butler, Paul Burrell, the cash-for-honours investigation and more recently, phone hacking.

Like Blair, Stephenson and Hayman, Yates was also allowed to resign with an equally generous pension pot before his past caught up with him. The high profile failure that brought him down was his impromptu decision that there was no need to broaden Hayman’s original phone hacking inquiry. Yates did little more than rubber-stamp his predecessor’s decision not to probe further, taking only a couple of hours to examine a file of thousands of documents.

As he headed for the door, Yates made some concessions – and some excuses too. His decision, he said, was a “crap” one but in no way influenced by his own or Scotland Yard’s relationships with executives from News International, owners of The News of the World.

By resigning, Yates has avoided having to defend his actions as senior officer in charge of the unsolved murder of Daniel Morgan, which like the ghost of Stephen Lawrence still haunts the Yard.

As we have seen from Quick’s statement, Jonathan Rees, Morgan’s business partner, was the chief suspect for the murder. But he has more recently achieved public notoriety during the phone hacking scandal over his firm’s partnership with The News of the World.

Twenty-five years on from the murder, the tragic plight of the Morgan family, detailed in three chapters of this book, continues unrelieved after five failed Met investigations.

Yates led the last inquiry, which started in 2006 and collapsed in March 2011, yet again because of serious police misconduct in the handling of supergrasses.

Alastair Morgan, Daniel’s brother, told us he finds himself in the same lamentable situation as when he spoke at the launch of Untouchables.

“Seven years ago, I spoke about the many worrying questions raised by Daniel’s murder, the probable involvement of corrupt police officers in organising, committing and covering-up the murder, the extraordinary failures of the Met in the initial investigations and the high-handed way we were treated by senior officers over many years.

“The intervening years since Untouchables was published have been torture. An approach to the Metropolitan Police Authority (MPA) to seek support for a judicial inquiry, which the Home Office had already turned down, led the case to be re-opened in 2006, for a fifth time.

“Five men [including Rees] were charged two years later. But after twenty agonising months of pre-trial hearings the prosecution collapsed in March [2011] – a direct result of police disclosure failures and their mishandling of supergrass witnesses.”

Alastair told us his family has always been suspicious about the timing of the fifth inquiry. The MPA, he points out, had decided to appoint an independent barrister to examine the entire police files on the Morgan murder. This prospect did not please the Met hierarchy, which suddenly announced to the family and the police authority that there had been a dramatic “breakthrough”. A fresh witness had belatedly emerged with vital evidence – a criminal who was willing to become a supergrass prosecution witness. The launching of a covert fifth murder investigation meant the independent inquiry was put on hold.

“Was this new investigation just a way to stop an independent legal expert exposing the failures of previous inquiries?” Alastair Morgan wonders. And had an independent barrister seen the Met’s intelligence files on Southern Investigations in 2006, it is likely they would have discovered the relationship with tabloid newspapers, including The News of the World.

Concerned that he and his family would be put through the judicial wringer again, Alastair raised his anxieties about the Met’s highly problematic track record with supergrasses at a meeting with officers. New legislation had come into force in 2006 – the Serious Organised Crime and Police Act – allowing such witnesses to once again become a key plank in mainstream prosecutions. Alastair was reassured that the supergrasses behind the fifth murder inquiry would be handled by the book. But these reassurances turned out to be entirely hollow.

The trial judge subsequently found that one of the main supergrasses, Gary Eaton, had been tipped off and coached by officers so that he could be presented in the best possible light. In other words, the self-same abuses highlighted in our book eight year ago were being repeated yet again.

“In some ways this fifth investigation has just been a five year diversion for the family,” says Alastair. “As far as we can see now, it started on very shaky grounds – the evidence of a single supergrass who received a massive reduction in his sentence (from 18 years to 16 months) as a payback for giving his evidence. This should be the end of such witnesses,” he suggested.

The Morgan family is also troubled by the Met’s document handling, which also caused the prosecution to collapse. “How can sensitive informant documents be left lying in disused buildings for years and the police have no record where they are? How can the anti-corruption squad apparently be so unhelpful to colleagues investigating a highly controversial murder?” 

These are the very type of awkward questions only an independent inquiry could address, says Alastair. After all, the police misconduct was so deliberate and so severe that the prosecution threw in the towel on the twenty-fourth anniversary of his brother’s murder.

Yates wanted the Morgan family to stand by him as he gave a statement to the media outside the Old Bailey. They refused. For his part, Yates declined to support the family’s call for a judicial inquiry into the case.

Home Secretary Teresa May has also stonewalled on this. In a letter this January, she refused a judicial inquiry but offered the family an outside force and independent barrister to review issues around police corruption. She insisted that the Morgans’ concerns were misplaced and felt the police had the necessary integrity to investigate themselves.

Tom Watson, the MP who has led the charge on the phone hacking scandal, didn’t agree and asked her to reconsider in an adjournment debate at the House of Commons on 29 February. He reminded the government that the five failed police investigations had cost the taxpayer almost £30 million.

Of course when the fifth investigation collapsed at trial in March last year, bubbling in the background was the phone hacking scandal, which just four months later would force Yates out of office, full pension intact.

The IPCC later cleared Yates of any impropriety over his relationship with a News of The World executive and one of the last acts of the MPA was to give him a large cheque with a gagging clause that prevents him suing the Met or talking about the deal he secured. Yates now acts as a paid adviser on ethical policing and human rights for the brutal regime in Bahrain.

The Met and Crown Prosecution Service launched the obligatory ‘lessons learned’ internal investigation into the Morgan case. It has yet to report and when it does it will not be made public.

To date no serving officer is facing any internal police discipline or criminal prosecution for misconduct. The trial judge singled out Dave Cook, the detective chief superintendent with day to day running of the fifth investigation, for most criticism. He faces no sanction but instead is suing News International. His claim appears to suggest that Rees, the murder suspect he failed to convict, was behind the News of The World’s surveillance of Cook’s family and the hacking of his phone. However, in a bizarre twist, the IPCC arrested Cook in January this year for allegedly leaking information to a tabloid journalist.

Alastair and his partner Kirsteen intend to tell the family’s story in a forthcoming book. They are also calling for the end of the supergrass system and a truly independent police watchdog. “The whole experience of dealing with the British police has been a nightmare,” he said.

“I honestly don’t know how we survived it. It has completely shattered illusions we had about justice and the country we live in. What we want more than anything else is for the people to know exactly how the police have handled Daniel’s murder and how they have treated us. We also need a completely independent police complaints system with no former government investigators involved. We hope one day the sick relationship between the media and the police will be a thing of the past. We also hope to reclaim the Met for the people it is supposed to serve, for the public interest.” 

* * *

Yates had made his name as a fearless slayer of bent cops while in charge of a police corruption case in 1998. Operation Russia targeted detectives on the drug wing of the South East Regional Crime Squad (Sercs). It was based on an old and discredited supergrass system, which the Untouchables had secretly resurrected with the connivance of crown prosecutors and in breach of key rules governing evidence gathering.

Crucial to Operation Russia were two supergrasses: a drug dealer and police informant who turned against her detective handlers and a Sercs detective who turned against the police brotherhood and its vows of silence about misconduct.

Between 1999 and 2001, supergrass evidence from Evelyn Fleckney and Neil Putnam put away five Sercs detectives for serious corruption offences essentially involving ripping off drug dealers. Yates made his name and was rewarded with a breathless BBC Panorama documentary and a promotion.

However, in October 2011, Bob Clark and Chris Drury, two of the five convicted Sercs detective targeted by Operation Russia, were acquitted following a retrial ordered by the Court of Appeal. The prosecution threw in the towel after a revealing judicial examination of the way the two supergrasses had been mishandled by Yates and his team. There was also an equally troubling failure by the Untouchables and crown prosecutors to disclose information that seriously undermined Fleckney’s credibility prior to her giving evidence at the original trial in 1999.

Last October, Fleckney effectively withdrew her earlier evidence and claimed she had been induced, threatened and signed officers’ debrief notes while drugged up on anti-depressants. The prosecution had no option but to abandon the retrial. There was one positive outcome for Yates, though: he escaped having to give evidence about his stewardship of Operation Russia.

We only have one explanation from him about why the supergrass system was run in such a dangerous way that inevitably would lead to expensive judicial failure. He claimed back in 2001 during a court hearing that the simple issue of tape recording all dealings with the supergrasses would have been too expensive. This, despite Operation Russia being a flagship anti-corruption case of the Met’s best-resourced squad.

This explanation has left the taxpayer with an estimated bill of more than £20 million and counting, as further convictions are now likely to be overturned largely because the Untouchables refused to turn on the tape machine.

* * *

Had all dealings with supergrass Neil Putnam been tape-recorded, the home secretary would not now be facing calls from the family of Stephen Lawrence that there should be a new public inquiry specifically into whether corruption undermined the hunt for their son’s killers.

This new development follows an investigation by us, which was recently published in The Independent. Evidence for that piece emerged from the retrial of Clark and Drury.

It was high noon for the Met when on October 12 last year Putnam once again stepped into the witness box at the Old Bailey. The last time was eleven years ago, when his supergrass evidence helped convict his two former colleagues.

Lawyers for Clark and Drury were now seeking to persuade the judge that the retrial should be stopped because the supergrass system underpinning it was illegal. The debriefing process, they argued, was designed to filter out evidence from supergrasses that was inconvenient to the Met’s reputation and management of its wider corruption problem.

To help prove this, the defence demanded Putnam give evidence. He was not in the witness box to recant his earlier evidence against Clark and Drury. Their barristers, however, wanted to cross-examine him on one point only: that during his 1998 debrief Putnam had spoken about police corruption in the Lawrence murder inquiry involving John Davidson and Clifford Norris, the gangster father of one the suspects; and the Met had covered it up.

Putnam agreed with this part of the defence case. He felt strongly that the Untouchables had “brushed under the table” his allegation, which he says he was told would “blow apart” the Met during the Macpherson Inquiry. He was also angry that Macpherson had not been told of his willingness to give evidence about Davidson.

Mark Ellison QC, the retrial prosecutor, was in a difficult situation. A 1998 intelligence report by Yates said of Putnam: “[His] value as a witness to the Crown cannot be over-estimated. In spite of his criminality he will present as a credible witness thoroughly contrite about what he has done and the shame that this will bring upon him, his family and the MPS [Metropolitan Police Service]. This has been a consistent thread throughout his debrief.”

Ellison explained to the court that Putnam was still regarded as a witness of truth except when it came to the evidence he was about to give on Davidson and the Lawrence murder. Yates, in a witness statement for the case, said Putnam was simply “mistaken”.

Putnam, however, had never given evidence under oath about the Lawrence allegation and risked returning to prison for perjury if he was now lying at the Old Bailey.

Putnam told the court that Davidson had one day casually admitted to him that he was in a corrupt relationship with Clifford Norris.

Davidson was Putnam’s sergeant at the east Dulwich Sercs office, which he joined in 1994 directly after working on the Lawrence murder. The pair had become friends, played football and socialised with each other’s family.

Recalling how one Sunday that year they sat in the office waiting for a phone call, Putnam said he had asked Davidson about the Lawrence case. “We were talking and I turned round and said that I felt that it was obvious that the boys were guilty, so obvious something’s wrong. And then John suddenly came out with the fact that he’d been dealing with, his exacts words were, ‘old man Norris’.

“Now I knew that one of the boys was Norris and old man Norris is the dad. John said that he’d given them information. John wasn’t precise as to what the information was and John said they’d looked after him, those were the exact words ‘they’d looked after him’ and then, that there’d been ‘a real little earner out of it’ and I knew exactly what he meant by ‘a real little earner’ and it meant that they’d received cash, received money.

“I didn’t pursue it, you know, act in horror or anything like that, as I said because of my own bit of corruption at the time as well … I knew from my police experience that they’d lost evidence or they’d hidden evidence or done something and [Norris] paid for it in order to protect the Norris boy by helping the dad.

“[It was] one small part of one large conversation, but it was quite clear what [Davidson] said and it’s something that sort of stuck with me, made me think, I may be doing some bad things but I’m not hiding away murders, and that’s why it stuck with me and basically never went away.”

When he turned supergrass four years later, on 21 July 1998 Yates had warned Putnam that he must give all he knew about police corruption. “He told me he wanted more details, more names,” said Putnam.

One week later, the supergrass was debriefed, but not on tape, solely on what he knew about Davidson. Putnam gave the Untouchables three detailed examples of allegedly corrupt acts between 1994 and 1995, which he claimed to have carried out with Davidson and an informant they jointly handled. These involved the disposal of stolen watches, handling stolen electrical equipment and the theft of cocaine from a drug dealer.

Davidson had already appeared in front of the Macpherson inquiry on three occasions. The last time, on 16 July, was the most memorable. In a tense and televised encounter with Michael Mansfield QC, barrister for the Lawrence family, he denied any corrupt link with Clifford Norris.

It was the first time rumour of a link between the cop and the gangster was publicly referred to, but the Untouchables never asked Putnam about this during his debrief on 28 July or subsequently. The supergrass, however, insists he raised it with the debriefing team. Asked why, he told the court wryly: “Yates wanted the lot, he got the lot”.

Putnam was “absolutely certain” it was written down and recalled there were at least fifteen notebooks kept in a pile outside his cell and by the telephone he used to call his wife. “It was written down. I don’t know if they did it chronologically. They said they were going to get someone from the Macpherson Inquiry,” he told the court.

Shortly after giving the information on Davidson he vividly recalled sitting in his cell with the television on. The news was dominated by the on going Macpherson inquiry hearings. One of his debriefers stood at the open door and asked him if he was sure about the Davidson-Norris link. Putnam nodded and he claimed the officer responded that it would “blow the Met apart.”

Putnam said he felt the Lawrence matter was “unfinished business” in his life as a supergrass. Asked why he was now giving evidence, he replied: “I said it to the police and they did nothing about it. As far as I’m concerned they hid it away, they didn’t want it to come out.”

Putnam explained in court that he had on two further occasions between 1998 and 1999 asked his debriefers if Macpherson was calling him to give evidence. By the time he came to give evidence at the original trial of Clark and Drury in November 1999, Putnam was convinced the Met had “covered up” his information and said so in court. However, it appears no one from the Met asked him what he meant by this.

Putnam’s estranged former wife Gail, who he used to beat when drunk, also gave evidence at the retrial last year supporting his explosive claims. She told the court that Putnam had confided in her while he was a supergrass that “evidence was withheld for some time because [Davidson] was linked to the father of one of the suspects.” She added that: “Davidson had an informant and that informant was the father of one of the perpetrators ... Neil had told me that Davidson withheld information and that was wrong and it would have given the guys in the frame time to get rid of any evidence.”

Doreen Lawrence had complained in 2006, when Putnam’s claims of a cover up were repeated on the BBC after we had explored them in this book.

The Lawrence family and their lawyers were not hopeful about complaining to the IPCC. The watchdog was the then Labour government’s response to a key recommendation of the Macpherson report that there should be proper independent investigation of police misconduct. However, Doreen Lawrence was unconvinced of the IPCC’s independence and said so in her autobiography, published shortly before the BBC programme was aired. Her concern followed revelations in Untouchables of the close links between the IPCC and the Met’s anti-corruption squad. Mrs Lawrence was not surprised therefore when in 2007 the IPCC ruled there was no evidence that Putnam had said anything to the Untouchables about the Davidson-Norris link, no evidence that the Met misled the Macpherson Inquiry and no evidence of corruption in the Lawrence murder inquiry.

However, the scale of the watchdog’s failures were something she was not expecting. The IPCC did not investigate important lines of inquiry or disclose relevant information that corroborated Putnam. It also failed to disclose in its report conflicts of interest with the Met’s anti-corruption squad that questioned its independence.

The IPCC report did not resolve Putnam’s pressing suggestion that Clifford Norris was in a corrupt informant relationship with Davidson and other police officers. Putnam had explained to the watchdog how police corruption works: “Police do not work corruptly independently … it does not happen, there’s always at least two … There’s an old police sort of CID saying ‘there’s always mouths to feed’ and you know that it wouldn’t have been John on his own because within the framework of [a murder] investigation you’ve got to have someone else to help you to get rid of something, to lose something, to hide something what ever you do. I mean in his role as a detective sergeant on the team he could well have been on his own but my experience says no … it’s very, very rare for a police officer to work individually as far as corruption is concerned … but who the others would have been I’ve no idea.”

Neither, it seems, did the IPCC. Its report shows no investigation into whether Davidson was acting with others. Instead, the watchdog relied on old Met internal assessments that there was no corruption in the Lawrence murder inquiry.

John Davidson declined to meet the IPCC. In a statement he released at the time, Davidson strongly denied being corrupt, which is still his position. The statement said: “The first and only time I came into contact with Clifford Norris was in 1994 when, whilst leading an arrest team, I arrested him for offences including firearms and drugs. He was subsequently charged and convicted in relation to these offences. Other than in relation to this arrest, I have had no dealings either directly or indirectly with Clifford Norris.

“I am not corrupt. I did not hamper in any way the investigation into the death of Stephen Lawrence. I am not ‘a friend’ of, nor did I know, Clifford Norris other than that mentioned above. I would stress the only time I dealt with Clifford Norris was after I had stopped working on the Lawrence investigation.”

The former detective also criticised Yates for saying he was corrupt: “I am also very concerned that … Yates thought it appropriate to condemn me as a corrupt officer.”

Today, as we re-publish Untouchables, Michael Mansfield QC has joined the growing chorus for a new Macpherson inquiry into police corruption and the Lawrence case. “In my view, this home secretary has an obligation to finish the job, whether it is [with] a new panel and chairman, fine. The public are also owed an explanation here. I don’t want the IPCC involved. It’s got to be public, transparent and thorough, as the original one was. This isn’t just about Davidson, there are other officers here. The Met, I suspect, has no stomach for looking at it. The only way the public can have confidence restored is not by the Met and not by the IPCC. I know that is what Doreen and Neville Lawrence want. They are owed this at the very least and I will support them to the bitter end.”

Michael Gillard
& Laurie Flynn
March 2012


Part One: The Ghosts of the Ghost Squad


1

Noble Cause Corruption

When it came to reinforcing the thin blue line between law and order and the descent into anarchy Margaret Thatcher was no pussy. If women like a man in uniform, during her 11–year reign, from 1979 to 1990, Maggie positively gushed over the forces of law and order. The military helped save the Conservative prime minister’s political project and her bacon in 1982 with a victory thousands of miles away on the Falkland Islands. And the long-running dirty war in Northern Ireland always made the intelligence services especially welcome at Number Ten. But it was the police – Scotland Yard1 in particular – who were singled out, above teachers and nurses, as her elite public sector workers. One political biography described them as Mrs Thatcher’s “favoured class”.2

This flirtatiousness was not just an instinctual alliance of two traditionally right-wing bodies, but a calculated union to enforce her radical vision. From the very beginning of her premiership Mrs Thatcher realised that the social and economic experiment she and her advisers planned for Britain would need the boys in blue on their side. Police pay and numbers were therefore made a priority. So much so that on the first working day of her new administration, leaders of the Police Federation, the representatives of rank and file officers, were invited to Downing Street to be informed about their large pay packet. This would be the last time anything approximating a trade union got a warm reception at Number Ten.

Inside Downing Street the political dominatrix was more than capable of handbagging any hint of a social conscience out of the remaining “wets” in her cabinet. It was outside, up and down the country, that the Iron Lady would need the police to quell rising civil disorder caused by her unfolding conviction politics.

The Greenham Common Peace Camp, made up of women opposed to Cruise missiles on British soil, was dug in outside an airbase in Berkshire – not a county known as a hotbed of radicalism. According to a secret cabinet document leaked to a newspaper, the security forces were authorised to use live ammunition if protestors tried to prevent the arrival of the nuclear warheads.

Elsewhere, the coal miners, or “the enemy within” as the prime minister called them, were striking in 1984 to save their communities from becoming ghost towns. While she swung her handbag at the Welfare State, police officers co-ordinated by Scotland Yard swung their truncheons across the coal pits of Albion. One serving detective, whose father was a miner, remembers with shame how his colleagues returned to London from duty “up North” bragging about waving wads of money at the hungry strikers. This was several years before Harry Enfield’s grotesque comic creation “loads-a-money” summed up the mood.

A defining TV image of these turbulent times was the police cavalry charges at Orgreave coking plant near Sheffield. Another was the Battle of Wapping, a site in east London where press baron Rupert Murdoch had relocated his non-unionised media empire in 1986. “It was the working class pitted against the working class,” recalls one recently retired detective. “But we were offered extra pay [to police the strikes] so those keen to supplement their incomes and get on in the organisation agreed to do it.”

These grinding, bloody public order set-pieces, which on occasion resembled scenes from an epic movie, led to an increase in the number of assault complaints by civilians against the police. As a result, says one lawyer, the Police Federation changed the funding rules to include free legal representation for any “incident” that occurred on duty. Demonstrators responded with the satirical refrain “HELP THE POLICE – BEAT YOURSELF UP”.

And what of the battle of ideas? The well-developed concerns for the erosion of civil liberties, such as freedom of association or the right to strike, were immediately dismissed by Mrs Thatcher or ridiculed by her friends in the right-wing press as the hand wringing of the bed-wetter fringe of the democratic Left.

Meanwhile, the bond between the prime minister and Scotland Yard was further cemented by three brutal police killings. The first was WPC Yvonne Fletcher, shot dead by a gunman inside the Libyan embassy in April 1984. Nine months later undercover cop John Fordham died from multiple stab wounds inflicted by Kent gangster Kenny Noye, who was under surveillance for his role in the disposal of £26 million of gold bullion stolen from the Brinks Mat warehouse near Heathrow. Then, in October 1985, rioters on the Broadwater Farm Estate in Tottenham, north London, hacked to death PC Keith Blakelock.

Each death neatly identified Mrs Thatcher’s three enemies – terrorism, organised crime and domestic subversion.

Despite the ideological resistance of Tory governments to restraining police powers, it was the murder of a gay man in 1972 and the inner city riots nine years later under her premiership that eventually led to the first real check on police misconduct.

Maxwell Confait, a London rent boy, was murdered in his home before it was set alight. Three suggestible boys aged between fourteen and eighteen, all with low mental ages, were jailed on confessions extracted by the police. However, the Court of Appeal quashed their convictions, saying the confessions were unreliable. A judicial inquiry was launched, followed by a Royal Commission on criminal procedure.

The main concern was police reliance on and fabrication of confession evidence, a then widespread practice known as “verballing”. This criminal act involves falsely attributing incriminating comments, partial admissions or full confessions to the suspect. A good verbal has an added benefit for the police. When the defendant is giving evidence in court, the prosecution will try to rile him into accusing the officer of lying. The trap is now set because if the defendant has a criminal record and attacks the officer’s character then the jury can be told of his own peccadillos.

In a recent mea culpa autobiography, Keith Hellawell, the former chief constable of West Yorkshire and retired Drug Tsar to the Blair government, described a corrupt culture in the detective branch from the sixties to the eighties, which the courts did their best to condone. Detectives, he wrote, were “beating confessions, fabricating evidence, doing anything at all that would help them gain the required result … Confessions were everything to us.”3

On its own, the Confait case was just another cause célèbre that neatly exposed the institutionalised corruption of the criminal justice system, which all the key players recognised but refused to address. It took a series of inner city riots across the country, however, to make the politicians and judiciary take note.

If 1968 was the summer of love then 1981 in Thatcher’s Britain was the summer of hate. Brixton, before it became ghetto fabulous, and the inner city areas of Handsworth in Birmingham, Moss Side in Manchester and Toxteth in Liverpool all burnt, as disaffected youths rioted against high unemployment, no future and overtly racist policing.

London dub poet Linton Kwesi Johnson gave lyrical expression to the “iration” in his song Sonny’s Lettah, an attack on the police’s liberal use of the “sus laws” to stop and search those in possession of afro hair and thick lips or driving while black.

Jim start to wriggle

The police start to giggle

The Brixton riots were followed by Lord Scarman’s inquiry report in 1982. The liberal jurist called for greater accountability of the police and greater sensitivity in how they policed deprived multi-cultural inner city communities.

On the issue of accountability, Scotland Yard was way behind other regional police forces. Since its creation in 1829 the Yard had only been accountable to the Home Office, which was now in the hands of a rabidly pro-police government. However, the accumulating pressure for reform led to the introduction of unprecedented new police procedures through the 1984 Police and Criminal Evidence Act.

PACE, as it is known, now made it very risky for officers to try and obtain fabricated or coerced confessions. The act introduced due process – legal protection for the arrested person – where before there was unchecked police discretion. The right to a lawyer before questioning and the recording of all police interviews were designed to break with the corrupt past. And if officers blatantly ignored the new codes of practice then cases could now be lost at trial, no matter how pro-prosecution the judge was.

A further element of independence came from the 1985 Prosecution of Offences Act. This landmark legislation created the Crown Prosecution Service in October the following year. The CPS, instead of the police, would now prosecute and prepare all cases for trial. It was supposed to act as a check on the quality of police evidence before it was tested in front of a judge or jury.

Lord Scarman’s report had also called for a fully independent system of investigating complaints against the police. He criticised the existing Police Complaints Board, set up in 1976, as lacking public confidence. The police investigated themselves with no oversight and those members of the public who dared to complain feared “harassment and intimidation”, he concluded.

One young detective constable from the Met succinctly summed up, without realising it, the problem of allowing the police to be judge and jury in its own cause: “I will always put loyalty [to the organisation] over honesty,” he said. This rationale is as true of the officer complained about as it is of the officer carrying out the complaint investigation.

Unsurprisingly, the Thatcher government was unmoved by Scarman’s arguments and opted for not even a halfway house towards independence. Out of PACE was born the Police Complaints Authority, a supervisory body with no real power and no investigative function, which Scarman rightly predicted would become “an irrelevant fifth wheel to the investigation coach”.

In practice, as time passed, the PCA became complicit in many police cover-ups. Most of its government-appointed members proved themselves aloof, out of their depth, arrogant, too police friendly and susceptible to political pressure.

There was a long-held myth that British justice is the best in the world and corruption happened in other countries. But by 1988, reactionary voices in the government, the police and the judiciary were struggling to defend the ancien régime as the Court of Appeal began to overturn a cascade of convictions from the seventies and eighties. These miscarriages of justice exposed the true danger of politicised prosecutions where the courts connived to excuse or ignore evidence of severe police misconduct. This ranged from torture, suffocation using plastic bags, planted evidence and “lost” documents which officers knew if disclosed would clear those falsely accused.

Over the ensuing five years of Conservative rule the criminal justice system suffered its greatest crisis of public confidence as one by one prisoners wrongly incarcerated for decades emerged from the appeal court and onto the front pages. Many of these miscarriages, like the Guildford Four, the Birmingham Six, the Maguire Seven and Judith Ward, had their roots in the dirty war in Northern Ireland. They had been wrongly convicted for an IRA bombing campaign on mainland Britain that killed over 26 innocent people.

Other tragic cases, like those of Stefan Kiszko and Derek Treadaway, showed the rampant lawlessness of certain police squads when they needed “a result”. Kiszko, a mentally retarded man, served 16 years after allegedly confessing to a sexual murder the prosecution knew he could not have committed. His zero sperm count did not match the semen found in the victim, but these tests weren’t disclosed to his defence. Treadaway’s story could easily have come out of a Latin American dictatorship, but was again set in Birmingham. He maintained that detectives from the West Midlands Crime Squad suffocated him in 1982 with sealed plastic bags over his head until, fearing for his life, he confessed to four armed robberies.

For all these and other disturbing miscarriages of justice, between 1989 and 1994 no police officer accused of misconduct was ever prosecuted. Similarly, the barristers and solicitors who prosecuted these cases continued to rise within the judiciary. And Sir Peter Imbert, who had been involved in the investigation of the Guildford pub bombings, was commissioner of the Metropolitan Police at the very time the appeal was allowed.

On 31 March 1990, middle-class Conservative voters united with Labour supporters and others to march through London in protest at the introduction of the Poll Tax, a flagship Thatcherite policy which she had cynically first tested on the Scottish people one year earlier. The demonstration turned violent in Trafalgar Square, and once again her boys in blue were there to quell the riot.

No policy U-turn would be possible with Maggie at the helm, so her key cabinet colleagues and party grandees, fearing a loss at the next general election, conspired to oust her from the throne, tired as they already were with her bullying leadership style and intransigence on relations with Europe. The Iron Lady cried as she was driven out of Number Ten for the last time. Few shed a tear for her.

John Major, the incoming party leader and caretaker prime minister, was a politician whose greyness was in sharp contrast to his wounded predecessor. In April 1992 he went to the polls and beat an over-confident Labour Party to begin an unprecedented fourth term of Conservative rule. However, this time, relations with Scotland Yard and the police service would not be so cosy.

Major was desperately worried about looking weak on law and order. The early nineties was a period of economic recession with high unemployment returning and increased crime. So his ministers had to address the collapse of public confidence in the criminal justice system and the failure of a well-financed police service to deliver on crime reduction.

A 1992 government inquiry into police pay and conditions marked a reversal of Thatcher’s financial mollycoddling. Predictably, it caused uproar among the federated ranks and senior officers. Performance-related pay, fixed-term contracts and substantial pay cuts for new recruits finally ended the immunity from the ravages of Thatcherism that the police had enjoyed for over a decade.

Senior Home Office civil servants also started to cast their net for a new Met commissioner to replace Sir Peter Imbert, whose tenure was coming to an end. In the autumn of 1992 they settled on a lanky, awkward-looking candidate, Paul Condon, who, like Major, was conspicuous for his greyness. Far more interesting was the fact that for the first time the government had decided to extend the new commissioner’s period in office from five to seven years. This was a clear indication that Condon’s brief from his political masters was to modernise the most powerful and recalcitrant police force in the country. He had until the new millennium.

To the crime correspondents of the national media, Condon was billed as a reformer ready to grasp the nettle on racism, perks, low professionalism and inefficiency. The Guardian described him as part of “a new breed of articulate, fast-track, graduate officers who emerged in the 1970s”.4 Besides his years in the Met, Paul Condon had spent two long stints at Kent Constabulary, first as an assistant chief constable and then as the top man. From there, he was plucked from relative obscurity to be appointed the most senior police officer in the UK.

When Condon took over the Met its moral authority was in tatters. It is tempting for some to buy into the spin and see him as an ethical new broom parachuted in by a cuddly, more inclusive Conservative party who’d ditched the bitch. But, as ever, the reality is murkier.

In February 1993 Paul Condon, then aged 45, took the reins of the Met. In came the management and image consultants looking for efficiencies, and fast-tracked graduate cops who were more Brideshead Revisited than The Sweeney. One crime correspondent described the commissioner as “John Birt in uniform”, a reference to the director general of the BBC who was simultaneously reforming his organisation.

Later that same month, John Major gave an interview to the Mail on Sunday in which he expressed how strongly he felt society needed “to condemn a little more and understand a little less”. The interview publicly signalled to the nation and the police service what journalist David Rose rightly calls a period of “new authoritarianism”.5

For the next four years, from 1993 to 1997, the Major government worked closely with Condon to win back a crime-weary public. This was done through a series of draconian measures that ignored the unresolved and awkward questions about police misconduct raised by the previous period of miscarriages of justice. What Major had taken away from the police in financial perks he was about to give back in legal powers.

In the autumn of 1993, the new home secretary, the oleaginous Michael Howard, worked closely with the Association of Chief Police Officers to develop a list of measures to bring offenders – car thieves, burglars, vandals and the like – to book. He presented his list at the October party conference to rapturous applause. Among it was an end to the right to silence. The prosecution, he said, should be able to infer to a jury a defendant’s guilt if he said nothing when interviewed by the police.6 There would also be less disclosure of police documents ahead of a trial. This, it was claimed, would prevent cunning defence lawyers picking holes in the prosecution case to acquit their “factually guilty” clients.

Howard’s party piece was yet to come. What he told the conference was manna from heaven for Condon and other less enlightened senior police officers. The time had come, said the home secretary, to “rebalance” the criminal justice system in favour of protection of the public and against the criminal. The war on crime had been declared, and the police would be given the tools to recalibrate society.

The New Labour Party under Tony Blair showed in opposition how little there was between it and the Tories in their pursuit of support from Middle England. “Tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime” was Blair’s pithy law and order catchphrase as shadow home secretary. That too was manna from heaven for the 44 police forces.

By contrast with his predecessor, it was clear to the new Met commissioner that the next four years would be a period of policing on the front foot. And, incredibly, the country’s most powerful policeman was right to believe he would have support from the two main political parties.

The Home Office had chosen Condon to stop the slide, not stop the rot in the criminal justice system. In furtherance of this aim, Condon made two crucial appearances in 1993 to rehabilitate the authority of his officers – one in front of a parliamentary select committee and the other on BBC’s Panorama programme.

On both occasions, he deployed a tidy little argument straight from the mouths of spin-doctors. It ran like this: Yes, there have been abuses. Fabricating evidence and lying on oath to convict people officers believed were “factually guilty” did occur. But those abuses are born of frustration with the excessive rights enjoyed by defendants. Pause. Solemn look. The bad days will return if the pendulum is not swung back in favour of the victims of crime and the police. Trust us. We’ve learned from our mistakes and moved on.

These abuses were in fact serious criminal offences – perjury and perverting the course of justice – by those in a position of public trust. And as such it should make no difference if the officer did it for money or, as Condon claimed, out of a misguided morality. Such acts are crimes and should be dealt with as such. But the image consultants at the Yard, needless to say, didn’t see it that way. They told the commissioner to give such severe misconduct a more palatable name – welcome to the ignoble concept of “noble cause corruption”.

This sinister phrase – which belongs among the pages of Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange – is still used today and remains a pitiful but effective effort by the Yard at self-delusion and damage limitation. Just as politicians now call telling lies “spin”, so too has the Yard substituted police crimes with “noble cause corruption”.

The phrase was part of the 1993 propaganda effort to rehabilitate the police through the launching of a war on crime and on due process. One after the other, the country’s top cops conspicuously failed to admit how senior management had in fact tolerated and even encouraged ‘noble cause corruption’.

The fish rots from the head, but not according to Piscean, Paul Condon. He gave typical expression to the spineless distancing exercise when he told Panorama about a far-off land a long, long time ago. “There was a time,” he began, “when a minority of officers were prepared to bend the rules, massage the evidence, not for personal gain or not even in their own terms to tell lies about people. But I think elaborating on things that were said in a way to make sure the case had the strongest chance of going through to a conviction.”7

Despite the Tory government’s awareness of how pervasive the culture of “noble cause corruption” was, in 1993 the Home Office paved the way for a new piece of legislation which would roll back even more of the legal protections reluctantly squeezed out of the criminal justice system since PACE. The Criminal Procedures and Investigation bill was the last act in the total public rehabilitation of the police under the Major government. It put in officers’ hands the power to decide which documents from the criminal inquiry should be disclosed to the defence before the trial. Any information that could help the defence’s declared argument or, more crucially, that would undermine the prosecution case had to be disclosed.

But of course the system would rely entirely on the integrity of the disclosure officer and his ability to put aside his loyalty to the police and to his colleagues, and to withstand pressure from his superiors and the government. When it became law in 1996, the Act created a whole new mechanism for potential miscarriages of justice.


2

The Ghost Squad

It was in the climate of “new authoritarianism” that less than one year into his post, commissioner Paul Condon took the decision to set up a covert operation to develop “a strategic intelligence picture of corruption” in Scotland Yard.1

The setting up in late 1993 of a Ghost Squad to develop that intelligence picture was carried out with unprecedented secrecy. The Home Office was aware of “the squad that didn’t exist”, and had authorised funding for it, says the Yard. But the whole affair, at first glance, appeared entirely at odds with John Major’s highly public war on crime, to which a rehabilitated Scotland Yard was essential. After all, how could the government hope to restore public confidence if it ever got out that the most senior officer in the country didn’t know whom he could trust in his own force?

The truth is the Ghost Squad and the intelligence it would gather over the next four years was never supposed to be made public. It was designed to operate completely in the shadows, without any legal oversight. Over a decade later Scotland Yard still won’t come clean and reveal why the Ghost Squad was really set up.

Anti-corruption chiefs confirm that the strategic document to set up the covert operation was signed by the commissioner in 1993. But ask when and what underpinned it, and the shutters come down. “The decisions taken around the formation of this document and the document itself are strictly confidential,” wrote one senior officer.2

George Orwell said in his novel 1984, “Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the past.” In free societies, he observed, censorship is more sophisticated because “the inconvenient facts [are] kept dark without any need for an official ban”. This bad news management can only be done with the help of those loyal servants of the state who pose as journalists. We are talking about many of the national media’s spoon-fed crime correspondents who on command, like Pavlov’s dog, scurry, fighting among themselves for a suck on the Yard’s teat, where the official version is dispensed. In place of transparency about the origins of the Ghost Squad, the Yard developed a cover story disseminated by loyal crime correspondents, which portrays the Yard in a very positive light. In essence, Condon was a bold, reforming commissioner who, alerted by his concerned intelligence chiefs, decided once and for all to stop the “cycle of corruption” that had dogged Scotland Yard since the seventies.

The Ghost Squad, it is true, was the brainchild of two senior officers, commander John Grieve and his number two, detective chief superintendent Roy Clark. At the time, they ran the very secretive Directorate of Intelligence (SO11), which was at the forefront of a new type of policing. “Intelligence-led policing” was a significant departure from the past, in that targeting local and major criminals now took precedence over investigating crimes. The targeting was achieved by a greater reliance on phone-tapping and bugging criminals’ premises and cars, combined with the use of informants and sting operations.

In the early nineties, SO11 was behind a series of covert intelligence-gathering operations targeting known crime families and individuals in London, especially in the East End. According to the official version, during the course of these investigations, criminals were secretly recorded talking about their corrupt links with the police. Transcripts of the secret recordings were passed to Grieve and Clark at SO11. They were already concerned, says Scotland Yard, because “a lot of their operations were being compromised … for no apparent reason”. Consequently, they moved “to look at the state of health of the organisation and see if corruption was a problem”.3

Retired cops are like guests at Hotel California – they might check out but they never leave. Grieve and Clark are no exception and remain very loyal to Scotland Yard. They still are the gatekeepers of its secret history. Sadly, they declined to be interviewed about their past in the Ghost Squad. Clark, however, did flesh out the official version in an academic text: “[We] analysed the information, albeit in an unconventional manner, and noticed that a small number of criminals received immunity from police attention and a degree of protection from arrest. Moreover, the criminals seemed to be confident that even if arrested they could buy their way out of trouble, and could rely on a small group of corrupt police officers for information, advice and a range of other criminal services. The analysis continued throughout 1992 and into 1993 under a cloak of secrecy.”4

Immodestly, Clark also claimed that in “the early part of 1993” he wrote “a document that was influential in everything thereafter”.5 That document was discussed by a select group of very senior police officers before approaching their relatively new commissioner later that year. It set out the blueprint and operational ethos for what would become the Ghost Squad. It purported to outline a radical new way of dealing with police corruption in the Met, and explicitly admitted that the existing system was a failure.

At this time, the Met’s internal affairs department was called the Complaints Investigation Bureau. It had two teams, CIB1 and CIB2. They overwhelmingly dealt with complaints of police misconduct generated by the public. These ranged from assault and theft to “noble cause corruption”. CIB2 also investigated what they regarded as more serious offences, where for example allegations emerged during court cases that officers had taken money from criminal defendants to lose a key piece of evidence.

At the time senior Yard figures were discussing the document, CIB was engaged in Operation Jackpot, an internal inquiry led by superintendent Ian Russell into drug and noble cause corruption at Stoke Newington police station in north-east London, where Clark had been in charge from 1989 to 1992.

CIB came directly under the command of the deputy commissioner, who in 1993 was John Smith. It was natural therefore that he would be part of the small circle of very senior officers that finessed Clark’s research document into a comprehensive secret strategy for the Ghost Squad. The inner circle also included assistant commissioners David Veness and Ian Johnston, commander John Grieve, detective chief superintendents Roger Gaspar and Bill Griffiths, superintendents Ian Quinn and Ian Russell, plus a newly promoted detective chief inspector called Dave Woods.

The strategy document has never been disclosed, not even to Parliament. But from well-placed police sources and listening to the court evidence of Clark and Gaspar, it is possible to identify the key elements of the plan.

Gaspar would be appointed the head of CIB. It was accepted that existing staff could not be trusted. So he would have a “cover story” to explain the arrival of a small group of detectives who only reported to him. Dave Woods would run a covert intelligence cell of between 12 and 20 officers. They would operate outside of CIB and the Met in a secret location known only to the small “high level committee” of senior officers. Gaspar said he and Clark had “buried the money” to rent premises for the intelligence cell so well that the landlord thought it might be crooked.

The intelligence cell had several functions. Firstly it would control the phone-taps and electronic bugs planted in police offices, cars and the premises of targeted criminals. After the secretly recorded conversations were transcribed and analysed, Ghost Squad officers would then decide how to further the intelligence. This, for example, could mean deploying a surveillance team – made up of retired and serving military and intelligence personnel – to follow suspect detectives and criminals.

Clark laid out the need for secrecy in these remarkable terms: “We didn’t know who we could trust. The rule was there would be absolute secrecy. The fact that there was a very covert intelligence-gathering operation should not be known to anybody, irrespective of rank.”6

Woods would also need a cover story to explain his sudden departure from normal detective duties. A fiendish plan was hatched that could have come straight from an Ian Fleming novel. Woods was going to die, then rise from the dead. First an announcement would be placed in Police Notices, the official system for appointments, commendations and retirements. It would say, “Dave Woods is retiring.” The cover story was that an earlier operation to remove a lump had not been successful. It had returned as terminal cancer and Woods was therefore retiring abroad, to die.

When the plan was put into effect the tragic news spread like a bad smell through the Yard’s satellite offices across London. A number of officers who had served with Woods distinctly remembered contributing to a whip-round for him in 1994. Some were a little miffed when they realised he had gone to spy on them and their colleagues.

One senior officer recalls putting £20 into the whip. But in 1997, after the Ghost Squad had been disbanded, he bumped into Woods on a superintendents’ course. The Lazarus cop, he says, denied he’d been running the Ghost Squad intelligence cell and claimed instead that some dangerous criminals were after him and so the Yard had relocated him for several years. A cover story for the cover story.

It was Roger Gaspar who presented to commissioner Paul Condon the finessed strategy document on 5 May 1994. According to Gaspar, he took 40 minutes because there was so much to explain. Again, we are not allowed to know the full details of what he told the commissioner. So we have put together a composite from well-placed sources and court evidence.

At 3.30 p.m. Gaspar arrived at the commissioner’s offices at New Scotland Yard armed with a full intelligence picture. He named a number of officers whose activities he claimed were corrupt and outlined the threat they posed to the organisation. Clearly the material was “persuasive”, he said, because it met with the commissioner’s “full approval”.7

Condon was told the existing system of investigating police corruption was inadequate. CIB could not be trusted and was too leaky. The argument was put this way: “An overt inquiry where officers are cautioned and asked if they are corrupt is futile. And a covert inquiry where everyone knew about it in days is ineffective.”8

Consequently, certain officers in the Ghost Squad would become “sleepers” within their own organisation. These moles would be posted to specialist squads like the South East Regional Crime Squad (SERCS), where detectives tackling the highest levels of organised crime were thought most likely to cross the line. The sleepers would spy on suspect colleagues and report back to the intelligence cell.

The Ghost Squad’s mission, Condon was told, was not to arrest bent cops and put them on trial, but to identify how exposed the Yard was to corruption. Who, in other words, among the organised criminals and the specialist detectives targeting them, were corruptly linked? The results would only be for internal purposes.

A specific type of corruption would be under the microscope. The Ghost Squad, it was made clear, wasn’t interested in “noble cause corruption”, or racist and violent officers who regularly abused the public: in other words the sort of general police crimes that affect Londoners most. It was only after those detectives who actively worked with organised criminals in return for money and favours.

Condon was delighted by Roger Gaspar’s presentation. His approval was total. “And so began what is arguably one of the most adventurous policing operations of recent times,” wrote Roy Clark. “Over the course of the next two years a secret squad of police officers gathered intelligence, which enabled a more sophisticated understanding of the corrupt relationships between criminals and a few police officers to be achieved. Whilst the numbers involved were not large it became clear that the potential damage to the reputation of the police service and the criminal justice system was immense.”

For four years, Condon’s Ghost Squad operated without any independent oversight. The only control was by those select senior officers who set up and ran it.

Roy Clark claimed the alarming intelligence picture he had developed between 1992 and 1993, which led to setting up the secret squad, not only identified bent cops but also “indicated there were concerns” about the integrity of certain (unnamed) members of the Crown Prosecution Service.9 The convenience of this untested argument should not be underestimated. Who after all was in a position to challenge his self-serving assertion? Clark’s unspecified “concerns” about the CPS enabled the Ghost Squad to operate as judge and jury in its own cause, without the involvement of the very agency formed seven years beforehand to prevent this.

Under such a system, anything could be said about anyone to justify the continued lack of democratic accountability or legal safeguards. It wasn’t until the second, overt phase of the anti-corruption crusade began in 1998 that the CPS was formally consulted, and even then its advice was ignored on key issues around legal safeguards. Leading CPS lawyers confirm this. They also accept it would have been better if the agency had been brought in at the very beginning.10

Clark concedes that the covert nature of the Ghost Squad was far from ideal. However, he contends that his natural democratic tendencies were “hogtied by the need for secrecy”.

This is open to question. For if the old CIB couldn’t be trusted, then why weren’t the public it was supposed to protect told? Instead, thousands were encouraged to continue to use the internal system when the commissioner knew it was severely compromised. If CIB was too leaky, in that officers posted there were more likely to tip off their friends under investigation than investigate the alleged misconduct, then why wasn’t the commissioner seeking to reform the system? After all, just a few years before Gaspar’s presentation to Condon, a 1991 Home Office study of police deviance displayed a widespread dissatisfaction from those members of the public who’d bothered to go through the internal complaints system.

Another unanswered question concerns the selection of Ghost Squad members. Who guaranteed its members weren’t really poachers turned gamekeepers? Well, quite simply, the handful of detectives who made up the secret intelligence cell were selected by the bosses, and they in turn selected themselves.

There is no external or internal accounting for this selection process. On what basis were John Grieve, Roy Clark and Bill Griffiths, for example, considered any more honest or of greater integrity than the then head of SERCS, Roy Penrose, who according to Clark was not someone they felt they could bring into the Ghost Squad circle?11 This was a strange statement for Clark to make given that his last posting at Stoke Newington had been mired in allegations of corrupt practices in the drug squad and unanswered questions about severe management failures.

The Ghost Squad was not only a self-selecting secret unit within the Yard charged with identifying pockets of corruption, it also had a second undeclared level of covertness. Some of its senior intelligence officers and those who made up the pool of detectives that eventually grew to 200 in number were active members of another secret society, Freemasonry.

No one independent existed to ask these questions or whether certain senior officers in the Ghost Squad, who had risen through the ranks during the bad old days of the seventies and eighties, were suitable to point the finger. But then as noble cause corruption was not an issue for the Ghost Squad, anyone who may have transgressed in this way was not considered unsuitable to serve on it.

The Ghost Squad gave the Yard the ability to decide for itself where the historical “cut-off point” of corruption would be. By analysing the secret intelligence it then drew a line and declared Year Zero. Gung ho officers, who now find themselves on the wrong side of that line, are understandably amazed at the sanctimony and selective amnesia of their accusers, who they claim in the past endorsed, turned a blind eye to or even participated in what is now classed as unethical or dishonest behaviour. Conveniently, their accusers’ crimes and misdemeanours fall on the right side of Year Zero, and they will not be called to account for them. In a fully independent system of investigating police misconduct there would be no Year Zero. Investigators would be free to follow the evidence wherever it took them because preserving the reputation of the Yard, or a secret team within it, would not be a consideration.

The Home Office should have asked more questions when Condon presented the secret plan. But its ministers and mandarins were not interested in making the police more accountable, let alone the Ghost Squad. As the previous chapter has shown, the trend between 1993 and 1997 under the Major government was entirely in the other direction.

Asked a series of detailed questions about how the Ghost Squad operation was pitched, and what oversight function ministers fulfilled, a Home Office spokeswoman consulted with the unit in the ministry that deals with police corruption and offered this rather alarming or disingenuous reply: “There is no role for ministers and the Home Office. We haven’t got the authority, therefore the Met has no need to approach the Home Office or explain what they did and why they did it … They don’t need our authority to [launch an anti-corruption operation]. They might let us know as a matter of courtesy that they were thinking of doing it.” The relevant Home Office unit would have “monitored” events, but more through parliamentary questions and press reports, she added.12

Former home secretary, Michael Howard, had this to say: “I’m not sure, I’m afraid, that I am going to be able to help you. And I’ll explain on another occasion when I hope I’ll be able to speak to you. Bye.” Despite chasing him up, he never called again.13 Six months later he became leader of the Conservative Party.

The launching of a secret undercover squad to spy on police officers was entirely at odds with and jeopardised prime minister John Major and Michael Howard’s high-profile war on crime. It also ran contrary to the commissioner’s public claims that the Met could be trusted.

Had Paul Condon and John Major gone public with the revelation about not knowing who could be trusted in the country’s biggest police force, the political rehabilitation of Scotland Yard would have been exposed as a sham, and the government’s law and order policies as unworkable, at least in the capital. The need for secrecy was not just an operational necessity, therefore, but a political one.

It should not be surprising perhaps that the Major government was willing to go along with this deception of the British public. After all, the prime minister had run his own scam on the electorate since 1992. During the Ghost Squad years, John Major launched his own sanctimonious crusade called “Back to Basics”, against moral corruption in public and private life. His reassertion of “family values” was a key front in this campaign. Indeed, so concerned was John about the sanctity of the family unit, he had an affair with the former minister of rotten eggs, Edwina Currie. Other ministers followed suit, most notably heritage secretary and Spanish toe-sucker David Mellor. He achieved the impossible and appeared even oilier when he marshalled his family before the press to brazen out the allegation of adultery.

Meanwhile, in the world of big business, the prime minister’s concern about probity in public life seemed to be lost on a succession of Tory ministers and MPs, who sold parliamentary favours to enrich themselves through corrupt deals and kickbacks in brown paper bags.

Some academics argue that police corruption rises when political sleaze is the order of the day. At the very least it couldn’t have been much of an incentive for our boys in blue to stay straight when they saw professional lawbreakers in flash cars and lawmakers with their snouts in the trough.

Although it was not the major reason for launching the Ghost Squad, it enabled Scotland Yard to fight off the domestic security service, MI5, with whom it was locked in a fractious turf war.

MI5 already had primacy in intelligence gathering against the IRA in Europe. The intelligence agency’s new director-general, Stella Rimmington, embarked on an intense lobbying campaign of the Home Office for a lead role over the Met in gathering intelligence against the IRA on the British mainland. This was fiercely, but unsuccessfully, resisted by Yard chiefs, who used their friends in the press to raise concerns about MI5, among them its lack of accountability – an argument that was advanced with a straight face. In May 1992, MI5 officially won the day.

Combating organised crime was the cause of a parallel turf war with the Yard. MI6, the overseas intelligence service, already had a role because of the global nature of the drug trade, which exploded in the eighties. MI5 made no secret to Whitehall mandarins of its desire to work on British organised crime syndicates and their international associates, an area traditionally dominated by the police and customs.14 To advance their argument, the spooks were happy to point out police failures and the wider crisis of public confidence. Some Yard bosses retorted that MI5 was just looking for a new role after the collapse of communism. This was true. But the spooks made it plain to the Home Office that they could also investigate corruption of all kinds, including police corruption. Such a message must have sent shivers down the spine of Scotland Yard.

Concern about law enforcement corruption was a pressing issue at the Home Office, says veteran muckraker Geoff Seed. He was shown a confidential minute of a meeting attended by home secretary Michael Howard in 1994. “It dealt with the complete re-disposition of all the UK’s security assets around three new threats – terrorism, money laundering and corruption,” the journalist recalls. “It was a complete breakdown of the new structure and implementation.” Such a re-disposition had been in the planning phase for years. The collapse of communism in 1989, the 1991 Gulf War and the dirty war in Northern Ireland were the three main factors that had led John Major to begin a radical re-alignment of Britain’s security establishment.

John Grieve and Roy Clark, the Yard’s intelligence chiefs, were not seen as officers who feared a closer relationship with MI5. As the architects of the Ghost Squad, they adopted a more inclusive approach. “For Grieve, it was far better to have MI5 inside the tent pissing out than outside pissing in,” says a retired senior CIB officer, adding: “On the outside, the spooks could poison the well by pointing out to the Home Office where the holes in the anti-corruption strategy were.” So Condon was advised to use retired and serving members of MI5 in the Ghost Squad intelligence cell. There was also an agreement to use MI5’s highly experienced surveillance teams to follow target criminals and suspect detectives.

As 1993 turned into 1994, Grieve and Clark found themselves at the helm of the most politically powerful department in Scotland Yard. SO11 was the focal point of the new intelligence-led policing strategy. Meanwhile, secretly, it was also the controlling department behind the covert anti-corruption crusade.

Empire building was not unique to the Yard’s intelligence chiefs. How much the Ghost Squad was used by the commissioner as a political tool over the next seven years to reduce the power base of the detective branch is an interesting question. Unfortunately, Lord Paul Condon, as he is now known, refuses to be interviewed about this.

When Roger Gaspar made his pitch, the commissioner was already skilfully implementing his Home Office brief to modernise the force. The Met’s 3,000 detectives traditionally had considerable power and regarded themselves as an elite compared to their uniformed colleagues. Condon’s predecessors had already reduced some of this autonomy by bringing detectives within police divisions and making them subordinate to a senior uniformed officer.

Condon, however, wanted to go further. First, he promoted more fast-tracked graduate entrants into senior positions within the “oikish” detective branch. Then he restricted the amount of time an officer could spend as a detective. And finally, he ensured that rank-and-file representatives of the detective branch no longer automatically had “the commissioner’s ear”.

Some senior detectives spoke of an aura of “McCarthyism” surrounding the anti-corruption crusade. The commissioner and his inner circle, it was felt, had the power to brief against their political opponents inside the Yard just with a well-timed nose tap. The fear of being told you had lost the commissioner’s trust was enough to silence some of his natural critics.

The public phase of the anti-corruption crusade also gave the argument for reform a moral dimension. Those who resisted change could simply be asked whether they wanted to be on the side of the angels. One retired senior CIB officer described Condon’s reforms as “a management coup”.

Corruption, says Scotland Yard, is a “cyclical” phenomenon. Until the arrival of the new commissioner the force was caught up in a malignant cycle, described this way by a senior anti-corruption chief: “Every five or six years [corruption] manifested itself. We put huge resources into it to make sure it was cut out. Then back to normal duty. We felt we’d cured the problem.”15

Other journalists were treated to a similar, cancerous excuse for why there had been no proactive approach to corruption in the eighties and early nineties. These are our favourites culled from the press clippings: “We thought it had gone away”; “We took our eye off the ball”; “We believed it was almost non-existent”; “We were not sufficiently alert or skilled to recognise the problem”; “CIB had become a sleepy hollow”; “We fell asleep at the wheel”.

The idea that when it came to tackling corruption, Scotland Yard’s management had collectively suffered from a special kind of narcolepsy – a rare condition characterised by sudden episodes of deep sleep – would be funny if it wasn’t so intellectually dishonest. To then claim that under the new commissioner there was an ethical reawakening, with Condon in the role of Dr Oliver Sacks, followed by an unprecedented period of purge and reform, is to grossly re-write the Yard’s history.

During the eighties and early nineties, the Yard wasn’t complacent about corruption or lacking vigilance, as it now claims. Rather, senior officers deliberately ignored, played down or covered up the corruption allegations presented to them. And furthermore, in doing so, they allowed a number of bent detectives to thrive inside the country’s biggest police force, some of whom had risen to high rank by the start of Condon’s reign.

The setting up of the Ghost Squad was a defensive reaction by the Yard’s senior management, its intelligence chiefs, strategic planners and spin-doctors to several pressing corruption scandals they could no longer ignore, play down or cover up. It was not, as they now maintain, an ethically proactive response. These scandals that forced Condon’s hand are “the ghosts of the Ghost Squad”. They arise out of three brutal and still unsolved murders in south-east London between 1987 and 1993. These restless souls have stalked the corridors of Scotland Yard for over ten years.

But it’s not just the murder victims who haunt the Condon and Stevens eras, so too do the three police investigations of those murders, all of which have the same stench of corruption and cover-up.

Among all this scandal is a spate of unexplained suicides of four Scotland Yard detectives who were caught up in separate corruption inquiries.16

All these deaths, more than any other events, are the points of entry to the key patterns of corruption that emerged in the ten years, between 1983 and 1993, before the Ghost Squad was launched. They continue to haunt the Yard because they were deliberately ignored, played down or covered up at the time and afterwards.

In 1987, private detective Daniel Morgan was found dead in a pub car park in Sydenham, south-east London, with an axe buried in his skull. He was about to blow the whistle on local police corruption.

A few months later Morgan’s friend, detective constable Alan “Taffy” Holmes, wrapped his chest around a shotgun and pulled the trigger. At the time he was under investigation for corruption, Taffy Holmes was also part of a massive investigation into the biggest robbery ever committed in the UK – the theft of gold worth £26 million from the Brinks Mat depository at Heathrow.

In 1991, Scotland Yard’s most prolific informant, a man called David Norris, was gunned down as he arrived home from the pub. He had just come from a meeting with his police handler when a man, riding pillion on a motorbike, pumped him full of lead. Norris died moments later cradled by his pregnant wife.

The following year, police sergeant Gerry Carroll removed a gun from the armoury and shot himself through the head, at the height of the major corruption probe into officers at Stoke Newington police station. Scotland Yard had been forced to carry out the inquiry after a local community group exposed systematic drug corruption and police brutality that had led to at least 13 miscarriages of justice.

Then, in April 1993, black teenager Stephen Lawrence was stabbed to death by white racists with family links to organised drug crime and local cops.

Finally, in September 1993 BBC’s Panorama broadcast a documentary exposing a corrupt South East Regional Crime Squad detective called John Donald. A south-east London drug dealer, who had been arrested by Donald and was facing trial, approached the BBC with a plan for the programme makers to secretly record him paying the bent detective for sensitive information. Police intelligence was eventually passed by Donald to a number of individuals in the criminal fraternity such as Kenny Noye. He was serving the tail end of a 14-year prison sentence for laundering the Brinks Mat gold. Donald’s betrayal was even more acute because Noye had killed an undercover police officer during the Brinks Mat investigation.

This iconic heist was a watershed for organised crime and police corruption. As this book unfolds, it will become apparent just how much the ghost of Brinks Mat continues to haunt Scotland Yard today because the corruption was swept under the carpet 20 years ago, allowing a “firm within a firm” to grow inside south-east London policing. It is this corrupt firm of detectives we believe eventually contaminated the Morgan, Norris and Lawrence murder inquiries.

The Stoke Newington and Donald cases severely embarrassed Scotland Yard. Simultaneously, the families of Daniel Morgan and Stephen Lawrence were demanding justice and had voiced their concerns that the Yard was covering up police corruption. In the Morgan case Labour MP Chris Smith even suggested there was “evidence” police officers were actually involved in the murder.

It was in this climate that Yard intelligence chiefs John Grieve and Roy Clark reacted by suggesting setting up a secret Ghost Squad. Had the public known about Clark’s secret role as the architect of this covert anti-corruption squad there may have been serious concerns, given his earlier stewardship of the scandal-ridden Stoke Newington police station.

The Ghost Squad was a cunning management response to all this rising pressure beyond the Yard’s control, an invisible condom pulled over the Yard in late 1993 to safeguard its future reputation from bad seeds and bad publicity.

The first phase of the anti-corruption crusade was conceived as a pre-emptive strike. It allowed the intelligence chiefs to secretly “scope” the Yard’s exposure to corruption, while publicly maintaining the fiction that it was still “the most honest force in the world” – something essential to the Major government’s law and order policy.

The Yard’s senior management was also aware that in opposition the otherwise police-friendly New Labour party had promised the parents of Stephen Lawrence it would hold a full public inquiry into the Met’s handling of the murder investigation if it came to power. Sleaze and sanctimony in the Major government made that a dead certainty, as voters got weary of 18 years of Conservative hegemony. In May 1997, New Labour won the election and home secretary Jack Straw did not renege on his promise. The Yard, however, was by this stage ready for the fall-out. In late 1997 commissioner Condon announced he had been “scoping” corruption in his force for the last four years. He then revealed a new squad called the Untouchables, who he said were ready to ruthlessly arrest the bent cops his own organisation had identified during the unprecedented Ghost Squad years.

The image consultants and spin-doctors then picked up the phone to selected crime and home affairs correspondents to help create an official version. It portrayed the commissioner as a brave man driven by his conscience to grasp the nettle of corruption, and not someone who was in fact buffeted around by corrupt events the Yard had done its best for ten years to cover up.

Grieve and Clark were also given a central role in this production. They would be cast as the intelligence chiefs sitting in their office surrounded by bugging equipment who first uttered the words, “Commissioner, we have a problem.”
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The Ghost of Brinks Mat
– A Firm Within a Firm

It all starts with Brinks Mat, an audacious robbery that still casts a malevolent shadow over the most powerful police force in the UK. It is quite simply for Scotland Yard the crime that will not go away. Unsolved murders, the unexplained suicide of an alcoholic detective, corruption, Freemasonry and, most enduring of all, the grubby relationships between the criminals and their police handlers, all these elements still distort the vicious internal politics of Scotland Yard today because they were swept under the carpet 20 years ago.

On 26 November 1983, four hardened armed robbers drove out of the Brinks Mat warehouse near Heathrow Airport with 76 boxes of gold ingots worth £25,911,962. Platinum ingots, diamonds and travellers cheques raised the swag bag to a cool £26,369,778.

The Brinks Mat robbery sparked one of the longest running and most controversial investigations in British police history. Scotland Yard’s Flying Squad faced one of its most important challenges. Besides recovering the bullion before it was smelted and invested across the globe, there was another compelling incentive. The 1980s saw the emergence of a new breed of organised criminal connected through a global underground network to the rapidly expanding drugs business. If the weathered criminal faces across London managed to hold on to the proceeds it would propel certain gangs into the super-league of organised drug crime.

But Brinks Mat is not just an iconic crime where the proceeds of a multi-million-pound heist were laundered through snooty offshore banks and international property deals from London’s Docklands to Panama City. It is also more than just the dawn of a new era of super league drug-crime syndicates feeding off an E-generation of loved-up, jaw-grinding ravers.

For Brinks Mat was also a seedy laundry where Scotland Yard’s own dirty washing went round and round, but was always guaranteed to come out clean. The top brass have known for years the benefit of washing your own dirty linen is that stubborn stains don’t always have to be removed. But a closer inspection of the Yard’s sheets reveals a pattern of cover-ups, corruption, shot messengers and nobbled inquiries into allegedly dirty cops that no whitewash can ever fully remove.

The previously unchallenged reputation of Scotland Yard for honesty and integrity was a distant and soiled TV myth by the time of the 1983 Brinks Mat robbery. Margaret Thatcher’s government may have done much to reassert the police’s powers over her subjects, but its moral authority was in tatters when masked men walked into the Heathrow warehouse.

The post Second World War Dixon of Dock Green consensus that the British police were fair but firm irrevocably broke down with a series of media exposés of corrupt practices that Yard chiefs had known about for years but did little to combat.

In 1969, The Times published a compelling exposé of police corruption. Journalists Garry Lloyd and Julian Mounter had set up a sting using a disgruntled south-east London criminal who had contacted them claiming corrupt detectives were blackmailing him. Lloyd and Mounter secretly recorded three detectives discussing bribery and corruption with their criminal. On one of the thirteen tapes later given to Scotland Yard one of the bent detectives memorably described being part of “a firm in a firm”, with people in police stations across the city who, in return for money, would look the other way, water down charges or offer no evidence. But instead of investigating the newspaper’s allegations of serious corruption, the journalists themselves were relentlessly interviewed as Scotland Yard tried to undermine their published story. As an extra defence the internal investigation was given to a corrupt senior detective who at the time was on the take from Soho’s porn kings.1

Finally, Labour home secretary Jim Callaghan brought in a former provincial chief constable called Frank Williamson to conduct an inquiry. Williamson told Callaghan there should have been an immediate independent inquiry because by now the firm within a firm would have covered its tracks.2 He was right. Important logbooks had already mysteriously disappeared. Williamson resigned in 1971 before finishing his inquiry. He claimed the Yard and the Home Office had smeared him and his key witnesses. There was no desire to properly investigate because senior Yard officers knew how high up the bribes and extras had gone. Two of the detectives identified by The Times were later convicted. A third, John Symonds, fled the country in mysterious circumstances.3

Lloyd wraps up the saga: “The trial involved legal history because this was the first time that taped evidence had been admitted in court. [Before his trial] Symonds was ordered to disappear by the corrupt element in Scotland Yard. They had a whip round to send him away to South Africa and Rhodesia. Williamson told me that Symonds was flatly ordered to go because he was threatening to blow the whistle on the whole firm. Williamson knew that it had gone right up the ranks to very, very senior officers and that’s what they’ve always wanted to cover up.”4

Williamson’s resignation coincided with another series of newspaper exposés, this time by the People in 1972. Their investigations revealed top-level corruption in the Yard’s Porn and Drug squads, including Chief Superintendent Bill Moody, the bent senior officer given the job of sabotaging the earlier Times exposé.

Soon after publication, a new commissioner, Robert Mark, set up an anti-corruption squad called A10, later renamed CIB. Mark then restructured the Flying Squad, who from then on dealt only with armed robberies. The system of payments to informants was also reformed to guard against detectives pocketing the money.

But soon the corruption merry-go-round exploded again, this time between 1978 and 1982. An inquiry, inevitably internal, called Operation Countryman was set up. One expert chronicler described it at the time as “the most famously ill-fated anti-corruption probe in British police history”.5

The allegations centred on a firm of corrupt detectives on the take while investigating major armed robberies in the capital. Comically, the City of London Police called in Scotland Yard to investigate them. But when the Yard realised its own Flying Squad was involved, an outside force from Dorset was called in. As the years rolled by the Yard undermined Dorset Police and regained control of the damaging probe. Operation Countryman originally had a list of almost one hundred suspect officers facing allegations. In the end, after four years and millions of pounds, it achieved the successful conviction of two City of London officers. Eight Scotland Yard detectives were acquitted at the Old Bailey, three being later dismissed following disciplinary action.

Once again the outside force brought in to investigate the Yard claimed their efforts had been nobbled. Once again they pointed the finger at senior management in the Yard, Freemasonry and even the Director of Public Prosecutions.6 Once again the firm within a firm survived and once again the public picked up the bill for a farce.

No sooner had Operation Countryman ended in failure than corruption emerged during the Brinks robbery investigation, which lasted nine years with the final trial concluding in 1992. The two senior Yard officers who led the investigation believe their efforts were constantly being undermined from within by a group of corrupt south-east London and Kent detectives working with the target criminals.

In December 1984, 13 months after the Brinks heist, an Old Bailey judge jailed armed robber Mickey “the Bully” McAvoy for 25 years. Another south-east London criminal, Brian “the Colonel” Robinson, who masterminded the robbery, got the same sentence. Tony White, the third heavyweight defendant, was acquitted, probably because he kept his mask on and could not therefore be identified by the terrified, petrol-soaked guards whom the robbers had threatened to torch if one of them didn’t give up the combination to the vault.

The trial of these three top echelon villains was largely possible thanks to the evidence of the gang’s “inside man”, Tony Black, a guard at the Brinks Mat warehouse and Robinson’s brother-in-law. In return for a reduced sentence Black “rolled over” and became a prosecution witness or supergrass in the time it takes milk to turn in the sun.

Two other notorious south-east London armed robbers are to this day widely believed to have also been “on the plot”, but were never prosecuted for it. They are John “Goldfinger” Fleming and John “Little Legs” Lloyd.

Around these five Brinks Mat principals was a team of villains whose job was to smelt and launder the gold bullion through a series of convoluted financial transactions and property purchases. Among the members of what the police called the “Gold Conduit” were minicab boss Brian Perry, Kenny Noye, gold dealer John Palmer, up-and-coming north London gangster Tommy Adams and gangland lawyer Michael Relton.

It was a long and painstaking surveillance operation in late 1984 that led the Flying Squad to uncover this Gold chain. The insurers of Brinks Mat had put up a reward. And naturally it had already attracted the usual assortment of nutters, lonely people and self-publicists.

Little Legs had been linked to a major armed robbery in Kent one year before the Brinks Mat warehouse was hit. The Bluebell Hill robbery of about £1 million was at the time the biggest cash snatch from a security van. The robbers shut off the road near Maidstone, looted the van and drove off. Weeks later Lloyd was arrested and charged with Mehmet Arif, a member of the feared Turkish Cypriot family with a grip on the Old Kent Road, a main artery out of south-east London. One month later the prosecution discontinued the case for reasons that remain unclear. No money was ever recovered.

There is no doubt Lloyd was very busy in the period just before the Brinks Mat robbery. He was already diversifying into drugs, which may explain why, like many of his associates, Lloyd found it attractive to invest in a freight company. Little Legs had also diversified romantically. By 1983, the man whose mug shot bore an uncanny resemblance to white-suited war correspondent Martin Bell was living with Jeannie Savage.

The Flying Squad followed her to an address in the Kent village of West Kingsdown, near Brands Hatch. Through a Land Registry check detectives discovered that a low-profile criminal called Kenny Noye had sold Lloyd the house a few years back when he moved down the road into the large mock-Tudor splendour of Hollywood Cottage.

The Flying Squad watched in silent amazement as criminals moved heavy suitcases from Kent to Bristol in the West Country. By late January 1985 the Yard decided it was time to step up the surveillance.

Detective chief superintendent Brian Boyce was the newly promoted officer in charge of the Brinks investigation. He had served under the legendary Scotland Yard officer Leonard “Nipper” Read on the squad that busted the Krays’ criminal empire. Boyce was really a soldier in a policeman’s uniform. His service in Cyprus and Northern Ireland had taught him the danger of allowing donkeys to lead lions. Good intelligence, he believed, was worth its weight in gold.

Throughout most of January, Noye was observed meeting a criminal associate called Brian Reader at Hollywood Cottage. Reader regularly drove from there to London where he met with Tommy Adams.

On a number of occasions Reader was observed handing Adams heavy parcels, which he put in the boot of his white Mercedes. Adams was followed from Farringdon station near Smithfield meat market to a shop called Pussy Galore near St Pancras Station. From there he would travel to a bullion firm in Bristol called Scadlynn Limited.

Two undercover officers were inserted into the grounds of Hollywood Cottage. One was John Fordham, whom Boyce had handpicked for the job. The pair knew each other from Northern Ireland, where Boyce was an anti-terrorist officer in covert operations. Fordham was at the top of his game and had received training from the British Army’s highly secret infiltration unit, 14 Intelligence Company.

The Flying Squad was already convinced Noye was moving Brinks Mat gold from his home to Scadlynn, and clean cash was coming back the same route. But it was still unclear where in Kent the stolen bullion was stashed. Boyce suspected some might be hidden in the Second World War concrete bunkers beneath Noye’s house.

On 26 January 1985 Noye’s Rottweilers spotted Fordham and started barking. Noye came out armed with a kitchen knife and a torch. He confronted the intruder who was dressed in military-style camouflage, wearing a balaclava. A vicious fight ensued and Noye fatally stabbed the unarmed cop.

As he sped towards Hollywood Cottage, Boyce was facing a turf war with the Kent police. Although an assistant commissioner at Scotland Yard had informed the chief constable of Kent about the 72-hour surveillance operation, no one else was supposed to know. Boyce was particularly worried because he had seen what he thought was convincing intelligence suggesting Noye was corruptly connected to some elements of the Kent police.

By the time of the robbery, Noye was part of a criminal exodus of south-east London “faces” that moved to Kent, the garden of England. Noye was a registered informant for a controversial Yard commander called Ray Adams whose name he put forward as someone who’d give him a good reference and certainly vouch that he was not a murderer. But he also worked for the Regional Crime Squad operating in Kent and was believed to be involved with a team of local villains who hijacked lorries on the A2. They would keep one load and offer up another to friendly Kent cops looking for an easy collar, and maybe a bit of the stolen gear on the side.

On the evening of Fordham’s death distrust of the Kent police extended from top to bottom of the Flying Squad. The rocky relationship took a turn for the worse when within hours of the killing Boyce and his men were frozen out of the murder inquiry. Kent police had control of Noye for the following 36 hours. The Flying Squad remained in charge of the Brinks investigation but Boyce had to fight to regain control of the murder investigation.

The turf war went Boyce’s way after 11 bars of near pure gold were found in the grounds of Hollywood Cottage on Sunday afternoon. By Monday the Flying Squad were back in charge, but they didn’t like what they found. During the freeze-out Boyce felt the continuity of forensic evidence had not been properly preserved. He was critical of one senior Kent officer for allowing Noye to shower, change his clothes and have a photo taken of his injuries, all without a police officer or doctor present. “A lot of forensic evidence was lost,” recalls one Flying Squad detective waiting to interview Noye. Acting on a tip-off, Boyce authorised a secret assignment to target the senior Kent officer, the details of which are revealed here for the first time.

The Forge restaurant close to Hollywood Cottage in Dartford was popular with several faces from south-east London. Not long after Boyce had taken back control of the murder inquiry the restaurant’s managers – a married couple – contacted detective sergeant Bob Suckling at the Flying Squad. They were concerned about earlier inquiries by Kent police because Noye was a regular diner at their restaurant with a local detective whom they could not identify by name.

Boyce gave Suckling the job of identifying the man. A second Flying Squad officer returned to The Forge with a surveillance photo of a senior Kent detective whom we shall call “Hamilton”. He was identified as Noye’s regular dinner guest. Hamilton, it was also discovered, had previously investigated the 1981 Bluebell Hill security van robbery for which John Lloyd and Mehmet Arif were charged but then released. Suckling decided to re-investigate. He was astonished at how little paperwork on the robbery was left at Kent Police headquarters. Undeterred, he visited some Yard detectives who were sifting intelligence on local robbers. There he made a remarkable discovery. An informant, who we shall call “Tom”, had provided some unnerving information. “Tom” said there were six people on the Bluebell Hill robbery, and each one took home £130,000 cash. The total haul, however, was £900,000. He told the police that Lloyd had escaped prosecution by paying off the Kent cops.

The official police log of the debriefing session with Tom put it this way: “[The informant] describes the Arifs as powerful people – with friends in the police. [He] states that a trade was done over John Lloyd – Billy Haward [a well known armed robber and associate of Lloyd’s] saw a cozzer [south-east London slang for a policeman].”

To any seasoned detective, allegations by criminals that the local police had been paid off were no surprise. The Underworld is adept at using such claims to smear an effective officer, undermine police morale or derail an investigation. Such disruption by black propaganda is a strategy deployed by both sides of the criminal divide.

While Suckling looked further into the Bluebell Hill robbery, Boyce reported the “Forge affair” to his superiors. Soon afterwards an outside police force was appointed to investigate the Kent detective and his associates. Paul Condon was number two in the Kent police at the time. He’d moved over from the Yard just a few months after the Brinks robbery.

When the detectives from the outside force visited the Forge restaurant, its owners declined to make a statement, says Suckling. Some of his Flying Squad colleagues told us they believe the criminals put the frighteners on the restaurant managers. The couple had previously run the Dolomiti restaurant on the A20, near Sidcup. It was a haunt of the Arif crime family and their associates, which of course included members of the Gold Conduit.

According to one Flying Squad detective, the outside force was unable to substantiate the allegations against Hamilton. It also concluded, unfairly he says, that Boyce had “an exaggerated view of police corruption in the Kent police” coloured by the political battle for control of the Fordham murder.

Boyce had good reason to be concerned about Noye’s ability to buy cops. Soon after he was arrested for killing the undercover officer, Noye had offered Boyce a massive bribe.

Noye was concerned that Boyce and his Flying Squad team had reclaimed the murder inquiry from Kent police. Unbeknown to him the London detectives were also secretly looking into his relationship with Hamilton. At Bromley police station he asked to speak to Boyce. When they were alone in the cell Boyce claimed Noye offered to put £1 million in a bank account “anywhere in the world”. Boyce politely declined and reported the “good retirement” bribe.7

The Brinks Mat investigation underwent a major re-organisation after the death of John Fordham. The renewed glare of the media spotlight put Scotland Yard under pressure to prove itself capable of finding the gold and dismantling the money laundering and reinvestment network. This was new territory for the police. Under Brian Boyce’s guidance, a Specialist Operations Task Force, the first of its kind, was set up in early 1985 to chase the men in suits and their criminal clients around the offshore tax havens and money laundering centres of the world.

Remarkably, the officer appointed in March to handle this crucial aspect of the Brinks investigation was detective superintendent Tony Lundy, who at the time was considered the most controversial cop in Scotland Yard. Senior management were split between those who thought he was “corrupt” or lacking in integrity and others, including Lundy, who believed he was the victim of a criminal vendetta seized on by jealous colleagues threatened by his reputation as a top thief taker. Lundy had served on the Flying Squad during the seventies. There he pioneered the turning of armed robbers into supergrasses to take down some of the toughest firms in and around the capital. This strategy naturally earned him the enmity of London’s top villains who decided to pay him back, with interest. Or so he would claim.

A firm of armed robbers had hijacked a lorry at Tilbury Docks and stole £3.5 million of East German-owned silver bullion in March 1980. Lundy’s boys investigated the crime and managed to retrieve almost all of the silver and convict the key villains. Twelve of the 321 ingots, however, were never recovered. Someone in the Underworld had a convenient explanation. There’s no prize for guessing that a criminal turned supergrass called Billy Young put Lundy’s name in the frame.

The silver bullion robbery took place in the middle of Operation Countryman. The theft allegation against Lundy coincided with an anonymous note to the Yard claiming he had also conspired with his colleagues to falsely obtain a reward for an undeserving informant. Lundy would claim the note came from one of his high-ranking enemies at the Yard. But the damage was done and an internal inquiry, parallel to Countryman, got underway.

Lundy was skilled at marketing his achievements so the humiliation of being returned to divisional duties was considerable for the gruff Lancastrian. Meanwhile, a former anti-corruption chief, deputy assistant commissioner Ron Steventon, started to look into the allegations. This took a remarkable two and a half years to complete. Equally extraordinary was the decision to allow Lundy on occasion to investigate complaints against other police officers while he himself was under suspicion.

As the Steventon inquiry lumbered into 1983 a few independent journalists were hot on Lundy’s trail sensing there was something endemically wrong about his relationship with a criminal informer called Roy Garner, who was also a major drug dealer. As good a criminal as he was an informant, Garner had earned handsomely from his tip-offs to Lundy’s Robbery Squad. But in return was he allowed to operate his drug business with impunity?

Finally, in August 1983, a 4,000-page internal report on the Lundy affair was submitted to the Director of Public Prosecutions for a decision on whether to bring criminal charges. For roughly six months the DPP mulled over the evidence and implications of prosecuting officers like Lundy who had put away hundreds of serious criminals. Government lawyers decided the uncorroborated word of a convicted supergrass like Billy Young was good enough to convict other criminals but not police officers.8 This perceived lack of credible evidence meant no criminal charges were brought against any of the officers under investigation. The Yard did however issue a mild admonishment to Lundy for failings in his paperwork.

In January 1985, the month John Fordham was killed, Lundy felt confident enough to publicly claim he had been fully exonerated. No one in the Yard who saw the internal inquiry report contradicted him. This was more than a little strange, as the report contained a damaging two-page memo by DAC Steventon, who wrote: “I feel bound to express a personal opinion and regrettably there is a dearth of evidence to support it, but it is my belief that Lundy is a corrupt officer who has long exploited his association with Garner.” He recommended Lundy should be removed from specialist duty.

In the incongruent, bitchy world of promotion and preferment inside Scotland Yard, this would have been enough to sink the career of many detectives. Instead the total opposite occurred. On 11 March Lundy was made Brian Boyce’s deputy on the Brinks Task Force. If ever there was evidence of a major split in the Yard’s top hierarchy this was it. By posting him to the most high-profile and sensitive on-going inquiry, his supporters, among them four assistant commissioners, gave a two-fingered salute to Lundy’s equally powerful detractors in Scotland Yard. Among those was the deputy commissioner, Albert Laugharne, the second most powerful man in the Yard and the person in overall charge of police discipline.

But what of the Steventon report and memo? It was archived – some say it was deep-sixed – but not for long. Just as Lundy thought it was safe to go back on the mean city streets, the Yard learned that two BBC journalists were almost through making a documentary called “The Untouchable” about his relationship with the drug trafficking informant Roy Garner.

Such was the concern that in April commander Phil Corbett visited a retired police officer to inquire if he had revealed the contents of the Steventon memo to the programme makers. Similarly, assistant commissioner John Dellow wrote confidentially to the BBC assistant director general, Alan Protheroe, urging restraint. The BBC executive saved Scotland Yard the trouble of any further assaults on press freedom. He pulled the documentary claiming “insoluble legal difficulties”. The journalists, Andrew Jennings and Vyv Simson, consequently left the BBC. They suggest a compelling reason for why the Yard “buried its head in the sand” over the Steventon memo: “If it got out that a detective who had put so many men in jail had been labelled ‘corrupt’ by the Yard, the Appeal Court could be besieged for years.”9

One faction in the Yard had certainly buried the memo, in insignificance. Had they not done so and it became public then not only would the Appeal Court be busy, but Lundy’s position on the Brinks Mat Task Force would surely have been untenable.

In November 1986, after 18 months on the Brinks inquiry, Lundy’s protection ran out. The refugee journalists had found a burly sponsor in Granada Television’s flagship documentary series World In Action. An even harder version of “The Untouchable” was scheduled for broadcast in a few days.

Transmission on 6 November came at the worst possible time for the Brinks investigation. The Task Force had already failed to convict Noye for the murder of John Fordham. And even though in July he received fourteen years for handling the stolen gold, three of his associates had escaped conviction.

To make matters worse, the Yard was engaged in a Keystone Cops hunt for armed robber John “Goldfinger” Fleming whom Lundy was pursuing for dishonestly handling £480,000 of the Brinks proceeds. Fleming had bought a villa near Benidorm on Spain’s Costa Blanca immediately after the robbery. He fled there when McAvoy and the others were arrested. A surveillance squad eventually found him, wired up his patio and tapped the phone. Detectives staying in a nearby hotel were entertained by some of the things they heard, such as prostitute’s leaving the apartment “walking like Groucho Marx”.

When his passport ran out Fleming hopped from one banana republic to another looking for the best safe haven dirty money can buy. Lundy sent detective inspector Tony Brightwell after him. He left London with trepidation. The Yard feared “another Ronnie Biggs in the making” if Fleming wasn’t extradited quickly, recalls Brightwell.

“The Untouchable” documentary caused great damage to Scotland Yard’s cherished reputation when it was broadcast. Two influential Labour MPs, Chris Smith and Clive Soley, used parliamentary privilege to call Lundy “corrupt” and to repeat the call for a full investigation of his relationship with Garner. Even his high-ranking friends could not protect Lundy now.

Fleming of course cashed in on the chaos and agreed to come back to Blighty only if Lundy was taken off his case. Boyce was furious that the Brinks investigation was back in the limelight for all the wrong reasons. Lundy had apparently ignored his order not to pursue Fleming. Boyce was under “instructions” from British intelligence to leave Fleming in Brazil or the United States.10

An outside force, this time from South Yorkshire, was appointed to investigate World In Action’s allegations. Lundy was removed from the Brinks Inquiry but still allowed to carry out sensitive drug money laundering investigations overseas, working with US law enforcement authorities, though he was not called as a witness in subsequent Brinks trials.

The whole drawn out and inconclusive affair splits Scotland Yard even today. Tony Lundy now lives in Spain. He retired as a suspended officer in December 1988 with a doctor’s note diagnosing him as suffering from acute stress. His detractors made a lot of the fact that by doing so he managed to avoid six disciplinary charges arising from the outside force inquiry. His supporters say the discipline offences were “flimsy” and a justification for not having found any evidence of criminal wrongdoing.

Lundy insists his mental illness was genuine and caused by seven years of police and media persecution. He went sick after formally complaining that the South Yorkshire inquiry had acted improperly. “They got carried away and were determined to get a result,” he told us. The suggestion of a Masonic conspiracy between the silver bullion robbers and his enemies in the Yard is also something Lundy genuinely believes played a part in his downfall.11

In some important respects Tony Lundy is a victim. He may not be a victim of jealous colleagues duped by vengeful criminals – and World In Action had every right to investigate the murky and uncontrolled world of the detective-informant relationship – but Lundy is a victim of a secret and undemocratic system that allows the police to investigate themselves.

Had a fully independent body of corruption investigators and prosecutors existed then the factionalism inside the Yard, the shifting agendas and priorities, the personality politics which all did so much to obscure the facts in this case, would have been marginalised. Subordinated, if you like, to transparency, speed, public accountability and greater clarity over the verdict on Tony Lundy’s guilt or innocence and the true level of corruption inside the Brinks Mat squad.
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The Ghost of Brinks Mat
– A Liaison Dangereuse

It’s early spring 1986. Detective chief superintendent Brian Boyce is working in his office at Scotland Yard. The phone rings.

“Hello. My name is Professor Brian Griffiths, head of the prime minister’s policy unit.”

“Oh, hello,” said Boyce, intrigued by why such a senior adviser to Mrs Thatcher would be calling him directly.

“Listen, would you mind coming to Downing Street? There is something we would like to discuss.”

The call came at a time when the internal politics of the Yard were at their most vicious. Highly critical media coverage over Noye’s acquittal for murder in December 1985 had led to recriminations. Boyce and SO11 Commander Phil Corbett were trying to raise spirits but at the same time animate the troops for Noye and Reader’s second trial, due to start at the Old Bailey in May. Only 11 bars of the stolen bullion had been recovered.

Boyce agreed to meet the prime minister’s adviser but decided not to tell his superiors. It was just a short walk across St James’s Park to Number Ten.

Over coffee Boyce chatted with Professor Griffiths and his number two at the policy unit, Hartley Booth. Griffiths was an evangelical monetarist and economic guru of the Thatcher revolution. He came straight to the point. What, he asked, did Boyce think of the Theft Act as a weapon for tackling organised crime and terrorism? Boyce was one of a number of cops who believed the Act was outdated for the modern criminal landscape. He was confident about convicting Noye for handling, but to do so he knew he must absolutely prove the gold and the money found at Hollywood Cottage and Reader’s home had come from smelting and laundering the Brinks Mat bullion.

Professor Griffiths was working on draft legislation to create a new offence of money laundering. Boyce was left under no illusion that Margaret Thatcher wanted to attack the secret financial structures of the IRA and organised crime. Until the Guinness share support scandal the following year, she had no interest in targeting Tarquin, the City dealer, and his white-collar band of pinstriped suits who were busy laundering their illegal profits from insider trading.

Until then, it was another kind of spiv entrepreneur – Kenny Noye and other members of the Gold Conduit – which was embarrassing Mrs Thatcher. They had laundered a lot of Brinks money through close-to-home offshore tax havens like the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands, and far-flung ones like the British Virgin Islands (BVI). High Street banks that asked no questions were the financial conduit to these exotic locations.

The Foreign Office had previously encouraged Caribbean colonies like the BVI to establish a welcoming offshore financial sector that would generate local employment and revenue and reduce economic dependency on the Treasury. Now the government wanted to create a legal framework to control the Frankenstein it had fostered. And the islands’ politicians and business sectors didn’t like it.

The irony would not have been lost on Boyce as he walked back to Scotland Yard. He supported new legislation but knew it wouldn’t come soon enough to be useful to him.

After a ten-week trial, on 24 July 1986, Noye was found guilty of handling. He turned to the jury and told them he hoped they all died of cancer. The judge sentenced him to fourteen years. Brian Reader got nine. It was a success of sorts for the Task Force, in that the cop killer was finally behind bars. But Noye’s business partner, Michael Lawson, was acquitted, so too was north London gangster Tommy Adams. Bristol linkman Terry Patch of Scadlynn had also walked free.1 The Gold Conduit was far from broken. In fact there was another far more prolific gold chain that hadn’t even been touched. This was the money laundering operation fronted by bent solicitor Michael Relton.

In 1984 Relton had virtually abandoned his lucrative central London criminal defence firm to become a laundryman. Selective Estates, the property company he set up with minicab boss cum gangster Brian Perry, was the vehicle for this new career.

One inspired investment they made was in London’s Docklands, a boom-time development promoted by the Tory government to international property speculators. Relton and Perry certainly fitted that bill and cleverly identified a number of wharfs which they bought and sold shortly afterwards for a killing.

It seemed a case of life imitating art. The prescient British gangster film The Long Good Friday had developed a cult status since its release in 1981. The plot centred on an East End gangland boss, played menacingly by Bob Hoskins, who was laundering drug profits through a joint venture with the American Mafia, dirty cops and corrupt local councillors to develop London’s Docklands.

Meanwhile, back in the real world, the Arif crime family was working closely with Perry. They had already secured a foothold on the capital’s prime real estate by nurturing links with the London Docklands Development Corporation. The LDDC took out commercial sponsorship with crime boss Dogan Arif’s beloved south London football club, Fisher Athletic, situated in a prime Docklands location on the south side of the Thames. His football stadium and the LDCC-sponsored sports ground were named after the Labour party grandee and former MP for Bermondsey, Lord Mellish.

In August 1986, the Brinks ‘laundry’ Mat was interrupted mid-cycle. Perry had been under surveillance ever since jailed robber Mickey McAvoy nominated him as his negotiator in the deal he hoped to strike with the Yard to return his share of the gold for a shorter sentence. By following Perry, the Task Force uncovered the other main players in this second Gold Conduit and their laundering network of offshore accounts in Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Belgium, Panama and the United States.

On 12 August, the police made their move. Perry and McAvoy’s current and ex-wife – Kathy and Jackie – plus four others were charged with handling the stolen Brinks gold and laundering some of the proceeds through two large house purchases.

It was by tracing these properties that the Task Force identified Michael Relton, the sophisticated criminal defence lawyer. Detectives were surprised and concerned. Relton was known in the police as a man with rather a lot of influential friends, some of them in Scotland Yard. Now he had disappeared. Had he been tipped off before the Task Force came calling at his Buckinghamshire country home?

It would take eight eventful weeks before Relton was located and arrested on 15 October. A ginger-haired, six-foot-five detective sergeant called John Redgrave was the officer tasked to feel the urbane solicitor’s sweaty collar. The ginger giant had been on the Flying Squad since 1982 and served throughout the Brinks Mat investigation. He was definitely not one of Relton’s friends in blue.

Redgrave was put in charge of preparing the prosecution paperwork for the forthcoming trial. There were nine defendants including Relton. The files eventually ran to over 20,000 pages and took many months to compile. In October 1987, one year after Relton’s arrest, Redgrave produced an alarming report. It outlined to the Yard’s top brass serious concerns surrounding the approaching trial.

The concerns, revealed here for the first time, were based on secret intelligence and undisclosed evidence that painted a very different picture of the internal machinations of the Brinks investigation than the one being spun by Scotland Yard’s press office. Had the media got hold of such a report, the consequences would have been devastating for the forthcoming trial and, of course, the Yard.

There were two main recommendations, firstly that the jury be given police protection and secondly that the trial should be held outside of London. Nothing unusual in that, you may think. But it was the reasoning that made this report so explosive. Examining the question of jury protection first, Redgrave reminded his bosses that Noye had tried to bribe Boyce with £1 million. He then pointed out that since Noye’s two trials there’d been two failed prosecutions where juries had no protection.2

To support his recommendation that the trial be held outside London, Redgrave referred to the relationship between Relton and certain retired Scotland Yard detectives, some of whom had bought a bar from him. Briefs wine bar was a hostelry opposite the Inner London Crown Court, near Elephant & Castle. It was part of Relton’s legitimate empire of bars and restaurants that he owned while running a highly successful criminal and conveyancing legal practice. Relton bought Briefs in 1978 with a crooked businessman. Here, the South African-born lawyer would entertain his criminal clients and journalists after work and sometimes after hours. The Underworld and its fixers mixed like gin and tonic at the bar, exchanging gossip, banter and pound notes.

Relton knew the value of such a network of criminal contacts. Cleverly, he also developed a coterie of loyal police officers, some of questionable integrity.

Throughout the Robert Mark purge and Operation Countryman, defending those officers accused of misconduct and corruption was a good sideline for Relton. It became the stuff of legend that he won thirty-five out of thirty-six criminal cases brought against police officers. Among them were three detectives who ended up buying Briefs in 1980 while facing criminal prosecution for allegedly fitting up two armed robbers and for accepting money with menaces.

Brothers John and Michael Ross and Paul Rexstrew were acquitted in 1982 at the Old Bailey. It was the third Countryman trial in a series of four that failed to secure a conviction. The Ross brothers were subsequently sacked on a police disciplinary board. Rexstrew, however, resigned and later went to work for Relton’s law firm as a clerk.

Today, John Ross earns his crust using his police contacts to sell tips to the tabloids. He now operates from another wine bar, this time near the Old Bailey. “The Flying Squad and the robbers used to drink together [in Briefs]. They did the same job. There were no problems because they all earned money out of bank robberies,” he recalled over a bottle of wine.

During the Brinks inquiry, the Yard had issued an order for its officers to stay away from Briefs. There was particular concern in the Task Force, which the Redgrave report reflected, about the recently disgraced Ross brothers and their loyalty to Relton. The Yard was also troubled about Rextrew’s role in Relton’s law firm and wondered how far he and the others would go to defend him.

Rexstrew is still a legal clerk. He originally agreed to discuss Brinks Mat and his relationship with the bent lawyer. “Unbeknownst to me at the time, I was [at the firm] when monies were going into the Bank of Ireland through the client account, monies which were later shown to be coming from the purchase of property from Docklands through Selective Estates.” He subsequently cancelled our meeting and refused to answer any written questions. One of the reasons he gave was that he had represented an unnamed defendant in the Relton trial.3

Rexstrew also had dealings with a former business partner of Relton’s, a detective turned private eye called Martin King. After Relton sold Briefs, he and King bought Docks Diner, near Tower Bridge. Rexstrew later represented King when he pleaded guilty to bribing an undercover police officer to destroy the case against two criminals.4

In general, the concern among senior Brinks detectives was that a “firm within a firm” was still active. And the Underworld’s brokers knew exactly how to get in touch.

Former commissioner Robert Mark will for ever be remembered for his inspired comment that a good police force is one that catches more criminals than it employs. And during his nearly five-year reign in the mid-seventies he sacked or forced out over 450 detectives. But undoubtedly, and with the Yard’s connivance, corrupt officers of varied ranks, some because they were Freemasons, escaped the purge.

This is why Redgrave recommended moving the trial outside the Smoke. It was thought Relton’s friends in Scotland Yard and those at the Criminal Bar could and would “manipulate police organisation and the mechanics of London’s legal system”. And although the Yard would find it “unpalatable” to have to guard against possible traitors in its own ranks, not to do so, the report intimated, could make the difference between winning and losing the forthcoming trial.

Boyce5 and Corbett endorsed the argument wholeheartedly in a note attached to the Redgrave report. In his supporting comments published here for the first time, Corbett gave a fascinating analysis of the calibre of British villainy in the 1980s: “We do not have crime families as recognised in Italy and the US,” he wrote. “We do however have potent cliques of criminals who will variously come together in combination according to their personal criminal projects – certainly and more unfortunately, this country is recognized worldwide for what might be termed an ‘invisible asset’, namely prolific and expert criminal figures.” Corbett added he was “convinced that serious and concerted attempts to pervert and impede the course of justice will be made” in the Relton and co. trial. But far more intriguing was his final comment – “indeed it is likely that they have already commenced”.

The Yard’s head of criminal intelligence was referring to an unauthorised and highly irregular liaison dangereuse in Paris between a Brinks detective and Michael Relton, while the bent solicitor was on the run. The detective was an inspector called Peter Atkins. In late August 1986, Atkins’ friend, the disgraced detective Michael Ross, contacted him. By this stage Perry and others had been arrested. Ross said Relton was in Florida ready to deal. Atkins trusted Ross, who had been his best man, and knew he was close to Relton. So he passed on the information to the Brinks Squad.

Tony Lundy was already going to Florida, where the Task Force had opened an asset-tracing office. He waited for Relton to make contact, but the call never came. Lundy was unaware that Relton was in fact in Paris secretly meeting Atkins. He had flown there with Ross on 6 September and was picked up at the airport by the lawyer, who paid for a long lunch in Montmartre.

One month later, on 8 October, Lundy, by now back in London, told his men they must find and arrest Relton within the next two weeks. After the briefing, the team adjourned for a modest libation. What happened at the Black Dog pub is a disputed story. Lundy claims a detective came to him in a distressed state saying that a fellow detective had recently offered him a £100,000 bribe to lay off Relton. Lundy reported this to commander Corbett, but the whistle-blower subsequently refused to confirm it when he was taken to the boss’s office.

According to a police source privy to the intelligence, Corbett had also just learned from a phone tap about the Paris meeting. He was furious with Atkins. Luckily, though, the Task Force had also discovered that Relton would be returning to London in 24 hours from Malaga.

John Redgrave, the ginger giant, was put in charge of the surveillance team that followed Relton on his return to London. “He was slowly getting more and more drunk and avoiding his usual [haunts]. He was making calls from a TK [telephone kiosk]. The stuff I was getting back from the surveillance team was of a man at the end of his tether. He was spooked. My judgement was that he was going to do a runner because of the way he was acting. So I requested permission to arrest him. I didn’t know about the politics [over Atkins] back at the Yard but eventually I was given the green light. We were following Relton in his car near Rochester Row. I pulled him over and when I introduced myself I sensed an enormous relief on his face. I then made him open the boot. Inside were loads of documents. He must have emptied out his office.”

Redgrave had stumbled on a treasure trove of documents – the Selective Estates files. Two envelopes were found in the boot of Relton’s car containing highly compromising financial information about the money laundering network. Weeks earlier Relton had posted the envelopes from London to an address in Malaga province. The network had invested in a large property development there.

Further documents were seized at Relton’s home. By now faced with overwhelming evidence of his corruption, he turned supergrass. During lengthy debriefs he gave vital information of the laundering network that for the first time allowed detectives behind the curtain of confidentiality that is the most attractive feature of offshore banking. Relton, who was later described in court as the “chancellor of the exchequer”, effectively admitted to laundering almost £3 million.

Michael Charman, Tony Curtis and another Flying Squad detective called John Bull were Relton’s bodyguards while he was in protective custody. Charman says Relton didn’t take too seriously the intelligence about a contract on his life. He was allowed to meet his wife at their favourite bistro in Clapham, south London, and his bodyguards also drove him to his Buckinghamshire home for conjugal visits and dinner parties.

In late November, the Task Force’s top supergrass suddenly withdrew his evidence and entered a plea of not guilty. The police wrongly assumed Relton had had the frighteners put on him by his former gangster clients. In fact it was his wife, Helena Luff, who was threatened, says Curtis.

Soon after pleading not guilty, Relton unsuccessfully applied for bail. His wife assured the court no one had threatened her husband to retract his evidence. But later she confided in Curtis that a fearsome duo had done exactly that when they visited her London flat on behalf of Brian Perry. She identified the unwanted callers as south London gangland enforcer “Mad” Frankie Fraser and Perry’s son, Patrick. Fraser admits he was Brian Perry’s friend and was asked by unnamed people to act as his “minder” during the Brinks trials.6 Patrick, however, refuses to comment. But a secret intelligence report reveals that two years after the approach to Relton’s wife, Patrick was linked to a separate plot to poison one of his father’s co-defendants, who at the time was in a Spanish prison awaiting extradition. The alleged plot involved providing the prisoner with a specially baked cake. Although the plan never came off, according to one police source, Patrick was heard joking that he was known for a while as Mr Kipling.7

Boyce had also gone ballistic on learning of the Paris meeting. He recommended Atkins should be removed from the Flying Squad. He was so surprised when no disciplinary action was taken against the errant officer for what commander Corbett had described as “a flagrant breach of police protocols”.8 They wondered if Atkins had protection higher up.

Some explanation came when the detective, by then promoted to chief inspector, gave some extraordinary evidence at Relton’s trial. Atkins told the court he and Ross would regularly “treat” each other to meals. On the occasion in question Ross flew him to Paris for lunch. It was only on the plane that he was told Relton would be joining them. Most of the lunch he agreed was a “highly enjoyable social occasion”. But during the first half Relton apparently told Atkins he was not knowingly doing anything illegal.

Prosecution barrister Nicholas Purnell QC asked Atkins who’d paid for the flight. Atkins replied: “Well, what happened was Mr Ross paid for the flight. On the way over he told me that Mr Relton was in Paris and would meet us, and I was rather upset about that and I thought he abused our friendship, and in fact on the way back I gave him the money for the flight.”

It was more than a little inconsistent that Atkins felt compelled to pay for the flight but admitted allowing Relton to pay for the meal. This wasn’t the only anomaly and surprise in his evidence. Atkins also admitted to seeing Relton after Paris on three other occasions, this time in the UK. All the meetings took place in the month before he was arrested and therefore while he was on the run. On each occasion Ross organised the meeting and was present but not in earshot, Atkins was keen to stress. Once they even met in Briefs.

Remarkably, Atkins claimed he had reported back to someone in the Brinks Task Force, but didn’t name the person. Certainly it wasn’t Boyce, Corbett or Lundy. He also confirmed he hadn’t taken any notes of these four crucial discussions with a fugitive, nor did he make a witness statement or secretly record Relton.

In one simple exchange Purnell got straight to the heart of the matter. “Detective Chief Inspector, were you going to give information to Relton or to receive information from him?”

“Receive it,” replied Atkins.

In July 1988 Michael Weber Relton faced the consequences of his decision not to remain a supergrass. He was convicted and sentenced to 12 years.

After the trial, Scotland Yard did its best to quash rumours that there was a serious problem of police corruption during the Brinks Mat investigation. But Boyce and Corbett felt very differently. The SO11 commander cites the failure of the Yard to discipline errant officers as one of the reasons he chose to leave the force. Another reason, Corbett says, was the whitewash by Scotland Yard of an internal inquiry into Freemasonry.9

A very senior retired detective close to the Brinks investigation agreed to speak off the record about the internal machinations of Scotland Yard during this period. He was privy to important discussions. His comment is extraordinary. “It was my impression there was a concert party to undermine the Brinks [investigation] and most of it came from south-east London. There is no doubt several people wanted to undermine it. Some of those were in the police and some of those were outside of the police.”

In the summer of 1993 a man in his early forties with a blond ponytail took the stand at the Old Bailey where he was on trial for armed robbery. He told the court one of those incredible defences that in journalism would be put in an imaginary tray marked “You couldn’t make it up.” Certainly the jury thought so, because they acquitted him.

The following account is based on allegations made in the witness box and in civil proceedings subsequently brought against the Met by Maurice O’Mahoney.

He claimed that corrupt Met detectives got him to carry out the armed robbery of a sub-post office in Shepherd’s Bush, west London, in order to kill him because they suspected he was about to blow the whistle on the officers’ involvement in the disposal of the Brinks money. Among the officers O’Mahoney named in court were Michael Ross and DCI Peter Atkins, who was still serving at the time of the trial.

O’Mahoney had led a life of crime, extreme violence and criminal cheek. As a west London enforcer and debt collector, he enjoyed using a hammer to persuade people to pay up. When he was arrested in June 1974 for the armed robbery of a Securicor van in Middlesex, O’Mahoney turned supergrass. He claimed he rolled over to protect his girlfriend from his accomplices on the job, who wrongly suspected he had grassed them up. Rather than wait for them to gouge his eyes out, O’Mahoney pleaded guilty and admitted 102 other offences, including another 13 armed robberies. He then named over one hundred friends and criminal associates, an act of treachery that earned him the soubriquet “Mo the grass”.

In return, the court sentenced him to a lenient five years, most of which he served in very comfortable conditions with conjugal visits. At some stage though, he refused to give any more evidence against his former partners in crime so the police withdrew his protection and stopped payments from a special fund.

On his release, Mo was given a new identity. He briefly provided security for pop stars like keyboardist Rick Wakeman and claimed he once planned to kidnap Elton John.

Mo apparently recouped some criminal kudos after years of grassing by providing certain “faces” with sensitive intelligence from corrupt contacts in SO11 about whether they were being looked at.

Mo started to frequent Briefs wine bar in the early eighties and throughout the period when the Gold Conduit was at its most active. During this period he says he was involved in moving money to the United States for Relton. He travelled with a false passport to New York on the same flight as the bent solicitor and even managed to hide two of Relton’s account books from the police.

In 1990, Mo says he made contact with serving police officers at Brixton, south London, after an unnamed senior detective at the Yard refused to help him with a new identity. One of the Brixton detectives was reputedly Peter Atkins. Mo regarded him as a “friend” and claims he re-wired the detective chief inspector’s house.

During his Old Bailey trial, Mo revealed that the post office robbery was proposed to him at the Brixton police station Christmas party in 1990. He then produced the winning raffle ticket from the police party – ironically the prize was a flight to Paris – when the prosecution accused him of not being there.

He spoke of his friendship with Briefs co-owner Michael Ross, whom the trial judge later described as a “rogue officer”. Mo also listed from the witness box other police officers that he claimed he’d had corrupt and commercial dealings with since the seventies.

After his acquittal, Mo’s lawyer wrote to home secretary Michael Howard asking him to guarantee his safety from criminals and police officers he had named in the murder plot. His lawyer later told the Independent that he had also asked for an inquiry into the allegations of police corruption, but, remarkably, this was refused.

In December 1994, Mo sued Peter Atkins and the commissioner for aggravated and exemplary damages, alleging malicious abuse of office and malicious prosecution. He had spent over one year in prison on remand after his arrest for the post office robbery.

The writ said the murder plot was arranged “to protect the interests of DCI Atkins and [his] friends and associates from the intended publication of details of corruption and to protect the same against possible loss of the proceeds of corruption”. The writ named Michael Ross as well and alleged Mo possessed information about corrupt activities by them and senior officers known to them.

Although the claim was served on new commissioner Paul Condon, it related to a period when his predecessor Sir Peter Imbert was in charge. Nevertheless, Condon was in a very difficult position. By December 1994 he had been knighted and his Ghost Squad was secretly operating with Home Office approval.

Mo’s corruption allegations in the civil claim fell into two periods – when he was a seventies supergrass and the Brinks Mat police investigation. Each one demanded a proper inquiry. Mo admitted in the writ that he’d given “perjured evidence [as a supergrass] at the direction and request of officers of the Metropolitan Police”. In lieu of an independent inquiry, at the very least there should have been a separate team of officers, outside of Scotland Yard’s control and supervised by the PCA, investigating this damaging allegation.

First they would have to discover which trials Mo was referring to and, if he was telling the truth, which defendants were therefore wrongly in prison. Then they would have to look at those officers Mo alleged had instructed him to give perjured evidence. This, after all, is a very serious allegation of conspiring to pervert the course of justice, and any officer successfully prosecuted not only would go to prison, but all the criminal cases he had significantly played a part in would themselves become potential miscarriages of justice. The PCA confirm they supervised no such corruption inquiry.

Mo’s other more damaging allegations of police involvement in money laundering the proceeds of the Brinks robbery could not have come at a worst time for the Yard. The final Brinks trial of four key defendants in the Gold Conduit, Brian Perry, Gordon Parry, Jean Savage and Patrick Clarke, had successfully concluded in August 1992 with long prison sentences. Mo’s allegations clearly challenged the safety of these convictions by attacking the police’s integrity.10

The naming of DCI Atkins was a particular headache for the commissioner. In effect, the allegation that first emerged during Relton’s trial in May 1988 that Atkins and Ross had at the very least an unethical relationship with the bent lawyer had now resurfaced six years later from someone the Yard had in the past regarded as a witness of truth.

The choice facing Scotland Yard was whether to reinvestigate the Brinks Mat robbery or settle out of court. For over four years, the Ghost Squad years, the Yard sat on the civil claim. Mo’s lawyers had no idea what was going on. No one came to interview him about his allegations and take further details, he says. In the intervening period Atkins retired from the Yard in 1995. According to his friend John Ross, he slipped on some rubble outside Brixton police station and won an injury award from the force.

Then, in late 1998, commissioner Condon privately settled the case. Mo’s legal costs and damages, which he estimates at £100,000, were picked up by the Yard, who in turn dipped into the public purse to save their bacon while leaving the taxpayer in the dark about what had gone on.

Such out of court settlements rarely include an admission of liability by the Yard, and this one was no exception. Although the police often try to claw back some dignity by arguing that they settled because it was too costly to continue, more often than not the reality is they have no evidence to rebut the claim or to do so would open up an even bigger scandal, in this case the secret history of corruption during Brinks Mat, something the Ghost Squad had no intention of exploring.

Asked what investigation the Yard conducted into Mo the grass’s allegations, a spokesman replied: “We do not have any details of this matter on our current record system.”

As far as we can establish Atkins has never been able to give his side of the story in any proceedings. Peter Atkins and Michael Ross declined to be interviewed about the liaison dangereuse. John Ross told us even he couldn’t get the full story out of his brother or Atkins.11

Mo the grass is now 56 and married with grown up children. He is not worried about retribution from the criminals he put away. “There are no firms left to bash me up,” he says. “They’ll all be using zimmer frames.”
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