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The words ‘Always a Little Further’ are engraved on the stonework of Ascension at Hereford Cathedral and on the Regimental Clock Tower, which stands in Stirling Lines, Hereford, and carries the names of those who were killed in action and therefore failed to ‘beat the clock’. The words are from the 1913 poem The Golden Journey to Samarkand by James Elroy Flecker, and were adopted by the SAS in the 1960s.

 

We are the Pilgrims, master; we shall go

Always a little further: it may be

Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow

Across that angry or that glimmering sea …


The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed.

Steve Biko


Prologue

 

WHAT YOU ARE about to read is a true story. A story that has never been told or shared. Not with my closest friends. Not my wife. No one. 

It is not a story that glorifies war. It is a factual first-hand account of events that took place behind the Iron Curtain during the final months of the Cold War between August and November 1989. As the year drew to a close, the world quietly looked on, as it had for over twenty-eight years, while a nation did its best to drag itself from beneath the heel of a brutal oppressor through peaceful protest. But as the size of the demonstrations grew, and the East German state responded with violence, intimidation and imprisonment, behind the scenes, secretly, something else was being planned. Europe’s history in the second half of the twentieth century and beyond would have been very different if it had succeeded.

This is the story of a man who, through no fault of his own, found himself in the right place at the wrong time. Or, as I now like to think of it, the wrong place at the right time. A career soldier who found himself in circumstances of extreme danger and driven by a need to survive, while at the same time trying to protect those he considered his friends and comrades. Some will say that what was expected of me at the time was totally unreasonable, but I like to believe that any Special Forces soldier would have done much the same as I did in the same extraordinary situation I found myself in during those final months of the Cold War.

As I say, I have never talked to anyone about what happened during those dark days, not even my wife – although she has had to deal with the aftermath: the long silences, the mood swings and me just wanting to be alone, all brought on by enormous feelings of personal guilt and regret. 

There are those who will ask, ‘So why tell the story now, after all these years?’ the short answer is because now, thirty years on, the people who were involved are nearly all dead or long retired. No operational secrets are being revealed and no lives are being put at risk. Although the fact that a British soldier was operating behind the Iron Curtain, alone and for close to four months, might still raise a few eyebrows. But I believe this is an important episode that needs to be made public. And without me to tell it, the story of what really happened during those final months of 1989 would probably never be known. Also, like many stories worth listening to, it comes with an underlying message that, if ignored, could have grave consequences.

Thirty years ago, European dictatorships were a grim reality for much of Eastern Europe and their immediate neighbours in the West. Today there is a generation who remember this and their fear now is that with Russia on the march again, trying to regain many of its former territories, the work of liberating these peoples could be undone and the horror of living under such authoritarian governments could return.

I am proud to have played a small part in the liberation of a nation, but the events leading up to, and immediately after, the fall of the Berlin Wall changed me for the worse and for ever. The things I saw, the decisions I made, the actions I was forced to take at the time, turned me into a person that I struggle to live with, even today. For many years, these events totally destroyed my faith in human nature, reducing any notions of friendship to nothing more than a hollow gesture. I had been six years old when social services branded me a problem child, something that I eventually overcame. But following the events of 1989 everything was different for me. Now I was an angry, suspicious loner who not only avoided forming relationships, but did his best to drive people away. Why? Because, to quote the lawyer Kobayashi (Pete Postlethwaite) in the film The Usual Suspects, ‘One cannot be betrayed if one has no people.’


Pre-Op (Pre-Operational) Briefing

 

AS MOST OF you will know, and those of you who have no first-hand military experience will probably have guessed, the intelligence relating to the geography of the combat area – the calibre of the enemy, its strength (numbers), location and weaponry – all need to be of the highest quality if your mission is to stand any chance of success. To this end, if reading this book is to be a worthwhile experience, there are certain things you should be aware of before you begin your journey.

The characters you will meet here are/were all real people. I have done my best to describe them, their personality, role and actions in the months leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall. However, as you would expect, the names have been changed to protect both the innocent and, far less deservedly, the guilty.

The locations, their names and descriptions were all authentic at the time. But following the fall of the Wall, the dissolution of the German Democratic Republic (the old East Germany), the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Eastern Europe and the apparent demise of communism, many have now changed their names. Also, in an attempt to erase the painful memories of the previous forty-one years – between 1948 and 1989 – others have disappeared entirely.

Unlike most stories that appear in books, the cinema or on TV, the life of an operator, or field agent for want of a better term, is usually somewhat uneventful. In fact, I would even go as far as to say boring. And although at the time in East Germany the threat of betrayal and capture by the likes of the Stasi and KGB were genuine, most of an operator’s time was and is spent sitting, watching and waiting for something to happen, or for someone to appear. So, to avoid this book becoming something of a boring ‘Guard Report’, I have concentrated on times when things were happening. All the dates are accurate, but the times of day are only as accurate as memory allows and are put there partly to help the reader keep track of the story. The only other things I have taken licence with are the conversations that took place in a foreign language. However, their content, the decisions made, and the resulting actions – those that were taken either during or following these conversations – are, to the best of my memory, accurate. Furthermore, although the ability to recall actions and events in great detail is vital for the likes of bobsleigh, luge and Formula One drivers as it enables them to pre-adjust their position on the track and begin to drive a curve long before it arrives, it can be a curse to a highly trained soldier or operator as it enables our memory to drag up past events, then play them back in high definition, bringing back all the sights, tastes, smells and memories that, for the sake of our ongoing sanity, we would far rather forget.


May 1985

Stirling Lines, Hereford

I CROSSED THE road that ran from the guardroom to the Squash Court gate, an emergency exit from the camp, and out on to Hoarwithy Road, stepping over the grass verge, and turning left on to a narrow tarmac path. As I drew level with the Regimental Clock Tower, I paused as I often did. It wasn’t the clock or the time of day that interested me. It was the names inscribed on the tower that made me stop and think of those who were no longer around. Members of the Regiment killed in action, so ‘failed to beat the clock’. Like Sergeant Talaiasi Labalaba – the Fijian SAS legend, killed in July 1972 while single-handedly manning a 25-pounder Howitzer at the Battle of Mirbat, enabling his small team to fight off over 250 terrorists. The eighteen men who lost their lives when their helicopter went down in the freezing waters of the South Atlantic during a ship-to-ship transfer on the night of 19 May 1982. Captain Gavin (John) Hamilton MC (Military Cross), who died on 10 June of that same year while operating behind enemy lines on West Falkland, and far too many more to mention here. Some, like Talaiasi Labalaba, had been killed before I reached the Regiment, but there were others I knew personally, and whose loss greatly affected us all. 

I turned away from the clock and as I continued along the path towards the building that housed the Ministry of Defence Police – what we called the ‘MOD Plod’s lodge’ – I spotted a man who can only be described as one of the shadiest individuals the Regiment had to offer.

Dawson.

He was tall and wiry, fit, and the only thing that gave any hint of his advancing years was his greying hair. He was dressed from head to foot in DPM (Disruptive Pattern Material), which most civilians refer to as camouflage kit, a pair of combat trousers and a Special Forces windproof. Beneath the windproof he wore an olive-green shirt, and on his feet a pair of dark green jungle boots.

That was one of the unique things about the Regiment: at the time, there appeared to be no definite dress code. The SP (Special Projects) team who were on immediate standby twenty-four hours a day travelled in civilian clothes so, as you would expect, unless they were involved in training they wore civilian kit and their hair long. As you walked around the lines you would see a mixture of trousers, shirts and footwear, all of it British, but designed for use in a variety of theatres: jungle, desert and North European.

Unlike some of us, who would look like a bag of shit even when dressed in a £2,000 Savile Row suit, Dawson was one of those rare individuals who didn’t just wear his uniform; it hung on him like a second skin, as if he’d been born wearing it. The type of guy who could make a black bin bag look chic. 

He was a senior officer, a colonel I think, although I don’t remember him ever wearing any rank. That was not unusual. Very few Regiment officers wore rank on their windproofs. A windproof has no epaulettes – so there was nowhere to stitch on pips or a crown.

He wasn’t part of a squadron, or RHQ (Regimental Headquarters – the Head Shed). He was what was known as a free runner. He floated in and out and was there only when he needed to be, when there was a job that needed doing.

The gap between us narrowed, and I saw him smile.

‘Morning, Tom.’

It was a part of the Regimental culture that officers who knew you would call you by your first name, but the tradition only went one way.

‘Morning, Boss.’

As we came together, he stopped. ‘What are you doing after NAAFI break this morning?’

The last person I wanted to get involved with that morning was Dawson. He was what the military refer to as the perfect manager, someone who possessed the ‘three F’s’. He was ‘fair, firm and friendly’, but with Dawson there was always an agenda. The fact that he was approachable and softly spoken also made him the perfect interrogator and, as such, a very dangerous animal. He was the type of man who could get you to tell him your darkest, most damaging secrets. I wracked my brain, but nothing sprang to mind. ‘Nothing, Boss.’

‘Good. Do you know where my office is?’

I did. Dawson’s office was in a single-storey building that ran off the back of the MOD Plod’s Lodge, directly behind the Squadron Armouries. ‘Boss.’

He laid his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it as he continued down the path. ‘Good man. Shall we say eleven thirty then?’

My heart sank. The softening-up process was already in motion. ‘Boss.’

It was 11:25 when I knocked on Dawson’s door. A good soldier always arrives five minutes before a parade or appointment, and even today bad timekeeping is one of my pet hates. Turning up late for a meeting, or even a pint with a mate, does nothing more than tell the other person that you consider their time far less important than your own.

A shout came from the other side of the door. ‘Come in.’

It was the first time I had been in Dawson’s office. A grey industrial carpet covered the floor, and the room was bare to say the least. As if it had no permanent resident. There was a desk, which Dawson was currently sitting behind, scribbling on an A4 notepad; a narrow table pushed up against the wall directly behind him and a visitor’s chair on my side of the desk, but there was nothing of a personal nature, no pictures, not even a calendar.

The other thing I remember about it was the smell. The room felt damp. Like a storage locker that had been closed up for a week or two.

He lifted his head and smiled. ‘Take a seat; I’ll be right with you.’ He then went back to his writing. My apparent discomfort evidently amused him as a few seconds later, without raising his head, he said, ‘No need to look so worried. This is an informal chat. I just need to find out a little bit more about you – for the records.’

I forced a smile. I knew what was about to happen. When you first join the army, you sign the Official Secrets Act. Then, later, if you progressed to the Special Forces or any other unit where you might have access to sensitive material, like the Missile Regiment (a Royal Artillery Regiment which handled Britain’s battlefield nukes), or the Intelligence Corps, you were what they call Negative Vetted (NV’d): a cursory look was taken of you and your immediate family. However, I’d already been through both of those processes, so what was about to happen to me was probably going to be much more severe. I guessed I was about to be Positive Vetted (PV’d) and, regardless of what Dawson said, I had every reason to be worried.

My personal life, and that of my entire family, past and present, was about to be put under the microscope. Everything about every one of us, living or dead, was about to be scrutinised. But what worried me most was the past I never discussed, not even with my closest friends.

But then passing the PV process would most likely open a multitude of doors, not all of them good, but they were doors that could lead to opportunities most soldiers can only dream of. Doors that would give me access to the type of information that only a privileged few ever saw or knew about. It could turn me from being someone who was currently trained to carry out the most difficult of tasks in places that can only be described as third world shit houses, into someone who finally got to know ‘why’. While failing the PV process wouldn’t bring about an immediate end to my career in the Regiment, it would significantly reduce my chances of further promotion, and the knowledge that new challenges and opportunities would be well beyond my reach would be a constant irritation throughout the remainder of my military career. It was a day that I had hoped would eventually come but, now it was here, it was enough to put a frown on my face. 

The thing that frightened me most about the process was knowing that, once this informal chat was over and I returned to my daily routine, Dawson would begin sifting his way through the information I was about to provide, selecting the pieces that interested him. These could well be the pieces that did the most damage, and in the process systematically tear my dysfunctional family’s past apart; scrutinise every minor indiscretion; dig up every dirty little secret my family had; highlight any flaws in my character, my background and associations; find anything that made me vulnerable to blackmail or manipulation by criminal organisations or foreign intelligence agencies. Then, when he was done digging, he would decide if any of what he’d found made me a security risk.

However, in the end, whether I passed or failed, I wouldn’t know one way or the other. Not unless the powers that be deemed it necessary.

It was a good four minutes before Dawson lifted his head again, but the pad that sat on the desk in front of him was still open and the pen remained in his hand. Four minutes, during which I had become more and more uneasy.

He leant back in his chair and smiled. 

‘Why don’t we start with you telling me a little bit about yourself?’

‘Starting when?’

‘How about at the very beginning, when, and where you were born?’

Dawson was starting with the simple questions he already knew the answers to; the information he had gleaned from my personal file; a technique routinely used by interrogators. The process was simple; put the subject at ease and establish a rapport before getting down to the important stuff, the pieces of information that really interested him. 

‘March ’fifty-two, The London Hospital, Whitechapel, East London.’

‘Your parents?’

‘Both British. Born in the East End. Within the sound of Bow Bells. True cockneys.’

Dawson smiled. ‘And your grandparents?’

Now we were getting down to it. ‘On my father’s side, both British – East Enders.’

He lifted his eyes from the notepad and raised his eyebrows. ‘And your mother’s parents?’

There was no point in trying to soften the blow. ‘My grandmother was Prussian, from what is now part of Poland. My grandfather was Italian – from Naples.’

‘When did they arrive here? In the UK?’

‘I don’t know the exact dates. All I know is that it was before the start of the Second World War, around 1935 to 1936.’

He had begun writing again. ‘Were they interned, during the war?’

‘No.’

He lifted his head and I saw him raise his eyebrows again. Such an outcome was unusual to say the least. Most of those who had immigrated to Britain from Germany and the Axis countries (those countries who would eventually side with Hitler’s Nazi Germany) before the war had found themselves quickly interned as possible spies or saboteurs in purpose-built camps, such as the one on the Isle of Man.

‘All still living?’

‘They’re all dead.’

‘And your parents, are they both still alive?’

‘As far as I know. My mother suffers from MS and is currently at a Cheshire home outside Chippenham, Wiltshire.’

‘And your father?’

‘The last I heard, he was kicking around Australia somewhere. Sydney, I think.’

‘You’re not close then?’

‘No. He left when I was five. I’ve only seen him a few times since.’

Dawson smiled. It was one of those smiles that say, I know it goes deeper than that, a lot deeper. ‘Did you have a happy childhood?’

I settled back in my chair. ‘Not really. A year after my father left, my mother, no longer able to cope with three kids under six, contacted social services and I was institutionalised for the next nine years.’ I smiled. ‘And there are some that say I should still be there.’

Dawson had stopped smiling. ‘That must have been a pretty harrowing experience for a six-year-old?’

‘It wasn’t all bad; I learned some crucial lessons during those first couple of years.’

‘Like what?’ 

‘Like that there’s no point trying to reason with some people. Once they stop listening and the conversation moves on to the shouting and screaming stage, there’s no longer any point in arguing. So, why not just miss out the non-productive stages and go straight to violence?’

Dawson’s eyes widened. ‘That’s a risky strategy for one so young, and I suspect not that big, probably one of the smaller kids in the facility?’

‘Not really. A chair is a great leveller when it comes to both size and strength. Wallop a bigger kid across the hips or knees with a metal-framed chair and, if you’re quick, you can do more than enough damage to stop him getting back up again.’

A grin crept across Dawson’s face. ‘So what made you join the army?’

‘To cut a long story short, three weeks after leaving boarding school I was homeless, living on the streets. Joining the army wasn’t so much a career choice as an act of desperation.’

Dawson had stopped writing again. ‘Some of your colleagues say that at times you’re not the friendliest person in the world. That you don’t form relationships easily.’

I smiled. I wasn’t about to tell him anything he didn’t already know. ‘Given my childhood and life during my teens, I suppose some would say I now have serious “trust issues”.’

He opened a buff-coloured file sitting on the desk beside him. ‘In fact, on your first confidential report as a sergeant, your CO at the Parachute Regiment wrote, “This man would do well to learn the art of diplomacy.”’

I smiled. ‘He did. But it didn’t stop him from giving me an “O” – “Outstanding Grade” – that year, or for the two following.’

Dawson flicked over the pages and confirmed what I had just said. ‘True.’ He then lifted his head and stared at me. ‘But, given what he’s written, would it be fair to say that you don’t suffer fools gladly?’

Our eyes were locked. ‘I don’t suffer fools at all. A soldier’s life is complicated enough. I see no point in making mine any harder or getting myself killed in order to keep some idiot happy.’

Dawson changed tack. ‘So, are there any skeletons in the cupboard I should know about?’

‘Like what?’

‘Shall we say, members of the family that have strayed from the path, taken to crime; associated with foreign powers; terrorists?’

I couldn’t control myself and burst out laughing. ‘My whole family are cockney. Both my father and his brother went to school with the Krays. In fact, my uncle Alfie did three years in Parkhurst for his “association” with the Twins. Turning to crime comes with the territory. It’s in the genes, and reinforced with mother’s milk.’

His expression had now become serious. ‘Does that also apply to you?’

‘No. But who knows what might have happened if I hadn’t joined the army.’

The conversation about me and mine continued for another thirty minutes, sometimes backtracking, going over the same ground again and again, making sure I gave the same answer the second and sometimes the third time around. He then said, ‘Tell me about your wife and her family.’

Shit.

Don’t get me wrong, they were, and still are, good people, but coming from where they did, well. 

‘They’re all from Belfast.’

‘Right or left footers?’ 

Political correctness wasn’t a big thing in those days, well, not where the army was concerned.

‘Right. A Protestant, loyalist family.’

Dawson had begun making notes again, but under his breath I heard him say, ‘Well, that’s handy.’

Our ‘informal’ chat ended forty minutes later and, as I walked down the path that led past the MOD plods, through the main gate and on towards the sergeants’ mess, I had no idea how I had fared.
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