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To all members of the Operation Julie team, from DI ‘Leapy’ Lee down, the detectives and support personnel, whom I had the privilege of serving with. Every single one of you was diligent, professional, and a credit to this historical, unique and pioneering British undercover operation.

Thank you, Zabrina, for the patience and understanding in giving me the time and ‘space’ to complete this memoir. More importantly, for helping me become a better person.

In memory of Peter, my beloved brother, best friend and confidant.





Who am I? At this point, I have no clue.

ANGEL PLOETNER






ONE

What was Operation Julie?

For many people, Operation Julie brings to mind a unique UK police investigation into the production of LSD by two drug rings during the mid-1970s. The investigation involved 11 police forces throughout England and Wales over a period of two-and-a-half years. It resulted in the break-up of one of the largest LSD manufacturing operations in the world. It culminated in 1977 with initial seizures of enough LSD to make 6.5 million tabs with a street value of £6.5 million. In today’s money the drugs seized by the Julie squad is worth some £626 million.

The Guinness World Book of Records at one time showed these seizures as the world’s largest by street value. As many as 120 people were arrested in the UK and France and over £800,000 was discovered in Swiss bank accounts worth over £5 million today.

In 1978, 15 defendants appeared at Bristol Crown Court. Most of the defendants pleaded guilty owing to the mass of incriminating evidence. Richard Kemp pleaded guilty and received 13 years in jail, as did Henry Todd. Nigel ‘Leaf’ Fielding and Alston Hughes ‘Smiles’ were sentenced to eight years. In total, the 15 defendants received a combined 124 years in jail.

As a result of the seizure, it was estimated the price of LSD tabs rose from £1 to £5 each, and that Operation Julie had removed 90 per cent of LSD from the British market. It is thought that LSD produced by the two labs had been exported to over 100 countries. In total, 1.1 million tabs and enough LSD crystal to make a further 6.5 million were discovered and destroyed.

The BBC1 has said that Operation Julie began the era of the ‘war on drugs’, and I am unconvinced that the claim made in 2011 is correct. I do not believe any kind of war existed back then. That became obvious to any onlooker at the time who could see the bond that developed between many of the drugs gang members and the detectives involved in Operation Julie – in many cases forged out of mutual respect.

Although synonymous with LSD, Operation Julie also uncovered a huge plot to import vast quantities of cocaine into Britain. Two undercover cops unearthed that plot. This book tells of how detectives infiltrated the drugs gangs dealing in LSD. And, at the same time discovered the cocaine plot. I was one of those two detectives; the other was Eric Wright.

In writing this book I have had the invaluable assistance of the Llanddewi Brefi Log – the daily record of the undercover work performed by me and Eric Wright. I also relied on copies of witness statements I had recorded throughout the Operation Julie investigation. The memories of those days are still vivid but those documents filled in some key details.

A note for anyone unfamiliar with British legal jurisdictions, you may note references in my book to the entity of ‘England and Wales’ – it may assist you to know that the countries of England and Wales comprise a single legal jurisdiction. Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own legal systems. Thus, there are three discrete legal jurisdictions in the United Kingdom.

The book is neither pro nor anti drugs. Some people will always search for highs. I do not advocate the use of illegal drugs as I believe they are not necessary to live a meaningful life. Sometimes, they result in the opposite. And, on occasions, some end up with no life at all through drug abuse. I have no intention, nor wish, to preach to anyone.

I ask that you accept this book for what it is – an honest account of an ordinary man performing an extraordinary job. A job not many experience. I aim to help you understand what it is like to be an undercover detective – an infiltrator.




TWO

Who am I?

The Canadian could be an assassin. For sure, a big player dealing in vast quantities of heroin and cocaine. Bolivia is the source of the cocaine powder. It arrived into his control in an almost 100 per cent form. By the time it reached the streets of London it became a changed beast. If lucky, you may have had a purity of 45 per cent.

He did not control the chain of distribution all the way to street-level dealers. No need for that. Way too risky and more importantly, by the time he sold a one-pound ‘weight’ to me, Steve Jackson, he had made a handsome profit.

I am the British man talking to the Canadian in a Liverpool nightclub in 1976. Coke, charlie or snow, to use some of its names, remained the preserve of the wealthy back then. Expensive, but popular with rock stars. A massive market and a huge opportunity for profit existed in Britain.

The deal had been laid out on the table. The Canadian and I became parties to a conspiracy to import serious weights of cocaine into Britain.

The Canadian’s mood changed. Why? Not clear to me at all. Without him revealing too many details, the Canadian had impressed me with the plan.
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Snap! The mood did change, and how!

‘Are you guys cops?’

Wham! This question hit me like a vivid lightning strike from a clear blue sky. The words rolled around inside my head like rolling thunder.

A simulated assassination followed. A double-tap from a silenced semi-automatic pistol favoured by professional hitmen the world over. A close-range execution.

He raised one hand next to my head. The Canadian pointed his joined forefinger and middle finger, imitating a gun. The fingertips touched my skin.

He silently mouthed the silenced spitting sound as two imaginary shells splattered my brains out of the gaping exit wounds at the far side of my head.

Pop. Pop.

• • •

From 1976 to 1980 Steve Bentley the detective turned into Steve Jackson the drug dealer, who turned back into Steve Bentley, the police officer. I am both men and this is my story.

Before you follow me on my story’s journey, this may be as good a time as any to answer a question asked of me over the years. The pity is it was never asked by those who influenced my career and the remainder of my life. The question? ‘What goes on inside an undercover cop’s head?’ Permit me to elaborate with the benefit of hindsight.

Life is full of uncertainty when you work deep undercover. Who is she? Who is he? Is she a bad guy? Is he a bad guy? If so, are they capable of harming me, capable of violence?

There are always more questions than answers. Who am I? Are you two people or does one take over from the other? It’s an enigma. I don’t know the answer but I know it fascinates some people. They have told me as much.

Where am I? Some venues are more comfortable than others. Some places I could sense it was possible to relax, but only to a degree. Other places I had to be constantly mentally vigilant. Then you must deal with substances that mess with your head. Alcohol and cannabis all change one’s perceptions of reality. Have you ever been so drunk or stoned you end up fearful of making some big faux pas, like telling the boss to fuck off? Chances are you have, or at least most of us have. Now think of that feeling. Multiply it by one thousand. It gives you an inkling of the sheer willpower needed to concentrate while undercover to avoid slip-ups.

The truth is I could never allow a conflict to take place in my head whether sober or not. I had to forget Steve Bentley and become totally immersed in the psyche of Steve Jackson. I could not afford a slip-up. My life may have been in danger.

My values were torn up and new values substituted. I was ready to do almost anything to further my cover. I guess the checks and balances in the system made me toe the line. Eric was a key factor in me not overstepping the mark. My brain worked on schemes and plans. Eric would never have countenanced them. I could have gone deeper undercover, losing myself in this other identity. I couldn’t do it with my ‘watchdog’ constantly by my side. Just as well, I may have gone ‘somewhere’ and done something drastic.

Eric by all accounts was not my intended partner. Dick Lee, the Operation Julie commander, had someone else earmarked for the role. Again, by all accounts, it was a good thing Eric replaced him. The original choice was more hippie than any real hippie and has probably smoked more hash than has ever been grown in, say, Afghanistan. We may have led each other astray.

Eric was a welcome constraint, a valuable ally preventing me from indulging in too many flights of fantasy. Eric was solid of character and by his own admission, didn’t think too much. He had simple tastes and straightforward values. I was more complicated. I was a gambler, a chancer, impulsive and excited by the danger. Life undercover was one great adrenaline rush fuelled by copious amounts of alcohol, hash, weed and some cocaine. I was off the leash. I was also a thinker. Always trying to stay one step ahead of the game – What if this? What if that? It was the way I functioned. It was a normal process for me. And I was a good liar, most times basing the lie on a kernel of truth. Perhaps the easiest example is the retention of my Liverpool roots while posing as Steve Jackson.

It was freedom. I was free to do as I pleased, when I pleased, and with whom I pleased. I could be intimate with anyone who wanted the same, break laws, fight and do drugs. I revelled in music I would not have been exposed to. A culture that would have evaded me – the Steve Bentley me. It was exhilarating! It was a high much higher than all the other highs.

I dressed and talked and walked differently. The suits, shirts and ties of the conventional detective were consigned to mothballs in the wardrobe. Old worn-out sneakers, torn jeans, a denim shirt and jacket were my uniform. Long hair and a beard gave me the wild look. There was a wild look in my eyes too, as the booze and drugs began to take effect on my appearance. ‘Don’t fuck with me’ was a look I perfected when the occasion warranted it. Otherwise, I was the likeable, affable conversationalist who got on with all and sundry, locals, non-locals, dealers and non-dealers, drug users and straight people.

The hardest part of going deep undercover was returning home. I was reluctant to do so. I had put Steve Bentley out of mind. To go home to a wife who only knew Steve Bentley was tough. Most of that time I was there in body only. My head was elsewhere. I wished away the minutes and the hours until it was time to return. There was a sigh of welcome relief on walking out of my front door, turning the key in my car and driving off towards Eric and Wales. Free again! Fuck the bills and the routine … fuck everything to do with married life. That state of mind continued for so many years.

I was at my most vulnerable during the drive to Eric’s in my car. It didn’t have a ghost plate. In retrospect that was a mistake. Anyone could have seen me in my own car. A phone call to a bent copper would have revealed who I really was. Inwardly, I must have been conscious of this as I only relaxed after parking my car and jumping into the van with Eric by my side.

It helped we didn’t talk much about ‘the job’ – police work, or other police officers. Eric wasn’t a gossip and it was one of the things I liked about him. We both had the ability to chat about all sorts of issues, both mundane and out of the ordinary. We were ‘normal,’ whatever that is. Sure, on the way to Wales we talked about Smiles, our target in the distribution chain, but he wasn’t the main topic of conversation.

In retrospect, playing it cool with Smiles worked to our benefit. Like a girl you are keen on – play it cool and see if she comes running. Smiles didn’t exactly come running. Yet, I am sure our stand-off approach helped allay his suspicions about us. It helped there was no expectation of Smiles wanting to deal in LSD with us. We were infiltrators and intelligence gatherers. We weren’t expected to do deals with Smiles. That idea was discounted from day one.

Permit me take you to the immediate aftermath of my undercover days before we embark on the journey through the earlier years leading up to Operation Julie. Then, once you know me better, I will tell you my story.

• • •

Depression is no fun. My superiors had beckoned, no, ordered me to attend Hampshire Police Headquarters in Winchester in the March of 1980.

I drove myself to Winchester from Farnborough. It seemed a long 20 miles. The radio turned off in the car. No cassette in the slot. The only noise inside my own head. A spinning noise. But silent. More like a whirring noise. But silent. Noise can be silent. I had no idea what I was doing save for the fact I had an appointment with the police force doctor and the Deputy Chief Constable (DCC). The DCC is like an Assistant Commissioner of Police in the United States.

In a state of fugue, I managed to walk through the entrance doors of the multi-storey police headquarters. I introduced myself to Reception by showing my warrant card. She, the receptionist, expected me and told me to take the lift to the higher reaches of the building. There, a seat awaited me. I also waited for the summons by one of the gods. It felt like a flashback to schooldays and being sent to see the beak. Like a good boy, I complied and waited.

The route to the floor of the gods seemed littered with the faces of people familiar to me. Some of them were unfamiliar, but they appeared to know me. On occasions, someone said hello. A sort of nervous twitch hello, not a ‘how the hell are you’ kind of hello. I was aware but unaware. It seemed like a void. Kind of like watching a silent movie but with me as one of the actors.

I had a two o’clock appointment. A good time owing to the fact my recent habits included lying in bed until at least noon. I sat on a chair in a corridor and waited. I stared at the floor, stared at the walls and stared at the ceiling. No windows to stare out. I waited and stared. Silent whirring noises still spun in my head. My thoughts were a blank canvas with splashes of invisible colour. Is this real? Am I dreaming it? My thoughts would not leave my head.

‘Sergeant Bentley?’ A woman in a nurse’s uniform startled me.

‘Yes.’

‘Please come in.’

She gestured towards a door with a sign: Force Surgeon.

Glancing at my watch, I saw the hands had reached three o’clock. I recall thinking, I have been waiting here since 1.45pm!

The doctor introduced himself. He made a point of telling me his speciality – a general practitioner. Not a psychiatrist or psychologist.

He started with, ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘I don’t know. You tell me.’

‘You have been off work sick for some three months now. Is that correct?’

‘Yeah.’

‘When do you plan on returning?’

‘Straight after this meeting.’

‘Oh! Good.’

‘Yeah, I’m going straight home after this meeting.’

‘I see. I thought you …’

‘I know what you thought I meant.’

‘So, what about a return to work?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Hmm. Okay, tell me how you feel.’

‘Like shit.’

‘Please be more explicit.’

‘Like fucking shit. How’s that for explicit?’

My nothing in my head would not allow me to be explicit. I could not explain what was troubling me. I knew what it felt like but it was in a deep part of me that I could not see or touch. I knew it was there. It had a rawness like an open wound. In place of frankness that I found impossible, I asked a question.

‘Is this confidential? Between me and you. Doctor and patient stuff.’

‘Well, I have a duty to make a report on your fitness to work.’

The word ‘well’ at the beginning of an answer usually bodes ill in my experience. It is like the use of ‘with respect’ when addressing a matter with which you do not agree.

‘Look, with respect, how can you make a report when you’re not qualified?’

‘Excuse me …’

‘You heard; you aren’t qualified. Can you see anything physically wrong with me?’

‘No.’

‘Well, there you are then. I’m off!’

The corridor and the chair welcomed me back. They didn’t wish to talk and I didn’t need to explain anything to them. I waited for the summons into the DCC’s office. His secretary spoke to me after I had been waiting for an hour. It is now 4.30pm. She apologised to me, telling me the DCC had been unexpectedly involved in a long but important telephone call.

‘Okay, thanks.’ But I wasn’t thinking Okay at all.

Important? What’s more important than keeping an appointment with me? This is my future up for discussion. My thoughts were still whirring. DCC? He was known for his sourpuss face and hard man reputation. The DCC role in all police forces is known as an arbiter of internal disciplinary matters. The thought train continued … Maybe heads are going to roll?

I swear I saw disembodied heads rolling along the corridor. I laughed out loud. I’m for the high jump? popped my next thought. Perhaps Fosbury2 flopping would be a good way to enter the DCC’s office? These thoughts ran through my mind at the same time as I clearly heard Procol Harum’s ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale.’

At that point, a lucidity returned. It became so clear what I had to do. I rose from the silent chair, walked to the lift and retraced my journey to the floor of the gods in reverse. I knew I had made my decision. Fuck them all!

No one in the history of the Hampshire Police had dared to walk out of such an appointment before or since that day.

I was asked to be explicit. This is explicit. I had not worked for three months prior to my appointment with the DCC. I had reported sick. I had seen my own doctor who confirmed depression. My doctor referred my case to a local hospital for me to see a psychiatrist. I failed to attend the appointments.

Depression is no longer a stigma like it was in the 1980s. I could not countenance that I needed help. My pride and stubbornness meant I was too ashamed to admit I was no longer in control.

What caused my depression?

In 1980, I, Steve Bentley, believed I was a career police officer. I was proud of what I had achieved in my undercover role during Operation Julie. It was the high point of my police career and a memory I will carry with me to the grave. I fought and worked hard to get to a point to be hand-picked by Dick Lee for Operation Julie in 1976. I clawed my way there and never wanted Julie to end. The Julie squad evolved into a formidable group of investigators and ought to have been allowed to continue, particularly to combat the gangs importing cocaine and heroin into Britain.

My own undercover role as Steve Jackson had a price. I became alcohol dependent and, to a lesser degree, dependent upon cannabis and cocaine. It proved disastrous for my second marriage, which dissolved shortly after the conclusion of Operation Julie.

A promotion came my way following Operation Julie. I became a Detective Sergeant based in Farnborough, Hampshire. I flew by the seat of my pants in that role. The job was all too easy and so mundane following my undercover exploits. I arrived late for work too many times, caused by hangovers from the previous night’s drinking. I also met my future third wife. She, or rather my relationship with her, was the catalyst for my slump into a deep depression.

When I met her I was drinking heavily, crazily. Stopping out all night, often falling into a drunken stupor in a pub. I was also still smoking dope.

It was love between Catherine and me. The longest, closest, most passionate and spiritual relationship I had encountered. I moved in with her while still married to my second wife and still a Detective Sergeant in Farnborough.

What followed is possibly scarcely believable now in the twenty-first century. I became a victim of an attitude so typical of the police force in the late 1970s and early 1980s. My superiors objected to me living with a woman while unmarried. This objection took the form of transferring me to Southampton, 40 miles away from Farnborough. To rub salt into the wound, they expected me to perform uniformed duties as a Sergeant and allocated me a single man’s hostel to live in.

This was unacceptable on many fronts.

I was a detective through and through; from the tender age of twenty-one, I had been recognised as a good thief-taker. My high scoring in the final tests of the Home Office Detective Training Course had got me noticed. Following my move from Merseyside to Hampshire in 1971, I spent some time back in uniform. I detested that time. I worked hard and earned my right to shed the uniform. It did not come easy.

Now, I saw myself faced with a blatant effort to separate me from Catherine and a forced move back to uniform duties. I could not countenance either prospect. I was seriously depressed by these developments. The mess was exacerbated by a visit from Norman Green, a police Superintendent who knew me well and held me in high regard.

Green came to Catherine’s home in Farnborough and asked to speak with me privately. That seemed fine by me, but Catherine sharply told Green that anything he had to say could be said in front of her. She remained.

My absence from work came to be treated as a disappearance. I failed to communicate with anyone about my sickness. I simply stopped going to work. My disappearance began to be treated with some urgency when an all-force bulletin circulated to locate me.

No one could find me except Green. He made no headway in his attempts to persuade me to go back to work and accept my transfer to Southampton. He made no headway because telling me what to do without listening reinforced my stubbornness. Perhaps if he had asked me to explain and pour out my troubles, we may have made progress. But I doubt it. I did not want to talk about work or the R-word – responsibility.

I found it galling that he reported back that I had been found living in squalor. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Catherine was a homemaker. Okay, when he visited, the house may have been a tad untidy. Her four kids lived there, and Catherine worked nights at the local hospital so maybe she was busy the day Mr Green visited and failed to tidy up. I am sure that Catherine would also appreciate me mentioning that this visit took place without warning.

Of course, an impression gained momentum about my craziness, no doubt given further impetus by me living with a woman with four kids. Friends were concerned about me. Some even thought of me as reckless.

These were superiors who had no idea about undercover work, drugs, alcohol abuse, or an assassination threat in Liverpool by a Canadian cocaine dealer. Green and the others expected me to shake off depression like a stray piece of cotton on my clothing. Just brush it off and get on with things, report back for duty in Southampton.

Ex-Detective Sergeant 410, Stephen Bentley, reporting for duty! How could I report for duty in the middle of a nervous breakdown? It took me many years to realise that in 1980 I suffered from more than acute depression.

Let me say at the outset that I do not seek sympathy, nor do I regret the events that took place between 1976 and 1980. I simply wish to tell my story.




THREE

LSD Culture

Operation Julie has often been referred to as a police undercover operation. Nothing could be further from the truth. A lot of the investigation required good old-fashioned routine detective work. Much of it involved surveillance of targets and suspects. The 25 members of the Operation Julie team tracking or tailing the suspects’ vehicles carried out this surveillance work. Surveillance was not limited to tailing suspects, but also homes and business premises for lengthy periods. The Operation Julie detectives even posed as innocent holidaymakers and, on one occasion, as surveyors. All done to disguise the fact they were watchers.

None of this is true undercover work.

When you go undercover you assume a completely new identity. You mix with and hope to infiltrate the bad guys. ‘Infiltrator’ is a better description of deep undercover work. It is not working as a narco (narcotics officer) or a police officer masquerading as a drug buyer. He or she invariably gets to go home at night, works a shift and returns to normality. They carry a badge and retain their identity. Infiltration is a stressful and demanding role. It can last for days, hours, weeks, months or even years.

Only four true undercover officers worked on Operation Julie. Eric Wright and myself were two of them. The other two, Martyn Pritchard and Andy Beaumont, drifted in and out. They did not spend days, weeks and months undercover, constantly pretending to be someone else. Imagine living eight months of your life existing as another person.

So many myths have surrounded Operation Julie. Part of that myth-building has been caused by lazy journalism over the years, which continues today. The year 2016 was the fortieth anniversary of the formation of the Operation Julie squad. News articles appeared harking back to the UK’s biggest ever drugs bust. Lazy journalism is still repeated even now.

Storylines and headlines such as ‘Julie’s ‘hippies’ put Richard Kemp’s Tregaron home under surveillance and noted his regular 50-mile commutes to Plas Llysyn, an old mansion in Carno near Llanidloes.’3 And from the same BBC source, ‘… another group of ‘hippies’ monitored the mansion from an old caravan, and when they secretly broke in, water samples taken from the cellar chemically matched LSD samples the police had previously seized.’ The same BBC article spoke of ‘… dozens of undercover officers who were sent into west Wales posing as hippies to place them under surveillance during a 13-month operation.’

Those BBC statements are inaccurate. I repeat – only four true undercover officers worked on Operation Julie. Eric Wright and I were two of them.

What follows is a true story. It does not pretend to be the whole story of Operation Julie as that is well documented elsewhere. Operation Julie, rightly so, is associated with breaking up one of the largest LSD manufacturing facilities and worldwide distribution networks the world has ever seen.

What is not known is the detail of how my undercover work, with my undercover partner Eric, connected into a huge plot to import cocaine into Britain and identified the main players in that conspiracy. It is a personal narrative where I hope to show you at least a glimpse into undercover police work. I will do what I never allowed during my undercover days – I will let you into my head.

As for the conspirators in the Operation Julie saga, they knew the risks in manufacturing and distributing a Class A drug. One of the main characters in my story, Smiles, summed that up so succinctly to me. I wanted to meet him following the arrests and I did so in a police cell at Swindon Police Station.

He kindly said to me, ‘No hard feelings. It’s all part of the game.’

The advocates of the use of LSD are articulate and intelligent people. However, may I remind them of what Aldous Huxley himself thought about the use of LSD and I quote Tendler and May4:


From the very beginning there had been an edge in the drug experiences bordering, frighteningly, on insanity. Huxley’s second wife, Laura, herself an LSD psychotherapist, later wrote: ‘Always Aldous emphasizes how delicately and respectfully these chemicals should be used.’ LSD should only be taken with a doctor’s consent and then when the subject was peaceful, in good health, friendly surroundings and wise company.



Some of the main players in the conspiracy held the view that they were entitled to ‘spread the word’ about LSD in a similar vein to Timothy Leary and others involved in the earliest days of the LSD counterculture. If they were as intelligent as many, including me, make out, then it is astounding they engaged in both self-deception and hypocrisy on a grand scale.

Smiles knew he was a dealer. He lived by his wits and selling drugs – nothing more and nothing less. He was honest to himself. Kemp was the chemist manufacturing LSD, with Christine Bott as his willing assistant. The American, David Solomon, with connections back to the Brotherhood of Eternal Love, recruited Kemp to make acid. The pseudo-altruistic messages pouring forth from the likes of Kemp and Bott were just poppycock. Money motivated them also. They just found it inconvenient to admit it. Okay, they lived the simple life in the Welsh cottage with the goats and the vegetable patch. But how many ‘good lifers’ like them also had Swiss bank accounts? Furthermore, if the account by Tendler and May is correct, then why did Kemp become so concerned with money in his early days in France working as the chemist for Solomon?

The original LSD culture centred around the beat generation of the 1950s and early 1960s. The drug was initially the preserve of artists, authors and academia. Eventually, even the early ‘evangelists’ of LSD, treating it as a kind of sacred object, succumbed to the temptation to make easy money. The Brotherhood of Eternal Love is a story heavily featuring the criminal Hell’s Angels gangs of California. Operation Julie and the massive drugs ring it smashed is a legacy of those days.

All the proselytising falling from the mouths of the advocates of LSD also conveniently forgets another factor. Poly-drug use is commonplace. Most street dealers and users of drugs sell or use more than just one single type of drug. This opens opportunities for the drug user who is new to the scene of being attracted to the prospect of trying and experimenting with new drugs. Smiles had access to LSD, cocaine and cannabis. In my experience, both as a former undercover officer, drugs squad detective and criminal defence barrister, that is common.

I appreciate that the following tales are apocryphal, but they are true. A neighbour of mine told me many years ago he still suffered unpleasant flashbacks years after he ceased to use LSD. Turning to the topic of cannabis, a close friend told me he had stopped using cannabis on a regular basis. Why? He had reached a stage when he forgot important things to do and important appointments in his work diary.

The responsible advice to anyone who wishes to trip on acid is to have a ‘sitter’ and ensure you are in a peaceful and comfortable state of mind. Unfortunately, it is not everyone who follows that advice. It isn’t like your acid tab comes with a health warning and usage instructions in a container like you get from a pharmacy with a prescription or over-the-counter drug.

The effects of any hallucinogenic drug, including cannabis, can be unpredictable. You can Google your own sources, if you so wish, to find out more about ‘bad acid trips’ but I did find one after a cursory search. Surely, the unpredictability is good enough reason for the likes of LSD and cannabis to be outlawed? If you hold the opinion cannabis is not a hallucinogenic, think again.

I don’t believe I am a hypocrite. I used drugs during my undercover days and since then on several occasions. I haven’t used any for years now. I am open-minded about certain drugs. I neither advocate their use nor condemn anyone that uses them. I recognised the dangers of drug use in my own life and what I object to are the one-sided arguments used in the debate about drugs.

In case you wonder, and it isn’t a spoiler, I never did a trip on acid. It was never a problem to refuse acid. Acidheads and the ‘head world’ in general know it’s not for everyone. Even if it is for you, there is a universal acceptance in the drug world that you must be ‘in the moment’ to contemplate dropping even a single tab.




FOUR

Baby Detective

The Operation Julie squad was formed in 1976. Early in that year, I was a detective assigned to the Hampshire Drugs Squad. It was an unfamiliar role for me. I had been a real detective in the Lancashire police force from 1968 to 1972, based in Merseyside. Working on major crime throughout the old county of Lancashire and the new county of Merseyside.

I was a product of the 1960s. The only drugs I knew of as a teenager in Liverpool were purple hearts (amphetamine pills). And, that you could buy reefers (joints) in Liverpool 8. Drugs back then were available through the West Indian community. To be precise, in the shebeens (illegal drinking clubs) of Toxteth. Weed was available there. As a young police officer at the back end of the 1960s, I became aware of heroin addicts because of a spate of chemist shop burglaries committed by heroin addicts.

Most of my probationary police service happened in Eccles, Greater Manchester. I soon transferred to Kirkby, a large Liverpool overspill town. My probationary period ended in 1968. Eccles is where I first developed my hankering to become a detective. One memorable episode drew me toward the Criminal Investigation Department (CID).

As I walked my beat, I started to chat to a guy working on a car in the street. I wore a full uniform.

I wished him, ‘Good day!’

He was under the car bonnet and popped his head out, smiled and said, ‘How are you, officer?’

He was a little older than me, perhaps he was 25.

‘Your car?’ I asked.

‘Yes, just checking an oil leak. Do you fancy a brew?’

‘Good idea. I’ve still got three hours to kill of this shift. I’d love a cup of tea, milk, no sugar please.’

His car was parked outside of his terraced house. A few minutes later he reappeared from the house with two mugs of tea in his oily hands.

‘There you go, constable. Enjoy.’

We stood in the street chatting and drinking our tea.

‘Fancy a smoke?’ He offered me a cigarette from an opened pack.

‘Yeah, thanks.’ I loosened the chin strap and removed my helmet to light up. It’s strange how that seemed to make it okay to smoke in uniform in public.

The conversation was about cars. I spotted a new-looking car stereo fitted in the dashboard of this car. It appeared younger than the car. The chat turned to car radios and stereos.

‘You got a car, officer?’

‘No, not yet but I’m saving for one.’

‘Shame,’ he said, ‘I can get you whatever car radio you want.’

‘How’s that?’

‘I pinch them.’

‘Yeah, pull the other one.’

‘No, I’m serious officer. I nick ‘em from parked cars. I can get you what you want. Just tell me and I’ll get it.’

It remains a mystery to me why he started to confess to a series of thefts. For two years he had been stealing car radios from parked cars. I arrested him.

On arrival at the police station, the Sergeant told me to take my prisoner upstairs to the CID office. That inner sanctum which was invitation-only. You didn’t go there unless told. A detective known as Big John took on the case after I told him what had happened. He asked if I wanted to stick around and see how the ‘real police’ work. I did. I was in awe.

Shortly after that incident, a house burglar murdered an elderly lady in Eccles. A small army of strangers took over the police station. It became populated by a squad of detectives drawn from all over Lancashire. Again, I was in awe. These guys oozed confidence. I sat in silence during the refreshment break in the police canteen. I listened to the ‘war stories’ and jokes, soaking up the atmosphere.

Discretion is important in policing. I learned about it in Eccles. I saw a young boy stealing bottles of milk from doorsteps. I followed him to a nearby house. He entered clutching about six bottles under his arms. I decided to knock on the door. This took place in the early hours.

A big tough-looking guy opened the door. He appeared to be about 35. His black hair was swept back with grease and he was wearing braces to hold up his trousers. In an unmistakable Cockney accent, he asked me what I wanted. A direct question but polite in his tone. I told him what I had seen.

‘Come in, come in officer. I’m sure we can sort this out.’

I walked into the death throes of a party. Bottles and cans of booze littered the room. A blonde Barbara Windsor look-alike smiled and said hello. About ten people filled the room.

‘Now look, if it’s about the milk …’ the big guy had a fiver in his hand. He thrust it toward me.

‘No thanks,’ I said.

‘Well, have a drink then.’

I had a can of beer with them and admonished the kid who had stolen the milk. Everyone smiled. I later found out that it was one of the Krays I had been speaking to.

I refused money from one of the Krays (two 1960s East London gangster brothers, Ronnie and Reggie). I never took a penny off anyone in the whole of my police career. I saw corruption. I saw a uniformed police constable steal a chocolate bar from a shop. I went to the shop after the alarm had been set off. The shop owner saw him too. Dismissal from the police service for that officer was a correct decision. In my early CID days, I also saw corruption. The instances were few and far between, but they did happen.

One such incident started off as humorous. I had started an investigation into a break-in at a men’s fashion shop in Crosby, Liverpool. Thieves cleared it out of suits, shirts and shoes. An informant led us to a block of 13-storey flats
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