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Loyalist Supergrass Trials in Northern Ireland: An Opportunity for Open Source 

Intelligence?  

 

In the 1980s some thirty members of paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland both 

republican and loyalist, agreed to provide evidence against their former colleagues in 

return for a reduced sentence or immunity from prosecution, a new identity and life. 

Such individuals became commonly known as ‘supergrasses’. This article drawing on 

archival and documentary research explores the potential opportunity these 

supergrass trials provided for republican paramilitary groups to gather open source 

intelligence on their loyalist counterparts. It also tracks whether individuals named by 

loyalist supergrasses were subsequently targeted by opposing paramilitary groups on 

their acquittal or release from prison. 

 

Much of the literature on intelligence, intelligence gathering, and its analysis is concerned with the 

activities of states, their agencies and to a lesser extent the corporate sector.1 In comparison, the 

literature on the intelligence activities of non-state insurgent groups is somewhat sparse despite 

Harmon’s assertion that ‘intelligence has a pronounced role within terror groups and their 

operations.’2 There are of course a number of notable exceptions including Ilardi’s3 work on the 

Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) and al-Qaeda, Mobley’s4 monograph on counter-

intelligence by terrorist groups, Gentry and Spencer’s5 article on the intelligence activities of 

FARC and Charters’6 research on Jewish insurgent intelligence organisations in Palestine between 

1945 and 1947 to name but a few. This article seeks to add to this small body of literature by 

exploring the types of information made available to republican paramilitary groups as a 

 
1 Examples would include Andrew et al, Secret Intelligence; Gill and Pythian, Intelligence in an Insecure World; 

Johnson, The Oxford Handbook of National Security Intelligence; Omand and Pythian, Principled Spying. 
2 Harmon, “Counter-intelligence by terror groups”, 1.  
3 Ilardi, “Irish Republican Army Counterintelligence”, “IRA operational intelligence” and “Al-Qaeda’s 

Counterintelligence Doctrine.” 
4 Mobley, Terrorism and Counterintelligence. 
5 Gentry and Spencer, “Columbia’s FARC.” 
6 Charters, “Eyes of the underground.” 



consequence of the loyalist supergrass trials. Moreover, it considers whether the availability of 

such information resulted in the targeting of alleged and proven members of loyalist paramilitary 

groups on their release from prison by republican paramilitary groups. 

 

The article provides a brief background to the use of supergrass trials in Northern Ireland, it then 

briefly discusses the nature of open sources and the existing literature on insurgents open source 

intelligence gathering before focusing on the loyalist supergrass trials including the findings from 

the tracking exercise of defendants named by the loyalist supergrasses.  

 

The use of supergrass trials in Northern Ireland 

The conflict in Northern Ireland which began in the late 1960s ushered in nearly 30 years of 

political violence between the state and republican and loyalist paramilitaries.7 In that time more 

than 3600 people lost their lives8 with another 50,000 – 100,000 injured.9 Throughout the course 

of the conflict, the government introduced a number of measures that it hoped would reduce the 

levels of political violence in Northern Ireland. One such measure was the criminalisation policy, 

which saw the reframing of the political violence as a law and order problem. As Bamford notes 

‘what the security forces now needed was hard evidence that would secure a conviction in a court 

of law”,10 this led to the emergence of the supergrass system.11 As a result, thirty-one paramilitaries 

 
7 The main republican paramilitaries during this time were the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) and the 

Irish National Liberation Army (INLA). On the loyalist side, the main paramilitary groups were the Ulster Defence 

Association (UDA) and the Ulster Volunteer Force UVF). 
8 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 13. 
9 French, “Residential segregation and health,” 888; Breen Smyth, The needs of individuals, 28. 
10 Bamford, “Intelligence in Northern Ireland,” 268. 
11 It should be noted that Northern Ireland had experienced two supergrass trials in the 1970s both involving loyalists 

who had handed themselves into the police. The first in 1973 concerned the Ulster Defence Association’s Albert 

“Ginger” Baker who provided evidence against eight individuals, all of whom were acquitted on a technicality. The 

second in 1977 involved John Wright from the Ulster Volunteer Force, which resulted in 26 convictions. For more 

information see Workers’ Research Unit, “The supergrasses to date,” 20; Greer, Supergrasses, 284.   



agreed to turn Queen’s Evidence and provide evidence against former comrades in return for a 

reduced sentence or immunity (complete or partial) from prosecution and a new identity and life. 

Such individuals became commonly known as ‘supergrasses’. The vast majority (24) of 

supergrasses hailed from republican groups with a smaller number (7) coming from loyalist 

paramilitary groups.12 Over 500 individuals were named by these supergrasses and charged with 

a range of criminal offences including arson, membership of proscribed (illegal) organisations, 

murder, armed robbery, possession of explosives and/or firearms and causing an explosion.13 

Many were on held on remand in custody for lengthy periods awaiting trial with the average period 

of remand being 45 weeks.14 For a number of individuals, who had been named by more than one 

supergrass, their time in custody without having been convicted of any crime was between two 

and four years.15 As Greg contends, 

It will always be a contentious area, with the majority believing that there was 

always another agenda to be met from accepting the evidence of a supergrass. The 

British Government was quite happy to accept criticism on the basis that the ends 

justified the means. Literally hundreds of people were taken off the streets for long 

periods of time without any physical evidence having to be presented to court to 

empower them to do so.16 

 

Open sources and insurgent intelligence gathering 

 

 
12 Workers’ Research Unit, “The Supergrasses to date,” 20; Greer, Supergrasses, 284. 
13 Ibid.   
14 Amnesty International, Northern Ireland, 78. 
15 Ibid. Additionally, it has been suggested that in the McGurk (PIRA) case his decision to not testify had been made 

months before the trial came to court, yet the defendants were held in custody for 20 months. For more details see 

Gifford, Supergrasses, 33. 
16 Greg, The Crum, 218. 



Similar to other key concepts within the social sciences and the humanities, it is not surprising to 

learn that there is no one theory of intelligence nor an accepted definition of intelligence either.17  

As Scott and Jackson observe the very way in which intelligence is defined will affect one’s 

approach to its research and subsequently writing on the subject.18 For the purpose of this article, 

intelligence will be ‘understood as the process of gathering, analysing and making use of 

information.’19 

 

It has been argued that historically a large amount of intelligence material has been derived from 

open sources including newspapers, radio and television broadcasts, business and industrial 

reports. 20 Miller suggests that ‘open sources do not have to be discovered, recruited, intercepted 

or sensed technologically in the manner of clandestine modes of collection.’ 21 Publicly available 

information only becomes open source intelligence when it is gathered together, circulated and 

acted upon.22 

 

According to Harber counterintelligence from non-state actors is ‘a “neglected element” of the 

intelligence discipline’.23 This view is supported by Ilardi who has identified what he sees as a gap 

in the literature and has attempted to address this through his work on both PIRA and al-Qaeda.24 

In terms of the PIRA, he examined the organisation’s intelligence structure and collection 

 
17 Gentry, “Towards a theory of nonstate actor’s intelligence,” 465; Warner, “Wanted,” 15. 
18 Scott and Jackson, “The study of intelligence in theory and practice,” 141. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Gibson, “Open source intelligence,” 19; Gill and Pythian. Intelligence in an Insecure World, 63. 
21 Miller, “Open Source Intelligence,” 705. 
22 Ibid, 706. 
23 Harber, “Unconventional Spies,” 222. 
24 See note 2. 



methodologies and also the relationship between intelligence and PIRA decision-making and 

concluded that, 

The IRA’s extensive network of supporters and sympathizers served as a highly 

effective system of intelligence gathering which needed relatively little formal 

nurturing or encouragement by the organisation’s intelligence arm.25  

 

Moreover, PIRA’s use of open source intelligence was linked to target identification and to a lesser 

extent the feasibility of an attack.26 A range of open source intelligence was utilised including the 

local news and reference works found in public libraries such as the Civil Service Year List, Who’s 

Who, army and police publications and the electoral register.27 Such information could result in 

the production of comprehensive files on potential targets. A PIRA manual extols volunteers to 

(with respect to police officers), 

[look] through the electoral list and this will give you his complete name, his wife’s 

name and his children over the age of 18. Next check through the telephone directory 

for the phone number. In this way you can build up a complete file. You can find out 

how long he has lived at his present address by back-tracking through the street 

directory. With Ordnance Maps you can discover every detail about his cover and 

the natural surroundings around his house.28 

 

Al-Qaeda has also made use of open sources with its training manuals referring to open source 

intelligence gathering from local and international newspapers, magazines, books and 

 
25 Ilardi, “IRA operational intelligence,” 335. 
26 Ibid, 340. 
27 Ibid; Mobley, Terrorism and counterintelligence, 52. 
28 Quoted in Ilardi, “IRA operational intelligence,” 341. 



broadcasts.29 Research by Gentry and Spencer note that FARC’s Eastern Bloc, which covers the 

southeastern part of Colombia had utilised open sources such as magazines, radio and television 

news broadcasts to gather information that was then passed on to military commanders.30 Thus, 

from the brief discussion above, open source intelligence has been used by terror groups around 

the world. 

 

The loyalist supergrasses 

As noted only seven of the thirty-one supergrasses were loyalist paramilitaries with five being 

members of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and two from the Ulster Defence Association 

(UDA).31 Yet together these seven supergrasses’ evidence resulted in 189 individuals being 

charged with criminal offences.32 A number of defendants were named by more than one 

supergrass, for example, Samuel Austin faced charges of conspiracy to murder and possession of 

firearms arising from evidence provided by William ‘Budgie’ Allen33 and with possessing 

explosive substances with intent and under suspicious circumstances and membership of the UVF 

from evidence supplied by Joseph Charles Bennett.34 Robert John Wilson spent nearly three years 

in prison after being charged with conspiracy to murder a prison officer by John Gibson who later 

 
29 Harber, “Unconventional spies”, 223; Mobley, Terrorism and counterintelligence, 131-132. 
30 Gentry and Spencer, Colombia’s FARC”, 474. 
31 The UVF supergrasses were William ‘Budgie’ Allen, Joseph Charles Bennett, James Crockard, John Gibson and 

Clifford McKeown. The two UDA supergrasses were Stanley Smith and James Williamson.  
32 Workers’ Research Unit, “The supergrasses to date”, 20; Greer, Supergrasses, 284. 
33 “Face-to-face meetings with informer outlined” (Belfast Telegraph, March 29, 1985). 
34 “Sister breaks down during informer case” (Belfast Telegraph, December 29, 1982). Austin was acquitted of the 

charges in the Allen trial and found guilty of those arising from the Bennett trial. He was later acquitted on appeal. 

See R v Graham [1984] 18 NIJB. 

 



retracted his evidence and served two years of a life sentence for murder on the word of Bennett 

but was cleared on appeal.35 

 

The first loyalist supergrass was Clifford McKeown from mid-Ulster who made accusations 

against 29 alleged UVF members based in the Armagh/Portadown area.36 The men subsequently 

faced a total of 59 charges involving murder, attempted murder, armed robbery and membership 

of the UVF.37 Prior to a trial in a criminal court, a preliminary hearing or committal proceedings 

is heard in a magistrate’s court. The purpose of such a hearing is to decide if there is a prima facie 

case against the accused, if such a case is found then they will be sent for trial in a criminal court.38 

Proceedings at McKeown’s preliminary hearing in July 1982 were continually interrupted, he was 

jeered and heckled by those he had accused and by their supporters and told to stop giving 

evidence, there were also scuffles between the accused and police officers and ‘women in the 

gallery became hysterical’.39 After five days of giving evidence, McKeown refused to give any 

further testimony and retracted his evidence.40 Despite his retraction, 26 men were returned for 

trial, 18 were convicted and 2 acquitted.41 Those convicted had pleaded guilty with 11 receiving 

custodial sentences ranging from two to twelve years and the other 7 two years imprisonment 

 
35 “Man free after 2 informer cases” (Belfast Telegraph, April 4, 1985). Wilson was found guilty of the murder of 

James Burns in 1981 and was also charged with possession of firearms and ammunition with intent and under 

suspicious circumstances. 
36 “Accused men jeer RUC informer” (The Irish Times, July 27, 1982). 
37 “RUC informer admits plot to kill man” (The Irish Times, July 30, 1982). 
38 Dickson, Law in Northern Ireland, 245. In cases involving terrorist offences in Northern Ireland, a Diplock Court 

sits. This involves the trial being heard by a judge sitting without a jury. For more details see Bonner, “Combating 

Terrorism,” 43. 
39 “Defendant accuses his brother of murder” (The Irish Times, July 28, 1982). 
40 Although McKeown had been granted immunity for a range of crimes including murder for his evidence, he was 

later found guilty of an armed robbery not covered by his immunity deal and sentenced to ten years, see “Informer 

sentenced” (The Irish Times, June 16, 1983). 
41 “Charges against six dropped” (The Irish Times, August 28, 1982). Three men who McKeown had not provided 

any evidence against were released at the preliminary hearing and a further six had charges withdrawn at the trial.  



suspended for two years.42 It has been suggested that despite McKeown retracting his evidence, 

his ‘original decision to co-operate sparked a chain reaction among loyalist remand prisoners who 

started to offer themselves up as supergrasses.’43 

 

The first supergrass trial (R v. Graham and others) involved evidence provided by Joseph Charles 

Bennett, a UVF company commander in the Sandy Row area of Belfast. Bennett had been granted 

immunity from prosecution even though he had admitted being a gunman, a bomber and had taken 

part in the murder of an elderly post-mistress during an armed robbery in 1982.44 His evidence led 

to 18 men being charged with 72 terrorist offences including murder, possession of firearms, 

ammunition and explosives, attempted robbery and membership of the UVF.45 The trial lasted 

from the 16th February until the 11th of April 1983 following a preliminary hearing in December 

1982. Of the sixteen men who stood trial, 2 were acquitted and 14 convicted, with 11 found guilty 

on the uncorroborated evidence of Bennett.46  

 

The second loyalist supergrass trial (R. v. Sayers and others) involved testimony provided by self-

confessed UVF member James Crockard.47 Unlike Bennett, Crockard was not given immunity 

from prosecution as he had been involved in two murders and he was tried and convicted of 40 

charges in September 1983 and given two life sentences.48 At a further trial in January 1984, 

 
42 “Eighteen sentenced for North terrorist offences” (The Irish Times, November 17, 1982). 
43 Cusack and McDonald, UVF, 230. 
44 Mullan, “Cultivating the supergrass,” 116; Concerned Community Organisations, In the Governments’ Arsenal, 28. 
45 Bruce, The Red Hand, 140; “Sister breaks down during informer case” (Belfast Telegraph, December 29, 1982). 
46 Amnesty International, Northern Ireland, 69; “Fourteen guilty in UVF informer trial” (Belfast Telegraph, April 11, 

1983). All fourteen had their convictions quashed on appeal but only four were released from gaol as the others had 

been named by other loyalist supergrasses and remained in custody– see “Bennett trial: 14 win appeal” (Belfast 

Telegraph, December 24, 1984). 
47 Bruce, The Red Hand, 143; Greer, Supergrasses, 149. 
48 “UVF man gets life terms” (The Irish Times, September 8, 1983). 



Crockard was convicted of attempted murder, armed robbery, conspiracy to rob and possession of 

a firearm (a homemade sub-machine gun) for which he received an additional sentence of sixteen 

years for the attempted murder, twelve years for possession of the sub-machine gun and ten years 

for each of the additional charges, the sentences were to run concurrently with his existing life 

sentences.49 The supergrass trial lasted from the 29th November 1984 until the 22nd February 1985 

with 28 men and 1 woman facing 92 charges including murder, attempted murder, conspiracy to 

murder, causing explosions, possession of firearms and explosives, kidnapping, robbery and 

membership of the UVF.50 Seven of the accused had made written statements, two had made 

limited verbal admissions but aside from this much of the evidence against the defendants was 

based on Crockard’s testimony.51 The trial judge Mr. Justice MacDermott in rejecting the evidence 

of Crockard said: 

As I have already stated many times, the burden of proof upon the Crown in any 

criminal case is a heavy one and my conclusion is that in this case Crockard’s evidence 

has not measured up to that high standard.52 

 

As a result, seventeen of the accused were freed, 8 of the 9 who had made statements were 

convicted and the remaining four although cleared were remanded in custody to face other 

charges.53 

 

 
49 “Murderer gets more sentences” (The Irish Times, January 28, 1984). However, Crockard only served 8 years, see 

Greer, Supergrasses, 268. 
50 “Eighth supergrass trial opens with 29 in dock” (Belfast Telegraph, November 29, 1984). 
51 Greer, Supergrasses, 149-150. 
52 “Crockard informer case thrown out” (Belfast Telegraph, February 21, 1985). 
53 “17 freed in informer trial” (The Irish Times, February 22, 1985). 



In the month following the Crockard trial, two more UVF supergrass trials were due to start, 

relying on evidence provided by John Gibson and William ‘Budgie’ Allen. Gibson, who is alleged 

to have been the UVF battalion commander in east Belfast had been arrested in October 1983 and 

charged with two murders.54 At his trial in November 1984, he admitted 143 charges including 

four sectarian murders, possessing firearms and causing explosions and while he was sentenced to 

life imprisonment, the judge did not recommend a minimum term.55 Gibson’s decision to become 

a supergrass resulted in initially 50 individuals being implicated in loyalist paramilitary activity 

and some 42 men were charged with a range of offences including membership of the UVF and 

Red Hand Commando, conspiracy, possession of explosives and firearms.56 Following Gibson’s 

decision to retract his evidence charges were dropped with the majority of those implicated freed 

but a handful remained in custody as they were facing other charges.57 

 

Like Gibson, Allen agreed to become a supergrass after being arrested in January 1983 for terrorist 

offences.58 In April 1984, he pleaded guilty to 52 offences including attempted murder, conspiracy 

to murder, possession and use of explosives and firearms, robbery and UVF membership and 

received a 14 year custodial sentence.59 As Allen had implicated 46 people who faced 229 charges 

between them allegedly committed between 1976 and 1983, the prosecution made a pre-trial 

 
54 Bruce, The Red Hand, 142. 
55 “UVF claims informer Gibson is retracting” (Belfast Telegraph, March 16, 1985).  
56 “29 go free as Gibson retracts his evidence’ (Belfast Telegraph, April 1, 1985). The Red Hand Commando is a small 

loyalist paramilitary group closely affiliated with the UVF. It was declared illegal in 1973 and still remains as a 

proscribed organisation by the United Kingdom’s Home Office. It has applied to be removed from this list and be 

legalised. See “Loyalist Red Hand Commando applied to be legalised” (BBC News, September 12, 2017). 
57 Bruce, The Red Hand, 143. 
58 Greer, Supergrasses, 156. 
59 “Judge urges Allen case 25 to re-engage counsel” (Belfast Telegraph, March 30, 1985); Greer, Supergrasses, 156. 

Allen served only two years of his fourteen-year sentence, see “Release of Allen condemned” (The Irish Times, May 

13, 1986). 



application for the defendants to be divided into three trials.60 The first involved just two 

defendants, William Cowan and Robert Grainger, who faced more than 60 charges including 

murder, conspiracy to murder, possession of firearms and UVF membership and began on the 26th 

February 1985.61 Although both defendants originally denied the charges, on the 14th March, 

Grainger changed his plea to guilty and Cowan was found guilty. Allen was not called to give 

evidence at this trial as both men had made confessions to the police.62  

 

The second trial (R v. Austin and others) began on the 20th March 1985 and lasted until the 5th of 

July and involved 25 defendants on 107 charges including murder, attempted murder, firearms and 

explosive charges and membership of the UVF.63 The judge, Mr. Justice Higgins in his judgement 

concluded that Allen was not a ‘credible witness’ and said ‘“I cannot ignore the very real danger 

that Allen, in giving evidence, may have been attempting to curry favour with those in a position 

to reduce the period of his sentence.”’64 He subsequently acquitted 20 of the defendants, the other 

5 were convicted of the charges against them including murder, conspiracy to murder, possession 

of a firearm, UVF membership and malicious wounding of another of the defendants as they had 

made statements of admission to the police.65 

 

Like the first trial, Allen did not provide evidence at the third trial in September 1985 and only 

seven defendants (six men and one woman) facing charges of armed robbery, handling stolen good 

 
60 “46 charged on word of jailed ‘grass” (Irish News, November 24, 1984); “Informers case to be held in three parts” 

(Belfast Telegraph, February 15, 1985). 
61 Greer, Supergrasses, 157. 
62 Ibid. Grainger received a twelve year sentence for conspiring to murder and a seven year concurrent sentence for 

UVF membership. Cowan was given a double-life sentence. 
63 “Judge refuses to delay start of informer trial” (Belfast Telegraph, March 20, 1985). 
64 “Supergrass ‘unworthy of belief’” (Irish News, July 6, 1985). 
65 “‘Budge’ Allen case man is found guilty of murder” (Belfast Telegraph, July 5, 1985). Sixteen of the acquitted were 

freed with four granted bail as they faced other charges. 



and instructing others in the use of firearms were involved.66 All but one defendant was found 

guilty, with five given suspended sentences and one a custodial sentence for armed robbery.67  

 

In contrast to the UVF, the UDA had only two supergrasses Stanley Millar Smith and James 

Williamson. Smith from the Shankill area in Belfast pleaded guilty in December 1983 to the 

murder of Sinn Féin Vice-President Maire Drumm, who was shot dead in the Mater Hospital in 

October 1976.68 At the time of the murder he was only 16 years old and for this and another murder, 

he was given a double life sentence.69 Smith made statements against a dozen loyalists including 

the organisation’s leaders Andy Tyrie and John McMichael with charges ranging from murder, 

possession of firearms and wounding with intent but the charges were dropped when Smith 

retracted.70 Williamson was granted immunity from prosecution and eight UDA members were 

arrested in January 1983.71 Despite examining a range of newspapers for the period concerned, 

identification of all the defendants has not been possible as Williamson retracted and charges 

against six defendants were withdrawn. The other two had made statements to the police and one 

was convicted of armed robbery following a guilty plea.72 

 

The combination of retractions by supergrasses, judges not accepting their testimony and the 

quashing of convictions of those found guilty on appeal meant that by the mid-1980s the use of 

 
66 “16 more freed by judges’s direction” (The Irish Times, July 9, 1985). 
67 “Last Allen case six get their sentences” (Irish News, September 11, 1985). 
68 “My confession was untrue – man jailed for Drumm murder” (Belfast Telegraph, January 19,1985). Although Smith 

had pleaded guilty to the Drumm murder, in January 1985 he said that he had lied about this and it has been suggested 

that the Drumm murder was in fact carried out by the UVF – see McDonald and Cusack, UDA, 112. 
69 “Terror charges to be dropped” (Newsletter, February 10, 1984). 
70 “Tyrie charges to be dropped” (Belfast Telegraph, February 9, 1984); “UDA chiefs freed as informer withdraws” 

(Belfast Telegraph, February 10, 1984). 
71 Workers’ Research Unit, “Supergrasses”, 21. 
72 Ibid. The names of the two individuals convicted are not contained in the report. There is mention of William ‘Billy’ 

Quee being named by both UDA supergrasses, see McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1145. 



such testimony had run its course.  Despite this senior civil servants identified a number of clear 

benefits from using supergrasses including the gathering of intelligence on paramilitary groups, 

the collection of information leading to the seizure of weaponry, the use of supergrass statements 

to obtain confessions from those arrested and their deployment as witnesses against their former 

comrades in an open court.73 The use of supergrasses also provided the opportunity for the 

gathering of intelligence on loyalist paramilitary groups by their republican counterparts and it is 

to this we now turn. 

 

OSINT arising from the trials 

The UVF and UDA were loyalist paramilitary organisations, which were formed in the early years 

of the Troubles to combat Irish republicanism.74 Initially both organisations were legal attracting 

thousands of members, the UVF is thought to have had around 1,500 members at its peak in the 

early 1970s whereas the UDA had an estimated membership of some 40,000 in 1972.75 However, 

the UVF was proscribed (made illegal) in July 1966 following a number of murders by the group 

while the UDA was not banned until August 1992.76 In the case of the legal UDA, the pseudonym, 

the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) was used by members of the UDA from 1973 onwards to claim 

responsibility for the killings of Catholics.77  

 

 
73 Edwards, UVF, 168. 
74 The UVF formed in 1966 with the aim of maintaining Northern Ireland’s position within the United Kingdom. The 

UDA was formed in 1971 following the amalgamation of a number of vigilante groups, its stated aim was to protect 

loyalist working-class communities from attacks by republican paramilitary groups. See Bruce, The Red Hand, 26 and 

McDonald and Cusack, UDA, 7-35 for more details. 
75 CAIN Web Service, “Abstracts on Organisations – ‘U’”.  
76 Boulton, The UVF, 23; Wood, Crimes of Loyalty, 164. The first period of proscription for the UVF lasted 8 years, 

it was unbanned in April 1974 and re-banned in October 1975 following the deaths of 12 people due to UVF bombings 

and shootings. See “Reasons for UVF ban revealed” (The Irish Times, January 2, 2007). 
77 Wood, Crimes of Loyalty, 21. The UFF was proscribed in 1973 by the British government. 



Given the legal status of both organisations, it is not surprising that their public profile was quite 

different. As the UDA was not an illegal organisation, it was able to operate quite openly with an 

identifiable leadership who were well-known to the press and public through their public 

appearances and engagement with the media, it had headquarters and also several women’s units 

involved in local community work.78 In terms of membership, it had a policy of not admitting 

Members of Parliament and clergymen but aside from this was not selective in its recruitment 

policy.79 In contrast, the UVF as a largely illegal organisation was known for its secrecy prior to 

the 1980s and operated a policy of limited, selective membership.80 Thus, the five UVF 

supergrasses and to a lesser extent their two UDA counterparts presented republican paramilitary 

groups with a unique opportunity to gather information and intelligence on their loyalist 

counterparts. As one UVF leader explained: 

For loyalists it’s always easier to compile information on republicans. There are 

plenty of UDR and policemen who have information about the IRA and INLA. 

Republicans have less inroads into loyalist areas. So I believe the Provos after the 

supergrass system were simply using the lists of names brought out in the supergrass 

trials to target loyalists. The IRA and INLA never had that type of information 

before. Added to that was the fact that republicans were also meeting our people on 

the landings of Crumlin Road jail every day. They remembered a few faces I think 

that must be the supergrass system’s longest legacy.81 

 

For those defendants named by loyalist supergrasses their names, addresses, ages and in some 

cases, occupations were reported in the press following their arrest and charge. For example, 

 
78 McEvoy, “Loyalist Women Paramilitaries in Northern Ireland,” 280; Taylor, Loyalists, 136. As Balaclava Street 

notes ‘as a legal organisation the top deck of the UDA was highly visible’ whereas ‘upper tier figures of the UVF 

from the 1970s…were - and remain - virtually invisible’. See Balaclava Street, “Apples and Orangies” for more 

details. 
79 See note 60; Wood, Crimes of Loyalty, 258; Balclava Street, “Apples and Orangies.” 
80 Boulton, U.V.F., 3; Cusack and McDonald, UVF, 107; Taylor, Loyalists, 34.  
81 Quoted from Cusack and McDonald, UVF, 233. 



details of Michael Lewis’s arrest in England, his age, address and current occupation were 

published in local newspapers. He was arrested on the word of two UVF supergrasses (Allen and 

Gibson) and charged with conspiracy to murder, causing an explosion and possession of firearms 

and explosives. The charges against him were later dropped but the information on the new life he 

had made outside of Northern Ireland was in the public domain.82  

 

Moreover, as Boyd notes in relation to the preliminary hearings, ‘the whole affair is made public 

and is usually reported in detail in the press.’83 Thus the evidence presented at the preliminary 

hearings and subsequent trials described loyalist attacks and activities in general thereby painting 

‘a fascinating picture of life inside the terror group.’84 Bennett’s evidence told of plans to murder 

Sinn Féin President Gerry Adams,85 details of the murder of James Burns, the bombing of Lake 

Glen Hotel and car bomb in the nationalist Short Strand area of east Belfast86 and information of 

the UVF’s arms supply routes.87  

 

The evidence also enabled the linking of individuals to specific attacks and activities. With respect 

to Allen’s testimony, William ‘Frenchie’ Marchant was implicated in the attempted murder of a 

relative of Gerry Adams by planting a bomb on his car shortly before Christmas 1978.88  While 

Bennett’s testimony described John Bingham’s involvement in gun running89 and led to Robert 

 
82 “Man arrested in England is charged on informers’ word” (Belfast Telegraph, February 23, 1985). 
83 Boyd, The Informers, 33. 
84 Cusack and McDonald, UVF, 231. 
85 “Adams on UVF hit list – court claim” (Belfast Telegraph, December 30, 1982). 
86 “Protest at new informer trial” (Belfast Telegraph, February 16, 1983). 
87 “Street protests as 16 face charges in new informer trial” (Belfast Telegraph, February 16, 1983). 
88 “Woman tells of finding husband and baby shot” (Belfast Telegraph, March 22, 1985). 
89 “Bennett tells of neo-Nazi link” (Belfast Telegraph, February 22, 1983), McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1048. 



Seymour being found guilty of the murder of Burns, the most senior member of the PIRA killed 

by loyalists.90 

 

Along with the personal details about loyalists and their alleged involvement in paramilitary 

activity appearing in the press, a number of photos were also published especially in the aftermath 

of charges being dropped following the retraction of supergrass evidence, the release of defendants 

resulting from acquittals and convictions being quashed on appeal.91 Released loyalists also spoke 

with the press giving interviews and some appeared on television. For example, Trevor King, a 

senior UVF figure who had been charged with two murders on evidence provided by Gibson who 

later retracted told the Belfast Telegraph that ‘he was terribly relieved to be released…[and] he 

had no animosity towards John Gibson.’92  Following the rejection of Allen’s evidence and the 

release of 20 defendants, Joseph McCaw was interviewed by RTÉ News and footage of a number 

of freed prisoners and their supporters is included in the news item.93 Another example is that of 

John Bingham who had spent two and half years in prison on evidence supplied by Bennett, 

publicly denouncing the supergrass system on television outside the Crumlin Road Courthouse on 

the day he was released.94 Moreover, Bingham is considered one of only three high-ranking UVF 

members who sought to attract media attention during the Troubles and appeared on various 

 
90 “Trial is told of victim’s plea to killer” (Belfast Telegraph, February 17, 1983); McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 852. 
91 “Supergrass ‘unworthy of belief’” (Irish News, July 6, 1985). The picture contains a number of freed loyalist 

prisoners including William ‘Frenchie’ Marchant. 
92 “Men held in informer case released” (Belfast Telegraph, March 22, 1985). King was implicated in two murders in 

1975, that of Gerard Joseph McClenaghan in May and Anthony Molloy in June. Gibson was involved in both murders, 

see McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 544 and 551 for more details. 
93 “Budgie Allen trial ‘Judge Rejects Informer Evidence’” (RTÉ, July 5, 1985). Archived at: 

https://www.rte.ie/archives/collections/news/21197369-judge-rejects-informer-evidence/ McCaw had spent four and 

half years in custody before his release. “We forgive Allen, say men freed in informer trial” (Belfast Telegraph, July 

6, 1985). 
94 Edwards, UVF, 188. 

https://www.rte.ie/archives/collections/news/21197369-judge-rejects-informer-evidence/


platforms talking against the use of supergrasses.95 In addition to engagement with the media, there 

was also recognition by republican inmates and remand prisoners of loyalists held on remand.96 

Mobley also notes that PIRA prisoners were able to gather useful intelligence from loyalist 

prisoners in general and quotes one PIRA inmate who said, ‘“The Loyalists generally talk in 

jail…half of them haven’t got a clue that they are giving away information.”’97 

 

Furthermore, the preliminary hearings and trials led to protests both inside and outside the Crumlin 

Road Courthouse by supporters and family members of the defendants. For example, a number of 

the defendants’ wives and mothers including Alexa McCrossan were involved with the Loyalist 

Women’s Families for Legal Rights Group.98 Cusack and McDonald note, 

During Budge Allen’s testimony in the witness box, supporters of the accused threw 

“Trill” birdseed and made bird noises, clearly a reference to Allen’s nickname and the 

fact he was singing in a canary fashion. Outside the court there were daily protests by 

loyalist women, which were occasionally brightened by the wife of one of the accused 

walking up and down the Crumlin Road in a huge chicken costume.99 

 

The attendance of family and supporters at both the courthouse and at prison visitations afforded 

surveillance opportunities for republican paramilitary groups and their supporters in an attempt to 

 
95 Balaclava Street, “Apples and Orangies”. The other two UVF members are Gusty Spence, the UVF’s first leader 

and Billy Wright. 
96 This also worked the other way too with INLA gunmen Gino Gallagher being recognised by a UVF member who 

saw him in a car on the Shankill Road the day before three high ranking UVF men were shot at and killed. The UVF 

man had remembered Gallagher’s face from prison. See Edwards, UVF, 229 for more details. 
97 Mobley, Terrorism and counterintelligence, 235. 
98 Duffy, Informers in 20th Century Ireland, 183. James McCrossan was a defendant in the second Allen Trial. William 

‘Frenchie’ Marchant’s wife is also said to have ‘played a leading part in a loyalist anti-supergrass campaign’ – see 

McKittrick, Lost Lives, 1076. 
99 Cusack and McDonald, UVF, 233. 



establish a routine of potential targets.100  For Bobby Norris, who was charged on evidence 

provided by Bennett, the supergrass trials ‘gave people a profile where they became targets for 

republican murder squads.’101 Of those named by the loyalist supergrasses, nine were murdered 

by republican paramilitary groups. Of the nine, seven had been charged on the word of UVF 

supergrasses and two on statements made by the UDA’s supergrass Smith.  

 

Three loyalists who appeared in the Bennett trial were all targeted by the PIRA. The first was John 

Bingham who was shot dead in his Ballysillan home, north Belfast in September 1986 and who 

had been identified as the local UVF commander by Bennett.102 As already noted, while Bingham 

had sought to attract media attention on his release from goal, the UVF’s own magazine Combat 

suggested that ‘irresponsible newspaper reports during the supergrass trial and afterwards kept 

John Bingham in the public eye’ had contributed to his murder.103 A view echoed by Edwards, 

Although the IRA had been planning Bingham’s assassination in detail for over two 

months, the truth was that he had been on their radar since he first addressed television 

cameras after his acquittal of charges in the supergrass trials of 1984. With reports of 

his activities now appearing in Sunday newspapers throughout 1986, the IRA had all 

the justification they needed to kill him.104 

 

The second defendant in the Bennett trial murdered was Robert ‘Squeak’ Seymour who had been 

given four life sentences for the killing of Burns and firearm offences, he had been released from 

 
100 As Ilardi notes that ‘the establishment of a potential target’s routine was, therefore, considered crucial because it 

introduced a strong element of predictability into IRA operations.’ Ilardi, “IRA operational intelligence,” 345. 
101 Taylor, Loyalists, 165. 
102 McKittrick, Lost Lives, 1048. 
103 “Murdered on the evidence of a perjurer” (Combat, September 1986). 
104 Edwards, UVF, 187. 



prison following a successful appeal in 1984. Seymour was shot in an alleyway behind his 

television and video shop on the Woodstock Road in east Belfast by the PIRA.105 The third 

defendant, John Irvine was convicted of UVF membership in the Bennett trial but cleared on 

appeal, he also appeared in the Allen trial and was shot by the PIRA in March 1989 at his flat at 

Skegoneill Avenue, north Belfast.106 Also named in the Allen trial was William ‘Frenchie’ 

Marchant who was shot at close range by a PIRA gunman as he stood on the Shankill Road in 

April 1987. The PIRA believed Marchant had been involved in the murder of a PIRA man earlier 

that month, a claim denied by the UVF.107 

 

Although Gibson retracted his evidence, two individuals named by him were murdered by the 

INLA. The first, Frederick Otley, had been charged with conspiring to murder a UDA member 

and with causing an explosion at the Shamrock Club in the Ardoyne area of north Belfast, he was 

shot dead at his Shankill Road fruit and vegetable shop in August 1988.108 The second, Trevor 

King who was described as the UVF’s military commander on the Shankill was shot with two 

others as they stood on the Shankill Road in June 1994 and he died from his wounds three weeks 

later.109  

 

The last defendant named by a UVF supergrass to be murdered by a republican paramilitary group 

was William ‘Billy’ Wright. Wright was named by Clifford McKeown and charged with murder, 

 
105 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1130; “Leading loyalist murdered by IRA” (The Irish Times, June 16, 1988). Irvine 

was also known locally as Jackie ‘Nigger’ Irvine and is referred this way in some of the literature, see Cusack and 

McDonald, UVF, 260. 
106 “Loyalist shot dead in Belfast” (The Irish News, March 17, 1989). 
107 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1076; “UVF says Marchant was not involved in killing” (The Irish Times, April 30, 

1987). 
108 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1140; “Retaliation after grocer’s murder” (The Irish Times, August 18, 1988). 
109 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1368; Edwards, UVF, 227. 



conspiracy to murder and UVF membership.110 Wright was one of three defendants McKeown had 

not provided evidence against in his preliminary hearing before he retracted and so the charges 

were dropped.111 Wright went on to become ‘one of the foremost icons of loyalist paramilitary 

violence to emerge during the troubles…[and] his courting of publicity and practice of giving press 

interviews made him a familiar face.’112 Wright remained in the UVF for a number of years and 

eventually became commander of the mid-Ulster brigade before breaking away and forming his 

own organisation, the Loyalist Volunteer Force in 1997.113 It was whilst a serving a custodial 

sentence at the Maze Prison that he was shot by an INLA prisoner, Christopher ‘Crip’ McWilliams 

in December 1997.114 When interviewed by detectives, McWilliams said ‘Billy Wright was 

executed for one reason and one reason only, and that was for directing and waging his campaign 

of terror against the nationalist people from his prison cell.’115  

 

The two defendants named by UDA supergrass Smith who were subsequently murdered by 

republican paramilitary groups were John McMichael and William ‘Billy’ Quee. McMichael, the 

organisation’s deputy leader, ‘had since the early 1980s been the UDA’s most public figure, a 

hard-line loyalist who was not afraid to go on television.’116 He was fatally injured by a PIRA car 

bomb in December 1987 at his home in Lisburn and died on the way to hospital.117 Quee, described 

 
110 “Lawyers says detectives accused of UVF activity” (The Irish Times, February 26, 1982); “26 face trial as witness 

recants” (The Irish Times, August 3, 1982). 
111 Ibid. 
112 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1416 
113 Wright’s associates were involved in the murder of a Catholic taxi driver during the 1996 Drumcree dispute in 

which the Orange Order were prevented by the police from marching down the mainly Catholic Garvaghy Road. The 

murder was regarded by the UVF leadership as a breach of their cease-fire and they announced the disbandment of 

the mid-Ulster brigade, which was ignored by those concerned. A death threat was issued against Wright ordering him 

to leave Northern Ireland – again this was ignored and the following year he formed the Loyalist Volunteer Force. For 

more details see The Billy Wright Inquiry, Report, 49-51. 
114 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1416. 
115 “Killer of loyalist leader Billy Wright dies” (The Irish Times, June 28, 2008). 
116 “McMichael – UDA’s foremost thinker” (The Irish Times, December 23, 1987). 
117 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1103. 



as a leading member of the UDA was shot the following September outside his Oldpark Road 

sweet shop by the Irish People’s Liberation Organisation (IPLO).118 He had been named not only 

by Smith but also Williamson and in the four years before his death had faced two criminal cases 

involving charges of racketeering.119  

 

In addition to the assassinations outlined above, during the course of the research, reports of 

unsuccessful attempts to kill defendants in loyalist supergrass cases were also found. For example, 

the PIRA targeted a man they considered a leading UVF member in an armed attack on a house in 

Wigton Street in the Shankill area in July 1987. The four-man gang sledgehammered their way 

into the house armed with a rifle and handguns, on finding their target not at home, shots were 

fired at the house as the gang left.120 Although the individual is not named in newspaper reports, a 

defendant in the second Allen supergrass trial had an address in Wigton Street. The man was found 

not guilty of terrorist offences by direction of the judge after the prosecution said they would not 

be offering evidence against sixteen men who had been held on remand.121  

 

John ‘Bunter’ Graham convicted on evidence provided by the UVF supergrass Bennett received a 

twenty year sentence for his involvement in the bombing of the Lake Glen Hotel in west Belfast 

and a concurrent ten year sentence for UVF membership.122 He was targeted by both the IPLO and 

the INLA. In the IPLO attack in 1991, Harry Ward was shot dead in the Diamond Jubilee Bar on 

the lower Shankill Road in a case of mistaken identity, the gunmen had entered the bar and shouted 

 
118 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1145; “Leading UDA man shot dead” (The Guardian, September 8, 1988). 
119 Ibid. 
120 “Plea over taxi clue to IRA killer gang” (Belfast Telegraph, July 24, 1984).  
121 “Judge frees 16 implicated by Allen” (Belfast Telegraph, July 8, 1985).  
122 “UVF men jailed on informer’s evidence” (The Irish Times, April 12, 1983). 



twice ‘Where’s Bunter?’ Ward was shot after he got up and tried to run.123 In 1993, the INLA fired 

a number of rifle shots through the window of Graham’s home resulting in Graham being wounded 

and admitted to intensive care. His grandson was also injured by flying shrapnel.124  

 

Billy Wright was also the target of a number of unsuccessful attempts on his life by the PIRA prior 

to his murder in 1997 including a car bomb in October 1982, which was found under his car in 

West Street, Portadown, in February 1993 he spotted two gunmen as he left a public house and 

evaded them and in June 1994 he escaped with cuts and bruises when a car bomb exploded setting 

the car on fire.125 

 

Conclusion 

The loyalist supergrass trials held in the 1980s and the ensuing media coverage resulted in a huge 

amount of information about loyalist paramilitary groups, their members and their activities 

becoming publicly available not only to the newspaper reading and TV news watching public but 

also to republican paramilitary groups. Additionally, the large number of loyalists named by 

supergrasses and subsequently held on remand at the Crumlin Road Gaol also gave republican 

inmates an opportunity to remember faces seen on the prison landings. From the research 

presented, it is argued that the media coverage of preliminary hearings, trials and appeals, the 

surveillance opportunities afforded from the trials and prison visitations including observation of 

family members and supporters provided republican paramilitary groups with intelligence, which 

they later acted upon in the targeting of loyalist supergrass defendants.  

 
123 McKittrick et al, Lost Lives, 1251; “IPLO gunmen shot man in bar” (The Irish Times, January 7, 1993). 
124 “Northern News” (The Irish Emigrant, January 18, 1993); McDonald and Cusack, UDA, 219. 
125 The Billy Wright Inquiry, Report, 55-56. 
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