Our MI5 connections

Guiding is not the only organisation currently celebrating a centenary. The Florence Nightingale Institute is marking 100 years since her death, The Chartered Institute of Linguists is 100 years old and so is the University of Queensland. 

Another organisation celebrating 100 years is MI5. MI5 Security Service is responsible for protecting the UK against threats to our national security. It was actually established in 1909 as the Secret Service Bureau, and was set up to combat Imperial Germany's espionage operations in the UK, particularly the danger to our naval ports. 

On the eve of the First World War the service broke up a German spy network and during the war captured 35 spies who were executed, imprisoned or interned. The country's enemies have since changed many times and in its history the MI5 Security Service has countered threats from communism, Fascism and Nazism, the Cold War, the IRA and international terrorism. Much of what they do is, by necessity, kept secret and most of us will never know in what way we have been protected by this vital service.

In October of last year, Chief Guide Liz Burnley received a very friendly letter from MI5's Director General, Jonathon Evans, pointing out our shared centenary, congratulating us and reminding us of a linked history in our early days. 

In the letter Mr Evans said that the MI5's centenary is a less public event than our own and but he was marking it with a speech to Bristol University in which he commented:

'This year is also the centenary of the Girl Guiding movement – which reminded me of the strange fact that during the First World War Girl Guides were employed by MI5 as messengers within the [Secret Service] building. The initial plan had been to use Boy Scouts but they proved feckless and noisy and the Girl Guides were a more reliable alternative. The Guides were required to be "between the ages of 14 and 16... of good standing, quick, cheerful and willing". They were allotted marks each day by their patrol leaders and at the end of the month the patrol with most points was awarded a prize picture which was theirs to keep for the following month.'

These Guides were recruited from the BP Girl Guides Employment Bureau at 76 Victoria Street; they formed a Company at the Secret Service's offices at Waterloo Road and were divided into Patrols. The girls worked nine hours a day with a dinner and tea break and had every other Sunday off. Not only were they messengers, they were responsible for dusting all rooms, cleaning and filling ink pots, disinfecting telephones and collecting waste paper for burning. For all this the initial rate of pay was 10 shillings a week.

It is now hard to believe that young girls were responsible for carrying messages that may have held state secrets vital to national security but it was one of the first times Guides served their country and, as we know, they went on to be of vital help during both World Wars and then of service in communities. Let us hope this spirit of service continues into the next 100 years, and that MI5 continues to protect us from harm.

Helen Mortimer.

If you are interested to know more of the history of MI5, its first authorised history has been published by Penguin. Defence of the Realm by Christopher Andrew is available in hardback, with a paperback edition following in June. MI5's website at www.mi5.gov.uk also has lots of interesting information about the service and its history.

