The Truth of the Matter

Mark Spurlock

FBI-veteran-turned-private-investigator Kendall Shull uses all the tools of his trade to ferret out truth from falsehood.

Surveillance cameras and smart phones seem to record every newsworthy event. Our most personal information is accessible to identity thieves worldwide. Technology experts tell us the age of privacy is over. Given all that, the investigative private eye—such as Raymond Chandler's iconic Phillip Marlowe—feels like an anachronism. The old-fashioned stakeout and tailing a suspect bring to mind black-and-white cinema and gum-popping secretaries named Vera, rather than twenty-first century information-gathering techniques.

According to Kendall Shull,  President of Kendall Investigations and 25-year FBI Special Agent, such an assumption is false. “Technology cannot substitute for heels on the street,” Shull says. “When you've got to follow somebody, GPS tracking is great, but [in Tennessee] you can't put a tracker on someone's vehicle unless you have their permission to do so.”

Shull's firm offers its clients the shoe leather—and more: from the Knoxville area's premier “sweeper” (a specialist at finding hidden recording devices) to his own nationally recognized proficiency with the polygraph, or lie detector, Shull has the resources to conduct investigations as well as provide protection and security. Shull says, “I know we're the best.”

Demand for Shull's business is growing, leading him to bring in more investigators as well as additional services. About three years ago, Shull added security guards to his company's gamut of offerings.

Over his decades in the business, Shull agrees that the technology of his profession has indeed changed. “We no longer use boat hangers—the big old tubs with the pens that wrote on paper,” he says. “All polygraph has moved to computerized polygraph.” Moreover, the computer can use a built-in algorithm to score its results, eliminating any personal bias on the part of the tester. Likewise, miniaturization means covert cameras are cheaper and easier to place.

This technology has elevated client expectations. Shull says that the most surprising facet of his work to outsiders is its difficulty and the time consumed: “The surveillances, especially. Most clients have the impression we can put one person on the street and follow [a subject] all day and night without getting burned. But then you lose them.” Shull wistfully recalls the luxury of his FBI days when a typical tail might employ six agents to follow one suspect.

As for technology,  clients are seldom aware that laboratory analysis such as DNA testing usually takes weeks, rather than the almost instant results in television and movies. Even a polygraph itself requires more than two hours to conduct, using only a few questions that must be answerable with “yes” or “no.”And because computers are now the major repositories of information, most investigations include a computer forensics component.

Human nature, however, does not change. “Unfortunately, people still cheat, they lie, commit crimes, steal money, cheat on their wives and husbands, whether the economy is good or bad,” Shull says. The market for his services has thus been recession-proof: “We were just real fortunate to get in and make contact with some really good attorneys in Knoxville and Nashville and Chattanooga.” Kendall Investigations also has a contract with the Knoxville Police Department. When KPD needs a pre-employment polygraph or assistance with an internal investigation, they call Shull.

Nevertheless, it helps that Shull brings a lifetime of experience into his office, including working in the field and behind the desk on several high-profile cases. Beginning his career as an undercover agent assigned to infiltrate the heroin rings of the Turkish mafia, Shull knew and worked with the real-life Donnie Brasco.  Although Shull finds most portrayals of the work he does unrealistic, he praises the Al Pacino-Johnny Depp film as one of the most true-to-life. 

Shull also recalls as a young FBI recruit sharing an elevator with the bureau's legendary founder, J. Edgar Hoover—an encounter he still cherishes.

It was not as a field agent, however, that Shull would find his true calling. After ten years of his stressful undercover lifestyle and the toll it took on his first marriage, Shull transferred to the FBI's polygraph program, eventually earning a Master's degree in polygraph and rising to chief manager. Becoming one of the best in the country at his profession, Shull wrote and published research on the polygraph. He also became involved in what was the most significant case of his career.

Shull recounts that in 1998, “FBI supervisors came to me and said, 'We have a spy. And we know he's the biggest spy the United States has ever had. He's even bigger than Aldrich Ames. We also know who it is.'” 

FBI suspicions had focused on CIA agent Brian Kelley by crossing information that the spy had leaked to the Soviet Union (and then Russia) with information Kelley had access to. To gather evidence of his guilt, investigators decided to promote Kelley and trick him into exposing secrets they would feed him in his new position. The promotion, however, required a polygraph as part of standard procedure. The supervisors expected Kelley to fail the polygraph, but asked Shull to pass him regardless of the actual result.

To the FBI agents' surprise, Kelley passed the polygraph without Shull's help. “Listen,” Shull recalls telling them, “You've got the wrong guy. He's not the spy. He passed my test.”

Even so, the investigators were so sure of Kelley's guilt that they continued to insist he had to be the culprit. Despite any real proof, Kelley was ostracized, his family harassed, and his career effectively ruined.

Two years later, FBI agent Robert Hanssen emerged as the real spy. As a key counter-intelligence officer, Hanssen had infiltrated American security more deeply than any previous mole. Only with his capture did the bureau finally admit its mistaken accusation of Kelley.

In 2003 Shull received a telephone call. “I was at Home Depot in Knoxville, and my phone rings,” Shull remembers. “The guy on the line says, 'This is Brian Kelley.'” The former CIA agent wanted Shull to be his guest at the very first Raleigh International Spy Conference because Shull was one of the few people who had believed in his innocence. The two continued to talk and enjoy an occasional lunch until Kelley's death late last year.

Shull chose to retire from the FBI to Knoxville so that his wife and children could be closer to her family.  It turned out to be a great place to start a business. “Knoxville has been a real good fit. It was time to get out of DC,” he says. “We love Knoxville and East Tennessee.”

Part of that love means giving back to his community. Shull's special cause is the Make-A-Wish Foundation (http://www.wishetn.wish.org/), which he has supported for 30 years as a volunteer and currently as board chair. “It's just a passion of mine,” Shull says. He is especially enthusiastic about the East Tennessee chapter's annual gala that began eight years ago—and the quarter of a million dollars it raised this past April for children with life-threatening illnesses.

This sense of stewardship underpins Shull's business operations as well: “You develop a relationship....You can't help but feel sorry for some of the clients who come in here.” He realizes that some buying his services “want the truth so much they are willing to spend more money than they normally would.” Yet some investigations require so much manpower they can become prohibitively expensive. Here and there Shull says he's absorbed some of the cost for clients and has continued to work cases based on circumstances, rather than monetary reward.

His favorite case, for example, involved a custody struggle over a small girl. “We were working for the father [who was] concerned about the environment the mother was placing the child in,” Shull says. “We ended up going into an apartment building in downtown Knoxville in an extremely bad area with police we had called to assist us. And there's that child in a horrible situation, [but] we were able to swoop in and bring that child out.” The reaction of the girl upon seeing her father was the best compensation for Shull's time: “You really feel like you've done a wonderful thing.” 

Just like a hero in an old-time movie.

