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Turning Myself In


Jeez, what a hot day! A day for sitting in the backyard, not for voluntarily walking into a prison. I put my heavy suitcase down and, somewhat apprehensively, reach for the iron knocker fixed to the wicket-gate of Birmingham Prison. Behind me, the driver of the blue and cream corporation bus snicks it into gear, revs the engine and slowly pulls away. I bang the knocker once – not too loudly. I glance up at the great wooden double doors. Flanked on either side by red brick, bow-fronted towers with small iron-framed windows, they look for all the world like the entrance to a medieval castle. The sun is warm on my back. It’s 20 June 1962.


 


I hear the sound of a key being inserted into the other side of the small wicket-gate. It swings open. A plump, uniformed officer with a straggly brown moustache and a pipe clamped between his teeth looks at me. ‘Yempth?’


      ‘Eh, ah’m reporting for duty. Ah’ve been posted here from the training school.’


      ‘Poor sod! Yumphyumphyumph!’ He shakes with mirth at his own joke. The pipe never moves. I’ll find out later he’s called Arthur Mosely and is, by common consent, ‘as daft as a brush!’


      ‘S’pose you might as well come in.’ He opens the small gate wider. ‘Shame! Whatcha done to deserve to be sent to Birmingham? Yumphyumph!’


      I can’t help but smile. I take a last glance up the almost deserted Winson Green Road, its red brick terraces baking in the sun. I step over the high lip of the wicket-gate into the cool, dark area between the outer and inner gates. The solid door is shut behind me. ‘A lad posted in from Wakefield, Mr Green,’ he calls through the open window of the gate-lodge. He nods in its direction. ‘Just give ’im your details, son.’


 


I step up onto a narrow pavement and look into the gatekeeper’s fiefdom. The double doors of the large key safe lie open. The inside of the doors and interior of the safe are lined with 300 or more hooks. Keys hang from some, numbered brass tallies from others. A tally means an officer has his keys on him – therefore, he’s on duty somewhere inside. Keys are NEVER taken outside the prison. If a set of keys (cell and pass) are lost, every lock in the prison has to be changed. I look at the gatekeeper. I immediately wonder how he got into the Prison Service. He’s quite short; no more than 5 feet 5 inches. The minimum height for an officer is 5 feet 8. Eventually I’ll find out why the height restriction was ignored in the case of Jimmy Green.


      ‘What’s your name, son?’


      ‘Robert Douglas.’


      ‘The bachelor quarters are full at the minute. Will you be needing digs?’


      ‘Yes, please.’


      ‘Uh huh.’ He brings a well-thumbed notebook down from a shelf. ‘I’ll give old Gran Jackson down in Franklin Street a ring. I think she has vacancies. While you’re up seeing the Chief I’ll also ring the stores. Your uniform should have been delivered by now.’


      ‘That’s great. Thanks very much.’


      ‘I’ll tell you what set of keys you’ll be allocated.’


      I feel my face flush. After three months’ training, the moment has arrived: I’m really getting to be a prison officer. I watch as he reaches for a ledger. It’s leather bound; the edges of the pages are a swirl of red, blue and green. He runs a finger down a column. ‘You’ll have set 159.’ He goes to the key safe. I can see both keys and tally hanging from the hook. He points to them. ‘They’re yours from now on.’


      ‘Right, that’s fine, sir. 159.’


      ‘Okay. If you just stand away from the window, son, so’s officers can get access with their keys, I’ll get someone to come and take you up the Centre.’


      ‘Right, thanks.’ I move further along the narrow pavement. I can hear him on the phone. I look around me. The area between the inner and outer gates is cobbled. The inner gates are made from thick iron bars. It’s dark and gloomy. The castle image is still in my mind. From my classes at the training school I know that both sets of gates are never opened at the same time – a passing con might be tempted to break away from his escort and make a dash for freedom.


 


As I stand thinking of such things there’s a knock on the wicket-gate. Arthur opens it. A tall officer, handsome in spite of a pockmarked face, enters.


      ‘Hello Art’ur.’ Immediately I can hear the brogue.


      ‘Dennis, my boy!’ says Arthur. As the newcomer steps up to the window, tally in hand, Arthur draws his truncheon, tiptoes up behind him and ‘gooses’ him with it.


      ‘JAYSUS!’ Dennis obligingly leaps into the air, dropping his tally as he does so. ‘Yah devil, Art’ur!’


      ‘Yumphyumphyumph!’


      In an almost reflex action Dennis bends down to pick up his tally. Arthur seizes the chance to goose him again. ‘Yumphyumphyumph!’ He leans weakly against the gate. He waves his truncheon in the air. ‘Beware all ye who pass through these portals!’


      I’m dying to laugh out loud. Dennis looks at me and shakes his head. ‘Have ye ever seen the loike?’ Keeping a wary eye on Arthur he makes his way, sideways, over to the inner gate.


      ‘Why are you walking like that, Dennis?’ Arthur points to his truncheon. ‘Just the thing for the old piles, you know. Yumphyumph!’ He ambles over and opens the inner wicket. Dennis exits, backwards. Just a few yards from the inner gate, steps lead up to tall double doors. An officer opens one and pops his head out. ‘Have you got a new chap there, Arthur?’


      ‘Yeah, I’ll pass him through.’ He beckons to me. ‘Here y’are, me laddo.’


      As he opens the small gate I keep half an eye on him. We’re obviously not yet well enough acquainted; I emerge unscathed.


 


My escort, a ginger-headed officer about my own age, twenty-three, lets me through, then locks the door behind us. We walk up a long corridor towards identical doors at the far end. To our left and right are various offices. A brass plate on one states: Governor.


      ‘So, what sort of jail is it to work in?’


      ‘Oh, it ain’t too bad. Like all nicks, it has its moments.’


      ‘You been here long?’


      ‘About fifteen months. I’m Barry Palmer, by the way. Usually get called “Ginger”.’


      I introduce myself. We shake hands.


      He opens one of the two doors and we walk onto the tiled, circular Centre.


 


Just like Preston and Wakefield, the only two I’ve seen during my three months’ training, the prison is Victorian. ‘The Green’, as it’s usually called, is built on the Spoke System – a circular Centre off which the cathedral-like wings run, like spokes from the hub of a wheel. It has been designed so that one officer can stand on the Centre and, with just a slight turn of his head, can see along three wings. To the left is A Wing, straight in front is B Wing and to the right, C Wing.


      As I step through the door I’m surrounded by that prison smell. A mixture of unwashed bodies and disinfectant mingles with the permanent odour from the recesses – which contain urinals, toilets and the large sinks into which prisoners empty their chamber-pots every morning when they ‘slop out’. Mixed in with this is the ever-present aroma of cooking drifting up from the kitchen; past meals vying with the one being prepared at the moment.


      Each wing has four landings. The topmost is known as the ‘fours’, descending to the ‘threes’ then the ‘twos’ – which is on the same level as the Centre. A short flight of stairs takes you down to the ‘ones’. To pinpoint a specific landing, they are further identified by putting the wing as a prefix, e.g. A4 is the topmost landing on A Wing, B3 is one from the top on B Wing and so on.


      A and C Wings are medium sized, perhaps 60 yards long. B Wing is the largest in the prison at maybe 100 yards long. Each of the landings consist of narrow walkways which run the entire length of both sides of a wing, giving access to the long rows of cells on either side. Outside every cell door is a numbered tally, like a small metal flag. If a prisoner rings his bell the tally drops forward. An officer now knows which cell needs attention. Hanging on the wall by each cell is a board, reminiscent of those used in church to show which hymns are to be sung. Cards are slotted into these boards, one for each inmate in that cell. There will either be one, or three. Two men aren’t allowed to share in case of any homosexual activity. This rule will be scrapped a few years later when the Wolfenden Act legalises homosexual practices between males in private. Each cell card gives a prisoner’s name, number and sentence. Its colour shows his religion; white for Church of England, red for Catholic and blue for Jewish. If he is of some other religion, or none at all, this will be written in ink across a white card.


 


I stand on the Centre and try to take it all in. Across the wide space between landings, from the fours down to the twos, wire ‘suicide netting’ spans the width of the wings from side to side. Metal stairways lead up through gaps in this netting, giving access to the threes and fours. Halfway along each of the upper landings or walkways there is always a short bridge from one side to the other, which saves having to walk the long way round. The decor is a dingy brown and pale buff, the upper walls a dirty white. A paint job is long overdue. High overhead, parallel rows of skylights run either side of the apex of each wing’s roof, allowing the sun to penetrate a few feet into the upper reaches. At the far end of B Wing a tall iron-framed window, about 30 feet high, runs down from the fours almost to the twos. It enhances the church-like impression. Except they forgot the stained glass.


 


Many years later, long after I’ve left Birmingham, whenever the brilliant Porridge comes on TV it instantly transports me back to The Green. The run-down appearance of the wings, the mix of cons – mainly Midlanders sprinkled with Cockneys, Jocks and Taffs. The disparate bunch of screws. Winson Green IS Slade Prison.


 


As it’s mid-afternoon, the cons are still in workshops. A few cleaners amble about the empty wings, sweeping or mopping their designated landings with undiminished lethargy. Occasionally an officer can be glimpsed high up on a wing, probably, as the cons would say, up to no good. The sun blazes in through the skylights but doesn’t get very far. Sounds echo down to the Centre; someone whistling, a burst of laughter, a galvanised bucket scraping on a slate landing, a cell door banged shut. There’s a feeling of indolence.


      Over to one side of the Centre stands the P.O.’s box. Constructed from wood, painted yellow with windows on every side, it’s about twice the size of a phone box. Inside it is a sloping desk, high stool and a telephone. This is the domain of the Centre P.O. (Principal Officer). He supervises the daily movement inside the prison; when the landings are unlocked for meals, workshops and exercise and in what order they are called down. Before taking me in to see the Chief Officer, Ginger Palmer walks across to speak to the P.O. who is perched on his stool. He calls me over to introduce me. ‘This is P.O. Appleton.’ We shake hands.


      ‘Ah, so you’re a Jock, are you?’


      ‘ ’Fraid so. And by the sound of your accent you’re no’ very far away.’


      ‘Aye. Ah’m a Newcastle man . . .’ Our conversation ends abruptly as a large fire station-type bell, fixed to the wall above our heads, begins an ear-splitting ring. The P.O. and Ginger Palmer immediately look up at the indicator board placed underneath the clammering bell. A red disc has dropped down into one of a row of squares. It says ‘Mat Shop’. The bell stops ringing as suddenly as it started. I can now hear pounding feet as officers appear from all directions – landings, wing offices, the censor office, the Chief’s office, the library, the punishment landing  . . .


      ‘IT’S THE MAT SHOP!’ shouts the P.O. They all head down C Wing at speed and stream out of the far door, onto the yard, and up to the workshops area.


      ‘Will I go?’ I say.


      ‘No. You’re not in uniform. The officers wouldn’t know who you are.’ As he speaks he’s dialling a number on the phone. I listen to one side of the conversation. ‘Johnny Appleton. Staff’ll be there any second. What’s the problem?’ I watch his face as he listens. ‘Yeah. There’s a surprise. I could’ve took a bet it would be that shitbag! Well I know where he’s going in a minute. Right. Tell Tony to put him on report ’cause I’ll be putting him straight down the block. The Governor can sort that fuckpig out in the morning. Fine.’ He puts the phone back in its cradle, then reaches up and presses a button on the side of the indicator board. The red disc slips silently out of sight.


 


As Ginger has gone off with the stampede of officers, I have nothing to do but stand and wait. Minutes later the door and gate at the end of C Wing are thrown open again. There is the sound of many feet walking quickly, purposefully, towards the Centre. The P.O. emerges from his box and stands, legs apart, facing them. In the midst of twenty or more officers is a prisoner, grey battledress-type jacket unbuttoned; the front of his blue and white striped prison shirt is torn and hangs out of his trousers. His tie hangs loose. He looks pale, on edge, somewhat defiant. The P.O. holds up his hand to stop the group. ‘Take him up to his cell for his kit – then straight down A1 with him.’ He points to the con. ‘You don’t lift your hand to one of my officers, boy. You’ve made a bad mistake!’ The prisoner doesn’t reply. ‘Just four of you see to him,’ says P.O. Appleton, ‘the rest of you can go back to your jobs. Thanks lads.’


 


Less than ten minutes later I come out of the Chief’s office. Ginger Palmer is standing at the top of the stairs leading to A1, the punishment landing. He calls me over. The offending con arrived a couple of minutes ago with his kit. His bedding and personal items lie scattered on the floor of the small, isolated downstairs landing. There’s no one to be seen. Ginger holds an open hand to his ear. ‘Hark!’ he says.


      I can hear the movement of feet. Grunts. Officers’ keys chink together like wind chimes as they take turns giving the miscreant a working-over inside an empty cell.


      To lift a hand to an officer entitles a con to a mandatory good hiding. It’s an unwritten law.


 


Ginger and I turn away, walk back over to the P.O.’s box. He and the P.O. seem quite pleased at the con getting his come-uppance. I certainly don’t disapprove, but as they talk and laugh about it my thoughts begin to wander. I’m not five minutes in the place before alarm bells are ringing and some con’s getting a hiding. Welcome to Winson Green!


 


Once again I wonder if I’m going to be able to hack it as a prison officer. Folk think because you’ve grown up in Glasgow, that’s you already qualified to be a screw – or a criminal. Huh! Most of my formative years were spent sitting in the back stalls of the local cinemas, or with my nose buried in a book. The games played round the streets with my pals hardly ever led to fights; and if they did I usually made sure I wasn’t involved.


      I’ll have to give it a go. Not only do I need the money, but a house comes with it. If I stay with Nancy’s mum and dad in West Lothian, it’ll be at least three years, maybe longer, before we’ll get a council house. I want Nancy, wee Scott – our son – and me to have our own place; be a family. And anyway, I like being down in England again. Especially the Midlands. I loved my two years in the army, stationed in Nottingham. The best years of my life!










Crack with a Spy


‘Did you know we’ve got Gordon Lonsdale, the Russian spy, here?’ Tony Mountford drops it casually into the conversation. We’re on ‘visits’ and he’s showing me the ropes. Every twenty-eight days a convicted man is allowed a visit lasting thirty minutes. He applies for, then sends out, a Visiting Order to family or friends.


      I’m immediately intrigued. Jeez! Imagine that. A real-life Soviet secret agent. I think back to the trial, just last year. The papers were full of it. ‘The Portland Spy Ring.’


      ‘He’s doing a helluva sentence if ah mind right.’


      ‘Twenty-five years!’ Tony opens the gate and we pass through into the main exercise yard. I lock it behind us. We stop beside the officer who’s in charge of the yard. ‘What shops are on at the minute, Roy?’ asks Tony.


      ‘Mailbags and Mat Shop.’


      Tony looks at the three visiting passes he holds. ‘Two of them should be on here. EXERCISE HALT!’ he bellows. The cons within hearing distance halt first. Those at the furthest reaches of the yard are oblivious. They continue for a few more paces until they realise the majority have stopped circling. Tony waits until the 120-plus inmates are still. All heads are turned in our direction; you could hear a condemned man drop. Visits are important. Even more than letters.


      ‘365221 WAYNE! 364838 JENKINS!’ Two guys detach themselves from the rest and come over to us. ‘I’m going up to the Mattress Shop for a lad,’ says Tony, ‘just walk up and down this stretch and I’ll tip you the wink when I come back. Okay?’


      ‘Right, boss.’ ‘Yeah, fine.’ The two set off to walk up and down the concrete pathway at the bottom of the yard. Tony and I head for the Mattress Shop.


 


‘So, what sort of guy is he? Lonsdale?’


      ‘Oh, he’s all right. Not a bit of bother. He’s in patches.’


      To make him easy to spot, a prisoner who has tried to escape – or is considered an escape risk – has to wear a prison uniform with a large, bright yellow square patch on the left breast of the jacket and two long yellow stripes on the trousers; one on the front of one leg, one on the back of the other. When he is out of his cell he always has an escort. He is handed over from officer to officer, workshop to exercise to visits to cell. Passed over with him is a hard-cover notebook. As each officer takes charge of an E-man, as they’re called, he has to fill in and sign the book with the time, date and place. At night, in his single cell, when it comes to ‘lights out’ the main bulb is switched off – and a red ‘dim’ bulb is switched on. Every thirty minutes during the hours of darkness a night patrol (night watchman) comes padding along, silently moves the cover on the door’s spyhole, and looks through to check all is well.


      ‘Why is he in patches, did he try to escape?’


      ‘No. It’s just that there’s never been anybody doing such a long, fixed sentence. So the Prison Department are shittin’ themselves. With him being a Russian spy they don’t quite know what to do with him. To be on the safe side they’ve put him in patches. There’d be such a bloody hoo-hah if he was to get away.’


      ‘Do they let him work? Or is he locked up aw’ day?’


      ‘No, he works. He’s in the Brush Shop.’ Tony laughs. ‘Would you believe it, he’s the shop clerk! There’s about forty cons in there, all English, but they’ve made a fuckin’ Russian the clerk!’


 


I’m really fascinated to find out Lonsdale’s here. Since my childhood, starting not long after 1945 when the Iron Curtain began to come down, the Cold War has been a hot topic. In fact and fiction the public has been regularly bombarded with stories of secret agents, spies and traitors. From the late forties, on through the fifties, right to the present day, at regular intervals there will be headlines in the press as yet another Soviet spy ring is uncovered. They are always followed by a lengthy trial. I remember the furore when a married couple, the Rosenbergs, were executed in the United States in 1951 for passing secrets to the Russians. A few years later, over here, we had Klaus Fuchs sent to prison for the same offence. The next big spy scandal, still in the fifties, was the defection of two British intelligence agents, Burgess and McLean. About to be arrested, they skipped to Russia. They were soon followed by ‘the Third Man’, their fellow traitor, Kim Philby. The next big event, in the late fifties, was the arrest and trial in the United States of undercover KGB man, Col. Abel. He has recently been exchanged – at the famous Checkpoint Charlie border crossing in Berlin – for shot-down American U2 spy plane pilot, Gary Powers.


 


What Western intelligence didn’t know at the time of Abel’s arrest was that Lonsdale, also a KGB colonel, was his number two in New York. As their spy ring collapsed, Lonsdale escaped detection and made his way to London. There, he set up his own organisation, which eventually led to the Portland Spy Ring. It would be years later, in the mid-sixties, before the Abel–Lonsdale connection became known.


      Just before going off duty at five thirty p.m., I look at the ‘detail board’. Great! I’m allocated to the Brush Shop tomorrow as number two discipline officer. I’ll get a look at Lonsdale. After years of reading books and being enthralled by the true stories of escaped POWs and secret agents in France during the Second World War, as we’ve come into the sixties, books and movies are now reflecting the Cold War between the West and Communist Eastern Europe. One thing ALL these agents, past and present, seem to have in common is single-mindedness. Tomorrow I should get to see a Soviet agent. Will fact measure up to fiction?


 


It’s just after nine a.m. I watch the forty-plus cons circle one of the smaller exercise yards. My senior officer, Bill Bailey, stands at the far corner. There is nobody in patches on the yard. So where is Lonsdale? Eventually, we line the cons up, ready to march to the shop.


      ‘I thought we had an E-man, Mr Bailey?’


      Bill Bailey is a tall, lugubrious man in his late forties. Like many of the senior staff, he sports his Second World War medal ribbons. He speaks slowly, with a heavy Brummie accent.


      ‘He’s already in the shop. The instructors take him in first thing of a morning along with a few key workers. Lonsdale just takes the afternoon exercise. He don’t bother with the morning.’


 


We file into the shop. The cons make straight for their allotted tables, take off their jackets and start work. As junior officer, I’m stationed at the bottom end of the workshop, farthest away from the office and stores. Lonsdale, as clerk, will be in the office. I’ll get a look at him when he comes out. He’ll be easy to recognise as he’ll be wearing the yellow patches. The two instructors in the shop are Jim Glossop, the senior, an easy-going man in his late fifties, and Tom McKay, a slim, fiery Scot in his mid-forties. They are great mates. The Brush Shop does contract work for the Harris company who make paintbrushes. The inmates are employed in cutting, sizing and sterilising hair and bristle.


 


Tom McKay, like a number of senior officers, tends to have little to do with new recruits until he gets to know them and, most importantly, sees how they handle prisoners. If you ‘get a grip’ when the situation demands it, Tom will eventually unbend enough to engage you in conversation. No doubt part of his reluctance to suffer fools gladly is a result of his experiences during the war. Stationed in Singapore with a Scottish infantry regiment in 1942, Tom and a few of his comrades were appalled at the ignominious surrender of the 120,000-strong British force to a small, aggresive Japanese division numbering just 14,000. They decided they were not going to go meekly ‘into the bag’. Disobeying orders to lay down their arms, they melted away into the forest, got off Singapore island, and headed north through the Malayan jungle towards freedom. Eventually, after a few months of hit-and-run warfare, he and his group were captured. He spent the next three years as a POW, and was left with an abiding hatred of all things Japanese.


 


As in all prison workshops, the instructors are responsible for the prisoners’ work and productivity. We discipline officers are there to see they behave themselves. If there is any misbehaviour we give them a warning. If they continue with it, we either phone the Centre and request that a couple of officers be sent round to take the culprit in; or, if things are escalating, we ring the alarm bell and a host of officers will appear to remove the troublemaker.


 


It’s nearly ten a.m. I still haven’t had a glimpse of Lonsdale. He just hasn’t come out of the office. I look up the length of the shop. The cons are busy, the two instructors wander round the tables checking on the standard of work. Bill Bailey sits on the high stool. I look again at the entrance to the office. Just inside that door sits a real-life Russian agent. What the buggering hell is he doing? Is it not about time he went for a pee?


 


Sometime after ten, Bill beckons me to come up his end of the shop. ‘It’s tea break time, kid. You stay up this end by the alarm bell. I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes, then you can go.’ Great! Now I’ll get my chance. The cons are all working away. I begin to walk up and down. I casually stroll past the open door of the office. I look in. A small, stocky man, maybe 5 feet 6 inches tall, sits reading a paperback. Things must be slack. I can see the long yellow stripe on one of his trouser legs. He looks to be in his early forties. At first glance he’s not unlike a young Edward G. Robinson. At second glance I decide he looks even more like another, lesser known actor – Luther Adler. I look at the cover of his book; Casino Royale by Ian Fleming. I can’t help but smile. Jeez-oh! A Russian agent sitting reading a James Bond! He sees me smiling. ‘Trying to pick up a few tips?’ I say.


      He smiles in return. Shakes his head. ‘I don’t think so.’ I’d expected him to speak with a heavy, Slavic accent. Not so. It’s a soft, American drawl. Curiouser and curiouser.


      ‘They’re good fun,’ I say, ‘I find I race through them.’


      ‘Yeah, they’re certainly good entertainment.’


      I decide that’s enough. I don’t want to push it too much. I give him another smile then move away from the door. He immerses himself in the Bond once more. I go and sit on the high stool. I think back to last year’s trial. He’d been arrested early in ’61 and charged with ‘conspiracy to obtain secrets’ from Harry Houghton and Ethel Gee, two civilian employees at Portland Underwater Research Establishment. Anything Lonsdale got from them he passed to his fellow agents, Peter and Helen Kroger. They, in turn, transmitted the material to the Soviet Union. In March 1961, after a ten-day trial, Lonsdale received the then unprecedented sentence of twenty-five years’ imprisonment. I glance back at the office. I wonder what he thinks about as he sits there reading a James Bond. Even with the automatic entitlement to one third remission for good behaviour, he’ll still do over sixteen years. That’s a helluva long time. In almost every book, Bond gets captured – then he escapes. But that’s fiction.










The First of Many


The Black Maria makes its way into the city, heading for Victoria Law Courts. I sit in the back with half a dozen officers and ten cons. P.O. Butler sits in the cab with the police driver. I feel the suppressed excitement trying to bubble up again. This is my first time on court duty. We will man the docks and cells at today’s sitting of Birmingham Assizes.


      This is still the era of the centuries-old quarter sessions and assizes. It will be a few years yet before a newfangled Crown Court will be set up in Birmingham to combine the duties of these two courts. Prison officers man these higher courts. The police look after the magistrates.


      I’m really looking forward to today. For years I’ve seen court scenes portrayed on screen in lots of English movies; stern judges on the bench and oh-so-posh barristers cross-questioning the likes of Richard Attenborough or Stewart Granger. I hope I get the chance to sit in the dock.


 


Just after nine a.m. we file into the basement area. It seems to be all cell doors and corridors. Overhead pipes run in all directions. Electric lights burn all day; no sunlight reaches down here. We split the remands into two groups and usher them into large ‘holding’ cells. Reuben Roberts gives them the gypsy’s warning: ‘We’ll let you stay like this to ’ave a natter. But if yer gets TOO noisy we’ll split yer up. You’ll be getting a cuppa shortly.’ He shuts the two heavy doors. I follow him into the kitchen. Two women cleaners, court employees, sit at a table. ‘Morning, girls,’ he says.


      ‘Morning,’ they chorus, in rich Brummie accents.


      ‘You won’t have met our latest recruit,’ says P.O. ‘Rab’ Butler. ‘This is Jock Douglas. Meet Sylvia and Janet.’ Sylvia is heavily built, around forty years of age. Janet is in her fifties, thin, and very much in the mould of my pal Sammy’s mother, Lottie Johnston – including the half-smoked Woodbine. They wear washed-out, green wraparound overalls.


      ‘Ohaah!’ says Janet to Sylvia. ‘I once had a bad experience with a Jock! Or was he Irish?’


      ‘The kettles are on the boil,’ says Sylvia.


      Rab Butler looks at me. ‘Can you brew tea?’


      ‘Certainly can, sir.’


      ‘Grand! Do the cons first, then we’ll get peace for ours.’


 


It’s just coming up for ten thirty. I stand at the foot of the stairway leading up to number one court. Next to me is a prisoner called John Wood. He cannot stop trembling. In his late twenties, he is tall and thin. He’s accused of stabbing his wife to death.


      ‘Jock! Fetch ’im up.’ Alec Cox is already in the dock.


      ‘Right, Wood. Up you go.’


      We climb the narrow stairway. For the first time of many, I step into the large, wood-panelled dock with its polished brass handrails. Alec points with his Biro. He’s already primed me in advance. I guide Wood along to the middle of the long bench. ‘Just stand for the moment. I’ll tell you when to sit.’


      I stand beside him and look around. In front of the dock, lower down, are rows of wooden benches with desk-like slopes in front of them. These are for barristers and solicitors. Facing me is the bench. Above the judge’s chair is a wooden canopy. It frames a carved, painted royal coat of arms. This is to remind all and sundry that the judges – especially the High Court judges – are dispensing the Queen’s justice. All around me are the rest of the fixtures which make up a courtroom: jury box, witness box, press benches and public gallery. These law courts were built in the second half of the nineteenth century. I instantly fall in love with their Victorian character.


 


Ten minutes later we’re underway. As this is the assizes, a High Court judge sits on the bench. Bewigged and wearing his ermine-trimmed red robe, Mr Justice Paul’s word is, literally, law. The prosecuting counsel, John Owen, rises to his feet. Like all barristers, he wears a black gown and a wig.


      As John Owen outlines the case against him, I wonder why Wood bothered to plead ‘not guilty’. It really is an open-and-shut case. The trial lasts just two days and, inevitably, ends with the jury finding Wood guilty. Mr Justice Paul gives him the mandatory life sentence. Short though it may be, I find my first foray into the dock lives up to expectations. Judge and barristers all play their parts to perfection and I enjoy sitting in the dock as an ‘extra’.


 


I’ve now ‘done’ my first murder trial.










A Big Step


There are no married quarters available, and even if there were, I’m well down the queue. This leaves only two alternatives: rent somewhere, or BUY our own place. That really is some commitment. Just five years ago I was living in the Great Eastern Hotel in Glasgow; the doss-house! I could put everything I owned into two brown paper carrier bags. The thought that, at twenty-three. I’d be considering buying a house wouldn’t even have been listed under ‘wildest dreams’. The more I think about it, the more I realise this is the only way I’m going to get Nancy and Scott down here so we can start living as a family.


      I’ve been talking to some officers who were in the same position and are now buying their own houses. Seemingly it makes good sense. As the Prison Department can’t supply me with quarters, I’m entitled to ‘rent allowance in lieu’. This could amount to a third of what my mortgage could be. As long as I stay in the job, there won’t be a problem. In fact, it’s a good opportunity.


      Even so, I’m still quite apprehensive about the whole thing. I come from a tenement single-end (a one-room house) in Maryhill. I thought knives and forks were jewellery. Now I’m thinking about buying a house. Jesusjonny!


 


I arrange to ring Nancy at a neighbour’s house in Seafield so’s we can discuss it  . . .


      ‘That’s the only way I’m gonny get the two of you doon here fairly quickly. What dae ye think?’


      ‘Ah think we should go ahead. We’ve got nearly four hundred pounds put by, so we’ll easily manage the deposit.’


      ‘Right, that’s it. We’ll dae it! Ah’ll start house-hunting on my next day off.’


 


Meanwhile, I’m enjoying being at Gran Jackson’s. She’s in her seventies and has been a widow for years. Gray-haired, never without her horn-rimmed specs and wraparound peenie overall, she totters round the house leaving a trail of fag ash in her wake and chattering non-stop, especially when you’re watching the telly.


      While I’m lodging at Gran’s, Nancy forwards a letter to me. It’s from my father, and tells me that his mother, my Granny Douglas, has died. She was eighty years of age. For the last twenty years of her life she lived in the Salvation Army Refuge for homeless women down in Clyde Street. She was the only grandparent I knew. All during my childhood, until Ma died in 1954, she’d come up to our house at least once a week. She always sat in the first chair as you came into the house; a wooden one. My father said she had fleas. Ma would always give her a wee bite to eat and she’d usually be away before he came in from his work. If he happened to come in early he’d usually tell her, ‘It’s time you were away.’ Sometimes I’d wonder why she didn’t live in a house like my pals’ grannies.


      Born Jane McCrindle in Girvan in 1882, the daughter of fisherfolk, she came to Glasgow to work as a domestic. She married my grandfather, Robert John Douglas, in 1906. When he died in 1941 she began to drink, and soon lost the tenancy of their tenement house at 50 Northpark Street, Maryhill.


      After Ma’s funeral, in December 1954, with me joining the RAF Boys’ Service and later living out in West Lothian, I didn’t see her again until a few days before I went into the army in January ’59. All of a sudden she came into my mind. I’d been fifteen when Ma died. I was now a month short of my twentieth birthday. I’d made my way down to the Broomielaw on a rainy winter’s night and found the entrance to the Refuge. The door was wide open. I’d looked along the narrow corridor which, after about 20 feet, turned off to left and right. A single electric lamp burned overhead. I gave a knock. Then a louder one. A woman, maybe in her thirties, peered round a corner at the far end of the corridor.


      ‘Ah, does Jean Douglas (she didn’t like “Jane”) still live here?’


      ‘Aye. Who will ah say it is?’


      ‘Tell her it’s her grandson, Robert Douglas, tae see her.’


      ‘Right.’


      I stood looking along the corridor. The rain was getting a bit blustery so I took a couple of steps into the shelter of the lobby. All of a sudden my Granny Douglas came running round the corner towards me. All my life I’d never, ever seen her without her coat on, worn old fox-fur round her neck, cloche hat on her head and her hair tucked up under it. All this black clothing, which made her look like the cartoon Grandma Giles, had been bought for her husband’s funeral. She’d wear it for the rest of her life. Tonight she was wearing a cardigan and, of course, a black skirt. But her hair was down; it was about 3 feet long and hung down her back and shoulders. I hadn’t known she had long hair. There was no mistaking her ruddy red cheeks and almost black, piercing eyes.


      ‘Aw, son, son! Imagine you coming tae see me.’ She wrapped her arms round me and gave me a big hug. I put my arms round her and kissed her on her plump cheek with its small broken veins. I didn’t remember ever having kissed her before. She still had that smell, familiar from my childhood, of stale sweat and cheap perfume. For an instant I was back in our single-end.


      ‘Ah’m away intae the army in a few days, tae dae ma National Service, Granny. So ah thought ah’d come and see ye.’ She looked so little.


      ‘Yer faither telt me ye were back in Glesga. My, whit a big laddie you’ve turned intae.’


      ‘Diz ma faither write tae ye?’


      ‘Aye. Mibbe wance every nine months or so he draps me a letter.’


      We talked about where I’d been and what I’d been doing until, eventually, it was time to go. I took my wallet out. ‘Here, Granny, here’s ten bob for ye.’


      ‘Eeeh, son. That’s awfy nice o’ye.’ I watched as she tucked the red ten-shilling note into a pocket in her cardigan. I knew that most of it, if not all, would go on a few glasses of her tipple – the cheap wine known as ‘red biddy’. She looked at me. ‘Mind, ah don’t half miss yer mother. When ah wiz hard up, ah knew if ah went up tae Doncaster Street yer mother would always make me a wee bite. She wiz nae age at all. Poor lassie.’


      ‘Aye. Anywye, Granny, ah’ll get maself away.’ I gave her another kiss on the cheek and she gave me a long hug like she didn’t want to let go. I stepped out onto the dark Broomielaw. After a few steps I turned. She was leaning out of the door. She waved. I waved back ‘See yah, Granny.’


 


I fold up my father’s letter. Jeez, all those years living in that home, not feeding herself properly, drinking. Yet she still made it to eighty. They must have been a hardy lot, the McCrindles.


 


After a few weeks at Gran Jackson’s I’m joined by George Davis, another new recruit. A Welshman in his late twenties, George stands 6 feet 3 inches in his socks and weighs around 16 stone. After years of working down the pit none of that is fat. His mere presence usually gives the most aggressive con pause for thought. He won’t be long at the Green until he gravitates towards the post he was meant for – running A1, the punishment landing. He’s normally a good-natured lad, but it always proves to be a mistake on some con’s part if he rouses George.










Never a Dull Moment


I’ve been allocated to B3 as one of its landing officers. One of the biggest in the jail, with around fifty cells, it holds something like 110 prisoners. The idea of having officers designated to a specific landing is a good one. It makes for continuity; you get to know the cons and they get to know you.


      Another aspect of being a prison officer is the fact that a five-day week is out. The staff are divided into two: the Governor’s Division and the Deputy Governor’s Division. I’m on the ‘Dep’s Division’. Basically, ALL the staff work Monday to Friday. At the weekend, one division is off while the other works. The following weekend it’s the other way around. This means I work a twelve-day fortnight, i.e. I only get every second weekend off. Also, during the week I do at least one evening duty, sometimes two. That means I work all day and don’t finish until nine fifteen p.m. I usually also do one, perhaps two, days at court. By the time we get back to the prison with those in custody it’s generally somewhere between seven and eight p.m. before I finish. The hours are long and there’s always plenty of overtime, sometimes too much. Added to these long hours is the fact that we work in what could be described as a hostile environment. Still, nobody forced me to join.


 


Fogarty is doing three months for a bit of receiving. An affable Irishman, when he’s sober, he’s in his fifties and is a long-time resident of Birmingham – and occasional resident of the Green. Jim Higginbotham and I are detailed to ‘produce’ him (escort him there and back) at a civil hearing down at Victoria Law Courts. After thirty years of an abusive marriage, Mrs Fogarty has decided to divorce him. The marriage has been blessed with five children. They must have been speaking now and again. Fogarty is not contesting it, but has to be present as matters to do with property, maintenance and so on have to be dealt with.


 


Known as a ‘bit of a wag’, Fogarty keeps Jim and me entertained during the short ride down to the courts. Because it’s a civil hearing, we’re supposed to be incognito. We wear civvy jackets on top of our uniform shirts, ties and trousers. Our long key chains and the leather straps of our truncheons occasionally show. We sit either side of Fogarty. If we hid behind signs saying ‘SCREWS’ we’d have a better chance of going undiscovered.


      The hearing is held in a room instead of at court. Fogarty, fat and red-faced, wears an ill-fitting suit. After a month without regular infusions of Guinness, he has lost a couple of stone. During this same month his suit has been lying in a cardboard box in reception and is rather crumpled. Somehow, it seems to match his personality.


 


Mrs Fogarty, who also originates from the Emerald Isle, is tearfully giving the judge chapter and verse of the abusive treatment meted out by ‘Himself’ over the years – especially on Saturday nights. Weighing about 8 stone ‘wet through’ every word she utters is garnering sympathy from those assembled. I notice them all, from the judge down, give frequent glances at this great hulk of a man, no doubt comparing him with his diminutive soon to be ex-wife. With each new barb Fogarty winces. He speaks out of the side of his mouth to Jim.


      ‘Did youse hear dat? She’s not givin’ me the lickins of a dog!’


      ‘Shhh!’ says Jim. He has his arms folded and stares impassively ahead.


      Mrs Fogarty continues her litany.


      ‘Will youse listen to dat!’ Fogarty shakes his head, appalled at this character assassination.


      ‘Shhhhhh!’ repeats Jim.


      Mrs Fogarty’s solicitor speaks. ‘How early in the marriage did the defenda . . . ahh, your husband, start his mistreatment of you?’


      ‘Jayz! Did youse hear him wit’ “the defendant”?’ says Fogarty in a stage whisper.


      ‘ShhSHHH!’ says Jim.


      ‘We’d only been married about three months when it started, yer honour,’ she dabs her eyes, ‘and then it just exclavated. It got to be nearly every Saturday night.’ I shoot a glance at Jim. He continues to stare fixedly ahead. ‘And this last few years, Sur, dayr’s hardly a day goes by when I don’t get a clip!’ She looks accusingly at her spouse.


      Fogarty, probably realising he’s on a hiding to nothing, decides to play it for laughs. He leans forward and knocks on the table we’re sitting at. All eyes turn to him. He points a finger. ‘Don’t pay any attention to dat woman,’ he says, ‘she’s PUNCH-DRUNK!’


 


By late afternoon I’m back in the prison. Fogarty has resumed sweeping the floor of the Mattress Shop. In anticipation of the cons coming in from shops and exercise, I’m wending my way round B Wing unlocking cell doors. As I cross over from one side of B3 to the other, I glance down at the Centre. Jimmy Green, the diminutive gatekeeper, comes out of the Chief’s office. He walks over to the Centre box and stands talking to P.O. Appleton. There’s a loud clang as the gate at the end of A Wing is flung open. Three screws are escorting Wilshaw, supposedly one of the jail’s hard men, back into the prison. He has been on a visit with his wife and kids. Mrs Wilshaw was spotted passing something to him. He refused to hand it over, or to be searched, so the visit has been ended. His family have been escorted to the gate and Wilshaw brought back in to be searched.


      Just before the group reaches the Centre the situation escalates  . . .


      ‘You’re not searching me, yah bastards!’


      ‘You’re gonna be searched all right,’ says ‘Jacko’ Jackson, ‘the easy way or the hard way.’


      ‘Get fucked!’ says Wilshaw and aims a punch at Jacko.


      A struggle now ensues as the three officers try to restrain this young, well-built con. I run to the stairs and make my way to the Centre. Wilshaw manages to hit another officer before he is forced to the floor. He continues to resist, violently. As I make for the group, Wilshaw is now face down. One officer is trying, with great difficulty, to sit on his legs. The other two are on either side of his upper body, each attempting to pin an arm to the ground. They are barely able to hold him. Wilshaw continues to utter threats. ‘Just wait till I get up, yah Cockney bastard!’ he says to Jacko.


      As Jimmy Green and I approach the melee I hear Jimmy mutter, ‘I’ll sort this fucker out.’ He holds out an arm and stops me joining the attempt to subdue Wilshaw. I watch as Jimmy strides over and halts by the prisoner’s head. The con is still face down, struggling violently as he tries to get to his feet. Jimmy leans forward, places a hand on the shoulders of the two officers who are holding Wilshaw’s arms, and pushes both men apart. This leaves a space above the con. Without a word, this slight, sixty-year-old man takes a little leap into the air, tucks his legs up behind him and drops, knees first, onto Wilshaw’s upper back. There is a distinct crack, and a scream from Wilshaw, as one of his shoulder-blades is fractured. He now lies still, groaning.


      Jimmy rises. ‘Right, take that fucker down the block. He’ll give you no more trouble.’ He dusts his trouser legs with his hands. I walk over to the P.O.’s box with him. He turns to watch as the officers assist Wilshaw down the stairs to A1. ‘You’d better ring for a hospital officer to attend to that git,’ he says to Johnny Appleton. He rubs his chin. ‘No, better make it a doctor. Must be losing me touch, I think I’ve only done one of his scapula!’


      The P.O. reaches for the phone. As he does so he purses his lips as though giving a silent whistle. He looks at me, then nods his head in the direction of Jimmy. ‘Have you ever seen a bugger like that in yer life?’










Denizens of the Night


I stand on a corner of the large exercise yard and watch the cons circle. Gordon Lonsdale and Donal Murphy go by at a brisk pace, trying to get a bit of good out of it. Murphy is the only one Lonsdale has anything to do with. A few days ago it suddenly occurred to me why they’ve palled up. Lonsdale doesn’t consider himself a criminal. If I look at it without prejudice, I suppose he’s right. He was an agent working abroad for his country. He regards Murphy – doing life imprisonment for the IRA raid on Aborfield Barracks in the mid-fifties – to be in the same position. It’s ‘birds of a feather’. If Murphy’s not on exercise, Lonsdale just ploughs round on his own. On a couple of occasions I’ve watched one or two cons, who no doubt think they are ‘somebody’, fall into step with Lonsdale and try to engage him in conversation. You can see by his face he’s not pleased. Within a couple of minutes he’ll extricate himself from their company. He has no time for criminals.


      Another thought sometimes enters my head as I watch them go by. Here are two guys, supposedly enemies of Great Britain, yet they get treated well by the staff. Officers, me included, regularly take time to chat with them, have a laugh and a joke. Does that sometimes make them feel a bit guilty? Citizens of the country that they supposedly would be quite happy to blow up, having a blether with them. This must say something about the British psyche. If I was locked up in Moscow’s Lubyanka Prison, would I be treated so well?


 


P.O. ‘Sticky’ Walker calls me over. He gets his nickname from his habit, if he thinks a prisoner is becoming aggressive, of drawing his truncheon (stick) and giving him a few whacks!


      ‘Ah, Mr Douglas. I’m afraid I’ll have to put you on a week’s night shift, starting tonight.’


      ‘Right. Fine, sir. I didn’t know we did nights.’


      ‘Not as a rule. We have permanent night patrols. But if one of them is sick or on holiday, we have to put a discipline officer on for a week at a time. You’ll find it’s a nice break. The prison’s a different place at night.’


      ‘What’s the routine, sir? What time do I start?’


      ‘Ah, yes. Right. I’m forgetting you’re new.’ He seems a bit bewildered for a moment. He’s a plump, homely looking man. ‘Right, you go off at half twelve. Try and get a bit of kip this afternoon. You come on at nine fifteen tonight. Bring some snap [food]. And something to read. There’s a lot of time to be passed. The P.O. on nights this week is P.O. Arnold. We do a week at a time, too. That’s about it.’ He begins to turn away. ‘Oh! And don’t forget your slippers.’


      ‘Slippers?’


      ‘Yes. We don’t go thumping about the landings during the night in shoes or boots. Bastards would hear us coming a mile away!’


 


After sleeping very badly during the afternoon, I come into the prison just after nine p.m. to start my first shift. In my bag I carry a brand new pair of slippers. Gran had kindly offered to loan me hers. Mercifully they were only size 7. I’d never have got away with the blue pom-poms!


 


I’m barely an hour into my first shift when I arrive at the conclusion that the permanent night patrols at Winson Green were almost certainly recruited from Elstree Studios. They probably failed the auditions for The Lavender Hill Mob and decided to look for gainful employment.


      Aged in their fifties and sixties, they’ve been in the job for years. None of them have ever served as a prison officer, they were all recruited solely as night staff. Senior amongst them, and therefore the one with the cushiest job, is Paddy Magee. In his late fifties, overweight, and with a shock of white hair, Paddy is as Irish as the Mountains of Mourne. In the years to come, whenever I do a week’s nights, Paddy’s soporific Irish brogue always has the same effect on me as six mugs of Horlicks. By three or four in the morning, just five minutes of his ‘craic’ and my eyelids become heavy as lead.
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