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         Notting Hill Editions is an independent British publisher. The company was founded by Tom Kremer (1930–2017), champion of innovation and the man responsible for popularising the Rubik’s Cube.

         After a successful business career in toy invention Tom decided, at the age of eighty, to fulfil his passion for literature. In a fast-moving digital world Tom’s aim was to revive the art of the essay, and to create exceptionally beautiful books that would be lingered over and cherished.

         Hailed as ‘the shape of things to come’, the family-run press brings to print the most surprising thinkers of past and present. In an era of information-overload, these collectible pocket-size books distil ideas that linger in the mind.ii
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ix
            Introduction

         

         What do we talk about when we talk about crime?

         We talk about harm, hurt, sometimes pain; we talk about it with outrage, anger and even humour. Often though, we talk about crime through personal stories, and, increasingly, we seem to tell them in public.

         We all know that the law formally defines what can be treated as a crime. But to make something a crime – to invoke the processes and procedures that recognise something as ‘crime’ – we usually tell a story about it. When my laptop was stolen, I told the hotel receptionist what happened, and he advised me what to do. I spoke to the police and then took my officially approved story to my insurance company, which sent me money to buy a new computer.

         If once talking about an experience of crime was confined to private or professional settings – the police station, the courtroom, a helpline or counsellor’s office – today, they seem to be everywhere. Bookshop shelves heave with autobiographies by prisoners, victims, police and barristers; streaming platforms like Netflix and YouTube host hours of interviews with serial killers, death-row residents, vigilantes and gang members; podcasts host a cacophony of personal anecdotes, and crimes are even live-streamed on social media. The past few decades have seen a remarkable rise in xpeople speaking about crime publicly, as victims, witnesses, as people accused of, or convicted of breaking the law.

         When we hear people talking about crime, we tend to pay attention to what is told about: the gory details, the emotional drama, the aftermath. Content is important, but when people talk about crime, there’s a lot more going on. As described above, stories also make things happen. This book takes seven examples of people speaking about their experience of crime and examines the kinds of stories told, what they can do, and who for. The book responds to two common assumptions: firstly, that people’s stories offer an unvarnished version of the truth, and secondly, that talking about crime is inherently good and is a way to address harms and do justice.

         Social researchers have long been interested in narratives and stories, but criminology is late to the party perhaps because we have the least reliable narrators, as leading narrative criminologist Professor Lois Presser observes. Criminologists interested in stories ask questions like: How do stories motivate people to harm others? What kinds of personal narratives can help people make sense of an experience of crime? How can stories resist harmful phenomenon? The book draws gratefully on the insights of these scholars and their work, listed in the acknowledgements. A note on terminology: I use ‘personal story’ and ‘narrative’ interchangeably, reflecting the complex relationship between experience and story. Some stories have a beginning, middle and end, but they may be partial, or hinted at. There are many ways to interpret narratives; my approach is broadly sociological and constructionist. Narrative theorist Catherine Kohler Riessman xiprompted me to ask: ‘Why was the story told that way?’ and Jaber Gubrium and James Holstein pointed me to consider the profound role of context in shaping personal stories. Ken Plummer’s work directed me to consider the social and historical context of personal narratives.

         This book examines a snapshot of contemporary crime narratives and chapters include different kinds of media, including books, podcasts, television documentaries and even unpublished autobiography in the form of letters. Taken together, they reflect the way that speaking publicly about crime has become quotidian. I tried to include speakers from different genders, ages, socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, but most have some connection to the UK, where I live and work. Of course, there are omissions: not everyone is empowered to speak about crime in public. Personal narratives about crime are often treated as lowbrow or suspect (criminals lie, don’t they?) but I take them seriously as phenomena in their own right because they are, to my mind, at least as important as print journalism, fiction or films in shaping how we know about crime today. This book explores what telling stories about crime can do, and who for. It challenges the idea that personal stories offer an exact insight into experience and considers whether talking about crime is even a good thing.xii
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            Criminal Autobiography and a Criminal Career:

Howard Marks’s Mr Nice

         

         In the 1980s ‘Donald Nice’ was an infamous cannabis smuggler, MI6 informant, most wanted man in Britain, and the alias of Howard Marks, a proud Welshman and graduate of Balliol College, Oxford University. After serving seven years of a twenty-five-year sentence for ‘racketeering’ in the US, Marks’s autobiography Mr Nice was published in 1996. Self-styled outlaw, stoner and intellectual, he caught the 1990s ‘cool Britannia’ wave, or rather ‘cool Cymru’. Although broadsheet reviews were indifferent, Mr Nice had massive popular appeal and for a time, Marks had the status of a folk hero. Even the Daily Mail said he ‘looked like a Rolling Stone’. Marks turned his criminal notoriety into celebrity, regularly appearing on TV and at music and book festivals and he even stood for election to the UK Parliament (unsuccessfully) and appeared in several films. He wrote and edited several more books, including a travel guide to Wales. The film of Mr Nice, starring Welsh actor Rhys Ifans, and cool-girl Chloë Sevigny as his wife, Judy, was an international success.

         Mr Nice intrigues me because Marks was unrepentant, unlike most post-war criminal autobiographies which tended to be about their authors’ reform. For example, Glasgow gangster Jimmy Boyle’s A Sense of Freedom (1977) stated in 2the introduction the author’s intention to: ‘warn young people that there is nothing glamorous about getting involved in crime and violence’ and that proceeds from the book would go to kids from socially deprived areas of Scotland. Convicted armed robber John McVicar’s McVicar by Himself (1974) described his escape from HMP Durham, reflecting on his criminal life with regret (the manuscript was allegedly smuggled out of prison). McVicar was prompted to write about his life after attending classes with Sociologists Stan Cohen and Laurie Taylor while in HMP Durham. It was a popular success and was made into a film starring Roger Daltrey from the rock band The Who. Both McVicar and Boyle had successful careers in journalism and sculpting, respectively, and I’d argue that their autobiographies didn’t just describe their experiences of going straight but were an integral part of it. Autobiography allows people to distinguish between past self (the ‘criminal’) and present self (enlightened, reformed), and so claim the moral high ground. Criminologist Shadd Maruna calls these ‘redemption narratives’. And, of course, having one’s story published further validates that identity and establishes a reputation beyond a criminal career. Nonetheless, the redemption narrative was not for Marks.

         In the 1990s, the rise of true crime melded with prison autobiography producing a bad-meaning-good kind of criminal celebrity exemplified by the Kray twins’ autobiographies. Former social worker and criminologist Mike Nellis noted that this novel genre capitalised on ‘geezer chic’, an ‘aggressive, hedonistic working-class masculinity – although not all exponents are working class’. ‘Geezer chic’ dominated 1990s men’s magazines such as GQ, FHM and Loaded and it’s in 3that context that Marks’s unrepentant autobiography could emerge. Although Mr Nice describes when Marks decided to stop smuggling cannabis (of which more below), it’s not really the point of the book, which celebrates Marks’s life of hedonism and pleasure. It’s a bit like a boy’s own adventure, but in the sixties and seventies with a lot of drugs, some promiscuity and a sprinkling of casual racism and sexism that is very much of its time.

         Mr Nice is a picaresque account of a loveable rogue. It’s told in the first person in a realistic style through an episodic, chronological structure. Each chapter is named for Marks’s many aliases. Chapter 1 begins at the end of his criminal career in April 1995, as he awaits deportation following his imprisonment in the United States. After that, it’s a straightforward description of his childhood, his acceptance into Oxford University, his early drug-smuggling career and his first arrest and criminal trial, in which he beats the charge by claiming to be working for MI6. Then more smuggling but bigger, and with an increasing list of legal-ish side businesses, before being arrested in Spain in 1988 and extradited to the US where he is eventually convicted. Marks entered a plea bargain in 1990 and served seven years in Terre Haute Federal prison, where around half the inmates were serving life sentences. Despite the sheer amount of travelling and dealing that Marks did, Mr Nice is surprisingly light on plot. At some point he promises his wife Judy that he won’t smuggle drugs any more, but then he does. Along the way he gets married twice and has four children. Later, he gets bored of smuggling and stops, but is nonetheless arrested, extradited and imprisoned. Marks is a stylish writer, and the book is 4packed with irony and humour, as well as some very long and detailed accounts of his criminal exploits.

         According to historian Michael Mascuch, the modern criminal ‘life’ – or modern autobiography – emerged in the eighteenth century as a popular genre amongst a newly literate population. The advent of paper and mass printing meant that, at the time, people began to read and write in their own homes. In his book The Origins of the Individualist Self, Mascuch describes an enormous appetite for reading about the lives of notable public figures as well as ‘scandalous accounts’ by ‘criminals, courtesans, castaways, comedians, captains, “quacks” and other peculiar characters’. This vogue reflected the emergence of a secular notion of selfhood: the idea that individuals (rather than God) could be authors of their lives and perhaps no one personified this idea more than those who broke religious dictates and the law: the criminal. And while these autobiographies were presented as cautionary tales, there was concern amongst the middle and upper classes that they might encourage people to seek criminal notoriety!

         Mr Nice is part of this centuries-long tradition of the criminal autobiography and although it includes a chapter or two on Marks’s imprisonment, it’s mostly about his twenty years as an international cannabis smuggler. It’s long: over 450 pages describing dozens of drug importation scams in some depth, including how cannabis was concealed, who was involved, when and where. It includes a cast of hundreds featuring diplomats, academics and pop stars (real names seem more common than pseudonyms) and the pages 5are littered with pound and dollar signs, percentages and zeros. At first glance, it appears as though Marks is opening the books on the international cannabis smuggling business. Here’s a taste:

         
            Durrani had a variety of ways of getting hashish into Europe … [He] would arrange to put about a ton of hashish into the diplomat’s personal furniture and belongings before they left Pakistan … On this occasion, the personal effects had been delivered to the diplomat’s residence in Bonn. Patrick and I had to rifle through the cabin trunks, remove the hashish, and drive it to a disused gravel pit … Everything went without a hitch, and after taking care of sales in London, I’d made another £7,500.

         

         All this detail caught the attention of Professor Carlo Morselli, an academic interested in organised crime. His analysis of Mr Nice was published in 2001 in a reputable international journal called Crime, Law and Social Change to huge acclaim, and is still referred to nearly twenty years later. Morselli wondered how Marks was such a successful drug smuggler. At the time, the received wisdom was that drug trafficking (and organised crime more generally) relied on hierarchy, an organisation and being able to deploy violence to settle inevitable disputes, but Marks had neither. Morselli pointed to Marks’s extensive networks and, through meticulous analysis and dizzyingly complex diagrams, mapped out Marks’s network using Mr Nice as data. His groundbreaking work challenged how organised crime was understood and drew attention to the importance of brokers like Marks. 6

         Something didn’t sit right with me about Morselli’s paper, though. Morselli assumed that Marks’s account was complete enough to act as a serious source of data, but why would Marks tell all like that? This didn’t fit with my experience of speaking to traffickers. When I first read Morselli’s paper, I was researching international drug trafficking in Ecuador (2005–2006). Sitting between Peru and Colombia, two major cocaine-producing nations, Ecuador was recruited into the US-led ‘war’ on drugs, signing a bilateral agreement with the US to arrest an increased number of ‘drug traffickers’, according to research by Jenny Pontón and Andreina Torres. Prisons in Quito, the capital, were profoundly transformed: 40% of men were serving time for drug offences, and in the women’s prisons it was almost 75%. It was an ideal place to recruit people involved in drug trafficking for my research. The Ecuadorian Prisons Directorate granted me permission to enter prisons as a researcher, but it was up to me to approach possible respondents. I spent many, many months visiting nearly every day before earning their trust for a research interview.

         I found that some men and women in prison studiously avoided me while others were very keen to educate a wideeyed white girl on the basics of trafficking cocaine. Men especially seemed keen to show off their know-how, and no doubt I was a diversion from the monotony of prison life. I was shown capsules of cocaine (which may or may not have passed through someone’s digestive system on their way into prison); one man told me about running off into the desert with the daughter of a Mexican cartel boss who sent his henchmen to hunt them down; another, a friendly 7Colombian, told me about the economics of buying coca paste from small farms for wholesale; an Italian man claimed to be connected to the Mafia. In the men’s prison: everyone was apparently an expert in the international drug trade. Conversely, in the women’s prison I was told that everyone there was only a mule, and that, as minor players, they knew almost nothing about drug trafficking. It was hard not to notice that women were stigmatised for their involvement in the drug trade in ways that men weren’t, and women were often abandoned by family members and partners after they were sentenced. Prisons were extremely overcrowded and women who could successfully present as ‘good’ inmates were more able to access scarce medical care and better accommodation. Despite being just a few miles from each other, the men’s and women’s prisons were worlds apart in terms of how drug trafficking was spoken about.

         In both prisons, however, snitching was taboo and even being seen to speak to outsiders could be risky. I heard how one woman was poisoned, apparently in revenge for attending a meeting with a foreign police officer and so of course I worried about my presence. What if I spoke to someone and then by coincidence someone else was arrested? We could both look like snitches. I took great care over the questions asked, what I wrote down, and even interviewed one woman under the pretence that she was teaching me chess. Winning people’s trust was slow work, and it was many months before I could begin interviews. Even then, men and women were cautious about what they told me, and some things were simply off-limits.

         Which brings me back to Marks: why would he so 8brazenly breach the taboo against snitching? In Mr Nice he repeats that he is a ‘stand-up guy’. Even facing the prospect of life in jail, he rails: ‘No way can I become a snitch, a grass, a chivato, a stool-pigeon, a squealer, a rat, a traitor, ma wrong’un, a betrayer, a Judas, and lie at the bottom of Dante’s hell for all eternity.’ He declares his hatred for no one except law enforcement and so the idea that he would say anything that could help them do their ‘evil work’ doesn’t sit right. Of course, he also liked the attention associated with his infamy, but I just can’t accept that he would suddenly forget his scruples.

         The answer is that Mr Nice is a carefully constructed version of events that appears to tell all but does nothing of the sort and there are clues throughout. For instance, when facing trial in the UK, Marks impressed the judge with his ‘encyclopaedic knowledge of the evidence’. His meticulously researched defence was that he was, in fact, an undercover MI6 officer, successfully convincing the jury to return a ‘not guilty’ verdict to drug-trafficking charges. Marks boasted that the jury ‘didn’t want us nice guys to spend countless years in prison for transporting beneficial herbs from one part of the world to another.’ Having convinced the jury he was a ‘nice guy’, it’s not a stretch to think that Mr Nice is likewise a carefully put-together text that contains some of what happened, but by no means all.

         Mr Nice probably describes events mostly already known to law enforcement, and I would even go so far as to suggest that Marks used police surveillance records and evidence to help construct his story. In the late 1990s, Marks had a website displaying documents and ephemera relating to his 9career, including surveillance photographs and transcriptions of taped phone calls. The website no longer exists, but some of the material was published in a handsome coffee-table book, Becoming Howard Marks (2021), edited by his daughter, Amber. Mr Nice is remarkably precise on details and my sense is that it is well researched. Morselli referred to Marks’s website to factcheck Mr Nice, finding ‘several, new undocumented names’ in transcripts of phone taps. So, even Morselli knew that Mr Nice was, at best, an incomplete account of Marks’s network.

         This doesn’t mean that Mr Nice is a pack of silver-tongued lies. Of course, the version of himself that Marks presents is aggrandising – most autobiographies are – and I don’t believe that ‘criminals’ lie any more than the rest of us. But, to take Mr Nice as a record of fact is an error. Better to recognise it for what it properly is: a personal story that tells us about its author and their view on the world. This way of reading is not about how he smuggles drugs but leads us more towards why. Criminologist Lois Presser argues that personal narratives are a fundamental part of how we see ourselves and how we navigate through our lives. In her groundbreaking article, ‘The Narratives of Offenders’, she says, poetically, that we perceive ourselves as ‘protagonists in an evolving story’. We understand ourselves and our world in and through stories: our personal narratives are compelling and seductive and can, sometimes, motivate us to break social norms and laws.

         Reading Mr Nice as a personal narrative offers insight into his decades-long involvement in cannabis smuggling. ‘Donald Nice’ might have been a fake identity, but it’s also 10the central truth of the book, and Marks’s personal narrative: he did not regard himself as a criminal at all, but rather as ‘a nice, wicked stoner with brains and bottle’. His initial forays into the drug trade were small-scale: he was ‘just another provincial dealer selling a couple of pounds a year to survive’. Even though he progressed to moving tonnes of cannabis across international borders, he still didn’t perceive himself as really criminal. As he says: ‘we were true outlaws: we didn’t really break laws, not real ones; we just lived outside them … we just wanted a good time, and we worked hard and took risks to get it by supplying a badly needed service.’ The service was cannabis which he describes repeatedly as ‘delightful’ and a central ingredient in 1960s progressive counterculture.

         Marks is hardly the first drug entrepreneur to claim altruistic motivations: researchers often find that people involved in growing or selling cannabis are motivated by sharing the good herb. Even those who sell ‘hard’ drugs, argue that they are merely providing what people want to buy, as I found out when I spoke to women selling crack cocaine and heroin in a small English town. During his university years, Marks’s room was, according to him, ground zero for cannabis and counterculture, and throughout the book he shamelessly namedrops celebrities and rock stars who he has associated with, including John Lennon, Mick Jagger, Lords, academics, intellectuals and so on. Marks portrays himself as a generous host; for him, ‘few things give … more pleasure in life than getting people very stoned and giving them good food and wine’. If these notable people thought so highly of him, and his real motivation was hospitality and pleasure, 11then he was not a ‘real’ criminal (who would supposedly be motivated by something else, like money, which Marks also professes to love).

         It’s not only cannabis that people are grateful for: Marks also recalls how he made people rich. Because of working with him, ‘junior university lecturers could buy expensive cars that worked; those who’d always wanted to run a bar, café, or other small business could at least make a start; and I had boxes of money that I didn’t know what to do with.’ When he visits a cannabis production site in rural Afghanistan, a lamb is slaughtered in his honour. Although Marks notes the extremely humble living quarters of the Afghanistani cannabis processors, he gives little thought to why they benefit so little from their hard work.

         As well as money, Marks clearly enjoyed being a smuggler and in Mr Nice, he recalls the thrill of driving drugs across international borders. He displays his ‘bottle’ and nerve; in one scene drinking snake’s blood while his companions refuse the challenge. He’s also a trickster who is not above taking a shortcut, for instance when he reminiscences about sneaking into a professor’s office out of hours to steal exam questions. And, of course, Marks went on the run, evading the police for some years – evidence of his gumption and street smarts. But he was not really a criminal and he had limits, refusing to smuggle anything other than cannabis. At the start of the book, he reassures the reader that he ‘had never physically harmed or threatened anyone’ and Marks carefully distinguished himself from the book’s ‘proper’ criminal, Jim McCann, a member of the provisional IRA with whom he collaborated to smuggle cannabis into 12Ireland and then the UK (McCann relied on IRA sympathisers who thought they were smuggling weapons ‘for the cause’). McCann is depicted as unpredictable, rude, threatening and involved in bombing embassy buildings and such like. He often threatens Marks and his companion, whom McCann calls ‘soppy bollocks’, and constantly berates them for being useless amateurs.

         If Marks was the good guy of the tale, then the bad guy was law enforcement which he describes as ‘hounding and persecuting’ him while he was ‘peacefully carrying on my international drug smuggling business’. He persuaded many, many people to get involved in cannabis smuggling, and perhaps inevitably some of them were arrested and imprisoned. His children also suffered terribly during his absence, although Marks focusses more on his enforced absences due to imprisonment than during his smuggling exploits. Marks says he ‘never thought all this madness would happen’ which seems like a bit of a stretch. Very few traffickers I have met were genuinely surprised to have attracted the attention of law enforcement, but perhaps Marks – not seeing himself as a ‘real’ criminal – never thought he would be treated like one.

         Why did Marks smuggle cannabis? Taking Presser’s proposal seriously – that we see ourselves as protagonists in an unfolding story – then Mr Nice shows us Marks’s story about himself: as an outlaw, a pleasure-seeker and gentle hippie; never a real criminal. And it was that story that enabled him to continue to break the law and feel justified in doing so. In the 1980s, drug smugglers were seen as public enemies: both politicians and popular media painted them as greedy, 13violent criminals, responsible for the misery of others. But Marks’s personal narrative, as a gentle soul who abhorred violence and loved cannabis, enabled him to distinguish himself from those other, real criminals and so, continue his service of supplying the good herb.

         The stories we tell about ourselves are deeply held, and it’s easy to see why Marks continued to smuggle drugs: after all, it’s hard for an outlaw to be law-abiding. Interestingly, in the same way that his life of smuggling was motivated by pleasure, so was his departure from it. ‘This was not a case of my suddenly seeing the light and realising that dope-dealing is a wicked and anti-social crime,’ he writes, ‘I was simply not enjoying myself any more’. His dedication to becoming a pleasure-seeker led him into trafficking and maybe also led him out again.

         A final thought. Carlo Morselli’s analysis of Mr Nice misses out an important question – how did Marks create such an extensive web of international associations, enabling hundreds of tonnes of cannabis to be smuggled even without the backing of a criminal organisation or even the threat of violence? Morselli is right in pointing to the importance of Marks’s extensive web of connections but neglects to ask how he formed such a powerful network. For me, the answer lies in Mr Nice and in Marks’s personal mythology. Perhaps through his stories he was able to not only convince himself that the life of a smuggler could be a very fine one, but many others too. 14
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