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            “A cracking tale from a reporter with the inside track on many of Britain’s most notorious crimes and how they were investigated – and how they were covered by the media.”

            Duncan Campbell, investigative journalist and author of Underworld

            “We forget that journalists are also experts in crime. They see more cases in a year than many police and science experts might see in a career. It was a revelation to consider cases from their perspective. A rare book that covers a topic anew.”

            Professor Sue Black, author of All That Remains and Written in Bone

            “Martin Brunt has a deserved reputation for excellence as a reporter – his experiences and insights will make required reading for professional and amateur criminologists. This book achieves that so rare combination of being entertaining and informative.”

            Gerald Seymour, bestselling author of Harry’s Game

            “Peek inside the secret world of crime with this brilliant book by Martin Brunt, Britain’s top crime correspondent. Renowned for the accuracy of his reporting, his calm manner and authority, Martin casts wise eyes over the criminal fraternity, the police who try to catch them out and the press who cover our most sensational crime stories. Highly recommended.”

            Howard Sounes, author of Fred & Rose

            “This volume is riveting and informative, but it has left me perplexed: do I admire investigative journalists, or am I dismayed by them and the way they work? I have years of experience working in criminal investigation, but Martin Brunt’s revelations have shocked me to the core. If you want to know how the journalist gets the news for us, and are prepared for the truth behind the headlines, I recommend this book. It is a gripping read.”

            Patricia Wiltshire, author of Traces: The memoir of a forensic scientist and criminal investigator

            “Martin Brunt is the crime correspondent I always trust. When he speaks, I listen. Shrewd and insightful, he has unparalleled connections and specialist knowledge that allow him to see beyond a specific crime and view the context in which that crime has been committed – a rare gift in an underrated journalistic discipline. This book is a must-read.”

            David Wilson, Professor Emeritus of Criminology
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        PREFACE
      

         

         I’m in a pub near Scotland Yard where coppers and crime reporters meet to discuss subjects of mutual interest. I walk steadily from the bar and place two pints of lager on a corner table. It’s around midday. Head down, Detective Inspector Will O’Reilly rummages in the battered brown leather briefcase at his feet and brings up a folded sheet of paper. He slides it across the table. He has something he’s keen to show me, but he’s being careful not to reveal it to anyone nearby.

         Inside is a small, creased and grainy photograph. There are six black men standing close together, side by side in a group. They are casually dressed, except for the man on the far left who has his hands behind his back and is wearing what looks like a black police uniform. The men are obviously posing for the camera but appear relaxed, neither gloating nor self-conscious. None of them is smiling.

         On the grubby floor at their feet sits a small, naked black child who may be three or four years old. If I peer closely, I can just make xout it’s a boy. His arms hang loose, his thin legs stretched out in front of him. It’s impossible to tell his expression. Why? Because the picture is blurred and the lighting is poor, but mostly because the boy’s head is missing. Well, not missing entirely: when I look again more closely, I can see the man standing directly behind him is holding it.

         It’s impossible to look at the picture without imagining the terror and pain of the little victim and the depravity of those who killed him. Was he still alive when they cut off his head? Was his murder a sacrifice to some ancient god? The lunchtime drinkers gathering around us are completely unaware of the grim nature of our business. If they notice us at all, they may think we are sharing memories of an old family photograph.

         For DI O’Reilly, unfortunately – and that hardly seems the appropriate word – the decapitated boy in the picture is not the one he is looking for. This isn’t the child whose butchered body was found floating in the River Thames months earlier and whose murder he is struggling to solve. But the photograph, found barely a mile from where we are sitting, does fuel his theory that his own troubling case may not be the first voodoo killing with a British connection.

         That episode in a London pub says so much about the relationship between a detective and a crime reporter. Or how it used to be: trust, a shared confidence, a beer, no press officer to monitor our discussion and a meeting O’Reilly’s bosses at Scotland Yard probably knew nothing about. It wasn’t just an excuse for a cop and a hack to have a drink and tut-tut over a shocking photograph. There was a serious purpose.

         In the hour we spent together, O’Reilly reignited my interest in his own frustrated investigation, the murder of a young African boy xiwhose headless, limbless torso had been fished out of the river a year earlier. And I promised him I would do a story, offering him renewed publicity that might just prompt a witness to call him with the vital clue to solve the mystery. That’s how things once were. Journalists used to say: ‘That’s how the world goes around.’ Our world at least. Today that world turns on a different axis. xii
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        INTRODUCTION
      

         

         
            
        Well, I didn’t say: ‘Darling, I’m just off to stick up Barclays.’ I told her I was going out to do a bit of work and see you later 
      

            – Retired gangster Freddie Foreman

         

         Not every day of a crime reporter’s life is filled with such horror. And sitting in a pub, sipping beer with a friendly detective, isn’t something I do a lot. But it’s not a bad way to earn a living. Some reporters do still enjoy a regular boozy lunch with their contacts, especially those who work for newspapers where we developed bad habits in secret drinking dens that were open all day long before pubs were allowed extended hours.

         When I joined Sky News after a dozen years as a newspaper hack, I soon discovered that alcohol and live television don’t mix, although TV producers have since seized on the cocktail as a vital ingredient of prurient reality shows, where contestants are encouraged to have sex in front of the cameras. I like to think that news, for now at least, is a rather more serious business, though I’ve had xivmy light-hearted and much-ridiculed moments on screen, and not all of them were intentional.

         My world changed when newspaper reporters at the Sunday tabloid News of the World discovered a simple way of hacking into the mobile phones of royal aides, celebrities and politicians and finding out what they were up to. Scotland Yard’s initial, half-hearted pursuit of the journalists – and the hacking of a murdered schoolgirl’s phone – prompted a high-profile police investigation, more official scrutiny and the closure of Britain’s best-selling newspaper. That all culminated in the Leveson judicial inquiry into the media’s relationship with police and politicians. There was always going to be only one loser. The job of being a crime reporter, whether on TV, newspapers or the internet, changed for ever.

         Leveson effectively brought an end to the way in which reporters got exclusive stories from their police contacts. Sir Brian Leveson, a senior judge, acknowledged the media had a vital role in certain functions, but he didn’t believe that some journalists should be given special access to information held by a public body such as the police service. From then on, he said, police should record all contact with journalists.

         If he’d known about it, Leveson would have frowned on my pub meeting with DI O’Reilly to discuss the Thames torso case. The judge wrote in his report: ‘If a police officer tips off a member of the press, the perception may well be that he or she has done so in exchange for past favours or the expectation of some future benefit.’

         There was no such edge to my meeting with the detective. All O’Reilly wanted was help in solving a troubling murder. Maybe that was the future benefit Leveson meant, but what was wrong with that? The police wouldn’t bother talking to journalists at all if they xvdidn’t believe there would be some kind of benefit, which in most cases is the public’s help in solving a crime. Surely, catching criminals is to the public’s benefit, isn’t it?

         O’Reilly had retired by the time of the Leveson Report – he’d been promoted to chief inspector but hadn’t solved the torso case – but plenty of my contacts were still investigating major crimes, and after Leveson my calls and texts to them went largely unanswered. I got used to seeing them only at press conferences, where we were spoon fed limited information about current cases and given little chance to probe behind the official version. At least my bar bills went down.

         If my job has become harder, it’s even tougher now to be a villain and get away with it, though recent Home Office revelations of falling crime detection rates suggested a temporary shift in the balance between good and evil. The increasingly detailed analysis of DNA, mobile phone tracking, the spread of CCTV, new money-laundering laws, the growth of home-security and car-dashboard cameras, the use of drones and the development of facial and vehicle recognition technology: all have been added to police capability in the war on crime. And law enforcers are always looking for new ideas.

         A detective involved in a complicated corruption case once complained to me, over a coffee near my Westminster office, that his suspects were too clever to be caught out by listening devices hidden in their phones and cars. He asked if my employers at Sky would put a bug inside a suspect’s satellite TV system. It would involve our technical department creating a ‘fault’ and then sending round a technician to ‘correct it’. I passed on the request, but I already knew the answer would be a firm no and not even a polite one.

         Criminals, like the rest of us, use the latest communications xvisystems. It’s almost impossible for them to avoid leaving a digital footprint that can provide prosecution evidence as damning as a fingerprint. Some villains do fight back in the technology war, with cheap, disposable and unregistered ‘burner’ mobile phones bought for cash, encrypted messaging systems and all sorts of signal blockers and jammers. But a lot of villains still don’t get it and think gloves and a balaclava will prevent them being identified.

         I asked the Flying Squad commander Peter Spindler how the ageing Hatton Garden heist gang – the ‘diamond wheezers’ as a Sun headline brilliantly put it – were caught, so soon after they escaped with their £14 million loot. He summed it up succinctly: ‘They were analogue villains operating in a digital world.’ Among the gang’s stupid mistakes: the getaway driver used his own car, another bought a drill and gave his home address, and they failed to turn off a security camera. In court the key evidence against them was digital data from their mobile phones, their computers and CCTV, rather than old-fashioned witnesses.

         I’ve interviewed many criminals because it’s interesting to hear their stories. I’m not sure it sheds much light on their motives, which are usually greed and idleness or, as I heard a lawyer describe it rather poetically: ‘The prospect of dishonest gain almost beyond the dreams of avarice.’

         I asked Freddie Foreman, once one of Britain’s most-feared gangsters and a figure much respected in the underworld, what he told his wife when he left home to commit a crime. ‘Well, I didn’t say: “Darling, I’m just off to stick up Barclays.” I told her I was going out to do a bit of work and see you later.’ How much later Mrs Foreman saw Fred rather depended on the success of the crime.

         On my grim beat, many of the characters I encounter are as xviiseemingly humdrum as the rest of us but sometimes, by their actions and ambitions, the most captivating individuals. They can hold your attention rapt and at the same time send a shiver down your spine. At a sunny beach cafe beside the Adriatic Sea, Italian gangster Valerio Viccei had me gripped with tales of his £60 million diamond heist.

         Viccei was educated, charming and articulate, not your everyday robber with his traditional lifestyle of ‘birds, booze and betting.’ I knew my audience would be thrilled by a glimpse into a world forbidden to most of them, imagining perhaps what they might do with just one of the ten Fabergé boxes he stole. My own fascination with Viccei dipped a bit when he threatened to kill me.

         These are some of the characters in this book, along with the stories behind the stories, which are often more interesting than the headline-grabbing crimes themselves. Sometimes they’re quite bizarre. In a Spanish jail, conman Mark Acklom asked me if Sky would pay his €30,000 bail money. Before you ask, we didn’t.

         Tales like that break up the monotony of the day-to-day crime stories we get from the police. Membership of the Crime Reporters’ Association gives us access to special background briefings by detectives but, since Leveson, they don’t happen as often as they did. We used to have monthly gatherings in the press room at Scotland Yard, the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police in London, with the commissioner. In theory at least, nothing was off-limits, and we could expect a candid response to a probing question.

         We got most out of those meetings when Sir John Stevens – now Lord Stevens – was commissioner. He was a tall, imposing figure who was forthright in his views, understood the media and knew a good headline. One day, his officers were accused of overreacting xviiiduring a pro-fox-hunting demonstration outside Parliament. This wasn’t your average rally, but a gathering of largely conservative, land-owning individuals, many dressed in waxed Barbour coats, whose natural instincts were to support the police. The explorer Sir Ranulph Fiennes and the TV cook Clarissa Dickson Wright were among the posh protestors.

         The demonstration had started peacefully enough but turned angry. Before long police had drawn their batons and were exchanging blows with a section of the crowd. Bottles were thrown and some officers had their helmets knocked off. More than a dozen protestors and two police officers were injured, though none seriously. The Independent Police Complaints Commission launched an investigation into allegations of police brutality. The next day we asked the commissioner why his officers had lashed out. He paused before answering: ‘No one got cracked over the head for no reason.’ It was a mangled way of putting it, unusually for him, but we knew what he meant. No One Got Cracked Over the Head for No Reason. One day, I thought, I’ll use that for the title of a book.

         Sir John had a good relationship with crime reporters, once telling us to ring up his major crime investigators and go and visit them if we wanted to know what they were up to. It was long before the Leveson Report. It sounded promising, but it didn’t always result in open access and good stories. ‘You’re fucking joking! He said what?’ was the response from one of his overworked detectives. But they had to talk to us because the boss said so. We haven’t always felt so respected. It’s usually quite the opposite, a feeling reinforced by the portrayal of reporters in most Hollywood movies and TV dramas, with only a few notable exceptions, as sleazy, dirt-digging scumbags xixwho would sell their grandmother for a good story. Well, I don’t have a grandmother to sell anymore. I did, until recently, have an ageing mother, though.

         Our stock rose remarkably, if briefly, during the coronavirus pandemic of 2020–22 when the government declared journalists to be essential workers. We were hardly up there on a pedestal with doctors and nurses, but it acknowledged at least that we had a message to deliver, even if it was mostly one of doom. In the early days of the pandemic, crime slipped down the news agenda, until the introduction of emergency Covid lockdown laws to stop the virus spreading. Police got into terrible muddles trying to interpret rules that they resented having to enforce anyway. None more so than the Metropolitan Police, who compounded their shame over the kidnap, rape and murder by one of their own officers of a young woman, Sarah Everard… by wrestling to the ground a young woman protesting about police failing to protect young women.

         The force later triggered another huge row by ignoring, and then being pressed into investigating, Covid lockdown breaches at 10 Downing Street. It raised the intriguing prospect of the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, being arrested, but he managed to escape with only a £50 fine. The policing of the pandemic lockdown was an interesting diversion from my regular beat. I reported on people being fined for meeting others, for travelling too far, for staying too long in a pub. Eventually I got back to more traditional and interesting crimes.

         The ruthless exploits of murderers, diamond thieves and fraudsters are the staple diet of crime reporters and have inspired fiction writers from William Shakespeare to… well, I was going to say John xxGrisham, but in terms of huge book sales I think I’ll go with Richard Osman, the new crime-writing phenomenon. All crime, true or imagined, continues to fascinate. The biggest-selling fiction books of all time are often said to be the detective novels of Agatha Christie. In Fleet Street, the age-old mantra occasionally still applies to the choice of front-page news: if it bleeds it leads. The criminals in this book are real, and most of them are still alive and have paid their debt to society. But beware, a few may not have changed their ways. Some haven’t even been caught yet.

         What follows is, I hope, an insight into the life of a crime reporter as I navigate the various changes in policing and the upheaval in the relationship between cops and hacks. It’s best illustrated by some of the stories I’ve reported, but especially the untold tales that sparked them off; how rumours, snippets, gossip and tip-offs are turned into the news that feeds the public’s seemingly never-ending appetite for true crime.

         That fascination was one of the reasons for writing this book. I explore the phenomenon with various specialists: the criminologist who believes we have a subconscious need to learn about violent crime, to be able to avoid it; the author whose female readers tell him they get a secret thrill from the gory details; and the museum curator who exhibits videos of jihadi beheadings, because he feels people have a right to know the full horror of the threat to British citizens.

         For all the changes over the years, the cast of characters in the real crime world remains the same. The names may alter, but they are still people who believe, despite advances in science and technology, that they can kill, kidnap, rape, rob, steal or deceive without xxigetting found out. There are still those dedicated to the job of catching them, others to punishing them. And there are still the innocent victims, some of whom are plunged into extraordinary events that bring them to the usually unwelcome attention of a crime reporter. xxii
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             CHAPTER 1

            THE PAPERBOY

         

         
            The force should avoid warm cuddly community stories. The public wants crime fighters, not street dancers 

            – Former Commander Roy Ramm

         

         If I want to get away from the post-Leveson chill and catch a glimpse of how things used to be, a time when nobody minded cops and journalists having a drink together and dark humour was acceptable, I drop in on the Association of Ex-CID Officers of the Metropolitan Police. There’s an air of ‘the good old days’, usually happily acknowledged, and no one is listening out for inappropriate language. But even veteran members have had to accept inevitable change. Gone are the black-tie dinners with their Masonic overtones where, for many years, the only women I saw there were serving the men or washing up their dirty plates. Now, there’s equality, inclusiveness and informality, but they love to poke fun at political correctness. 2

         Roy Ramm, a former commander of specialist operations, is the regular star turn at the association’s twice-yearly lunches, welcoming guests with a mix of charm and irreverence. In a recent speech, he began with his take on the controversial issue of gender identification:

         
            Mr President, members of the Association, honoured and distinguished guests… with a penis, honoured and distinguished guests without a penis, guests without a penis but who would like to have a penis, guests with an unwanted penis, guests who can’t make their mind up whether they want a penis or not, guests who pretend either to have or not to have a penis depending on how they dress, guests who see the penis as an existential threat and occasional penis users of all genders. And, most importantly of all, those of you who simply don’t give a toss about the relevance of your own genitalia or those of others. You are all most welcome.

         

         Ramm is a respected commentator on policing, urging a return to pride and discipline and an end to woke behaviour and excessive community engagement. He told me: ‘The force should avoid warm cuddly community stories. The public wants crime fighters, not street dancers.’ I’m sure Ramm is happiest when he’s addressing the ‘ex-tecs’ lunches. He once welcomed Commissioner Dame Cressida Dick by observing she wasn’t the first ‘dick’ to lead the force. She appeared to enjoy the joke. The association often invites along journalists and makes a particular fuss of broadcasters. I drew the raffle once and was slightly alarmed to find myself handing out prizes of envelopes of cash to police officers. 3

         At a recent event, the award-winning LBC radio host Nick Ferrari was on my table. The same night, he was a guest at the Albert Hall for the Royal Variety Performance, an annual charity show of comedians, musicians, dancers and magicians. He said afterwards that none of the professionals had been any more entertaining than Roy Ramm. Ferrari’s career and mine have sometimes mirrored each other. We worked on the same local newspaper group in Kent, and I joined the Ferrari Press Agency, which his father Lino founded. I later followed Nick to The Sun and the Sunday Mirror. When Sky News began, he was appointed launch editor and invited me to leave Fleet Street and join him at the new channel. He went on to do many and greater things, while I’m still a crime reporter, but he still speaks to me.

         As well as his father, who became a Daily Mirror executive, Ferrari’s brothers were journalists, but I have no such links to the profession. I’m not sure what set me on the same path, but I’m grateful that something did because without it I would have had to get a proper job. It may have been my early teenage days at Burrows newsagents in Ely in Cambridgeshire, where I was one of thirty or so young boys, on bone-shaker bikes, delivering morning papers before school. The shop was opened in 1899 by journalist and printer James Burrows. It has since relocated twice, but it has always stood in the shadow of the imposing medieval cathedral that dominates the centre of the small Fenland city.

         In my early teens, I often accompanied James’s son Percy, who had inherited the business, to Ely Station to meet the 6.40 a.m. train from London Liverpool Street. Percy, a stickler for punctuality, jotted down the time of the train’s arrival each morning in a diary 4published by the Marylebone Cricket Club. I don’t know why he did that, because he couldn’t claim compensation for delays as we commuters do today.

         Together, the boss and I heaved around 3,000 papers, in string-tied bundles, off the goods wagon onto wooden trolleys and then tossed them into the back of our green Austin van. The papers were literally hot off the press, still warm by the time they reached Ely and all the more welcomed for that on cold, dark winter mornings. The current owner, Jeff ‘Bud’ Burrows, ruddy-cheeked like his dad, has worked in the business since his schooldays and still enjoys it at the age of seventy-four. ‘The papers were so warm that on freezing mornings we used to stick our hands in the middle of the bundles to thaw out,’ he recalled over coffee in the Lamb Hotel next door to the shop. ‘Of course, in those days the ink came off, so your hands were always black.’

         Black hands apart, the sweet smell of the newsprint, the whistle and steam of the old locomotives that were being replaced by diesel trains, and the bold front-page headlines, created a romantic image of an exciting world that was only eighty miles up the track. It seemed much further. The news of global events at that time – Martin Luther King’s assassination, the Moon landing, Vietnam War protests – may have triggered a subconscious desire in me to play a part in telling such stories.

         But it was a grim story, much closer to home, that fascinated me and was front-page news for days: the kidnap of Muriel McKay, the wife of newspaper executive Alick McKay. She was abducted from her home in Wimbledon, south London, just after Christmas in 1969, by two brothers, Arthur and Nizamodeen Hosein. They mistook her for Anna, the wife of Alick’s millionaire boss Rupert 5Murdoch who had just bought the News of the World and The Sun newspapers. They held Muriel, who was fifty-five, at their rundown Rooks Farm in Stocking Pelham, Hertfordshire. They demanded a £1 million ransom, playing a cat and mouse game with Scotland Yard over several weeks.

         At one stage, detectives left a suitcase of mostly fake cash at an arranged location, only to see a curious passer-by pick it up and call the nearest police station. The puzzled local force had no idea what was going on because the Yard hadn’t told them. The Hosein brothers were later arrested and convicted of Muriel’s murder. It was one of the first successful prosecutions without the discovery of the victim’s body. The kidnappers refused to say what happened to Muriel. It was a tragic but gripping story, told in banner headlines across the morning papers that were crammed into my bike’s wicker basket. The case captured the public’s imagination and mine.

         Fifty-three years later, long after I had forgotten all about it, the story excited me again. I got to know Muriel’s daughter Dianne, by then eighty-two years old, and her grandson Mark Dyer, during a period of renewed activity to locate Muriel’s remains. Mark, a corporate investor, kept me informed of what was going on while his mother Dianne became the official family spokesperson. I interviewed Dianne several times at her house, fifteen miles from my home, and I discovered she was best friends with two of my neighbours. I had socialised with the neighbours for years, without ever knowing of their connection to this extraordinary crime story. Now, as well as local gossip and our efforts to combat tomato blight, my neighbours and I could discuss the latest astonishing twists in a gripping murder mystery.

         After all those years, the McKay family had fresh clues. They 6persuaded police to excavate farmland where they believed Muriel was buried, but they found nothing. The publicity prompted more new information, suggesting her body had been left at a rubbish dump. The landowner resisted a search. Then an author discovered an old letter from the solicitor for one of the kidnappers, claiming Muriel’s body had been hidden on an Essex beach. But the sand dunes were vast, too extensive to search, said the detective in charge, so nothing happened. The whereabouts of Muriel’s last resting place remained a mystery.

         My old newsagent Percy Burrows must have followed the McKay kidnap story. He read the papers avidly every day, when customers in his bustling shop allowed him a moment’s break. ‘Even when we went on holiday, Dad would read the news and always bought the local paper as well,’ said his son Jeff. ‘I remember the Muriel McKay murder and other big crime stories, there were so many of them in those days.’ They filled the papers that Jeff and his father sold every day in huge numbers: 2,200 delivered to readers’ doors and another 800 bought over the counter.

         The local paper, the Ely Standard, has had big crime stories to cover, too. Schoolgirls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman were murdered in Soham, seven miles away, in 2002. Their killer Ian Huntley was the caretaker at my old secondary school. I spent weeks covering the case. I even accompanied the trial jury around the school building, where Huntley burned the girls’ distinctive Manchester United football shirts and left the charred remains in a bin. It was a strange feeling after an absence of thirty years, hardly the happy reunion that takes most pupils back to their old classrooms. A few years later, when I did return for a Soham Grammarians old boys’ lunch, nobody mentioned the murders at all. It taught me that people’s 7fascination with true crime goes only so far. It stops abruptly when the crime gets too close to home. That wasn’t the only example.

         At the Ely junior school, I knew a boy called Andrew Kostiuk. He was a year older than me, a troubled loner who was shunned by his classmates. When I tried to befriend him in the playground, out of sympathy and concern, he resisted. He never joined in our kickabouts. He was a big boy, with cropped hair and an odd, smiley face. He was often tense and seemed ready to explode. In 1979, when I was just starting out in my newspaper career, Kostiuk used a poker to batter to death his 46-year-old neighbour, mother-of-three Mary Scarff, in front of her children. He’d had a row with her about something in the street the day before. He was twenty-six. He had left school at fifteen, done a series of odd jobs and had a string of convictions, some for violence. He was diagnosed with schizophrenia and had spells in a local mental hospital.

         Kostiuk’s mother Edith spoke to the Cambridge Evening News about her only son. It was clear his life had not been easy, and she was bitter:

         
            Nobody wanted to help him. Society cast him aside and look what has happened. If these people – the magistrates, the police and the social workers – are as intelligent as they are supposed to be, then surely they should have seen he needed something different to prisons, probation hostels and borstals.

         

         Kostiuk pleaded guilty to manslaughter with diminished responsibility and was ordered to be detained indefinitely at a secure hospital.

         I discovered he died, aged fifty-four, in 2008, when I found 8Kostiuk’s name in a register of unclaimed estates. It seemed such a sad end to a miserable, wasted existence in which he had even taken someone else’s life. When I tried to research more about the murder, on a Facebook community site, I received a lot of replies, but then my own post was suddenly removed. When I asked why, I got this message: ‘Martin the victim’s daughter saw the thread and was very upset. She asked for it to be stopped. While it’s a topic of interest to you, it’s a raw reality that has caused much pain to some people.’

         Today, Burrows newsagents sells a quarter of the Ely Standard and other papers it once did. The Cambridge Evening News no longer exists. It’s remarkable the shop has survived, especially with local competition from a WHSmith store, supermarkets, petrol stations, corner shops and free newspapers. Jeff’s niece Annabel Reddick, who grew up three doors away on the same street as me, says the shop’s survival is due to loyalty to its customers. It’s the only newsagent in the area that has continued with deliveries and still has thirty-eight individual rounds. Annabel, who helps out in the shop as her mum Ann did before her, said:

         
            The only day we’ve ever let down the customers was the Millennium New Year’s Day when we just didn’t have any paperboys, they were all partying or had gone away. We warned our regulars, but it was still mental in the shop with everyone ringing up to complain. Mum was working here, and we were so busy she nearly had a heart attack.

         

         No one has to get up before dawn anymore and collect papers from Ely Station. They are delivered to the shop in lorries, from a wholesaler in nearby Newmarket. There are no warm, sweet-smelling bundles of newsprint to inspire another generation of reporters. 9Neither Annabel nor her brother Jeff’s own two daughters are keen to take over the business, so its future is as uncertain as the newspaper industry’s. The invention of a certain 24-hour TV news channel hastened the decline of the traditional press, but that world, my world, is changing rapidly, too. Much of our audience gave up reading newspapers, preferring to watch round-the-clock television news. Today, the same viewers get their news, increasingly, from their mobile telephone and computer screens. Now, they are giving up the telly in the corner of the lounge. But whatever their chosen delivery system, I’d like to think they still want crime stories. And those crime stories can come from anywhere. Just ask Paul McCartney. 10
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             CHAPTER 2

            THE ROCK STAR

         

         
            Any talk of a kidnap plot is bound to give ideas to all sorts of nutters 

            – Rock star Paul McCartney

         

         The day was chilly, and the fields and hedgerows were glimmering in the autumn sun. For a multi-millionaire rock star who guarded his family privacy, the medieval landscape of the High Weald of south-east England seemed a perfect place to live. Unless a local nutter and his friends were planning to kidnap your wife and hold her prisoner in a woodland lair until the payment of a £10 million ransom. That was the story I wanted to discuss with Paul McCartney, the greatest songwriter of the twentieth century whose old band The Beatles practically invented British pop music.

         It was just after nine o’clock on a Saturday morning, not too early I thought to call and discuss bad news with someone, famous or not. If he wasn’t up yet, I could wait. I steered my shabby Austin Montego off the country lane and down a long drive towards a modern, brick-built farmhouse and parked behind it. As I got out, a young 12farmhand in gumboots and a donkey jacket emerged from a barn thirty yards away and walked quickly towards me. I was relieved to see he wasn’t carrying a shotgun.

         ‘Can I help you?’ he asked, with only a faint hint of menace. Before I could answer, the back door of the house opened and a familiar Liverpudlian voice called out: ‘It’s OK, he’s a reporter.’ How did he know that? I turned round to see an unsmiling McCartney standing in the doorway. It may have been the first time he had greeted a hack in his pyjamas (he was wearing the pyjamas, not me). The musician was also wearing an expensive dressing gown and a pair of those awful gold-crested, black velvet slippers beloved by men with too much money. He was forty-two and should have known better.

         He didn’t seem pleased to see me, but I went over and introduced myself as a Sunday Mirror reporter, as I was then, and shook what I thought was the hand that penned the soundtrack to my formative years. I was disappointed to learn later that although he greets visitors with a traditional shake of the right hand he writes left-handed, in the same way he plays guitar. I got straight to the point. So did McCartney. ‘It’s bullshit,’ he insisted, after I’d explained the kidnap plot. But I knew it was true because a policeman had told me it was. The story had been leaked to me from a police source twenty-four hours earlier, but before confronting McCartney I had needed to make sure what I’d been told was accurate. It’s the sort of story that a police press officer might initially deny, or not know about or at least play for time and make me miss my deadline, so I didn’t bother with an official request for information through the normal channel: a call to the Sussex Police press office.

         Instead, the previous night I had walked into Newhaven Police Station, where the investigating detectives were actually based, and 13announced at the front desk: ‘I’m a reporter from the Sunday Mirror and I’d like to talk to the officer dealing with the McCartney kidnap plot.’ Instead of showing surprise or claiming he didn’t know what I was talking about, the desk sergeant told me to wait. He said: ‘I’ll try and contact the officer dealing with the case,’ and when he made a phone call in front of me, he referred to ‘the Paul McCartney job’. Without realising it, he had just confirmed my story was true. When I headed up McCartney’s drive the next morning, I was ready for his anticipated denial.

         It was 1984 and the story illustrates how some aspects of crime reporting have changed, especially the access to police. A local police station was actually open to the public in the evening and the front-desk officer was prepared to help a reporter he’d never met. Recently, Newhaven Police Station was moved to a new building, which it has to share with the town’s fire service. It’s a one-stop shop that’s handy today if your home gets burgled and set on fire at the same time, but only if it happens between its restricted weekday opening hours of 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. The residents of Newhaven should count themselves lucky to still have their own police station. In the past decade more than 600 of them have been closed in budget cuts.

         I knew my way around police stations. It’s where cub reporters once learned the skills of dealing with cops. Every morning I would visit the local station, chat to the duty sergeant and get a list of the latest crimes recorded, by hand, in a logbook. For big crimes a detective would often join us to give more information, and relationships would build up.

         The most extraordinary thing about my meeting with McCartney was that I was able to drive all the way to his back door and, not only did he open it himself, he was ready to chat to a reporter 14about something so sensitive. This was less than four years after a deranged fan had shot dead fellow ex-Beatle John Lennon outside his New York apartment. I couldn’t believe McCartney’s own security was so lax. The only warning I saw as I drove through the open farm gate was a wooden sign nailed to a tree that read: ‘Please drive slowly – children playing.’ I thought I’d be turned back by a security guard or stopped by an inner barrier long before I got near his house. I certainly didn’t expect to be standing at his kitchen door listening to my boyhood hero talk. And boy could he talk.

         He denied the kidnap plot was true and then started talking about his family life. ‘I try to lead a normal life with Linda and the kids. I don’t like talking about my security measures. Any talk of a kidnap plot is bound to give ideas to all sorts of nutters.’ I couldn’t help but sympathise. He was a mega-rich star who was trying to live like an ordinary person, invited his neighbours round for drinks, went shopping in the village and was happy for his daughter to work behind the bar of the local pub. I admired all that and for a few moments was a little embarrassed by my intrusion. I would much rather have been asking him to show me the chord structure and finger-picking pattern of his beautiful guitar ballad Blackbird. I’d been playing it badly since I was twelve.

         When a soft New Yorker’s voice called out from the kitchen and asked who he was talking to, McCartney responded over his shoulder to his wife Linda: ‘It’s just a reporter with some bullshit story.’ I knew for a fact that the suspect had been arrested for some other crime and it was during a search of his home that police had discovered the kidnap plot. The young man had apparently built a lair in woods near Newhaven where he planned to hide Linda while he issued a ransom demand for £10 million. Linda was to be 15snatched on one of the country lanes near the farm while Paul was kept prisoner in their home until the ransom was paid. She would be released as the gang fled the country.

         I had also been told that police had revealed the plot to McCartney recently, but I wasn’t sure if Linda had been informed. It seems ridiculous to think, as the intended victim, she wouldn’t have been told, but it was the feeling I got. Her husband insisted my story wasn’t true but said he expected me to write it anyway, whatever his concerns about protecting his family. I was a little disappointed by his lack of faith in my journalistic integrity. He may have occupied the moral high ground, but I had the facts on my side.

         The conversation then took a bizarre twist. He went on to talk about his days on the road with The Beatles and told me about a former colleague of mine from the Daily Mirror. ‘Don Short, the Mirror’s showbiz guy, used to come on tour with us,’ he said. ‘He came everywhere with us, and we treated him very well. We thought he was our friend, but in the end, he wrote bad things about us like everyone else. We realised eventually we couldn’t trust him.’ Now, much as I was spellbound by his reminiscing, I had a deadline to meet and if I was to write up and phone in my story I had to get away. After a few more minutes of listening to him moaning I made my excuses and left.

         In the village I stopped and scribbled down what McCartney had told me. I found a phone box that hadn’t been vandalised, called my news editor and was put through to ‘copy’. In those days before mobile phones and computers I had to dictate a story to a copy-taker who would type it out, often in bored silence, sometimes with harsh comments on my grammar, occasionally with a word of praise.

         As I drove back to London it crossed my mind that McCartney 16could still keep my story out of the paper. All he had to do was ring my new proprietor Robert Maxwell who I believed would be both flattered and sympathetic and could be persuaded to drop the story. Perhaps I should have suggested that to McCartney. Maybe, in return for me scuppering the scoop of my career, he would hire me as his media adviser. He could finally show me how to play Blackbird. And maybe we could have done something about those slippers.

         But I was a fledgling Fleet Street hack who was aiming to fly high. The story was published the next day under the headline ‘McCARTNEY KIDNAP PLOT’, alongside a picture of the rock star with his arm around his smiling wife and a ‘world exclusive’ tagline. In those days a great scoop trumped the sort of privacy concerns that would one day loom over many stories I offered my news editors. A spokesman for McCartney’s company confirmed that police had spoken to him about the plot and said: ‘They called and advised Paul. They said they were questioning two men but there have so far been no charges.’ The kidnap plot had been ‘nipped in the bud in the very early stages’, the spokesman added and stressed: ‘High security surrounds Paul and the rest of the family.’ Really?

         When I look back at the faded Sunday Mirror newspaper cutting, I’m surprised to read some of the words I wrote, because I included the line:

         
            Since the murder of fellow ex-Beatle John Lennon four years earlier, McCartney – said to be worth £400 million – has spent a fortune on protecting his homes in Britain and the US. His Sussex farm is like a mini-fortress. It nestles in a network of sophisticated devices, with security guards and a six-foot high fence. A 60-ft watchtower 17dominates the grounds and bullet-proof windows protect the farmhouse.

         

         And I added, for good measure: ‘Locals have dubbed the McCartney residence “Paul-ditz”.’ To understand that rather forced play on words, younger readers may have to google Colditz, the infamous and supposedly impenetrable German castle that was used to house Allied military officers captured in World War Two. While they’re at it, they should probably google World War Two as well.

         I can only think that, despite the ease with which I arrived on McCartney’s doorstep, my editor agreed to the fib that he and his family were surrounded by security so that other would-be kidnappers would be deterred. It seemed a reasonable compromise in return for McCartney finally acknowledging the story was true. Shortly afterwards he did ramp up his protection and later hired as a personal publicist Geoff Baker, a reporter from the Daily Star. He became the musician’s friend and guided him through the media pitfalls and bear traps for the next fifteen years. Eventually McCartney fired him, apparently for tipping off a photographer that he was making an impromptu visit to see US magician David Blaine attempt to survive without food while suspended in a Perspex box near London’s Tower Bridge. That’s showbiz.

         Today Sir Paul McCartney is worth a lot more than £400 million, is happily married to his third wife and is still performing brilliantly. In the summer of 2022, a week after his eightieth birthday, he and his band were the headline act at the Glastonbury festival where the rock superstar showed that he can still thrill a crowd of 100,000 fans, among which many youngsters could be seen mouthing every word of his lyrics. In between the songs McCartney also 18demonstrated that he still talks too much, rambling on when his audience just wanted more music. He played Blackbird beautifully. I’m still struggling with it.

         Three years later I confronted another celebrity, family favourite and all-round entertainer Max Bygraves, who was caught up in a very different problem and managed, initially at least, to wriggle out of it. Through a former colleague on a local paper, a man contacted me and said he wanted to sell an astonishing story about the most scandal-free star in show business: Max had a secret love child called Stephen, who was by then twenty-six years old.

         I spent a couple of weeks tracking down and speaking to the main characters, including Stephen. Late on a Friday night I drove out of London and knocked on the door of Bygraves’s secluded cliff-top home, which overlooked the sea in Bournemouth. He didn’t have much to say, but his obvious shock and the speed with which he shut the door in my face confirmed the story. Bygraves was a hugely popular showbiz legend and had appeared at twenty Royal Variety performances, singing, dancing and telling jokes to the delight of the Queen Mother and other royals. His image was of a happily married family man. My story would have shattered his reputation and perhaps cost him a fortune in lost bookings.

         Unknown to his adoring fans, Max was a serial philanderer and many years earlier had a brief affair with Stephen’s mother, a dancer called Pat Marlowe. They often had sex in his dressing room during breaks between shows at the London Palladium. In a deal thrashed out between her solicitor and his manager he paid Pat £10,000 – a huge sum in the early 1960s – to bring up Stephen and keep his father’s identity secret. Sixteen months after Stephen’s birth his mother killed herself. Max had refused ever since to acknowledge 19Stephen was his son and had rejected the boy’s efforts to contact him. My informant was a member of Pat Marlowe’s family who told me the story in a bid to embarrass the star into accepting responsibility. I saw Stephen only briefly. He didn’t want to talk and he and his partner fled their home. He looked like his father, the same shock of black hair, the large nose and the wide smile, though that vanished soon after he opened his front door to me.

         Bygraves persuaded my deputy editor, who was running the paper in the editor’s absence, to drop the story because of the effect it would have on his wife Blossom and their own three children. I was annoyed because it was my own scoop, I had spent a lot of time on it and I believed it exposed a public figure’s hypocrisy. My deputy editor saw the bigger picture of a shattered family and was prepared to pass up a story that would have captivated our readers. He was ahead of his time. A fortnight later my story was a front-page ‘world exclusive’ in the rival News of the World, under the headline ‘TV MAX LOVE CHILD SENSATION’. A week after that Max got over his shame and bared his soul in a personal article for the same newspaper, for which I heard he was paid £8,000. In the paper, the entertainer described me as ‘a tough-looking character’ who turned up on his doorstep and blurted out his dark secret in front of his wife. She was apparently standing behind him in the shadows of their hallway as he opened the door to me.

         Tough-looking? It must have been the dark, stormy night and the upturned collar of my reporter’s trench coat. I was trying to offer Max a warm smile and a sympathetic ear, but all he saw was a dodgy guy straight from the pages of a Raymond Chandler novel. Ever the trouper, Bygraves used his confessional article to get in a plug for his ‘new one-man show I Wanna Tell You A Story which opens 20in Brighton in June’. When Max died twenty-five years later it was revealed he had two other secret children his wife knew nothing about. My Max Bygraves scoop wasn’t a crime story, but there was certainly more than one dodgy character involved.

         Were either of the McCartney and Bygraves stories important? They felt so at the time and I’m sure were read with interest by millions. Certainly, the McCartney story was a double whammy with its combination of crime and celebrity, offering a glimpse into two worlds far removed from the lives of most people. The two subjects still jostle for prominence in today’s news agenda.

         But both reports were highly intrusive into the private lives not just of the celebrities but of their families, too. Any editor would hesitate to run either story in these more restrained times. Most likely, they would be spiked and, with some regret, eventually forgotten. There are other stories whose details we would all be quite happy to forget. If only we could.
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        CHAPTER 3
      

            
        THE HOUSE OF HORRORS
      

         

         
            
        We opened another hatch and dropped down on to the landing and suddenly we were inside the House of Horrors 
      

            – Anonymous TV cameraman

         

         It still gives my colleague the chills when he thinks about what I asked him to do, but that hasn’t stopped him regaling his friends with the story of the night I suggested he break into the House of Horrors. It was the grubby Edwardian townhouse where odd-job man Fred West and his prostitute wife Rose tied up, tortured, raped, murdered and buried nine young female victims, including their own teenage daughter Heather. It wasn’t a job for the faint-hearted.

         I say broke in, but it wasn’t quite like that, and I don’t suppose we would have done it if it had involved any criminality. But the opportunity to be the first journalists inside 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester, was too good to pass up, especially since the police had by then finished their forensic work and all the bodies had gone. 22The scoop cost us £300. Not a fine, but the fee for the scallywag who found a way to get my cameraman in.

         I’m not sure we would do it now because media lawyers have become risk averse and, to avoid stirring up trouble, would rather say no to something that might possibly prompt a complaint, attract a legal writ or, heaven forbid, offend someone. Of course, it’s not the lawyer who has the final say in editorial decisions, but today if the legal specialist urges ‘don’t do it’ it’s a brave and increasingly rare news executive who will ignore the advice. To frustrated reporters, certain in-house media lawyers have become known as News Prevention Officers. But on this occasion in 1994 the company lawyer didn’t object, though I can’t say for certain that he was ever asked for his opinion.

         The shabby, semi-detached house at the north end of Cromwell Street stood not far from Gloucester Cathedral, but it was a world away from the stained-glassed cloisters that were to feature, years later, as the corridors of the fictional Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry in the Harry Potter movies. The neighbourhood around Cromwell Street was home to many poor, sad individuals who had drifted to its bedsit land over the years. Some I met were alcoholics, some drug dependent, some were both and they all may have been down on their luck, but when the world’s media beat a path to their doorsteps a few of them rose to the occasion. They reckoned their local knowledge could earn them money.

         One young man, let’s call him Jim, introduced me to a dozen people who claimed to have known the Wests and had sexual relations with one or both of them. Normally a reporter has to sift through such claims to identify who’s trying to con you for money or attention, but it eventually became clear that a lot of them were 23telling the truth, because Fred and Rose were sex maniacs. Jim’s biggest coup, though, was to discover a way into No. 25 to let us film the interior of the House of Horrors, fast becoming a notorious building whose exterior had filled front pages around the world but whose interior had never been seen by anyone other than official investigators. It was sometime after the police had left it boarded up, but long before a courtroom jury was to hear the shocking details of what happened there.

         I had just spent another week in Gloucester looking for more stories on the Wests, it was late and I was almost home, 140 miles away, when Jim rang to say he could get us inside the house with our camera. I guessed that if we hesitated, he would offer the scoop to a rival, so I told the head of home news Simon Cole we should do it as soon as possible and he agreed. I was desperate to be involved but was too knackered to drive back to Gloucester, so instead I arranged for a cameraman and a colleague to meet Jim that night. The three of them gathered at 1 a.m. in neighbouring Wellington Street where £300 cash was handed over. After making sure a police constable was no longer guarding the entrance to 25 Cromwell Street, the raiding party crept in silence up to No. 23, the adjoining house.

         My cameraman, who wants to remain anonymous even now, picks up the story:

         
            We walked up to the front door and went straight in. I didn’t see if he had a key or if it was unlocked, but he certainly didn’t force it. I knew the house was empty, because it was made up of bedsits and everyone had been moved out weeks before when the police started taking No. 25 apart. We had torches and I had the camera light and we climbed the stairs to the top landing and then hauled ourselves 24up through the hatch into the attic. It was a big space and there was  no wall or anything to stop us getting into the attic of No. 25.

            We just walked across, being careful to step on the wooden joists. We opened another hatch and dropped down on to the landing and suddenly we were inside the House of Horrors. It was surreal, beyond belief really, but we knew we had to be quick, so I just got on with the filming, shooting each room as we went down the stairs, top floor, first floor and ground floor, then the cellar. I didn’t have time to think too much about whether we should be there.

         

         I woke up the next morning eager to look at the footage the cameraman had sent to Sky HQ. His 23-minute video of the inside of the Wests’ home was every bit as macabre and compelling as I thought it would be. It was £300 well spent, cheap when we considered that no one other than the police, forensics teams and the pathologist had been inside the building since the couple’s arrest.

         The first thing the cameraman filmed was a discarded white rubber glove, left near the loft hatch presumably by a detective or scenes-of-crime officer. I watched as the invaders made their way down the two upper floors, via a narrow staircase with its oddly colourless patterned wallpaper. Then came spartan lodgers’ rooms, a bathroom and a kitchen stripped bare of almost all fittings and furniture. The cameraman kept rolling from room to room, his harsh light creating shadows that added to the eeriness. On a wall on the first floor was a photographic mural of impossibly blue seas and a glorious sunny coastline scattered with palms and exotic bird-of-paradise flowers. It was a tantalising glimpse of a better life, far away from the miserable existence of the occupants of No. 25.

         The stairwell door to the ground floor was covered in another 25blown-up photograph, this one of a beautiful, scantily-dressed and barefoot young woman with a provocative pose and an enticing smile. It was as if she was beckoning visitors towards the next room, where Rose West entertained her male clients and Fred watched through a peephole.

         Finally, the camera swept along the ground floor to expose the entrance and a ladder down to the cellar. It appeared that the staircase had been removed during the investigation. The camera was switched off as my colleague negotiated an unsteady descent into the basement of the house, where the police had made their most gruesome discoveries. The evidence of their excavation was clear to see. There were five patches on the concrete floor where they had dug up the remains of five victims, filled in the holes and laid a rough screed on top. ‘It was certainly creepy,’ said my cameraman with some understatement, ‘especially when you thought of what the victims had gone through. I shot it all very quickly because Jim didn’t want to hang around and get caught.’

         I discovered much later a more likely reason why Jim the guide was in such a hurry – we weren’t the only TV crew he took into the House of Horrors. He probably had one of our rivals lined up waiting for the 2 a.m. tour. So much for our exclusive, but I could hardly blame him for seizing a rare opportunity to make some cash.

         There were various drawings, paintings and childish scribblings on the cellar walls, including a declaration of young love that must have been written by Tara, one of Rose’s three children by other men. It read ‘Tar 4 Ian’ and was accompanied by a heart sign. It would be wrong to describe Tara as one of the lucky ones, but she appeared to have a better life than her siblings. She later suggested that, although her mother regularly hit her, she was spared the 26sadistic sex attacks inflicted on her sisters because she was not one of Fred’s daughters. Fred seemed to reserve the worst for his own children, telling a friend: ‘I made them, I can do what I like with them.’

         The most vivid of the wall paintings was of a cartoon cowboy, hands on hips and wearing a waistcoat, boots and a Stetson, with a gun on his belt and a cheroot hanging from his lips. It was one of several images drawn by the West children. What was extraordinary, if not a little spooky, was how much the cowboy resembled Woody, the star of the animated Pixar movie Toy Story, which was released later that year, the same month as Rose West’s eventual conviction for ten murders. I was disappointed that the footage wasn’t broadcast straight away because my bosses thought it would prejudice the trial. It was shown only after her conviction. By that time, everyone else had filmed inside the house, too.

         Because the House of Horrors was such a big story, I was given virtual free rein to explore the Wests’ background for as long as I needed. From the start of the Gloucestershire Police investigation, Fred and Rose’s arrests and the discovery of the first bodies, I spent weeks at a time in the area tracking down surviving victims, the Wests’ family and friends and anyone else who might offer an insight into the couple’s life. It was, and still is, rare for me to get such freedom to pursue my own leads over such a long time, but it was driven by the huge interest the story created and the public’s thirst for the specifics of horrific crimes as they unfold. It’s easy but wrong to think that such stories appeal only to the readers of sensational tabloid newspapers, because journalists from the posher papers such as The Times, Guardian and Telegraph compete just as fiercely for information and, in their broadsheet days, published much more of it. 27

         Readers of those upmarket publications may consider themselves more interested in the law, politics and issues around crime, but they still pore transfixed over the details of the grimmest cases. The Times still has two crime correspondents to meet the demand. The Telegraph’s page three once had a reputation for carrying longer reports of the most harrowing courtroom dramas than any other paper. The stories were known as ‘marmalade droppers’. The notion being that breakfast-time readers froze in shock as they transferred marmalade from the jar to their toast, letting it drop from the knife into their lap.

         The extraordinary pull of the West case was brought home to me when I bumped into a white-haired and slightly stooped figure I recognised, an unlikely visitor to the crime scene. The author and poet Laurie Lee had slipped unnoticed into Gloucester, to find out for himself what was going on. We met in the chilly gents toilet of the Wellington Arms, just around the corner from Cromwell Street.

         He had read about Fred’s local pub in The Times and wanted to meet the colourful characters who drank there. I was looking for the same people, for stories about Fred and Rose, but we had both chosen a bad day: all the regulars had gone off in a charabanc to the Cheltenham races. In the warmth of the deserted bar, I bought Lee a whisky and we chatted for nearly an hour. He was seventy-nine at the time and admitted he’d had to persuade his wife to drive him the fourteen miles from his home at Slad, the Cotswold village he made famous in his best-selling memoir Cider with Rosie. He had been drawn to the House of Horrors, where so many young people had been murdered in a world so different from his own idyllic childhood.

         He asked me about the Wests, eager to hear what I had learned so 28far, and grimaced when I described some of the couple’s vulnerable acquaintances I had interviewed: the young woman with no teeth, the old man with one leg, the cross-eyed bisexual who craved attention, all of whom had sorry tales to tell of misfortune, poor health or simple bad luck.

         It was a brief, chance meeting that didn’t make it into any of my reports but is a rare fond memory from that extraordinarily bleak time. When I read his obituaries three years later, I was disappointed not to read of his fascination with the Cromwell Street murders.

         On New Year’s Eve, ten months before the trial and after confessing to twelve murders, Fred West hanged himself in his cell, much to the embarrassment of his jailers at Winson Green Prison in Birmingham. After admitting the killings, would he have given evidence to support his wife’s claims of innocence? What an intriguing possibility. But even without him, the hearing was sensational enough.

         To understand the couple’s sheer depravity and what they did to their victims in the cellar you have only to read the courtroom testimony of Fred’s daughter Anne Marie. I listened to it all over several days at Winchester Crown Court in the autumn of 1995, a long, painful session that was interrupted when Anne Marie tried to kill herself one night. It wasn’t the first time she had attempted suicide. We learned she was distraught at the prospect of another day in the witness box, reliving the sexual and physical torture inflicted on her. She recovered quickly to resume testifying against her stepmother Rose. If Anne Marie felt fortunate to have survived, it was difficult to tell. She didn’t seem to have had much luck throughout her life.

         At the time of the trial Anne Marie was thirty-one years old, a mother of two young daughters and separated from her husband. 29She had dark hair and had inherited something of her father’s simian looks. Her mother was Rena West, Fred’s first wife and first murder victim, killed when Anne Marie was seven. Anne Marie sat in the witness box of the vast Court Number Three, a few yards from her stepmother, occasionally glaring at Rose as she revealed her unimaginable, prolonged ordeal. It began when she was eight years old.

         Speaking in a dull, monotonous voice Anne Marie described how Fred and Rose regularly led her down to the damp, ill-lit cellar, promising that what they were about to do to her was for her own good. She told the jury:

         
            I was told I should be very grateful and I was very lucky that I had such caring parents and they were going to help me make sure that when I got married I would be able to satisfy my husband … I was led to believe that all loving parents were the same.

         

         Anne Marie told jurors how she was stripped, tied up and raped by her father while her stepmother held her down and watched, laughing. She said the pain was unbearable and for the first of many times she wished she was dead. On other occasions they would tie her to a weird metal contraption that Fred had built. He would rape her, and her stepmother would abuse her with a vibrator, all the time telling her they were doing this because they were good parents and loved her. It went on for years.

         Throughout her stepdaughter’s evidence, and for most of the trial, Rose West sat stone-like in the dock, blinking behind her large spectacles. After more than a year in jail she was still a roly-poly figure who, in looks at least, reminded me of the farmer’s wife character 30Ma Larkin from the TV series The Darling Buds of May. She showed no obvious emotion or response to Anne Marie’s evidence.

         What I found most heartbreaking was an almost-throwaway line that poor Anne Marie uttered towards the end of her time in the witness box. She said: ‘I used to go to school each morning, meeting up with my friends and thinking that they must be going through the same experience with their parents who loved them.’ It was gruesome stuff and none of us squeezed onto the packed press benches had heard anything quite like it before. Yet, it was also riveting because it was so grim, and to this day I feel a kind of privilege that I was there to witness the extraordinary case unfold. It wasn’t just the journalists who were gripped by the courtroom drama. Seats in the public gallery were at a premium, too, and prompted queues that formed outside the building long before I and my colleagues were sitting down for breakfast nearby.

         Like many of the reporters covering the trial, I stayed at a hotel in Winchester during the week to avoid the long trek from home to court and back each day. One of the benefits was the occasional socialising with the lawyers involved. I knew Rose’s main barrister Richard Ferguson QC, a tall, fine-featured and engaging Northern Irishman, from his appearances at the Old Bailey and other London courts. I spent an evening in the company of him and his junior barrister Sasha Wass in the Wykeham Arms, a favourite eighteenth-century watering hole tucked away in a narrow street between the cathedral and Winchester College public school. We bought each other drinks, discussed some aspects of the case and forged a connection that lasted beyond the trial.
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