

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




 


 


First published 2023


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, GL50 3QB


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© John Massey and Dan Carrier, 2023


The right of John Massey and Dan Carrier to be identified as the Authors of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 80399 293 8


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books Limited, Padstow, Cornwall.


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies


[image: illustration]




ONE


I don’t like heights. I fucking hate them. Most of us do. It is a sensible phobia, vertigo. I’m not scared of much, but heights – well, it’s one of those things.


I’ve been in some tight spots in my time, done stuff that would make the toughest man flinch. I’ve lived a life of crime, a life that suits few. Armed robbery, bank raids, car chases. I’ve done them a good few times. When the adrenaline is boiling and everything is happening at 100 miles per hour, you have to be able to hold your nerve. You have to be able to think clearly. You have to be able to make the right decisions. I had never once lost my bottle during a job. You can’t be scared, you can’t carry fear, because if you do, it’s not going to work out.


And that day, vertigo or no vertigo, I had a very important job to complete. It was going to be a doddle. I wasn’t going to lose my bottle now.
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There I was, standing on the roof of Pentonville prison, on the Cally Road, north London. It was about 6.30 p.m. on a June evening and there were darkening skies above me. It had been a wet summer so far, and it looked like we were in for another shower.


I had just climbed out of a skylight, completing a vital stage of my escape. I’d spent weeks carefully removing the mortar that sealed the skylight shut – like most panes of glass in prisons, it wasn’t designed to be opened – and creating my own exit. So far my plan had worked.


Now I had to get to the edge of the roof, climb onto the stone topping of the perimeter wall and throw myself about 35ft down. If the makeshift ‘rope’ didn’t hold, I was fucked – I’d land in a heap and at best it would be back inside for an extended stay.


I tried not to think about it, but my heart was racing and my legs were shaking. I might not like heights, but I liked prison even less. Months of planning had gone into this moment and I knew the risks I was taking were outweighed by the potential reward.


Yes – I knew the risks, but I didn’t want to think about them. I locked away the long list of what could possibly go wrong. I had only one thing on my mind.


My old mum. She was ill, and I knew I was running out of time to see her. They knew she was dying, but I’d still been refused a home visit. ‘Security risk,’ they’d said dismissively when I’d applied for permission. She had a brain tumour and didn’t have long left. I knew the bastards would use the same excuse when she died and I put in a request to attend my own mother’s funeral. ‘Sorry – security risk,’ they would say.


Even the Krays were allowed out for their mum’s funeral. ‘So what?’ I thought. ‘I’m meant to be worse than the Krays? More of a danger?’ It was bullshit, and no power-crazy prison bureaucrat was going to deny me a basic human right. It angered me. That was all the indignation I needed to do what had to be done. I stepped up to the edge, grasped the rope and wrapped it around my hands and wrists. I didn’t look down. I just ran out across the roof and, without a pause, I jumped.
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The rope held well, supporting me for most of the 35ft of sky as I tumbled down and away from captivity. I was 64 years old, but fit as a fiddle – and I knew I needed to be.


The second my feet hit the pavement, the clock started. Boom! I landed, ready for the race.


Wednesday, 27 June 2012. My very own Independence Day. My legs were shaking. I had the sweats and the chills, and a vision of 1,000 angry, fat, red-faced coppers running behind me, waving their truncheons and tooting on whistles.


I tried to regulate my breathing, get myself sorted, relax, relax, but the emotion was rushing through me. You’d have to have been fucking Buddha to control it. I wanted to laugh out loud, smile like a Cheshire Cat, shout ‘Fuck you!’ at the prison walls.


I didn’t, of course. I couldn’t bring any attention to myself. I had to keep my head.


Every prisoner dreams of escape. Anyone who says they don’t is lying. It’s built into our DNA. Men are not born to be caged. Put a man in a cage and he will look for the lock before he looks for the food. I had spent decades listening to men talk about escape: what they were gonna do, how they were gonna do it and when. Despite all the talk, few ever did. It takes a lot of balls. It also takes a lot of planning, ingenuity and daring.


You start by creating a mental map of the prison, the layout of it, what leads where and what joins what. You’re constantly scanning, looking for a way out, a weak spot. It becomes an obsession. You find yourself dreaming about it. It fills your minutes up, creating an architectural model in your mind’s eye.


From the cell to the shower, the canteen to the gym, the landing to the exercise yard – you’re scanning every door, every wall, every window, and even the ceilings. You’re always, always looking for a way out.


I had taken risks all my life, and this was my third escape, so I had a bit of experience when it came to what to do and what to expect. I had to get out of north London as quickly as possible. The Old Bill knew it was my manor and home to most of my family and friends. And I couldn’t go straight round to see Mum, although that was the first thing on my mind. That was off the cards. I had to get to my safe house and then find a way to get out of the UK, cross the Channel and escape for good.
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As I got a bit of distance between me and the prison walls, my sense of relief and excitement changed to anger. Anger that I had been forced into doing this. I shouldn’t have been inside by now anyway. Why did they have the right to force me to take my liberty this way? I’d been released back in June 2007. I was on a life licence and under strict parole conditions.


But they had set me up to fail. For starters, after I’d been inside for over thirty years, the first thing they did was stick me in a filthy shithole of a hostel miles away from my family, ignoring the fact my sister Jane had offered to let me live with her and help me back into the outside world after all that incarceration. Instead, the Parole Board shoved me all the way down in south London.


The parole system did nothing to facilitate my release or help me make the transition to an ordinary life. If anything, they seemed hell bent on making it as difficult as they could. I resented having to clock in and clock out each day. I was on a time curfew, halfway across the capital from my family, and the bail hostel had more rules than the open prison I’d just been released from. But I swallowed it, because my dad was gravely ill and it gave me time with him.


When we all knew the end was near, I applied for an extension to my curfew. I told my parole officer I needed to stay at Dad’s bedside. The hospital told us it was only a matter of days and two doctors were willing to verify this to support my request to be allowed to stay with him.


The Parole Board couldn’t give two fucks. They showed no mercy whatsoever. What did it matter to them if I slept the night in their hostel or next to the bed of my dying father in hospital? I wasn’t a security risk. But no – they refused.


I wasn’t having it, so I decided to stay with Dad for one more night – it was his last few hours on earth.


The following day, I thought I’d best not wait for the Old Bill to come looking for me, so I handed myself in. I was taken straight back to prison. I got a lot of sympathy from other prisoners, and even the odd screw who understood my position. I was back behind bars nonetheless. Despite having served well over twenty years for my crime, I was banged up again, and all because I stayed by my father’s side as he passed away. But I was with him when he died and the bastards could never take that away from me.
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Fast forward five years, almost to the month, and I was still languishing inside. I had no release date. There were no more prison courses to complete to show my all-round fitness for the outside world and I couldn’t provide anything further to the authorities to expedite my release. I had excellent character references from the screws and staff who mattered, spotless prison reports and again – most importantly – I had served my time. But I was just a ghost, floating around the system, with no glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel. Lost within the prison walls, I was condemned to haunt prisons for the rest of my days.


My only hope was that the Parole Board would show me some mercy. But if their mercy matched the understanding I’d been shown when I requested time with my dad, I was fucked. Try, if you can, to imagine the utter futility of this situation and how it ate away at me. It tortured me every day. I had seen prisoners getting out, some on early release, some people who had done unspeakable things. Rape, ABH, GBH, assault and battery, multiple murders.


Yes – I had taken a life. I shot a man in 1975, and he died. But was I more of a danger now to the public than a rapist, or someone who kills for the thrill of it?


It was thirty-three years earlier when a fight in a nightclub had escalated beyond my imagination. Drinks had been flowing, the place had been heaving and a ruck had broken out. As my friends and I tried to make our way out, I heard a scream and realised my pal was missing. I fought my way back inside and found him. He was in a bad way. He had been glassed in the face and his eye was hanging out of its socket, dribbling down on his cheek like a pickled onion.


We left – and then came back with two handguns and two shotguns, tools of our trade. I banged on the door and the bouncer answered. I pressed a shotgun to his chest and ordered him inside. But for some reason, the guy didn’t back away. He pushed towards me, and BANG – the gun went off. I didn’t plan to shoot him, of course. We didn’t go back to that nightclub to kill anyone. We just wanted to shit them up. A moment of madness cost that bloke his life and me well over three decades.


I felt I had paid my debt to society. But with no end in sight, I started to look for my own way out.


Outwardly, I was doing what old lags do. I had become a mentor to some of the prisoners who had come in for their first stretch. Being an old hand, I found a lot of the younger prisoners immediately drawn to me, especially if they had never been inside before. I was that classic old timer you see in the prison films. I looked institutionalised, well versed in the system, keeping my head down, doing my time. I was respected and well liked by the other cons. I certainly had their respect for the time I’d done. A lot were curious about why I was still inside and felt that it was no longer a case of justice being served, but an act of revenge on the part of the system.


One day, I got an offer that was to set me on my way out of the roof and over the wall. The screws needed someone with woodworking skills and they came to me. The prison wanted a new workshop – it was a project to train cons in the basics of wood and metal work, electrics and plumbing. I’d been tasked with putting up partitions, installing work benches and sorting all the equipment needed.


For the first time since I’d been recalled, I actually settled into the routine of the prison. I suppose having something to do gave me a sense of purpose, however brief and fleeting it would be.
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Pentonville, or the Ville, as prisoners call it, opened in 1842. It took two years to build and had a central hall with four radiating wings, all visible to the staff based at its centre. This design had two purposes. All four wings were easy to keep an eye on at the same time and it meant groups of prisoners could be kept isolated from one another.


The Ville’s twin aims of keeping bad people away from good people, and punishing them for their low moral threshold, were amply fulfilled by this horrible place. And in its 170-odd-year history, it had only ever declined.


In May 2003, a report by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons blamed overcrowding for the poor standards at the Ville. Basic requirements for inmates, such as telephones, showers and even clean clothes, were not being provided regularly. There was a lack of access to education, to courses, and the report said it had ‘inadequate procedures for vulnerable prisoners’. You could fucking say that again – the place was a badly run shithole.


In August 2007, a report by the Independent Monitoring Board said the Ville was infested with rats and cockroaches. There were three times as many prisoners as there should have been and about 1,000 too many vermin per inmate, as well.


Staffing was bad. They never had enough screws at any time. It made managing the place a nightmare, gave it a jumpy atmosphere, put the screws in a bad mood and kept us in our cells.


I can confirm the infestations, having seen them up close and personal, and the inspectors could hardly fail to notice. I used to search out every single hole in my cell and then find anything I could to block them up with. I would lie awake at night and hear the cockroaches nibbling at the padding I’d squeezed into the gaps.


The report went on, page after page, describing the dump’s all-too-obvious failings. Medical facilities were well below par. The conditions for anyone not feeling all right upstairs were laughable – except that having a breakdown in a prison isn’t funny. The reception facilities for new prisoners were terrible. Scared and confused, ready to lash out, someone coming in for the first time needs to be eased in a bit, for everyone’s sake – a few days, maybe, on a medical wing so they can come to terms with their new reality. The Ville barely managed that. There was a lack of decent facilities, like a library, which helps the days go by. It went on and on – the whole place was unfit for purpose.


And then, in October 2009, gross misconduct charges were brought against the senior managers at the Ville. An investigation found the governor had shipped out inmates to stay temporarily at Wandsworth prison before inspections to hide how badly overcrowded that dump really was. These impromptu and temporary transfers included the more vulnerable and problem prisoners. It was a fiddle, an attempt to make the Ville appear to be a better class of shithole. The basic fact is that the antiquated, overpopulated building was no longer fit for purpose, if it ever had been. After all, the Victorians weren’t exactly famous for their enlightened approach to criminal justice.


Three years down the line, when I put the workshop in, it was celebrated as a sign of improvement by the staff and the Home Office. It was nothing more than window dressing, like painting the walls of a house as it falls down around your ears. Some dignitaries came on one of those prison tours they hold to show how good things are and what they’re doing to make things even better. These nobs wanted to come in and have a look at the workshop. The prison staff were keen to show it off.


I had no desire to meet them. A faceless, forgettable politician and some quango-sitting do-gooders who smile politely as they’re led round to gawp at prisoners. I wasn’t going to acquiesce to that bollocks. If I’d complied and played the good, quiet prisoner role, then the system would definitely have got the better of me. I stayed in the background as the party was shown around the workshop and admired my handiwork. I didn’t need accolades from anyone to have a sense of pride. I looked at them with cold eyes.


But my diligence was to pay off. My graft was noted, and I was asked to fit out another area. I was approached by the physical education instructors. They wanted their gym, offices and changing rooms converted, so once I’d finished the trades classrooms, I started on the gym.


The screws made me an orderly – a trusted position, as it meant I could come and go when I needed to and crack on with converting the space. Being an orderly allowed me certain privileges that I needed to do my job properly. As well as putting up partitions and kitting out the staff’s area, I was about to clean things up, wipe down the machines and benches, put things away.


The gym at the Ville had tall, whitewashed walls with long, deep windows set into them. The ceiling was a pitched roof, with barred skylights set into them. The floor was coated in moulded lino and it held about thirty-five people working out or doing a class. Through a set of double doors was a reception area, and across from there was a hall which the screws decided they wanted partitioned off to make a new office.


Through this hall, another set of double doors led to what used to be a toilet block. The toilets had been converted into shower units some time ago, with space sectioned off for a changing area. There was a toilet for the screws, a small laundry and a store room for cleaning equipment. It held a washing machine and tumble dryer.


It was while I was in there, sizing up the job, that I noticed the false ceiling and the hatch set into it. Looking up, a memory came flooding back to me.
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Back in 1971, I’d got sent down for twelve months for driving while disqualified. I was taken from Wood Green Crown Court in the back of a police van and dropped straight into the Ville. From the very moment I landed, I was put to work in the shop, sewing mailbags.


There were rows and rows of prisoners, all sat in lines, all doing the same thing. Sitting there, sewing stitch after stitch after stitch, while a screw sat up high in a chair like a tennis umpire, watching over us, his beady fucking eyes looking for any excuse to punish us.


It was regimented. You went in, sat down and started sewing. Eight stitches to an inch. It was enough to crush the soul of the most determined spirit. It was mind-numbingly boring.


As I looked at that false ceiling, I remembered those mailbags, and realised I was standing right where the mailbag sewing room used to be, all those years ago. I could even remember the layout, forty-one years later. And it all came back to me – the noises, the smells, the overbearing sense of oppression.


I remembered one day a con set off the alarm bell. It happened quite a lot – anything to break the monotony and stir up the screws. As the alarm shrilled out, I was still engrossed in my own misery, sewing the poxy mailbags in silence, but the screws bursting in got my attention. I looked up and caught the eye of one of the officers. They were looking for someone to blame and randomly selected four of us. The fact we hadn’t moved for fucking hours didn’t make a difference, and the tennis umpire screw didn’t say anything.


‘You’re nicked,’ one said, and all four of us were dragged off to the governor’s office. In those days, if you went up before the governor, you were guilty. That was the culture of prison life back in the early 1970s. A governor at Wandsworth once said to me, ‘If my staff tell me you were riding a motorbike along the landing, all I want to know is where you got the petrol.’


I was strip-searched, put into a Seg block and ended up doing three days on bread and water.


For those of you unacquainted with the prison lexicon, ‘Seg’ means the segregation unit. It’s solitary confinement, and used as a punishment. Under Prison Rule 45 – and Young Offenders’ Institute Rule 49 – you can be placed in confinement for breaching good order and discipline, or for your own protection, or for the protection of others. Over the course of many decades, solitary confinement has become notorious as a cover for extremely sinister behaviour. Unimaginable things have happened behind the closed doors of Seg blocks, away from witnesses and cameras. Prisoners have been brutalised, tortured and starved, and have even died.


The 1970s and 1980s were particularly dark times for prison brutality. Segregation units and close supervision centres (CSCs) used isolation, sensory deprivation and violence, causing multiple mental health and physical issues for prisoners. These blocks and centres are still in operation throughout prisons today.
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Standing in the hall, I remembered back four decades, remembered the feeling of being taken out of that mailbag row and thrown in Seg. I could see that old mailbag room clearly, and as I stood in the gym, sizing up the work that needed to be done, I could see how that old mailbag room had been altered over the years. The ceiling had been lowered, and a loft – a hidden, forgotten loft – had been added at some point. I noted it, and filed it away for further investigation later.


As well as the structural work I was asked to do, I had other tasks to tackle. There was a load of old equipment in the sports hall and I was asked to recondition it. Vault horses, benches, badminton and football nets. I tried to estimate how much it would’ve cost them to get someone in to do what I did. And an outside contractor would have had access to anything they needed – tools and materials. I had to work with what I could get hold of inside. On top of that, I wasn’t getting paid for my labour.


But I wasn’t doing all this solely out of the goodness of my heart. I started by repairing the bits of equipment that got used most. I found bits of old mattress, rubber canvas and other surplus materials that I recommissioned. I revived the equipment, gave it all a new lease of life. The only two things I requested were a pair of scissors and a staple gun. I built a sit-up bench, which I believe is still in the prison today. I am not going back to check.


It was around this time I got the news that my mum was too ill to come and visit me. The thought of her, just a few miles away but too frail to make the journey, played heavily on my mind. My parents had visited me up and down the length of the country. Wherever the system had slung me or dumped me, they got there. Relentlessly, over the course of three decades, they’d make a journey to see me, no matter where I was. Now Mum was too ill to make a trip from Barnet to Islington, a bus ride away. It broke my heart, the thought of her slowly fading, so near to me, yet so far away.


I had a parole hearing coming up in a few weeks’ time and everyone around me felt sure everything was in place. It was a racing certainty, they assured me, and themselves. I wasn’t so confident. I’d had too many knockbacks down the years. But my key worker arranged to take me to a new hostel, which I would stay in when I got the golden ticket. If this happened, it would mean I’d get to spend some precious time with Mum. I knew she hadn’t got long. Every minute now was crucial, and each one that went by with me inside was another wasted minute I could be spending with her. I had to get out, by fair means or foul.


When the news came, I realised I should have expected the decision. It wasn’t like they’d ever acted differently. This was how they worked. The Parole Board gave me a knockback.


I had recommendations for release. My probation officer, my key worker, everyone whose views needed to be taken into account said I was ready. But the bastards turned me down. They didn’t know me from Adam, so they were obliged to go on the recommendations put forward. But, as before, they made this seemingly random decision.


I thought to myself, ‘What have I got to do to get out of here?’


I’d been recalled to prison for breaking my parole conditions. I hadn’t committed another crime, so it wasn’t a matter for the courts. This was to be dealt with internally by the Ministry of Justice. I hadn’t done anything against people or property. I’d breached my parole and it was a straightforward Prison Service matter.


After the decision came through, I went to see the number one governor, a bloke called Kevin Reilly, and requested a home visit to see my mum. She had been coming up in her wheelchair to see me – she would have walked across broken glass, so when visits became too much for her, I knew it was bad.


I went through the rigamarole of why I needed to visit her. She was, by now, completely bedridden.


They said no – it was a point-blank refusal.


‘No, Mr Massey, it’s not possible.’


‘Why?’


‘Because your record suggests you can’t be trusted.’


‘That’s nonsense – I did a runner years ago. I’ve been given parole already and I am on recall for reasons you are well aware of.’


‘No, Mr Massey.’


‘What about with a guard, then? She’s dying.’


‘No, Mr Massey.’


‘But why?’


‘Look, it’s a no, John. And to be frank, if it wasn’t, we don’t have the staff. You can forget about it.’


‘So because you ain’t got the staff …’


‘The matter is closed. Thank you, Mr Massey.’


They said they couldn’t trust me. I said give me an armed escort, do anything they wanted, just let me see her. Even the Krays got out to see their mum. I never had any of that. In my mind they’d damned me worse than the likes of the Krays. It just didn’t make any sense – how could I be considered a higher risk than these types of people? It felt like a diabolical liberty.


‘Well, fuck that,’ I thought. ‘I’m off.’
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My mind was made up that if I wasn’t going to walk through the main gates with the blessing of the Parole Board, I’d find my freedom in my own way. I began planning. It gave my days purpose, helped break the monotony of prison life and calmed down my thoughts during long, dark hours.


You pick your places and your moments. There are times when you get to walk from place to place inside, and you use it wisely. You are out and about when you are going to the doctor’s, the gym, the library. You are constantly surveying your surroundings and you see things that normally you would not. Escape was always in my thoughts and I had created a 3-D image of the building. Every walk from cell to shower, to canteen, to gym, every step. I scanned walls, windows, ceilings, doors. The fabric of the place was stamped on my imagination.


I kept my eyes open. I knew the building’s layout, the systems the screws used; I was always scanning, always searching for possible weaknesses and possible opportunities.


Some people could look at the same landmark every day but not describe it, because they haven’t really seen it. Not me. I soaked it up, every inch.


As I said, my good work hadn’t gone unnoticed, and soon the screws had another job for me to do. They had this little office next door to the gym, and it was really noisy. They wanted a false ceiling built to give them some peace and quiet.


And it was when doing this job that I saw an opportunity. I decided against the trapdoor in the shower block because there were cons using that block all the time. I couldn’t be seen tampering with it, so I went to look at the private block for the screws that only gym orderlies could access.


At that point, it was not even a formulated plan. It was just curiosity. I thought, ‘Could this possibly be the way out?’


I knew roughly what was likely to be up there. I’d gone to the upper floors of the cell block next to the gym, which looked down on to it. I could see a skylight that must be above the new toilet block. I noticed a flat concrete slab with glass bricks set into it, and I worked out it must be where the screws’ shower cubicle was. It looked difficult to shift, but that could work to my advantage. No one would expect it to be a possible way out.


From when I was in the building trade, when my dad was a plasterer, I knew the concrete slab would be held down by just a piece of mortar. It looked heavy – but what if I could chip the mortar away? Maybe I could work it loose enough for my purposes.


The viewpoint at the top of the block revealed a tantalising route towards the walls – and I noticed another handy defect in the security that would work in my favour. For some reason, all the cameras were pointing the wrong way.


There was razor wire around the edge of the building, but I knew I could get past that – and it didn’t cover all the wall. It wouldn’t have been a problem for me, anyway. I’d get through it somehow. It’s not nice stuff, razor wire. It shouldn’t have been there in the first place, as it was supposed to have been outlawed under European human rights laws. It’ll rip you to pieces if you don’t know how to handle it. Nowadays, since my little trip, there’s a double roll of it round the top of the Ville.


While I now had a possible way from my cell to the outside world, I knew there was plenty more work to be done before I could say any of it was viable. It was all conjecture at the time – I had no idea it would work.


Firstly, I had to find a way of opening the padlock on the drop lock on the trapdoor. Because of my time in the building trade, I knew how it could be done.


I tried to pick the lock. I had to stand on the sink to reach it and couldn’t get it open that way. It was too hard, stretching up, to get to the lock and work at it. But I was determined to see if behind the trapdoor lay a loft space that I could quietly convert into a small workshop to gradually chip my way out on to the roof.


I decided to recruit some help. There was a mate of mine on A Wing and I asked him if he wanted a job in the gym.


By now, I had been working there for several months and had earned a bit of trust among the screws. I got my friend a job helping about the place. He kept lookout for me while I messed about with the trapdoor.


As I had the job of maintaining everything – looking after all the gear – this meant I had access to the security cabinet. These lockers were found in each workshop and held a few tools, things best kept stowed away from the lags. I liberated a small claw hammer from the cabinet and set to work. I knew the padlock was made of soft steel because of its colour and texture. I thought, ‘Can I open it up? I’ll need some force to do it.’


With my pal keeping an eye out, I jemmied the end of the claw hammer into the padlock’s U bend and worked it loose. It finally sprung open. I pushed at the trapdoor, keeping as quiet as I could, and lifted it a little higher so I could squeeze up through the gap. Using all my strength to pull myself through the opening, I was up among the rafters. The first part of the plan was complete – but there would be plenty more to do before I could taste freedom.
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As my eyes got accustomed to the gloom, I knew my hunch was right. It was musty, full of cobwebs, dust, grime … but there was light coming in from the glass bricks. I knew I was in the right position.


My first problem was that the skylight was too high up for me to reach and there were bars across the gap leading up to it. I looked at it and wondered how I was going get past them. Should I saw through the bars? How long would that take? What could I use to cut through the solid, 3in bits of metal?


They were bolted to the ceiling, so that gave me a weak point to exploit. I had a eureka moment – ‘I’ll go and get the socket set they use for the dumb bells,’ I thought.


The security cabinet contained a set of Allen keys and a spanner socket set. They were used to alter the weights on the gym’s old-fashioned dumb bells – and they would become a key component in my escape.


I measured the bolts holding the bars in place and I only took what I needed. I couldn’t risk taking the complete set because the screws would notice and questions would be asked. One afternoon, I made out I was tightening up the dumb bells and, while I was doing it, I slipped the right-sized socket into my pocket and put the rest back. I could now go up into my hideaway and start undoing the bars.
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I had to use the trips through the hatch wisely. Each time I disappeared into the ceiling, I was all too aware there was a chance I’d be discovered. Now I knew my guesses about a possible route out were correct, I was still acutely aware that the gap between success and failure was extremely slim. One little hiccup and my jailbreak would be over.


I needed something to get through the mortar, once I’d managed to get the bars off. We had a set of 25kg hexagonal weights and I put one of them up there. They were covered in rubber, which would soften the noise I was going to make. I thought I’d use one to chip away at it.


Next up was the question of how I could reach the concrete lid with glass bricks set into it. It was still out of my reach as I balanced on the beams.


Lying in my cell each night, I knew at any moment my attempt could be discovered. I was aware that time wasn’t on my side and felt that, now I had started, I had no option but to see it through, one way or another. I created scenarios, solved problems, worked out what my next step was and how I could achieve my goal.


The answer to reaching the skylight came again from gym equipment. Prisoners used sets of steps for aerobic exercises. The steps slot together, neatly on top of each other, for storage. It gave me another idea.


They were kept in the prison hall and I asked the screws to help me carry them over to the gym. I said we needed them for circuit training. I smuggled five of them up into the loft and they fitted together to build a platform. I could now get into the void and get to work on the bars.


As well as the mental strain, it was physically tough. The weight of the bars, when I got them off, nearly crushed me. On top of that, the work had to be done in complete silence. I had to gently take the weight of those bars and put them down on the false ceiling, so they wouldn’t fall or cause any debris to clatter.


And I had another problem. In the ceiling was a mesh grill looking into the screws’ toilet. Sometimes they’d come in for a dump, just a few feet below me. I had to stay completely frozen until they had flushed and gone. It was so nerve-wracking.


My mate from A Wing helped out when he could. He’d be standing watch for me when I was up there, but trying not to arouse suspicion. He had a mop and he’d bang it on the ceiling if he thought there was a patrol heading our way. I’d come down sharpish.


As I continued working away at the skylight, I had a few hairy moments. The trapdoor lid was heavy and a tight fit. I had to lift it from the inside of the loft using just a small screw I had put in – and it lacked purchase. One day I had massive difficulty shifting it after I’d finished for the day and was due to be at a roll call. I was stuck. It seemed only a matter of time before my absence would be noted and an alert sounded. I thought I was done for.


I was shouting down the vent shaft to my mate that I couldn’t budge it, that I was stuck. I tried everything to get his attention, but he didn’t notice. Thankfully, he knew roll call was approaching. He eventually heard me stage whispering through the vent. He pushed the trapdoor far enough open with his mop, and I squeezed my fingers through the small gap he’d made.


Despite the scare, work continued. I made progress into the mortar, and started thinking about what I would do once I was on the other side of the wall. I knew getting out of the building was just the beginning. Where would I go and how would I get there once the breakout was done? How could I get messages out to people who might be able to help me? I knew it was likely my disappearance would be quickly discovered; I didn’t fancy trying to get too far on foot – but I knew I could jump on a bus if I could get to the Cally Road without an alarm being raised. And once on a bus, I could blend in and head for a safe house until I’d worked out my next step. Top of the list now was paying a visit to Mum somehow before striking out for another country.


Such thoughts were put out of my mind when fate dictated when I would have to make my move. We had had a lot of rain, a real monsoon summer through May and into June. I noticed water seeping into the mortar where I had been working.


The rain had got behind it and big chunks would fall off on to the ground. It meant there was debris falling into the toilet and showers through the grill. I had to clear it all up sharpish so they wouldn’t look up and investigate – or, worse, catch me up there. It went on for about three weeks, but it felt like a year.


Other factors also put the escape in danger and made me hurry. The governor decided, out of the blue, to do a security audit. They go round testing everything, trying all the locks, the bolts, the bars, the lot. The gym was no exception – except the lazy bastard checking out the showers and toilets just gave the padlock on the trapdoor a rattle with a night stick. They didn’t bother to undo it and look up there. If they had done their jobs properly, they would have found the set of bars leaning against the wall, clocked my progress and it would have been all over.


I redoubled my efforts, spending as much time as I could finishing the job as the rain fell steadily. For days and nights on end, dark, heavy clouds hung over the Ville and London was hit by downpours.


I had chipped away all the mortar by now and I gave the slab a few thumps – but it was so heavy I couldn’t physically push it. I used the weight to give me extra leverage, and it had a big, soft rubber covering. It made a soft thud and moved a tantalising fraction of an inch. Ever conscious that I could be heard, I got the music in the gym turned up a fraction and my mate on watch would make a point of rattling his bucket around.


I was living on a wing and a prayer. I thought maybe, because of the rain, they would have to get round to doing something about the roof because the building was leaking so badly everywhere. I fretted about leaving my escape too long. I decided I’d go a couple of weeks earlier than I had planned.
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I still hadn’t been able to shift the loose panel and turned once more to the sets of steps for the answer. I now had six of them, and they were high enough for me to reach the skylight. I piled the steps up beneath the exit I had created. I lay flat on my back, put my feet up on the slab and found I could lift it like a leg press.


I thought, ‘Right, I’m all set.’ They’d called a security audit a few days before and it was freaking me out, so I decided I’d go at 6 p.m. that night, 17 June 2012. Time to say cheerio. There was no point waiting for them to discover my work. I should go as soon as I could.
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The Ville’s regime saw the prisoners locked down at 6 p.m., cell doors closed until the morning. It makes for easier handling for the screws. The day crew have gone home and the night shift are just settling in. There are fewer people on patrol and keeping an eye out, a skeleton staff.


A few prisoners are given permission to be elsewhere for a while – evening classes, meetings, that sort of thing – and there was a night class on in the gym, so I had a good reason not to be in my cell. I could say I was clearing things away to be ready for the following day. It would be the right time to make good use of my handiwork.


I had a clean suit, shirt and shoes delivered to a pub a couple of miles away, so I had a change of clothes waiting. Otherwise, I didn’t need any outside help. I knew the less I had to rely on others, the better the chances that things would go to plan.


I had to work out how I would get down and over the wall, once on the roof. It was a drop of 35ft, too far to risk jumping. I found the answer in the gym – the nets from a set of five-a-side football goals. The netting was quite strong, and there was plenty of it. As the day approached, I quietly cut lengths from the nets and tied them together.


It was time to go. I moved swiftly into the shower block, climbed up on the sink and hoisted myself through the gap. I quietly closed the hatch, hoping that would be the last glimpse I’d have of the inside of that fucking place. I was on my way.


I got up on the platform made by the sets of steps, lay flat on my back and pressed the slab with my legs. I moved it bit by bit to the side. A space opened, little by little. Sky appeared above me. I squeezed through the gap and slipped out into the heavily clouded early evening sky.


I took a carabiner clip from one of the weight-lifting machines and fixed it where I had removed the bolts for the bars. It looked pretty solid. I tied the rope off to it and then wrapped the other end round my arm.


Speed was crucial. I couldn’t turn back. Every second, once I’d decided it was time, had to be used to put distance between myself and my captors.


I had to be fast. It wasn’t easy – I don’t like heights, and here I was, clambering across a roof to a wall, holding on to this bit of rope and about to throw myself over. I thought I’d put my foot on the ledge and just go for it, leap out and take a chance. I took a deep breath and dived over the edge of the roof, out across the wall.


I fell 20ft as my rope paid out.


I was hanging there – the rope had tightened round me and I couldn’t work it loose. Then, suddenly, away it went and I fell the rest of the way.


I had tumbled a further 15ft onto paving stones. I broke a bone in my foot as I landed, but the adrenaline masked any pain and I didn’t feel a thing. I found myself in an alleyway that snakes along the northern side of the prison – a small, rarely used path that leads to a set of wardens’ houses in the outer grounds of the prison.


And it was here that my luck almost immediately ran out.


I landed, got myself up, and there, standing just 10yd away was a screw I knew called George. He’d clocked me and with eyes like saucers, he said, ‘John, what the fuck are you doing here?’


I didn’t want to have to tackle him but I was now way beyond the point of no return. I’d have chinned him if I needed to. I liked the bloke, in a way. He was one of the better ones, but he wasn’t going to come out of it well if he tried to stop me.


I said, ‘George, I don’t have time to rabbit.’ He just stood there gawking. I set off as quickly as I could in the opposite direction and leapt over the next wall.


I stopped for a moment behind a set of garages on a housing estate that borders the Ville. I caught my breath and changed into a jacket I had wangled off a bloke on remand.


I had managed to scrape a few quid together, a valuable fund, by dipping my hand down the back of a row of armchairs in the gym that the screws used for a lie-down and a kip. I’d give the chairs a clean every day and I’d scoop up the coins I found down the back.


I had a £1 coin I’d got there. I went as fast as I could to catch a bus on the Cally Road to Chapel Street.


The bus pulled up and I handed him the quid. The driver said to me, ‘Sorry, mate, it’s more than £1.’ I didn’t have any other change except a tenner and so I went to hand him that, but he didn’t have any change.


A woman behind me said, ‘Hey, it’s ok, I’ll get that for you.’ She was more impatient than kind, wanting to get out of the rain that had begun to fall and get home. I was standing there obviously looking very flustered. She had no idea where I’d just come from and why I was in a bit of a hurry for the bus to get going.


I had to keep it down, keep it calm. The hot sweats, icy chills, the rubbery legs, the laborious breathing, the temptation to run, the temptation to grin – I kept a lid on it and kept myself cool.


The storm created by taking my freedom off my own bat and ingenuity, my daring and risk taking … its intensity was familiar because I had broken out before. And, as before, after I had completed the first stage – the task of removing myself from the jurisdiction of prison wardens – my next step was to get out of north London, away from the manor I was known to frequent, head to a safe house and then smuggle myself across the English Channel.


There I was, John Massey – serial prison breaker, convicted murderer and notorious bank robber – on the run again.
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As I stepped on to the number 259 heading south down the Cally Road, just a few hundred yards away George the Screw was turning back on himself, frantically fiddling with his ID card at the gates, buzzing repeatedly on a staff door, shouting to be let in, trying to sound the alarm as quickly as he could.


I thanked the lady who’d paid for my ticket and made my way to find a seat, hoping the rush-hour bus passengers would provide the camouflage I sought. The next stage was to get to Chapel Street, about ten minutes or so away down by the Angel, where a suitcase would be waiting for me at a pub by the market.


The bus driver had shaken me up when he’d said he couldn’t change the note and I thought I’d have to get off the bus. Yet I’d been rescued – and here I was, looking out the window on to streets, trying to keep calm with people, oblivious, all around me.


I could see and hear London going about its everyday business – people heading home from work, going for food, whatever – and I was in the middle of it. It was so strange. I was dizzy with it, but trying to keep my wits. I sat back as the bus slowly made its way towards Upper Street. I got off at the Chapel Street stop. I’d got that bit planned, and it helped me focus.


I went to the agreed pub, trying to be as natural as you like, where there was someone I knew. I had arranged to go to the bar, buy a pint and ask for the woman I wanted. Her reaction was absolute shock. She quickly ushered me behind the bar and down into the cellar. There was a suitcase ready for me. In that cellar, I ditched my prison clothes and began a long chain of staging points to a destination out of the country where I could fade from view.


I knew the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours would be crucial: it was a high-profile escape from a well-known prison in the heart of the capital. There was embarrassment for the authorities, and they would use every trick in the book to get me back. They would throw all their resources at that task, enlist the help of every civilian I’d pass on the street. What I had done was big, big news. Everyone who saw me could potentially be my nemesis.


I’d be painted as a dangerous criminal, a lifer with previous. They had a horrible mugshot on file, one used to portray me as a cold-blooded killer, a label I’d been given a long time ago. It would be circulated. My face would be plastered all over. The tabloids would lap it up, the rolling news channels enjoying the air time they could fill with this yarn. All I had was my wits and the aid of a select few.


Back in the Ville, things were hotting up. The escape caused uproar. No one knew how I’d managed it. Fingers would be pointed, heads would roll, but before the inquest, before the fallout, before a screw noticed the dodgy lock on the trapdoor, found the skylight, found the football net, clambered across the roof – before all this, they wanted their man back in custody.


A London-wide alert was issued, the Metropolitan Police scrambling. Squad cars were out in force. Every copper had my name and face at the front of their minds. My phone record was scrutinised. Known acquaintances and my family were checked out.


I contacted my sister Jane and we arranged to meet at a friend’s house in Kentish Town and then to drive together to Faversham, Kent, where I could lie low for a day or two.
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Before I could leave London behind, I needed to be off the streets and well hidden while the first wave of searches played out. From Chapel Street I headed across to King’s Cross on another bus and from there would make my way to Kentish Town.


I had to get to a friend’s house as soon as I could. I was just going to turn up and knock on the door. No one was forewarned. From there, I was going to call another contact who had somewhere out of London.


Still looking over my shoulder, suspicious of everyone I saw, I urged the bus through the evening traffic. I was so worried, I stayed on the bus too long and missed the stop. I knew it would all be going off around me by now, that they’d be after me, and the whole of London would be on lockdown and high alert.


The person I had met at the pub accompanied me. She thought that if I wasn’t on my own, it was likely to arouse less suspicion. We got off just past King’s Cross – I was terrified they’d already be watching all the train stations – and we jumped into a cab.


I had grown up in Kentish Town and still had a strong network of old friends and trusted acquaintances. I knew there was risk of capture and that the police would know where I had previously frequented. But I felt I had little choice. I could draw on crucial support, and it was worth the risk if I didn’t hang about for too long.


I had one overriding mission to complete before I got out of the country. I knew someone who lived in the flats in Harmood Street and that was where Jane was going to be waiting for me.


When I’d called her from the phone box, I’d told her to get a shift on but to take care, and make sure she wasn’t being watched. She knew what to do. I could rely on Jane.


She was quite shocked. ‘Oh, you’ve come early,’ she said, trying to be all deadpan about it. I explained I’d had to bring the breakout forward because I was worried about being discovered, and the rain had frightened me, with the roof of the gym leaking and lumps of plaster falling down.


It had been a snap decision but one that needed to be made under the circumstances – and one that meant I hadn’t been able to help out anyone else in the Ville. There were people there I knew and liked doing heavy bird. They would have given their right arm to come with me and there is nothing like giving someone their freedom. But as well as the risk to my escape – the more people involved, the greater the chances of a security breach, or being caught in the act – another factor played on my mind.


I thought about it for a long time. Should I let a couple of the lifers know? There were some doing thirty-five-year stretches. Afterwards, some of those I’d done bird with asked why I hadn’t told them and given them the chance too. But I was worried if I got them out and they did something terrible on the outside, I would have that on my conscience.


A storm had by now broken over the Ville. The place was in lockdown and the wardens were giving my known associates inside a going over. A furious discussion was taking place at senior levels in the Ministry of Justice, the Prison Service and the Met Police. How did I escape? What were the failures of the system?


While an inquiry was to be launched on how I had managed to get away, more pressing was my recapture. The embarrassment was huge, but those in charge knew it could be tempered by me being swiftly apprehended. With the press eager for a story, the authorities didn’t want the narrative to be how a 60-something-year-old had made the Prison Service look stupid, but how well the forces of law and order had done in getting me under lock and key again.


The Metropolitan Police pulled out all stops. That meant using the media to enlist the help of the public and also, more importantly, putting me under pressure to give myself up – or forcing me into making a mistake that would lead to recapture.


My escape was everywhere and that made the situation intimidating. There was a picture of me on screen every two minutes on Sky News. The news channels were going on and on about it. The newspapers were ready to print any old nonsense about a so-called dangerous criminal on the run.


The adrenaline had not stopped and it was exhausting. Real freedom would not be mine to enjoy until I was across the Channel. But before I could head out of the country, I had my important mission to accomplish.


I was extremely emotional. I had to see Mum. I was determined I wasn’t going to leave the country without holding her in my arms. We made some plans. She was in Barnet, so we arranged for her to travel to relations in Kent, near the safe house I was heading to.


I got word she had arrived and hadn’t been followed, so I stepped out into the streets and started another risky journey.


She was sitting on the couch when I walked into the room. She didn’t notice me come in. I quietly sat down next to her, and put my arm round her.


She looked at me and screamed with delight. She just clung to me. It took time to recover, for us both to comprehend that we were there, in the same room, having a cuddle. It was really something.


Looking into Mum’s eyes, holding her on the sofa, hearing her say my name over and over … it was what I had dreamed about for years – but it was also tempered by the knowledge of how I had got myself into this position. I wasn’t there with the blessing of the state, which for so long had denied me this simple pleasure.


It was a heart-breaking moment – I knew I couldn’t stay for long. I had to arrange to get somewhere safe. The manhunt was in full swing. Mum begged to come with me. She said, ‘Take me with you, son. Take me with you. Don’t leave me behind, Johnny.’


I risked taking her out for a couple of hours, thinking a bloke pushing a wheelchair with an old lady in it wouldn’t attract attention, but I had to go my way and she had to go hers. I just couldn’t see any way round it and it broke my heart. She started crying, and I said, ‘Give me two weeks and I’ll send for you.’


It was now twenty-four hours after the breakout and I needed to get my head down, rest up and work out my next move. I had an idea of how I would get away from England and strike out for Belgium. I could get Mum to join me later, once the trail had gone a little colder.


I stayed at a relative’s house overnight and didn’t get any sleep. The news was on all the time with my picture on it, and I didn’t want to look at the newspapers.


With the family high on the list for the police to visit – and the danger of them being arrested for harbouring me high – it was time to make a move to another safe house, where I could start putting together my escape bag. I needed a false passport, cash, clothes, perhaps a disguise and, crucially, help with travel – by car, train, boat or plane. I was still in a state of shock that I was waking up with clear blue skies above me, not the grimy cell ceilings – but to keep it that way meant finding a decent hideout.


I contacted a friend who lived in Faversham and he took me to a builder’s yard down a secluded country lane. Here, there was a ramshackle Portakabin and I was given a key to it. It was enclosed by a tall, corrugated-iron fence and in the middle of nowhere.


I spent the night there. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it was a relief to be on the move, hiding somewhere I was pretty sure wouldn’t be searched. The Portakabin had a bed and a portable cooker I could heat up a kettle on, make some basic grub. On reflection, I should have stayed there longer. The friend who put me there was surprised to see me – I was two weeks earlier than he expected. He was going to arrange transport for me to get me out of the country, but being early meant he still had details to finalise.
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