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PREFACE


Names and details have been changed to protect the innocent and the not-quite-so innocent (as well as the incompetent), but my experiences are an entirely representative portrayal of my time working as a very ordinary prison officer serving at HMP Parkhurst and HMP Albany, two prisons that were physically close to each other but couldn’t have been more different.


As in my previous book, the stories I am telling are all taken from the time that I was in the prison service, from 1992 to 2019, and many of the terms, job titles and practices have changed since then. The language and terminology used throughout is my own and reflective of my time as a prison officer.





INTRODUCTION



Life Sentences


Claret. Everywhere. The stench was what hit you first, filling your nostrils like a butcher’s shop. The walls, ceiling and window were covered in it. Bloody smears around the emergency bell showed the inmate’s frantic desperation as he’d tried to summon help, the claustrophobic concrete box now more slaughterhouse than cell.


We had entered with the extreme caution of anyone entering somewhere almost entirely covered in blood. No time for protective gear. I could feel my pulse pounding with adrenaline.


The inmate slumped in the corner was losing blood at an alarming rate, his face pale and his eyes wide with fear, seemingly pleading for help. The unfortunate thing was that the only help available to him was from us, the very people he hated, those ‘fucking screws’. The self-same screws who were now battling hard to save his life. A violent, cold-blooded murderer, a wretched recidivist in and out of prison his entire adult life, he’d been threatening to send a screw to hospital or the cemetery for days. However, he clearly hated himself even more. He’d cut his throat, forearms and femoral artery with an improvised home-made knife and was now in a bad way. Our hands became sticky with dark blood as we staunched, stemmed and pressed anything and everything in a desperate battle to save him. Fortunately for us – and him – the medics finally arrived and took over, eventually blue-lighting him out.


I had been on duty for less than two hours at HMP Parkhurst, home to some of the country’s most notorious criminals, not even a week into my career as a screw and I was sat trying to work out what the hell had just happened. I remember being worried because I had only been issued with three white uniform shirts and now one of them was very unlikely to ever be white again. It was a little after 9.30 a.m. and my shift didn’t finish until 5.30 p.m. I was already knackered. That morning, I’d already dealt with a minor head injury, done a roll check, unlocked the wing, served 135 inmates their breakfast and been covered in an inmate’s blood.


The wing’s senior officer (SO), a hugely experienced, short-arsed, chain-smoking Welshman, approached me as I leant against the wall of the wing office.


‘Well done, Nipper. You all right – because it seems you did all right?’


I nodded vaguely.


‘Then get yourself washed up, grab a quick brew and nip down the stores for a clean shirt.’


He patted me once on the shoulder and then strode off down the corridor, patting his top pocket and reaching for his cigarettes.


I was just relieved that I hadn’t fucked up, hadn’t frozen or let a prisoner die, but more than anything else, I was bloody relieved that I would be back to having three white shirts.


Prisons. Those ugly, slightly secretive places. Everyone thinks they know a bit about prison, though most people haven’t set foot in one. There’s plenty of television and films but they never seem to get it quite right. They can’t show the reality of an inmate carving great chunks of flesh out of himself, or the inmate covered in shit or blood or semen, or the inmate banging his head against the cell wall as he threatens to cut his own throat. They can’t show you the prison officer talking to an inmate for an hour and a half to try and calm him down. They aren’t there to see the officer administer first aid to the drug addict who has cut himself so many times everyone has lost count. They can’t tell you how it feels to find yet another inmate hanging. Television can’t get across the stench, of sweat and cleaning products, tobacco and fear. It can’t get across the noise, so loud you almost feel it more than you hear it. Most so-called normal people know just one thing about prison: they really don’t want to go there.


For almost thirty years it was my daily life. To go behind the big walls. To go where we put the nasty people whom we don’t want to mix with the nice people. To go where we shut away society’s dirty little secrets. The drugs, the mental health issues, the suicide and self-harm. When people find out that you work in a prison (after they ask if you’ve ever met a famous criminal) they always ask the same question: ‘What’s it really like?’ Somehow everyone knows that behind those impenetrable walls, it’s more than the inmates that aren’t ever getting out. It’s the secrets.


Prisons are full of just about every extreme of human behaviour. Horrific violence, cruelty, the human flotsam of wasted lives and as close to evil as I can believe exists, but there is also kindness and compassion, heroism and selflessness as well as those secrets. They stay behind the walls, locked up tight. Prisons are secret societies and they don’t welcome outsiders and intruders. It’s something that the public would really prefer not to acknowledge too: out of sight, out of mind.


The actual day-to-day work of a prison officer is to be a paramedic and a psychologist, a policeman and a spy, a diplomat and a bouncer, to fight fires, literal and metaphorical, whilst trying to remain calm and non-judgemental when dealing with those deemed fundamentally unfit to inhabit society. You must, in the blink of an eye, be able to move from role to role, from serving breakfast to emergency medicine, from being a sympathetic ear to a firm hand, all with the background thrum of extreme violence never far away. You keep an eye on colleagues, you count inmates, you listen to conversations, try to read body language, aim to head off a situation before it gets serious but always be ready to jump in if it does. It’s called ‘jail craft’ and you can’t learn it from a book. When I joined HMP Parkhurst, it was full of experience and knowledge, which has now been almost entirely lost over the last two or three decades, as falling wages and difficult working conditions have hollowed out the service of senior experienced staff.


If you believe the papers, you’d read again and again that prison officers are bent, corrupt and greedy, willing to strike at the drop of a hat for even more money. But prison reporting has little insight into what actually goes on in the 117 prisons in the UK. Whether through ignorance or malice, from job titles that haven’t been used for a generation to wilfully one-sided reporting, the result is a fundamental misrepresentation of what’s going on inside.


Most people don’t think about the prison service until something goes terribly wrong. The escapes. The riots. The staff member who has an affair with an inmate or gets caught bringing drugs in.


I want to bring something out of prison that’s far more dangerous: the truth.


My previous book was an exploration of my time as a prison officer but in the process of writing it, I realised there was a different, darker book that needed to be written: the stories that I tried not to think about but always did. It’s only now, with enough time and distance, that I can tell those stories. Historians think that prison officers are called screws because of the mechanism that used to lock prisoners’ shackles. This book is my attempt to unscrew the locks on the things I’ve seen and let the truth be free.


Because it changes you, spending so much time in prisons. You can take the man out of the prison but not the prison out of the man. Twenty-eight years … you often get less for murder. Though I could always physically leave at the end of each shift, I saw things that will always stay with me.


It changes your understanding of what people are capable of. When you spend your life in that sort of extreme environment, it resets your sense of what ‘normal’ is. Over the years I encountered notorious serial killers, murderers and terrorists, as well as countless common or garden armed robbers, rapists and murderers. I spent a large proportion of my life surrounded by some of the most dangerous people in the country.


A prison officer’s normal day is most people’s worst day at work ever.1 And believe me when I say that a prison officer’s bad day doesn’t bear thinking about. The high number of prison officers who struggle with stress, depression and PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) is testament to that and academic researchers found in 2020 that the work of prison officers was ‘intrinsically stressful and emotionally demanding’.2 But I can say that, at least to begin with, I enjoyed the challenge. It was such a high-pressure environment and there was a real camaraderie, once you’d earned the respect of your colleagues. You relied on each other to remain safe in a genuinely dangerous environment. In that sort of extremity, you learn a lot about people. All the layers you find in polite society are stripped away; there’s nowhere to hide.


And now, if you dare, I want to take you there.


I have never been one to sensationalise. I’m not especially brave or clever. I’m just an ordinary bloke who believes in doing the right thing when the right thing needs to be done.


Above all, I believe we should abide by the rules of a courtroom: to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.


 


 


 


 





1 Find me another job where having shit thrown at you is so normal, it has a slang name (‘potting’).


2 Clements AJ, Kinman G, Hart J (2020) ‘Stress and wellbeing in prison officers’, in Burke R, Pignata S (ed(s).). Handbook of Research on Stress and Well-being in the Public Sector, edn,: Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd.





CHAPTER 1



Two Juggings and a Funeral


The scream, more animal than human, made me jump to my feet and start into a run. Normally I’d hang back a bit, try to avoid the paperwork, but that cry, high-pitched and desperate, was impossible to ignore. The general alarm had been raised and we arrived at the TV room just after another officer I didn’t know but who looked every inch a NEPO.1 There, we found a panicking prisoner and the obvious source of the scream, slumped in a chair in a pool of steaming something, hands held to his face, whimpering. As we knelt down to look at him I could see the skin on one side of his now seemingly melted face, an unnatural bright pink and already beginning to drip and peel. An empty discarded jug was dropped next to him.


‘Shit! We need Healthcare.’ Nothing like stating the bleedin’ obvious in an emergency situation!


The room was filled with the sickly smell of sugar and hot oil.


‘They’ve used fat.’


Often when someone is ‘jugged’, it’s with a mixture of boiling water and sugar – what the press call ‘prison napalm’. The molten sugar sticks to the skin and keeps burning. The fact that the assailant (or assailants) used oil meant that cold water wouldn’t even help. We radioed the hospital staff and sat next to the inmate, trying not to look at his now-disintegrating face as he shivered, moaning, until they got him off the wing.


One of the older officers came over and could see his younger colleague was shaken up.


‘You all right there?’ he asked.


‘Yeah,’ said the youngster, keen to show what he was made of. ‘It’s just … Well … I’ve never seen anything like that.’


The older officer nodded.


‘Right,’ he sniffed. ‘I’ll go and put the kettle on.’


To be in a prison like Parkhurst was to be surrounded by people whose relationship with violence is very different to most of us. Giving it, receiving it, using it. Some of the prisoners had jugged the inmate in the TV room because they found out he was inside for a particularly horrific rape. Sex offenders don’t normally mix with the other prisoners but he’d run out of options everywhere else he’d been so they sent him on the wing and he’d tried to keep his head down. But some other inmates became suspicious and got someone to do some digging. It was a contract. Who knows who and who knows why? Who knows how they paid for it, or whether it was a freebie, for fun or for reputation? In the tangle of debt, favours, obligations and deals it was impossible to say. By the rules of prison, though, it wasn’t out of the ordinary, or unreasonable: it was just what happened. Beatings are regularly doled out for any number of reasons, along with stabbings and maimings. I once knew a prisoner – Fred – who stabbed another inmate sixty-three times because he owed him half an ounce of baccy.2 Fred came across as a jolly, happy chap, always smiling. At first I thought he was exaggerating, trying to intimidate me, but I checked out his story and it was true.


I wasn’t long into the job when Fred came to see me in the cleaning office. Once he’d gone, I noticed a couple of marker pens were missing. I found myself in a bit of a dilemma, what with Fred’s penchant for extreme violence. Did I confront him about it and risk a very possibly violent confrontation, or take the sensible option and pretend I hadn’t noticed? Reasoning that this was likely to be some sort of test and, having never been particularly sensible, I approached him and asked ever so diplomatically, ‘Fred, I seem to have mislaid a couple of highlighter pens. You didn’t pick them up by accident, did you?’ Then I met his interesting gaze as he stared at me coolly. I braced myself for a degree of righteous indignation, even anger, but he just gave a friendly smile and gestured towards his cell.


‘Well, I promise you, Guv, you won’t find them in there or on me.’


Reasoning that there were fewer things easier to hide internally than a pen, I smiled back at him, holding his gaze.


‘Well, I had to ask. I’m sure they’ll turn up.’


He just nodded.


Two reasonable men talking. But amazingly turn up they did, a few shifts later. I like to think I passed the Fred test.


There’s nothing that prisoners can’t turn into a weapon. The classic prison shiv of a razor blade melted on to a toothbrush. Pens, pencils, rolled-up magazines, broken pool cues, sharpened plastic packaging, mop handles, even a sharpened bog brush can make a mess of someone. A common punishment or warning is to ‘stripe’ someone with several deep cuts on the buttocks, which has the dual benefit of being almost certainly non-lethal and making life extremely unpleasant for the recipient.


Anything heavy can be placed in a pillowcase or sock and swung at someone – a tin of beans or tuna, for example, or a couple of pool balls. When I first arrived on the wing, it was the ever-popular, ever-ready PP9 radio battery – the phrase often used in these assaults was to be ‘PP9’d’. Placed in a sock or pillowcase and swung at someone, this chunky battery would, in the right hands, inflict horrific disfiguring injuries. I knew of an officer who had been first on the scene of a PP9 beating in a recess. Little more than a bloodied, pulped mess, the inmate was just about clinging on to life when he found him. The officer spewed his guts up. He was a tough, hugely experienced officer, who had been in the army and completed tours of Northern Ireland. The bloodied mess in the recess reminded him of a bomb-blast victim. But if it comes down to it, prisoners don’t need anything beyond their bare hands to hurt each other.


You become used to it, or you find a new job. I didn’t talk to anyone outside of work about the things I saw, certainly not my wife. I never even told anyone outside I was a prison officer; I was a civil servant as far as everyone was concerned. In many ways, I was just following the most important rule in prison – don’t grass. Whatever else was going on, whatever complicated sequence of events saw you getting a kicking from someone or being stabbed in the arse, you just don’t talk about it.


On my first week I was on the twos landing, talking to a more experienced officer when suddenly we were interrupted by a bit of a kerfuffle on the landing below. We looked down and realised that there was a fight and whoever was involved was doing it in the rather confined space of the small laundry room – basically a converted cell made even smaller by the two washing machines and two tumble dryers inside. Fortunately, as we got there, the two combatants immediately stopped, both covered in an assortment of scratches, rapidly forming nasty-looking welts, cuts and grazes. One had his now-shredded vest hanging off by just the one shoulder strap, the other one’s bottom lip was split and his teeth were stained a uniform red. When we asked what was going on, it turned out we had rather foolishly and in our haste reached our own conclusion and of course, it was the wrong conclusion: there was no fight, both had slipped and somehow fallen to the floor, hence the injuries.


After separating them, we asked again if there was anything they wanted to talk about but they assured us everything was fine. In fact, they were friends, perfectly all right and in no need of medical attention. We were just relieved that a shedload of paperwork had been avoided but we let the other staff know that they may have been at it (just in case) with a quick note in the ‘obs’ (wing observation) book. Whoever built those Victorian prisons must have used some very strange building materials because I’ve lost count of the number of black eyes, broken noses, fingers and arms caused by walking into doors or falling down the stairs. Sometimes they were even capable of causing multiple stab wounds!


Over the years I have thought a lot about why it’s such a key aspect of prison life and I think it must be that when you’re in such a hostile environment, having one thing you’re all on the same side about must be incredibly important to an inmate. You might be away from your family and your mates, you might be tangled up in this complicated world of debt and revenge, an armed robber battering a murderer over a drug deal someone else did to repay a third-hand debt somehow passed on to you, but at least you’re not a fucking screw!


What happened in prison stayed in prison. Its own rules, its own traditions. And Parkhurst felt even more cut off than most prisons, being on the Isle of Wight. Originally a military hospital and then a children’s asylum, by 1838 it was a prison for children. In the 1860s it became a prison for young male offenders and was famous, or rather infamous, for its harsh regime, including the use of leg irons. In 1968 it had become one of the first prisons in the country to have an SSU (special secure unit), where maximum-security prisoners could be housed.3 By the time I joined, they were gutting two of the wings, fitting toilets, sprinklers and tannoy systems and replacing the old wooden floors and cell doors to try and drag it out of the Victorian age, but it was still a dark, shabby, gloomy place.


It even had its own language. One morning early on, it was my job to give the ‘last call’ to let the inmates know breakfast was almost finished serving (at the weekend, breakfast started at 8 a.m. and went on to 8.30 a.m.). As soon as we unlocked our landings it was always a case of give it a few minutes, watch and wait – who’s woken up on the wrong side of the bed, spent the night stewing over some minor infraction, real or imagined, it didn’t matter. Then, once the cleaning officer had returned from the kitchen after collecting the morning’s breakfast trolley, the call would come: ‘Staff to hotplate’. This was always an interesting time, because most prisoners, it would be fair to say, are not morning people – not at their best in the morning, grumpy and often hostile, even more so than normal. As I soon found out, mornings were the worst – the most volatile times, with pushing and shoving to use the recess.4


So there I was standing on the ones (ground floor), ‘Last call, breakfast hotplate closing!’ This was immediately met with a chorus of ‘fuck offs’, ‘hold the gate, Guv’, ‘you’re having a giraffe’ and one particularly not-so-early bird still eager for his worm came down ranting and raving, saying, ‘Fuck this! I haven’t had my fucking acker, I’m entitled to my fucking acker and I wants my fucking acker!’ I watched, mystified, as he reached the hotplate orderly – a fellow inmate, whom any sensible prisoner wouldn’t want to annoy. Who very politely told him he was too fucking late for his acker and that he should fuck off back to his peter.


These peculiar terms – ‘giraffe’ and ‘acker’ – were commonly used in Parkhurst, a language derived mainly from Cockney rhyming slang. ‘Acker Bilk’ – milk, ‘giraffe’ – laugh. It was, however, a language it would take me time to master. This language was important because if an inmate approached me and said, ‘I was reading the currant when I saw a tea leaf, half-inching some tomfoolery from a peter, he legged it up the apples and his Barnet was brown and he had no Hampsteads,’ I was going to have to work out what he meant.5


Mealtimes were often the location for flashpoints. One lunchtime, it kicked off big time. The hotplate was upended, hot food thrown over inmates, officers and the ceiling. Two large containers, one containing gravy and the other custard, were unceremoniously picked up and thrown at no one in particular but left the floor as slick as an ice rink. A pitched battle ensued, pushing and shoving, loud incoherent verbal threats were being thrown around as much as any of the food. Pandemonium. The whole fucking place had been pebble-dashed – the walls would probably have won the Turner Prize. In among it all, inmates and officers were slipping and rolling about. Fortunately, someone on the landing above had seen the chaos below and hit the alarm bell. The hotplate was eventually cleared and the wing banged up – not a particularly easy task because the ‘mini riot’ had ensued as the meals were being unloaded from the trolley, meaning that nobody had been fed and any food that had arrived on the wing to feed the wing was now, actually, part of the wing. So the chaos continued, with inmates saying in no uncertain terms that they wanted their dinner, they were fucking entitled to their dinner, they knew their rights – ‘It’s against our human rights! If we don’t get our dinner, you’d better not unlock the wing or there will be fucking trouble …’ Blahdy bloody blah. It was only the fact that the governor had been informed and had given the now pissed-off kitchen staff instructions to do what they do best: feed the wing.6


With assurances made to the now pumped-up, irate inmates, they were finally put behind their doors. The kitchen staff rose to the challenge and within forty-five minutes, with help from staff from the other wings (who couldn’t leave until the prison roll was correct), we were doing a ‘controlled unlock’ (basically only letting out six or so inmates at a time, one in and one out) and feeding 90 per cent of the wing with eggs, chips and beans, all warmed to perfection.


In the debrief afterwards it transpired that when unloading the meals, the kitchen staff had, as always, marked the trays to indicate the contents of each particular tray. However, the tray containing ‘ratatouille’ had been abbreviated and simply said ‘rats’ (only because it was easier to spell). One of the East European inmates went mental and though not speaking much English, told every fucker that we were making them eat rats! To be fair, there were enough of the vile vermin around the prison. So they put two and two together and came up with a riot.


Prison had rules, but they were often difficult to understand.


Kettle number two


A few years into the job I was filling in paperwork in the office, having just searched a cell with another officer called Steve, when we heard the very definite sound of running. Now, the sound of running on a wing is never ever a good thing, so we immediately stopped what we were doing and reluctantly popped our heads out to try and see what was happening, (‘reluctantly’ because no one wants to stop doing their paperwork, as it often leads to even more paperwork). The commotion was from the landing above, where one of the inmates was in obvious distress, groping his way along the landing like a blind man, screeching and screaming. As we raced up the stairs, two officers from the landings above were coming down, hitting the alarm bell on their way. Once we all reached the inmate, it was obvious what had happened: I could now recognise that high-pitched keening, more like a baby crying or an animal in a snare than a grown man.


I checked the jug – no oil – so we shoved him in the landing showers and turned on the cold water, the troops arrived and the ‘banging up’ followed. Steve, my cell-searching colleague, asked the other two officers who had descended from the landing above what had happened. They said that another inmate had just walked up to the victim and thrown the boiling water over him. Never actually said a word, just walked up and threw the water, looked at him for a bit, then walked away. The inmate who carried out this ‘jugging’ didn’t have a lot going for him – he was insular, a bit of a loner and definitely not the sharpest tool in the box. Also, short, fat and ginger. When he spoke, it was usually a long, drawn-out, slightly slurred stream of incoherent gobbledygook with a strong Mancunian accent. I don’t think I ever heard him get to the end of a sentence before veering off on a tangent. The good thing about him though was that he was too thick to lie, so when asked why he had done it, he simply said, ‘I only did it to protect him.’ Apparently there had been a contract put out to PP9 the victim (see also here). By his own twisted logic, if he ‘jugged’ him, he would have to go to hospital and then he wouldn’t be PP9’d. He backed up this defence by pointing out that ‘it was only water’. Strangely we all found ourselves nodding, agreeing with this twisted logic.


Only in prison would the fact that it was only boiling water you threw in someone’s face be an act of compassion.


Kicking off


Violence wasn’t just the inmates though. Being a prison officer meant existing in an atmosphere saturated in violence. Disagreements between prisoners and ‘kangas’ often met with a stream of promises of what horribly unpleasant things were going to be done to you, your wife and kids, your dog and/or Great-Aunt Susan. Usually this was nothing more than verbal bravado, a performance put on for their peers and a bit of face saving. More often than not, once they were away from the wing, their whole demeanour would change and with no audience to play for, they would often become a little more subdued, occasionally even apologise. But things were always threatening to spill over into real violence and when they did, there was always someone looking to have a crack at an officer.


I still remember the first time it all kicked off around me. I was only a few days into the job at Parkhurst when the alert went on the radios: ‘All available staff urgent assistance required. Delta wing!’7 Me, being a keen-to-impress NEPO and eager to show off my impressive running speed, shot off like an Exocet missile.8


Sprinting across the compound, I passed half a dozen of the longer-serving officers, up multiple flights of stairs. When I reached the wing, I flew on to it, heart racing and sweat pouring, breathing out of my arse – quite literally fit for fuck all! The other, more seasoned officers were just seconds behind, fresh and ready to deal with whatever it was. Yet another lesson learned: don’t be a prat, pace yourself and save enough energy to at least be productive and able to contribute something useful on arrival. After all, I could have had another four or five flights of stairs to climb before having to physically restrain a combative inmate.


Once on D wing, there was a scene of absolute chaos. One inmate was wandering about, his arm caked in blood. The wing office had been trashed with one desk turned over. Threats of violence were being thrown around like confetti, and inmates on all the landings were pushing and shoving for a better view of whatever was happening on the ones. Some inmates were descending the stairs while others were leaning over the landing railings; some seemed to be studying, counting, weighing up the odds. My mind raced. Were they tooled up? Was this planned? What the fuck had started it? Questions that for now would have to remain unanswered. For now, we had a job to do, to ‘bang up’ the wing. This was not going to be easy. As I stood, frozen, not sure where to start, one of the older, longer-serving officers took pity on me.


‘Just get away whatever you can, no need to push it.’


I nodded, grateful. Another lesson: always stick with a seasoned pro when the shit hits the fan.


He explained when it’s like this, a lot of inmates will want fuck all to do with it and just want to be behind their door. However, they can’t just go behind their door, they have to be seen to be ‘put’ behind it. They can’t be seen to be on our side and co-operating. The reason you don’t push it or force it is because there will always be a couple of idiots or arseholes spoiling for a fight and an officer using force is the only excuse they need to put on a show and then it will be a domino effect, with others joining in, reluctantly or willingly. Either way, it could – and often did – escalate. It was like the bomb disposal squad: one false move, a lack of concentration, one silly mistake and the whole lot could blow up and explode in our faces.


Somewhat tentatively, I then started walking along the twos landing, trying to look confident and not frightened or fazed, while at the same time, keeping an eye out for any trouble, keeping an eye on my colleague and getting the obviously pumped-up, adrenaline-fuelled inmates back into their cells. Multitasking on an epic level, I was trying to look cool when I was actually shitting myself, trying to look as if I knew what I was doing when I hadn’t a clue, trying to be a diplomat amid utter chaos. Luckily there were white shirts9 everywhere and on my landing, five or six experienced officers, who encouraged and cajoled several inmates away.


These situations, I soon realised, required what would best be described as ‘an iron fist in a velvet glove’ approach, a skill I would need to learn. It was always a balancing act and this balancing act was always on the finest of lines. Caution and courage with a large dollop of tactful diplomacy were needed during those incidents and as I watched the old hands control a wing, it was truly impressive, a skill that I hoped one day to be able to put into practice. It was an invaluable skill that wasn’t taught at the prison service training college because it couldn’t be taught, only learned. Studying my colleagues while trying not to fuck up, I realised how professional they were. They never flapped or panicked, always remained calm and always appeared fearless, but these officers were tough.10 As I watched them moving the inmates back to their cells, calmly and firmly but with an unmistakable air of ‘don’t fuck with me’, I knew how much experience had gone into something that seemed so natural.


After what seemed an age, most of the wing was eventually banged up. Two inmates were removed to the Seg (segregation) unit – they walked, rather than be forcefully removed under restraint, though handcuffs were applied to both, as was normal practice. Meanwhile, they were still threatening to do all sorts of things to us.


I breathed out with relief and not for the first time over those initial weeks, thought about how I’d ended up in one of the most notorious prisons in the UK.



Interview


‘What would you do if a prisoner has a shiv [improvised pointed or bladed weapon] to another officer’s throat and is saying he’ll kill him if you don’t let him out of his cell?’ I stared up at the two middle-aged men on the other side of the table. They were looking at me as if they were bored with life generally, but especially with me. So much for a nice gentle opener. I took a deep breath …


The fact was that I’d joined the prison service by accident. OK, it sounds ridiculous but it’s true. I had a job at the time and although I didn’t particularly like it, it was steady and paid reasonably well. My mate was unemployed and hated it, so I went along to the local job centre with him as moral support.


My mate browsed through the various job cards (remember, this was the very early nineties, almost a decade before Google and when the only book Mark Zuckerberg was interested in had talking animals in it) and he spotted one card that seemed to have potential: an advert for the job of prison officer. As I read the card over his shoulder, it sounded interesting and offered some form of long-term security with the added bonus of promotion prospects – the chance to advance in a rich, rewarding and challenging career. I told him that I’d apply as well – after all, it would be a laugh and I had fuck all to lose. I filled in the forms and a few weeks later, there was a letter inviting me to interview at HMP Shrewsbury.


It might sound bleedin’ obvious, but a prison is a rather intimidating place to go for a job interview. I could never be described as one of life’s natural born orators, but as we entered the gates and made our way to where the interview was to take place, I was beginning to feel properly nervous. The building was certainly doing its job of being oppressing and foreboding and making me not want to be there, and that certainly wasn’t the ideal way to begin a job interview. When I was eventually called into the office, even the layout of the furniture seemed designed to put you off balance, with my chair a way back from the interviewers and so low down, I had to look up at them. The two men on the other side of the table barely acknowledged me. After they’d established it was me and I was in the right place, the older one asked me what I’d do with the prisoner and the shiv.


Shit! My mind raced as I tried to guess what they wanted me to say. Would they want someone who wouldn’t freeze, who would act quickly, have their mate’s back? Should I do what he wanted to keep my colleague safe, or was it like negotiating with terrorists? I could imagine that as soon as prisoners knew they could get what they wanted by threatening an officer they’d all be doing it constantly.


After a couple of seconds, the other bloke chimed in: ‘He’s going to kill him. You might want to speed things up, mate.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘do I know the prisoner?’


The first one made a face. ‘What do you mean, know him?’


‘It all depends on whether I believe he’s actually going to do it. What’s he in for, what’s he like, what do I know about him?’


Neither of them said anything, they just made a note on the paper in front of them.


‘When was the last time you were really angry?’


For the next twenty-odd minutes this double act fired a seemingly endless string of hypothetical questions at me, barely listening to my answers. Jumping from subject to subject, they asked me the same thing in different ways and never once gave a sense of whether I’d given the right answer or not. I was becoming dispirited and not a little bit cross as it felt like such a hostile process. Years later, I would later find out that this was the whole point: there was no right or wrong answer, it was designed to see if you panicked, crumpled or immediately lost your temper. There was no way of knowing how you’d actually act in the situations you could find yourself in, but they could definitely get a sense of whether or not you were going to be a liability.


That morning, I came out of the interview feeling like I’d been mentally mauled. I’d clearly cocked up massively and to make matters worse, I’d lost a whole day’s pay and bought a train ticket for the privilege too. My wife seemed very sympathetic about the interview and understanding about the lost day’s pay – a few years later she told me that she never thought I stood a chance of getting the job anyway.


I was very surprised when a few weeks after this interrogation, I received a letter informing me that I had been successful in my application to join the prison service (ironically, my mate hadn’t been successful). Instructions were given for me to have a medical and report to HMP Shrewsbury for a two-week induction, a sort of ‘try before you buy’, to see if you really wanted to work inside a prison and for the prison training staff to see how you fared in such an environment.


Shrewsbury Prison was old-school. A big old Victorian jail built on the site of an even older establishment from the 1790s. As the big wooden gate slammed behind me, I could sense the history. Crowds once flocked to public executions there, and you could feel the violence seeped into the thick walls. Six of us turned up in our best suits and were issued with blue notebooks and told in no uncertain terms to stay out of the way. Each prison is a mini city, its own self-contained world, so off we went to see the gym, the library, the medical centre, the chaplain and the kitchen. As we trailed around the prison, asking stupid questions, I could tell why so many people decided it just wasn’t for them – the noise, the smell, the knowledge that you were surrounded by genuinely dangerous prisoners. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced.
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