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Introduction



Desensitised from interviewing so many people with dark stories, I was surprised by the disturbed sleep I experienced after doing a podcast episode with Dellmus Colvin – a serial killer serving multiple life sentences who claims to have murdered more than fifty women. Even more surprising was how I was drawn to re-listen to the podcast (something I never do) when I woke unsettled the following morning. Perhaps it was the manner in which Colvin transitioned from warm greetings and prison banter to then casually describing his time as a long-haul truck driver. He would give the truck-stop sex workers one chance and if they pestered him further, he would invite them into his vehicle, snap their necks and sling their bodies in the back.


Colvin described the chilling details of his actions with the pride of someone more accustomed to cleaning up the streets. Equally disturbing was how easy he found it to commit these murders, while living a double life with his girlfriend, enjoying barbecues on the weekends.


For the next week, I couldn’t get Dellmus Colvin out of my head and, even now, a small part of him remains, which is why this book should probably come with a warning: be careful what you put into your own mind! In comparison to the hard-hitting stories in my previous books, Sitdowns with Gangsters (2023) and Sitdowns with Female Gangsters (2025), the stories in this book are extreme. In those earlier books, redemption was a strong feature of many story arcs, but when dealing with serial killers and murderers, redemption is absent in many cases. If Colvin hadn’t been caught, or if he were released tomorrow, I can only imagine the scale of the horrors he would be orchestrating.


After reading the chapter on Dellmus Colvin, you might conclude that he is far removed from the ‘serial-killer stereotype’ we often see on TV or films or read about. Indeed, murderers come in all shapes and sizes, and from my own experience of six years of incarceration, meeting and living alongside many murderers, I quickly learned about the range of crimes committed: from the family man with a thriving business who comes home to find his wife in bed with a lover and shoots them both dead in a crime of passion to the Aryan Brotherhood (AB) gang member who murders to rise up in the gang and proudly displays tattoos that enable those in the know to recognise his deadly achievements. The crime-of-passion prisoners were some of the most remorseful and well behaved, whereas the prison gang members were running huge drug conspiracies which periodically required acts of extreme violence and murder to keep everyone in line – which brings us to the world of former Aryan Brotherhood prison gang leader Michael Thompson, also featured in this book.


When it comes to murder, the Aryan Brotherhood, according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), is responsible for a disproportionate number of murders in the US prison system. Presently, it is classified as a neo-Nazi gang and organised crime syndicate with an estimated 20,000 members, both inside and outside prison. Michael Thompson became a leader of the gang by default. Incarcerated for forty-five years for a double homicide he told me that he didn’t commit, he ascended the ranks, noted for his remarkable fighting skills whereby he dominated and excelled in endless fights, even though he was stabbed and shot multiple times. As a feared leader, he gave the orders, outsmarted the prison administration’s security protocols to get weapons smuggled in (using, among others, the infamous Charles Manson’s female visitors) and helped to build a criminal empire worth millions. But when his associates voted to assassinate relatives of gang drop-outs, it crossed a line in his moral universe and he dropped out. In the following decades, he survived numerous attempts on his life by gang members – and prison guards!


In the notorious California State Prison, Corcoran, the guards formed their own gang and held gladiator games, whereby inmates were forced to fight, sometimes to their deaths, and some who refused were executed. I’ll never forget Michael Thompson telling me that he had to work out sufficiently to grow his muscles to a size that would absorb the guard’s bullets and be able to fight a few extra seconds against his knife-wielding opponents. The staff placed bets on who would win, ambulances were standing by and death reports written up in advance. The death rate went up so high that the FBI were called in to investigate the prison. Another punishment inflicted by the guards was to put Rudy the Brute in your cell – a murderer, serial rapist and prison enforcer who received special treatment from the staff in return for sodomising prisoners.


Another class of murderer featured in this book is Mafia killers. For Two Tonys, the first convicted killer I interviewed at length, breaking bones, burying bodies and planting bombs became second nature while working as an associate for the Bonanno Italian-American crime family. I’ll never forget him describing the fine mist that filled a hotel room as he executed a man with a shot that disintegrated a section of his opponent’s skull. Formerly in the Navy, Two Tonys compared killing in the Mafia to killing in the army, whereby you sign up to kill or be killed if you break the code. Under the old-school traditions, killing women and children was prohibited. The chapter on Anthony Ruggiano Jr., a former proposed member of the Gambino family, reads like a scene out of The Godfather, when he tricks his own renegade and abusive brother-in-law into attending a meeting where his fate awaits him.


The men in this book have committed the most serious crimes I have ever heard about and many of them, such as Two Tonys, have done so unapologetically. Interviewing them was a real eye-opener to the scope and range of motivations for murder. It is my hope that in entering the minds of these killers, we gain a greater understanding of the dangers that lurk in society. Dellmus Colvin may be behind bars for life, but he claims there are other serial killers out there, just like him.
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John Hilton


‘We live on the outskirts of society’


The man waits under the lorry with his shotgun lying next to him and hopes the target will arrive soon.


The damp from the drizzly London evening is working its way slowly into his clothes and the cold, hard ground is becoming uncomfortable to lie on. He mutters a curse and hopes the target will hurry up. Minutes tick by and the lights of a car flash down the road. The vehicle pulls in behind the lorry and the man grabs his shotgun in anticipation. Peering out from under the vehicle, he recognises the target’s car: a maroon-coloured Daimler.


It’s on.


From his hiding place, he watches his target as he crosses the tree-lined avenue in the rich North London suburb of Golders Green. He is wearing an unbuttoned dark overcoat and carrying a black bag in his left hand. This is the prize: a bag containing £400,000 worth of diamonds. As he watches, another man dressed in dark clothing emerges from the shadows behind the target and rushes up to him.


That’s the cue. Clutching his shotgun, he emerges from under the lorry and rushes across the road to join the fray. The man in dark clothes – his partner, Alan – is attacking the target with a truncheon, much like the police use, but it’s having little effect. The man won’t let go of his bag and is protecting himself against the baton, using his briefcase as a shield. The man tries to escape and starts shouting in Hebrew, presumably calling for help.


He curses under his breath; he had told Alan the truncheon would be useless. But no time for regrets now, he has to make a quick decision. There is only one thing for it. He barks out a quick warning to his partner to get out of the way, then fires the shotgun, aiming at the target’s leg. But just as he fires, the two men spin around in their struggle. Instead of hitting the target, the shot strikes Alan in his left thigh. Alan goes down on one knee, but immediately gets back up. Meanwhile, the target is escaping with the bag. He raises the shotgun and fires, hitting the man squarely in the lower back, causing him to fly through the air before landing in a heap, face down on the ground. For a minute, he marvels at how shooting someone really is just like in the films, then snaps back into action. He grabs the bag with one hand and his partner Alan with the other, then rushes back to their getaway car.


After helping Alan into the backseat, he throws the bag in after him. He flings the shotgun onto the passenger seat then gets into the driver’s seat, turns on the ignition and races off, taking several sharp turns until he’s out of the immediate vicinity of the robbery. When he’s far enough away to relax a little, he takes a look at Alan in the rear-view mirror and asks how he’s doing.


Alan’s face is pale as he clutches his leg. ‘I’m in trouble,’ he gasps.


He stares grimly at the road in front and wonders whether these diamonds were worth all the trouble. This must be what they mean by blood diamonds, he thinks wryly, as he wonders what to do about his dying partner.


The shooter was John Hilton, a notorious armed robber who wasn’t afraid to use his gun. Convicted of two murders, and involved in four other shootings, in 1963 he was sentenced to a total of three life sentences, spending forty-five years in prison. He is the longest-serving UK prisoner I have ever interviewed, a man who has spent time in every prison in the UK. Now in his mid-nineties, Hilton is still going strong and as energetic as ever, telling the story of his life with a twinkle in his eye and an incredible memory for detail.


Born in 1929, in Brixton, South London, some of Hilton’s earliest memories were of the bombs falling on London during the Blitz. ‘I used to lie in my room listening to the shrapnel rattling down,’ he told me, ‘and the guns going off, bombs falling down … Every morning at school, we’d say prayers for the kids that were killed the night before.’


Most of the children in London had the opportunity to evacuate to the countryside, where they were temporarily housed by families living in safer areas. Hilton’s family had their own chance of escape when his parents found a new house in Harrow, a town on the north-west outskirts of London. The family moved into a row of terraced houses where, in the war-time spirit of camaraderie, everyone looked out for each other. A twelve-year-old Hilton was enamoured by the war and would spend his free time exploring bomb craters and collecting empty shell and ammunition cases.


But the conflict would soon become more than a game. Hilton woke up one night to find himself choking on dust and covered in rubble. ‘I remember shouting and screaming, “Mother! Mother! Mother!”’ he told me. ‘And I heard someone shouting, “Alright, we’re coming!” And I went unconscious.’


He woke up in Harrow Hospital with a depressed fracture to the skull. But the news was far worse than his injuries. A stick of bombs had fallen on Hilton’s row of houses, demolishing all five of them and killing everyone inside, including his parents and his two older sisters. He was the only person left alive.


Hilton spent some time recuperating in hospital, where the nurses mothered him. One of the Irish women told him, ‘God must have kept you alive for a reason.’


Hilton recovered swiftly and one day he was surprised to find he had a visitor, an attractive woman who stared at him with an odd intensity. He was even more surprised when she told him that she was his biological mother. It was only then he discovered that he had been fostered. His biological mother had got rid of him at birth, but now, hearing of his plight, she had come to take him back home with her.


Hilton returned with his mother to her flat in Belgravia but his dreams of having someone to care for him were soon shattered. His mum didn’t seem to want to have anything to do with him. She hated him hanging around and soon he spent most of his time trying to avoid her. She got her wish to be rid of him again when he was evacuated to a village near Derby to escape the Blitz, but he was swiftly sent back after he stole a bike and hid it behind a church. In the meantime, his mother had found a new house in Hove, a town on the South Coast.


Hilton’s new home was expansive and lavish with a grand piano and a balcony overlooking the sea, but it was also devoid of love. The young boy spent most of his free time tinkering with his bike, changing the gears and making other alterations. He soon found that his ability to modify the bike was limited by his small set of tools so, one day, he ventured to a nearby shop, where he spotted the adjustable spanner he needed. The temptation to steal was too strong and Hilton slipped the tool into his pocket.


Unfortunately, he was spotted and collared by the eagle-eyed shopkeeper, who called the police. Hilton was sent to Hove Juvenile Court, where he was fined a mere two shillings. The magistrate was about to release him with the fine and a stern talking-to when his mother stood up and requested to speak. To Hilton’s stunned amazement, instead of putting in a good word for her son, she told the judge that she thought he would benefit from a period of discipline. The surprised judge agreed to her request and sentenced Hilton to an eighteen-month stint in an approved school, a residential institution for children with behavioural issues.


At the approved school in Redhill, Surrey, Hilton tried to keep his head down and stay out of trouble. One day, one of the older boys started bullying him, trying to make him do his work for him. Hilton refused to back down and as the argument escalated, more boys gathered round, egging them on to fight. Taking the lead, Hilton stepped forward and punched the bigger boy three times in the face, stunning him and causing him to drop to the floor. Realising that he was now in for a severe beating from the boy and his gang, he then turned and ran across the fields and out of the grounds. He made it to the train station and bought a one-way ticket home. Unfortunately, the school staff made it to the station before the train did. Hilton was bundled into a van and driven back to school, where he was caned in front of everyone. Six strokes left his backside so badly injured, he couldn’t sit or lie on his back for several days. The wounds took a month to heal.


When he was finally released from the school, Hilton returned home. Now too old to go back to his previous school, he found work on the fruit and vegetable stall at the local market. He was doing well and staying out of trouble until one day, a friend of his who had previously worked at the stall suggested a way of stealing the takings.


One lunch break, Hilton hid himself in the cellar where his boss stored all the produce. When the manager locked up the building to take his customary hour-long lunch break, Hilton’s friend knocked on the door and Hilton let him in. Together, they broke into the office and stole the cash, which amounted to £250 – quite a lot of money in the 1940s.


Hilton thought he had got away with the robbery and carried on working at the greengrocer’s, but a few days later he was called into the boss’s office to see him flanked by two police officers. Hilton was arrested and taken to the police station for questioning. Apparently, some workers had spotted him coming out of the building just after the robbery.


Hilton pleaded not guilty and was held on remand until the trial. He was sixteen years old now, so faced more than an approved school if convicted. In court, he was forced to change his plea to guilty after he realised the strength of the witnesses’ testimony. When the judge asked if anyone wanted to speak on Hilton’s behalf, his mother stepped forward again. This time Hilton dared to hope that she would say something positive to prevent him from being incarcerated. He was disappointed again. Instead of trying to help him, his mum told the court he was unmanageable and asked that they place him in an institution. It was the last time he would ever trust her.


Hilton was sentenced to three years in the borstal wing of Wormwood Scrubs in West London. The regime was harsh. The boys, aged sixteen to twenty, had physical exercise routines in the morning, followed by work stitching mail bags until lunchtime. Lunch was a thin soup with a hunk of stale bread that left him still feeling hungry. There was another period of exercise before more mail-bag stitching until dinner time. Fortunately, Hilton made a good friend to help him counter the tedium, an Irish boy named Pat Murphy, and the two stuck together, avoiding the intimidation of the various gangs.


Hilton decided to combat his constant hunger by getting a job in the kitchen, where he could feed off the extra scraps. One day, another boy approached him and asked for a share of the leftovers. Hilton explained that there was barely enough for himself and Pat, but the boy was having none of it. He started to get aggressive and demanded some food. Hilton had learned from his experience in the approved school that it was best to nip intimidating tactics in the bud. He stepped forward and headbutted the bully before downing him with a right hook, then kicking him savagely in the face. The fight was over before it had even begun.


However, the incident led to him and Pat being transferred to another borstal, this time in Rochester, Kent, which had a tougher military-style regime designed to knock the young men into shape. Hilton and Pat were soon forced to face up to the reality of constant hunger again. At mealtimes, they were placed on long tables, each one with a pecking order. The food was delivered to one end, where the table leader took his share before passing it on to the next inmate and so on, until finally it reached the other end where the newcomers, Hilton and Pat, were placed. By the time the food got to them, there was barely more than a few leftovers.


Unafraid, Hilton approached the table leader and pointed out how little food he and his friend were left with, asking if there was a fairer way of sharing it out. The table leader told him unceremoniously where to go and Hilton was left fuming. That evening, he and Pat came up with a plan to show the leader he had picked the wrong people to disrespect. Hilton decided to wait until the boy was in the bathroom brushing his teeth the next morning.


‘The bed legs used to unscrew,’ he told me. ‘I unscrewed this bed leg and wrapped it in a towel, and I said to my mate, “When he comes in, just whistle.” I went and sat on the toilet with the door shut. I heard the whistle, opened the door. He was bending over, cleaning his teeth, so I walked up behind him, pulled this bed leg out and beat him over the head with it four or five times as hard as I could, and he fell unconscious, bleeding heavily.’


Hilton quickly washed the bed leg and screwed it back onto the bed before heading to the hall for breakfast, leaving no one the wiser. The table leader was taken to hospital and a few days later, several of the other boys approached Hilton about becoming the new table leader but he refused. He didn’t want to be top dog, just to have his fair share of food.


Hilton and Pat soon got themselves jobs as trash collectors. This allowed them access to parts of the prison other inmates never saw. On one of their shifts, they found a yard that contained all kinds of maintenance equipment, including ladders. The yard was only separated by a fence of around six feet. The two inmates suddenly realised they had an easy means of escape: they could scale the fence, then use one of the long ladders to climb the prison wall. The only tricky bit would be getting out of their dormitory at night.


They decided the best way was to tie bed sheets together to make a rope to lower themselves from their dorm-room window. To open the high window, Hilton needed to climb a metal conduit pipe to the top of the wall, then put his foot into an air vent and lean over to pull away the protective metal mesh. He could then smash the window and with the bed sheets tied around his waist, scale down the outside wall.


However, when he climbed the pipe and was trying to pull the metal mesh away, it suddenly gave way and Hilton found himself falling some fifteen feet to the floor below. He lay stunned for a couple of seconds before springing back up and running to the dining area, where he sat down at one of the tables. People were staring at him in shock and horror. Looking down, he saw why. The third and fourth fingers on his left hand had been completely severed, the bones gleaming whitely up at him, and the index finger on his right hand was hanging off. There was blood everywhere.


Hilton was taken to the nearby hospital and had an emergency operation to patch up his wounds. After treatment, he was placed on a stretcher and taken back to the borstal, where he was dumped unceremoniously in a punishment cell and left in complete darkness overnight without medical supervision or pain relief.


‘I was there for twenty-four hours,’ he told me, ‘and during that time I was in absolute agony. I’ve never been in so much pain in all my life. Blood was seeping through the bandages. I urinated myself. I couldn’t do nothing.’


Still no one came to check on him, except for one of his fellow inmates who happened to be passing. Shocked by Hilton’s state, he told the other inmates, who later spoke to the prison governor, threatening to riot unless Hilton was taken to hospital. The governor gave in and Hilton finally got the proper medical attention he required. He stayed in hospital for three weeks but the experience alone in the punishment cell stayed with him for the rest of his life.


‘I think it was a seismic event in my life,’ Hilton told me. ‘And I said, I will never show fear and never show that I’m missing my family, or missing whatever. I might be raging inside, I might be frightened inside, but I’d never show it.’


Hilton still had to face his punishment for the escape. Despite his serious injuries, he was put on bread and water rations for several days, which left him constantly hungry, depleted of energy and malnourished. He was also deprived of his exercise privileges, missing out on the Sunday ‘route march’ where the boys trekked through the local countryside. After finally being allowed back on the walks several months later, he was so thoroughly fed up, he decided to make a getaway at the first opportunity. When he was sure no one was looking, he climbed inside a large bush and hunkered down.


Despite the chaos of shouting and searching that ensued, no one thought to look inside the bush. One officer was standing so close to Hilton’s hiding place he heard him say, ‘If I catch that little bastard, I will kick his arse all the way back to borstal.’


Soon the coast was clear and Hilton was able to make his escape, finding his way back to London. It turned out that, following his example, Pat had done exactly the same and they stayed in London together at Pat’s aunt’s place in Bethnal Green. Pat’s uncle ran an illegal trade in stolen textiles. The boys began working for him, breaking into warehouses and tailors’ shops to steal rolls of fine cloth that could be made into suits. They acquired a van and soon had a regular business breaking into factories and warehouse all around the East End. They earned enough money to have their own tailored suits and to spend their free time partying in the West End.


Unfortunately, one night they were spotted carrying a heavy roll of stolen cloth by two police officers. They dropped the roll and ran, but Hilton was caught after a neighbour spotted him hiding in her garden. He was arrested and sentenced to three more years in borstal.


Hilton was sent back to Rochester, where he faced punishment for his previous escape. Deprived of his mattress, he was forced to sleep on the cold stone floor. He was also forced to live off just bread and water for fifteen days, which left him so malnourished he suffered heart palpitations. He was then transferred to another borstal at Portland which, despite the bleak and windy atmosphere of the peninsula island, suited him much better. The borstal there concentrated heavily on exercise and Hilton was able to play lots of football and practise boxing and swimming. The last twelve months of his sentence were much more enjoyable and he was soon on a train back to London.


He went back to Pat’s aunt’s flat in Bethnal Green, only to find that Pat had moved to Birmingham for work. Nevertheless, Aunt Vera gave him his old room back and Pat’s uncle, Sam, soon had some more work for him. Sam hooked him up with an old professional burglar called Fred, one of the best thieves in London but now in his sixties. His knees were failing so he needed a younger partner.


Under Fred’s mentorship, Hilton began to really learn his trade as a thief. Fred taught him how to break locks and other tricks of the trade, and soon they were breaking into four or five upmarket properties a day, clearing them of all their cash and jewellery. Their partnership lasted ten months until, after one hasty escape, Fred’s bad knee gave way and he decided to retire. Hilton chose to continue on his own, but soon he had become so well known around the East End that rumours started to circulate that the police were after him. He decided to move out of Bethnal Green to Tottenham in North London.


One day, while having a drink in a pub, Hilton got talking to another thief who offered him work robbing the wages of an engineering firm in North London. The plan was to surprise the car that delivered the wages outside the factory and jump the four minders with pickaxe handles and bottles filled with ammonia, before escaping with several thousand pounds in cash. Hilton was introduced to the other robbers: Bob, an ex-boxer; Gus, a tall man with an intimidating look; and Philip, a smaller man with a gambling addiction. They planned the heist and on the day of the robbery, everything went to plan. Hilton knocked his minder unconscious with one blow of his pickaxe handle and the robbers were soon bundling the money into the back of their getaway car.


Hilton and his colleagues made a grand each from the robbery – not bad money in the 1950s. In fact, the robbery had gone so smoothly the four men were soon planning more heists together. Hilton’s gang, or ‘firm’ as it was called in those days, was born.


In the meantime, Hilton’s personal life was developing too. He met and married his first wife in 1956. A year later, their son, Steven, was born. But family life didn’t suit him, especially as he was forced to live with his wife’s parents. He felt stifled and spent more and more time on the road with the firm, travelling the country to find new targets for their robberies. The money was rolling in constantly and they pulled off a big job in Brighton on the South Coast. Instead of going home afterwards, Hilton sent some money to his wife and stayed on in the coastal resort to party with the rest of the firm, even buying himself a Jaguar sports car to cruise around the town in.


Hilton’s friend owned a nightclub in Brighton and one night the firm were enjoying their usual VIP treatment at the club when a bouncer burst in and asked if it was their friend outside. Hilton and the others rushed outside to find their friend, Morris, bleeding badly with a terrible wound to his face. The bouncer told them that a local hardman called Bob Wetherby had attacked Morris, hitting him so hard his eyebrow was hanging off.


Drunk and seeking vengeance, the friends jumped in a car and set off to find Wetherby, all carrying weapons, Hilton with a large blade in hand. They drove to Wetherby’s house and piled inside as soon as he opened the door. Enraged and seeking blood, Hilton told me, ‘I tried to cut his arm off.’ Fortunately for everyone concerned, the men were too inebriated to inflict any lasting damage and were soon piling back in the car to make their escape. Unfortunately for them, the vehicle ran out of petrol and they ended up stranded on a roundabout on the A23. Hilton decided to hail a passing van for a lift, but luck wasn’t with him that night as the vehicle behind it was a police car. The car stopped and Hilton tried to brazen it out, telling officers that he and his friends had run out of petrol, asking for a lift to the nearest petrol station. The officers agreed, but little did Hilton and his friends know, a call had gone out looking for five men regarding the assault on Wetherby. As soon as they arrived at the petrol station, several more police cars came speeding up, surrounding them. They were arrested for grievous bodily harm and taken to the station.


Hilton received a five-year sentence for his part in the attack. He served eighteen months in Wandsworth before being transferred to Dartmoor, which had a reputation for being one of the worst prisons in the UK because of its terrible conditions, including dense fog that would enter the building and freeze the prisoners in their cells. But Hilton ended up enjoying his time for one reason: the manual labour – ‘I was breaking rocks with an eighteen-pound sledgehammer,’ he told me, ‘and pleased to be doing so.’


On his release, he went straight back to London, where the rest of the firm were waiting. The first thing he asked his colleagues was if they had a job planned. They told him one was coming up on the Tuesday. Hilton was straight back into the game. He bought a new flat and a car and moved his wife and son in with him, settling down to a life of armed robbery.


Hilton and his firm were good at what they did. Once they had identified a target, they would meticulously plan the robbery, working out an escape route and using two getaway cars. The first car they would use to race away from the scene of the crime before transferring to a second car parked down a quiet back street, which they would drive away sensibly. The cars themselves would be stolen. Hilton would find a quiet commuter car park to steal from, then use a sledgehammer to smash the window of a vehicle. Once inside, he would screw a self-taping screw into the ignition then yank out the entire ignition before inserting a small screwdriver to start the car. He would store the stolen car in a lock-up and change the registration plates by going to a car accessory store and saying he had damaged his number plate. He would then order a new one with a completely different registration number.


Hilton would pull off robberies in the daytime but then be home by four o’clock to pick his son up from school. It was a surreal double existence which he revelled in. ‘I lived the life,’ he told me. ‘I bought a couple of cars. I was booted and suited. My wife had what she wanted. The kid had what he wanted. We used to go out in the West End once a week.’


At this point, the firm were still using pickaxe handles and bottles of ammonia, but in the late fifties, all that changed when they planned to do a job stealing the wages from a building site. Hilton and his colleagues steamed in as usual, taking out the minders and seizing the cash. However, they failed to plan for a dangerous contingency: the builders getting involved. Seeing their wages being stolen, two dozen enraged brickies attacked. Hilton and his gang were now in a fight for their lives. Even with their weapons, they were no match for more than twenty tough men. A fierce fight ensued and for a while, Hilton thought he might not make it out alive. Somehow the firm managed to fight their way to the exit and escape, but they had suffered a severe battering to their bodies and their egos.


The building site fiasco caused Hilton and his firm to rethink. They decided they needed guns to avoid any further confrontations and to get them in and out of places with more speed. Hilton managed to obtain a couple of shotguns and soon they were back in business, taking on bigger jobs. They would hold up a bank every fortnight. Hilton would rush in and wield his shotgun in the air, screaming that he would shoot ‘the first fucker’ to move. The others would grab the money while Hilton subdued the hostages. If anyone didn’t play ball, he would fire a shot into the ceiling, causing white polystyrene to shower down like snow, which always had the intended effect. The one big rule was not to shoot anyone unless it was absolutely necessary and then only in the leg – the guns were merely deterrents and the firm didn’t want any murders on their hands.


But sometimes it was a fine line between deterrence and self-protection, as Hilton found out the first time he shot someone during a bank robbery. ‘As I come out of the bank, I see a big old boy in a blue suit,’ Hilton told me. ‘He’d followed us out. Something made me turn around. I just see him about to launch himself onto my mate’s back, so I shot him in the leg, and he screamed.’ The firm got away.


Hilton had been forced to shoot, but he had been disciplined. Unfortunately, not all of the firm were so calm and calculating when holding a shotgun and this would ultimately be their demise.


They had been doing armed robberies for about a year when Bob the ex-boxer pulled the friends together to tell them of a potential job involving particularly rich pickings. He had followed a security van which delivered money to the head offices of a dairy firm in Mitcham, south-west London. The company was huge and he estimated there could be takings of around £40,000.


The firm went about their usual work of monitoring the target, finding the best way to enter and exit, and the best escape route. Hilton discovered that a school playground bordered the offices and that they could lay low on the roof of the toilet block before hopping over a small fence, straight to where the money was delivered. It looked pretty straightforward. All they needed was to steal three cars for the getaway. Hilton, Bob and Gus decided to steal a car each and Philip was to have them re-plated. Hilton and Bob stole their cars without a hitch, but Gus was tardy and ended up buying a stolen car from another firm whose job had fallen through. This was usually a big no-no, but there was nothing Hilton could do about it. Gus had left it to the night before the job so there was no time to get another car. Reluctantly, Hilton agreed to use the vehicle Gus provided, but it was a decision he would regret for the rest of his life.


The day of the robbery came and Hilton packed his balaclava and gloves into a bag and stowed his automatic .45 pistol in his shoulder holster. He would be carrying the money while Bob and Gus held the place up with a .38 revolver and Second World War Luger pistol. Having left the getaway cars in pre-arranged locations, they drove to the dairy firm headquarters. Then they made their way to the toilet block in the school playground from where they could watch the security van arrive. Like clockwork, the van pulled up and the guards delivered the bags of money to the office. The four men waited impatiently for the van to pull away and were poised to spring into action.


But just then, two of the office workers strode out to have a cigarette just where they were planning on making their entry. The four men looked at each other, questioning whether they should carry on as arranged or cancel the robbery for now. Hilton had a bad feeling about it but the other three were keen to go ahead. Instead of going over the wall, they decided to drive through the main gate, past a security hut manned by an ageing guard.


After running back to their car, they drove through the main gates and past the security guard, who rushed out of his cabin in surprise. They screeched up outside the office and rushed inside, Gus and Bob pulling out their guns and screaming at everyone to get on the floor while Hilton went for the bags of cash. Hilton screamed at one of the office workers, asking where the money was. ‘In the back!’ she cried, her voice distorted by fear. Hilton thought she had said, ‘In the bag’ so he rushed over to grab one of the bags, only to find it almost empty. He didn’t have time to voice his surprise, however, because just then he heard a shot ring out from behind the office door.


‘Gus come running,’ Hilton told me, ‘shouting, “Everybody out! I’ve just shot someone!” I thought, I don’t believe it. I looked at him and I thought, you fucking idiot. I went out and saw this geezer just lying there, hands in his pockets, a bullet hole here,’ – Hilton pointed to a spot just below his right eye – ‘blood out the back of his head, dead as a door nail.’


The men rushed outside, where they saw a lorry heading straight towards them. Gus fired another shot which smashed the windscreen, causing the driver to throw himself to the side. They piled into the getaway car and screamed out of the grounds as fast as they could, making their way to the second getaway car and then, at a more leisurely pace, to the third. They made their escape successfully, but all four men were stunned. They had broken their number-one rule: not to kill anyone.


Over the next few days, the robbers got rid of the guns and the getaway cars except, fatally, the vehicle Gus had obtained from another firm. They were too scared to approach the vehicle in case the police had it under surveillance. The friends laid low and didn’t see much of each other until Gus called one day and asked to meet with Hilton. When they got together, Gus had bad news – Philip had been arrested in connection with the getaway car. They decided not to panic; they knew Philip would hold out and not give away any information about the robbery or their parts in it.


Both went back to lying low but one night soon after, Hilton was filled with a premonition of danger while lying in bed. Leaping up, he grabbed his car keys and left the house. He soon realised that his premonition had been correct. ‘I had two cars,’ Hilton told me. ‘One was a Zodiac convertible, the other was a 3.8 Jag. I got into the Jaguar. As I got into the Jaguar, all these policemen headed right by me with headlights and dogs, everybody had come out, and one of them banged on the bonnet of the car and said, “Move on, move on.” And they all ran to the car I wasn’t in. They never knew I had a Jag.’


Thanking his lucky stars, Hilton drove off as he watched the police banging down his front door. Now he was on the run. He hastily arranged to meet Gus and Bob at the pub to tell them what had happened so they could do the same. All three agreed that Philip must have grassed them up and went their separate ways. Hilton drove to King’s Cross, where he stayed the night with a friend. He then went to Earl’s Court and he rented a one-bedroom flat to lie low in over the next few weeks.


It was while living here during the cold winter of 1962–63 that Hilton had another close scrape with the law. ‘I’m walking down the street towards my flat,’ he told me, ‘and there’s a plain-clothed policeman and a uniformed policeman walking towards me. They looked at me, I looked at them. They knew I was John Hilton. I was wearing mittens at the time. I thought, I’ve got to bluff here.’


Hilton pulled off one of his mittens with his teeth and put his hand inside his jacket as if reaching for a gun. The two policemen suddenly showed less interest in him and pretended not to notice as he sauntered past with his hand still inside his coat.


On another occasion, he was taking the Tube to Baker Street to meet Bob when two policemen boarded the train. Despite it being an empty carriage, they sat opposite Hilton, whose mind was racing and body pumped full of adrenaline. Hilton was armed this time and was reading a newspaper so, from behind the paper, he pulled his gun out and cocked it.


‘I thought, what I’m going to do is this,’ he told me. ‘I’m going to get off at Baker Street. If they get up at Baker Street, I’m putting them both down and I’ll fuck off … I got up at Baker Street and they both stayed where they was. Those two policemen will never know how lucky they were that day.’


Hilton now found out that Gus had been arrested too, so he decided it was time to try and leave the UK. He contacted an old friend who said he knew a sailor based in Liverpool who could smuggle him out on a ship for just £500. Hilton was delighted and agreed. The plan was that Hilton would call his friend every day to find out if the ship was ready to sail. He did as requested every day, up until Christmas. But on Christmas Eve, assuming there would be no ships sailing over the holidays, he didn’t call his friend. He waited to get back in contact after the New Year but he was surprised to find his friend was exasperated with him, asking why he hadn’t called on Christmas Eve – he had the sailor with him that day and was ready to take Hilton up to Liverpool for a ship sailing on Christmas morning, bound for New Jersey. Cursing his bad judgement, Hilton went back to lying low. He didn’t realise at the time that he had just missed his last chance of freedom.


Now it was only Hilton and Bob who were still at large and soon Bob was feeling the heat in his hideout in Southampton, so he asked to move in with Hilton. Meanwhile, Hilton had secured another place on the sailor’s ship. It was his ticket to freedom and the evening before he was due to depart, he and Bob decided to have fish and chips to celebrate. While Bob was out getting the food there was a knock at the door. Thinking it was his friend returning, Hilton answered and was instantly overwhelmed by police officers. He didn’t know it at the time, but his brother-in-law had been arrested for driving a stolen car and the police had put so much pressure on him, he had revealed Hilton’s whereabouts.


Hilton was taken to the police station and soon joined by Bob, who had also been caught. Hilton was remanded in Brixton Prison where, one day, he was asked to see the doctor. The doctor asked some cursory questions about his health before checking Hilton’s weight and height. This was all most unusual and Hilton wondered what was going on until finally the penny dropped.


‘Suddenly I thought, they’re weighing and measuring me to get hung,’ Hilton told me. ‘I said, “Dirty bastards, I’m not even convicted yet!”’


It was 1963 and death by hanging was still a possibility for crimes like murder. Suddenly it struck home that Hilton and his three colleagues could all be facing death.


The trial soon came and the days in court passed quickly. It turned out that the getaway car Hilton had worried about had been a large reason for their capture. The other firm that Gus had bought it from were arrested on suspicion of the murder and had quickly given Gus up when faced with the prospect of jail. The police also claimed that Hilton had admitted to the robbery when he was struggling with the cops during his arrest. This kind of evidence was still admissible in court in the sixties and it was enough to convict Hilton, along with the rest of his firm.


When the moment for sentencing came, the four thieves stood side by side in the dock. Gus was sentenced to death by hanging for the murder. Hilton and the other two were sentenced to whole life sentences.


Hilton was transferred to Wandsworth Prison to contemplate his fate. Deemed a high risk of escape, he was forced to wear a bright yellow-striped uniform. He was kept under strict observation, having to sleep in a bare cell with a red light shining on him all night. All he had to look forward to was his appeal, which came six weeks later. The four men appeared at the Royal Courts of Justice in Westminster, where, finally, some good news was delivered. Gus’s death sentence was reduced to life in prison. Bob’s appeal was also successful and his charge was dropped to one of armed robbery, greatly reducing his sentence. Unfortunately for Hilton, despite not having killed anyone, his appeal was unsuccessful and his life sentence stood.


Hilton was returned to Wandsworth to stew on his fate. He soon had a visit from his wife and son, but that only made matters worse. ‘My son stood there against the glass,’ he told me, ‘and said, “When are you coming home, Dad?” And that slaughtered me. And even today that slaughters me, the way he said it.’


Hilton told his wife not to visit again. The pain of seeing them was too much to cope with on top of having to come to terms with spending the rest of his life in prison. He told her to divorce him if that is what she wanted and was relieved, a few years later, when the divorce papers came through. After that visit, he never saw his wife and son again.


Unable to face a lifetime in prison, Hilton soon began looking for ways to escape. In Wandsworth, he noticed a maintenance yard that could be reached through a barred window. If he could get through the window, he could easily use the equipment in the yard to scale the wall. One of the other prisoners said the storeman was willing to bring in a hydraulic jack that they could use to prise open the bars. For a while it seemed like the escape was on but the storeman got cold feet and the attempt was thwarted.


Hilton was transferred to Winchester Prison, which had a less strict regime than Wandsworth. However, he soon got himself in trouble again when a guard unexpectedly cut short his exercise time. When he asked the guard why he was doing this, the man shouted at him and Hilton flew into a rage, all his pent-up frustration rushing to the surface. He stepped forward and tried to punch the man, but another prisoner stepped in the way and stopped him. He was then taken to the office, where other guards told him he would be sent to the punishment block. Still seething, Hilton picked up a nearby bucket and threw water over one of the guards, then hit him over the shoulder with it. He was bundled to the ground and carried to the punishment block, where he was thrown into a cell. Outside, a group of guards was waiting to beat him up for attacking one of their own. Unfortunately, they didn’t realise who they were dealing with.


‘You can come in,’ Hilton warned them, ‘and beat me up. I don’t give a fuck, but in the morning, I will gouge the first screw’s eye out who comes in my door.’


The guards hesitated, then slammed the door shut and left.


Hilton was punished with fifteen days of bread and water plus confinement to his cell before being transferred to Parkhurst Prison on the Isle of Wight. Parkhurst was another relaxed prison and this time Hilton got himself a job in the laundry. However, this too went wrong when a guard challenged him over a glass jar of coffee he was carrying for his break time. Hilton explained that he had been bringing the jar to work every day for several months and no one had told him he couldn’t have it. But the new guard insisted he hand it over. Hilton asked if he could give him the jar but keep the coffee, but again the guard was having none of it. Enraged, Hilton grabbed the man and started hauling him over towards a big tub of acid that was used to clean the clothes.


‘He managed to get hold of something and hung on for dear life,’ Hilton told me. ‘The bell rang and they came down and rescued him, otherwise he’d have been head-first in.’


The guards gave Hilton a good pounding before taking him to a punishment cell. After two weeks of punishment, he was transferred to Dartmoor. While there, Hilton began to hear rumours of new high-security wings being built around the UK to house high-risk prisoners like himself. Realising he was in a race against the clock to escape before the new wings were built, he hastily concocted a plan. He got a friend to fashion him some metal bars that could be fitted together to make a hook. With this and a rope made out of torn bedsheets, he intended to scale down from his cell window. He was just waiting for some hacksaw blades to be smuggled in to cut through the bars when he received the news he had been dreading: he was being transferred to one of the new high-security wings in Durham, in the north-east of England.


E Wing in Durham was worse than Hilton had expected. The guards were intimidating and did everything they could to wind him up, hoping he would give them an excuse to punish or beat him. His cell door was heavily reinforced and set with alarms. The cons were locked in their cells twenty-three hours a day and talking with neighbours wasn’t allowed. In his introductory speech, the governor warned Hilton that unruly prisoners had a habit of falling down stairs and walking into doors but even this was no warning of what was about to come.


One evening, Hilton was looking out of his cell window when he saw a van pull up and a group of soldiers jump out, carrying rifles with fixed bayonets. He and the other prisoners watched astonished as the soldiers loaded their weapons and proceeded to patrol the area. In the morning, the scene was even more bizarre. The soldiers had built a sandbag wall in the exercise yard behind which they had stationed a heavy machine gun. As the prisoners walked around the exercise yard, the soldiers trained the machine gun on them as if itching to shoot.


Hilton even had an escort of four soldiers with fixed bayonets when he visited the prison dentist. When the dentist saw Hilton’s guards, his hands were shaking so badly they were in no fit state for dental work.


After a few months of this brutal regime, rumours began circulating that a new governor was going to make it even more harsh by increasing the prisoners’ workloads and reducing their privileges. The twenty Category A prisoners now making up E Wing decided enough was enough: it was time to make a stand.


They chose an evening when a football match was on. Hilton asked a guard if the radio in the guards’ office could be tuned into the match. The guard agreed and went into the office to do so. When he returned, Hilton and a colleague were waiting, hidden in a cell doorway. They jumped out on him and ripped his key from its chain, then all twenty prisoners stormed into the guards’ offices. After barricading themselves in, they ransacked everything, finding their prison records and taking great delight in tearing them to shreds. Eventually the wing governor came down and the rioters presented him with a list of their demands. He agreed that if they came out, their demands would be looked into. They conceded and emerged two at a time, with Hilton in the first pair, half expecting a beating from the enraged guards. But the beating never happened and the prisoners were even treated to a shower and a slap-up meal.


The rioters were all charged with mutiny and sentenced to forty-two days in solitary confinement, but their protest had its desired effect, highlighting the harshness and brutality of the regime. E Wing was closed down shortly afterwards in 1971. After four weeks of punishment, Hilton was informed that he was being transferred again, this time back to Parkhurst, which now had its own high-security wing.


But Parkhurst wasn’t the relaxed prison Hilton remembered. The high-security wing was staffed with sadistic guards who were constantly looking for any excuse to inflict violence or punishment on the inmates. It was a running joke at the prison that there were two shifts of guards – the nicking shift, who punished inmates at the drop of a hat, and the kicking shift, who beat them up.


Hilton spent two years there before growing tension among the inmates finally exploded. It happened when the whole wing was told they would be moving to a landing that had even worse cells, which were damp and freezing. They all got together and decided to barricade themselves in, much as Hilton and the crew had done at Durham.


The protest was planned for recreation time. As soon as all the prisoners were out on the landing, they began ripping up any furniture they could find and throwing it down the stairs to form a barricade. They managed to take two of the guards captive and put them in an empty cell, where they were left unharmed. After an hour, a wave of guards attacked the barricade and fought their way through. The violence was fierce. One guard had his throat cut with a knife. Another hulking bully of a guard was struck over the head with a snooker ball and had to be dragged away by his colleagues. Eventually, the guards pushed the prisoners back along the landing until around twenty-five of them were trapped in a room. The guards besieged the room and called out prisoners by name, ordering them to come out.


When it was Hilton’s turn, he emerged into a corridor that looked like a war zone, with wreckage everywhere, bloodstains and even a bloodied handprint that slid down the wall. As he reached the bottom of the stairs, an even nastier surprise was awaiting him.


‘I got to the end,’ Hilton told me, ‘and then I saw them. I thought, fuck me – a gauntlet of fifty screws! They had black leather gloves and truncheons. I hesitated then. I thought, whatever you do, don’t lose your footing. So I just put my head down. I plunged through and I was getting bang, crash walloped, thumped … I got through to the end and there was an assistant governor from another prison with a big stick in his hand. As I came through, he beat me right across the kidneys and that was absolute agony.’


Hilton vomited with the pain but forced himself back to his feet and hurried on to the punishment cell, where he lay on the floor for several hours, unable to move. He received five months in solitary confinement for his part in the infamous Parkhurst riot of 1969, but as with the Durham riot, it highlighted the brutal prison regime which was soon exposed in the press, leading to a damning inquiry.*


Hilton was transferred to Hull Prison which, thankfully, was much more relaxed. He spent four years there before being taken off the Category A list. Compared to Parkhurst, Hull was a revelation. ‘Every weekend we used to drop acid,’ Hilton told me. ‘The whole prison was on acid.’


After the delights of Hull, he was then transported back to his old haunt, Lewes, in Sussex. He was finally given a release date from his life sentence and was transferred to Coldingley Prison in Surrey to serve his last six months. In 1977, he was released from Coldingley and sent to a pre-release hostel in Maidstone, Kent, where he would be allowed out during the day to work and reintegrate into society.


Hilton found work on a night shift in an engineering firm in Stroud, but he wasn’t particularly interested in reintegrating into society. On the first weekend of his release in January 1978, he contacted an old friend to see if there was any work to be had. His friend told him about a job stealing the week’s profits from a clothes shop in Hackney. By the end of the month, Hilton and his friend had pulled off the job. Hilton had bagged £3,000 for himself. It was almost like the life sentence had never happened.


Soon, there was more and bigger work on offer. One day Hilton got a call from a fellow armed robber he had met in Coldingley called Alan Roberts. He met Roberts in a pub and listened to his plan to rob a load of diamonds from a jewellery store. Roberts estimated the value of the diamonds at £400,000, which was music to Hilton’s ears. They went about planning, which meant following the man who carried the diamonds from his shop in Hatton Garden to a house in Golders Green. When they managed to track the man to his ultimate destination, they set about planning the heist. Hilton would hide under a parked lorry with his shotgun while Roberts was to lurk in the shadows, armed with a cosh. When the man went past, Roberts would spring out and attack him with the truncheon while Hilton emerged from under the lorry to threaten him with the shotgun. Then they would seize the black bag carrying the diamonds and make their getaway. It seemed simple and foolproof except for one small detail that bothered Hilton – the size of Roberts’ cosh. ‘He had a little truncheon about that big,’ Hilton told me, indicating about two feet. ‘It wouldn’t hurt a fly. I said, “What’s that? My fucking dick’s bigger than that!”’


Despite the inadequate size of Roberts’ truncheon, the job would have to go ahead, but it would come back to bite them. When they accosted the man with the bag, he put up a fight and used his briefcase to fend off Roberts’ attack. This forced Hilton to shoot, missing the man and hitting Roberts in the thigh. He then shot the jeweller in the back as he tried to run away, before grabbing the bag and bundling it, along with Roberts, into the getaway car.


Hilton drove back to his flat in North London, with Roberts bleeding heavily in the back of the car. He parked outside and helped his friend across the road and into the block of flats. Hilton’s flat was on the top floor, but the lift wasn’t working so he now had to carry Roberts all the way up the stairs, leaving a trail of blood behind them. Once inside the flat, Hilton laid Roberts on the floor in front of the fire. Blood was still pumping from the massive wound in Roberts’ thigh so Hilton called a doctor he knew. There was no answer. Then he tried a nurse he knew. Again, no answer.


‘Now I’m on the horns of a dilemma,’ Hilton told me. ‘As far as I’m concerned, I’ve got a dead man lying there. He’s on bail. If I take him to hospital, what’s going to happen? They may link him to me. He would certainly have gone to prison for thirty-odd years and so if the position had been reversed, I’d have expected him to have done what I done. I’ve done the best I could, I’m sorry.’


Hilton made Roberts as comfortable as he could and started thinking about how to clean up the tell-tale trail of blood leading from the car all the way to his front door. Just then the doorbell rang. Hilton drew his revolver and went to answer it, ready to shoot on sight if it was a policeman. Fortunately, it was just the next-door neighbour checking if everything was all right. Hilton spun a story about getting into a fight in the pub and said he was just about to clean the blood up. This placated the neighbour, who went back to his flat.


When Hilton went back inside, Roberts looked terrible. He asked Hilton to remove his shoes, which Hilton did. Once the shoes were off, Roberts made a gurgling sound and died. Hilton wrapped his body in a duvet and dragged it down the stairs to his car. Just as he was about to lift the body into the boot, he saw a woman across the road watching him. ‘I thought, whatever you do, don’t come over,’ Hilton told me, ‘because you’ll fucking join him.’


Fortunately for the woman, she walked on. Hilton got the body into the boot and drove the car to a garage he used for stowing stolen vehicles. Once the car was safely stashed in the garage, he got a taxi home and set about the momentous task of cleaning up all the blood. ‘I was wiping up blood for days after,’ he said, ‘lumps of blood here and fucking everywhere. I never stopped for about three or four days cleaning up blood. I felt like Jack the fucking Ripper.’


After a long night of cleaning, Hilton went back into his flat and poured himself a large drink. He had only been free for twenty-eight days and already he had two murders on his hands.


The next day he woke up early to set about getting rid of the body. He knew the police would be looking for the getaway car so he went to a friend’s firm and hired a car and a van for two days. The car was to scout for a good place to bury the body and the van to transport it there once found. He headed towards the Kent countryside and pulled off the motorway at the Dartford Tunnel, where he quickly found a suitable spot up a country lane at the top of a railway embankment, under an electricity pylon.


Hilton drove back to his flat and waited nervously for night to fall. At eleven thirty, he left the flat and took the van to his garage. There, he transferred the body into the van and drove it to the burial spot. He hauled Roberts’ body up the embankment and set about the long and tiring process of digging a grave. ‘First, I took all the turf up,’ Hilton told me, ‘put it to one side, then I started digging a proper grave, six-foot long, about three-feet wide, and I dug and I dug and I dug. The rain was pouring down. I felt like Burke and Hare. I dug and dug until I got down to about that level,’ he said, indicating neck height.


Hilton pushed Roberts’ body into the grave then began the equally long process of filling it back in. By the time he had finished, it was nearly dawn. He scrambled back down the slope to his van and drove home.


Now, there was still the problem of the getaway car. Hilton decided to take it to his friend who owned a scrap metal yard, where it could be crushed. Thankfully, there was a slot available the next day. Without sleep and running on adrenaline, Hilton drove the car to the scrap metal yard and watched with relief as it was hoisted up to be crushed. But he hadn’t banked on one last hitch: he didn’t know he was supposed to empty the petrol tank. When the car was crushed, it burst into flames. Soon, the yard was inundated with firefighters and police officers, alongside dozens of other spectators who had all come to watch the spectacle. Hilton couldn’t have made more of a scene if he’d set off fireworks.


Incredibly, however, the car was crushed without further ado and sent off to Belgium that afternoon. Somehow, Hilton had got away with the whole thing without being caught. ‘How I never got nicked, I will never know,’ he told me. Yet even this didn’t deter him from committing more robberies. He earned £60,000 from the diamonds and used this to take a few months off and lie low, but after that he was back in the game. At the same time, he met a new girlfriend and after a few months of dating, they got married and moved in together, along with her two children.


One day, Hilton spotted a van that collected money from an office block in Stratford, East London. He realised that in order to wait around on the busy street for the van to arrive without attracting attention, he would need some form of cover. He eventually settled on disguising himself as a window cleaner. The day before the robbery, he stole a window cleaning van and the next day parked it on the street outside the office block. He then took a ladder across the road and started cleaning the windows of the building next to the door where the money would emerge.


When the security van arrived at three o’clock as usual, four big men escorted the cash out with the driver. But this time, instead of waiting on the steps of the building as they had done every other time Hilton had observed them, the four men formed a protective barrier from the steps all the way to the back of the van. This meant Hilton didn’t have the easy access to the money he had expected. Still, he wasn’t going to let a little detail like this prevent him from getting his hands on the cash.


Hilton waited while the guard went into the building and returned, carrying a large black bag of money, then he pulled a revolver out of the bucket where he had stashed it and shouted, ‘Hey!’ As everyone turned towards him, Hilton shot the nearest minder in the leg, crushing him against the side of the van with the force of the blow. The man crumpled and screamed in agony as blood fountained from his thigh. Hilton pointed the gun at the guard, who instantly threw the bag of money to the ground in front of him. After grabbing the bag, Hilton ran across the road, jumped in his van and raced to a nearby back street. He left the van on the side of the road, then tore off his window cleaning clothes and walked away through a maze of winding pedestrian streets to the nearest Tube station, where he got a train home. Another successful job, and this one had bagged him another £27,000.


Hilton’s new wife had always wanted to own a clothes shop and so with his illicit funds, he decided to help her set it up. It would give him a useful cover to launder some of his proceeds as well as providing something to focus on other than armed robberies. Hilton was surprised to find himself happy and content living as a family man for the first time in his life. He even stopped committing robberies for a while. But it wouldn’t last long. The clothes shop did well until the financial slump of 1979. Customers stopped spending and the business suffered. Unwilling to accept a drop in lifestyle, Hilton decided to go back into action. He pulled off some robberies on his own before finding a new partner called Don Barrett, who he had got to know in Hull Prison. But right from the beginning, things didn’t go well with Barrett. All their jobs seemed to go wrong in some way or another and they weren’t making much money.


Hilton decided to ditch Barrett and go back to working on his own. He was lying in bed one night when a sudden premonition of danger swept over him, as it had several times in the past. But this time he decided to ignore the feeling and went to sleep. The next morning, he was in the kitchen preparing breakfast when there was a knock on the front door. When he looked through the windows, he saw armed police waiting in the road outside. He rushed through the back door and into the back garden, aiming to jump over the fence and escape but before he could get far, an armed policeman jumped over the fence from the neighbour’s garden and caught him.


Hilton couldn’t work out how he had been arrested or for which crime. He soon found out when he was taken to the police station and identified as his partner in crime by Don Barrett. Hilton had long suspected there was something iffy about Barrett. Now he knew – the man was a grass.


Hilton was sent to Brixton Prison to await trial for six armed robberies. He knew what the outcome would be. As someone let out after a life sentence, his licence would be revoked and he would be re-imprisoned for life. When his trial came round at the Old Bailey in 1981, he was proved right. He was sentenced to fourteen years in prison but soon after found out that his licence had been revoked and he was due to serve life.


Hilton was back on the Category A list. He spent ten months in Wandsworth before being transferred to Long Lartin in Evesham. Hilton spent four years there, managing to survive without too much trouble due to his reputation and his connections. During this time, his marriage fell apart and he learned that his sentence would total eighteen years, meaning he wouldn’t be released until he was sixty-eight years old. He began seriously considering escape, but first, he would have to wait until he was downgraded from Category A status.


His chance came when he was transferred to his old favourite: Lewes Prison. He had served eight years now and was fifty-seven years old, but his spirit remained unquenched and he still yearned to escape. Hilton got a job in the kitchen and could see an easy means of escape early in the morning, when he was allowed out into the yard to access the vegetable store. All he would need was a few friends to throw a ladder over the wall at an appointed time and he could be free. He organised this with some friends from the outside, but as the day of the escape approached, he found himself randomly seized and placed in a punishment cell. He soon found out that another inmate had grassed him up. Fortunately, he was able to talk himself out of the situation, saying it was just another prisoner trying to get him in trouble as revenge. The governor believed him and he was allowed back into the normal prison, where escape was still possible.


While in Lewes, Hilton met the infamous gangster, Reggie Kray, a man he didn’t like at all. ‘He was disgusting,’ Hilton told me. ‘He loved the young kids.’ Apparently Reggie used to sit on the stairs watching the inmates of the number one landing, where the younger men were housed. He had a favourite who he bought presents for – first, a jumper and then a gold chain. Soon, according to Hilton, the young man was to be found inside Reggie’s cell being sexually abused.


‘He once came into my cell,’ Hilton told me. ‘I didn’t want to speak to him if I could help it. He came in and said, “I thought I’d come and introduce myself.” I said, “I know who you are.” “How are you?” he says. I shook his hand, and you know how you read about people saying I wanted to wash my hands afterwards? Well, that’s how I felt. I wanted to wash my hand afterwards because he was a vile man. He had nothing about him whatsoever – a treacherous, vile man.’


Hilton was offered a transfer to Kingston Prison, which he accepted when he found out that the security there was laxer than Lewes. He secured himself a job in the kitchen at Kingston, which he soon found offered a similar means of escape. The kitchen back door was left open in the mornings to allow access to the vegetable store. Just across the yard was a wall with no barbed wire that could easily be scaled by a ladder. Hilton contacted the same friends who had agreed to break him out before and a time and date were fixed.


The morning of the escape, Hilton waited in the kitchen until the clock struck the appointed hour, then walked out into the yard, past the vegetable store, taking three glass jars from a bin that he had stored the night before. He threw the jars over the wall until one of them made a smashing sound on the other side. Immediately, a ladder poked over the top of the wall, followed by a head with a balaclava on it. Another ladder was slid down into the yard and he was able to scale the wall. At the top he pulled up the ladder and clambered down to freedom. His friends showed him the way to where their car was parked and then he was gone. ‘As I went by, there was two or three screws waiting to come on duty,’ he told me, ‘and I laughed. I thought, you wait till you get in there.’
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