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‘Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing’


The Raven, Edgar Allan Poe




PREFACE


Prison officers are constantly reminded that we’re not privy to the bigger picture. And while that may be true, we are each privy to our own smaller picture, our experiences within the prison walls. And this is what this book is: twenty-eight years in the prison service as seen through my own eyes. Names and characteristics have been changed, including those of the constantly changing rota of staff, and dates and timelines have also been altered, but everything you’ll read happened. My opinions are of course my own. The language is, as you would expect, a little colourful, the violence intense and very real. This is the unsanitised reality of an ordinary prison officer’s life on the landings.


I should also point out that 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. Throughout, I have used the language and terminology of my time.




INTRODUCTION


The Secret Service


It was the escape that did it.


On 3 January 1995, three of the prison’s desperate inmates made an escape from HMP Parkhurst – inmates who were on my wing, D wing. They fashioned a home-made key, rumour had it from copying a member of staff’s keys, made a ladder and even a replica gun, and, once out, only the failure of their plan to steal a plane and get off the Isle of Wight led to their capture. Although they were safely behind bars once again within five days, their escape would have severe repercussions for both the prison and the people who worked there – and the aftershock would be felt all the way up to the highest levels of government.


I had a ringside seat from which to watch the various ranks point fingers, blame each other and attempt to stitch one another up. As Jim Royle from the TV show The Royle Family might have said, ‘Esprit de corps, my arse.’ It turned out that, rather ironically, the prison service took no prisoners when it came to covering its own. It would shaft anyone to save face and I saw good, honest, hard-working people of all ranks suffer the consequences for no other reason than that they were easy targets.


Up until then, I’d been on what I imagined was a slow but rewarding path up the ranks of the prison service. I had joined the service with every intention of making a career of it. I had envisaged a slow, steady climb through the ranks, from officer to senior officer, principal officer and then, with a bit of luck and hard work, maybe even on to governor grade. I had it all worked out and even as I sit here writing this, I’m astounded at my naivety.


That escape and its fallout sealed my future in the prison service. Not for me the back-stabbings and the cover-ups – that was a game that I simply wouldn’t and most definitely couldn’t play. But what I could do was take my place along the ranks of other prison officers, and do a job that was at times not only tough, terrifying and dangerous, but which was also filled with good humour, camaraderie and mutual respect – if the job was done right. And, as you’ll soon see, it wasn’t a job that was always done right. But it must have had something going for it, because it was a job I would continue in for another twenty-four years until I finally retired in 2019.


The prison service is very much a secret service. It exists in the shadows, away from the other major public services – the police, fire and National Health Service. How often does a political party campaign on prison reform, when they could be selling the panacea they’d provide to the NHS and to crime figures? After the crime comes the punishment, of course, but that’s the part that we like to keep out of sight and out of mind.


The only time any interest is shown in the prison service is when something goes badly wrong. The fallout from the Parkhurst escape saw MP Michael Howard, Home Secretary at the time of the escape, famously squirm before the repeated questioning from Jeremy Paxman on Newsnight – that’s how high that went. Escapes, strikes, deaths in prison are all newsworthy, but unfortunately a lot of the good stuff that is done within the prison walls goes unreported. An officer talking to and disarming a psychopath in his cell doesn’t make for a headline. Saving the life of a rapist or murderer is never going to hold the front page. And preventing an escape through teamwork and intelligence gathered by switched-on officers doing a difficult job under intensely demanding circumstances just isn’t on the same level as The Great Escape. On many occasions, the national media can’t even make up their minds what our actual job title is. Wardens? Guards? Warders?


On the other side of the scale, however, are the everyday horrors that the public aren’t exposed to. The suicide attempts, the blood – or claret, as we prefer to call it – the dirty protests, the violence and intimidation, the mental health issues and the desperation, the constant supply of synthetic drugs like spice filling up prisons with devastating consequences. Or the endless reams of paperwork and humdrum tick-box tasks, and trying to keep the peace at mealtimes.


But that’s the life of a prison officer. It’s certainly not a vocation or a calling. I’ve never heard anyone say, ‘When I grow up, I want to be a prison officer.’ I do, however, hear a lot of people say, ‘How on earth did I end up being a screw?’ Yet, for the first fifteen to twenty years in the job I can honestly say that I enjoyed it. The challenging nature of the job meant staff of every rank, from the governor grade to the OSG (Operational Support Grade – formerly a prison auxiliary), had a mutual respect. A respect born out of adversity. But, sadly, this respect has gradually become a thing of the past.


Staff shortages thanks to budget cuts have hit the prison service hard. These swingeing cuts, the effects of which began to be felt in 2010–11, have spiked incidences of violence, death, self-harm and drug abuse. It doesn’t take a genius to see that reducing government spending on a service that has seen its inmate population rise from 44,552 in 1993 to 83,295 in 2018 is going to have consequences.


I believe these consequences to be serious. The cuts are creating a powder keg that will one day explode. Many highly experienced prison officers have left the service and cultural changes in the service means officers are now swamped with paperwork. Not only that, but the system prioritises bureaucracy and box-ticking over skills that can only be acquired through years of working on a landing and dealing with some of the most dangerous and unscrupulous criminals in the country face to face. The warning signs are there in a system stretched to breaking point but, as is my experience in the prison service, this explosion will actually have to happen before anything will be done about it.


My desire to share the unvarnished truth about life as an ordinary prison officer inspired me to write this book. The danger, the fear, the teamwork, the humour – inevitably of the black variety – the famous and infamous inmates, and the everyday incidents that we soon learn to take for granted in the job. Everything you are about to read is the truth as I saw it. This is my honest, unvarnished account of my twenty-eight years as a screw.




PART I:


Inside Parkhurst




CHAPTER 1


Training


Here I was, just three weeks short of my thirty-second birthday, in prison. I’d left a perfectly good job to be here, been on the slow, steady path to promotion; my previous employer had even put me through college. But I didn’t want to work in an office, and the prison service looked interesting, challenging and rewarding – so much more than just a job.


Now, as the huge wooden gates slammed shut and I stood nervously waiting, I was beginning to wonder if I’d done the right thing. I thought about the opening scene of the television sitcom Porridge, in which the voiceover passes judgement on Norman Stanley Fletcher, played by Ronnie Barker, as ‘an habitual criminal’ and imposes a sentence of five years – before the gates of the fictional HMP Slade similarly slam shut.


Shrewsbury Prison was old and it showed. A large, imposing Georgian prison first built in the late 1700s, it was affectionately known to the locals as The Dana, owing to it having been built near the site of an even older prison, the medieval Dana Gaol. All sorts of thoughts were racing through my mind in this strange environment. So alien, so oppressive and so frightening – it was like entering the underworld, a place of misery, evil, hate and condemnation. It was, for some, quite literally the end of the road.


My senses were working overtime: the smell, the noise of the gates clanging shut and reverberating. I felt like a prisoner in my desperate thoughts, but thankfully I wasn’t alone.


There were five others in the same position as me, all as different as could be – a range of ages and sizes. None of them necessarily looked like I’d imagined a prison officer to look – but then I was pretty sure I didn’t look like a prison officer, either. How had they ended up here and why? A question they were probably asking of themselves. I scrutinised them carefully, trying to get the measure of each of them, weighing them up. Were they reliable? Were they as nervous as I was? Could I count on them and, above all, would we survive?


So began day one of our careers as prison officers, in the obligatory two-week introduction course, a sort of ‘try before you buy’ taster to gain a feel for what it was like to be ‘inside’. We had entered together and I hoped that we would get through this fortnight together.


When two prison officers eventually collected us, they looked pretty pissed off. Was it us? Or was that just what the job did to you? But we had little time to dwell on such thoughts, as we were inducted rapidly through the rules and regulations, and given our timetable for the next two weeks, which would always begin with a morning gym session. And we were presented with large blue notebooks, which we were instructed to fill out daily as a record of the day’s events.*


Each day we would visit a new section – the reception, segregation unit (Seg unit), the wings, healthcare (HCC), library, workshops – where we would observe, take notes, ask numerous stupid questions, get in the way and stick out like sore thumbs. If there was a problem or we heard an alarm bell, we were to remain where we were and not get involved. That was absolutely fine by me.


In our jackets and ties, hopelessly out of our depth, we did indeed stick out. We were easy targets. Sink or swim. Was this a deliberate ploy? I quickly realised that one of the skills required for self-preservation in the prison environment is the ability to blend in, look calm and act as if you know what you are doing. But it was a different world. Though I stand at over six feet tall and have always considered myself very capable of looking after myself on Civvy Street, the truth was that I was now shitting myself.


After surviving the first two weeks at HMP Shrewsbury, we spent a further nine weeks at the prison service training college at Newbold Revel, an impressive eighteenth-century country estate in Warwickshire. Training was split between classroom and practical lessons – with Control and Restraint (C & R), an approved technique for officers to control a violent, aggressive inmate physically – taking up much of this. This wasn’t just manhandling a violent inmate to the ground; it was a technique using wrist locks and other methods adopted from martial arts, which had to be perfected through practice. I’d always been capable of looking after myself, but this was something else entirely – a technique that required mastery. Our fitness levels were monitored and regular tests were set in both the theory and the practical. Having not signed up to join the military, I hadn’t counted on the almost daily marches that we would be subjected to.


The many ex-military types among us included squaddies, sailors, bootnecks (Royal Marines) and the RAF, who fortunately were only too happy to help those of us who had never marched anywhere or were born with two left feet. Some trainees were former prison auxiliaries* who had decided to become prison officers and, having a basic understanding of how the prison worked (though they didn’t work directly with any inmates), they were thankfully more than happy to answer any silly questions. It seemed everyone had a particular skill to share and, despite thinking I didn’t, a spell in the merchant navy as a deckhand had given me a grasp of the Phonetic Alphabet, which we were tested on.


Towards the end of the course we had to choose the prison where we wished to work. We had to provide three choices and we were by no means certain to get our first preference. I chose HMP Parkhurst, for a simple reason: its notoriety meant that it was one of the very few prisons I had even heard of. It housed the most dangerous, violent offenders in the country: gangsters, psychopaths, terrorists – the mad, the bad and the just plain evil. Funnily enough, Parkhurst was always crying out for new officers, so those of us who chose it got our first choice.


At the end of our nine weeks at Newbold Revel, there was no time to recover, gather our thoughts or sort out minor details like moving the family down to the new prison, or even finding out exactly where the prison was. I lived just outside Shrewsbury at the time with my wife and would have to relocate entirely to the Isle of Wight. We finished on the Friday and started work on the Monday – though it would be another couple of weeks before we were let loose on any actual prisoners.


 


 





* The contents of these notebooks, over the years, would form the basis of this book.


* Later known as Operational Support Grade (OSG).




CHAPTER 2


The Rats’ Nest


Day one


We arrived at HMP Parkhurst bright and early. There were five of us NEPOs (New Entrant Prison Officer) from the training school and it was a relief to see some familiar faces. Not that anyone would ever let on: we all fronted it out and tried to look confident. Our principal officer (PO), the highest uniformed rank, laid it out straight from the beginning: ‘Forget all that crap they taught you at the school. None of it bears any resemblance to real prison life and none of it will be of any use to us here.’


I was fortunate indeed in this respect, as so little of what we had supposedly learnt had really sunk in anyway. In truth, the real training was only now about to start.


The looming gloomy brick buildings of Parkhurst had housed some of the most dangerous prisoners in the land and its location on the Isle of Wight provided a double lock of security. Even if a con escaped the prison walls, they would then have a stretch of water to mainland England to navigate – or the English Channel if they tried for France.


Parkhurst had a long and dark history. First opened in 1838 as a prison for young male offenders, it briefly became a temporary home to female convicts in 1863 to 64, until 1869, when it became the prison for male offenders it remained to this day. Parkhurst courted controversy from the beginning for its particularly tough regime, and its reputation grew during the twentieth century. In 1968, it became one of the first dispersal prisons for maximum-security offenders, housing category A prisoners* in a special secure unit (SSU) – an extra-secure prison within an already highly secure prison. There were several SSUs throughout the country to allow category A prisoners to be dispersed.


This prison within a prison at Parkhurst had at one time or other been home to inmates like Charles Bronson, Donald Neilson (the Black Panther), the Krays, the Brink’s-Mat robbers, Valerio Viccei (mastermind of the £60 million Knightsbridge Security Deposit robbery in 1987), and terrorists like Hindawi (who in April 1986 attempted to plant a bomb on a flight from London to Tel Aviv using his unwitting innocent Irish fiancée to carry the explosive device on board the flight) as well as members of the IRA.


In short, it was an intimidating, forbidding place. But it was in a state of change. The whole prison was actually a building site, with two wings out of action while they were being brought up to date and to category A standard. Things like internal sanitation – toilets in each of the cells – were being installed, while the old, flammable wooden floors and cell doors were being replaced. Sprinklers, tannoy systems, new hotplates and a host of mod cons to make the place escape-proof were being added to this Victorian relic.


We were new officers, in a new prison, wearing new uniform, and we looked exactly what we were: new, clueless and out of our depth. The PO informed us that we were to spend a fortnight going through an induction process. We’d see how things were really done and why.


The basic things were made clear from the start.


Don’t ever show your keys. Conversations between each other must be out of earshot. Never pass stuff between inmates. (Inmates would often ask for a newspaper or magazine to be passed, or say something like, ‘Guv, can you give this to so and so on your wing when you see him’ – all no-nos.) Grooming, manipulation and/or conditioning. (Inmates would try to condition you into thinking a certain way, through saying things like, ‘Don’t touch that, Guv, it’s from my kids’, or, ‘We don’t do this, we go over there’, when being escorted.) The use of the emergency alarm bells. Fire alarms. Radio procedure. Red phones. Wing and workshop evacuation. Don’t fuck these things up. My head was spinning already. And then we visited the wings.


We started with B wing, known as the Rats’ Nest: 132 inmates, five landings and a reputation for being possibly the most dangerous building in the UK. Thankfully, one thing that had stuck during training was the naming of the landings: ‘the ones’ referred to the ground floor, ‘the twos’ the first floor and so on. But nothing in our training had quite prepared us for this.


The smell of a prison wing is unique, a powerfully pungent aroma of cleaning products, stale body odour, fear, urine and faeces. And then there’s the cacophony of noise, inmates shouting to one another between cells, at officers, and all manner of banging and clattering reverberating around the place. The suicide netting, the prison officers who gave off an air of authority and competence we NEPOs could surely never hope to attain, the austere doors and walkways – it was terrifying and yet strangely exciting.


Next up, C wing special unit. This was where those who were too dangerous to be housed in places like Broadmoor, the high-security psychiatric hospital in Berkshire, resided. The criteria for an inmate to be admitted to Broadmoor was that they must be deemed to be curable or benefit from the therapeutic regime. If they were beyond any chance of help or cure, however, C wing was where they ended up. This wing was a national resource and held what Hollywood would no doubt call the criminally insane. So dangerous were the inmates housed here that there was a multidisciplinary team with a resident psychiatrist, psychologists and hospital officers responsible for the administering of the prescribed medication – medication that we all hoped kept them subdued, relatively sane or quiet.


We finished the tour in the segregation unit (the Seg unit) – known variously as the block or chokey – which was basically the punishment block. Any inmate whose behaviour demanded their removal from the regular wing would be taken here, where they would be segregated from other prisoners. We were informed that the Seg unit screws had to volunteer to work here and be accepted by the other officers, as the job involved dealing with inmates at their worst and needed a tight crew.


The one unit that we were not allowed in was the protected witness unit (PWU) – or, as the media would prefer, the supergrass unit. Each inmate had a price on his head for having turned supergrass. So secure was this unit that the inmates left their names behind when they were located here and were identified only as a Bloggs: Bloggs 1, Bloggs 2 and so on. They had a security system so tight that even if the governor tried to gain access, he would be dismissed unless it was by prior arrangement or the necessary phone calls granting clearance had been made.


There was so much to take in, my head was once again spinning by the end of the day.


The great escape


When I turned up for work this morning I was, along with every other member of staff, told to report to the visits area, where all the full staff meetings were held. We were briefed about last night’s attempted escape, where three inmates had apparently dug their way through the walls and out of their cells. They had removed a number of the old Victorian bricks and were in the process of making good their escape. However, they were apparently so busy arguing among themselves that they had inadvertently alerted the staff. As one officer put it, ‘They’d made enough frigging noise to wake the dead.’ Planning and teamwork was, fortunately, not the would-be escapers strongest point and they were caught red-handed. Now located in the block (the Seg unit), they were due to be shipped out to another dispersal prison.


Preparing for battle


The remaining week and a half of training went by in a bit of a blur. Talk about sensory overload: the noise, smell, language, rules, dos and don’ts, the geography and layout of the place … Parkhurst was like a maze – now I knew how prospective London cabbies must have felt learning the Knowledge. The trouble was that if I was escorting inmates, I obviously couldn’t ask them which way to go. I couldn’t ask an officer, because he would either think me clueless, or deliberately give me the wrong directions. If there was an alarm bell situation, I wouldn’t be able to run – sorry, attend ‘post-haste’, as officially you aren’t supposed to run to an alarm bell – to where I was going. I had to learn so many things, and learn fast.


Tomorrow would be my first shift on an actual wing. It would only be for three hours of an ED (evening duty), but at least I would be on the wing as a proper prison officer. To say I was a little apprehensive would be an understatement. I had unfortunately made the mistake of listening to some of the long-serving officers, whose war stories of battles fought on the landings were like someone’s granddad recounting their good fortune to have survived the First World War trenches. I remembered part of Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’.


Boldly they rode and well,
Into the jaws of death,
Into the mouth of hell.


A little dramatic, maybe, but hey, I was crapping myself. If this wasn’t the time for high drama then when was?


The next day


I turned up at a little before 18.00 this evening and reported to the wing office. If I’d thought for one single moment that I was going to be welcomed with open arms, I would have been sadly mistaken. I was about as welcome as a turd in a swimming pool. I introduced myself and explained that I had been told to report here. Without so much as a ‘Hello, how are you? What’s your name? Would you like a cup of tea? Welcome to B wing,’ I was simply asked, ‘Have you got a radio?’ And when I replied that I hadn’t, the response was immediate: ‘Well, you’d better get one. You’re Juliet 6.’ Whatever the hell Juliet 6 was. I made my way to the gate, collected the radio and asked what I had to do as Juliet 6. The answer was as immediate as it was unhelpful: ‘You’ll find out.’


I had walked into an ambush. My colleagues had obviously eyed me up and decided that I wasn’t really worth the effort until I’d proven myself in the heat of battle. I expected the inmates to give me the runaround, fuck me about and generally make my life as unpleasant and as difficult as possible. But the reality of working on a wing as a NEPO was that the longer-serving, well-established prison officers were far more frightening than any of the inmates. They were understandably unsure, untrusting and wary of me.


We worked in one of the most dangerous places in the country. Officers needed to be able to trust and count on each other in such a volatile and violent environment. I was an unknown quantity; I hadn’t yet earned the right to be liked or accepted.


Thankfully, one young officer came over and explained that I was to ‘join the net’ and collect prisoners for the gym session, then escort them to the gym. There were, however, several problems with this seemingly simple task. How did I collect prisoners? How did I join the net? And how the hell did I escort them? I was just so grateful that someone had actually spoken to me that I’d forgotten to ask.


My radio training at Newbold Revel seemed like a dim and distant memory, but I somehow fumbled my way through a test call to ensure the radio was working and establish that I was now Juliet 6, the officer responsible for escorting the gym party to and from the gym. I had ‘joined the net’ (the radio network). Each job within the prison had its own separate call sign. For example, Mike unit was the officer responsible for the classes/education; Zulus were the dog handlers, Oscars the POs, Victors the various governors; Kilos were the Seg unit officers and Hotels were hospital officers.


The wing had been unlocked, so all of the inmates were milling around.* I knew that I needed to look and sound confident in front of my colleagues, while at the same time convincing the inmates that I wasn’t actually in need of a pair of adult-size Pampers nappies. So I shouted at the top of my faltering voice, ‘Gymnasium!’ Self-confidence and voice projection would require some work, that much was clear. But somehow I managed to pull it off, because no sooner had the last syllable left my very dry mouth than I was inundated with thirty to forty inmates, all chomping at the bit and keen to get to the gym.


It was only when I got on the radio to ask permission to move to the gym that I learnt I could only take sixteen inmates. Shit. Yet another trap. Which sixteen? I was in a bit of a pickle, so I stood at the gate and only let one inmate out at a time, counting as they went. This was nowhere near as easy as you might think. If they weren’t grunting, growling or swearing, they were throwing in the odd thirty-one, forty-nine, eleven, seventeen, all designed to throw my counting out. Count discreetly: another lesson learnt.


When I reached the last of the sixteen, I went to close the gate, which was a bit like trying to remove a hungry Rottweiler’s meal while he’s still eating. Despite the growling, grunting, snarls and threats – and my shaking, slippery-with-sweat hands – I finally got the gate secured. I then discreetly tried to catch up with the inmates, whom I really hoped were walking in the right direction and not taking me on some wild goose chase. I had a quick recount, discreetly double-checking that I had the sixteen who I had left the wing with, while trying to look as nonchalant and relaxed as I could.


Zulu units – or should I say the dog handlers – were strategically located along the route. The dogs were watching the inmates with great interest and the handlers were no doubt watching me with even greater interest. It was only when we reached another set of gates that I thought I might be rumbled, trying to unlock gates with still-shaking hands while trying to discreetly work out which key was the right one.


I was met by a couple of PEIs (physical education instructors, who were prison officers who had trained for this role) in the gym. It was then a case of signing the various cat A books* that had just been delivered by the wing cleaning officer (responsible for feeding the inmates, checking on the wing cleaners to ensure they are doing the cleaning to a satisfactory standard, making sure the wing storeroom is stocked and delivering the cat A books to where they are needed and locating the inmates). I was then shown into the observation area, a small, secure room from which I could watch the inmates and, if need be, safely raise the alarm.


Watching the inmates train with weights and punchbags, I was glad that I was locked in this small, secure room out of harm’s way. It was the law of the jungle in there, an alpha male exhibition of physical prowess and machismo. A bunch of pissed-off, testosterone-fuelled killers – towering of ego and surging with adrenaline – refusing to display even a hint of weakness. And the atmosphere in there fizzed with the very real sense that just the one misread signal, one small infringement of gym etiquette, was all it would take for the whole place to explode.


Once the prisoners had had their hour-long session, the whole process was repeated in reverse. I radioed for permission to move back to the wing, with sixteen pumped-up inmates, including the eleven ‘packages’. ‘Package’ was the term used for a cat A prisoner.


Only when the Zulu units were in place could I secure permission to move back to the wing. As I handed in the cat A books, I was relieved not to have fucked up my first job. I was told I was on the fives, so I duly went and stood on the landing on my own until ‘bang up’ (which is locking-up time) at 21.15. I could see other officers and they occasionally glanced at me, as did the inmates, weighing me up, checking me out. I tried my best to look relaxed, but I was sneaking glances at my watch every few minutes, while my face felt bright red, my heart was racing and my knuckles were turning white, which I realised was simply because I was gripping the railings a little too tight. I was holding on for dear life.


First blood


At last. Today was my first full day as a prison officer. When I arrived I was told to ‘get the kettle on’. As was apparently the tradition, the NEPOs made the brews and, not wanting to fuck up something that simple to start with, off I went with my scrap of paper with their orders: tea, a splash of milk and two sugars; coffee, lots of milk and no sugar; coffee, black, none … However, before I even made it to the kettle, a cell bell sounded, which was quickly followed by shouts from the office: ‘Bell on the fives!’ Another apparent tradition: send the NEPO up to answer the cell bell.


I made my way up the stairs and onto the fives landing. The little red cell-bell light above the door on cell six was illuminated, so I slid the observation flap open and was greeted with what appeared to be a living Jackson Pollock painting.


The walls, ceiling and floor were decorated with what seemed, at first glance to my inexperienced eyes, to be red paint. It was only when I spotted the inmate slumped in the corner that I realised it was claret (blood). He was holding his throat with both hands and both of his arms had long, deep lacerations running from wrist to elbow. His thighs were also cut deeply and bleeding profusely.


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I shut the flap, gathered my thoughts and tried to take it in, then opened the observation flap for a second look. Bollocks, bollocky bollocks. It was real, very fucking real. Now, my mind went into overdrive. What had they taught me at Newbold Revel? I tried to remember – it was in there somewhere …


Do I open the door and possibly save his life? No.


Do I hit the general alarm so that every man and his dog will know what is going on? No.


Do I shout down to my colleagues, who were still waiting for their tea, and wake up the whole wing? No.


Do I run down four flights of stairs and explain what is going on, or what I think is going on? Yes.


I raced down, tried desperately to calm myself and then explained to the other officers that it looked like the inmate in cell six on the fives had cut his throat because there was blood everywhere. (I was a bit non-committal, because I still couldn’t quite believe what I had seen.)


Things happened very quickly from there. The prison hospital was contacted, Oscar 1 (O1), the call sign for the PO in charge – was summoned, all and any available staff and Zulu units turned up, and two other officers and I returned to the cell to administer first aid. The floor of the cell was both slippery and sticky with blood, and as soon as we moved the inmate for a closer inspection, an arterial spray hit both me and the ceiling – I was now covered in claret. One of the officers tried to staunch the flow by pressing a towel onto the wound, while the other collected some blankets and towels to put on the slippery floor so we could work without sliding around. I wrapped the inmate’s arms and thighs in towels.


My white shirt was now red, and my hands looked like they were encased in red gloves and felt like they had been dipped in treacle. There was sticky, smelly blood everywhere. I held towels on his legs in a desperately feeble effort to look as if I was actually doing something useful. My colleague appeared to be strangling the inmate in an attempt to stop the flow of blood from his neck wound and then, after what seemed like an eternity, the cavalry arrived. A couple of hospital officers arrived – the ‘scab lifters’, as they were affectionately known – and took over. No rush, no panic; they calmly assessed the situation and, before doing anything else, put their gloves on.


Fuck! We had been told and told in training that inmates are prone to carrying all sorts of unpleasant things: hepatitis, HIV, STDs, tetanus and God knows what else. ‘Before you deal with injuries or wounds you must always, always put your gloves on,’ was the advice. We also had to have various jabs and yet all this advice went out of the window the moment we entered the cell. The fact that the other two officers hadn’t put gloves on made me feel a little better. I really hoped the inmate didn’t have any of these dreaded lurgies.


Rivalling with these fears was another thought: How did I do? Did I cock it up? Would I get a bollocking? Thankfully, the wing senior officer (SO) took me to one side and reassured me that I ‘did the right thing’, which was further confirmed when the number one governor of the prison came onto the wing and asked how I was, stating that in all probability my quick thinking had saved the inmate’s life.* But the real confirmation that I’d done all right arrived in the form of action: when I had a cup of tea actually made for me by a proper officer.


Slippery inmates


Unlocking the wing required two officers per landing. One officer unlocked every cell on one side of the landing, while the other officer did the other side. There was one inmate in each cell, and prior to unlocking, both officers would make sure the number of inmates was correct. I was on one side of the landing today, trying to unlock cell doors and look all slick and professional, when I realised that the officer unlocking the other half of the landing had already finished and was now watching my rather feeble fumblings. No pressure, then.


He suddenly turned sharply and disappeared into a cell a few doors away from him, then reappeared and beckoned me over. An inmate had collapsed and he had a small cut just above his left eye. As I walked in, I nearly went arse over tit on the slippery floor. We grabbed him and put him on his bed. He was coherent and chatty, refusing point-blank to have any further help or let the healthcare centre (HCC) take a look at the wound on his head.


When we asked him what had happened, he explained that he had been constipated for several days and one of the other inmates had assured him that the best way to cure constipation was with baby lotion. ‘Squirt the stuff up your jacksey, two or three times a day, and that will sort it,’ was the non-expert advice. He’d got a little too enthusiastic with sticking it up his bottom and squirting, so he’d spilled a load on the floor and slipped on it, banging his head. We never did find out if it actually cured his constipation.


Meal times


The hotplate was basically a servery, where inmates lined up and collected their meals, which they would then take back to their cells to eat. When I was informed that I was to man the hotplate, I assumed I would be there in some sort of supervisory capacity, strategically standing to one side and looking all mean and menacing lest an inmate decide to misbehave or dare to complain about the custard having lumps in it. I was, or so I thought, there to act as a deterrent. Wrong. I would be, along with half a dozen other officers, actually serving the inmates their meal.


The other staff were already in place, so I grabbed the only available space left: the chips. I was given a brief, somewhat sarcastic, lesson on how to use the J611 Flat-Handled Chip Scoop, a screw-proof implement for the serving of chips, accompanied with dire warnings of ‘Don’t run the fuck out of chips.’ Only then were we good to go.


The cleaning officer was overseeing the whole operation and would give each inmate a number, which corresponded to his food. This number was shouted out for each inmate, though it certainly didn’t help that I didn’t yet know a single inmate’s name.


As the inmates slowly came through, I was impressed with the speed and dexterity of the whole operation. The only problem area seemed to be mine. I was a nervous wreck again. One scoop per inmate, it wasn’t exactly rocket science, but here I was, convinced I was giving out the wrong amount of chips. I was grunted at, moaned at and given the evil eye by the inmates. I looked longingly over to the cabbage and peas section. It was a world away from the poisoned chalice that was the chips.


Invisible intruder


The cell bells are only ever to be used in an emergency. Or at least that’s the theory. To a prison officer, an emergency is a life-or-death situation. Like the prisoner cutting his own throat. But after only a week in the job, I’d learnt that a prisoner has a slightly different definition: running out of toilet paper, a cockroach walking across the floor, a headache, the sound of voices, real or imagined. Last night, three staff were called to a cell in another wing because an inmate had pressed the cell bell at 02.20, then started shouting and kicking the door. He woke some of the other inmates, and a domino effect saw the shouts of ‘shut the fuck up’ and ‘wait till I see you in the morning’ rise to a crescendo.


A dog handler was called and O1 was asked to attend after getting no verbal response from the inmate, who was too busy shouting and screaming, and who could be seen cowering in the corner of his cell while trying to protect himself with a pillow from an apparently invisible assailant. When the staff finally entered the cell and the inmate eventually calmed down enough, he explained that there was a wasp in the cell and he was allergic to wasps.


Psychological torment


Today, the head psychologist came looking for me and asked if he could have a quiet word, and now I was shitting myself, again. Have I fucked up? What have I done? What haven’t I done? What should I have done? Have my colleagues already decided that there’s no place in the service for a bloke who can’t even make a decent cup of tea? And, Will I ever stop shitting myself?


My self-deprecating thoughts of total inadequacy were interrupted when we sat down together in his office and he proceeded to ask if I was OK. I must have looked a little bemused, because he then said, ‘I understand you were the one who found Doyle, the inmate with the cut throat. I understand that it was a bit messy, so I thought I’d come and see if you are all right and, if it’s OK, could I ask you a couple of questions?’


I didn’t mind and besides, I didn’t really have much choice. The first question was: ‘What did you think about what you had to deal with?’ The million-dollar question.


This caught me slightly off guard. Did I tell the truth and say that I hadn’t given the incident a second thought, as I’d been too busy trying to survive each and every subsequent shift? And have the psychologist decide I was a cold-hearted, uncaring, ruthless bastard who displayed a lack of empathy towards another human being. Or did I say I’d thought about it a lot and could only hope that the inmate was OK, and that yes, there was a lot of blood? Which made me feel a little uneasy, the psychologist potentially deciding that I wasn’t mentally strong enough to be working in such a demanding environment. Dilemma, dilemma.


So I did what I normally do in such situations. I bluffed my way out of it, saying I had since thought about the incident and hoped that I did the right things, and that I was just glad that Doyle was unsuccessful in his apparent suicide attempt and that my colleagues were able to prevent what could so easily have been a suicide. It worked – well, I think it worked. He seemed satisfied with my response. However, the real truth of the matter was that I was just relieved I hadn’t fucked up in front of my colleagues.


Cold-blooded vertebrates


This morning we reported to the visits area, where we were briefed about a spin.* Carl, the security SO giving the speech in his strong Geordie accent, informed us that it was an intelligence-led search and that we would be looking for ‘hooch’ and ‘amphibians’. Hooch, I knew, was illicitly brewed alcohol, but I didn’t understand the term ‘amphibians’ and hadn’t the bottle to ask, lest I looked even more stupid than I felt, even if the chances of us having to look for cold-blooded vertebrates seemed unlikely.


Luckily, someone had the balls to raise their hand and ask the question. Carl’s accent seemed to become broader the more excited he got. Being one of those people whose mouth seemed to work faster than their brain, he explained that what he actually meant was ‘amphetamines’. The whole place erupted.


After the meeting, we made our way to the wings. Wing officers rarely search their own wings during a complete wing spin, so we B-wing officers made our way to M wing and vice versa. I was teamed up with Clive, an experienced officer who asked me the obvious question, ‘Have you done many searches?’
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