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‘It is a universal assumption, shared by custodians and their charges, that the condition of captivity necessarily gives rise to attempts to escape from it.’


G. R. Twiselton, Director of Psychological Services,


Home Office Research Study No. 41, 1977







Foreword


WHY WRITE A book about a case that happened more than forty years ago?


I have been approached a number of times to do so, or to assist in writing a screenplay based on the case, but I always declined for two reasons: when I was a serving police officer it would not have been appropriate and, more importantly, I was sensitive to the feelings of Gill Moran, the sole survivor of events, who had undergone an unimaginable ordeal. However, I was given leave by the Chief Constable to use the material available on the case as I saw fit for lecturing at the Police College, Bramshill, and to law agencies and universities in Illinois, Chicago, and much later, Michigan, where the case had been widely reported and there was a lot of interest in hostage situations.


Two years ago, I was approached by writer Carol Ann Lee, who has an excellent reputation for writing deeply researched books on true events. She had always been interested in the case and could not understand why no one had written a book about it. There was so much coverage about it at the time – 1977 – and more recently, on the fortieth anniversary, it had again featured in the press. But many of those reports, both historical and more recent, were painfully inaccurate.


The events covered within these pages document the first time in the history of the Derbyshire Police that any member of our constabulary had shot anyone. It was also the first time an escaped prisoner had been shot dead by the police in the UK. My co-author and I decided to examine the case from the very beginning and have spent the last two years intensely researching all the available material and speaking to those who were involved. This is their story.


It is also the story of what can happen when a dangerous prisoner escapes from custody. Billy Hughes had been in and out of prison all his life. The purposes of prison are manifold but one of those is to protect the public from those who would do them harm. For that to work, however, it requires cooperation from all the criminal justice agencies and in this particular case there were obvious failings. The antecedents of Billy Hughes alone should have marked him out as a criminal who required close observation, giving him not the slightest of chances to arm himself either within or without prison.


His record showed that he had displayed disturbing psychological traits throughout his career. But statistics don’t tell the whole story. For that, we have to consult those people who had no choice but to face him whenever he went ‘off the rails’. His violent tendencies were mainly directed at strangers or authoritarian figures and almost always when he had been under the influence of either drink or drugs – or both. He often acted on uncontrollable impulses. There were times, as we shall see, when Hughes was not under the influence of drugs or drink and was instead capable of acting normally. But he was a very convincing liar, too. He certainly displayed the key psychopathic trait of never accepting responsibility for his actions. He was adept at inventing stories and excuses for his actions, usually placing the blame on his victims. The incident prior to Pottery Cottage was a good example of this: it was his word against that of his two victims. The striking of a young man with a brick was self-defence; the rape of a young woman on a riverbank was consensual sex. He was helped by his counsel and the ineptitude of Chesterfield magistrates, who failed to process the case for trial at a higher court.


The press referred to him as ‘Mad Billy’ and in a clinical sense he had all the traits to classify him as a psychopath. He certainly had no moral conscience. Most people who experience extreme anger hold back from harming someone because the part of their brain that determines moral consciousness tells them it would be wrong to do so. But it is evident from his actions, particularly at Pottery Cottage, that Billy Hughes’s brain did not work that way. No one will ever know why he did what he did to the Morans and Mintons. The awful thing is that the killings were totally unnecessary for his purpose of remaining at liberty.


It would be some years later, after the inquiries into the Bradford fire and the Hillsborough Disaster, that Lord Chief Justice Taylor concluded: ‘Complacency is the enemy of safety.’ If ever there was a previous case where the same conclusion could have been reached, it was this one.


There was every reason to follow the advice on Form number 293, sent to the prison authorities by Derbyshire Police in respect of Billy Hughes:


He was an exceptional risk;


He was liable to escape;


He was violent;


He might try to take his own life.


Under those circumstances, a psychiatrist’s declaration that he was extremely dangerous is superfluous; it was a basic matter of fact.


The purpose of the criminal justice system is to bring offenders to justice and punish them for their proven misdemeanours. Most importantly, it is for the safety of the public and in this case the system failed. Yet after the murders at Pottery Cottage, no one was questioned at government level and no one was held to account at the Home Office, which controls staffing levels of both the prison and the police services. Alarmingly, it seems that nothing has been learned by those in power over the years that have passed since the events of 1977. Excessive cuts by today’s government in the staffing levels of prisons and within the police service have resulted in another Billy Hughes scenario remaining a strong possibility.


Rudyard Kipling recognised the value in asking such questions, referring to ‘six honest serving-men’, who taught him all he knew; their names were ‘What and Why and When / And How and Where and Who’.


These remain the principal questions we should ask in any investigation.


I hope our book goes a long way to answering all of them.


Peter Howse


York, May 2019




Prologue: Caveat Emptor


MOST PEOPLE NO longer give the house a second glance. They simply pass by on their way to the beauty spots of the Peak District National Park or to the towns and cities at either end of the main road where it stands on the tourist trail to nearby Chatsworth. Owned by the same family for over thirty years, Northend Farm has been sympathetically modernised to make the most of its panoramic views across bracken-clad Beeley Moor towards Hell Bank Plantation.


‘A delightful farmhouse conversion surrounded by glorious open countryside,’ read the carefully worded advertisement when it was offered for sale in the summer of 1977. Estate agents Henry Spencer & Sons pointed out that its location was well served by road and rail, close to local amenities: Chesterfield was only six miles away, Bakewell seven, yet it remained charmingly rural. Recent history apart, the house benefited from being skilfully divided to provide secondary accommodation for a young adult or dependent elder relative, and boasted a double garage, large gardens and French windows on to a patio overlooking wide pastures where sheep cropped the grass.


But the house, locked up and empty, had a forlorn air. The iron fretwork sign had been deliberately removed, allowing the building to be sold under its original name of Northend Farm. Tall weeds pushed through the gravel in the driveway and the stone flags of the patio, while the unmown lawn was a mass of dandelions. Peering through the windows it was possible to see that furniture had been drawn into a puzzling clutter. Heaters, a large yellow armchair, pots, pans, a jug and cardboard boxes stacked high with records and books awaited removal by the owner. She would not be showing potential buyers around, leaving that responsibility to the estate agents who, despite billing themselves proudly as ‘Henry Spencer & Sons, HSS 1840, Auctioneers, Valuers, Land and Estate Agents, Fine Art Auctioneers, of 48 Knifesmithgate, Chesterfield’, never advertised the house in their otherwise extensive section of newspaper property pages. ‘We wish to keep this entire transaction at a very low key,’ said a spokesman for the company.1


Nonetheless, the sale attracted nationwide attention. Editorials mused over the ethics and implications of buying such a house, while another estate agent vocalised the opinion of many: ‘That type of property would find a ready market, but for its unfortunate history. Because of the events that have taken place there, I would have thought a lot of people would not be interested in purchasing it. But I suppose there are certain people who might even like the notoriety.’2


It did sell, a few months later, to a couple and their two young daughters, who insisted that they were not troubled by its past Their view was distinctly at odds with one of the country’s most well-known journalists, Lynda Lee-Potter, who, shortly before her death in 2004, described her visit to the house twenty-seven years earlier: ‘I’ve absolutely no doubt that wickedness leaves its mark on bricks and mortar and seeps into the woodwork. The first time I walked into the cottage I felt terrified. It was empty and clean, but there was a tangible, all-pervasive feeling of malevolence and evil. I was in the area for a week, staying in a hotel, but slept every night with the lights on.’3


Lynda Lee-Potter did not disclose her reason for visiting the house, but she had spent that week in the company of its then owner Gill Moran, a woman in her thirties. She was there to document Gill’s story as the sole survivor of events that took place at Northend Farm in January 1977, when the house was known by the slanting name on that demolished ironwork sign: Pottery Cottage.




Part One:


Antecedents




Chapter One:


Persistent Absconder


IN LATE JANUARY 1854, Charles Dickens arrived in the Lancashire town of Preston. Seeking a northern setting for his tenth novel, his visit coincided with a months-long strike by thousands of Preston cotton workers. Dickens knew at once that he had found the right place, a town of ‘red brick, or brick that would have been red if the smoke and ashes had allowed it; but, as matters stood, it was a town of unnatural red and black like the painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever and never got uncoiled. It had a black canal in it and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles of buildings full of windows where there was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the steam-engine worked monotonously up and down, like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy madness.’1


Before the industrial revolution, Preston had been a genteel market town popular with polite society. Gas lighting was installed in 1816, making it the first town outside London to embrace the new apparatus, and inventions such as Richard Arkwright’s water frame, created in Preston, transformed cotton mills across the north. In 1838, the North Union Railway extended into the town, connecting it to major cities, and soon the docks were teeming, a shipbreaking yard was in noisy operation, and all the while a permanent pall of smoke hung across the rooftops, testament to the remarkable productivity of its mills and factories.


But with prosperity came oppression, and in 1842 cotton workers staged a mass demonstration outside the Corn Exchange, protesting against poor pay and working conditions; four were shot dead by troops brought in by mill owners and magistrates. Visiting the town afterwards, Karl Marx declared his revulsion of the men in charge (‘these little Napoleons of Lancashire’), predicting that workers would one day declare Preston ‘our St Petersburg’.2 Instead, it became the ubiquitous ‘Coketown’ in Hard Times, and inspired scenes in North and South, a novel about love and class war by Dickens’s contemporary, Elizabeth Gaskell.


The Hughes family might have stepped directly from the pages of either book. Billy Hughes’s nineteenth-century forebears worked as weavers in Preston’s cotton mills while subsequent generations lived in the same terraced house on North Road. Staunch Roman Catholics, they worshipped at nearby St Ignatius Church, newly built and the first church in Preston to bear a spire. They were ambitious, too, with family-run enterprises established before the turn of the new century: successive Hughes women ran a herbalist shop while sons were apprenticed to fathers in a decorating business that carried out both residential and commercial work.


Billy’s father, Thomas Edward Hughes, was born in May 1924 at 29 Pump Street on the north-east fringes of town. After the Great War, Preston experienced more seismic change brought about by advances in engineering and manufacturing, with thousands of council houses built as part of Liberal Prime Minister Lloyd George’s promise of ‘homes fit for heroes’. The Hugheses lived in an older property; Pump Street was another narrow red-brick terrace among the rabbit warren of its kind. The Royal Infirmary stood to the north, vast, proud and efficient, while to the south lay the grey bulk of His Majesty’s Prison, rebuilt and extended during Queen Victoria’s reign. Dominating the entire district was the ‘Yellow Factory’, as Horrocks’s sprawling cotton mill was colloquially known, where Thomas worked as a bobbin weaver after leaving school. His elder brother William followed their father into the decorating trade, while their mother worked as a charlady following the closure of the herbalist shop.


War broke out in 1939, when Thomas was fifteen. He joined the army at the first opportunity and served throughout the conflict. Demobbed, he returned to Preston, working alongside his father and brother as an apprentice painter. He met Dundee-born Mary (May) Middleton Coventry, two years his junior, who was employed as a jute spreader in a textile factory. They married on 18 May 1946 at St Ignatius Church, with both bride and groom’s fathers as witnesses. May was then six months pregnant and living with Thomas at 29 Pump Street, where she gave birth on 8 August 1946.


The baby was baptised William Thomas Hughes, ‘our Billy’.


Five siblings were born in quick succession: Barbara in 1948, Alan in 1950, David in 1951, Malcolm in 1952 and Brian in 1954. Money was scarce, with May working between pregnancies as a Woolworths cashier until Thomas rejoined the army. Life in the services meant higher wages, allowances and a comfortable home for the family – first in Germany, where Thomas was posted for three years, then in Shoeburyness, a garrison town on the Essex coast. One year later, Corporal Thomas Hughes was dispatched to Hong Kong. He went ahead while his wife arranged to travel with their daughter and sons.


May and the children left Southampton aboard the SS Nevasa on 28 January 1958. For the six Hughes siblings – Billy the eldest at eleven and Brian the youngest aged three – it was an adventure like no other. The voyage lasted an entire month, travelling over 11,000 miles through the Mediterranean and Middle East on a troop ship built to accommodate 500 British servicemen and their families. Children were schooled by Army Education Officers and ate well from their own menu, sleeping in bunks that swayed in rough seas and eyeing shark safety nets at port. In March, the Hughes children stood at the rail as the ship sailed into Hong Kong’s amazing natural harbour, above which squatter huts clustered on the steep hillside where tigers were still said to roam.


Thomas’s rank provided his family with a beautiful home in Hong Kong: a large bungalow in its own grounds where the children could play, attended by a live-in Chinese servant. Facing trial years later, Billy told a psychiatrist tasked with assessing his mental health that as a child he had enjoyed a loving relationship with his strict but caring father and warm-hearted mother. The Hugheses witnessed little of the famine sweeping down from China that year as Chairman Mao attempted to match American levels of development; they departed less than six months after their arrival for undisclosed reasons. Conflicting reports claim this was either due to Thomas’s ill health or because he crashed an army vehicle while drunk. As a result, on 31 July 1958, May and the children boarded the SS Oxfordshire bound for Southampton. They settled in Blackpool for eighteen months where Thomas worked as a decorator and Billy briefly attended Secondary Modern, before returning permanently to Preston.


The town was not as they remembered it. Under the banner of ‘slum clearance’, urban planners had begun redeveloping English cities, flattening terraced streets and grand civic buildings in favour of housing estates, office blocks and flyovers. Preston gained a Ringway for easy access to Britain’s first motorway; an enormous concrete bunker in brutalist design that served as a bus station; and the local takeaway dish of parched peas lost its attraction when the country’s first Kentucky Fried Chicken opened in town. Preston’s cotton mills were becoming defunct, replaced by modern production lines in factories that attracted many Asian and Caribbean Commonwealth immigrants who made their homes in the area.


Billy’s birthplace on Pump Street had been razed to the ground during the regeneration process. The Hugheses rented a similar Victorian terraced house on Gerrard Street, close to the railway line and docks. Billy was then twelve years old, a small, slight boy with fair hair and deep-set blue eyes. He had no interest in academic subjects and received consistently poor marks across the board at school. Remonstrations from his teachers only had the effect of making him defiant and hostile, while being teased by his schoolmates about his height enraged him. He retaliated with his fists, often instigating fights in order to prove himself, and gained a reputation as someone who was almost pathologically incapable of backing down. Tony Williams, a schoolmate of Billy’s at Fulwood County Secondary School, offers an example: ‘When we were boys picking blackberries in a field near Blackpool we were charged by a wild horse. Billy picked up a plank of wood and beat it away. That’s the kind of lad he was.’3


Matters were different at home, where Billy’s parents left him in charge of the younger children while they worked long hours to provide the food that he would prepare before and after school. His frustration at being given that responsibility manifested itself in antisocial behaviour and petty crime. Tony Williams’s brother Joe confirms: ‘Billy was the eldest boy in a family of six kids living near my home. Even in those days he was always in trouble for stealing from shops.’4


On 15 February 1961, Billy entered the British legal system when he was brought before Preston Borough Juvenile Court on two charges of stealing from motorcycles. He was given a conditional discharge and ordered to pay 7/6d costs.5 Three months later, he stood in the same court charged with shop-breaking and stealing, for which he received two years’ probation. His criminal career had thus begun, emerging as a textbook example of one young man’s trajectory from petty theft to murder. Coupled with a failure on the part of the authorities to intervene effectively, the consequences would prove devastating.


After leaving school at fifteen, Billy became an apprentice fitter in a factory, but was swiftly dismissed for failing to attend a Day Release Course. In an effort to stave off further trouble, his father took him on as a trainee decorator but that lasted only a week. A third job as a metal polisher came to an end when Billy was caught stealing from his employer. He received a £1 fine at Preston Juvenile Court on 23 August 1961, for an unrelated theft of a purse and its contents.


Despite finding work as a British Rail apprentice, Billy’s criminal activities escalated one night before Christmas 1961. Together with a twelve-year-old friend, he broke into Bare Dry Cleaners in Fulwood, stealing Electricity Board stamps and Christmas stockings. Later that evening he committed another burglary with a younger acquaintance but was caught by police as he bolted from the hairdressing salon with cash and small display items on his person. Billy managed to give officers the slip and set off in a rage towards Dock Street sidings where he worked. He broke in a third time, finding a length of iron which he used to smash seventeen train windows. He was apprehended by British Railway Police, who asked him why he had vandalised the carriages. ‘The other police had just caught me and I was mad,’ he replied.6


Billy appeared before Preston Juvenile Panel on 28 December 1961, charged with housebreaking, theft of articles and money, and committing malicious damage amounting to £31 2s 1d. Convicted on all counts and fined £2 for breach of an earlier probation order, he was put on probation for two years, half of which was to be served in a probation hostel. The Lancashire Evening Post covered the case, but to the relief of his parents, Billy was too young to be publicly named. His friend Joe recalls that Billy’s mother was so distressed at the shame he had brought upon their good name in Preston that she ‘disowned him completely. After that he used to go out with us lads into Blackpool to do “screwing” jobs.’7


May Hughes was not the only one to have lost patience with Billy. When he was brought before Preston Borough Juvenile Court on 3 January 1962, charged with three counts of pickpocketing, magistrates committed him to a Home Office approved school. It was a normal recourse for children aged ten to seventeen who had been found guilty of crimes that were punishable by custodial sentences for adults. Around 120 approved schools existed in England and Wales at the time, sanctioned by the Home Secretary, but run by private voluntary organisations instead of the state or local authorities. Following assessment, children were sent to the school most suited to their needs and religious orientation. The fundamental aim was that of social re-education through ‘discipline, character training, sympathy and understanding’ and primarily, ‘an attempt to make the child confident of his own ability’.8


Billy’s impoverished background was typical of most children brought before the courts, whose offences tended to reflect their difficult circumstances. Magistrates also viewed neglect, bad parenting, the absence of male role models for boys and latterly youth culture and consumerism as causes of crime, with juveniles increasingly referred to psychologists for tests. Even so, birching remained an acceptable means of ‘character building’ in boys for years to come, and a legal punishment until 1948.


Approved school did little to stem the rising tide of delinquency in Billy Hughes. He absconded on five occasions, a transgression which the authorities regarded a delinquent act in itself and evidence of ‘the failure of treatment at an early age’.9 Having regained his liberty, on 26 July 1963 Billy appeared at Blackpool Magistrates’ Court on three counts of stealing. He was sentenced to another stint in approved school, where his record observes that being bullied about his height caused him to react in a ‘confrontational and competitive’ manner.10


Discharged again, he burgled a shop and was brought before magistrates in Liverpool on 12 May 1964. This time he was sentenced to Borstal, where around 6,000 repeat offenders aged fifteen to twenty-one were detained annually. The authorities stressed that ‘Borstal is not a prison, not even an institution any longer; it is an establishment … to be sentenced to Borstal is not to be sentenced to imprisonment, or even detention, but to training’, yet admitted that Borstal was ‘the end of the line’ for the criminal young, with adult prison the next stage.11


Superficially, Borstal was run on similar lines to boarding school, with each establishment divided into ‘houses’ where inmates slept in dormitories. Education and sports were obligatory, while discipline was strict: minor lapses resulted in the withdrawal of small privileges but more serious transgressions were punishable by a spell in solitary confinement (‘chokey’). Vocational training in courses ranging from cookery to bricklaying were offered on a first come, first served basis, aimed at securing employment upon discharge. Throughout their stay, inmates were graded on three levels, with home leave granted before final grading and release.


Billy left Liverpool for Wormwood Scrubs in London to be assessed for a suitable Borstal. The prison social worker tasked with evaluating his character and finding the right place for him was deeply unimpressed by their meetings. ‘An immature, thoughtless little chap whose voice is just about breaking,’ he observed. ‘Has been a nuisance to all who have tried to help him. Needs secure conditions and probably further education. Persistent absconder.’12 He suggested sending Billy to Everthorpe Borstal, built five years earlier in the flat East Yorkshire countryside, and advised him to take advantage of a training course in welding there.


Initial reports from Everthorpe were bleak, describing Billy as ‘immature and unable to control himself’ before deteriorating further: ‘No progress … needs to be kept on a tight rein; a troublemaker; irresponsible.’13 He failed the Institution Board for training grade on three occasions and even his pugilistic peers were wary of him, including his cellmate. A tattooed youth from Wigan, nicknamed ‘Scarface’ due to a ‘bottle top shape weal’ on his left cheek, he recalled sharing a ‘gritty camaraderie’ with Billy, but was watchful of his ‘dark frustrations and violent tendencies’ and an emergent obsession with ‘weapons, especially knives’.14


Billy’s other fixation was welcomed by staff trained in the institutional concept of a healthy body equating to a healthy mind: after participating in sports and exercise, he poured his energies into weightlifting and working out, turning his small frame into one that was muscular and immensely strong. His behaviour improved and he showed promise on the course he had opted for instead of welding, leading to positive comments on his report: ‘Mature, self-confident, doing well on painting and decorating vocational training course.’15


Billy’s choice of classes indicated an affinity with his parents, which tied in again with the Borstal ethos: ‘Of all the influences that can work towards rehabilitation of a Borstal boy, one of the most potent can be that of his own family.’16 Young offenders were encouraged to maintain or seek contact with their parents. Billy accepted responsibility for the breakdown of his relationship with his mother and father, who welcomed him home when he was granted leave for a short time towards the end of his sentence. He returned to Everthorpe in disgrace, nonetheless, on a charge of drunk and disorderly behaviour, with a note on his file to that effect from Preston police.


Billy spent seventeen months in Borstal. He was released into the care of his parents on 7 October 1965, but was turned out to live with a friend after a month of heavy drinking. It may be that he was regarded as a bad influence on his siblings, since all the Hughes brothers would find themselves ‘in trouble with the law’ at some stage.17 Billy blamed his own problems on excessive drinking, yet seemed incapable of abstaining unless alcohol was unavailable.


He was brought before Preston Magistrates’ Court on 22 November 1965, charged with shop-breaking and stealing, and asked for two other offences to be taken into consideration. Questioned about motive, he replied, ‘I needed the money.’18 His punishment was a six-month sentence at Borstal Recall Centre in Portsmouth, where he refused to write to his parents, telling staff that he would never return to them because they had ‘washed their hands’ of him.19 His record from Portsmouth is scant on detail, describing him repeatedly as ‘immature and a nuisance’.20


Released on 4 May 1966, Billy caught a train north to Preston. He soon found work as a labourer and lodgings with a friend on Ribble Bank Street, a stone’s throw from his family home, but had little intention of remaining out of trouble. One week after leaving Borstal he slipped out in the early hours to meet two local girls, Lorraine and Brenda, planning to commit robbery. They chose a private house in upmarket Fulwood Hall Lane, where the two girls kept watch while Billy unsuccessfully tried to prise open a window with a screwdriver. They then headed to the nearby Co-operative Sports and Social Club, intent on filching alcohol and to raid the one-armed bandit. A constable on his rounds spotted movement inside the darkened building and caught the two girls as they tried to flee. He marched them back to the club, switching on the lights to reveal Billy crouched under the stage. The screwdriver lay beside the fruit machine.


Billy was sent to await trial at Risley Remand Centre near Warrington. Only a few days before, Britain’s most notorious killers, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, had been held there prior to receiving life sentences for the ‘Moors Murders’. Aware that he faced jail himself, Billy was still incapable of the appropriate behaviour and was the subject of eight misconduct reports, which included failing to attend work, using bad language, fighting and being involved in bullying. He forfeited thirteen days’ remission as a result. He had managed to rebuild his relationship with his parents – his notes record that he was on ‘good terms’ with them – but sent the majority of his letters to a girlfriend and received as many from her. She was the only person to visit him. Staff regarded him as ‘of above average intelligence’ when he applied himself, but most of the observations on his report are negative: he was a ‘constant nuisance’, ‘irresponsible’ and there was ‘little hope for him on release unless he changes’.21


On 12 July 1966, Billy, Lorraine and Brenda pleaded guilty at Preston County Sessions to stealing from the club and attempted housebreaking. James Booth, defending all three, told the court that seventeen-year-old Brenda was supporting herself and a baby on a pittance; she, like her friend Lorraine, had committed the offences out of financial desperation. As for Billy, Booth stated that he had spent the last four of his nineteen years in institutions and might benefit better from probation. Magistrates granted each girl three years’ probation but were disinclined to clemency for Billy: he was sentenced to eighteen months in prison.


Billy’s friends were unsurprised by the outcome. ‘He lived off petty crime,’ Joe Williams recalled. ‘There were times when he seemed to live in a world apart. He had no other interests or conversation except crime and talking about his old chums in the nick [but] he never did a big job … He never had much fun out of life. He was never quite right in the head. Sometimes, he had a faraway look in his eyes when you talked to him. He was a loner.’22


Raymond Glass knew him as ‘Little Billy’, a small-time crook. Aware of the dichotomy between Billy’s inability to remain law-abiding and his terror of confinement, he felt certain the disparity would lead to tragedy: ‘Billy could be talked or goaded into any crime but he was scared stiff of prison. I’m sure that was why, in the end, he committed those terrible murders. He was desperate not to go back to jail again.’23




Chapter Two:


Battle in the Streets


BILLY SERVED HIS first custodial sentence at HMP Walton in Liverpool. Situated in the heart of the city, it was rebuilt during the nineteenth century to replace an existing prison no longer fit for purpose. Wings led out from a central castellated block in line with the era’s radial design, housing a thousand inmates and gallows where sixty-two prisoners were put to death. The last execution in Walton was the last in Britain: in August 1964, two years before Billy entered its walls, Peter Anthony Allen was hanged for his part in the murder of a laundry-van driver. His accomplice, Gwynne Owen Evans, was simultaneously executed in Strangeways. Allen was three years older than Billy and Evans six; their paths may have crossed in Preston where they lived within a few streets of each other, and all had resorted to petty theft during periods of unemployment.


Billy served his time in Walton as a Category B prisoner, one ‘for whom the very highest conditions of security are not necessary but for whom escape must be made very difficult’.1 His behaviour was satisfactory throughout, although his relationship with his parents had broken down again and he intended to live in lodgings upon release. Billy’s year of good conduct came to an end shortly after his discharge from Walton on 28 June 1967; charged with store-breaking and stealing scrap copper, he returned to Risley eight weeks later, sentenced to two years’ imprisonment.


‘A complete social non-conformist who associates with others who follow a similar pattern,’ reads Billy’s progress report from the Local Review Committee some months later.2 There would be no improvement in that evaluation; his notes indicate that he was suffering from depression and low self-esteem, exacerbated by a lack of contact from his parents, with whom he hoped to reconcile. He attended the Roman Catholic chapel occasionally, but there was no sign of his previous above-average assessment. The committee concluded that Billy Hughes was ‘pathetic – he seems ashamed of himself and there is hardly any self-respect or ambition after nearly six years. It is difficult to get any idea of his attitudes, he is cooperative but makes little positive contribution to an interview. His response to prison is only fair, and although his stay may teach him how to improve his prison standards it is difficult to see how this will benefit him outside.’3 Once again, ‘the prospects of successful rehabilitation are poor at this stage’.4


Matters deteriorated further. Within a year, Billy was the subject of eight disciplinary reports for breaches including ‘trafficking, fighting, absenting himself from work and bad language’.5 He lost twelve days’ remission and was excluded from association periods (socialising with other inmates), leading him to petition about victimisation. Otherwise, his conduct was ‘indifferent’ and he was ‘not prepared to give any guarantee that he will attempt to desist from crime’.6 His correspondence consisted of letters to and from relatives who were also in custody and his application for home leave was refused.


Billy regained his freedom on 15 January 1969. Although he was on better terms with his parents, he moved in with his father’s elder brother, William, who had always tried to help him. Three days later, Billy repaid his uncle’s kindness by breaking into an empty building on Preston’s Blackpool Road with intent to steal. He was spotted by a constable and apprehended, but escaped from a panda car bound for Fulwood Police Station. Recaptured by another officer in Moor Park, at first Billy said meekly, ‘I surrender,’ before headbutting the policeman, then punching him to the ground, kicking him repeatedly until he was dragged off by other officers.7 The injured man was treated in hospital and remained off duty for several days.


Remanded in custody at Risley, Billy came before magistrates in Preston on 27 January charged with burglary and assaulting a police officer. His solicitor told the court that his client was ‘sorry for the offences and intends to settle down with the help of his parents’, but Billy’s sullen appearance belied his purported contrition. He was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment for each offence, to run concurrently at HMP Walton.8


His conduct in prison was subdued. Classified a lower Category C inmate (i.e., those who cannot be trusted in open conditions but who do not have the ability or resources to make a determined escape attempt), Billy corresponded regularly with one of his brothers who was in Pollington Borstal, but failed to reciprocate when his parents wrote to him. The only matter deemed worthy of note on his report concerned his obsession with a series of warts on one hand; when he was admitted to Walton Casualty Hospital with a fractured little finger, he pestered medics about getting rid of the warts. He was released from prison on 22 May 1969.


Billy remained at liberty for less than two months, but in that time, he met and moved in with a girl and her family. On 11 July 1969 he returned to Risley charged with burglary and theft but escaped, fleeing to Preston. Despite being on the run for three weeks, he found lodgings and employment. He was at the wheel of a pick-up truck one evening when PC Rex Waite saw him driving erratically along Aqueduct Street before turning on to St George’s Road, where he collided with a stationary van. Waite collared Billy as he emerged from the vehicle and escorted him immediately to Preston Royal Infirmary for a check-up. Billy seemed dazed, claiming not to remember anything about the accident. He sustained no injuries but breath tests revealed 175mg of alcohol in his blood against the permitted 80mg. He told his solicitor, Hodgson, that he had been drinking double whiskies that night and wasn’t used to it, nor was he driving at the time of the collision, although he intended to plead guilty. Hodgson suspected that Billy was covering for someone but his client refused to be drawn further.


‘Escaper Jailed on Drink Charge’, read the headline in the Lancashire Evening Post on 6 August 1969. Billy’s solicitor told Preston Magistrates’ Court that ‘while he was unlawfully at liberty recently, Hughes did secure some work in Preston. There was no question of him wanting to leave the town.’9 Billy admitted all the charges against him: driving a motor pick-up with too much alcohol in his blood, driving without due care and attention, using the vehicle without a test certificate, failing to produce his insurance certificate and driving licence, and failing to report to the police following the results of the breathalyser test. He was sentenced to four months’ imprisonment for driving while drunk and banned from driving for twelve months, but given an absolute discharge on the other offences.


Removed to HMP Walton, Billy returned to Preston on 13 August 1969 to face charges of burglary and theft. Standing in court following rejection by his girlfriend, Billy made a dramatic gesture: he pulled out a razor blade and drew it across his throat and wrist. He was rushed to hospital, where his wounds were sutured: five stitches in the neck and four in his left wrist. Billy insisted that he had wanted to die, but the Senior Medical Officer at HMP Walton deemed otherwise, describing the incident as ‘hysterical behaviour’, which, while ‘premeditated’, was ‘not carried out with any great determination’.10 Billy received no counselling either for the action itself or for the reasons behind it. Instead, he was temporarily placed on the Escape List (those inmates most likely to attempt escape).


His anger boiled over with a serious assault on another inmate, and on 5 September 1969, the Visiting Committee awarded him twenty-eight days’ forfeiture of remission, seven days’ cellular confinement, seven days’ stoppage of earnings and seven days’ forfeiture of privileges. Discovering his former girlfriend had moved hundreds of miles south to Portsmouth seems to have been the trigger; Billy refused to believe that their relationship was over and petitioned for a transfer to Winchester to be near her. The denial of his request brought a reluctant acceptance of the entire situation and his conduct was described as fair in another petition for transfer to HMP Preston.


This, too, was refused but Billy successfully appealed against the decisions of the Visiting Committee and saw his sentence reduced to a £25 fine on 26 September 1969. On the same date, he received a custodial sentence suspended for three years after being found guilty of handling stolen goods, with two other offences taken into consideration. He was released from court and headed straight for Portsmouth, where he convinced his girlfriend to take him back. A note on his file records that he had informed the authorities that he was living with his common-law wife in Portsmouth and had one child.


Billy appeared in court again on 25 November 1969, charged with drunk and disorderly behaviour, assaulting a police officer, theft of a copper cistern and handling stolen goods. He received separate custodial sentences of one month, six months and six months, to be served concurrently, plus two years for breaching his suspended sentence, making a total of three years’ imprisonment. He asked the authorities to send him to HMP Winchester but found himself bound for HMP Walton, with a note attached to his records regarding his previous escape attempts.


At first, his conduct was fair and he wrote regularly to a girlfriend in Borstal (presumably not the mother of his child in Portsmouth). He was twice placed on report: once for absenting himself from work, losing two weeks’ pay as a result, and for sequestering a transistor radio in his cell, forfeiting three days’ remission. Otherwise there were no adverse comments about his work.


Staff regarded Billy as a surprisingly skilled bookmaker with a weakness for gambling on horses. When he unsuccessfully applied for ‘dining out association’ a wry note was made on his record that ‘were he granted Mess facilities, it would present him with greater opportunities to expand’.11 A full year passed before Billy was allowed to join other inmates at mealtimes, largely because his tutor confirmed that he had ‘made good progress with his work and gives no trouble’.12


Whenever he was confined to his cell, Billy made use of the time to exercise for hours. He also began amassing tattoos, including the ubiquitous ‘LOVE’ on the fingers of his right hand and ‘HATE’ on his left. He already had a girlfriend’s name inked across his chest – ‘DIANNE’ – and added a large eagle with protracted talons, while his back was covered by a single tattoo of a stylised snake with a forked tongue and tail, and fangs dripping blood. Over the years he supplemented these with numerous smaller inkings on his arms and hands, including a bluebird, an anchor, stars, hearts, crosses and compasses.


As summer 1970 came to an end, Billy was eligible for parole. In his submission, he stated that he would return to live with his parents in Preston, where he would work as a decorator, having made a determined effort in prison to learn new skills. He had long since accepted the end of his relationship with the young woman in Portsmouth (with whom he had no further contact, nor with his firstborn child) and intended to keep out of trouble by being more circumspect about the company he kept. His past offences were mainly carried out as a result of alcohol and being, in his own words, ‘stupid’.13 The Review Committee were quick to notice his lack of remorse, however, and observed: ‘His offending in company, his drinking, gambling and his steady and consistent application to crime inspire no confidence in his chances of avoiding further trouble … We cannot see anything in his record or performance which shows he would benefit by a period on parole.’14 Consequently, parole was refused.


Exactly one year later, on 27 October 1971, Billy walked out of prison a free man. In his pocket was a railway warrant to Preston but from there he travelled to Blackpool, having decided to make a fresh start. The following day, he met the woman who would become his wife.
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