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For Anne, who has had to share so much of this
professional life with me and who has always
done so with grace and good humour.




Note to Readers


I have had to change times, dates and places related to my conversations with some of the men whom you will encounter in the pages of the book. I have tried to keep these changes to a minimum but to have provided more specific details might have revealed their true identities, which was not the context in which these men agreed to be interviewed. These ‘off the record’ interviews are an inevitable part of the criminological world that I inhabit, and which is described in the pages that follow. In particular, I have had to change several details about ‘Jimmy’ (not his real name), whom you will encounter in Chapter Two.


If I use direct quotes, these come from my transcripts of the taped interviews that I conducted, or from my reflective diary entries, which I write up at the end of each research day.


I have also used pseudonyms for several of the prisoners and some of the staff that I have worked with but whom I could not track down to seek their permission to be part of this narrative. Again, but for a number of different reasons, I have also had to self-censor one or two details related to specific murder cases which I mention. Sometimes I have had to do this as I was involved in the case and, as a signatory to the Official Secrets Act, I am simply not allowed to use the information that I gathered; in other instances, providing too much detail would put at risk witnesses, or cause unnecessary distress to the families of the victims. Sadly, over the course of my career, I have also discovered that to offer too many specific details simply allows those who want to kill to learn how to do so more competently.





Introduction





‘It is perfectly true, as philosophers say, that life must be understood backwards. But they forget the other proposition, that it must be lived forwards. And if one thinks over that proposition it becomes more and more evident that life can never really be understood in time because at no particular moment can I find the necessary resting place from which to understand it.’


SØREN KIERKEGAARD, Notebook IV A





I’ve always been able to get out of bed early in the morning.


This biological reality has meant that throughout my professional career, I have usually been one of the first people to get into work. I rather like that. It allows me to get a flying start to the day, which is especially important as the stresses, strains and disruption that have characterised most of my working life usually begin later. So, for personal and professional reasons, I really am a ‘morning person’.


That day was no different.


It was 7 a.m. as I parked my car, grabbed my trusty backpack from the passenger seat and walked into the criminology department of Birmingham City University, making my way to the spacious office that had been mine for nearly four years. There was a flight of stairs to be managed before I could get to my desk and to a blessed hour of peace and quiet before the day began in earnest. As I reached the top of the stairs and was walking towards my office I spotted Rick, reading a memo pinned to a notice board. I knew Rick quite well and though there was nothing unusual about seeing him there per se, my experience of working in prisons made me suspicious that something a little more sinister was going on. It looked almost as if Rick was lurking in the corridor and I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing there at this time of the morning. Still, I acted as if everything was normal.


‘Morning, Rick,’ I said, as I passed him by.


He made no reply.


I walked on, shaking off my suspicions – maybe Rick just wasn’t a morning person. I filed it as something to worry about later and took my thoughts back to the day ahead and the mountain of reports waiting for me on my desk.


Suddenly, without warning, I was hit over the head and expertly thrown to the ground.


‘What did you say?’ my assailant demanded, furiously kicking me as I lay helplessly on the floor. Time seemed to stand still. I don’t remember much about those moments except that I was absolutely terrified.


Thankfully, as quickly and unexpectedly as the attack had started, it stopped, and I was alone in the now deserted corridor. I slowly got to my feet, checked how badly I had been hurt – miraculously, not too badly – and then hobbled the few metres to my office.


I put down my backpack, which I suspect had taken a few of the more serious blows of the attack for me, peeled off my jacket and slumped into my chair. After a few minutes I had composed myself sufficiently to pick up the telephone and call the Security Office.


Despite much of my working life taking place in prisons, it may come as a surprise that this incident has been – touch wood – my one and only skirmish with direct, physical violence being inflicted upon me in my career and is, without embellishment, the one occasion which was potentially life-threatening.


In other words, this was my only skirmish with the type of violence that could all too easily have led to murder.


Murder!


The noun ‘murder’ seems both electrifying and allencompassing. It provides a sneaky thrill and an air of certainty and so offers a confidence that a simple definition of murder, such as ‘the unlawful and premeditated killing of one human being by another’, subtly masks. We don’t really register those dry legal words – ‘unlawful’ and ‘premeditated’. These ‘get out of jail free’ qualifiers allow deaths which are legal – such as when a soldier or a police officer kills – and shatter the idea that murder is as straightforward as the description implies.


The same applies when we label someone a ‘murderer’.


Murder, in my experience, is a slippery concept and murderers as diverse and different from one another as trees in a forest. Every murder – and the accompanying psychology – is different.


I should know.


I’ve spent my entire professional life working with violent men. Specifically, men who have committed murder and even that perennial, popular fascination, serial murder. I’ve drunk tea, or sometimes something stronger, with all sorts of killers; shared a joke with them in their cells; looked them in the eye and told them that they are liars or psychopaths; and helped to put a few of them behind bars, or, more typically, been part of the process that has kept them there.


Some of these men became my friends; others would love to kill me. Even now.


Homicide, infanticide, parricide, filicide; family annihilators, hitmen, spree, mass and serial killers; and not forgetting those offenders who use, or are prepared to use, violence to further their criminal careers, such as kidnappers, burglars or bank robbers – I’ve met them all at some point in my career. Along the way, they’ve helped me to come to some surprising conclusions about the phenomenon of murder and those men who commit these dreadful crimes.


Violence, like murder, is also a slippery concept. Violence does not need to be limited to the application of physical force and might simply involve the threat of violence, verbal aggression, or encompass psychological harms.


My conversations with men who commit lethal or violent crimes have allowed me unique access into the minds of murderers. My discussions with some of these men go back several decades and some are, even now, still ongoing.


Of course, with all of these historic and continuing conversations there are delicate ethical lines that need to be trod. With all my interviewees, for example, I make it clear that if they reveal to me an offence for which they have not been convicted I will have no option but to report that matter to the police. I accept that this might limit what they tell me but, on balance, I feel that this is a price worth paying to get them to talk at all. The fruits of my discussions with these lethal and violent men form the basis of what follows.


Before going any further I’d be remiss if I didn’t address the issue of gender. This is a book about men who have murdered, or used violence against others. My focus on men is the consequence of a number of factors. First and most importantly, murder really is a young man’s business. It is still relatively rare for a woman to commit this type of crime and, when a woman does kill, she will often use different methods – for example, if we’re looking at serial murder, female serial killers will often use poison to dispatch their victims, whereas male serial killers usually bludgeon, stab, strangle or shoot.


And, while I describe violent men, it is important to acknowledge that I do not think of masculinity as one-dimensional. There are multiple masculinities, with various ways of performing masculinity and ‘being a man’. Men are not ‘programmed’ in some way to be violent. It is not ‘unmasculine’ to be nurturing, loving and caring; I hope that I am one such man.


More immediately, I have never worked with female offenders and given that the book is about my working life with murderers and those who have used violence, the reason for my gender focus becomes more apparent.


In my experience, the general public imagine that lethal and violent men are monstrous, alien, ‘others’ to the extent that they should have horns on their heads and a long, pointed tail. If only it was that easy. What I have learned in nearly forty years of working within this field is how widespread the roots of violence are in our culture and therefore how seemingly ‘ordinary’ men can do dreadful things, often in the most banal of places and for the most ludicrous of reasons.


To illustrate my point, let me ask you a question about murder.


Of all the murders that get committed each year, what percentage get cleared up by the police? This isn’t a trick question and, even though ‘cleared up’ can be slightly different to catching the actual perpetrator, if we take wrongful convictions into account, successful appeals and so forth, I simply mean that the police ‘get their man’? What would you say? Ten per cent? Perhaps you might go as high as forty or fifty per cent.


In my experience of asking public audiences this question, it is rare for someone to suggest seventy, or even eighty, per cent.


These latter guesses would still be too low.


Year after year, the clear-up rate for murder hovers around the ninety-per-cent mark. That’s right. Nine out of ten murders are solved and the perpetrator brought to justice. You may think that that is because of developments in DNA analysis and our growing national DNA database – the largest and oldest in the world – or maybe you think it’s due to progress in forensic science; the growing expertise and persistence of the police; the stupidity of murderers; the publicity generated by the media or, bless you, the use of offender profilers. You’d be wrong. The reality of murder is that in over seventy per cent of cases where the victim was a woman, the perpetrator and the victim knew each other, and in just over half of murder cases where the victim was a man, the victim knew their killer. Husbands kill wives; boyfriends kill girlfriends; parents kill children, and friends kill each other. Two women a week are murdered in this country – killed by their partner or ex-partner – and countless others face the daily torture of domestic violence.


As a result most murders are self-solvers; you don’t have to be Inspector Morse or Miss Marple to work out whodunnit. It is often the person reporting the murder to the police who is the culprit, even if a few still persist to the point of agreeing to participate in the inevitable press conference asking for witnesses to come forward.


To put this into a personal context, do you remember Rick and the attack on me?


Rick was a colleague of mine at the university. He taught sociology. Sadly, it transpired that he had a severe form of depression, which would become so marked and problematic that he had to leave teaching altogether and before he attacked anyone else.


Was this a bizarre, isolated incident? Perhaps. But aren’t many violent incidents seemingly atypical and out of the ordinary? Who hasn’t read reports of the shock of family, friends or neighbours after a violent incident, their descriptions of the perpetrator as ‘a nice guy’, a man who ‘just wasn’t the type who could have done that’? That’s exactly how I would have described Rick.


The murderers that you will meet in the following pages will help you to understand both this everyday reality of the violence and murder that I have described and also its more extreme and unusual limits. However, in my experience, whether we are describing the typical or the abnormal, the hues of violence and murder are usually grey and rarely black and white – there can therefore be no single, grand narrative that explains murder.


We have to think more broadly about violence and murder and not settle for the easy, black-and-white answers that have all too often become the staple of popular entertainment.


The complex consequences of violence are obviously catastrophic and life-changing, and merely acknowledging that complexity is not enough for me. These issues are not simple, nor straightforward, for they deal with real human beings. Not only dangerous, damaged and disturbed offenders but the great harm that some men can inflict on their fellow human beings – all too often women and children.


Throughout my career I have never forgotten that the most important people that I have to deal with are the victims, if they have survived, or the families of those victims if their loved ones did not survive. I have cried unashamedly with the parents of children who have been murdered and tried, as best as I could, to help to get justice for those families whose son, daughter, parent or friend had been killed. I have often failed in these attempts. This too is devastating.


Some people may therefore find my focus on the perpetrators of violent and deadly crime insensitive, or at odds with what I have just described. However, I believe that it is only by attempting to understand the men who commit murder and, through discussing with them the circumstances in which they come to kill, that we can discover patterns of murderous behaviour and therefore, hopefully, prevent future violence. Over time I’ve learned that murder makes no sense when viewed as an isolated act of violence and that if we want to understand why men kill and prevent other men from doing the same, we need to examine the context in which murder happens. And, here’s the thing: the murderer rarely interprets that context in the same way that you and I might. It is only by stepping into the murderer’s shoes – no matter how ill-fitting – that we can begin to comprehend what might, at first glance, appear senseless.


This might already all seem too overwhelming and devastating but that is not my intention. In fact, I believe that what emerges from this professional memoir is optimism about people in general and many violent offenders.


So by all means enjoy what you are about to read. I would be disappointed if you didn’t. However, enter the pages that follow with caution and also with a willingness to put old prejudices and certainties to one side. Above all, allow yourself the opportunity to think more broadly about the people and the circumstances which I describe and which, sadly, can have a deadly potential to affect us all.





CHAPTER ONE



The Scrubs, a Serial Killer and the Annexe




‘It was as though in those last minutes he was summing up the lesson that this long course in human wickedness had taught us – the lesson of the fearsome word-and-thought-defying banality of evil.’


HANNAH ARENDT, Eichmann in Jerusalem:
A Report on the Banality of Evil





Ihad a headache and was struggling to concentrate. Memories of the previous night, spent with Simon, Roddy and Antony, three of my university friends, in a trendy bar in Fulham, floated back and forth into my consciousness, jarring with the sights, sounds and, above all, the smells which now surrounded me in HMP Wormwood Scrubs.


It had been the small hours before I had got back to my rented accommodation in Hammersmith and I was now suffering the consequences.


I closed my eyes.


‘No sugar! That’s right, isn’t it?’ a voice asked, rather too loudly, as a mug of tea – or ‘diesel’ as it was called in Her Majesty’s Prison Service – was placed on the wooden desk in front of me.


The voice that shook me from my slumbers belonged to Eric, one of C wing’s senior officers and a fellow Glaswegian. He had decided very quickly, and mostly as a result of geography and misplaced patriotism, that I was ‘worth saving’, even if I was the prison’s new assistant governor. In short, Eric had taken me under his wing. I was grateful not just for the tea but for his support in general. Prisons can be very lonely places, even if you’re not one of the inmates.


I nodded an agreement and managed a rather weak, ‘Thanks!’


Despite his being an ally, I knew that Eric’s attempt at conversation wasn’t meant to make me feel better; he was enjoying my discomfort and intended, not-so-subtly, to try and prolong my agony.


Outside my office, the prison was gradually coming to life and row after row of prisoners were slowly making their way to the central sluice area where they could ‘slop out’, before they went onto the ground floor landing to collect their breakfast. ‘Slopping out’ meant emptying the contents of their plastic chamber pot from the night before. My office was located beside the central sluice and so I had a front-row seat to witness this most obvious of the noxious and visceral daily rituals of life in our prisons in 1983.


I had recently graduated from Cambridge University with a doctorate about the philosophical origins of the American Civil War and had been recruited through the direct entrant scheme into the prison service. I was still adjusting to life behind bars, as it were.


‘Never drink when you’ve got work the next day. I told you that! Didn’t I?’ Eric chided me as I took another sip of my tea. He had indeed explained this to me on several occasions. However, the impact of his wisdom had been somewhat blunted by the fact that his advice usually came about two pints into a drinking session together, just a few hours before we were supposed to start working. Eric was, as they say in English literature, an unreliable narrator.


‘Anyway, pull yourself together. You’ve got receptions to see and one is a VIP.’


I put down the mug of tea and adjusted the knot on my old college tie, looking up at Eric once I had done so in the hope that my appearance would meet his approval.


‘What do you reckon?’ I asked.


‘Every inch the yuppie,’ said Eric.


I wasn’t certain if that was a criticism, or a compliment. One of the ways that the prison staff had tried to make sense of who I was had been to latch onto the idea that I was a ‘young, urban professional’ – a yuppie. That might have been true of my Cambridge contemporaries, most of whom had gone off to work in the City and were enjoying Thatcherite excesses to the full. I knew that I wanted to travel in a different direction. I wanted to make a difference, rather than money; I wanted to help people. However, I soon discovered that my new colleagues needed to find a logic for my decision to become a prison governor that made sense to them and so I didn’t discourage their misplaced analysis. I had actually tried to explain my career choice to them on several occasions but talk of public policy, idealism, hope, rehabilitation or redemption was always met with looks of pity, exasperation and much shaking of heads. So, yuppie it was.


It had actually been the former governor of Wormwood Scrubs, John McCarthy, who had helped me to decide upon this career path. John had resigned from the prison service in a wave of publicity in 1981, after writing a letter to The Times expressing his dismay at the overcrowding in the penal system and what he believed was the failure of the Home Secretary to do anything about it. He stated in his letter that he wasn’t prepared to be ‘the manager of a large penal dustbin’. Later, explaining his resignation further, he had also described how he was ‘unable to come to terms with the present state of the prison service and the direction in which it is going’. This was John’s coded message that the prison system had simply become reduced to warehousing people, rather than helping prisoners to rehabilitate. That was clearly a concern for me for, if McCarthy was right, I should really have been thinking about other career options.


At the time when John wrote to The Times complaining about overcrowding, the prison population was about 43,000. Today it is nearly double that number and even though there have been new prisons built, overcrowding remains a perennial problem.


I found his address and wrote to John explaining that I was now in two minds about joining the prison service, and he kindly agreed to meet me. John was warm and welcoming and the essence of his counsel over our lunch meeting was that I should make my own journey in life and come to the conclusions that best suited me, my values and aspirations. On the train journey back to Cambridge, a mixture of arrogance and naivety made me believe that I really could make more of a go of things than he might have been able to do during his career. Even so, John’s advice is timeless, and I’ve also given it myself to many young people looking at their own career paths today. I did still have a few nagging doubts but the appeal of trying to make a difference to the lives of people on the furthest edges of our society was as strong as my naivety and arrogance. So, after much consideration, I decided to go for it. A few short months later I had moved from grappling with the abstract and academic to dealing with genuine questions of public policy and was faced with the all-too-real human beings who could be directly affected by the types of judgements and decisions that I, and others, might make.


In truth, very little of my academic training had prepared me for what I was now employed to do and even now I marvel that a doctorate in history and philosophy would lead to a career working with some of the most violent men in the country. However, my belief in rehabilitation and that everyone is capable of making positive change was going to be shaken to the core in the years that followed.


Not that Eric, the other prison officers, or even the prisoners seemed to care about the big philosophical concerns I was grappling with. To them I was just another ‘suit’ – prison governors wore their own ‘civilian’ clothes, rather than a uniform. To them the suits by and large got in the way and needed to learn who really ran the jail.


And who really ran the jail?


Well that would be the Prison Officers’ Association (POA) and heaven help you if you lost their support. The POA could date its origins back to before the First World War and was made up of all the rank-and-file prison officers, senior, principal and chief officers, and they controlled the prison in a number of different ways. Most obviously they could (and often did) threaten to withdraw their labour and ‘walk to the Gate’, leaving the governors who remained behind with few, or perhaps no staff at all to undertake even the most basic of duties.


It was also the prison officers who controlled ‘the detail’, which determined how many staff were needed at particular times of the day. For a quiet life, governors would often turn a blind eye to the daily reality that there never seemed to be enough staff and so every prison had to run on overtime which, of course, attracted extra payments. Prison staff soon came to rely on working overtime to pay for holidays, new cars, or buying their homes and a new governor had to learn very quickly never to meddle in the detail, or challenge the amount of overtime that was being paid.


Governors, of course, were salaried and so did not work overtime.


In the 1960s, the POA had also become much more vocal about what they thought punishment should be like and how prison regimes should be much tougher. This did not go down well with many governors who, typically, articulated a much more liberal approach to imprisonment and usually came from a very different social and educational background than most of the prison officers. Governors also tended to move on very quickly from one prison to another after gaining, or as a preparation for, promotion. This career trajectory would not be helped by having the POA undertake a vote of no confidence in that governor and so there was an incessant but hidden, low-level battle between the POA and management.


It was a battle which the POA usually won.


One small measure of their power was what I was wearing. It was only after a couple of months into my posting that I’d been allowed to wear my own clothes. For the previous eight weeks, I had been kitted out in an ill-fitting prison officer’s uniform, so as to ‘get a taste of what it is really like on the landings’, according to the deal that had been struck between the POA and the prison service when they had introduced the direct entrant scheme. In fact, had there not been some staff shortages in the prison, I might have been in my prison officer’s uniform for even longer.


But here I was, just ten weeks into my new job, finally dressed in my own clothes, and meeting my first VIP – whatever that meant here.


‘VIP?’ I said.


Eric threw a copy of the Sun down on my desk and nodded at the picture on the front page.


‘Him!’


I drank a little more of my tea, staring at the picture and trying to recall everything that I knew about this case before I interviewed the prisoner, as I was required to do with all new receptions onto the prison’s C wing. I still wasn’t quite certain how I was supposed to react to the fact that this was now the sort of person I was responsible for managing. Repulsed or fascinated? Perhaps a combination of both?


Dennis Nilsen was indeed a ‘very important prisoner’. He’d murdered at least 12 young men in London, in a killing cycle that lasted between 1978 and 1983. The press had other names for him, labelling him a monster, unable to comprehend his crimes, with lurid tales of cannibalism and necrophilia never far from the surface. Nilsen had only the day before been convicted of six murders and two attempted murders in North London, though the true extent of his crimes continues to be a source of confusion to this day. He had initially told the startled arresting officer that he had killed fifteen young men – twelve in Melrose Avenue, where he had access to a back garden, and three in Cranley Gardens, where he lived in the top-floor flat.


Most of his victims had been young, homeless men, many of whom were also gay. Nilsen would pick them up in local pubs, bring them back to his flat at closing time, ply them with more alcohol and, when they were suitably stupefied, strangle them to death. Sometimes he would revive them just before they lost consciousness, before strangling them again.


Although he denied it, forensics showed that after his victims were dead he would occasionally have sex with their inert bodies, prior to cutting them up and disposing of their remains. Disposal hadn’t been too difficult in Melrose Avenue, where he would start a bonfire in his back garden, masking the smell of roasting flesh by burning old car tyres. It had proven more difficult in Cranley Gardens and this difficulty had been the source of Nilsen’s discovery and downfall as he had been reduced to flushing body parts down the toilet. Not that he wanted to dispose of all the body parts; Nilsen sometimes liked to keep ‘trophies’ of the heads of some of his male victims.


Aside from the grisly nature of his crimes, the media interest had also been fed by criticism of the police and their handling of the case – fairly so, given that a number of young men had survived attacks by Nilsen and then reported the assaults.


Douglas Stewart was a twenty-five-year-old trainee chef who got chatting to Nilsen, a fellow Scot with a similar catering background, in the Golden Lion pub and was invited back for more drinks in Melrose Avenue. Once there, Douglas fell asleep in an armchair but woke up in the early hours of the morning in a darkened room and tried to stretch out. He realised that his ankles had been tied to the chair. He felt his tie being loosened and then knotted around his throat – Nilsen was strangling him. Douglas managed to aim a blow at his attacker’s face and then struggled out of the chair.


There was a shouting match and Douglas accused Nilsen of trying to kill him. Nilsen suggested that if Douglas went to the police, ‘They’ll never believe you. They’re bound to take my word for it. Like I told you in the pub, I’m a respectable civil servant.’


Douglas left Nilsen’s flat and found a telephone box. He dialled 999 and waited for the police car to arrive. He showed the two police officers the red marks around his neck and explained to them what had happened. One of the officers stayed with Douglas, while the other went to interview Nilsen.


Douglas would later recall that, ‘Nilsen denied everything I had told the police. He gave them the impression that we were going out together and it was just a lovers’ quarrel in a homosexual romance.’ As soon as the word ‘homosexual’ was mentioned, Douglas claimed, the police lost all interest and only got back in contact after Nilsen’s subsequent arrest.


Even if the term itself had first been coined in the 1960s, we didn’t really use the word ‘homophobia’ in the 1980s. It might not have been in popular usage, but it was certainly rife and there’s no doubt that homophobia created a context in which it was possible for Nilsen to kill and then to avoid detection for as long as he did. Not that the media was overly concerned with homophobia. They were far more interested in cannibalism and necrophilia. It was obvious to everyone in the press that, as far as killers went, Nilsen was box-office gold.


However, buried beneath the sensationalism there was another description too: ‘serial killer’ – a term which had been created in the USA by the FBI and their Behavioural Science Unit in 1974, most probably by Robert Ressler, one of their profilers. By the early 1980s this description was in common usage in the USA and was about to become popular here. Upon first hearing the term, I’d done some research because, as amazing as it seems now, I’d never come across the description ‘serial killer’ before. A few of the papers I found in my reading had even quoted one FBI agent claiming that serial murder was a ‘new phenomenon’. That I knew to be untrue and I wondered if he’d ever heard of Jack the Ripper.


My initial research had left me with more questions than answers. The little that I could find on serial murder seemed to be far from definitive. Two American academics had suggested an emerging typology of serial killers. Based on their interviews with convicted serial killers in American jails, they had divided them into four types: visionary (who would kill as a result of obeying the orders they believed that they were receiving); mission oriented (killing to rid the world of people they regarded as evil); hedonistic (killing for sexual pleasure); and, finally, power/control oriented (killing to establish dominance over their victims).


I could see problems with this typology but still I wondered what ‘type’ our new reception might be. Visionary, mission oriented, hedonistic or power/control oriented? His appearance in the photograph in the newspaper didn’t afford too many clues – Nilsen wasn’t much to look at. Tall, slim and wearing spectacles, he must have been in his mid-thirties. Even the detective who had arrested him some ten months previously had described him as ‘Mr Ordinary’ and that’s exactly how he looked to me in the photograph. Mr Ordinary. Average. Normal. Banal.


What made him extraordinary was what he had just been convicted of. If I’d known that day was to be the day Nilsen would be arriving, I probably would have had an early night the evening before and I’d be lying if I said that, in that moment, I wasn’t nervous.


‘Ready?’ asked Eric. I took a deep breath and nodded, and he shouted, rather too enthusiastically, ‘Nilsen!’


Nilsen was a Category A prisoner – the highest prison security classification – and so was accompanied into my office by two prison officers. That made five of us, crammed into the tiny space for what was always the dullest of the formal meetings that I had with prisoners. This meeting served to establish that the inmate understood where they were and what the sentence of the court had been, and could tell me if they had any immediate personal needs. I would also allocate them to a work detail, based on the vacancies we had in the jail at that moment.


The objective of the meeting might have been dulling but I have to admit that that wasn’t how I was feeling. I wasn’t scared. The fact that Nilsen was accompanied by two officers and Eric, who was ever present, acting as a master of ceremonies, would have provided me with ample protection, should the need arise. No, I was excited. I wanted to meet the man who had killed his victims, cut up their body parts, burned them, or flushed them down the toilet. I wanted to know when the light in his head that connected him to the rest of humanity had been switched off and had left him in the morbid, murderous gloom. I wanted to ask him why and to try to make sense of what appeared to me to be senseless. I wanted to understand.


I surreptitiously put the copy of the Sun into my desk drawer and watched as Nilsen was ushered into my office. He spoke first and, in retrospect, this should have prompted me to think about how he liked to be in control. He was someone who asked, rather than answered questions.


‘Are you a psychiatrist?’ he demanded, blinking behind his glasses. One of the officers must have told him that I was ‘Dr Wilson’ – I often found it helped a little that my title confused offenders on first meeting me.


I shook my head, all too aware that the end of his trial had been dominated by questions of responsibility, personality disorders, abnormalities of the brain and the concept of free will.


Nilsen had been found perfectly ‘sane’ and so faced the full force of the law, even though he had claimed not only to have killed at least twelve young men but attempted to kill many more. That didn’t sound like the behaviour of a sane man to me but over the years I would grow used to serial killers behaving in ways that, at first sight, appeared to run counter to their own best interests.


‘I’m a doctor of philosophy,’ I replied.


‘Oh! Good. You looked too young anyway. So, we can talk.’


I smiled and then asked a few perfunctory questions, before I could really get into areas that fascinated me.


‘Do you understand what sentence you have received from the Court?’


Nilsen nodded.


‘Do you have anyone that we need to inform that you are here?’


‘That’s being taken care of by a friend,’ replied Nilsen and, later, I wondered if he had meant his biographer Brian Masters, who had written to him whilst he had been on remand.


‘We have no work at the moment but have a look at this form which will let you know the types of work which we usually have available and let your Wing Officer know what it is that you would like to do. I will then put you on the waiting list.’


Now was my chance.


I was about to ask about the murders, about sanity and insanity, good and evil, sadism, cannibalism and necrophilia, when one of the prison officers accompanying Nilsen coughed.


‘I have to get Nilsen down to see the doctor.’


With that he was gone, looking like a weedy geography teacher who would struggle to keep control of his GCSE class.


This wasn’t my last and was certainly not my most insightful conversation with Nilsen. However it is this first meeting in the Scrubs that was important, despite its brevity. It would cement my interest and then growing expertise in the phenomenon of murder and serial murder, based on my future discussions with Nilsen and other serial killers and murderers that I would encounter inside. I would later find that ironic, as what these impending discussions convinced me of was that you cannot ever rely on a single thing a serial killer tells you.


Nilsen particularly had a strange relationship with the truth and it was through him that I grew to understand the narcissism, manipulation and dissembling behaviour that characterises serial killers and some murderers. In reality, they are far removed from the cultured, charismatic serial killers so beloved of film and TV series.


By the end of that day a joke had started to go round the prison.


It was that the new AG, by which they meant me, had just made Nilsen the ‘drains red band’. Red bands are prisoners who can be trusted to get about the prison without being escorted by a member of staff. They literally wear a red band around their arm, which also contains their photograph. Every prison has several red bands who work almost as full a day as the staff and though drains weren’t the work detail I would eventually allocate to Nilsen, the joke did accurately imply the gruesome means by which Nilsen had disposed of some of his victims and how he had been caught – by a Dyno-Rod engineer.


So Nilsen went off to see the doctor and then Eric suggested that we had had far too much excitement for one day and should therefore have another mug of tea, to help calm ourselves down. I readily agreed.


I didn’t realise it at the time but over the years my work was going to bring me into contact with hundreds of other murderers and a number of serial killers too. Some would surprise me, most would depress me and, just occasionally, one or two would become my friends.


As I sipped my tea, I thought that I had best get on with learning the nuts and bolts of being a prison governor and – like my first meeting with Nilsen – I have no doubt that what I experienced and learned at Wormwood Scrubs had a major impact on the rest of my career.


Even the name of this first posting was typical of the jails where I was employed.


The prisons I worked in all have names that evoke the countryside. They sound rather lovely, bucolic and isolated, and although this might have been true at some point in their histories, it hardly reflected their contemporary geographic realities.


The Scrubs was built by convict labour between 1875 and 1891, on twenty acres of scrubland in west London. Despite the relatively isolated location which its name suggests, even at the time there were local objections to the building of the prison.


When I arrived at the Scrubs in 1983, a recent episode in the prison’s history continued to exercise an undue influence on what happened within the jail, while a more historic incident served to create the context for the most significant development of penal policy in the country – and which would have an important bearing on my career. This historic incident was the escape of the spy George Blake.


In 1961 Blake had pleaded guilty to five counts in breach of the Official Secrets Act, and was subsequently sentenced to forty-two years’ imprisonment, at the time the longest non-life sentence ever imposed on any prisoner.


Blake had worked for the Special Operations Executive and MI6 during the Second World War and was posted to Korea after hostilities had ended, where he was tasked with setting up a network of agents. He was captured by the North Koreans and imprisoned for three years. It was during his imprisonment that he was, unknown to his British handlers, turned into a Communist and on his return to Britain he started to leak information about British and American operations to the KGB. He was exposed as a double agent by a Polish defector but, by that time, it’s estimated that Blake had betrayed at least forty agents – many of whom died.


Blake had initially been on remand at HMP Brixton, before being transferred to the Scrubs. He didn’t stay there long. Blake escaped from the Scrubs in October 1966. He used a rusty iron bar to break a first-floor window at the end of the cell block, climbed out onto the roof of a small porch which covered the block’s entrance and then dropped to the ground. The prison wall was only twenty yards away.


In a clearly choreographed move, a rope ladder was then thrown over the wall, which Blake used to make his escape. As he landed on the other side, he broke his left wrist and had to be helped to the car by his accomplices, who had all been fellow inmates with Blake in the Scrubs. Blake was eventually smuggled out of England to Russia just before Christmas 1966, having been hidden in various safe houses in and around London. As of 2017, Blake was still living in Moscow on a KGB pension.


The political impact of Blake’s escape was immediate and produced something akin to panic in the Home Office, as it came in the wake of the separate escapes of the so-called Great Train Robbers Charlie Wilson and Ronald Biggs in the couple of years preceding. Roy Jenkins, Home Secretary at the time, attempted to placate the political storm that was brewing by appointing Lord Mountbatten to conduct an enquiry into prison security.


The report recommended that prisoners should be assessed according to the lowest level of security believed to be necessary to hold them in custody and suggested that all prisoners (although not women or young offenders) should be placed in one of four categories, according to the level of dangerousness that they would present to the public if they were able to escape.


Even through all the changes and improvements to internal and external security that have taken place since 1966, these security classifications have endured and have remained the basis on which prisoners are managed. Today, still, the categories run as follows:




Category A is the highest category of prisoner, such as Nilsen, one ‘who must in no circumstances be allowed to get out, either because of security considerations affecting spies, or because their violent behaviour is such that members of the public or the police would be in danger of their lives if they were to get out.’


Category B are ‘prisoners for whom the very high expenditure on the most modern escape barriers may not be justified, but who ought to be kept in secure conditions.’


Category C are ‘prisoners who lack the resources and will to make escape attempts [but] have not the stability to be kept in conditions where there is no barrier to escape.’


Category D are the lowest category of prisoners, those ‘who can reasonably be entrusted to serve their sentences in open conditions.’





All four classifications allow for subjective decision-making, which allows any decision to be influenced by factors other than security. For example, a member of staff might alter a prisoner’s security level to establish a greater amount of control over that prisoner, or use security classifications to ease overcrowding.


However, a perennial point of discussion within the prison service is to do with the concentration, or the dispersal, of the highest security category prisoners. Is it safer and more effective to house all Category A prisoners in one place (like some kind of super-prison), or to disperse those offenders throughout prisons across the country? The dispersal system is the one we have in place, but we might like to consider whether the policy of dispersal did indeed lead to there being good order and better security so that prisoners did not escape.


The dispersal system was slowly introduced into the service from 1966 onwards but during the seventies there were four separate riots at new dispersal prisons. It was the most recent riot of dispersal prisoners on D wing at Wormwood Scrubs, in August 1979, that had an impact on my posting four years later. The report into how that riot had started and then how control had been regained by staff had only been published in 1982 and its conclusions were still being hotly debated when I arrived at the jail.


It had taken several days to regain control of D wing and order had only been re-established through the use of specially trained officers, known as the Minimum Use of Force Tactical Intervention (MUFTI) squad, which had been formed in response to previous riots. Initial reports suggested that no prisoners had been injured when the MUFTI squad regained control and it was only a month later, when the governor finally submitted a written report to the Home Office, that the true figure of fifty-three injured prisoners was revealed. The official inquiry into the riot suggested that there were:




Indications that members of the POA committee played a more intrusive role in the operational decision-making process than is appropriate, whereas some members of the management team, notably the Deputy Governor, the duty Medical Officer and the Assistant Governor in charge of D Wing, were either not involved at all or were inadequately consulted and briefed.





The effects of this riot were still being felt when I started: many of the staff that I worked with remembered it vividly. Eric was especially outspoken about it and felt that the dispersal prisoners on D wing had been given far too many privileges. As a result, the regime had become ‘too soft’ and so what if the MUFTI squad had, as he put it, ‘cracked a few heads – it showed them who’s in charge’. Frankly, this was the culture that still dominated the prison when I arrived and while I was and will remain eternally grateful for Eric’s support, I also knew that I needed to form other alliances if I was to survive my posting to the Scrubs and start to make the kinds of changes that had attracted me to the job.


When thinking about this at the time, common sense suggested that I should attach myself to Ian Dunbar, the shrewd and approachable governor of the prison. However, common sense sometimes doesn’t take into consideration the realities of the daily grind of trying to manage a ‘penal dustbin’.


Dunbar had his hands full with dealing with the administration and bureaucracy of the Scrubs. He had to try to bring some order back into the jail in the wake of John’s resignation, just a couple of years previously, as well as coping with the underlying and seemingly unremitting challenges of managing an often openly hostile group of staff.


I could tell that some days it wore him down.


I’d also been thinking hard about my place within the prison following my encounter with Nilsen. I realised that it would never be enough for me to be a straightforward jailer of the men that I was in charge of. I truly believed – and still believe – in the power of rehabilitation, and the only way to enact that is to attempt to understand the men that you’re trying to rehabilitate. After a few weeks of ruminating on this, I went to Dunbar to ask his advice on who would make an appropriate mentor. He suggested that I talk with Robin Sewell, the prison’s principal psychologist, and that, given my academic background, I should also ‘try and get to know something about the Hospital Annexe and old Max Glatt’.


Glatt was a visiting psychotherapist at the prison and a pioneer of helping alcoholics and drug addicts. He had set up the very first NHS unit for the treatment of alcoholics in 1952 – rather than seeing addicts as nuisances, Glatt had recognised that they needed help and prioritised that need. His units operated as ‘therapeutic communities’, a term used to describe a hospital regime which was devoid of hierarchy and which allowed participants to take responsibility for their own actions, within a supportive environment. It was a description which I would get to know well. The goal was to combat the helplessness that comes through institutionalisation – and what could be more institutional than a prison?


The psychology department of the prison was located in a large port-a-cabin outside the main body of the jail. The psychologists did not have offices on the wings, which seemed to be both an acknowledgement that the prison was very overcrowded and therefore space was at a premium and, less charitably, yet another demonstration of the power of the POA to determine what happened inside the jail and who could be located there. Psychologists, like governors, were seen by many members of the POA to be part of the problem, not the solution.


After my chat with Dunbar, I headed straight to the psychology department, fired up to start learning more about the prisoners at the Scrubs. I pushed the shabby door open and asked, ‘Is Robin about?’


A woman’s voice shouted, ‘Hello!’


I had to contain my surprise – given the culture of the prison, I’d presumed that Robin would be a man. We got on immediately and pretty soon the psychology department became my favourite place to gossip about the prison and what had happened during the day. Eric was not so subtly being replaced.


Robin was old enough to be my mother and I think that she rather liked the fact that she could ‘mother’ me about how to manage my career. Perhaps she had also had a word with Dunbar but, in any event, she was enthusiastic in her role as my mentor. I chose not to look too deeply at why she also loved to call me her ‘baby screw’ and simply put it down to her sense of irreverent fun. There are various suggestions as to why prison staff are sometimes called ‘screws’. Perhaps the most likely is that ‘screw’ used to be slang for ‘key’ and, of course, the most important custodial job that prison staff have is to ‘turn the screw’ – lock prisoners up.
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