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Foreword by
Christopher Berry-Dee


Straight off the starting blocks, Sitdowns with Gangsters should come with a mental health warning because no way should anyone on Planet Earth read this book if they have a delicate disposition, are of the pesky door-knocking Mormon faith, a card-carrying Lib Dem, a blue-rinse member of some local knitting circle or someone who gets very scared watching Robin Hood movies. And here’s the thing: was I well pleased when my long-time buddy Shaun Attwood asked me to write the foreword to this book – oh, yes, I was, period, with bells and whistles on!


My own knowledge of gangsters is, may I say, limited in extremis, but being an investigative criminologist whose specific field of interest is sadosexual serial homicide, I testify that I truly know unpredictable, terrifying evil when I am one-on-one interviewing these unshackled ‘Beasts from Hell’. One can touch these killers, study them up close and personal, smell their hatred – it radiates towards you as hot as a kitchen stove; they do the eyeballing stuff, their twisted mindsets probing your own mind like tentacles, feeling and exploring you – yes, YOU – to see if you react, grimace or even throw up as they relate with blank expressions their godawful crimes.


Shaun’s gangsters featured throughout his book are a mixed band of brothers in crime. Therefore, one should not condone or even try to mitigate their previous abhorrent criminal behaviour for in many cases, many innocent law-abiding folk suffered in some way at their hands. That said, I recall former Lord Chief Justice of England, Lord Geoffrey Lane (1918–2005), telling me following the failed appeal of British emerging serial killer, John David Guise Cannan: ‘The prospect of a young man spending the rest of his life in prison is appalling. It seems a pity that there seems to be no humane alternative. Oddly enough, prison sometimes serves to allow that fact to be proved for prison can bring out the better in them [my italics].’


As you might well agree, it would have been less than tactless for me to have countered with: ‘Sir, that motherfucker [Cannan] should have been hanged and his goolies fed to the Tower of London’s ravens … that seems humane enough to me, m’lud.’ Of course I didn’t. Why? Because he was footing the bill, that’s why! However, where I do concur is that many hardened criminals are not redeemable. They enter what our American cousins call ‘The Belly of the Beast’, the ‘Big Houses’, ‘The Pens’ … places I have visited many times in my career, such as: WSP Walla Walla (Kenneth Bianchi); MCF Stillwater (‘Harvey the Hammer’ Carignan); death rows such as Osborn CF CT (Michael Bruce Ross aka ‘The Roadside Strangler’), executed 13 May 2005; Ellis Unit Texas (Henry Lee Lucas and Kenneth Allen McDuff), SQ … San Quentin State Prison (Douglas Daniel Clark aka ‘The Sunset Slayer’), but these scum stone-cold psychopaths were and are beyond any redemption as opposed to the gangsters who sat down with Shaun Attwood and who certainly changed their spots so it goes without saying that we have to admire them for this: they found redemption. Oh my gosh, I’m beginning to sound like some evangelical Bible-thumping preacher man, but I ain’t!


Shaun Attwood is certainly no stranger to crime for he previously served ‘Big Time’ himself, yet used that period in his life to turn over a new leaf. Now, without any question of a doubt, he’s one of the most popular, at once controversial podcasters in the world today because he’s fearless. If he wants to piss over the ‘establishment’, he does it big time – and why? He’s been there and got many T-shirts too, that’s why. So, making no one’s bones about it, this book, with its cast of once highly dangerous gangsters, now well and truly reformed villains, will right-hand punch you smack in the face, knock you flat on your back with you getting back up, smiling and begging for more. Hey, bros, there are not many authors who can pull that off these days, so well done you, Shaun.


As is my own literary preference, I always add a few lighter touches to my books, so in preparing for this foreword, I conducted some in-depth research into the aforementioned Robin Hood and I’ve come to the conclusion that he was a ‘fairy’. I’ve based my professional opinion on the fact that some of the real gangsters in this book wore black balaclavas, were often ‘tooled up’ and drove fast getaway cars, possibly with more bullet holes in the bodywork than Bonnie and Clyde’s Ford V8. Not the alleged Robin of Loxley – no way, Jose! He wore Lincoln green ballerina tights, kinky over-the-knee leather boots, a leather bra and a damned stupid hat with some peacock feathers stuck in it. His numero uno oppo was an obese friar – with whom he was probably having an affair – so no real gangster was he.


Anyway, happy days and no nightmares, please.


Christopher
www.christopherberrydee.com





Introduction



Having interviewed over 500 people in the true-crime genre, I have hand-picked some of the most mind-blowing stories for the new Sitdowns series of books. My journey towards becoming a trusted listener to prisoners began during my incarceration in Arizona from May 2002 to December 2007 for Ecstasy trafficking. For twenty-six months, I spent the pre-trial section in the infamous Maricopa County jail run by Sheriff Joe Arpaio, aka America’s Toughest Sheriff.


Arpaio was the architect of a house of horrors with the highest death rate out of all jails in America.* Guards murdered inmates, including the mentally ill or blind, such as Scott Norberg and Brian Crenshaw, who were arrested for assaulting a police officer and shoplifting respectively. Dead rats were served in the food and cockroaches swarmed our bodies at night. It was fertile ground for extreme stories, which I documented to my family by way of a blog, Jon’s Jail Journal, the notes for which were smuggled out of maximum-security visitation by my aunt in 2004.


After excerpts were featured in the Guardian and the BBC, the blog attracted international media attention and I became a human rights activist. Championing the rights of prisoners, I earned their trust and I began to post their stories online. Hearing about their harrowing upbringings humanised them and made me feel doubly guilty for committing my crimes as I had come from a loving family, had a business studies degree and a successful career in the stock market. Through my writing, I earned the protection of ‘Two Tonys’, a Mafia multiple homicide murderer serving 144 years, who chose me to write his autobiography, The Mafia Philosopher.


In 2007, I was released, deported back to the UK and my YouTube channel and schools talks started. Initially, I focused on publishing my Arizona stories as a trilogy of books: Party Time, Hard Time and Prison Time. Then I moved the stories into video format. Telling my stories was therapeutic. Numerous kind people with big platforms helped get my stories out there and it was my karmic duty to reciprocate as my YouTube subscribers grew into the hundreds of thousands.


In 2018, my True Crime podcast was launched with my first guest, Jamie Morgan Kane, who had served thirty-four years in a California prison for a murder he hadn’t committed. While incarcerated, he learned he had been born on the Isle of Man, sold as a baby to an American family and subsequently he was deported to the UK, where he knew hardly anyone. The views on his videos reached over 10 million and he ended up with his autobiography getting published in 2019 and we took him to the Isle of Man, where he spoke to school kids and prisoners. The podcast had transformed his life. By 2022, we were inundated with people requesting to come on the podcast. We branched out to interview ex-cops, ex-prison guards, crime victims and journalists and authors at the forefront of true crime.


From the hundreds of interviews, some stories and scenes are unforgettable – and this book includes ten of them: from Chet Sandhu describing a prisoner getting stabbed to death in front of his own parents in Spanish supermax to David McMillan’s gripping account of his escape from Thai death row; from Mafia hit man John Alite surviving armed gang warfare in a Brazilian prison to Colombo crime family capo Michael Franzese describing how he navigated being summoned to a meeting by his Mafia boss that could have brought about his death; from Shane Taylor walking away from a fight with a knife handle unaware that he had left a nine-inch kitchen blade in his opponent’s skull to Wild Man arriving at Buckeye prison, Arizona, and knocking out the head of the Aryan Brotherhood prison gang in his building. Against incredible odds, these men survived and thrived in life-or-death situations and most importantly, they have emerged to warn young people worldwide about the dangers of the gangster lifestyle. Unless you are completely desensitised, I suspect that some of these stories will remain in your mind long after they have been read.        


 


 


 





* Prisoners Hang Themselves in Arizona Sheriff Joe Arpaio’s Jails at an Alarming Rate | Phoenix New Times
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Shane Taylor


Knife Maniac’s Redemption


Classified by the Home Office as one of the top six most dangerous inmates in Britain


‘You’ve killed him.’


When Shane hears these words, he knows something bad has happened, but he doesn’t know what. Everyone is staring at him with wide terrified eyes, their faces white as ghosts.


‘What’s up with you?’ he asks, his head still swimming in a kind of fog.


‘You stabbed him in the head,’ one of his friends stammers out.


Bits start coming back to him – the confrontation in the town centre with local hardman, Jon Burns, weapons being drawn, then …


‘No,’ he says, his mind focusing on the weapon still clutched in his grip, ‘I’ve got the knife in my hand.’


Then he looks down and sees it. His hand is still clasping the handle of the nine-inch kitchen knife, but the blade has snapped off. Suddenly it all comes back to him – Burnsy coming at him with a mell hammer, a kind of demolition hammer with a solid chunk of steel for a head, Shane pulling out the nine-inch knife from the set strapped to his waist, Burnsy swinging the hammer and crashing it down on his head, then Shane plunging the knife down into the top of Burnsy’s skull, the blade emerging just above his eyebrow as the handle snaps away in Shane’s hand, a fountain of blood spurting upwards, then … nothing.


The fight had started quickly. It was the year 2000, Shane was in Hartlepool town centre with a couple of other teenage friends trying to sell some stolen videos on the street. Jon Burns was the local tough nut with a reputation as a psychopath, who had only just got out of prison. This was his territory, so he decided to take one of the videos without paying. Shane’s friend, Pete, pulled out a baseball bat to defend the goods from Burnsy and his gang, but Burnsy’s reputation as a psycho was warranted.


‘That’s when he pulled out a hammer,’ Shane told me when I interviewed him in July 2020. ‘We call them mash hammers, the square ones what you do paving slabs with, and you can get the big long-handled ones or the short-handled ones. He had the short-handled one and he ran up to me and smashed me across the top of my head.’


But Shane also had a growing reputation as a psychopath, one he had gained by targeting hardmen like Burnsy and putting them down, sometimes with his fists, sometimes with a knife. He’d already had his eyes on Burnsy, so when the attack came, he was ready with his own weapon in hand. Incredibly the hammer blow, which should have caved in Shane’s skull, just bounced off his head. Now it was his turn.


‘I used to walk about with kitchen knives,’ Shane told me. ‘I used to have the full set all round my waist and I basically pulled out the biggest one, which was the nine-inch kitchen blade, and I stabbed him straight through the top of his head, here, and it came out of his eyebrow, there.’


Blood was fountaining out of Burnsy’s head, but, incredibly, he too refused to go down. He stumbled around, waving his hammer wildly with the kitchen blade sticking through the front of his head like some kind of gruesome Halloween accessory. His friends managed to sit him down and fully earning his reputation as a hardman, Burnsy pulled the blade from his own skull, lacerating his hands in the process. Everyone was screaming for the police and Shane and his friends took the cue to escape, sprinting off down a back alley. Shane ran about a mile before his friends stopped him to check he was OK. Whether it was the effect of the hammer blow or the red mist that descended when Shane got into fights, it was only then that he realised everything that had happened. He thought he had killed a man. Incredibly, however, Burnsy would survive, leaving Shane up for an attempted murder charge. It wouldn’t be his last.


Shane Taylor’s reputation as a hardman and a psychopath was sealed that night in Hartlepool town centre, but the first indications that he would be a tough nut came much earlier. You couldn’t get any earlier, in fact.


Shane’s mother, Maz Almond, came from a poor estate in the heart of Middlesbrough in the North East of England. When Maz fell pregnant with Shane, her husband, Stephen, became suddenly jealous and paranoid that the baby wasn’t his. He started beating Maz, demanding to know who the baby’s father was. She says that on the worst occasion, Stephen beat her with a metal dog lead and punched her repeatedly in the stomach, trying to kill the unborn Shane. He then nailed her into a cupboard and left her there with a broken gas pipe spewing out deadly carbon monoxide. Shane was too young to know all the details, but he was born into a refuge for battered women.


Somehow Maz and the baby survived. Maz was moved to secure housing in Peterlee, a nearby town, but on a trip back to Middlesbrough, Stephen found her. Maz was heavily pregnant and not long away from giving birth when her husband beat her almost to death for a second time, purposefully trying to kill the baby. She was rushed to hospital with everyone expecting the worst. The police were already preparing charges for the murder of the unborn baby but those charges would have to be dropped. Just a few days later, on 12 December 1980, Maz’s son was born, alive and kicking and screaming his anger at the world.


It was clearly going to take a lot to put down Shane Taylor.


It wasn’t just toughness that came early to Shane: he was an early adopter of pretty much any antisocial and criminal activity you could mention. As a four-year-old, he smoked his first cigarette. He was running away from school pretty much as soon as he started. His first robbery came at age six – the money from a payphone at the local leisure centre. The young Shane managed to open the phone casing with the help of his best friend, Dean, and a screwdriver. The two youngsters tried to spend the mountain of change on the centre’s vending machines but unfortunately were caught by the assistant manager, who promptly banned them. But Shane had the taste for stealing. On the way home he and Dean popped into the Methodist church and stole the collection box. It was the first day in a long life of crime.


As Shane grew, so too did the sophistication of his crimes. A little later the same year, he was part of his first organised robbery at the local Asda supermarket in Peterlee. His gang of six- and-seven-year-old mates caused a distraction in the sweet aisle while others were waiting by the fire exit. As soon as the security guards were distracted the group opened the fire doors and piled hundreds of pounds worth of audio and video equipment into six waiting trolleys, which they rolled off at speed on to the nearby housing estate. He even burgled his own school, stealing a load of bikes. Maz reported him to the police herself over this crime, but it didn’t teach him the lesson she intended. Instead, Shane discovered that, being so young, he couldn’t be arrested: he was free, essentially, to do whatever he wanted.


Peterlee, where Shane grew up, is a poor ex-mining town on the north-east coast of Britain. High unemployment and few opportunities meant crime was a natural outlet for boys like Shane and his gang of friends, who were soon making a full-time living out of robbing and causing general mayhem. He stole his first car at age nine and had to stand up while driving because he was too short to sit down and reach the pedals. He joyrode the car around a local football pitch before setting it alight and abandoning it. Meanwhile, burgling houses was the main source of income. As he was still so small, Shane was often used as the one who could squeeze through a small window and let the others in. He received a cut of the proceeds – a small sum but plenty big enough for a nine-year-old. Shane estimates he was robbing four or five houses a day, making between £200 and £3,000. His personal best was ten houses in one day and a £6,000 haul from a single robbery. As a nine-year-old thief, he was earning more money than his mother.


When he left a stolen car wedged upside down between two houses, the authorities had had enough. Shane was still below the age of criminal responsibility of ten, so he was taken into a children’s home. He promptly escaped. After almost a year of various children’s homes and foster care, during which his crime spree continued pretty much unabated, Shane turned ten. The authorities tried to take a light approach, but with lists of offences sometimes numbering up to twenty at a time, they soon decided to put him in Elemore Hall, a special school in County Durham for children with social, emotional and mental health difficulties.


It didn’t work. While at the school Shane caused havoc, at one point escaping to a nearby village, where he robbed a pizza shop of £5,000. He and an older boy then stole a car and tried to drive it to Middlesbrough down the wrong side of a dual carriageway with police cars and helicopters giving chase. He proved too much for the school when he and a bunch of other twelve-year-olds beat an older seventeen-year-old boy almost to death, leaving him lying face down in a lake near the school. Fortunately, the teachers intervened quickly enough to save the boy, but for Shane it was the last chance. He was sent to Aycliffe Secure Centre, the same place where the teenage murderers of two-year-old James Bulger were sent.


Shane was in and out of Aycliffe from his first visit until he was sixteen and could no longer be sent there. He fought the system all the way, refusing to be taught even how to read or write. Believe it or not, despite his reputation for crime, he had been bullied and picked on by older kids for much of his life, mostly because of his ginger hair and short, skinny stature. Shane told me, ‘When I was in school, I remember lads saying, “Howay, you can come and play with us,” and I would get really excited and run towards them to play with them. They’d turn round and punch me in the face, pop my nose open.’


Now that he was sixteen, he decided enough was enough and started fighting back. He still wasn’t big and lacked the psychopathic edge that he would soon acquire, but he was willing, or ‘game’ in the local slang. He didn’t seem to feel pain like normal people and he wouldn’t stay down. The turning point came during one of his spells inside a Young Offender Institution. He had his watch ‘taxed’ – basically taken off him – by another inmate, who thought he could bully the smaller kid. ‘I fought for it,’ Shane told me. ‘I was young in jail. I was soft. I couldn’t fight. I was a bit game and a bit mad, but I couldn’t fight really. And then I just got fed up afterwards and I was thinking about it, stewing, and then I thought, Do you know what? This is it from now on, no one’s going to mug me off ever again.’


He won his first real fight not long after and had people queueing up to shake his hand afterwards. After that he went, in his words, ‘on a rampage’. He began to bulk up towards his eventual size – nineteen stone of pure ripped muscle. He started carrying around an entire set of kitchen knives strapped to his waist without any sheaths – ‘If I’d fallen over, I’d have been in trouble’ – and started taking on all comers despite size or reputation – in fact, the bigger the better. On one occasion a friend pointed out someone on the other side of the road who had a reputation as a hardman and a psycho. Shane crossed the road and doubled back, deliberately bumping into the guy as an excuse to start a fight, which he promptly and violently won.


One such hardman who would later play a prominent role in Shane’s life was local street fighter, Paul Venis. Paul was due for greatness as a fighter. He would go on to become the world K-1 heavyweight kickboxing champion, winning every one of his fights by knockout in the early rounds. When he first encountered Shane, he knew he could beat him in a fight, but there was something about the young psycho from Peterlee that gave even Venis second thoughts about taking him on. I interviewed Paul for my podcast in 2021 and he revealed the story:


I took a lad to fight Shane’s cousin and Shane was there, and my mate was getting beat: he wasn’t winning the fight, and I was tempted to join in. I was getting closer and closer, and he just whipped this fucking knife out. And I’ve had knives pulled out on me before, I’ve had all that stuff. But this guy, I just looked in his eyes, and I remember like yesterday, he went to me, ‘If you join in, I will fucking kill you stone dead.’ As he looked at me, he went, ‘Listen, I’ll stick this right in your neck. I’ll kill you.’ And I looked at him and I thought, He definitely will.


Backing away was perhaps one of the smartest decisions Paul Venis made in his life. By his own admission, Shane was already mentally ill. He was constantly watching gangster films with the most violent murder scenes repeated on never-ending loops. He was still living with Maz but even his own mother feared him and tried to stay away from the house whenever Shane was at home. He fantasised constantly about killing people, especially police and other authority figures, imagining the sound and the feeling of the knife going in. On one night of rare reflection, he realised that something had broken inside of him: that he no longer felt any fear, nor did he feel love for anyone, not even his mum. He also realised he didn’t care. He enjoyed the sense of freedom it gave him; he could do literally anything. He had become a psychopath.


True to form, Shane was soon back inside a Young Offender Institution for eight months on remand pending an investigation. It turned out the charges were trumped up after a kid whom Shane’s mate had beaten up accused them of kidnapping him and stealing his trainers. When the police investigation concluded the allegations were mostly false, Shane and his friends were released. But the lad who had put him in jail, Smithy, was now on Shane’s hit list. He rode a motorbike past Smithy’s house to find that Smithy’s family were in the garden, having a barbecue. He quickly dismounted and jumped the fence into the garden, brandishing his largest knife and screaming, ‘I’m going to kill you all.’


The women and children fled inside while the men escaped as best they could, leaping fences and hedges and scattering across neighbouring gardens. Shane merely laughed, calmly remounted his motorbike and drove off. He says he had no intention of stabbing anyone, but the incident added to his already growing reputation as a psychopath. It was a reputation that was about to be tested to its limits because just a few weeks later Shane had his encounter in Hartlepool with the other local psycho, Burnsy, which left the other hardman with a knife in his head and Shane charged with attempted murder.


Incredibly, Shane was released on bail due to lack of evidence, primarily because no one who had witnessed the horrific scene wanted to speak to the police. He was now a certified knife maniac on the loose and it wasn’t too long before his next big run-in with a hardman.


Shane had been dabbling in selling Ecstasy, but no one wanted the batch of one hundred pills he was trying to sell because rumour had got around that they contained heroin. Giving up for the night, he had popped into The Royal Arms, the local pub on his estate, to give the pills to a friend for free. Inside the pub was a local hardcase called Booth, who was connected to Smithy’s family – the same family Shane had recently threatened with a knife at their barbecue. The story of Shane running into the garden with a drawn knife had grown in the telling and now included a false detail in which Shane had been about to stab the eighty-year-old grandma before other members of the family had managed to pull him off. Booth now decided he was going to have a word with Shane and question him about his actions. On seeing the upcoming psycho, Booth pointed a finger at him and said threateningly, ‘I want a word with you.’


Shane followed him to his seat where two of Booth’s other hard mates sized him up while Booth gave him a dressing-down about threatening an old lady. Meanwhile, the pub had gone noticeably quiet as the surrounding punters prepared for trouble. ‘Everyone knew I was getting a bit mad now,’ Shane told me. ‘Everyone was getting a bit fearful and I just had this sense of if I don’t do anything to him here, if I walk away it looks like he’s pull me up and I’ve backed down and I’ll lose face. So, I made a choice there and then – I’m going to make an example of him so all these people in here know what’s going to happen when you pull me up. And then, as I’m thinking this in my head, he said the wrong thing. He came forward a bit on the table and he just said, “You want to mess about with the big boys, do you?” And something snapped in my head and I went into his face, put my head into his face and I said, “No, no, no, no, you’ve just messed about. Come outside, I’m going to kill you.”’


Shane walked out of the pub, drew his nine-inch blade and waited, but no one followed. After a while he went back to open the door and found a group of men trying to stop Booth from going outside. The men were warning him that Shane meant what he said, but the local hardman wouldn’t back down. Eventually a voice in the crowd told everyone to let him through and Booth stepped out of the pub to confront Shane.


He should have listened to his friends. As soon as Booth walked out of the door, Shane plunged the nine-inch knife into his chest just below the shoulder.


Shane had often fantasised about how it would feel and sound to stab someone. Now he found out. As he pulled it out, the knife made a sucking sound as it drew the trapped air from the stricken man’s lungs. Booth hit the ground immediately and Shane was struck by how quickly the blood came out: ‘It was basically just like a tap was on. It went from having nothing to literally like a tap,’ he said.


But he didn’t have long to wonder over the amount of blood. Booth’s two friends had followed him out and were now coming at Shane, both with knives in their hands. Shane was now in a knife fight in which the odds weren’t in his favour. The two men approached him from either side, one trying to distract him while the other got through his defences. Shane was barely managing to hold them off, swinging wildly to push one back then turning to meet a lunge from the other. But he had one advantage over his two assailants – he was deadly calm. As the game of cat and mouse continued, he was analysing the repetitive way the two men were lunging and falling back. He soon realised that if he feinted to strike at one, he could quickly turn and catch the second man in the temple as he lunged in. He quickly put the plan into action and it nearly worked: he came within inches of stabbing the man in the side of his head.


It was enough for Booth’s mates. They began to back off then, and with a quick glance at each other, turned tail and ran.


The police were on the scene quickly and it was Shane’s turn to run. With two attempted murders now under his belt, Shane was the most wanted man in the North East. It would be the beginning of three months of lying low and trying to evade capture. However, Shane didn’t quite think of it like that. When I asked him what his main strategy was, he gave the chilling answer, ‘To get revenge on everybody before I got caught.’


One impromptu chance for revenge came when Shane was trying to steal a motorbike from outside a house. A man appeared at an upstairs window and shouted, ‘Oi, what are you doing?’ Nonchalantly, Shane replied, ‘Pinching your bike. What does it look like?’ But as he looked up at the man, recognition suddenly dawned: it was the guy who had punched his mum while he had been in prison. ‘As soon as I saw him, I thought, I’m on the run anyway, just sack it and get lifed off,’ Shane told me. He took off his helmet and watched with satisfaction as recognition and fear spread across the man’s face. Shane ran to the front door and began kicking it in.


By the time he had gained entry the man had managed to barricade himself and his family into the bedroom with furniture while he called the police. Eventually Shane gave up and was forced to leave, an outcome which, today, he is very thankful for: ‘I had no morals,’ he told me. ‘I would have killed anyone in that room if I’d got in it, like I just didn’t care. And scumbag or not, who cares? And if I can’t get you, I’ll come after your mother. if I’d come after your mother, I’ll come after your wife. I’ll try and get your wife. I’ll get you back. This is how I used to think.’


Shane was hiding out at a friend’s flat and only going out wearing his motorcycle helmet to avoid detection. Meanwhile, lots of his friends and family were being raided by the police under suspicion of harbouring him. One thing that made escape easier was Shane’s classification as armed and dangerous. This meant the police couldn’t approach him without back-up, so on the few occasions when officers did spot him, he had time to get away while they called for help. His main problem was money, which he had to continue to earn through crime. One of the easiest ways was ‘taxing’ his mates, a polite term for stealing. He even stole a wad of rolled-up cash from one of his best friends, Pete, pulling a knife and threatening him and the rest of the group not to tell the police.


Shane was clearly out of control and recognises he was mentally ill at the time. His obsession with knives had become so consuming that he was scaring the people closest to him. He recounted one story of how he killed the atmosphere at a party one night: ‘Everyone was wrecked and there were some handy lads in there as well, and they’re all wrecked, and I pulled my knife out because it was new. It was one of them Rambo ones. And I’m turning it and I’m looking at it and I forgot where I was … and I’m turning the knife round and then I just got this urge – go on and kill someone. So, I looked up and I went, Howay, let’s go and kill someone. And everyone was all on the end of the settee, all crumpled up to one side, and they were just staring with fear. And one of them just slowly came over and said, “Howay, mate, you’re killing the buzz,” and took the knife out of my hand.’


Shane thought of himself as some kind of gangster, like the characters in the violent films he continually watched, but he admits now that in reality he was no such thing. He was a lone wolf with a well-earned reputation as a psychopath that made everyone – including the real gangsters – want to stay away from him.


According to him there are three kinds of reputation among local hardmen: ‘There’s the big boys who are in it for the money and it’s all about becoming Mafia kind of figures and Ecstasy kingpins or whatever. And then you’ve got, under that level, two kinds of reputation – you’ve got people who can fight and they’re hard and there’s not many people who can beat them. And then you’ve got the psychopathic people. And people just think, avoid him, don’t cross him because he’ll turn up at your front door and blow your head off … and that was me, like I daydreamed it, literally daydreamed about killing people daily.’


Despite his reputation, Shane’s luck was soon to run out. His behaviour towards his friends lost him his place in the flat and he was now sleeping in a car. It was here that he was found by a police officer doing a routine tour of the streets. Seeing someone sleeping in the car through the misted-up windows and checking the registration number with the police station, the officer found it was registered to a friend of Shane’s. He called for back-up and more officers and an armed response team soon arrived. In the middle of the night Shane was woken by fists pounding on the car windows and shouts for him to come out with his hands up. He tried to drive away, but found he was wedged in by the cars in front and behind. With no other means of escape, he surrendered.


Shane was charged with two separate accounts of attempted murder in 2001, but both were dropped to lesser charges of Section 18 – going with specific intent to cause harm and threatening to kill – because intent to kill was too difficult to prove. In the end, he got away with just four years and nine months in prison, the first part of which was to be served in North Allerton Youth Offender Institution in North Yorkshire as he was still just twenty. Almost immediately, Shane was involved in several prison fights. In one, he beat a man up in his cell before, naively, turning to leave. As soon as his back was turned, the man hit him over the head with something hard and renewed his attack on the now-staggering Shane. Even so, Shane slowly regained his wits and ended up pulverising the man a second time before the guards arrived. As a later revenge, Shane cornered the man in his cell during free association time and battered him black and blue for a third time.


A riot in a London Youth Offender Institution saw a group of young London criminals rehoused in Northallerton. Shane found himself at the centre of a turf war with the newcomers, who were seeking to establish dominance. His continual fighting meant he was constantly in and out of ‘seg’ – the segregation unit where problematic inmates were isolated for twenty-three hours a day. The constant isolation did not help Shane’s already fragile mental health. His increasing paranoia meant he brutalised most inmates unfortunate enough to have to share a cell with him. When his best friend from home, Dean, landed in the same cell, he almost attacked him, too. Shane thought that Dean was putting glass in his food and Dean had to offer to eat Shane’s food instead of his own, then stay up late into the night convincing Shane of their friendship, to avoid any harm.


When he turned twenty-one, Shane was transferred to Holme House, an adult prison in County Durham. One of his first acts was to kidnap another prisoner with a ‘shiv’, or homemade blade, and hold him hostage in his cell. He had only one demand – a takeaway pizza.


His subsequent visit to the seg saw Shane’s mental health deteriorate further. On one visit to his cell, a prison officer saw him staring concernedly at the floor. When the guard asked what the matter was, Shane replied that there were white spiders crawling all over his cell. He began to think his food was being poisoned and one of the few guards he trusted had to eat a spoonful of his meal before Shane would touch it. Meanwhile, Shane was spending most of the twenty-three hours a day of isolation dreaming about violence, replaying scenes of stabbing, murder and revenge over and over in his head. He spent six months in solitary confinement following the kidnapping of the other inmate. By the time he was let out, he was like a ticking time bomb. It wasn’t long before he went off.


The catalyst was the gym. Like many prisoners Shane loved working out and, indeed, lived for it. After several years of doing weights, he had transformed himself from a skinny teenager to nineteen stone of solid muscle. As a hardman, his physique was an essential part of his reputation and to allow it to slip would be a critical sign of weakness. In a tough atmosphere like prison, the gym is vitally important.


When gym time came, the prison officer on duty would shout, ‘Gym!’ and anyone who wanted to go would press their buzzer and be released from their cell. So, when Shane pressed his buzzer one day but wasn’t released, he was understandably angry. When he got the chance to speak to the staff, Eric Lawson, the guard told him he must have forgotten and promised it wouldn’t happen again. But when next time came around and Shane buzzed for the gym, the guard didn’t even appear on his landing. He buzzed until the guard appeared and asked him again why he hadn’t let him out. Shane says the officer didn’t have an answer except to sarcastically pretend to be thinking. That was enough for Shane: he started making his plans for revenge.


He waited for a few days until the same prison officer was on duty on the wing. It was free association time when all the inmates could leave their cells and mingle. Lawson was standing by the pool table but, little known to him, Shane had concocted a plan with his friend, Rob, to create a distraction. When Rob suddenly picked up a handful of pool balls and began throwing them around the wing, the other officers tried to rush through the gate to subdue him. However, Shane had recruited three other inmates, who were standing by the inside of the gate. As it erupted, the three big men closed the gate to the wing and leaned their weight against it, preventing the guards from entering.


Officer Lawson, although he didn’t realise it, was on his own. He moved to restrain Rob, who was still throwing pool balls around. At the same time Shane made his move. He had picked up a giant glass coffee jar and wrapped it in his towel as if he were innocently walking to the shower. As Officer Lawson moved to restrain Rob, Shane brought the coffee jar down hard on the edge of the pool table, smashing it into several sharp, jagged points. Shane now attacked Lawson with the broken jar: ‘I was going for his face and his neck,’ he told me, ‘but he put his hands up, and so I’m catching his hands because he’s blocking. And then I’m trying to get him in his stomach. And then he’s putting his legs up, and I’ve tracked him into the corner, and I just started going wild. I’m trying to stab him wherever I could stab him, and I was cutting my own hands as well.’


Another guard made it through the gate and tried to help his colleague. Although he can’t remember this part, Shane started stabbing him too, catching him repeatedly in the thigh as the man desperately held his leg up to protect his groin.


Eventually the other guards managed to force their way through the gate and piled in on Shane, bringing him to the ground and raining batons, fists and kicks down on his body and head. If this was revenge, it was instantaneous and brutal. Shane remembered: ‘One of the officers picked up my arm, put it on the glass, because the bottom of the glass was still stuck up. There was like one bit sticking up on that round circle at the bottom. But he’s got my arm there. He put it on, and he went boom with his knees. He just bounced on my hand. I didn’t make a noise, didn’t even feel it to be truthful, and that was because my adrenaline was going and I was so full of pride at the time. I didn’t want them to hear a noise come out of me.’


The revenge may have been satisfying for the guards in the short term, but it didn’t help in the long run. Because of the large gash in Shane’s arm the judge at his trial brought the sentence down from eight years to just four. Somehow Shane had got off lightly again.


But he wouldn’t get off lightly in prison. He was transferred to HMP Durham, where the prison guards were determined to make him pay for the attack on two of their own. The officers constantly provoked Shane, flicking his light on as they wandered past at night so he couldn’t get any sleep, and trying to rouse his violence so they could wade in with truncheons and fists. They took everything from his cell so that he couldn’t make a shiv, then teased him about his lack of weapons. It was another mistake.


The light in Shane’s cell was encased in a heavy metal housing kept in place by special screws that were supposedly tamper-proof. However, Shane discovered that by burning the end of a plastic toothbrush until it melted, he could mould the end of the handle so that it fitted tightly against the screws, enabling him to remove them.


When the guards next came to take him for exercise, they were confronted with a man wielding a heavy piece of metal at them. Shane swept the weapon in a slow arc across the terrified guards and said in a calm voice, ‘Listen very carefully, if I was going to do something I’d have already caved your skull in. This is just a warning – stop winding me up.’


The guards quickly learned not to underestimate Shane again. Within an hour an armoured van had arrived to take him to Frankland maximum-security prison, where the next set of guards took no chances with Shane. He was locked up in seg from day one until he was moved on to another maximum-security prison, Whitemoor. As if to match the ratcheting up of his security status to Category A – reserved only for the most dangerous prisoners – Shane began to up the ante in his war against the guards. He would regularly fight them in his cell even though six or seven guards dressed in full riot gear were required at any one time. After stripping to just his boxer shorts and shoes, he would challenge them until they came at him. Obviously, he came off worst in most of these encounters but he lived for the small wins. One such victory was the boost to his reputation when he managed to last a full fifteen or twenty minutes battling against seven armoured guards inside his small cell.


Taking Shane for exercise was like a small military operation of its own. He described the procedure to me: ‘I had to lie on the floor and put my hands up before they’d open the door. Then they slammed the door open. They’d put the shield to the door, then they’d come put the shield on your back, tell you to put your hands on your head. The man on that side would search your body then they’d run back to the door. And then they’d say, “Right, stand up slowly.” If you went fast at any time they’d be on you, so you’d slowly get up and then slowly walk back until your back touched the shield, then they stepped back, then you stepped to the shield, then they’d push you up against the wall and you’d be searched again. And that was just to go in the exercise yard. Then you’d have to walk backwards as slow as you possibly could until you got to the exercise yard. Then they’d get in the exercise yard, tell you to lie down. You’d lie down on the floor, put your hands on your head and then they’d shout, “Go, go, go, go!” and everyone would just run. But I would try and get up and run at them as soon as the shield was off me.’


On one occasion Shane got the better of the guards by covering his cell floor and walls with shampoo and butter and coating his own body in baby oil. The guards couldn’t keep their footing on the slimy floor and couldn’t grab Shane, who was as slippery as a fish. It must have looked like the Keystone Cops as bodies went sliding everywhere. Shane took advantage of the chaos to inflict some damage of his own on his tormentors, even at one point wrestling a riot shield off one of them and using it to hit the man and his colleagues.


Soon somebody was going to get seriously hurt or even killed. It nearly happened one day during a routine search protocol that involved a small army of fully armoured prison officers with riot shields. The guards entered Shane’s cell and pushed him against the wall with their shields while two of them held his arms in place. He was then marched slowly backwards to an adjoining cell, where he was strip-searched including the seams of his clothes and every orifice of his body. As he was left standing naked against the wall, Shane felt that the process was taking too long, that some plan was being brewed behind his back. He turned to take a look but immediately his face and hands were smashed hard up against the wall by riot shields.


Two officers were holding Shane’s hands against the wall, but he outmanoeuvred them by sliding his hands quickly downwards. One of the guards lost his balance and fell. Shane quickly pushed himself away from the wall, spun and leapt on the downed man. He managed to propel the man across the floor into the opposite corner of the cell, trapping him between the toilet and the wall. The guard’s arms were pinned by his shield and the other bodies. Shane, in a haze of fury, managed to free his own arms and was trying to work them under the man’s face mask to get at his throat – all this despite half a dozen guards grabbing him, hitting him with batons and even throttling him from behind. Shane picks up the story: ‘I had my hands so far up his shield and all I remember doing was looking at him and I just whispered to him, “Do not let me get my hands on your neck today because you are not going home to see your family.” Then he started panicking and so did the other officers.’


The guards eventually managed to prise Shane from the stricken guard. What followed was what Shane himself describes as ‘torture’. First, he was handcuffed then kicked and beaten to a pulp. Then one of the guards began squeezing his throat until he was turning blue and on the point of passing out before releasing his grip, then starting again. This process went on until one of the other guards stepped in, fearing Shane might actually die.


The beatings went on for days, usually by ten officers at a time, taunting him and calling him a coward. Shane was left cuffed by his hands and feet on the cell floor, unable to move, unable to eat the spit-drenched food that was slung on his floor. Through it all he refused to give in. He made it a matter of pride never to make a sound, no matter how painful the beatings or panic-inducing the strangulation became.


Meanwhile his reputation had reached the highest level. The Home Office had reviewed his case and labelled him one of the top six most dangerous prisoners in England. He was transferred to the segregation unit of another maximum-security prison. This was essentially a prison within a prison where human contact is reduced to practically zero.


Shane was left to rot but the constant isolation also failed to break him. Instead, he used the time to construct meticulous fantasies of his plans for revenge when he was released from prison. He had a hit list of twelve people – guards or other cons who had crossed or betrayed him – and he intended to kill them all in the brief window of freedom he would have between release and recapture. Such an operation would take meticulous planning, but he had the time, the patience and the will. He spent hours on end building up virtual reality-style mental walk-throughs of how he would gain access to his victims’ houses, how he would make them suffer, what he would say just before they died. It wasn’t just a time-killing exercise, it was a real plan of action.


A side effect of his virtual revenge sessions was that Shane was spending less time enacting real revenge on his guards so, after a while, the governors took the risky decision to release him from the CSC and transfer him to another maximum-security prison on the Isle of Wight. In HMP Parkhurst, he was allowed back on the wing, where he quickly got into dealing heroin.


There is a surprising amount of freedom in England’s maximum-security prisons. For example, inmates are allowed to cook their own food on the wings, which means there are knives, as well as boiling-hot water and – much more dangerous – hot oil. Naturally this led to a certain amount of tension. Shane described a typical situation when an inmate was carrying a pan of hot oil through the wing: ‘If a lad started walking down the stairs and he had a pan, the whole landing would disappear. Everyone would go behind the doors and you’d look through the gap then just wait for him to go past and think, it’s not me, and that’s the tension.’


But surprisingly, according to Shane, despite an environment where serial killers and terrorists were walking around with knives and hot oil, it rarely exploded. ‘Maximum-security prisons are very different,’ he told me, ‘and so you don’t have one hardman who stands out, you don’t have one crazy man who stands out, they’re all capable. There’s a tension. Everybody knows everyone’s capable of doing stuff … You get on with your jail and if you have to, then you deal with whatever comes your way. But nine times out of ten, people are getting on, cooking together.’


In England’s maximum-security prison system inmates are transferred regularly to keep them from forming dangerous contacts and networks within a single establishment. Soon, it was Shane’s turn to move again. This time, in 2005, he was transferred to HMP Long Lartin in Worcestershire. It was here that his life would change forever.


Soon after he arrived, Shane was called from his cell to attend an educational class about reintegrating into society. However, when he reported to the guard on the door, he was told his name wasn’t on the list for the class so he couldn’t be let in. In his usual intimidating way, Shane raged. Rather than risk getting into a fight with this dangerous inmate, the guard wisely directed him to the chaplaincy instead, where a Bible class was taking place. Happy to be let out of his cell for a while, Shane strode off to the new class.


In the chaplaincy, a group of prisoners were watching a video about the basics of Christianity. Shane joined with a mixture of boredom and contempt and rose to leave when the programme finished. However, just as he was about to go another inmate whispered, ‘You get strawberry gateau and biscuits.’ Shane promptly sat back down and asked to be put on the list for more classes. He attended the Bible course regularly, but only for the food. Most of his time was spent arguing with the converts in the group, pointing out to them what nonsense their beliefs were.
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