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For Maureen, Mark, Christopher and Peter




‘[Death is] . . . the anaesthetic from which none come round.’

 



—PHILIP LARKIN

 



 



 



‘The doctor is a specially dangerous man when poor.’

 



—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

 



 



 



‘I will use my power to help the sick to the best of my ability and judgment; I will abstain from harming or wronging anyone by it. I will not give a fatal draught to anyone if I am asked, nor will I suggest any such thing.’

 



—FROM THE HIPPOCRATIC OATH




Introduction


For his victims, death came in the afternoon, on the end of a needle. But for Harold Frederick Shipman, it came in the early hours of the morning of Tuesday 13 January 2004, on the end of a rope made out of a bed sheet.

Prisoner CJ8199 was found hanging from the bars of his cell window in Wakefield Jail at 6.20am. He had torn the sheet to make a ligature, and then, standing on a heating pipe three feet above the floor, he drew around himself the green and orange curtains that his family provided for his cell, and jumped off. A young prison officer saw, through the spy hole in the cell door, his legs dangling below the curtain and rushed in, cut him down and frantically tried to revive him. But Shipman, the expert in death, had timed his final act well: he was beyond saving. He had been alive at 5am when the last check was made on him and the other twenty-six prisoners in the jail’s D Wing, and he knew the next check was not for another hour. As a doctor he also knew that four minutes was the maximum time he needed, and investigators say he died in half that time.

He was formally declared dead at 8.10am. His body,  wearing just a T-shirt, boxer shorts and socks, but with his trademark glasses on his nose, was laid out on the bed of his third-floor cell. On his table was a book: Shakespeare’s  Henry IV, the story of a scheming monarch who was crippled by guilt after having his cousin killed. Shortly after 11am his corpse was taken from the prison to the MedicoLegal Centre in Sheffield for a post-mortem. By macabre irony, the Ford Transit van which carried him away had a number plate personalised for him: K3 HFS.

His death came on the eve of his fifty-eighth birthday, and seven months after he was transferred from the relatively relaxed regime at Frankland Prison to the much tougher Wakefield. Twelve hours before he died, he chatted for six minutes on the phone to his loyal wife Primrose, the woman who stood by him through thirty-seven years of marriage, during which time he murdered up to 284 people. The phone call was taped, but even listening to it in the cold knowledge of his suicide, prison staff could pick up no clues to his plans. He sounded, they said, ‘happy and cheerful’. He blew a kiss to Primrose, and said in response to her: ‘I love you too. Don’t forget, I will always look after you.’ He had even applied for her to visit him the day after his death, his birthday.

There was, perhaps, a prophecy of his death in the promise to look after her. Alive, he could not provide for her, and she was living on benefits, with occasional financial help from her children. But dead, Shipman once again became the breadwinner: although his pension had been stopped after his conviction, he had ascertained that if he died before he was sixty, Primrose would qualify for a lump sum of about £100,000 and a pension of £10,000 a year. If he lived beyond sixty she would get no lump sum and a pension of only £5,000. He had confided to probation officers that the best course was for him to kill himself, so that Primrose escaped penury.

Even in death, Shipman was in control.

His suicide caused shockwaves through the community in Hyde, the town in Greater Manchester where most of his victims lived. Some people were delighted that he had ended his own life. Others felt he had cheated justice: that his death meant that they would never know the full truth about the murders he committed with such ease. There were, they felt, many unanswered questions.

This book is an attempt to make sense of the life of Fred Shipman, the man who metamorphosed from a caring, committed and respected GP to the ‘Doctor Death’ of tabloid headlines, a mass murderer whose motives puzzle psychiatrists, psychologists, and even those who knew him well. It may not be possible to give a definitive answer to the biggest question of all: Why? But by putting his killing into the framework of his life, we hope that we can get closer to understanding the genesis of the world’s biggest serial killer in modern times.




1

Died Unexpectedly


For an August night, the weather was atrocious. The rain was lashing down, the wind was fierce and the sky was black and moonless. Looking out of the window of the Laurel Bank Nursing Home in Gee Cross, Hyde, the night staff saw something that made their blood run cold. Across the road, in the graveyard, shadowy figures were moving about. Some lights were on, and there were men with spades. They rang the police, convinced that they were witnessing an evil black magic rite.

But the macabre truth was that the men in the cemetery  were the police. They were digging up the coffin of Kathleen Grundy, an 81-year-old widow who had died five weeks earlier, suddenly, at her £200,000 home a quarter of a mile away. The detective inspector who had obtained permission to exhume the body, a bluff, genial copper with only eight months to go to retirement after thirty years’ service, shared the unease of the watchers: the night was so black and the rain so unremitting that he could imagine at any moment lightning forking across the sky, illuminating a black carriage with plumed horses and bats fluttering overhead, like a scene from a horror film.

At that moment he felt a different kind of fear.  Supposing he had got it all wrong? After all, the doctor who had signed Mrs Grundy’s death certificate was one of the most respected, popular GPs in the town. He couldn’t  be a murderer . . . could he?

DI Stan Egerton was not just playing a hunch. He had evidence that convinced him there was something very seriously amiss with Kathleen Grundy’s unexpected death. Yet, standing in that graveyard, in charge of the first exhumation ever ordered by Greater Manchester Police, he wondered whether he had made a terrible mistake. Then he remembered the strange and worrying things he had been hearing about Dr Fred Shipman, the GP who would, according to Mrs Grundy’s will, inherit her entire £400,000 estate. Surely there could be no mistake.

But what Stan Egerton could never have predicted on that wild night was that, as they opened Mrs Grundy’s muddied coffin, they were also opening the investigation into the biggest serial killer in British criminal history, probably in the world.

The headstone on Kathleen Grundy’s grave in the cemetery behind Hyde Chapel is tasteful, plain. ‘Died Unexpectedly After a Lifetime of Helping Others’ are the words etched into the pale stone, beneath her name, and above the details of her family: husband John, daughter Angela, grandsons Richard and Matthew.

The inscription on the headstone is a simple and moving tribute to a woman who, however she had died, would have deserved a place in the chronicles of Hyde; a woman who took genuine pleasure in being useful to the community. But there is a greater commendation that the people of the town owe to Kathleen Grundy, summed up here in the words of Debbie Massey, the young undertaker who twice supervised the burial of Mrs Grundy: ‘She helped other people all her life, and she carried on helping them in her death, too.’

For it was Kathleen Grundy’s death that brought to an end the murderous career of Dr Fred Shipman.

 



The papers that Chief Inspector Eileen Scarratt dropped on DI Stan Egerton’s desk made interesting reading. A woman had gone into a police station in Leamington Spa, Warwickshire, to ask the police to investigate her mother’s will, which she believed had been forged. The Warwickshire police passed the case on to Greater Manchester Police, because the mother had come from Hyde. A quick reading of the notes aroused Stan Egerton’s curiosity: this was not the usual will wrangle, with brothers and sisters squabbling over who should get what, and which, if it ever reached the attention of the police, would be quickly passed on to be settled between solicitors in a civil court.

For a start the woman, Angela Woodruff, was herself a solicitor. Secondly, her mother was Mrs Kathleen Grundy, an ex-Mayoress of Hyde and someone whose death had caused quite a stir in the town. Stan, who had lived in Hyde for more than thirty years, had never met her to talk to, but he knew her by sight and he had certainly heard about her: her husband John, who had died thirty years earlier, had been Mayor of the town in the 1960s, and a lecturer at Manchester University. Both he and Kathleen were born and bred in the area, and they first met when he was her history teacher at Hyde Grammar School. After his death in 1968 she continued to live at their beautiful seventeenth-century cottage in Gee Cross. She always referred to Gee Cross as ‘the village’ and there were few people in the village she did not know, or who did not know her. She served for many years on the local council, as Conservative member for Werneth Ward, and had been chairman of the Tameside and Glossop Community Health Council. One of the tower blocks in the town is named after her husband,  and there is a plaque commemorating his service to Hyde in the Town Hall.

Kathleen Grundy was a regular member of the congregation at Hyde Chapel on Stockport Road, Gee Cross, a Unitarian chapel as big and imposing as any parish church, the first fully Gothic nonconformist chapel in England.

DI Egerton also knew, because he was a sociable man with a great many friends and contacts in the town, that her death had come as a shock to many people. She may have been just a week away from her eighty-second birthday, but she was only old in terms of years: in every other way Kathleen Grundy was fit, active, alert and a great asset to the community. Unlike the deaths of most old ladies, hers had raised comment. One resident in Gee Cross was away at the time of her death and only heard about it on return from holiday. ‘I said, “Did she get knocked over?”’ she recalls. ‘I’d seen her jumping off a bus before it reached the stop a couple of weeks earlier, and the only way I could envisage her dying was in an accident. It was hard to believe she’d died at home.’

The first step for DI Egerton was to see Mrs Woodruff to establish why she thought her mother’s will had been forged. He and Detective Constable Dave O’Brien made a 200-mile round trip to Mrs Woodruff’s home, in the village of Harbury, near Leamington Spa, where she lived with her husband David, a university professor. They discovered that Mrs Woodruff had already made enough inquiries about the forged will for them to be sure there was something suspicious going on.

Kathleen Grundy was a loyal and enthusiastic patient of Dr Shipman’s, feeling, as so many of the people on his list did, that he was one of the last of a dying breed: an old-fashioned family doctor with plenty of time for his patients. When he had set up a solo practice she had followed him as a patient. She was so enthusiastic about him that she had,  according to a friend, considered giving £200 from a charity she was involved with to his patients’ fund.

Despite her age, she had few physical problems. She loved gardening, she walked miles, she was on the committees of several local charities, and mentally alert enough to do two half-days a week working for the Age Concern shop opposite Shipman’s practice, known as ‘The Surgery’: she banked the takings the day before her death. Three times a week she helped prepare and serve lunches for old people at the luncheon club, held at Werneth House, a social centre for pensioners about half a mile away from her home. As the organiser of the club, she would shop for the food, help prepare and serve it, and assist with the clearing up: the other volunteers were on average twenty or thirty years younger than her, but Kathleen Grundy did not think of herself as old.

Three days before her death she went on a coach trip to Derbyshire, and is fondly remembered as having been the life and soul of the party. ‘She was in such good spirits on the day of the trip,’ says her friend Phyllis Howsam. ‘She was a marvellous lady: she would do anything to help anyone.’

She loved watching sport on television, and had been really enjoying the summer of 1998: both Wimbledon and the football World Cup had been on in the weeks prior to her death. One of her closest friends, another ex-Mayoress, May Clarke, who lives just a quarter of a mile away from Mrs Grundy’s cottage, remembers her calling round for the evening just a couple of days before she died: ‘She left at 10.30pm to get home in time to watch the World Cup highlights: she loved football.’

On the day before she died, she visited her friend May again. She talked proudly about her grandsons, one of whom, 24-year-old Richard, had just got a first at university and the other, 23-year-old Matthew, had just got a job in Japan.

She told May she was expecting Dr Shipman to call the next day to take a blood sample and get her to sign some papers. She said how good it was of the doctor to come to her home, rather than expect her to go to the surgery. She also discussed buying a new car: she was certainly not ready to give up driving, although when she went to visit Angela it was usually by train. She went three or four times a year to Warwickshire: there was no time in her busy social calendar for more visits. On her last trip, a few weeks before her death, she went walking with her daughter and son-in-law and on their return, while Angela and David recovered with a sit-down and a cup of coffee, she insisted on doing the ironing.

Geoffrey Ridgeway, a friend of hers for thirty-four years, and who lives in a cottage owned by Mrs Grundy, likened her to a March hare - always dashing about doing something for somebody. ‘She loved her gardening, her sport on telly and she thought the world of her family. She had no airs and graces: she was a down-to-earth, lovely person.’

She was also wealthy: as well as her home, £200,000 Loughrigg Cottage, she owned a £90,000 terraced cottage nearby and had recently sold a £60,000 flat in the Lake District. (It was while on holiday in the Lake District, where they both loved walking, that her husband John had died unexpectedly thirty years earlier.) Her total estate was worth just under £400,000.

Her death was discovered when, on Wednesday 24 June, she failed to turn up at Werneth House to help with the lunches. When telephone calls to her home went unanswered the caretaker from the pensioners’ centre in Lord Derby Road, John Green, and one of the volunteers, Ronald Pickford, went to the house and, failing to get a reply to their knock, let themselves in through a door they were surprised to find unlocked. In the living room they discovered Mrs Grundy, fully clothed, curled  up on the sofa as if asleep. She looked peaceful, but had a grey complexion.

Mr Pickford knew that Shipman was her GP, and knew his number. When the doctor arrived about ten minutes later he told John Green that he had seen Mrs Grundy earlier that morning but ‘only for a talk’. He said she must have been well enough to get dressed, as when he saw her she was in her night clothes. He carried out what the police described as a ‘cursory examination’ of the body and told the two men she had had ‘a cardiac arrest’.

Mrs Grundy’s friends from the luncheon club asked Dr Shipman what they should do next, and he advised them to contact a firm of solicitors in the town, Hamilton’s, who he said would handle everything. When they were contacted, they denied acting for Mrs Grundy, but said that they had received a will, supposedly from her, that very morning. They advised the Werneth House volunteers to contact her family. When the two men could not get hold of Mrs Grundy’s daughter, Angela, the police were called. Two police constables went to Mrs Grundy’s house, and spoke to Shipman by phone: he again said she had died from natural causes.

For Angela there was an enormous sense of shock and loss. She had no clue that her mother had any health problems. Angela, who was fifty-three at the time, drove with her husband David to Hyde early the next day and saw Shipman at his surgery before going to her mother’s home. The GP told her that he had seen her mother the day before for a routine matter but that Mrs Grundy had complained of feeling unwell in some ill-defined way.

‘He said that sometimes old people complain about feeling unwell before they die, and then they simply die. He implied it was old age, but he didn’t actually say it,’ said Angela.

He said it clearly enough when he filled out her death certificate because he put only one cause of death: old  age. It is a perfectly legitimate medical explanation of death, but among doctors it is regarded as a last resort, to be used only with the very elderly and infirm, when so many organs and bodily functions are failing at the same time. When it is used, it is usually accompanied by some more specific medical information. For Kathleen Grundy, one of the healthiest 81-year-olds anyone could think of, it did not make sense. (Many doctors have been consulted during the research for this book, and none could think of an instance where they wrote ‘old age’ as the only cause of death on a death certificate.)

In the immediate aftermath of the death, there was the usual activity surrounding the organisation of a funeral: hundreds of mourners packed Hyde Chapel on 1 July to pay their tributes to Mrs Grundy. There was also the sad duty of sorting out her mother’s will: as a solicitor, Angela had always handled all her mother’s legal affairs, and knew from the will she had in her possession how the old lady wanted her estate disposed of, with the bulk of her money and property going to the family.

Angela was amazed, therefore, to be contacted twelve days after her mother’s funeral by the solicitors in Hyde, Hamilton Ward, saying that they had Mrs Grundy’s last will and testament. They were unhappy with the way in which they had been instructed to act for Mrs Grundy and wanted to talk to Angela about it. It was as a result of this conversation with Brian Burgess, the probate and conveyancing manager at the firm, that Angela began to investigate, and quickly came up with sufficient information to make her suspicious enough to go to the police.

What DI Stan Egerton discovered was that on the day of Mrs Grundy’s death, Hamilton Ward received a typewritten letter, apparently from her, dated 22 June. With it was a will, dated 9 June. The letter, purporting to come from Mrs Grundy, said: ‘Dear Sir, I enclose a copy of my will. I think it is clear my intention and wish Dr Shipman  to benefit by having my estate but if he dies or does not accept it, then the estate goes to my daughter.’ It also said that she would call in within the next few days to verify her instructions. The will reinforced the letter: it stipulated that her entire estate be left to Dr Harold Frederick Shipman. There was nothing for her daughter or the grandsons she adored. It also requested that her body be cremated, which was completely at odds with everything Kathleen Grundy had ever expressed about her death. As this will had a later date than the one in Angela’s possession, at face value it appeared as though, in the final days of her life, Mrs Grundy had acted completely out of character and, without discussing the matter with her daughter or any of her many friends, had simply rewritten her will excluding everyone except Fred Shipman.

This alone was enough to make Angela - and subsequently Stan Egerton - very suspicious. There had been no family quarrel, and Mrs Grundy had shown no signs of becoming confused or demented; quite the reverse. The firm of solicitors in Hyde had also received another letter, again typed, dated 28 June (four days after Mrs Grundy’s death) purporting to come from someone who signed their name S. or J. Smith, and who claimed to be a friend of Mrs Grundy’s. The letter said: ‘I regret to inform you that Mrs Kathleen Grundy of 79 Joel Lane died last week. I understand she lodged a will with you, as I am a friend who typed it out for her.’

The solicitors were not willing to start winding up an estate on the basis of two letters from people they had never met. It took them a few days to trace Angela Woodruff, tracking her down through a neighbour of Mrs Grundy’s in Joel Lane. As soon as they did make contact they sent her photostats of all the documents. Angela’s suspicions were immediately aroused by the phraseology of the will; by the fact that it referred to her mother’s house, when Mrs Grundy owned two houses, and the  bad typing. It did not seem at all like the handiwork of her meticulous mother, who had worked as a secretary before her marriage and was a proficient typist.

Before going to the police she tried, and failed, to track down the unknown letter-writer called Smith, who, despite claiming to be a friend, did not attend Mrs Grundy’s funeral. (There was a couple named Smith at the funeral, a former Mayor and Mayoress of Hyde, but they knew nothing of the mysterious S. or J. Smith.) But Angela did find the two people who had witnessed the ‘will’, Paul Spencer and Claire Hutchinson, and travelled to Hyde to see them. Talking to them confirmed her fears that the new will was a forgery. She also went to the bank which handled the Age Concern account, and compared her mother’s signature on paying-in slips to that on the will. Again, the signatures did not match, and she asked the police to start an investigation. It was on Friday 31 July that Detective Inspector Stan Egerton and Detective Constable Dave O’Brien travelled to Leamington Spa to meet her.

Paul Spencer was running a pet shop in Market Street, close to The Surgery, with his girlfriend Sarah Coulthard, at the time he was asked to witness the will. He was twenty-nine, and had been a patient of Dr Shipman’s from the age of eleven. He shared the popular view of the doctor, describing a visit to him as ‘like chatting with a favourite uncle’.

‘I genuinely thought he was a great doctor, very intelligent. I went to see him with different things, and he always had time to talk. You would expect to be kept waiting when you went to his surgery, but you accepted it because you knew he would spend time with you. You knew he would be gabbing with the little old lady who went in before you about her cats, and you just had to wait your turn. He treated you personally, using your first name, asking about your life, holidays, family. He would drop things into  conversation: “I remember when you had your jab before going to Spain” or “I remember when you had measles.” Of course, he had your medical records in front of him, but he made an effort: he was not just an overworked doctor who hasn’t got time to talk. There was a year-long wait to get on to his list: he was the most popular doctor in Hyde.’

Paul went to The Surgery on 10 June to get a repeat prescription for antibiotics. As he expected, he waited for some time.

‘I sat there reading the posters, as you do at the doctors - anything to pass the time. There was only me, a young woman with a baby in a pushchair, and the receptionist. Then Dr Shipman popped his head round the door of his consulting room and said, “Would you two mind witnessing a signature for me?” Me and the other patient, the young woman, just glanced at each other and shook our heads - we didn’t mind. We followed him into his room and sitting on the patient’s chair next to his desk was this old dear. He said something like, “Are you sure about this, Kath?” or “Are you positive, Kath, is it okay?” and the old lady said, “Yes.” Then he said casually to me and the young woman, “Just pop your names and addresses there, print and sign it at the bottom, will you?”

‘The form was A4 size, doubled over, with the back folded over to the front halfway. All I could see was the name Kathleen Grundy and her signature at one side. I signed first and went out, and a few seconds later the young woman came out. We didn’t discuss it. I thought it was some sort of routine medical form, and I didn’t think any more of it. It never occurred to me to ask what it was that I was witnessing: in fact, I didn’t actually witness a signature, as I never saw her sign it.

‘I didn’t pay much attention to the old lady, and I don’t remember seeing her come out of his room: I may simply not have noticed, or she may have gone out the other way, through a door to the back.’

The police now believe that what Mrs Grundy believed she was signing was a consent form to participate in the survey on ageing that Shipman claimed he was involved in, although this piece of paper has never been found.

In the months after Mrs Grundy’s death, as the police investigation escalated and culminated in the conviction of Fred Shipman, Paul Spencer has been asked many times by friends who heard of his involvement why he did not question the doctor about the document he was being asked to witness, and with sad hindsight he describes what he did as ‘virtually signing Mrs Grundy’s death warrant’.

But he rightly guesses that the vast majority of people would have done the same. ‘If a geezer comes up to you in a pub and asks you to sign something there is no way you’d do it without reading it all very carefully, and finding out what it’s about. But if your own doctor, who you have known since you were a kid and who is extremely well-respected in the town, asks you to do him a favour and sign something, you don’t think twice. It was all run of the mill, unimportant.

‘When I finally went in to see the doctor he never mentioned the signing. Neither did I. We chatted and he gave me my prescription.’

Three weeks later Angela and David Woodruff arrived on Paul’s doorstep, although he had no idea who they were.

‘The woman said, “Are you Paul Spencer? Did you sign a form at Dr Shipman’s surgery?” She showed me a photocopy of a document. It had my name on it, but it was not my signature. She asked me to do some specimen signatures, which I did. Mrs Woodruff seemed upset and agitated. She kept saying to her husband, “I can’t believe she has done this.” I had no idea she was Mrs Grundy’s daughter, I assumed she was something to do with the firm of solicitors in Hyde.

‘I was puzzled by the whole thing: it looked as though my signature had been forged, and not very well. I didn’t know what to make of it. They thanked me and left, and I didn’t hear anything else for another week.’

This time it was a policewoman, Detective Constable Sally Reid, on Paul’s doorstep. As soon as Stan Egerton and Dave O’Brien saw the photocopy of the will and the original letter to Hamilton Ward, they were sure they were dealing with forgeries: even to an untrained eye it was obvious they had been typed on the same typewriter. DI Egerton dispatched DC Reid to interview the two witnesses to the will. When Reid asked Paul Spencer if he had signed Kathleen Grundy’s will, he explained that he had signed a document, but had no idea what it was. Again, she asked for samples of his signature. A week later, he was asked to give finger- and palm-prints to check against those on the will.

Mrs Claire Hutchinson, the other witness, was also surprised and shocked when Angela Woodruff visited her.

‘I felt quite upset that this lady had been to see me at my house,’ she said. ‘I went to see Dr Shipman and told him she was very upset, and there was some question about something we had signed. He apologised and said he was very sorry we had been bothered at home, and if he had had any idea what would come of it he wouldn’t have bothered. He said he was never going to ask anybody from his surgery to be a witness again. He said he would have asked the receptionist, and he would have signed the will, but he asked the lady if there was anything in the will for the surgery and the lady said there may be a small bequest. Dr Shipman said that because of this he was not eligible to sign the will, so he asked us.

‘He said normally if one of his patients left money it was a small amount to buy a picture for the surgery. He said he had known Kathleen Grundy for a long time but never saw her much as a patient because she was rarely ill,  but he had sat on committees at the Community Health Council with her. He said she had just turned up and asked him to sign this will.’

Mrs Hutchinson visited the surgery a few days later to make an appointment. Dr Shipman was at the reception desk and said to her, ‘Have you heard the latest? She’s left it all to Age Concern.’

Mrs Hutchinson thought this was odd, and made no comment. She, too, was later visited by the police and gave samples of her signature and fingerprints.

It was instantly obvious to the police that they were dealing with a serious case of fraud. But alarm bells were ringing in DI Egerton’s brain: it seemed clear, although he needed to gather more evidence, that his main suspect was Dr Harold Frederick Shipman, a well-established and busy GP with a flourishing practice in the town. This was obviously not one of the usual run of crimes that he had investigated in thirty years in the force, nor the usual run of criminal. But there was something far more important at the back of his mind: he remembered a previous police investigation, which had happened while he was away on holiday, earlier that year. The doctor at the centre of that was Dr Shipman. He spoke to DI Dave Smith, who had handled that investigation, and who confirmed that another GP had alerted the coroner to the large number of deaths among Dr Shipman’s patients. Suddenly, a case of fraud began to look like something even more sinister, especially in conjunction with Angela Woodruff’s assertion that her mother’s death had been totally unexpected.

Stan Egerton was an old-fashioned policeman, from a working-class Manchester background, who rose through the ranks by virtue of hard work and an instinct for the job. He really wanted to join the police force: he took the Manchester and Salford Police (later to become GMP) entrance examination several times, always failing the spelling test: his formal education had been disrupted by  ill health. He persevered, turning up every six months for another go, until eventually the inspector in charge of recruitment recognised him, and recognised in him something that is not easily tested on paper. He saw the makings of a good cop, someone who was dedicated, determined and intelligent - even if he didn’t know how many ‘c’s and ‘m’s there are in accommodation. In 1969 Stan was given his uniform and sent to work at Mill Street police station in the Ancoats area of central Manchester: as tough a patch as the city has to offer.

After moving to the Serious Crime Squad as a detective constable, he was promoted to sergeant, working in the Collyhurst area, then went to the Discipline and Complaints section (investigating other police officers). After becoming an inspector and then detective inspector he worked in Altrincham and then Stretford, had another stint in the Serious Crime Squad and then moved to Stalybridge in 1995. He was awarded the British Empire Medal in the New Year Honours List for 1989 for his voluntary work with mentally handicapped children and with the Scout movement.

A big, cheerful man with cropped grey hair, he wore two hearing aids: the legacy of a firearms training exercise. He was blunt, forthright, and made up for any lack of educational refinement with what northerners call nous (common sense).

His career had naturally included its share of big investigations, although nothing on the scale of the Shipman case. But apart from this one, which impacted hard on him because he was part of the community that has been so devastated by it, the one he was most proud of was bringing to justice a rapist whose victim was a nine-year-old girl. One of his most treasured possessions was a commemorative Greater Manchester Police plate, which she bought for him out of her pocket money when the case was over. The GMP motto, ‘To Serve and Protect’, is  printed on the plate: an appropriate accolade for his handling of a difficult and delicate case. A family man, with three grown-up children and several grandchildren, he had never been brutalised by his work, and remained very aware of the feelings of victims. At the same time, he was very much a man’s man, at home with other policemen and with a well-developed black humour about the job.

Stan Egerton could see that the only way he was going to satisfy his fears about Mrs Grundy’s death was by the radical step of exhuming her body. Exhumations of the recently dead are rare in Britain: most exhumations are of old graves being cleared to release land for road or housing developments. Greater Manchester Police had never before carried out an exhumation. Stan Egerton rang Detective Superintendent Bernard Postles, who was based in Oldham but in charge of CID for both Oldham and Tameside divisions, and the two of them met to discuss it. Det. Supt. Postles agreed that an exhumation should be the next step, and after discussing it with V Command (the section responsible for CID policy decisions) he authorised Stan to apply to the coroner for authority. The whole area of exhumation was unknown territory, and there was even confusion about who would fund it: it was agreed the police would pay half and the coroner half. Stan applied to the coroner, John Pollard, for the go-ahead. He went to the coroner’s office in Stockport, and gave a résumé of the evidence the police had, on oath. The coroner, too, remembered the name of the GP.

‘The police kept me informed, because they knew of my interest in Dr Shipman because of the previous investigation, but my first official involvement was when they applied for an exhumation order,’ says John Pollard. ‘I had to take into account everything the police had ascertained in their investigations, the fact that Mrs Grundy’s daughter wasn’t happy about her mother’s death, and the  fact that I knew questions had been raised previously about the same doctor. I had to balance all those factors against any distress, not just to the family but to the community. Exhuming bodies always causes distress, and I was aware of that. In the end, I took the view that the interests of justice required me to make an order for the exhumation. I regarded it purely as a one-off.’

So did Stan Egerton. Even knowing of the worries of the other GP, who had originally contacted the coroner four months before Mrs Grundy’s death, he confined himself to the one case which was before him. It was unusual enough to be organising one exhumation: he did not think ahead to any more.

Most policemen (like most members of the public) are under the impression that exhumations have to take place at night: there is a popular myth among police officers that there are prescribed times, between midnight and six in the morning, for bodies to be unearthed. In fact, as Stan Egerton soon discovered, there is no such law: the decision to exhume at night is taken purely on the grounds of causing the least distress to the bereaved family and the general public. The mechanics of carrying out an exhumation were something Stan had never had to think about before. He quickly discovered that the acknowledged specialist in the field is a company called UK Exhumation Services, based in Sheffield. The boss of the company, Paul Needes, is an undertaker by trade who has branched into exhumation work, and who is used to clearing cemeteries for land development. He and Stan Egerton came to know each other well over the next few months, because his company carried out all the exhumations ordered for the Shipman investigation.

It was exactly one month after Mrs Grundy was buried that a small team of police officers and staff from UK Exhumation Services met at Hyde Chapel, in the early hours of Saturday 1 August. Although the previous day  had been fine, the weather had changed and it was cold, windy and very wet. They started work at 2am, unsure of how long the job would take, and not wanting to upset the local community, most of whom would instantly realise whose grave was being excavated.

Although access to the cemetery was relatively easy (some of the later ones would be more difficult), the driving rain bogged down the small mechanical digger which the exhumation company brought, and the neat lawn in front of the row of graves where Mrs Grundy had been laid to rest was churned up. There were three staff from the exhumation company, DI Egerton, DC O’Brien, three scene-of-crime officers (SOCOs), and a police photographer. They were joined by Alan Massey and his daughter Debbie, and Debbie’s husband David Bambroffe, who run Hyde’s oldest established firm of undertakers. They were the funeral directors who had buried Mrs Grundy, and their role at the exhumation was to confirm that the right coffin had been brought up: they were shown the brass nameplate, which was unscrewed and placed in a plastic bag by one of the SOCOs.

Soil samples were meticulously taken from above the coffin, at all sides, and eventually from beneath it, so that any possible contamination from the soil could be eliminated. The bulk of the soil was placed on boards, in order not to make a mess of the cemetery or in any way disturb the adjoining graves.

The men from the exhumation company worked quietly and as rapidly as they could in the appalling conditions, while the police stood at a respectful distance, all of them aware that this was the strangest duty that their career had ever called them to. They were going into the unknown, both in terms of procedure and results. For the two young undertakers it was equally strange: neither of them had ever been present at an exhumation before, and although they were used to dealing with death, there was, as  Debbie’s father Alan Massey says, ‘a feeling that it was all wrong. We put bodies into the ground, we don’t take them out.’ He, at least, had attended an exhumation before: he had gone as an observer to see an old grave being opened years before, purely out of professional interest.

As they struggled against the rain and the mud, Stan Egerton’s radio crackled into life to tell him that the staff at the Laurel Bank Nursing Home, whose upper storey looks across the graveyard, had dialled 999 to report intruders in the cemetery. They had been reassured that the police knew what was going on.

DI Egerton glanced across at the windows where the watchers were observing the bizarre events below. He understood their unease: it was a terrible night, and digging up the body of a much-loved old lady was a terrible thing to be doing.

 



The post-mortem on Mrs Grundy was carried out the same morning, at Tameside General Hospital. The forensic pathologist, Dr John Rutherford, would, like the exhumation specialist Paul Needes, become familiar with Stan Egerton’s cheerful face over the ensuing months: Stan was at every post-mortem. Rutherford, one of two forensic pathologists who carry out post-mortems for Greater Manchester Police, was able to tell Stan immediately that there was no obvious physical cause for a sudden death: Mrs Grundy’s heart was sound, there was no embolism and there was no damage to any of her other organs. The only remarkable thing about her body was how good its condition was, for an 81-year-old.

Tissue samples were then sent off for testing to the North-West Forensic Science Laboratories at Chorley, Lancashire: the scientist in charge of analysing the samples had no guidance as to what she was looking for, and it would be some weeks before she was able to give the police her results.

In the meantime, important things were happening in Hyde. Up to this point, the police had given Dr Shipman no clue as to their interest in the death of Mrs Grundy. But on the same day that the exhumation took place they raided both the doctor’s surgery and his home: they knew they could not delay, because word of the exhumation was bound to get out and alert him. There was nothing over-dramatic about the exercise, no doors kicked in or suspects arrested. Detectives simply waited in unmarked cars outside The Surgery until his Saturday morning patients had all been dealt with, and approached the doctor as he was locking up. They took him back inside the building.

He did not register any surprise at seeing the plain-clothes officers: he spoke to them arrogantly, setting a precedent for his future dealings with the police. He offered to assist them in any way they required, and gave a faintly contemptuous smile as they read out the search warrant. The warrant specifically mentioned a typewriter, and Shipman went to a cupboard and produced a Brother portable, asking if this was what they were looking for.

‘Mrs Grundy borrows it from time to time,’ he said, tacitly admitting that he knew what they wanted it for.

The typewriter was taken away and the forensic laboratory was later able to tell the police team that it was indeed the machine on which both letters to Hamilton Ward, and the will, had been typed. Shipman’s fingerprints were found on the typewriter, and a print from his left-hand little finger was found on the will: but not Mrs Grundy’s or those of the two ‘witnesses’.

While the detectives were there on that first search of his premises, Shipman asked for permission to ring a solicitor, and was allowed to contact the Medical Defence Union (the organisation which provides legal insurance cover for doctors). He was not questioned by the detectives.

At the same time, more police officers were visiting the Shipmans’ house in Roe Cross Green: it was important to do both searches simultaneously, to prevent Fred destroying any evidence. The officers who carried out the search were shocked. Policemen and women spend a great deal of their working lives dealing with poor people, criminals and low-life families: you don’t have to be in the force long before you are expected to walk into the kind of home where the smell catches in your throat and makes your eyes water, squalid places where poverty, apathy and addiction drag conditions down to a sordid, sub-human level. They are used to it but they are, nonetheless, still disgusted by it. They also, based on experience more than prejudice, expect it in certain cases: when they are called in to help social workers remove children from unsuitable homes, or when they raid premises where drugs or alcohol have reduced the residents’ ability to cope, or when they are dealing with the mentally ill or the educationally sub-normal.

They do not expect it in tidy working-class terraces, in council houses with neat flowerbeds, in well-maintained middle-class enclaves with two cars on every drive. It is always more of a shock when, behind the painted doors of suburbia, they find families living in filth and mess. That’s what they found at the Shipman home. One WPC later described it as the sort of place where you wipe your feet on the way out. There were piles of newspapers, other papers and dirty clothes in every room. The mess was not just untidiness, it was filthy: another policewoman wore rubber gloves to sift through it. Yet another cop joked that the doctor was growing his own penicillin on the grill pan.

Although the search did not produce anything relevant to the forgery of Mrs Grundy’s will, there were some surprising finds at this and subsequent searches. There was a great deal of jewellery, rings that would obviously never fit  round his wife Primrose’s chubby fingers, brooches of little worth but no doubt of sentimental value to their owners: the sort of cheap bits and bobs that every old lady in Britain has.

There were also medical records: a carrier bag in the garage was found to be full of records of patients, and a large cardboard box in the house contained even more.

Fred Shipman remained cool, calm and appeared unsurprised by the police invasion of his premises. He was superficially co-operative, although he established the ground rules by which he would always attempt to deal with the police: he treated them with condescension and superciliousness.

 



It was not until 2 September that the toxicologist at the forensic laboratory, Julie Evans, came up with a cause of death for Mrs Grundy. The police were notified that the morphine level found in the old lady’s body was consistent with that found in cases of overdose, and that death would have occurred within three hours of the fatal dose. Even though the police were now convinced they were dealing with a major crime, it still came as a shock. This was the first tangible evidence of anything more than a forgery: from this moment on, it became a murder inquiry. Now they knew the drug used was morphine, it would be easier to know what to look for in future cases - because by now they suspected that there would be more deaths to investigate, and that they were on the brink of something much, much bigger than a forged will and the murder of one old lady.

Perhaps one of the most bizarre corollaries to the police investigation of Mrs Grundy’s death was Fred Shipman’s assertion, during police questioning about the level of morphine in her body, that she was a drug addict. (He hinted at it, perhaps rehearsing his defence, when he talked to one of the district nurses, Marion Gilchrist,  before his arrest.) The police officers present when he made this outlandish allegation had to suppress smiles. As one of them said, a picture flashed into his mind of the immaculate, smartly dressed 81-year-old ex-Mayoress of Hyde, trotting down to Moss Side to score some smack. It was an allegation that was as unkind as it was untrue, but prior to his arrest Shipman had made some efforts to substantiate it by adding false entries to Mrs Grundy’s medical records, trying to establish a pattern of drug dependence.

He had squeezed extra entries on to the ends and margins of her handwritten medical notes: a GP called in by Greater Manchester Police as an expert witness was able to state that in his opinion they had been written later than the rest of the notes, and a nurse, familiar with deciphering the scrawl of doctors, was employed to put the notes in order (she spread them out on her kitchen table: they were a mess).

A pattern of fake entries emerged. On 12 October 1996 there was an entry about irritable bowel syndrome, and a comment that her pupils were small. ‘Drug abuse at her age!’ he had written. A year before her death he had noted: ‘Should I do blood tests/urine? Denies everything. Not an IV user.’

He also made four phoney entries on to the computer records of Mrs Grundy, two of them supporting the idea that she was a drug user. Needless to say, the police found no evidence of morphine-based drugs or drug-taking paraphernalia in the neat home of the ex-Mayoress.

Even more tellingly, when the police trawled through his Visa credit card statements they discovered that he was not working on one of the days he claimed to have been treating Mrs Grundy for her ‘addiction’ problem. He had, on the day in question, been in York, spending money at Waterstone’s bookshop and later buying himself a £140 fountain pen and some ink in a specialist pen  shop. The salesman in the shop remembered him clearly: typically, he insisted on trying many different nibs before settling on one that was not standard with the pen (probably because he needed a left-handed nib). When police interviewed the locum who was brought in to work in The Surgery for that week, he was able to tell them that Shipman may have popped in, but certainly did not see any patients. There is no mention of Mrs Grundy in the list of surgery appointments for that day, nor was there any reference to seeing the doctor in Mrs Grundy’s personal diary: and she was meticulous about noting down her appointments and the names of any drugs prescribed for her.

Not content with murdering her, and attempting to defraud her family of all her wealth, Fred Shipman also tried to slur the good name of Kathleen Grundy, a woman whose life was exemplary and who left behind her so many good memories for the people of Hyde. The ultimate justice is that she, in death, vanquished him: it may be simplistic, but it is possible to see the conviction and imprisonment of Fred Shipman in terms of the goodness of Kathleen Grundy triumphing over his evil.

But what was the root of that evil?
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Morphine Eases the Pain


The streets of Nottingham were quiet. It was the early hours of a wet Saturday morning, but even the drunks had found their way home. A short, thickset youth wearing shorts and a red singlet pounded around a playing field, running doggedly through the heavy rain with his head down. His strongly muscled legs and his level breathing showed that he was physically comfortable: the pain he was feeling was not from exhausted limbs, but from the thoughts and memories he was struggling to suppress.

Only hours earlier, Fred Shipman had been at the bedside of his mother, watching her die. He was only seventeen, and although for weeks and months he had known her death was inevitable, even longed for it as her world shrunk to the boundaries of her own pain, it was hard now that it had come.

Sleep was impossible that night: his mother had achieved rest and peace, but he could not. Perhaps he never would again. An accomplished athlete, happier on a sports field than anywhere else, he put on his school PE kit and went out for a run. He ran and ran, through the night, arriving home long after dawn, as the glistening streets  began to come alive with newspaper and milk deliveries, and shift workers making their way to and from factories.

 



In the last, painful months of her life, Vera Shipman spent the afternoons sitting at the window of her red-brick council house in Longmead Drive, Nottingham, waiting for her son Fred to arrive home from school. Fred, the middle of her three children, was the apple of her eye. He was the clever one, the one she had plans for, the one who was going to make all the scrimping and saving to send him to grammar school worthwhile. Some dying people cling to the past; to old, happy memories: for Vera, only forty-three years old, her life-raft was the dream of Fred’s future, a dream of his achievements, success, and wealth enough to put council estate life behind him.

The Shipmans were no better or worse off financially than their neighbours on the Edwards Lane estate. Vera’s husband Harold, after whom their first son, Harold Frederick, was named, was a lorry driver. The boy was always known as Fred, to avoid confusion in the immediate family. (Surprisingly, Vera tolerated ‘Freddie’ and ‘Fred’ for her son: her husband, also known in his childhood as Fred, had changed to Harold at her insistence when they married, because she preferred it.) From the day her first child, Fred’s older sister Pauline, was born, Vera had been determined that her children would have a better life. The Shipmans, though polite enough, were regarded as standoffish by some of their neighbours, although plenty of others approved the tight control Vera exerted over her well-mannered children.

For Fred, seventeen years old and in the first year of the sixth form at High Pavement Grammar School, it was a terrible time. He had never made friends easily, and he confided in nobody as he watched his beloved mother wasting away. Vera had lung cancer, and in 1963, before chemotherapy and radiotherapy made a dent in the  mortality statistics, she was under sentence of a slow, agonising death.

There were only two bright points in the dark cloud of pain that hung over her. One was the arrival home each afternoon of Fred, her favourite child. Her face would visibly brighten when he came up the front path, wearing his school blazer and with a heavy rucksack slung over one shoulder. He would make her a cup of tea and sit with her, telling her about his day. The other relief, and a sweet one, was the doctor’s visit, when an injection of morphine would dull the sharp edges of her pain, and make what life she had left more bearable.

For Fred, so acutely aware of her suffering, the injections achieved a mythic importance. He, too, lived from one to the next, watching as her pain ebbed away when the opiate flooded her system. When, finally, on 21 June 1963, Vera died, it was as peaceful a passing as could be hoped for, with the morphine soothing the physical suffering, and with her husband and children by her side. But while friends and family murmured the usual platitudes about a blessed release, and while her husband Harold, daughter Pauline and youngest son Clive all began to come to terms with their grief, nobody realised the profound and ultimately devastating effect of his mother’s death on seventeen-year-old Fred Shipman.

It would be another thirty-four years before his twin obsessions with death and morphine would come to light. And by then, who knows how many other old ladies had unwittingly played out the scene that dominated his formative years: sitting peacefully in an armchair, a cup of tea beside them, and a shot of morphine percolating through their bloodstream to take away pains and worries they didn’t know they had?

 



The Edwards Lane council estate is in the Sherwood area of Nottingham, a district which takes its name from, but  has no obvious connection with, the famous forest where legend says Robin Hood robbed the rich to give to the poor. A latter-day Robin Hood would find worthier recipients for his generosity than the inhabitants of the Edwards Lane estate: they are not wealthy, but the estate is quiet, respectable, with most houses and gardens well maintained. The residents were up in arms when, a few years ago, the local TV news used a clip of boys playing football in one of the local streets to illustrate inner-city deprivation. Although it is only three miles from the centre of the city, it is hardly a depressed and needy area, and some of the residents felt angry enough at the aspersions cast on their decent lives to protest to the TV station. The estate is five minutes’ walk away from Nottingham City Hospital, there are playing fields and a swimming pool nearby and work to be had in local factories.

Unlike many other Victorian cities, Nottingham diversified early in the twentieth century, and relied not just on traditional trades (in Nottingham’s case, machine-made lace and frame knitting) but also had ‘new’ industries like bicycles, tobacco, and the massive Boots the Chemist to provide employment.

What’s more, compared to the soulless, massive developments thrown up after the war, there is an intimacy about the Edwards Lane estate, which is no more than a couple of dozen roads of 1930s red-brick houses, more solid and individual-looking than their post-war counterparts. It was livelier and noisier back in the immediate post-war years, when Fred was little: the average age of residents was younger, but they were still difficult times for young couples trying to establish a normal family life after the strange hiatus of wartime. There were occasional drunken brawls between young men, odd incidents of name-calling between wives: nothing serious, nothing that would even raise an eyebrow on the estates of big cities today.

Harold Frederick Shipman, born on 14 January 1946, was a celebration baby whose birth, eight months after VE Day, came at the beginning of a huge boom in the population. Young couples rushed headlong into starting a family, making up for the lost time of the war years, when many of them were separated for long periods. For a great many of these husbands and wives, the end of the war marked the beginning of their lives together; but for Harold and Vera Shipman, married three days before the end of 1937, and with their first child, Pauline, born in March 1938, it was a matter of picking up where they had left off, before Harold went off on war service with the Sherwood Foresters regiment. Vera was eighteen when she married; Harold, who was five years older, was working at that time as a printer’s assistant. They were both of solid working-class stock: Vera’s father was a bricklayer’s labourer, and Harold’s was a hosiery warehouseman. Vera’s mother worked in another traditional local trade: she was a lace clipper. The birth of Fred, followed just over four years later by their third child Clive, gave them the family they had planned, and for whom they both had high hopes.

Harold, one of a large poor family of eight children, was a quiet, unassuming chap, conscientious both at work and at home, but not ambitious. He left that to Vera, whose own humble origins (her father’s name does not appear on her birth certificate) gave her a quiet determination that her children would do well and better themselves. For Harold, after a day’s work driving his Bedford tipper lorry, moving stones and broken tarmac for local building firms, the garden was relaxation, and a trip to Notts County home matches on Saturday afternoons was pleasure. He smoked a pipe and wore a trilby hat over his thinning, grey hair. Vera, a small, slim woman with the same dark eyes and hair that Fred had as a boy, had a clear idea about what she required from her  children in terms of behaviour, and enforced her standards by expectation rather than by shouting and smacking. None of her children ever wanted to disappoint her, least of all her favourite, Fred. The family were the epitome of working-class respectability: a hard-working father, a mother who ran a neat home and brought up children who were described by the other wives on the estate as ‘a credit to her’.

Number 163 Longmead Drive, where Harold and Fred’s sister Pauline lived until after Harold’s death in 1985, is the middle of a terrace of three houses. In those early days, when all the family lived at home, it had three bedrooms, with a bathroom downstairs. More than twenty years later, after Vera’s death, Harold bought the house from the council, and had the small bedroom upstairs converted into a bathroom and the kitchen extended into the old bathroom area. There is a small front garden and a larger back garden, both of which were kept immaculately in the days that Harold Shipman ruled them; they have now been sadly neglected for some years, to the dismay of older residents on the estate, who remark that Harold would be horrified to see all his hard work gone to rack and ruin.

Vera was a good housekeeper, staying at home (only one woman in five worked in those days) to bring up her children and keep the house spotless. Although she doted on her family, especially Fred, there were no obvious signs of spoiling: she believed in discipline, and there was no spare money for treats or expensive presents. Having a sister seven years older than him brought Fred even more attention - Pauline, too, was fond of both her little brothers, and was old enough to help her mother. The Shipmans were not a demonstrative family, but there was a tight bond between them and it would, by any account, be deemed a happy, functional family. In years to come, when psychiatrists, psychologists and others would pore  over the early life of a man who would go so bizarrely off the rails, they would find few clues at 163 Longmead Drive.

Hannah Cutler, an elderly neighbour whose deceased husband was a friend of Harold’s, says: ‘The family were rather insular, but I knew them well because I lived opposite. I’ve known the children since they were little. They never mixed with other kids, they didn’t play in the street and when they came home from school they stayed in the house. I think Harold and Vera wanted them to be different: they didn’t want them to be like other kids on the estate, they wanted something better for them. In a way, they were investing in their children.’

This was one element of life in that neat council house that may have laid down a crucial aspect of Fred’s adult personality, and a factor that may have contributed to his later behaviour: Vera brought her children up to believe that they were better than those around them. They were not completely shut off from contact with other kids on the estate - in the 1950s playing outside was the normal occupation of children after school and during school holidays. There was not the endless taking and collecting of children to pre-arranged teas at schoolmates’ houses or the ordering of a schedule of after-school activities that children today enjoy; and the long summer break was not punctuated by a fortnight somewhere hot. On sunny evenings, weekends and school holidays, small tides of children ebbed and flowed through the streets of the Edwards Lane estate, their numbers not fixed, their games spontaneous: balls were kicked around roads where cars were a novelty; skipping ropes, conkers, jacks and marbles enjoyed phases of popularity.

The Shipman children were occasionally allowed to join in, but they were never completely initiated into the gangs. If Fred played outside he tagged along with others. They never came calling for him to play, because he was  such an irregular member of their group. Another boy, a couple of years older, remembers Fred on the edge of the gang.

‘He was sometimes with the lads, but not one of the lads. We used to all go down to the pictures every weekend. We were mad for the latest Roy Rogers, or Tarzan or Robin Hood films. Fred would come out of his house and tag along with us. Afterwards, we’d all be full of it, and we’d be ready to act out the adventures we’d seen. But Fred would always have to go straight home.

‘Sometimes we’d play cards, squatting down on the kerb. Or we’d go pinching apples from someone’s garden. But Fred was never with us. Like the rest of the family, he kept himself to himself. He was clever, so I always assumed he was reading books while we were playing.’

Alan Goddard spent his childhood and early years five houses away from the Shipmans, at 175 Longmead Drive. Just six months younger than Fred, Alan was in the same class in infant school, junior school and grammar school as Fred, and knew him better than any of the other boys on the estate - there were only three boys from the Edwards Lane estate who went on to High Pavement Grammar School, a prestigious state school which was the first choice for the parents of any boys who passed their eleven-plus.

The two boys first met at Burford Infants School, a short walk from Longmead Drive, where all the small children from the estate arrived holding the hands of their mums or older brothers and sisters. In a photograph of eight six-year-old boys sitting round a table on a sunny day outside the school building, Fred wears a bow tie, while the others are tieless. It was Vera’s idea of being smart, a bow tie, and it stayed with Fred Shipman throughout his life.

Because of an idiosyncracy of planning, the junior  school closest to the estate was not big enough to accommodate the burgeoning numbers of post-war children, and the Edwards Lane estate kids had to make a two-mile bus journey every day to and from Whitemoor Junior School. They started there at the age of eight, joining Whitemoor in what was then called the second year of junior school education: in other words, they stayed at Burford for an extra year, and joined Whitemoor pupils who had already been in the school for one year. It was a compromise arrangement made by the education authority for Nottingham which, like every other big city in Britain, was under extreme pressure from the population explosion.

For Fred, who struggled with the problems of left-handedness as he learned to read and write, and his classmate Alan, it meant boarding a double-decker bus which travelled from the estate every morning and returned at lunchtime, and then repeated the run in the afternoon. There were enough children picked up en route to fill two buses: one strictly for boys and one for girls. As most children stayed for dinner at school, there was only one bus on the lunchtime run.

‘We were outsiders when we first arrived at Whitemoor, but there were a lot of us, so we settled quickly,’ recalls Alan.

The school was built in the mid-1930s, celebrating its twenty-first anniversary with a church service during the years that Fred was there. Fred was not in the football team for his year, but he played for the Whitemoor stool ball team. Stool ball is unique to Nottinghamshire, a cross between rounders and cricket played with a large paddle which looks like an oversized table-tennis bat. Whitemoor topped the local schools’ league, and Fred was photographed, dark-haired and dark-eyed, proud in the school T-shirts issued to the team.

‘I didn’t see much of him out of school,’ says Alan  Goddard. ‘The rest of us would play in the street. There was a playing field attached to Burford Infants which was locked up after school hours, and we’d go round there and find ways in.

‘Freddie was never part of all that. There would often be scuffles between different boys on the school bus, but he never joined in. He would never say boo to a goose - he was quiet and kept out of the way of rougher kids. I think the family was quite disciplined, and he stayed at home. It was a feather in our caps to get into High Pavement at eleven. My older brother was there, so I was pleased to emulate his achievement. The Shipmans were pleased for Freddie: all parents were pleased if their sons got into High Pavement.’

Today, under a comprehensive education system, High Pavement is a sixth-form college open to all. But in 1957, when Fred Shipman first went there, it was an elite, traditional grammar school with an interesting history. Its unusual name derives from its original address: in the centre of Nottingham is a street which has existed since the Middle Ages, leading from the castle to the middle of the city, and changing its name from Castle Gate to Low Pavement, Middle Pavement and then High Pavement. On High Pavement, in the building that is now the Lace Hall, was the Unitarian Chapel, or ‘Chapel of the Society of Protestant Dissenters Assembling at the High Pavement’. It was a place of worship for nonconformist, Christian intellectuals who challenged some of the orthodox teachings of the established church. Lord Byron’s mother, Catherine Gordon, a Scottish heiress from Gight near Aberdeen, worshipped at the chapel while her son, aged ten, was being treated for his deformed foot at the hospital. More than a century later, D. H. Lawrence used the chapel as the meeting place for his fictional characters Paul Morrell and Miriam Leivers in Sons and Lovers.

High Pavement school, founded in 1788, was originally open to children of all denominations, the first non-sectarian school in England. It achieved another notable first a hundred years later, when it became the first school in the country to teach practical science.

By the Second World War it had become a boys-only school, with a separate establishment, Manning School, for girls, and was outgrowing its second set of buildings. By the time Fred Shipman went there in September 1957, the school had been established for two years in brand-new purpose-built premises in Bestwood, less than a mile away from the Shipman home. Not only was it the best state grammar school in Nottingham, it was also the nearest to his home. Among the school’s old boys are actors Peter Bowles and John Bird, and former England and Nottinghamshire batsman Tim Robinson. (Now, of course, the most famous ex-pupil is Fred Shipman.)

When Fred went there, 60 per cent of High Pavement pupils were working-class. The head teacher at the time, Harry Davies, who went on to become Director of the Institute of Education at Nottingham University, wrote two books, The Boys’ Grammar School and Culture and the Grammar School, defending grammar schools against accusations that they were middle-class institutions and extolling the opportunities they offered to working-class pupils: ‘The grammar school . . . stands for important values which our society badly needs, and it has shown that it is well able to accommodate children who come to it, in ever-increasing numbers, from under-educated homes,’ he wrote in Culture and the Grammar School. He dedicated the book ‘to many boys and masters of High Pavement School, past and present’. When the book was published in 1965, Fred Shipman was about to become a past pupil, after eight years at the school.

His career at High Pavement was largely unspectacular.  Like so many other grammar school entrants, he went from being one of the bright kids at junior school to being run-of-the-mill among so many other clever boys. He and Alan Goddard used to walk to school together, Alan pushing his bike. They wore brown blazers trimmed with brown and yellow braid, brown caps, ties striped in brown, yellow and blue, school socks and, for the first year, short grey trousers. Not wearing a tie meant automatic detention: at times of very hot weather there might be a ruling that shirts could be worn open-necked, but this happened rarely. After the first three years, caps could be abandoned. The school motto was in Latin, Virtus Sola Nobilitas (virtue is the only nobility) and at speech days and ends of term the boys sang the school song, ‘Una Voce Concenamus Omnes Paviores’ (with one voice we Paviorians all sing together). Bulky satchels full of text books and exercise books were hauled to and from home every day.

In his first year, in form 1C, Fred had a story published in the school magazine, The Pavior:
When Uncle Ted visited us last year he brought along his little puppy, Soot, who was of course black. While he was here we had a budgie given to us and Soot grew very jealous of him when we tried to make the bird talk. One day he knocked over the cage and broke Joey’s wing so we took him to a vet and he put a splint on the wing. One day Joey went and had a bath in Soot’s water and pecked at his bone. Now Soot’s fond of Joey and lets him ride on his back and pull his tail and have a bath in his water. Joey says ‘Naughty Soot, naughty naughty Soot’ and Soot goes and barks at Joey as if to say ‘Naughty Joey, naughty naughty Joey.’ Wherever Joey goes, Soot goes. How’s that for being friends.



This early success did not presage a talent for writing: English was one of his weakest subjects.

There was a four-class entry into the school, and the boys were streamed by ability. Fred was in the C stream, and never rose above it. The school day was completely structured, with bells ringing at the end of lessons, desks arranged in rows, strict no-talking rules in class, and masters flitting about wearing black gowns.

Harry Davies was a Cambridge-educated historian, himself coming from a working-class background in Todmorden, West Yorkshire, a place which would become very significant in Fred Shipman’s later life. He was an inspirational head, a Liberal who consumed the Guardian  (or Manchester Guardian as it was) daily and who attracted a staff of young, dedicated teachers.

Although corporal punishment existed, Davies was not keen on it. He was not, according to one member of staff, ‘a beater’, although as a proficient tennis player he could ‘give a good stroke with the cane’. Bob Studholme, who was a contemporary of Fred’s from the third form onwards, remembers being caned by Davies for throwing stones at the groundsman’s tractor. Afterwards, the headmaster shook hands with him.

Davies was a progressive within the strictures of the academic education he believed in passionately. Although there was a nominal service held every day (by law), he did not believe in ramming orthodox religious teaching down the throats of his boys - his idea of a good morning assembly was to have a rousing hymn ‘to wake the boys up’, and his favourite prayer was pragmatic rather than dogmatic: the short invocation written by one of the Royalist generals before the battle of Edgehill: ‘O Lord! Thou knowest how busy I must be this day; if I forget thee, do not thou forget me.’

One distinguished member of staff who taught Fred was Stanley Middleton, who was joint winner of the  Booker Prize in 1974 for his novel Holiday. He has written over thirty books - gentle, accomplished novels of modern manners which ex-pupils read to find thinly disguised descriptions of the staff they knew. It is a measure of how insignificant Fred Shipman was at school that there was nothing about him to make him stand out among the hundreds of boys who passed through Stan Middleton’s English classes: the long-retired teacher has no particular memory of him.

For many new boys at the school in the late 1950s, like Alan Goddard, there was still time after classes to join the other estate boys playing outside. Fred was not missed: he had never been part of the gang, and it was assumed, without rancour, that he was at home studying hard. Certainly, Vera made sure that he had peace and quiet to do his homework - Fred’s schoolwork was the most important thing in the household. His sister Pauline left school at fifteen and was working in the shipping department of a company manufacturing knitted garments, and his younger brother Clive did not follow him to High Pavement, so it was Fred’s achievements of which Vera was most proud.

Occasionally Fred would go with his father to watch Notts County at their Meadow Lane ground, and Alan Goddard would be invited along.

‘It was a great treat. After the match we’d walk a couple of miles to Trinity Square to get the bus home, stopping in the central market for a bowl of hot peas.’ Conversation centred around the match.

On Bonfire Nights the Shipmans had a bonfire in their garden, and Alan would be invited along. It was not open to lots of local kids - in his memory, Alan was the only guest. Vera would serve treacle toffee and baked potatoes to the boys, and afterwards they would play blow football on the dining table. Although teenagers did not move between each other’s homes in the 1950s and 1960s as  they do today, Alan felt welcome and comfortable in the Shipman household.

The two boys followed roughly the same course through school, until Alan left at sixteen, having taken his GCEs, while Fred went on to the sixth form - as did 60 per cent of all High Pavement boys. Fred passed five GCEs. It was a mediocre total for a High Pavement boy, but enough to get him a place in the sixth form, where he added another two GCE passes to his total.

Although he was no academic star, throughout his school career he was a model pupil. Just as Alan Goddard knows he was not one of the ‘gang’ on the estate, Bob Studholme remembers that he was never one of the ‘wags’ in class.

‘His school career was marked by his quietness. We’d all be swearing, making rude bodily noises, getting into mischief. A couple of the lads had berets, and would do silly skits pretending to be French before the French teacher arrived. If you got caught being too silly, you got a detention, but I don’t remember ever seeing Fred in detention.

‘Once, when we were in the fourth room, I can remember a boy called Pete Jackson telling a dirty joke in the changing rooms. We all belly-laughed: we were at the age when dirty jokes were our favourite pastime. I looked in the mirror on the wall and glimpsed Fred, sitting on a bench a little way off and smiling. But he was not grinning at the joke: it was a faintly condescending smile, as if he was looking at a gang of kids and thinking “you’ll grow up one day”. It was an almost affectionate smile, as if he liked us but thought we were fools. I saw him more than once with a wry smile on his face, as though he tolerated us but felt we were all rather immature.’
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