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Author’s Note




Where necessary, names have been changed to protect the innocent – and on occasion the guilty.






Prologue


He was twisted, I’ll give him that: quite definitely a firestarter too. And like me, he was the type who’d made a career out of prison – only in his case on the wrong side of the bars.


Riley was his name, self-harming his game, which brought him more grief than anyone else. He’d had a hard life and it showed. A serial arsonist who would never be free, he was destined for a high-security hospital, this creature and a half. Think Gollum in The Lord of the Rings, only not as good looking.


He was the kind of prisoner it is easy to hate, the sort who mean constant mither. Thomas Riley had a history with cell fires and back in the day he had done himself serious harm. He’d tied his trackie bottoms at the ankles, filled the legs with sugar and set them alight. Now sugar melts, of course, and so did his calf muscles, pretty much. He couldn’t walk for ages and it all added to his horrific appearance. He didn’t so much talk as squawk. At one time he must have been somebody’s son, someone’s child, been taken to the park and that. Yet here he was now, a stunted fucking thing.


Cell fires are a hazard in every prison, Strangeways included. The likeliest places are segregation units, where the most disruptive inmates are housed, although the forensic or hospital wings have their share. I’d worked on healthcare a while by now and developed an intuition around the mentally ill prisoners that mainly – with us officers and nursing staff – made up the place. The majority of cell-burners didn’t intend to go up in smoke; it was about manipulation. They wanted to cause us as much trouble as they possibly could.


I was on nights and sensed something was up with Riley. He seemed weirder than usual, strangely possessed, so I laid a hosepipe along the floor to his cell, just in case. As usual on healthcare at night, the lights were out and he had his music on. He’d often stay up all hours. After a while, I got to thinking it were a bit loud and didn’t care for his song choice either. ‘Firestarter’ by The Prodigy was blaring out and I’m more of a Def Leppard man, me. I looked through the little glass hatch in his door. Sure enough there he was, facing the window, off on one, dancing away like Keith Flint.


‘Boom! I’m the trouble starter, punkin’ instigator . . .’


Now he’s really into it, this lad. He’s got a lighter in one hand and, while I’m watching, bends down and gives it a flick – the signal I need. I drop the hatch – which is maybe a foot and a half wide – and insert the end of the hosepipe.


‘Tommy,’ I say, but he’s ignoring me. ‘Tommy!’


The hems on his trackie bottoms are aglow and spark into flame just as he starts on his T-shirt. ‘Tommy!’ At last he reckons to twig and turns around just as a jet of water hits him in the face.


Keith is still giving it some – for the minute anyway – but this lad is speechless. He’s not dancing any more either. He’s stood facing me, lighter in hand, saturated top to bottom.


Up and down goes the spray while he glares back, fuming. I move on to the bedding and bunk until everything else is just as wet as he is. I even turn the hose on that fucking ghetto blaster and give that a soaking. Which finally shuts The Prodigy up as well.


Good job well done, I closed the hatch and went into the office, where a nurse sat doing paperwork. ‘Cell fire,’ I said and she leapt to her feet. ‘Don’t worry. Dealt with.’ Old Gollum still had his lighter, but there was nothing left to set fire to. After that, he went on intermittent watch – five times an hour we’d have to look in on him.


In winter, them cells got cold and at around three or four o’clock in the morning Riley rang his bell. So off I strolled.


‘All right, Tommy?’


‘Fucking ’ell, Mr Samworth. I’m freezing in here.’


‘Well, kid, if you’re going to set yourself on fire . . . Would you like fresh bedding?’ Yeah, he would. ‘What about that lighter then?’ He handed it over. ‘Cup of tea, Tommy?’ I offered, ever the professional.


‘Yeah,’ he said, adding a nice sarcastic, ‘please.’


No one can fully prepare you for cell fires. There are big scary people in jail, but when a blaze gets going it’s something else again.


Another lad came to us from HMP Wakefield, or ‘Monster Mansion’ as it’s known, due to all the perverts. Wakey holds prisoners long-term and is more laid-back than Strangeways, which is high security and remand. It must be like coming from a monastery to the Haçienda – a massive change. He wasn’t happy, this kid. He’d only been there half a day when he torched his TV and, after covering himself in wet towels, hid under the bed. The wing was full of smoke. I’d just gone off shift so heard about it the next day.


Once they’d dragged him out, his punishment was interesting. He was placed on report and the adjudication was sent to the police, as happens in serious cases. Very unusually, in my experience, the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) took it on – cell fires are a grey area, and every other case I saw was handled in-house – and he became the first prisoner ever to get lifed-off via video link. Before lighting that blaze, he’d been on a life sentence that isn’t life at all. The shortest I’ve seen is eighteen months; more often they are anything up to thirty-five years. He now got whole of life.


Currently, there are about 400 prisoners in the estate that will never go free. The urban myth that there are only five is fake news. Some want locking up forever. The murderers of Lee Rigby will always be a threat, our arsonists too. Reckless endangerment doesn’t cover it. There were over 200 people on that wing – staff and prisoners – whose lives he could have ended.


Reports of serious assaults in prison, knife attacks, cell fires, the throwing of urine, spitting even, regularly go to the CPS. Yet they still don’t take enough cases up. What happens in prison stays in prison. My jaw was cracked once, but nothing ever came of it. You get the impression you’re expected to be there to be punched – well, bullshit. I may be six foot tall and weigh seventeen stone, but not everyone has such physical presence. When it comes down to it, a prison officer is just a civil servant.


Every day in prison is a story of endurance and aggression in a culture where few dare ask for help. Our jails are creaking catastrophically due to shortages of cash and a genuine will for change, unless by that you mean interference by pen-pushers, box-tickers and politicians, who have never faced the reality of working on a prison landing in their life and would shit blue lights if they were ever asked to do so.


Rage: I know all about rage. I saw plenty of it when I joined the prison service, and it’s what was in me when Strangeways chewed me up and spat me out. The job will do that to you. In Britain, it’s not just cells that are going up in smoke. It’s the prison service itself. And until we get serious about extinguishing the flames, there is a danger they will burn out of control.




1. Good Morning, Judge


Growing up where I did there was always a chance you’d be a criminal, just by virtue of who you knew. Environment is a big part of it. I’ve had friends go to prison – not all of them bad people. Okay, they did bad things, but it’s often where circumstance led them.


As a teenager in Sheffield, on the other side of the Pennines, I’d had one or two run-ins with the law myself. It was only for fighting on nights out, nothing serious – fists not knives or booting people on the deck. For a while in my youth I liked nothing better than an all-in brawl and wound up in court four times in twelve months. You’d go before a judge, apologize and get slapped with a caution and £80 fine.


A few years back I went out with a gang of old mates. They knew I was a screw and ripped me all night. Towards closing time, they gave me warning that they were going to get stuck into these other lads who’d been following us, suggesting I got out of there. That scrap made the front page of the Sheffield Star.


One pal used to deal drugs. If I was skint he’d say, ‘Deliver for me.’ I wasn’t interested. It wasn’t really morality. I put another mate on the bones of his arse in touch.


One night just after I’d been kicked out of the sixth form, a mate and I were off out when a Rover 2000 pulled up. We knew the lad in it from school.


‘Do you want a lift?’


As we pulled away, this cop car came the other way, and suddenly we were off; he was hammering it. Only then did it dawn on me that the car wasn’t his. Fortunately, he got some distance and dropped us off before the police caught him up. He got jail time for that. Mates go on to be crooks, thugs and drug dealers – that’s just how life is.


The last time I got in trouble, I was picked up for fighting and then also got accused of vagrancy: I’d given my last £20 to my mates so they could go for a curry. I’d been in front of this judge before and he called me a problem child, although I’d just had my twenty-first birthday. He sent me to see a doctor, who told me I was ‘absolutely barking’ – there is a fag paper’s width between insanity and genius, he said, and he wasn’t sure which side I was on.


Anyway, I never went to court again, mainly because I never got caught, and by twenty-five I had calmed down. By then I was channelling my aggression into rugby union.


I’d been all right at school, though detested the place. It was only due to rugby that I hung around until sixth form, before they ‘asked me to leave’. That was fair enough: my head wasn’t in it. I lived for rugby: prop or blind-side flanker. At seventeen I started playing for Sheffield Tigers Colts and, after getting the shit knocked out of me to begin with, developed a reputation. In my early twenties, though, I’d started really piling the weight on and got up to twenty-two stone. Too heavy. A mate said, ‘Enough of this,’ and we did a Rocky IV, running uphill with bricks on my back, shit like that. I’d no time for getting into bother.


When I applied for the prison service, I did worry that those teenage indiscretions might be on my file, but nothing was said about them. I reckon it all stood me in good stead anyway, because I can see where some cons are coming from, how they got where they did. But by the time I joined the prison service I’d grown up quite a lot. The horrors I’d seen long before I got to Strangeways would mature anyone fast.


My road into HMP Manchester was winding. It began, as I’ve said, in South Yorkshire, in 1962. My first forty years were spent in Sheffield, around half of it living with my mam and sister. Our dad left us to it when I was two. I’m not keen on calling him my dad, as that conjures an image of someone always there, looking after you. He never was. When I was about fourteen, there was a knock on the door. I’d just come in from school. A bloke stood on the step.


‘It’s Neil, isn’t it? Do you know who I am?’


‘Yeah, my dad,’ I said, and shut the door right in his face. We did carry on seeing his parents a couple of times a year: they were always good to us.


To begin with we lived in Walkley, quite a poor area south of Hillsborough. Mainly, however, I remember us living with our nan in Vernon Terrace, Crosspool, which was more affluent. It was a crowded three-bedroomed house. There were us three, Mam’s sister Auntie Pat, her four kids – she was getting divorced – my nan and granddad, who had Parkinson’s, and Uncle Don, Mam’s twin brother, who kipped in the attic. At one point we had his fiancée squeezed in as well. Next door were Auntie Freda, Nan’s sister, who baked more than Mary Berry – we had a strong sense of family.


Mam worked three menial jobs, cleaning or whatever, trying to provide for us. Her maiden name was Pilling; Samworth was my dad’s name. He chose Neil too, but no one other than my nan ever used it. My mam always called me Sam, and even my nan towards the end of her life switched to Sam too. One or two dicks in the prison service tried it on by shouting ‘Neil’ at first, but not for long.


Aside from having no dad, we were your typical working-class Yorkshire brood, loads of us about, plenty of funerals and weddings. My sister and me had politeness instilled in us. Treat your elders with respect; say please and thank you. If someone offers you a sandwich, take it – which was never a problem for me because I like my grub; always have done. We had nothing: a new pair of school shoes meant hard times.


Until I was fifteen, I can only remember Mam going on one date. That changed when she met my stepdad, the first guy to show her respect, although I didn’t get on with him at first – teenage angst, most likely. I came to see how he was good for her and good to us. Before he came along we had jack shit. Holidays had been camping in Wales with Uncle Don and Auntie Pat, same place every year: nothing materialistic, just loads of love, so we were lucky. A lot of kids don’t get that.


The night before we were to play Old Brodleians, near Halifax, my mam told me she and Terry were getting married the next day. I was as surprised as you’d expect.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘we’ve been together a while, and I know you love your rugby.’


It was her way of saying that I didn’t need to come. That’s how we were: no fuss! I was happy for them – Terry looked after her, and she started enjoying life. I was happy for me and all, because the players always got hot pie and peas at Old Brods.


My mother was thirty-eight years old when she left us, and to say her death was a shock doesn’t come close. She fell down and banged her knee, that’s all, a part of her she’d had bother with in her youth, requiring a couple of operations. To begin with she was confined to bed, but gradually felt worse – couldn’t get downstairs on her own – and eventually had to go to hospital. At first I didn’t think it was serious: you wouldn’t, would you? I was still living at home at the time, but Terry had to ask me to go visit.


Four or five days later I went to see her again and, although there was no indication of anything fatal, something in my gut said otherwise. On my way home from that second visit I had to pull my motorbike over by the side of the road. I took my helmet off and found myself sobbing my heart out. She was dying. I knew it.


Within days they’d got her on life support: her immune system had just shut down, and twenty-four hours later that was that. She’d only been in there a fortnight. It was devastating, not only for me but also for my sister, Auntie Pat and the rest of the family. One day right as rain, the next gone. I still can’t get my head around it.


Some people light candles to mark the day a parent dies. I don’t know the exact date, other than it was in 1983 and around my twenty-first birthday. I know my mam’s birthday, 17 May, when I shed a tear thinking about her. But not the day she died. Blanked it out, I suppose.


Terry and Mam had met when I was fifteen, so they were together around six years in total. He didn’t want me to go to the chapel of rest, but I did: the first time I’d been on my own with Mam since she passed away. It was horrible. She looked nice and peaceful, but they hadn’t done a very good job of disguising the post-mortem scars on her head. I had a cry and gave her a kiss, knowing nothing I would ever do in life could be worse than seeing my mother like this.


After the funeral, Terry and I took her ashes to Lodge Moor, a lovely part of the world with its crags looking out towards Derbyshire, where we’d decided Mam would like to be. I’d spent a lot of my childhood there. It was a beautiful day and we went for a walk on the golf course towards a large rock we used to run around as kids. When Terry launched the ashes, though, there was a sudden gust of wind. Blowback. We were covered: eyes, ears, up the nose, the lot, as though we’d fallen down a chimney. We had a good laugh and could then get on with life.


In the garden of rest on City Road in Sheffield there’s actually a plaque Terry placed there in her memory, though I’ve never seen it. That’s me: it’s how I deal with things – I’m not one for stuff like that, posting soppy messages on social media and the like. She’s in my heart, and that will do.


I suppose it’s losing my mam so young that has helped shape me as an adult. You’ve got to crack on, haven’t you? Get things done, because everything can change in a second.


Mam’s death was one of three events that knocked me sideways in quick succession. I also got married, stupidly – it lasted six months, if that – and fractured my skull playing rugby, although it wasn’t operated on.


Thing is, I hadn’t realized what I’d done at first and went out as usual after the game on the Saturday night. Same thing Sunday night, few beers and what have you, still feeling a bit woozy. Monday morning, I looked in the bathroom mirror and my eye wasn’t moving – not up and down, not side to side, nothing. I went straight to A & E and ended up at the Royal Hallamshire, where a scan revealed a clot the size of my fist on my brain. If I’d gone in on Saturday, the consultant said, they’d have kept me in and I’d have been on a drip. The fact that I’d been out all weekend drinking and was still alive meant they would just give it time. I was told to take it easy for a couple of weeks; get any more headaches come straight back. I spent the next eighteen months going back and forth to that clinic. It took twelve months for my eye to start moving again. I’d double vision for a while and went deaf in my left ear, which I still am. Most of the patients were little kids with jam-jar-bottom glasses, so I was sat on little stools while nurses waggled Mr Men pens in front of my face. I survived.


Workwise, after leaving school at seventeen I’d done a youth training scheme in engineering. Despite failing the exam – I was more interested in rugby and going on the piss – it led to my first job at a knife manufacturer in Sheffield, where there’s a lot of that about. Ninety-nine hours for ninety-nine quid. It was an eye opener – only thirty lads to four hundred women. If you bent over a machine you got back-scuttled. Your arse would be purple. One lass took her teeth out and kissed me – I was there four years at a time when sexual harassment wasn’t seen as the serious issue it is today. Even that place had its tragic side though. I got my first proper taste of how I’d react in a crisis.


It came about when a kitchen knife got stuck between a pair of rollers that dropped horizontally to polish the blades. The machine stopped moving and the kid who tried to unjam it forgot to switch it off. He tried to pull the knife free, and the thing sprang back to life, dragging his arm in up to the top. It took the lot, muscle, sinew, fat, you name it; there was a big bulge at his shoulder. Rollers get hot, so it burned him too. Not surprisingly he passed out, so we had to take it in turns to hold him up. It took a fitter twenty minutes with spanners to unwind the machine and get him clear. People complain about health and safety – I’ve done it myself – but sometimes, you know, it does make sense.


It was at the knife factory that I met the lass I married. Even as we were going to the registry office, I was saying to Mark, my best man, ‘Let’s sack this and go on the ale.’ By the time he’d argued me around we were in the car park with people stood around waiting.


The next place I worked at had a bloke on an invalid scooter who’d been there years. One day, a bit of metal broke off a spinning-machine, size of a house brick, and hit him full on in the face, killing him instantly. He was splattered as if by a shotgun, poor sod.


By Christmas 1984, what with everything going on, I’d ballooned up to twenty-one stone, was divorced, and in a very short space of time ended up in a squat. Fortunately I’d another engineering job by then, but otherwise, bare floorboards, no heating, no water or bath, fuck all. I’d do my twelve-hour shift at the factory, get showered there either side of it, then pub, chippy and home at eleven, head down in sleeping bag. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. That was my life for eighteen months, so I know what it’s like to be homeless, although I did have food in my belly and I was working.


Then I was made redundant, so I was out of work too. Come Christmas 1985, I was starving and by that time had another mouth to feed, a dog I kept for company. We’d follow the old Express Dairies milkman around and swipe potatoes and other produce off people’s doorstep. Well, I would. The dog had no hands. Once a week I’d walk around to my nan’s for a hot meal, but I was too proud to go every day, cap in hand. This was when the Tories put a clamp on benefits and wanted people to move around the country – Tebbit’s famous ‘on your bike’ speech. I’d had no money for two months when one of the neighbours began bringing me a bag of groceries once a week, which was very good of them, and I made it last. On Christmas Day, the dog and me had potatoes four ways: chips, jacket, mash and roasties, with gravy. I’ve been homeless and I’ve been starving, but not at the same time. How people who are both of those manage, I really don’t know.


Things did look up. My dog went to live with my uncle and I could afford to rent again after I got a job manufacturing drill chucks. I was there seven years; secure employment saved my skin. I was shit at it to begin with, but when they got a new line in from France I moved over to that and never looked back. Well, not until the company was sold off to China. When we arrived for work one day, the gates were chained.


My second marriage was a happier affair. She was a nurse and we were together fifteen years until we began to drift apart. By 1998 we’d split up. I then lodged with Julie, a friend of a friend, for three-and-a-half years. That helped me out, settled me down and got me back into a routine that now involved a college massage course run by Alison, the wife of our rugby club president. I got into aromatherapy, Indian head massage, reiki healing – your alternative Japanese stuff, all a bit spiritual and out there. I even began to teach it. I got £40 a night, two nights a week, for that.


I was also a bouncer. Friday nights at Gatecrasher in Sheffield – earplugs recommended – or at Hanrahans, a trendy wine bar that attracted thugs and celebrities. Jarvis Cocker, Phil Oakey . . . we had them all in there. One famous, er, face was Dane Bowers, who made that sex tape with Jordan. He had a meal with his mate and gave the waitresses and chefs a hundred quid tip. He did the same with the bar staff, who never got tipped usually. On the way out he shook my hand, forty quid in it. Never judge a book by its cover – a useful life lesson.


Hanrahans was also where I first had a gun put in my face. Two local gangsters rocked up, hard as fuck, and people were fearful. They had a beef with the manager and pointed the shooter at me.


‘Can we come in for a drink?’


‘I’m on £9 an hour, of course you can.’


That emptied the bar. There were no last orders that night.


Then a mate of mine’s cousin gave me the number of a company set up by former prison officers. He was an officer himself and told me I should call them. They dealt in female-only secure mental health units – for some reason called ‘forensic units’ – that come in varying degrees, like prisons. High-security units include places like Rampton and Broadmoor. In medium-security units people can’t get out unless supervised.


The two places this company had were medium security. They were after hired muscle essentially, although the job was far subtler than that. I told them I’d been a doorman for a while, got the job and worked there two years. I’d done nothing like it before. It was a great experience, though quite stressful and certainly challenging.


The units I worked at looked like renovated hotels over two floors. One was just outside Chesterfield, the other in Mansfield. They housed anyone from schizophrenics to girls who’d been hospitalized back in the day because they got pregnant out of wedlock. When I started I was asked to have a read of a few case files, not too many as that would get in my head. It pulled me up short.


The vast majority of patients – aged twenty to around sixty – had been harmed or raped as children by supposed friends and family. One, abused by her parents, was put in the custody of her grandparents, who continued the abuse. At seventeen, she’d cut her grandad’s throat and stuck a stiletto heel in Grandma’s head. When I met her she was a pensioner, her entire life since spent in mental institutions. A standard life sentence would have seen her released after fifteen years. Put someone healthy in a place like that and they can become unwell just through learned behaviour: stay around mentally ill people and you can take on their traits.


The company wanted us to be as natural as possible, because the unit was these women’s living space. But I was a male in a female environment, so had to be careful how I behaved. No walking around arms folded like a bouncer on a door. If somebody went off on one, you’d sit with her while she had dinner, take her into the garden, perhaps, or go shopping. One patient I’d been watching was lying quietly on her bed when a pool of blood began billowing around her. She asked me to get a nurse, who found a piece of metal she’d used to cut herself.


That woman had some heft about her – a lot of psychiatric patients do. One side effect of antipsychotic drugs is weight gain, especially for women. Imagine being mentally unwell, size ten and going in hospital. Two years later you’re a size twenty-two and have put on eight stone. Not good. She’d gone through the top layer of skin and a layer of fat: her intestines were protruding. The nurses made no fuss. There was no rushing about.


‘All right, love, we’ll get you off to hospital,’ one said calmly.


Her stomach was stapled, and the next day she was back with us.


But it was endless. The Chesterfield unit had about thirteen lasses upstairs and seven or eight down, who were more of a handful. Mansfield had twenty in total, again over two floors. Some days there might be forty staff, because if one kicked off, they all did. In the morning, someone self-harming would get upset. Then another would, and another, until by the end of the day the place was bouncing. They could be violent as well. You’d get punched, spat at, bitten and we had to use as little force as possible to restrain them.


One self-harmer was pinned to the floor for thirty-six hours, on and off. She had cut herself and began pulling the stitches out. At one point, when we’d got her calmed down, she was allowed back to her room. She slammed the door and immediately smashed her head against a mirror. It went on like that. She’d relax, you’d think it was over, and then bam! We rotated staff, put pillows under her head, turned her over, got her up for a cup of tea, and she’d harm herself again . . . I spent a thirteen-hour shift with her. We were talking to her all the time . . . ‘would you like a drink’ . . . ‘are you going for a cigarette’ . . . and when we’d let her up she’d run straight into a wall, smash a cup on her head or something. She was sedated for a while, but then off she went again.


All in all, it was a very intense job yet also fulfilling. I enjoyed chatting to the women; their stories were fascinating. It felt worthwhile, like I was really helping people. I connected really well with some patients, many very wary of men, given their backgrounds. I was quite proud of that. The few blokes employed, former prison officers among them, could be a bit unapproachable, but I really tried. I put my heart and soul into it.


While there, I got offered a chance to work in the private prison sector.


Forest Bank, Salford, was as good as new. A Category B men’s nick – originally designed as a maximum-security Cat A, but immediately downgraded one level below for reasons I don’t know. It had opened in January 2000, the year before I arrived. There are four categories of prison security: Cat A, whose prisoners are judged highly dangerous to the public or national security; Cat B, whose prisoners are marginally less dangerous – allegedly – but for whom escape still needs to be extremely difficult; and Cat C for lads and lasses who still need to be in a closed prison but are unlikely to try to get out. Open prisons are Cat D, where the cons can be reasonably trusted.


Private jails get a bad press compared to public ones. That’s partly because when they open it tends to be with fresh-faced staff. Cons sniff weakness a mile away, so anyone raw soon gets terrorized or becomes a target. The other thing is that when you open a new prison, the rest don’t send their quietest and most peaceful inmates. Obvious when you think about it: if you’re at Durham prison, say, and hear you can send twenty lads to this new joint, you don’t go to the wing where you keep your white-collar crooks, do you? You get rid of all the dregs – the disruptive bastards who won’t toe the line. That was how it was at Forest Bank. I met several dodgy customers there that I’d later run into again and put behind their doors in Strangeways.


As I say, I enjoyed working at the female mental health units, although the full-on nature of the place along with all the other stuff I was doing (working as a bouncer and masseur) was taking its toll. I was knackered. So much so that I sold my possessions and went to India with my landlady Julie and her boyfriend on a much-needed break. I’d been mulling over the prison service for a while, some of the lads in the units talked about it, so I applied direct to Forest Bank and got offered the job. The very day I had to let them know was the day we flew home from India. It would have been dead easy to keep going as I was, floating about aimlessly, not in a relationship or anything, but my nan’s voice kept coming back: ‘You never regret what you do, only what you don’t,’ so I gave it a whirl. What did I have to lose?


Actually, part of me wanted to stay in India, and I sometimes wish I had. But then I wouldn’t have met our firestarter, Thomas Riley, would I, and hundreds of twats like him.




2. Lippy Kids


Forest Bank in Salford was a modern building, fronted by what is known as a sterile area – essentially a place that inmates never enter. In this case, it was an office block where you hung up your coat, collected your keys, handed in your phone or whatever on arrival. Then, beyond a gated vehicle space and fenced walkway, also sterile, came the prison proper.


The entry point was ‘Main Street’, around 150 metres long and maybe 12 metres wide. Running horizontally off that were various buildings – gym, prisoner reception, kitchens, chapel, medical centre, workshops, etc. – along either side. At the end of the street was the four-storey housing block that held the prison wings – six in total, A, B, C, D, E and F Wing, but two floors each, so A1, A2, B1, B2 and so on. All the cells on the ‘ones’, first floor, were doubles, around eighteen of them, accommodating two people. The ‘twos’ on the second floor were single occupation.


The wings were flooded with natural light because the wall at the end of each was almost totally toughened glass. The cells contained fixed furniture of the type you might find at Ikea – open wardrobes, a little table to eat at, that sort of thing, very compact and well designed. Everything was made easy. Each wing had its own exercise yard next to its gate, so there was less need to escort inmates around.


At Forest Bank, if someone had to go to work, you’d just let them off the wing and they’d walk there, perhaps thirty metres, on their own: no prison officer required. Movement was far easier than at Strangeways. Nowadays it holds more prisoners than Strangeways too, up to 1,600, yet covers only about a quarter the amount of land. Comparisons, though, would come later. However superior Salford’s layout was, starting work there was still a real shock to the system.


I drove over from Sheffield to begin with and that first morning I remember sitting in my car, an hour early, just staring at the walls and crapping myself. Am I gonna be tough enough? Am I gonna have to fight people every day? What exactly am I gonna have to face? I’d done my nine weeks’ training at a centre away from the prison, but this shit just got real.


Clocking on would again stand comparison with Strangeways, only not in such a positive light. Because the place was so compact and well designed, they needed fewer staff, so there weren’t as many fellow officers to blend in with. And the first thing the prison did was put you on Main Street, where there might be 300 prisoners walking past you to work. They’d all be eyeballing you and making comments as they went by – ‘Shitting yourself, boss?’, that sort of thing. One con, passing another new officer, said, ‘Boo!’ The kid jumped and they all laughed. You were on your own.


Within that first week, I worked an all-dayer with young offenders on a YP (Young Persons’) Wing which housed eighteen to twenty-one year olds – a nightmare population. They’re not kids at that age, are they? When I was twenty-one I was tackling hairy-arsed prop forwards. That shift, which kicked off at half six in the morning, felt endless; stressful doesn’t come close. They were taking the piss. At night, the prisoners were supposed to be locked up by eight o’clock. It got to half past and I had to phone for help. A manager came on with one other officer and – bam! – straight behind their doors. Driving back to Sheffield I wondered what the fuck I had done. There was no way I was giving up though; my nan’s voice in my head again.


There were two YP wings at Forest Bank at that time, built like every other wing to hold eighty-six prisoners, though we were never quite full. A1 was for sentenced YPs, A2 for enhanced sentenced YPs. ‘Enhanced’ meant the lads who’d behaved well enough to earn privileges like extra visits, etc., so they were less hassle. B1 was for remand YPs, who were the worst, and B2 for enhanced remand YPs. Watching them on each floor were three members of staff, including me on B Wing. There were a lot of big lads and a lot of violent lads, it really mashed your head in. They were fighting every day, not with us necessarily but with each other. All on the juvenile estate know that these so-called children are among the most violent characters in prison. Some may not have maturity or size, but they need managing with a firm hand. Anyone who chooses to work with young offenders I applaud.


Incidents piled up and not always in Forest Bank itself. I got asked to accompany a teenager called Mark on a four-officer escort to a hospital in Liverpool. His notes described him as a violent offender and very unpredictable. There was quite definitely something odd about him, standoffish. Usually in hospitals they put prisoners in a side room, out of the way of general public. Not this time. We went in a massive waiting room, size of a church hall, never seen anything like it. It was packed, full of people and, guess what, they’re not all looking at him. They are staring at us.


It was uncomfortable. Comments were being made out loud, ‘Fucking screws.’ I was all for drawing a line under it and taking Mark back to prison.


Then one member of the audience made a comment about battering us and the officer in charge, big bloke, bit of bottle, suddenly said, ‘It’s all right looking at us like this, you don’t know what this twat’s in for.’


‘What do you mean by that?’ this Scouser replied.


‘Well, think.’


‘Is he a fucking nonce?’


Now I didn’t know what he was in for, even though he was on my wing, but the atmosphere changed. It got even more hostile, only now Mark was the target. Fortunately, one of the nurses saw what was happening and moved us to a side ward pronto.


Back at the prison I decided to have a nosey at his background on the computer and what I discovered didn’t make for pleasant reading. He’d broken into the home of an elderly pensioner, robbed and killed him, and then gone back for a fortnight buggering his corpse. Not your average teenage misbehaviour that, is it?


Prison populations can change and, at one stage, the prison decided B1 and B2 weren’t needed for YPs anymore, they were required for adults. B2 was emptied first, they wanted to change the bedding, give the place a lick of paint, but the lads already there weren’t happy. In the days leading up to the change they threatened to riot and got put back behind their doors, but by the time it came to shift the B1 inmates we’d got rid of a fair few on both floors and were down to about forty or fifty prisoners to be shipped out. They were still all refusing though, every single one. So the management said we were going to take the basics first, as they are the most troublesome and mouthy.


Among them was this gang member, Yardie, a kid I got on well with, polite and no bother at all. The manager told us to get kitted up in PPE – personal protective equipment – and Yardie was first on the list. Where possible this stuff was worn in ‘restraint’ situations; it was practical in a fight and the look of it sent a message. Fifty restraints would make for a very long day, so being ‘timid’, Yardie was the ideal kid with which to lay down a marker.


‘He needs to scream,’ said the manager.


He screamed all right. He screamed the fucking wing down. Four of us went in, big lads the lot of us, but would he move? He would not. He fought and he fought hard. Anyone watching might see it as brutality but, as ever during restraints, it was actually controlled on our part, well organized. Yardie fought back, though, and he fought back hard, refusing to leave the wing. The noise! Anyway, eventually we managed to get him out of there.


Another lad on the wing was a proper gobshite. He was a bad boy, a bully who I didn’t like at all. Five or ten minutes later it was his turn. Moments before he’d been shouting, ‘Fight ’em, Yardie, fight ’em Yardie . . .’ so we expected more trouble. But when we opened him up, out he came, head down, quiet, like the kid he really was, and walked off the wing. After that, the rest of them surrendered, no more trouble.


Eighteen months in that environment was more than enough for me. It felt like a thousand years. Burnout. I moved to the segregation unit, where the real bad boys go for extra punishment, or sometimes just their own protection.


At Forest Bank, seg’ was basically a corridor you went through a set of double gates to enter. On the left as you went in was the office, on the right the ‘special cell’, a temporary holding bay for the most troublesome new arrivals, lads who were kicking off and risking their own health and that of the staff – a plinth to sit or lie down on, observation panels, no toilet and no sink. Nowadays, with human rights and that, they are a last resort. In total, we had twenty-two cells on there, single occupancy. There was also a servery, where food was dished out, an association room and outside exercise yard.


Every day, by application, prisoners in for punishment could have a phone call, an hour’s exercise and a shower. That’s your lot. They weren’t even allowed on the servery to collect their grub. We’d fill up a trolley and take food to their cells, three at a time, pretty much locked up all day long. Those not on punishment – Forest Bank had no vulnerable prisoners wing at that point, we had eleven sex offenders with us once – did get out for a few hours a day, together in the association room. All in all, though, it was pretty miserable.


The entrance to cell seventeen, bottom of the landing on the right, was the only camera blind spot and every prisoner down there knew that. There was another small area of the exercise yard outside, but that was it. You couldn’t be filmed going into that cell. If you’d a badass on, you could threaten to put them in cell seventeen and they’d fall straight into line. I’m not saying we gave them a kicking or anything, but disruptive prisoners drain resources for everyone, including their fellow inmates, so the unspoken threat was enough. It was a dangerous seg’ at Forest Bank. You had to use every weapon at your disposal.


The old man was just out for a drive with his wife when he made the mistake of beeping his horn at the driver who’d just pulled out on him. A mild rebuke, you’d think, but the reaction to it was not mild at all. In fact, it was insane.


Unbeknown to his victim, Michael Kennedy was a violent maniac. Although not the biggest of lads, maybe five foot six and lightweight with it, he had the strength of a wild boar. The elderly couple were run off the road, the stunned driver dragged from his seat. Having pulled the man’s arm across the bonnet, Kennedy hacked it off at the shoulder with a machete. Nor was he done yet. He got the bloke’s missus out of the car and started chopping at her. Bravely or foolishly, passers-by got stuck in. It was incredible that nobody died, though any rational individual would imagine their parents or grandparents in that situation and know that they must be traumatized forever. Kennedy got a public-spirited kicking and was arrested. By any definition, he was a horrendous little creep. One day, though, I would save his life.


Behind bars, his reputation demanded that we watch him like hawks. He went on a three-staff plus SO (senior officer) and Oscar One unlock, the latter being the duty manager of the jail who works off the wing but is called to it if there’s an incident. Basically, that’s who had to be there whenever Kennedy was released from his cell. Even lunatics can do with a proper wash and this particular Sunday I reckoned he needed a shower.


As well as being a danger to elderly drivers on the out, however, Kennedy had been flagged up as a serious threat to women: he should be allowed minimum female contact. Handy then that our Oscar One was a woman, and that aside from myself the rest of the team were too. He’d be butt naked, so I asked for more male officers, only for the SO to say, ‘There’s three of you, deal with it.’ As usual on a weekend, we were short-staffed and when the Oscar One came down, she agreed we had enough firepower to manage the situation.


I had no worries about physically restraining this scrote – I’ve seen smaller who were tougher – but he was very unpredictable and sly. I’d never turn my back on anyone down there, certainly not him.


‘Listen, Mickey,’ I said. ‘We’re gonna let you out now, so no funny stuff, eh?’


We shot the bolt and he strutted out, walking straight up to one of the officers and putting an arm around her.


‘Y’awright, love?’ he said. ‘Fancy a drink when I get out?’


Now, he wasn’t attacking or assaulting anyone, but that’s still inappropriate and the lass was trying to push him away. The others were undecided about what to do.


‘Come on, Mickey,’ I said, ‘get in the shower.’


There was a bit of what he’d consider banter – sweetheart this, darlin’ that – but eventually we got him down there.


As inmates in the seg’ are so dangerous, the shower curtain only covers half of their body. You need to see their top to know what they are up to and talk to them. The Oscar One made a classic error.


‘What are you in for?’ she asked.


It’s never a good idea to ask a prisoner that unless you’ve built some sort of rapport.


‘I cut an old guy’s arm off,’ he said.


‘You did what?’


‘I cut some old guy’s arm off, love.’


‘Oh, how obnoxious are you?’


Kennedy looked at me. ‘Mr S.,’ he said, ‘what’s obnoxious mean?’


‘That you’re a horrible bastard, Mickey,’ I said, and up he blew. He tore out of the shower, bollock naked, and went straight for her. I ended up restraining him, while the two officers got hurt.


This guy was tricky to get to earth, especially when slippery and wet with his todger whirling around. The thought of it is funny now, but wasn’t then, especially as the person who’d insulted him fucked off quickly without pressing the alarm – at the outbreak of any incident you do that to let other staff know something’s afoot, and the cavalry rides to the rescue. One of the officers who got injured did so instead. More staff arrived and he went back behind his door.
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