
[image: Illustration]


ALSO BY DAVID WILSON

The Prison Governor: Theory and Practice
(with Shane Bryans)

What Everyone in Britain Should Know About Crime and Punishment
(with John Ashton)

What Everyone in Britain Should Know About the Police
(with John Ashton and Douglas Sharp)

The Longest Injustice: The Strange Story of Alex Alexandrovich
(with Alex Alexandrovich)

Prison(er) Education: Stories of Change and Transformation
(with Anne Reuss)

Innocence Betrayed: Paedophilia, the Media and Society
(with Jon Silverman)

Death at the Hands of the State

Serial Killers: Hunting Britons and Their Victims, 1960–2006

Hunting Evil: Inside the Ipswich Serial Murders
(with Paul Harrison)

The Lost British Serial Killer: Closing the Case on Peter Tobin and Bible John
(with Paul Harrison)

Mary Ann Cotton: Britain’s First Female Serial Killer

Pain and Retribution: A Short History of British Prisons, 1066 to the Present

Female Serial Killers in Social Context: Criminological
Institutionalism and the Case of Mary Ann Cotton
(with Elizabeth Yardley)


[image: Illustration]


 

 

SPHERE

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Sphere

Copyright © 2019 by David Wilson

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-0-7515-7412-8

Sphere

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


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


Contents

Note to Readers

Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: The Scrubs, a Serial Killer and the Annexe

CHAPTER TWO: Young Offenders Who Kill

CHAPTER THREE :The Prison as a Therapeutic Community

CHAPTER FOUR: Special Units, Riots and the Murder of a Toddler

CHAPTER FIVE: Profiling Violent Men

CHAPTER SIX: Psychopathy

CHAPTER SEVEN: Mass and Spree Murder

CHAPTER EIGHT: Hitmen and a Hitwoman

CHAPTER NINE: Interviewing Murderers and Other Violent Men

CHAPTER TEN: Theory into Practice: Interview with a Murderer

Parting Thoughts

A Guide to Further Reading

Credits

Acknowledgements


Note to Readers

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

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

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


Introduction


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

SØREN KIERKEGAARD, Notebook IV A



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

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

That day was no different.

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

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

He made no reply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Murder!

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

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

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

I should know.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

These latter guesses would still be too low.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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