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Timeline

Ipswich Murders

MONDAY 30 OCTOBER 2006. Tania Nicol goes missing from the red-light area of Ipswich, and on Thursday 2 NOVEMBER 2006 a public appeal is issued to the media asking for help to find the missing teenager.

TUESDAY 7 NOVEMBER 2006. Kerry Nicol – Tania’s mother – gives an interview to the press asking for anyone with information about Tania’s whereabouts to come forward. Leaflets are handed out on the bus route that Tania may have taken.

WEDNESDAY 15 NOVEMBER 2006. Gemma Adams is reported missing by her partner, and the police launch a further appeal for information. Four days later on Sunday 19 NOVEMBER 2006 the police hand out leaflets appealing for help to find the missing women at the Ipswich v Norwich football derby taking place at Portman Road, in the red-light district.

SATURDAY 2 DECEMBER 2006. A member of the public finds a naked body in a brook at Hintlesham, and the following day the body is formally identified as being that of Gemma Adams.

SUNDAY 3 DECEMBER 2006. Anneli Alderton disappears..

MONDAY 4 DECEMBER 2006. A murder inquiry is formally launched and a fourth woman, Annette Nicholls, is reported missing.

TUESDAY 5 DECEMBER 2006. Paula Clennell gives an interview saying that she knows the dangers involved but is prepared to go back on the streets.

FRIDAY 8 DECEMBER 2006. A second body is found by police divers at Copdock Mill and Paul Harrison does his first live broadcast for Sky about the case. The following day – Saturday 9 DECEMBER 2006 – the police confirm that the body is that of Tania Nicol and admit that there are ‘obvious similarities’ between the two cases.

SUNDAY 10 DECEMBER 2006. Paul Harrison and David Wilson make their first joint Sky broadcast. Wilson says, given his knowledge of the roads, that the killer ‘lived or worked in the local area’, was ‘comfortable around prostitutes’, and had ‘killed before’. Later that day the police announce that the body of a third woman – Anneli Alderton – has been found in woodland near Nacton, although they do not confirm her identity until two days later. Detectives say it is too early to link this death to the deaths of Tania and Gemma.

MONDAY 11 DECEMBER 2006. Police announce that they are concerned about the disappearances of two other missing women – Paula Clennell and Annette Nicholls. Assistant Chief Constable Jacqui Cheer warns prostitutes to ‘stay off the streets’.

TUESDAY 12 DECEMBER 2006. Police find two bodies near the village of Levington, some five miles south of Ipswich. Detective Chief Superintendent Stewart Gull states ‘Sadly, I fear that these may be the bodies of Paula Clennell and Annette Nicholls.’

WEDNESDAY 13 DECEMBER 2006. Paula Clennell’s body, which had been found at Levington, is removed for detailed forensic examination, and police confirm that the women did not die at the site where their bodies had been dumped. Annette Nicholls’ body is removed the following day when police confirm that Paula had died as a result of ‘compression to the neck’.

SATURDAY 16 DECEMBER 2006. CCTV footage of Anneli Alderton on a train shortly before she disappeared is released to the media. A minute’s silence is held at Portman Road where Ipswich are playing Leeds United.

MONDAY 18 DECEMBER 2006. Police arrest Tom Stephens after he has given an interview to a Sunday newspaper.

TUESDAY 19 DECEMBER 2006. Steve Wright is arrested by detectives. Wright lives in London Road, Ipswich, in the heart of the red-light district.

WEDNESDAY 20 DECEMBER 2006. Inquests into the deaths of the women are opened and adjourned at Ipswich Coroner’s Court.

THURSDAY 21 DECEMBER 2006. Steve Wright is charged with the murder of all five women and Tom Stephens is released on police bail.

FRIDAY 22 DECEMBER 2006. Wright appears before Ipswich magistrates and is remanded in custody.

TUESDAY 6 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Annette Nicholls.

THURSDAY 8 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Paula Clennell is held in her home town of Berwick.

MONDAY 12 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Tania Nicol.

THURSDAY 15 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Gemma Adams.

FRIDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Anneli Alderton.

WEDNESDAY 21 MARCH 2007. Wright appears before Ipswich Crown Court and pleads ‘not guilty’.

MONDAY 14 JANUARY 2008. Trial begins at Ipswich Crown Court.

THURSDAY 21 FEBRUARY 2008. Wright found guilty of all five murders.

FRIDAY 22 FEBRUARY 2008. Wright sentenced to life imprisonment and a ‘whole life tariff’.
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Prologue

The sign read: ‘Diversion’. It might as well have said: ‘Crime scene this way’.

Ignoring the bollard in the middle of the road, I mounted the kerb and drove on. Fifteen miles per hour in second gear, hazard lights flashing and windscreen wipers at half speed.

The macabre image of what I’d come to report on – though clearly formed by those I’d seen in television dramas – was nonetheless fixed and real in my mind. The two-hour drive had helped bring some focus to my thoughts.

The sudden urgency in the voice of the radio presenter brought my attention back to the dark and dreary evening, but the news headlines told me little more than I knew already. With no oncoming traffic the white lines in the middle of the road guided me towards the blurred, distant, blue flashing lights. It was only a matter of a few hundred metres before I was waved down by a sodden policewoman.

‘And how did you manage to get here?’ she asked, peering in, knowing full well I’d chosen to ignore the police’s attempt to divert traffic.

‘Here’ was badly lit. It was cold, innocuous, and on this dark December evening it was damp too – heavy drizzle, the enemy of the forensic officer. And ‘here’ would also be the place where Suffolk Police would eventually realise that they were hunting a serial murderer. This was Copdock, and I would get to know it well.

‘You’ll have to park over there, sir,’ said the officer as she helpfully kicked aside two traffic cones to let me pass.

Five p.m. was drawing close – three hours earlier the news desk had called.

‘Paul, they’ve found a second body; what time do you think you can get there?’

‘Ipswich? Probably two, two and a half hours at most, though it is Friday and you know what the M25 is like,’ I said, suddenly feeling the pressure to get there in time for Sky News’ main early evening show – Live at Five.

I had been preparing to head to Ipswich anyway – Sky News’ managing editor and home news editor had seen the potential of the story a few days before, even though at that stage only the body of Gemma Adams had been discovered. But her nineteen-year-old friend Tania Nicol, who also earned her living as a prostitute, had been reported missing as well. Their journalistic instincts were to be proved right.

The brief had been to spend the night filming in the red-light district for a report for Saturday. The aim had been to talk to some of the girls working the streets about their fears now that one woman had been found dead on the outskirts of Ipswich, and see how they were protecting themselves from a potential serial killer.

Now that a second body had been discovered in Copdock, this ‘pre-shoot’ immediately became a live story.

‘Hi, Paul, can you hear the programme OK?’ asked the sound technician through my earpiece. A thumbs-up down the barrel of the camera answered his question. ‘OK, I’ll pass you on to the producer.’

‘Is there anything you can show us, Paul?’ asked the gallery producer. The truth was we’d been purposely corralled a good hundred metres away from the area police had floodlit – so the answer was ‘no’. ‘We’re coming to you in thirty seconds.’

Then came the voice of presenter Jeremy Thompson in my right ear. ‘Now police in Ipswich investigating the murder of prostitute Gemma Adams have discovered a second body in the nearby village of Copdock. It’s feared it could be that of missing nineteen-year-old Tania Nicol, who also worked in the town’s red-light district. Sky’s Paul Harrison is in Copdock. Paul, what more are police telling you?’

It would be the first of more than one hundred live ‘two-ways’ to come. My overnight bag in the boot would soon prove woefully inadequate – my ‘overnight’ in Ipswich would in fact last for what seemed like a lifetime.

It didn’t, however, take me a lifetime to realise that I was no criminologist and the coverage of events that began to unfold needed the brain of someone tuned in to the complex minds of serial killers. So I was somewhat relieved when the news desk phoned to say that someone else was on the way. But there was a catch.

‘You’ll have to pay the taxi driver cash in hand; he’ll have waiting time, too, and remember it is the weekend,’ explained Mark Evans, manning the news desk.

It was to be a £250 fare worth every penny.

Two hours later a black Mercedes pulled up at the Elizabeth Hotel in Copdock and Professor David Wilson emerged from the back of the car. He was younger than I’d expected – ‘Professor’ always seems to suggest an older person – and he was well groomed, too.

‘You must be Paul,’ he said. I concurred with a firm handshake, an early seal of our friendship. We then moved off without further ado – what he really wanted to see was where the bodies of Gemma and Tania had been discovered.

Little did I know that, from that moment on, together we would be hunting evil.




Introduction

The Return of the English Murder

‘. . . let me try to define what it is that the readers of Sunday papers mean when they say fretfully that “you never seem to get a good murder nowadays”.’

George Orwell, ‘Decline of the English Murder’ (1946)

For three weeks in December 2006 the whole world seemed to descend on Ipswich, the county town of Suffolk. Described on the homepage of the local Borough Council as being ‘in the heart of East Anglia and the heart of Europe’, Ipswich is England’s oldest continuously settled Anglo-Saxon town, with some 140,000 inhabitants. Located on the River Orwell – from which George Orwell took half of his pseudonym – the town’s inhabitants found themselves gripped by a police investigation into the murders of five young women and a media frenzy to cover the case.

As a result, the largely hidden and secret local economies related to Class A drugs and street prostitution became a matter of public debate. In an age of twenty-four-hour news the day-to-day investigation by the county police force into these murders was soon leading every hourly bulletin, with a range of experts lining up to explain what was going on, or at least what they thought was going on.

All this attention was more than justified, for the five murders that had taken place were a stark reminder that, whatever the changing nature of Britain within a global economy, some issues – such as illicit street sex and poverty – are stubbornly immune to new Government initiatives, local policing tactics or the civic boosterism that seemed to characterise the Borough Council’s motto.

And in the same way that Orwell bemoaned the fact that the type of murder that was taking place in England in the 1940s was changing as a result of the Second World War, so too the murders that took place in Ipswich in 2006 seemed both to reflect something of the changes that Britain had been experiencing economically while at the same time – at least on the surface – harking back to the days of Jack the Ripper. Orwell, writing specifically about the so-called ‘Cleft Chin Murder’ in 1944 by an American army deserter called Karl Hulten and an English waitress called Elizabeth Jones, was complaining somewhat ironically that the background to murder at that time had become tainted by the empty values of dance halls and American films, and that this stood in contrast to the murders committed in pre-war Britain.

In Ipswich in 2006 the background to murder was changing too, if only because these murders weren’t committed by some jilted lover, or an angry husband in a domestic dispute, but instead by that most post-modern of ‘inventions’ – the serial killer. And just as in Orwell’s day the newspaper-reading public got their ‘greatest amount of pleasure’ from a good old-fashioned murder, so too the public can now think of no better way to be entertained, fascinated and appalled than hearing about the exploits of those who kill and kill again. Whether in the form of films or books such as The Silence of the Lambs, Manhunter or Hannibal, or in TV programmes like Cracker or Wire in the Blood, the serial killer and those who try to stop him (of late usually psychologists of various kinds) have become staples of the entertainment media. And yet the Ipswich murders weren’t entertainment, even if they were ‘news’ – they were all too depressingly real, and this book takes you straight to that awful, sad and frightening reality.

We break new territory too, by being among the first people ‘on the ground’ in Suffolk, with access to the sites where the bodies of the five young women were dumped; and using contacts within the police, other criminal justice agencies, the media and also the family, friends and acquaintances of the convicted killer Steve Wright, we argue that he was responsible for other unsolved murders dating back to the early 1990s. And, based on what we learned in Ipswich, we suggest how public policy should respond to the supply and demand of street prostitution in this country, and urge the Government to use this case to take more decisive action than they have hitherto done.

In this book we try to tell the story of what actually happened, and build up a picture of the people and places at the heart of that story. We offer pen portraits of the victims which we have constructed through talking to their family and friends, and using other records – where they exist – we try to describe their lives. We also present the stories of other young women still working in the red-light area of Ipswich, and who sadly also help to reveal how persistent the demand for street prostitution continues to be even in the wake of serial killings. And we build up a profile of Steve Wright, although we have not interviewed him directly, despite several requests that we be allowed to do so. Even so, we have been able to piece together his life from details that emerged from interviewing people who knew him and from information revealed at his trial. After Steve Wright’s conviction, his partner, Pam, would give us a personal insight into her life with a killer. Using this background and our knowledge of other serial killers we suggest something about what motivated him to kill.

However, where we are able, we also try to move beyond the confines of the true crime genre, broadening the specifics of the Ipswich story and putting it in a more general context of serial killing in Britain. We explore ‘cop culture’, public policy and offender profiling, subjects that take the reader to the middle of the events that were to unfold in Ipswich, and which throw light not only on how the murders were investigated but also on what we should do to prevent further cases of this kind.

Our narrative is dominated by a serial killer, and here we should reflect that two traditions are employed when writing about serial killers. Broadly, these can be characterised as ‘sociological’ and ‘medico-psychological’. The latter has tended to dominate both academic writing about serial killers and the true crime genre. To elaborate, medico-psychology tries to ‘explain’ serial killing by looking at the serial killer’s individual psychology, with the implication that if we were but to look closely at the killer’s genetic make-up, his sexuality, his childhood relationships and so forth, then we would eventually discover the reason why he repeatedly killed. On the other hand, a sociological approach seeks to understand the individual serial killer as an aberrant product of the social structure he inhabited. This tradition tries to understand why some societies produce more serial killers than others, and why some periods produce more serial killers within the same society. Finally, a sociological perspective would seek to understand serial killing from the angle of who it is that is victimised.

We have tried to blend these two traditions. We seek both to understand the psychological motivation of Wright – and build up a profile of him – but at the same time never to lose sight of the fact that he concentrated his murderous efforts on a marginalised group of vulnerable young women. In one sense we are also trying to understand what created their vulnerability, one that Wright was able to exploit over and over. Ultimately, we argue that these young women were made vulnerable by a variety of factors related to, for example, policing, moralising about street prostitutes and drugs policies. Seeing their murders in this multidimensional way inevitably broadens ‘responsibility’ for what happened in Ipswich from being the individual, personal responsibility of Wright himself, to a responsibility that we might all share. At the heart of the book we therefore question how we can begin to change our society to help prevent other young women working in prostitution from becoming prime targets for serial killers.

We have interviewed almost all of the key figures involved in the case, and have had access to the various records kept by Sky News throughout the murder investigation and during Wright’s subsequent trial. Likewise, we visited the various places at the centre of this story – from Ipswich’s red-light district to the sites where the bodies of the five young women were discarded – and attended each day of Wright’s trial. We have also analysed a variety of Government publications related to prostitution, and looked at how the sex industry is regulated elsewhere. And we have analysed all of the secondary literature relating to the Ipswich case, and used this where it helps to prompt the narrative. We would like to place on record our thanks to those people who agreed to be interviewed by us, although all preferred to remain anonymous, for different reasons. As a result, we have sometimes had to generalise the information that they gave us, for to report it otherwise would also identify our informants.

Orwell concluded his essay on the decline of the English murder by commenting that it was ‘significant that the most talked-of English murder of recent years should have been committed by an American and an English girl who had become partly americanised’. He continued:

But it is difficult to believe that this case will be so long remembered as the old domestic poisoning dramas, product of a stable society where the all-prevailing hypocrisy did at least ensure that crimes as serious as murder should have strong emotions behind them.

We believe that the Ipswich murders stand as a dreadful symbol not just of the social and economic realities faced by some people in Britain, but also as a tragic reminder that those who want to kill and kill again can only achieve that goal when those things that bind us together, and which keep our lives connected to those of our friends and neighbours, are weakened and then, for one reason or another, all but disappear. Societies in which individuals feel cut off from each other, or where they believe that in the struggle to survive they simply have to look out for themselves and no one else, are precisely those societies that see the greatest number of their inhabitants falling victim to serial killers. Sadly, in this way the Ipswich murders also show the type of society that Britain is fast becoming, and what might happen in that society as a consequence. And so we hope that these awful events will be ‘long remembered’, not just for the strong emotions behind them, but also because they should prompt us to take action.
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