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Foreword by
Christopher Berry-Dee

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

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

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

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

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

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

Anyway, happy days and no nightmares, please.

Christopher
www.christopherberrydee.com


Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 



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