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PREFACE

Names and details have been changed to protect the innocent and the not-quite-so innocent (as well as the incompetent), but my experiences are an entirely representative portrayal of my time working as a very ordinary prison officer serving at HMP Parkhurst and HMP Albany, two prisons that were physically close to each other but couldn’t have been more different.

As in my previous book, the stories I am telling are all taken from the time that I was in the prison service, from 1992 to 2019, and many of the terms, job titles and practices have changed since then. The language and terminology used throughout is my own and reflective of my time as a prison officer.


INTRODUCTION

Life Sentences

Claret. Everywhere. The stench was what hit you first, filling your nostrils like a butcher’s shop. The walls, ceiling and window were covered in it. Bloody smears around the emergency bell showed the inmate’s frantic desperation as he’d tried to summon help, the claustrophobic concrete box now more slaughterhouse than cell.

We had entered with the extreme caution of anyone entering somewhere almost entirely covered in blood. No time for protective gear. I could feel my pulse pounding with adrenaline.

The inmate slumped in the corner was losing blood at an alarming rate, his face pale and his eyes wide with fear, seemingly pleading for help. The unfortunate thing was that the only help available to him was from us, the very people he hated, those ‘fucking screws’. The self-same screws who were now battling hard to save his life. A violent, cold-blooded murderer, a wretched recidivist in and out of prison his entire adult life, he’d been threatening to send a screw to hospital or the cemetery for days. However, he clearly hated himself even more. He’d cut his throat, forearms and femoral artery with an improvised home-made knife and was now in a bad way. Our hands became sticky with dark blood as we staunched, stemmed and pressed anything and everything in a desperate battle to save him. Fortunately for us – and him – the medics finally arrived and took over, eventually blue-lighting him out.

I had been on duty for less than two hours at HMP Parkhurst, home to some of the country’s most notorious criminals, not even a week into my career as a screw and I was sat trying to work out what the hell had just happened. I remember being worried because I had only been issued with three white uniform shirts and now one of them was very unlikely to ever be white again. It was a little after 9.30 a.m. and my shift didn’t finish until 5.30 p.m. I was already knackered. That morning, I’d already dealt with a minor head injury, done a roll check, unlocked the wing, served 135 inmates their breakfast and been covered in an inmate’s blood.

The wing’s senior officer (SO), a hugely experienced, short-arsed, chain-smoking Welshman, approached me as I leant against the wall of the wing office.

‘Well done, Nipper. You all right – because it seems you did all right?’

I nodded vaguely.

‘Then get yourself washed up, grab a quick brew and nip down the stores for a clean shirt.’

He patted me once on the shoulder and then strode off down the corridor, patting his top pocket and reaching for his cigarettes.

I was just relieved that I hadn’t fucked up, hadn’t frozen or let a prisoner die, but more than anything else, I was bloody relieved that I would be back to having three white shirts.

Prisons. Those ugly, slightly secretive places. Everyone thinks they know a bit about prison, though most people haven’t set foot in one. There’s plenty of television and films but they never seem to get it quite right. They can’t show the reality of an inmate carving great chunks of flesh out of himself, or the inmate covered in shit or blood or semen, or the inmate banging his head against the cell wall as he threatens to cut his own throat. They can’t show you the prison officer talking to an inmate for an hour and a half to try and calm him down. They aren’t there to see the officer administer first aid to the drug addict who has cut himself so many times everyone has lost count. They can’t tell you how it feels to find yet another inmate hanging. Television can’t get across the stench, of sweat and cleaning products, tobacco and fear. It can’t get across the noise, so loud you almost feel it more than you hear it. Most so-called normal people know just one thing about prison: they really don’t want to go there.

For almost thirty years it was my daily life. To go behind the big walls. To go where we put the nasty people whom we don’t want to mix with the nice people. To go where we shut away society’s dirty little secrets. The drugs, the mental health issues, the suicide and self-harm. When people find out that you work in a prison (after they ask if you’ve ever met a famous criminal) they always ask the same question: ‘What’s it really like?’ Somehow everyone knows that behind those impenetrable walls, it’s more than the inmates that aren’t ever getting out. It’s the secrets.

Prisons are full of just about every extreme of human behaviour. Horrific violence, cruelty, the human flotsam of wasted lives and as close to evil as I can believe exists, but there is also kindness and compassion, heroism and selflessness as well as those secrets. They stay behind the walls, locked up tight. Prisons are secret societies and they don’t welcome outsiders and intruders. It’s something that the public would really prefer not to acknowledge too: out of sight, out of mind.

The actual day-to-day work of a prison officer is to be a paramedic and a psychologist, a policeman and a spy, a diplomat and a bouncer, to fight fires, literal and metaphorical, whilst trying to remain calm and non-judgemental when dealing with those deemed fundamentally unfit to inhabit society. You must, in the blink of an eye, be able to move from role to role, from serving breakfast to emergency medicine, from being a sympathetic ear to a firm hand, all with the background thrum of extreme violence never far away. You keep an eye on colleagues, you count inmates, you listen to conversations, try to read body language, aim to head off a situation before it gets serious but always be ready to jump in if it does. It’s called ‘jail craft’ and you can’t learn it from a book. When I joined HMP Parkhurst, it was full of experience and knowledge, which has now been almost entirely lost over the last two or three decades, as falling wages and difficult working conditions have hollowed out the service of senior experienced staff.

If you believe the papers, you’d read again and again that prison officers are bent, corrupt and greedy, willing to strike at the drop of a hat for even more money. But prison reporting has little insight into what actually goes on in the 117 prisons in the UK. Whether through ignorance or malice, from job titles that haven’t been used for a generation to wilfully one-sided reporting, the result is a fundamental misrepresentation of what’s going on inside.

Most people don’t think about the prison service until something goes terribly wrong. The escapes. The riots. The staff member who has an affair with an inmate or gets caught bringing drugs in.

I want to bring something out of prison that’s far more dangerous: the truth.

My previous book was an exploration of my time as a prison officer but in the process of writing it, I realised there was a different, darker book that needed to be written: the stories that I tried not to think about but always did. It’s only now, with enough time and distance, that I can tell those stories. Historians think that prison officers are called screws because of the mechanism that used to lock prisoners’ shackles. This book is my attempt to unscrew the locks on the things I’ve seen and let the truth be free.

Because it changes you, spending so much time in prisons. You can take the man out of the prison but not the prison out of the man. Twenty-eight years … you often get less for murder. Though I could always physically leave at the end of each shift, I saw things that will always stay with me.

It changes your understanding of what people are capable of. When you spend your life in that sort of extreme environment, it resets your sense of what ‘normal’ is. Over the years I encountered notorious serial killers, murderers and terrorists, as well as countless common or garden armed robbers, rapists and murderers. I spent a large proportion of my life surrounded by some of the most dangerous people in the country.

A prison officer’s normal day is most people’s worst day at work ever.1 And believe me when I say that a prison officer’s bad day doesn’t bear thinking about. The high number of prison officers who struggle with stress, depression and PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) is testament to that and academic researchers found in 2020 that the work of prison officers was ‘intrinsically stressful and emotionally demanding’.2 But I can say that, at least to begin with, I enjoyed the challenge. It was such a high-pressure environment and there was a real camaraderie, once you’d earned the respect of your colleagues. You relied on each other to remain safe in a genuinely dangerous environment. In that sort of extremity, you learn a lot about people. All the layers you find in polite society are stripped away; there’s nowhere to hide.

And now, if you dare, I want to take you there.

I have never been one to sensationalise. I’m not especially brave or clever. I’m just an ordinary bloke who believes in doing the right thing when the right thing needs to be done.

Above all, I believe we should abide by the rules of a courtroom: to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

 

 

 

 



1 Find me another job where having shit thrown at you is so normal, it has a slang name (‘potting’).

2 Clements AJ, Kinman G, Hart J (2020) ‘Stress and wellbeing in prison officers’, in Burke R, Pignata S (ed(s).). Handbook of Research on Stress and Well-being in the Public Sector, edn,: Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd.
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