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Introduction

‘NO MOBILE PHONES, no chewing gum, no alcohol, no guns.’ 

The list of prohibited items outside the prison: a big white-and-blue sign showing pictures of the things you can’t bring in, positioned right outside the gate. 

I remember thinking on my first day how the last one was a bit unnecessary. Because obviously, no one is going to try to bring a gun into a high-security jail. 

Except, in 1994, someone did. 

In fact, it was two guns, eight rounds of ammunition, three detonators and a quantity of Semtex explosives. These items were hidden inside the Special Secure Unit (SSU) of HMP Whitemoor, an area colloquially known as the ‘prison within a prison’, and from which it was considered impossible to escape. But on the night of Friday 9 September 1994, six of the ten prisoners in the SSU did escape. They used bolt croppers, rope ladders and torn bedsheets. They scaled wire fences, inner walls and outer walls, and made it to the fields surrounding Whitemoor. They weren’t opportunistic; they weren’t lucky. They were members of the IRA, and they were meticulous in their planning. Even now, nearly thirty years on, it’s unclear exactly how they got the contraband in. 

Fortunately, all of them were caught within a few hours – though not before a prison officer had been shot. 

I knew all of this from my training course. I knew that I was standing only metres from where the bullet was fired, wearing a uniform only slightly modernised from the one that officer would have been wearing. I knew a prison dog had also been shot in the chase that ensued, and that a kilogram of explosives was later found in the grounds of the prison. But I pushed all of that to the back of my mind. The eight-metre-high perimeter wall is intimidating enough. So I told myself that it was a different era. An escape as audacious and violent as that surely couldn’t happen now. 

It’s been more than ten years since my first day as a prison officer, but I can take myself back there in a second. I can hear the crunch of the grit as I walk from my car to the prison gatehouse, and I can smell the rock salt spread over the path outside. I can feel the heaviness of those clumpy black boots, fat laces and starched leather, the Prison Service crest woven into the tongue, the toe curved like a bulbous chin. The way the stiff material rubbed on my heel. I can remember the queue of prison staff waiting to be searched, the scuffed boots of the officer in front of me, the way my key chain gleamed with newness compared to his. And I can remember how dry my mouth was, how nervous I felt.

I knew what kind of prison officer I wanted to be. I wanted to be like Tom Hanks’s character in The Green Mile, or Officer Patterson from Prison Break. Although I was new to this role, I wasn’t entirely new to prison. I’d spent much of the last two years volunteering at a Young Offenders Institution, Littlehey in Huntington, mentoring teenage boys serving short sentences. I’d had a glimpse of how different officers worked and how they treated the prisoners in their care. So often, it seemed that the ones most respected around the prison were the ones who raised their voices the least. They were firm but fair, tough but kind. And they seemed to enjoy their jobs. That’s how I imagined myself being if I were to become an officer. Looking back, I was shamefully naïve, but I was also curious and keen and determined. 

So much time was being done behind this wall, so much life was being lived in one place. The tabloids say prison is hell on earth one day and a holiday camp the next, but I wasn’t convinced by either claim. I’d lived half an hour from Whitemoor for my entire life, yet before I applied for the job, I’d never even known it was there. Since the escape almost twenty years before, Whitemoor had barely been in the news. The officers at the Young Offenders Institute had told me it was because lifers’ prisons were different. They said that those prisons were quieter, more settled – until, of course, they were not. Those same officers told me that on the rare occasions when things did go wrong at Whitemoor, they went very wrong – yet I’d heard next to nothing about this maximum-security prison holding 400 of the country’s supposedly most dangerous men. Whitemoor seemed like a strange paradox, as if it was simultan­eously there but not there. Hidden in plain sight. The place both fascinated and unnerved me, and I wanted to see inside. 

***

The queue inches forward, closer to the list of prohibited items and the staff enforcing it. Operational support grades, or OSGs, as they’re known. As I enter the gatehouse, there is a room to my left that feels a bit like an office, with computers and filing cabinets and people clutching mugs of coffee. It looks like any other office – except they stand behind panes of bulletproof glass. To my right is the searching area. A pile of trays is stacked next to an X-ray machine, a smaller version of the conveyor belts you see in airports. I copy the officer in front of me and put my boots, bag, fleece and wristwatch in a tray. OSGs are the rank below officer, but they’re integral to the fabric of prison life. Prisons couldn’t run without them. If a weapon – or a phone or drugs – is going to get into a prison, it needs to get past the OSGs. They’re the front line. 

And the one searching me isn’t taking any chances. She waits for me to walk through the X-ray portal, then snaps on some blue gloves. The underwire in my bra has set off the alarm. She searches my waistband, the cuffs of my shirt, my collar and my pockets, and uses a handheld metal detector to check there’s nothing hidden in my socks. Another OSG searches my boots, fleece and backpack by hand, then passes them through the X-ray machine. It’s the same process for everyone, from civilians to the governing governor. And at 6.45 on a Monday morning, there’s a lot of people to get through. 

There’s been a lot of build-up to this moment for me. Six weeks of training and two years of volunteering. But now that I’m here, the adrenaline and nervous excitement is starting to drain away. In its place, I realise I’m beginning to feel distinctly uncomfortable. It’s not the physicality of the place, it’s not the bulletproof glass or rigorous searching procedures, it’s the sudden realisation of what I’m about to do and where I’m doing it. Because Whitemoor isn’t Littlehey. The men inside don’t need someone to help them write their CV or plan how to budget. I’m not a volunteer anymore. I’m not a well-meaning civilian popping in for a few hours every week, with no disciplinary obligations. I’m conscious of just how new I look, my boots fresh out the box and my belt unmarked. Suddenly, I don’t feel excited. I feel scared. The uniform feels big and ill-fitting on me. The responsibility does, too.

More gates, doors, cameras, ID checks. I lose count of the number of times I show my ID: to the OSG sitting behind a flimsy-looking desk who takes my tally, the little wooden disc with my staff number printed on it, and swaps it for a bunch of keys; to the senior officer curious as to why he’s never seen me before; and to the staff in the control room, who stop me at each camera and check my face matches the picture on my ID. Many of the gates have small cameras installed; OSGs watch every person approaching and make sure they are who they say they are before releasing the electronic lock. It quickly becomes apparent that the wrong person getting in could be just as dangerous as the wrong person getting out.

‘Clip your keys on to your chain now.’ The guy next to me gives me a friendly nudge. ‘Never leave the gatehouse until they’re attached. Security.’

Security. That’s what everything comes back to. It’s the reason the outer buildings are all one storey, even though they’re still an impossible leap from the perimeter wall. It’s the reason all the corridors are identical, long stretches of brown linoleum and brick walls and rusting window frames and bars upon bars upon bars, stretching forward like rows of frozen soldiers. If a prisoner ever did manage to breach his residential wing, he’d be unsure which way to turn. 

‘First day already?’ the officer asks me, as we step out of the gatehouse and into the open air. I recognise him from my induction week, before I went away for six weeks of training. His name is Brian, and he’s been an officer here for nearly twenty years. Most of the staff have been in the job for a similar length of time. Everyone around me has that easy confidence of knowing this place inside out, as if it’s an ordinary workplace, as if there aren’t coils of barbed wire cutting into the sky. We pass through turnstiles activated by biometrics, my hand shaking a little as I press my fingerprint to the scanner, the cold stinging my cheek. 

‘So, how was training? You can forget everything you learned there; the reality’s nothing like they tell you.’ His smile is so broad that it fills his whole face. It puts me at ease. ‘You’ve been assigned to A Wing, haven’t you? Come on, I’ll take you there.’

We walk side by side through a vehicle compound where the vans have ballistic armour, past where the batons and fish knives are held, through a maze of fenced walkways, past the little postbox on the wall, in which staff put security reports, and through more long corridors, which look out on to exercise yards. Cameras everywhere. Cameras and gates and bars, keys and chains and boots. People coming in, no one going out. 

We come to a junction in the corridor: like the one outside the jail, the signs are blue and white, with crisp lettering. Welcome to A Wing. 

‘You ready?’ Brian looks back at me. That smile again. 

I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m ready. 

I was twenty-two when I became a prison officer. It might seem like a strange career choice, especially for a young woman, but I was at a strange time in my life. Most people I knew were finding jobs after graduating, but I’d dropped out of my English degree after two months. University wasn’t for me. I was desperately homesick, I didn’t fit in with the nightlife culture, and I struggled with the constant influx of new people and new situations that everyone else seemed to find effortless. So I came home. I had a few different jobs around this time, trying to find something that resonated. I did stints in admin, recruitment and sales, but the only thing I stuck with was bar work, at the same place I’d been glass-collecting since I was seventeen. 

It certainly wasn’t a university education, but it was an education of sorts. The regulars who started with a Scotch at 8am taught me to listen and not judge. The ones who turned ugly after too much lager taught me to pick the battles worth having. The white powder left on the baby-changing table taught me that people will snort cocaine anywhere. My female manager taught me how to read a room, how to watch out for the men with wandering hands, and how to placate the ones who didn’t like to be told no. I didn’t know it at the time, but these were important skills. They served me well on Saturday nights in a packed bar, and they would serve me well on the landings in prison. 

Working in the bar was fun and there were a lot of good times, but I don’t remember being particularly happy. In fact, I felt a bit lost. I’d thought that life would be different after I left school, that the world would suddenly open up now that I had my independence, but it hadn’t. Instead, I was a uni dropout, still living in the same town I’d lived in my whole life. I felt stuck. 

I looked up local volunteering opportunities as a way of trying to alleviate these feelings. The mentoring role at HMYOI Littlehey was one of the first I saw, and I knew immediately that I wanted to apply. Here was something ­different, something unknown. And from the moment I started, I loved it. I felt committed to the young men I worked with, and I enjoyed the practical side of things: helping them to set up bank accounts or applying for a provisional driver’s licence, for example. Becoming a prison officer felt like a natural next step. I knew that putting on a uniform would change things, but I still believed that the parts of mentoring I enjoyed so much, the relationship-building and the problem-solving, would be there in my new role. 

I became a prison officer hoping to do good, to be compassionate and kind. And though there were undoubtedly moments where I fell short, I believe that, for the most part, I was all those things. But there was a lot I didn’t know at the beginning. I thought I would see some version of evil, whatever that is, but it’s one thing to wonder about it and another to see a home-made weapon plunged into someone’s body. I also didn’t expect to see so much good. I didn’t know just how brave people can be. I didn’t know that the people I’d meet inside would strengthen my faith in humanity as well as shake it, that their stories would shape how I see real life and what it means to be free. I didn’t know how stress can infiltrate every part of you, or how prison can stay with you, even when you walk out of the gate. Sometimes the bars follow you home. The IRA prisoners planned how to get out, but not how to stay out.

What follows is the story of the past decade of my life as a prison officer, and the mosaic of people, places and situations I encountered. It’s the story of what happens when the alarm bell goes, but also of what happens after, when the sound still echoes in your head. It’s the story of a young woman navigating what is an overwhelmingly male-dominated environment, and how loyalty can be found in the strangest of places. And it is an exploration of our modern-day prison system, and how jails are now, as ever, both a microcosm and reflection of society. Unsurprisingly, then, you will find that mental health, drugs and gang violence are all prominent themes in this book. But so are resilience, friendship and kindness. 

The majority of prisoners in the UK will be released, and they will be released into our cities, towns and villages. Into your street and your community. It makes sense for us all to know what goes on behind those eight-metre-high walls, and to be invested in it, too. It could be your father, mother, child or friend who ends up there one day, or maybe even you. Walking the landings is not easy, for an officer or a prisoner. 

If I could speak to that twenty-two-year-old woman now, I would tell her to hold her head a little higher and have confidence in herself. I would tell her that, for all her anxieties about violence and how to manage when the lights start flashing, she already has the skills to both defuse and confront those situations. I think most of us do. I have learned that empathy and respect go a long way, among both staff and prisoners, and we do ourselves a huge disservice when we abandon that way of thinking. I have learned that prison officers deserve far more credit than they are given, but also that a uniform itself does not guarantee emotional intelligence.

There is no question that I am a better person as a result of my time as an officer. I am braver, less judgemental and more understanding. But I am also more cynical, perhaps even a little paranoid, and painfully aware of the utter depravity of which some humans are capable. Despite this, I am so grateful for everything I have learned in this most incredible of jobs, and for the amazing people with whom I have had the privilege of working. Prisons are very tough places to work and live (I can confirm they are not, in fact, holiday camps), and I hope this book can be a testament to that and to the things that really go on inside, both wonderful and devastating. 

It would not have been possible to write this book without changing names, places, genders, offences and other identifying features. Although everything I’ve written happened, some characters and incidents have been amalgamated, and I have changed details out of respect for those who would prefer that their stories remain hidden. For every incident that has an element of closure, there will be many more that remain ongoing. It may be uncomfortable to hear about the ways in which people suffer and try to survive, and the fact that some don’t, but maybe that’s the point. Prisons shouldn’t be somebody else’s problem. Perhaps the most uncomfortable truth of all is that you may recognise yourself in some of the people featured on these pages. There’s something reassuring about the idea of people in prison being inherently bad, even evil, because then they become inhuman, the very antith-esis of what we are. It makes it acceptable to not care about the people locked up and the ones holding the keys, because they’ll never be us and their lives have no bearing on ours. 

But that’s not how it works. We’ve all driven too fast, drunk too much, checked our phones behind the wheel, maybe even thrown a punch on a night out. Life can change in a second; the consequences can last far longer. It might be nice to think that we’re nothing like the ones doing time, but a dirty mirror is a mirror, all the same. Even if you don’t like what you see. 
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