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‘Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing’

The Raven, Edgar Allan Poe


PREFACE

Prison officers are constantly reminded that we’re not privy to the bigger picture. And while that may be true, we are each privy to our own smaller picture, our experiences within the prison walls. And this is what this book is: twenty-eight years in the prison service as seen through my own eyes. Names and characteristics have been changed, including those of the constantly changing rota of staff, and dates and timelines have also been altered, but everything you’ll read happened. My opinions are of course my own. The language is, as you would expect, a little colourful, the violence intense and very real. This is the unsanitised reality of an ordinary prison officer’s life on the landings.

I should also point out that 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. Throughout, I have used the language and terminology of my time.


INTRODUCTION

The Secret Service

It was the escape that did it.

On 3 January 1995, three of the prison’s desperate inmates made an escape from HMP Parkhurst – inmates who were on my wing, D wing. They fashioned a home-made key, rumour had it from copying a member of staff’s keys, made a ladder and even a replica gun, and, once out, only the failure of their plan to steal a plane and get off the Isle of Wight led to their capture. Although they were safely behind bars once again within five days, their escape would have severe repercussions for both the prison and the people who worked there – and the aftershock would be felt all the way up to the highest levels of government.

I had a ringside seat from which to watch the various ranks point fingers, blame each other and attempt to stitch one another up. As Jim Royle from the TV show The Royle Family might have said, ‘Esprit de corps, my arse.’ It turned out that, rather ironically, the prison service took no prisoners when it came to covering its own. It would shaft anyone to save face and I saw good, honest, hard-working people of all ranks suffer the consequences for no other reason than that they were easy targets.

Up until then, I’d been on what I imagined was a slow but rewarding path up the ranks of the prison service. I had joined the service with every intention of making a career of it. I had envisaged a slow, steady climb through the ranks, from officer to senior officer, principal officer and then, with a bit of luck and hard work, maybe even on to governor grade. I had it all worked out and even as I sit here writing this, I’m astounded at my naivety.

That escape and its fallout sealed my future in the prison service. Not for me the back-stabbings and the cover-ups – that was a game that I simply wouldn’t and most definitely couldn’t play. But what I could do was take my place along the ranks of other prison officers, and do a job that was at times not only tough, terrifying and dangerous, but which was also filled with good humour, camaraderie and mutual respect – if the job was done right. And, as you’ll soon see, it wasn’t a job that was always done right. But it must have had something going for it, because it was a job I would continue in for another twenty-four years until I finally retired in 2019.

The prison service is very much a secret service. It exists in the shadows, away from the other major public services – the police, fire and National Health Service. How often does a political party campaign on prison reform, when they could be selling the panacea they’d provide to the NHS and to crime figures? After the crime comes the punishment, of course, but that’s the part that we like to keep out of sight and out of mind.

The only time any interest is shown in the prison service is when something goes badly wrong. The fallout from the Parkhurst escape saw MP Michael Howard, Home Secretary at the time of the escape, famously squirm before the repeated questioning from Jeremy Paxman on Newsnight – that’s how high that went. Escapes, strikes, deaths in prison are all newsworthy, but unfortunately a lot of the good stuff that is done within the prison walls goes unreported. An officer talking to and disarming a psychopath in his cell doesn’t make for a headline. Saving the life of a rapist or murderer is never going to hold the front page. And preventing an escape through teamwork and intelligence gathered by switched-on officers doing a difficult job under intensely demanding circumstances just isn’t on the same level as The Great Escape. On many occasions, the national media can’t even make up their minds what our actual job title is. Wardens? Guards? Warders?

On the other side of the scale, however, are the everyday horrors that the public aren’t exposed to. The suicide attempts, the blood – or claret, as we prefer to call it – the dirty protests, the violence and intimidation, the mental health issues and the desperation, the constant supply of synthetic drugs like spice filling up prisons with devastating consequences. Or the endless reams of paperwork and humdrum tick-box tasks, and trying to keep the peace at mealtimes.

But that’s the life of a prison officer. It’s certainly not a vocation or a calling. I’ve never heard anyone say, ‘When I grow up, I want to be a prison officer.’ I do, however, hear a lot of people say, ‘How on earth did I end up being a screw?’ Yet, for the first fifteen to twenty years in the job I can honestly say that I enjoyed it. The challenging nature of the job meant staff of every rank, from the governor grade to the OSG (Operational Support Grade – formerly a prison auxiliary), had a mutual respect. A respect born out of adversity. But, sadly, this respect has gradually become a thing of the past.

Staff shortages thanks to budget cuts have hit the prison service hard. These swingeing cuts, the effects of which began to be felt in 2010–11, have spiked incidences of violence, death, self-harm and drug abuse. It doesn’t take a genius to see that reducing government spending on a service that has seen its inmate population rise from 44,552 in 1993 to 83,295 in 2018 is going to have consequences.

I believe these consequences to be serious. The cuts are creating a powder keg that will one day explode. Many highly experienced prison officers have left the service and cultural changes in the service means officers are now swamped with paperwork. Not only that, but the system prioritises bureaucracy and box-ticking over skills that can only be acquired through years of working on a landing and dealing with some of the most dangerous and unscrupulous criminals in the country face to face. The warning signs are there in a system stretched to breaking point but, as is my experience in the prison service, this explosion will actually have to happen before anything will be done about it.

My desire to share the unvarnished truth about life as an ordinary prison officer inspired me to write this book. The danger, the fear, the teamwork, the humour – inevitably of the black variety – the famous and infamous inmates, and the everyday incidents that we soon learn to take for granted in the job. Everything you are about to read is the truth as I saw it. This is my honest, unvarnished account of my twenty-eight years as a screw.


PART I:

Inside Parkhurst


CHAPTER 1

Training

Here I was, just three weeks short of my thirty-second birthday, in prison. I’d left a perfectly good job to be here, been on the slow, steady path to promotion; my previous employer had even put me through college. But I didn’t want to work in an office, and the prison service looked interesting, challenging and rewarding – so much more than just a job.

Now, as the huge wooden gates slammed shut and I stood nervously waiting, I was beginning to wonder if I’d done the right thing. I thought about the opening scene of the television sitcom Porridge, in which the voiceover passes judgement on Norman Stanley Fletcher, played by Ronnie Barker, as ‘an habitual criminal’ and imposes a sentence of five years – before the gates of the fictional HMP Slade similarly slam shut.

Shrewsbury Prison was old and it showed. A large, imposing Georgian prison first built in the late 1700s, it was affectionately known to the locals as The Dana, owing to it having been built near the site of an even older prison, the medieval Dana Gaol. All sorts of thoughts were racing through my mind in this strange environment. So alien, so oppressive and so frightening – it was like entering the underworld, a place of misery, evil, hate and condemnation. It was, for some, quite literally the end of the road.

My senses were working overtime: the smell, the noise of the gates clanging shut and reverberating. I felt like a prisoner in my desperate thoughts, but thankfully I wasn’t alone.

There were five others in the same position as me, all as different as could be – a range of ages and sizes. None of them necessarily looked like I’d imagined a prison officer to look – but then I was pretty sure I didn’t look like a prison officer, either. How had they ended up here and why? A question they were probably asking of themselves. I scrutinised them carefully, trying to get the measure of each of them, weighing them up. Were they reliable? Were they as nervous as I was? Could I count on them and, above all, would we survive?

So began day one of our careers as prison officers, in the obligatory two-week introduction course, a sort of ‘try before you buy’ taster to gain a feel for what it was like to be ‘inside’. We had entered together and I hoped that we would get through this fortnight together.

When two prison officers eventually collected us, they looked pretty pissed off. Was it us? Or was that just what the job did to you? But we had little time to dwell on such thoughts, as we were inducted rapidly through the rules and regulations, and given our timetable for the next two weeks, which would always begin with a morning gym session. And we were presented with large blue notebooks, which we were instructed to fill out daily as a record of the day’s events.*

Each day we would visit a new section – the reception, segregation unit (Seg unit), the wings, healthcare (HCC), library, workshops – where we would observe, take notes, ask numerous stupid questions, get in the way and stick out like sore thumbs. If there was a problem or we heard an alarm bell, we were to remain where we were and not get involved. That was absolutely fine by me.

In our jackets and ties, hopelessly out of our depth, we did indeed stick out. We were easy targets. Sink or swim. Was this a deliberate ploy? I quickly realised that one of the skills required for self-preservation in the prison environment is the ability to blend in, look calm and act as if you know what you are doing. But it was a different world. Though I stand at over six feet tall and have always considered myself very capable of looking after myself on Civvy Street, the truth was that I was now shitting myself.

After surviving the first two weeks at HMP Shrewsbury, we spent a further nine weeks at the prison service training college at Newbold Revel, an impressive eighteenth-century country estate in Warwickshire. Training was split between classroom and practical lessons – with Control and Restraint (C & R), an approved technique for officers to control a violent, aggressive inmate physically – taking up much of this. This wasn’t just manhandling a violent inmate to the ground; it was a technique using wrist locks and other methods adopted from martial arts, which had to be perfected through practice. I’d always been capable of looking after myself, but this was something else entirely – a technique that required mastery. Our fitness levels were monitored and regular tests were set in both the theory and the practical. Having not signed up to join the military, I hadn’t counted on the almost daily marches that we would be subjected to.

The many ex-military types among us included squaddies, sailors, bootnecks (Royal Marines) and the RAF, who fortunately were only too happy to help those of us who had never marched anywhere or were born with two left feet. Some trainees were former prison auxiliaries* who had decided to become prison officers and, having a basic understanding of how the prison worked (though they didn’t work directly with any inmates), they were thankfully more than happy to answer any silly questions. It seemed everyone had a particular skill to share and, despite thinking I didn’t, a spell in the merchant navy as a deckhand had given me a grasp of the Phonetic Alphabet, which we were tested on.

Towards the end of the course we had to choose the prison where we wished to work. We had to provide three choices and we were by no means certain to get our first preference. I chose HMP Parkhurst, for a simple reason: its notoriety meant that it was one of the very few prisons I had even heard of. It housed the most dangerous, violent offenders in the country: gangsters, psychopaths, terrorists – the mad, the bad and the just plain evil. Funnily enough, Parkhurst was always crying out for new officers, so those of us who chose it got our first choice.

At the end of our nine weeks at Newbold Revel, there was no time to recover, gather our thoughts or sort out minor details like moving the family down to the new prison, or even finding out exactly where the prison was. I lived just outside Shrewsbury at the time with my wife and would have to relocate entirely to the Isle of Wight. We finished on the Friday and started work on the Monday – though it would be another couple of weeks before we were let loose on any actual prisoners.

 

 



* The contents of these notebooks, over the years, would form the basis of this book.

* Later known as Operational Support Grade (OSG).
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