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      Introduction

      NO ONE OLD ENOUGH to understand at the time will ever forget the address 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester, now synonymous with the ‘House of
         Horrors’ and surpassing in notoriety even 10 Rillington Place, home of serial murderer John Reginald Christie. Nor will they
         forget the macabre discoveries made at the family home, where body parts belonging to the victims of Rose and her husband
         Fred West were excavated from the cellar and garden.
      

      That said, I must have been one of the few people in the country who did not follow the story when the full horrors were first
         relayed into our living rooms some seventeen years ago. Yet, ironically, I had been working in prisons around this time where,
         with my colleagues, I was trying to understand what led women and young girls into various types of offending, and what might
         have helped prevent it.
      

      Some of the cases I had been dealing with, though rare amongst female offenders, were highly traumatic, i.e., child murder
         and paedophilia. After one particular case, I had begun to sleep with the light on. Alongside this, many of the women and
         girls I interviewed (serving a range of sentences from murder through to arson and burglary) had revealed stories to me on
         a daily basis of the abuse they’d experienced as children. As I began to understand the depths of depravity and cruelty that
         human beings were capable of inflicting on one another, I could not then bring myself to read about, or indeed listen to,
         what had happened to the victims at Cromwell Street. I walked out of a room whenever news of it came on TV, and turned over the
         pages of newspapers giving details of these most heinous of crimes. It may seem strange, a criminologist avoiding anything
         to do with what could undoubtedly be billed as the crime of the 20th century in Britain, but I really could not face it: enough
         was enough.
      

      As it was, Fred hanged himself before the case came to court and Rose was found guilty of ten of the murders. It wasn’t until
         many years later that, when stopping off in Gloucester, I took a shortcut from the shops to the car park and found myself
         on a paved walkway where the West house had once stood. This led to my pondering the case again and to wondering how a woman,
         and a mother at that, had come to commit such horrific crimes. This case exceeded that of Ian Brady and Myra Hindley and Beverly
         Allitt in terms of the number of victims involved, and Rose had even killed her own daughter and stepchild.
      

      In the light of the recent high-profile child-abuse cases involving Vanessa George, a nursery worker from Plymouth, and that
         of Baby Peter and his mother, Tracey Connelly (though, unlike Rose West, neither of these women are serial killers), I decided
         to revisit the case. What was it that made Rose a killer? How did an ordinary little girl grow up to become someone who enjoyed
         tormenting and torturing other young women before finally killing them? It was a deeply chilling prospect, but I had to know.
      

      Armed then with only the basics of the West case, I began my research. This included tracking down relatives, former neighbours,
         friends, victims and others who knew Rose during her formative years, and later as a teen mum. Some people felt able to speak
         about what had happened now that the dust had settled; others, understandably, wanted to forget. New information has come
         to light as a result, which is presented here and adds a further dimension to the story and to the phenomenon that is Rose
         West.
      

       Finally, I wish to take this opportunity to thank the many people who have helped me with this book. I am especially grateful
         to Dr Rajan Darjee, Consultant Forensic Psychiatrist at The Royal Edinburgh Hospital, who has been a great source of help
         and support in the writing of it, and Andrew and Jackie Letts for all their kindness and generosity, and with whom I feel
         I have been on a journey of discovery. I would also like to say a very big thank you to Gill Job, Rita New, Joy McConnell,
         Priscilla Cloke, Diane Glover, Caroline Roberts, Leo Goatley, the Blake family, Linda Margerison, Susan Greenhalgh, Rosemary
         Pritchard and the Newquay Old Cornwall Society, retired Inspector Bob Palmer and Inspector Julian Frost, as well as to all
         those who contacted me by various means, including those who wish to remain anonymous. A number of excellent books are cited
         in the text, which I recommend to the reader.
      

      Jane Carter Woodrow, 2011


      
      Prologue

      ONCE UPON A TIME, in a pretty village between Bideford and Westward Ho! in north Devon, a baby was born whose olive complexion, large dark
         eyes and shiny dark hair made her look like a beautiful exotic flower: an orchid rather than a rose. An innocent little child
         who was welcomed into the world by her parents, Bill and Daisy Letts, to take her place in the family as the youngest of five
         children, with three sisters and a brother to look out for her and to play with. The year was 1953 and the baby was named
         Rosemary, though later abbreviated to Rose, or ‘Rosie’, as the family called her.
      

      Except Northam wasn’t quite the picturesque place that features on chocolate boxes, nor did the family live in the best part
         of it. Yet, with its rugged coastline, wild common land and the closeness of the community, it was still a good place to grow
         up in. And if some babies are born under a lucky star, Rosie’s was blighted, and unlike a fairy tale, there was to be no happy
         ending but tragedy for so very many. Rose was obviously not alone in having a difficult childhood; countless others do, but
         they do not go on to kill, let alone become serial killers. It is also extremely rare for women to do so, and it would be
         easy to believe she had been complicit through coercion by Fred, or that she was nothing more than a cowering bystander, but
         this wasn’t the case. How then did young Rosie, an innocent child, grow up to become this hideous monster?
      

      To understand this I have retraced Rose’s footsteps from childhood into adulthood, with information obtained from various
         sources as well as expert opinion in some of its interpretation. As Rose’s young life began to unfold, it became an uncomfortable
         journey, but if we do not seek to understand, then we cannot prevent such appalling devastation from happening again.
      

      A former Home Secretary told Rose she will never be released from prison, but will end her days there. From the pigtailed
         child to the plump middle-aged woman sitting in a cell with her knitting needles busily clacking away, this is a portrait
         of Rose West: Britain’s most prolific female serial killer of our times.
      


      
      PART I

      Secrets and Lies: The Early Years


      
      1

      
      The Crimes

      
      ON 26 FEBRUARY 1994, the police, searching for a missing 16-year-old girl, Heather West, excavated the garden of a house in Gloucester where,
         a few days later, they unearthed a thigh bone from a hole beneath the patio.
      

      
      The pathologist, Professor Bernard Knight, reaching deep into another sludge-filled hole beneath pink and cream paving slabs,
         produced two more femurs. This led Knight to comment that either this was the world’s first three-legged woman, or the police
         now had two victims on their hands.
      

      
      Over the next few days, as the remains of yet more young women were discovered in small, vertical holes in the garden and
         beneath the concrete cellar floor, the public struggled to understand the events that had taken place at 25 Cromwell Street.
         At the same time, rumours began to surface that were as hideous as they were unbelievable: of abduction, sexual abuse and
         torture of the victims, before their young lives were cruelly cut short – all behind the façade of this very ordinary-looking
         family semi.
      

      
      Most of the victims had been in their makeshift graves for over twenty years, dating back to the seventies; for as long, in
         fact, as the pair who owned the house had been married. And as each appalling rumour was confirmed as fact, so this case became
         – and remains – the stuff of worst nightmares. Yet it is a nightmare from which we can never awake; the depths of depravity
         and suffering that humankind is capable of inflicting on one another remain forever etched in our collective psyche from that time; an emotional as well as forensic archaeology at 25 Cromwell Street.
      

      
      The pathologist had the grisly task of piecing together the heap of bones he’d collected to determine the number of victims
         involved, as well as their ages and sex. The cause of death was impossible to establish as the flesh had long since putrefied;
         thankfully, Professor Knight had no sense of smell. But as the excavation continued and further body parts were discovered,
         these revealed macabre indicators of what had happened to the victims before death.
      

      
      The remains still had fetters and gags in place; duct tape mummifying one victim’s head had a straw poked through the mask
         into a nostril, to allow just enough air to keep her alive during the torture; another had a wide leather belt strapped around
         her head and fastened beneath her chin. Most victims had been decapitated and one young woman had been scalped. In some cases,
         victims had been suspended from a hook in the ceiling to increase their pain before death, and at least one young woman had
         been kept alive for several days during the torture. All the bodies had been dissected and trophies kept of fingers, toes,
         kneecaps and other body parts which, to this day, have never been found. The victims had been dehumanised.
      

      
      Some years earlier, on Radio 4’s In the Psychiatrist’s Chair, Professor Knight had said, ‘I think the human race is pretty rotten. The more I see of it, the more rotten it becomes … We
         are a malignancy on the face of the earth.’
      

      
      This case could only have served to confirm his view and, unsurprisingly perhaps, he then went on to say how he preferred
         animals to human beings.
      

      
      By the time Professor Knight had assembled all the bones found at Cromwell Street and two other burial sites, the tally of
         victims had reached twelve. Identification of the bodies took some time as half the victims had not been reported missing,
         but they were all found to be the remains of girls and young women estimated to be between the ages of 15 and 25. They ranged from students passing through to young girls who had been in care,
         and others.
      

      
      Yet, incredibly, these most heinous and sickening of crimes were said to have happened at the hands of the friendly, middle-aged
         couple who owned the house: Rose and Fred West, the smiling assassins, whose names were to become forever linked with evil.
         At the time, as pictures of the couple appeared on every news media, showing Fred, a slight man with curly hair and a gap
         in his teeth, with his arm around his wife Rose, a dumpy housewife, it seemed absurd to even begin to contemplate the notion.
      

      
      But, more incredible still, when Fred West took his own life while on remand for the murders, it was widely held that the
         lesser charges brought against his wife would be dropped as there would not be enough evidence against her. Based on the fact
         that men are almost always the dominant partner in serial-killer relationships, many people believed that Rose would surely
         have been, at worst, complicit under coercion, possibly covering for her husband, who carried out the murders. But this wasn’t
         the case. The prosecution brought charges against Rose West for ten of the twelve murders for which Fred was to have faced
         trial, including one she was alleged to have carried out on her own while Fred was in prison. A woman standing trial for ‘stranger’
         murder is extremely rare, for serial murder is exceptionally so; and, as Rose pleaded ‘not guilty’, the public waited with
         bated breath for the outcome.
      

      
      What Constitutes a Serial Killer?

      
      Put simply, in the UK it is someone who kills a minimum of three victims on separate occasions with a ‘cooling-off’ period
         of at least thirty days between each death. (In the US it is defined as five murders over a set period of time.) A serial killer differs from a spree killer who kills a large number of people
         in a short space of time, usually in just a few hours and within the same geographical area. Spree killings also tend to be
         highly visible and usually result in the perpetrator killing themselves. These are cases such as the Dunblane tragedy, and,
         more recently, Derrick Bird in the Lake District, who slaughtered twelve victims within a few hours before turning the gun
         on himself. A serial killer is defined as someone like Peter Sutcliffe, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’, who murdered thirteen women
         over a five-year span, with a cooling-off period of a few weeks or months between each murder.
      

      
      Serial killers are also referred to as ‘addictive killers’. This is because, once they have passed the psychological and moral
         boundary of the first murder, they then develop a taste for it and, to satisfy their hunger, kill again. While a spree killer
         usually has a build-up of psychological problems that come to a head before they set off on the rampage with a gun, serial
         killers often operate by stealth, so that we do not even know they are there. Examples include Dennis Nilsen, Dr Harold Shipman
         and, of course, Fred and Rose West.
      

      
      The Rarity That Is Rose

      
      Aside from Rose West, there have been only three other cases of women standing trial for serial murder in the UK in modern
         times. They are Myra Hindley (who, like Rose West, acted with a male partner); Beverly Allitt, a nurse convicted in 1991 of
         killing children in her care: an ‘Angel of Death’; and Mary Wilson, an elderly woman in the north of England who killed a
         succession of husbands in the 1950s, falling into the category of a ‘Black Widow’. None of these were mothers like Rose and,
         in each of these cases, the tally fell far short of the ten murders for which Rose stood accused. And in the US and elsewhere across the globe there are fewer than a handful of such examples.
      

      
      Standing in the dock at Winchester Crown Court in November 1995, the plump, 42-year-old Gloucester housewife and mother of
         eight, in her frumpy skirt, sensible shoes and oversized spectacles, looked as if she’d be more at home addressing a Girl
         Guide meeting, or up to her elbows in flour, rolling out pastry for a steak and kidney pie, rather than on trial for serial
         murder. But because the murders took place over twenty years earlier, she hadn’t looked like this then – but had been a beautiful,
         slim, dark-haired teenager and young woman.
      

      
      Rose had always denied any knowledge of the murders and because there was no hard evidence against her – no one had seen her
         kidnap the girls or take them down into the cellar, and there wasn’t even a fingerprint to link them to her – the judge permitted
         the prosecution to try her on ‘similar fact’ evidence. This meant the jury would hear from other West victims whose attacks
         formed part of a pattern of behaviour repeated in the killings. A number of young women, all of whom had been lucky to escape
         with their lives from the Wests, then took to the witness stand, where they testified to Rose’s grooming or abduction of them,
         and her sadistic sexual attacks on them. Two of these young girls had been a test run for the couple’s appalling crimes, and
         all the victims spoke of Rose as having exceeded even the brutal excesses of her husband Fred. It was the grimmest of Grimm
         fairy tales.
      

      
      As the jury returned to give their verdict on each murder over a period of two days, Rosemary Pauline West stood rigidly before
         them, staring straight ahead. Each time the foreman was asked, ‘How do you find the defendant?’, his reply was the same: ‘guilty
         by a unanimous verdict’ of the murders of Lynda Gough (19), Carol Ann Cooper (15), Lucy Partington (21), Thérèse Siegenthaler(21),
         Shirley Hubbard (15),Juanita Mott (18), Alison Chambers (16), Shirley Robinson (18), Charmaine West (8) and Heather West (16).
      

      
      Rose was found not simply to have been an unsuspecting wife and victim of Fred, as she had maintained, but a primary player
         along with Fred in the murders of all the young women found at Cromwell Street, including her own daughter, Heather. In the
         case of her little stepdaughter, Charmaine, Rose was found to have killed her while Fred was in prison. This was at a previous
         address in Midland Road, Gloucester, where the remains of this once happy little girl were found buried beneath the concrete
         floor. The other victims had either worked for the couple or been plucked or lured off the streets by them, with Rose playing
         a leading role.
      

      
      However, as Rose continues to maintain her innocence, startling new evidence has recently come to light which appears to lay
         to rest her guilt or innocence in at least one of these murders. It is a shocking eyewitness account and included in this
         book.
      

      
      As the judge sentenced Rose to ten terms of life imprisonment for the murders, he told her, ‘If attention is paid to what
         I think, you will never be released.’ The gallery then erupted into cries of ‘Hear, hear!’
      

      
      Staring blankly back at him from behind her large plastic-framed glasses, the defendant was then taken down and driven away
         from the baying mob, to spend the rest of her days behind bars. Yet Rosemary Pauline West had once been a young girl full
         of hopes and dreams for the future, just like her victims. She’d even had a plan … Where did it all go wrong? And could it
         have turned out any differently?
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