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About the Book

Gripping, inspiring and at times shocking, In Pursuit of the Truth is a warts-and-all account of modern day policing – seen through the eyes of a man who has dedicated his life to making a difference.

Former Detective Chief Inspector Clive Driscoll made his reputation solving the unsolvable. Most famous for finally securing the convictions for the murderers of Stephen Lawrence in 2012, Clive’s prodigious rise through the ranks of the world’s most famous police force, the Met, saw him head up some of the most high profile units at Scotland Yard.

Clive has dedicated his 35-year career to unearthing the truth. This is his brutally honest story.


About the Author

Born in Battersea in 1951, Clive Driscoll is a former Detective Chief Inspector for the Met police, retiring in May 2014 after an illustrious 35 year career. With a legacy of tackling ‘cold’ and unsolvable cases, Clive is most famous for securing the convictions for the 1993 murder of Stephen Lawrence. Now working as a police consultant for his own company, 1 is 2 many Ltd., the money he receives helps to fund the three charities he supports: The Stephen Lawrence Charitable Trust, helping families who feel they have not received justice; True Honour, helping families who have been the victims of honour-based violence; and The Paracelsus Trust, helping traumatised victims in allegations of historic abuse. Clive lives in Surrey with his wife, and has five children and seven grandchildren. 
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For my mum, Christine Helen Rose Driscoll and my brother, Barry Leslie Driscoll. Without them, I would not be where I am today.

To Alfred and Doreen Laurence, I will never be able to repay you.


Foreword

In Pursuit of the Truth gives its reader a snapshot of what it was like in the 80s and 90s for a police officer working in South London at the time, and Clive Driscoll’s no-holds-barred description of those who he had been in contact with.

I found it amazing that some officers would put so many obstacles in the way of someone who wanted to catch criminals, but this book outlines the fairness in the job that Clive was trying to do for individuals. This always came across to me too.

Clive’s book gives the reader in-depth knowledge into how he worked; his methodology of getting to the truth. For victims, they need an officer with integrity, someone who cares about them and what they are going through, and this is what you get with Clive.

Reading this book throws light on some of the problems that happened in my own case; that botched job has been well documented over the years. But it is not just my case that suffered from a lack of commitment from officers. How many families have suffered over the years from police incompetence and, in some cases, lack of commitment to the job? The public want to have the trust and confidence in the police force because, as we know, we need them to protect and uphold the law. There needs to be a continued root and branch into the history of police misdemeanour in order to turn the police force around, and to get public support and encourage young people to join the police.

Doreen Lawrence, Baroness Lawrence of Clarendon, OBE June 2015

In April 1993, my son Stephen Lawrence was stabbed and brutally murdered when he was on his way home in Eltham, London. This murder was to change my family’s lives forever.

In the beginning, we spent a few years being frustrated and pushed around. A number of assumptions were made by police officers about my son and my family. Some told lies, possibly to cover for others who might have been complicit in protecting those who were suspected of my son’s murder. Others were seen as corrupt, and allegedly in the pockets of known criminals and drug dealers. To this day, some of those suspicions have not gone away.

We were accused of using the murder of Stephen to promote a secondary agenda to seek publicity for ourselves and to create a state of distrust and a loss of confidence in the Metropolitan Police. There was so much concern about our quest for justice that the Home Office used a secret force, the Special Demonstration Squad (SDS) to infiltrate the legitimate campaigns my family and other families had organised, in order to gather intelligence and possibly even distract and smear some campaigns to stop us from getting justice. This process was not limited to just the Met but across some police forces across the UK as well.

My family was, however, not deterred by the lack of support from the police service and their attempts to discourage us. We started to make inroads into what was a strongly resistant environment and we were against huge powerful authorities who were not willing to be defeated by a small unrelenting black family.

We worked hard with the support of lots of people, including very dedicated police officers who recognised the need to investigate what had then become seen as a racist murder and to tackle the endemic issues which existed in society as well as within the Met.

One such fine police officer was Detective Chief Inspector Clive Driscoll. He took over what became the Stephen Lawrence Investigation and was very determined to tell my family the truth. He gave us a commitment that he would do everything in his power to secure a conviction for the murderers of my son.

It became patently clear right from the start that Clive had a great deal of integrity, a drive to put criminals behind bars and was determined to interrogate all the available evidence again and again. As a result, he identified new crucial evidence – including photographs of the then suspects disposing of evidence and blood specks on a jacket – which was eventually used to jail two men.

Clive Driscoll helped my family and I to regain some of the lost confidence in the Met, due to the way he treated us. He understood the need for us to have a proper investigation for the murder of our son. He did not hide behind the need to save the blushes of the Met and other police forces by managing the truth. He even sometimes put his own position at risk because he felt he needed to go to where the evidence and the investigation led him.

My family and I feel wholly vindicated by our commitment to secure justice for Stephen. This was made possible by lots of people but Clive Driscoll contributed hugely, making it possible for us to have a successful trial and secure a conviction.

In the end we achieved some justice, but it is only some justice.

It is a great privilege to write a foreword for this book, which I hope captures the great effort made by people like Clive who dedicate their lives to fighting crime and securing justice for people who are entitled to it, sometimes in the face of great resistance.

Thank you, Clive for your contribution to policing in the UK.

Neville Lawrence, OBE June 2015


PROLOGUE

What Is Wrong With Me?

‘What, what, nigger!’

It was 10.30 p.m., Thursday 22 April 1993, when one of the five white youths charging across Well Hall Road in Eltham, south London, yelled those words at the two young black men walking on the other side of the street. Three people at the bus stop saw them. One of the two young men saw them. But the other, the one wrapped up for winter even though it was a mild April night, didn’t budge. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t alter his path.

Stephen Lawrence wasn’t the type of lad to run away if he’d done nothing wrong. If he had been, like his good friend, Duwayne, he would probably be alive today. Completely unprovoked, one, possibly two, of the white men stabbed Stephen, both times from behind. A more cowardly act cannot be imagined.

The first incision, delivered at frightening pace with a downward ‘bowling’ arm action, plunged into the boy’s left shoulder, ripping through his clavicle and severing a main artery.

The second jab went in, vertically, under the left arm. The blade was wide, five inches long and razor sharp, slicing everything in its path. When the knife was withdrawn, Stephen’s blood was already gushing out.

The assailants were like a pack of hunting dogs but Stephen was strong and fast. He tore away from them and chased after Duwayne to safety. It was the most natural thing in the world. But it was also the worst thing he could have done: the quicker he ran, the harder his heart pumped.

And the more blood he lost.

He collapsed 120 yards later, his arms useless at his side. As he looked up at Duwayne, he asked, ‘What is wrong with me?’

Those were young Stephen’s last words.

Stephen Lawrence was pronounced dead at Brook Hospital in Shooter’s Hill an hour later. In truth, his life was over from the moment the first knife had entered his body. Either blow would have killed a man. Both merely guaranteed his fate.

The attackers, according to the witnesses and the dozens of anonymous tip-offs that came in during the next few days, were the area’s notorious Acourt Gang: five lads who took pleasure in intimidating locals, more often than not anyone of a different race or colour to them. Their track record of violence and terror in and around Eltham spoke volumes.

The newspapers didn’t give the crime much priority. What was the value of another black kid? He was probably in a gang or dealing drugs. That was the story doing the rounds. But the story was wrong. Stephen was an 18-year-old architecture student. He loved football, not drugs. He had friends, not gang runners. He was a lovely, normal lad from a lovely, normal family who happened to be black.

The media might not have been interested but I heard enough from my desk in Brixton to know it was solvable. A stream of information had been coming in since Stephen’s death, and the potential for forensic evidence had to be good. From a distance it seemed like a straight-forward outcome, and I almost envied the murder team that would be on it.

How wrong can you be?


CHAPTER ONE

There’s Always a Next Time

‘Good evening, all.’

From the moment the crackling black-and-white image of Jack Warner delivered those words on a Saturday night, until he wrapped up 30 minutes later with his regular sign-off of ‘Goodnight, all’, you could hear a pin drop in our house. Everything stopped for TV’s first police drama, Dixon of Dock Green.

If there’s been a greater influence on me outside my own family, then I can’t place it. Sergeant George Dixon, the kindly old gent with the downward-pointing triple arrows on his epaulettes, fascinated me. He was so twinkly eyed and friendly, but he struck fear into the hearts of the low-level criminals in the Dock Green area: bike thieves, blackmailers, bank robbers – you name it – every wannabe Big Time Charlie in Dixon’s vicinity knew they’d met their match with the Sarge. A mob doing over a bakery before the early crusts had risen? There was George to save the village’s buns. On the hunt for a missing child – no one was better at getting information from witnesses because who didn’t want to speak to Dixon of Dock Green?

He didn’t carry a gun, he didn’t drive a fast car – in fact, he wheeled around on a pushbike most of the time, his cape flapping in the breeze. But what George Dixon did have was a sense of community, of putting people first, of knowing what was right and wrong. Some of the other people he brushed up against – officers and criminals alike – were a bit flash, a bit full of themselves or smug. George was never like that. He was fair. He was kind. He had a way with him that put you at ease, even from the other side of the TV set.

And, in 1979, I wished I’d never set eyes on him.

I wasn’t exactly thinking of old George when I got on the tube at Morden more than 40 years ago. Nor was he specifically in my thoughts when I emerged, a little lost, an hour later at Colindale. But since Dixon was the inspiration for me applying to join the ‘Force’, the reason I was lugging a suitcase along Aerodrome Road towards the Metropolitan Police Training College, and the reason I was about to start 17 gruelling weeks away from home, at least part of the sense of dread in the pit of my stomach could be pinned on him. Which was only fair, he’d have to see that.

The Peel Centre they call it now, named after the Met’s founding father, Lord Robert Peel, although most coppers just refer to it as ‘Hendon’. Whatever its name, I knew I was close when I saw the three dark tower blocks looming towards me, about as welcoming as something from a Hammer Horror film. All they needed was a lightning storm around the top and the sound of wolves howling. To this day, I still break out in a cold sweat whenever I have to go there. Back then, I almost turned on my heels. I certainly stopped and asked myself the same question I’d been anguishing over throughout the long trip north: Should I be doing this?

In the entrance hall of the middle tower block, sitting behind a table that looked like it had been put there as a temporary desk many years earlier, a roly-poly geezer in the blue police sweater was thumbing through a paperback.

I hadn’t been expecting anyone to rush over with open arms but I did think the bloke might actually acknowledge my presence. He did when I coughed.

Without looking up, he said, ‘Name?’

‘Driscoll, Clive.’

He grunted and, with one last glance at his thriller, picked up a scuffed clipboard and started rifling through the dozen or so pages fastened to it.

‘Driscoll, was it?’

‘That’s right.’

Another grunt, then he reached into a box and gave me a key.

‘Fourth floor,’ he said. ‘Breakfast is at seven, be down at nine for enrolment.’

I stood there. Was that it? ‘Anything else?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, don’t be late.’

Then his nose went back in the tatty Len Deighton and, as far as he was concerned, I ceased to exist.

Things weren’t much friendlier up on the fourth floor. If it’s possible for a room to have a personality, then mine had modelled itself on the grumpy bastard downstairs. Bed, desk, wardrobe and sink; so stark it was almost monosyllabic. If it could have ignored me, it would have. As for the colour, it was as though autumn had come early. Everything was a muddy blend of orangey-brown, including the walls, which, judging by the noise coming through them, couldn’t have been much thicker than the lick of slurry-coloured paint covering them. I couldn’t tell if it was my next-door neighbour or an inmate five doors down, but someone was having a right old party.

I sat on the edge of the narrow bed, head in my hands, trying to drown out Studio 54 next door. What was wrong with me? Wasn’t this what I’d always dreamed of doing? You can’t be a copper without training. Even George Dixon – my fictional hero – would have had to go through something like this.

But did he have as much to lose as me?

Suddenly the revellers got a bit louder and I was aware of a commotion in the corridor. Does anyone do ‘happy’ like a bunch of 18-year-olds? There was no trouble, no swearing or fighting; just the sheer unbridled joy of a bunch of lads away from their homes, off the leash probably for the first time in their lives, letting it all hang out.

A thump on the door got me up.

‘Mate, come and have a drink!’ someone shouted from outside.

Here we go.

I opened the door and, if I’m honest, the party died right then. One second I was looking at a dozen or so pimply teenage faces, laughing and joking without a care in the world; the next I was seeing what confusion looked like in human form.

To their credit, the lads’ smiles stayed, but they were frozen. One of them might even have sworn.

‘We wondered if you was coming out for a bevy?’ one of them, a Liverpudlian kid, managed to get out. ‘You know, all the new recruits together, and that?’

Bless you for going through with it.

‘No, you’re all right, lads. I’m going to find a phone, call home, then turn in for the night.’

‘OK, nice one.’

He tried not to sound relieved but the smile gave him away.

I couldn’t blame him or any of them. After all, what group of kids wants to go out on the lash with somebody’s dad?

Dixon of Dock Green wasn’t the only inspiration for me joining the Met. I’m actually quite sad to admit that in 1979 there was another much more basic force behind my decision to apply to Hendon.

Money.

In 1979 I was nearly 30 years old. (No wonder my teenage neighbours looked like they’d seen a ghost when they caught sight of my vizog. To them I could have been 50.)

Age brings responsibilities and, as a husband and father I had them in droves. I needed to put food on the table, clothes on the backs of four people. A policeman’s salary at the time was actually a very tidy pay packet, even before the new prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, started bumping it up over the next few months. We were barely out of the old Labour government’s ‘Winter of Discontent’, the Irish National Liberation Army had claimed Airey Neave’s life in the House of Commons car park, the Irish Republican Army were weeks from assassinating Lord Mountbatten and the country was suffering the worst strikes since the 1920s. To the politicians and the public the police had never been more vital.

But to my family, I was vital, too.

The look on my son Robert’s face when I’d packed my suitcase had stayed with me all day. Little Bonita, still in nappies, had had no idea what was going on. But Robert, at four years old, had twigged that something was up and I’d had to say I was going away. I wasn’t sure if he’d understood but he’d soon realise when I wasn’t there the next day, or the day after or the day after that. The thought of him being sad was more than I could bear; the thought of him getting used to me not being there was even worse.

No kid should feel abandoned by his dad. And I should know…

I was born on 24 February 1951 in the women’s hospital on Nightingale Lane, south Clapham, to Christine and Dennis Driscoll.

Mum’s dad, Bob Vacher, had been a civil servant in the Foreign Office, but with five kids money had been tight: when Bob had a pork chop for his tea, Mum and her two brothers and two sisters would just get his gravy and be happy with it, because there was nothing else.

I’d say they were proper Clapham working class but then Dennis Driscoll, my father, entered the picture and showed them what real working class was. Dennis came from a long line of steelworkers and what they used to call ‘pipe fitters’ – plumbers we’d say today – from a village in Monmouthshire on the South Wales borders. The menfolk would work hard and drink hard and the women would do the rest – although everyone had their breaking point. When Grandad Driscoll used to stagger home from the pub blinding drunk, he’d open the front door, chuck his hat in and wait. If the hat stayed in, he could enter. If it came flying back out, that was the cue to find somewhere else to sleep that night. Grandad married twice and his second wife was cruel to my father, to say the least.

Grandad Driscoll had settled in Monmouthshire for the work. Originally, he was from Tipperary – which, as the song says, is a very long way – or so he told me. Other members of the family said it was Cork. Like a lot of the Irish, he’d dropped the ‘O’ from O’Driscoll on the way over to help blend in, but since you couldn’t walk past his house without copping a ‘Top o’ the morning’ or ‘Bejeesus!’ or two, I’m not sure it was the best piece of undercover work I’ve ever seen.

Still, like father like son, and when work led my dad east in the late thirties, he ended up in London, where he met my mum. I think they were getting along quite nicely, nothing too serious, but when World War II started and Dennis’ name came up on the draft list, it forced their hand into marriage. They both thought he’d never come back. A wedding seemed the perfect send-off.

But come back he did – although only in body. Everyone agreed Dad was a changed man. Who wouldn’t be after five years at war? My parents tried to make a go of it and my brother, Barry, was born in 1946 as proof of that. Dad’s work took him here and there over the next few years, but they were together long enough for me to appear five years later. Was I an accident? You could say that. Mum was devastated to discover herself pregnant; Dad wasn’t too happy about it either and skedaddled back to Wales for good. The first time I saw him I was five years old.

You can’t miss what you’ve never had, so Dad not being there didn’t affect me, not like it did Barry. A five-year-old losing their father is devastating: till the day he died in 2000, I don’t think Barry ever quite got over it. Mum was the same. She never stopped loving Dad to the end and wouldn’t think of remarrying, even when he found someone else who adored him and had another child, Paul, our half-brother. Even as a single parent, Mum spoilt me rotten. She confessed later it was out of guilt of having not wanted me.

I didn’t mind. I liked being spoilt.

So, yes, it was all a bit messy and, without Nan and Grandad Vacher – and, of course, George Dixon – in our corner, I don’t know what we’d have done.

I’d have to say the Sarge and my grandad were probably equally responsible for instilling in me a moral code and a sense of fairness which has stayed with me to this day. But there was only one of them who could put food in our stomachs, so Grandad just shades it. A remarkable fella. Shot in the arm during the Battle of the Somme – which was incredible when you consider how many men weren’t that lucky – he was the one I turned to for advice or support. Mum used to work 12 hours a day at the St John’s Hospital just to make ends meet, which meant looking after us was impossible. There wasn’t the benefits system back then so without her parents, my brother and I would have been taken into care. Thousands of post-war babies went through the same thing when their dads didn’t return.

Throughout my early years we all shared a house in Galveston Road, Putney. We had the ground floor and Nan and Grandad had upstairs, although us boys flitted between the two. My strongest memory of living there is seeing Uncle Bob, Mum’s brother play the piano at parties. I asked him to teach me once but he said he was too busy, so the old man who lived next door stepped in. Even though the piano was horrendously out of tune, he showed me three chords – G, D and C – and said, ‘You can play any song in the world with those.’ It’s a lesson that’s served me well my entire life, and tinkling the ivories has always been a good stress reliever in difficult times.

After Galveston Road we all moved one street along to Mexfield Road, us taking number 82 while my grandparents had 72.

I don’t remember ever rowing with my brother, probably because of the age difference. Most of my memories of him are pretty happy. One in particular is a bit of both. I remember Barry taking me to the flicks when I was about six or seven. He was at senior school by then and we ran into a few older lads who obviously knew him. Nothing was said but I felt my brother tense up till they passed by. Then, during the film, he went to the toilet. I waited and waited and he didn’t come back, which I thought was odd because movies were a real treat for us – you didn’t miss a second if you could help it. So off I went, concerned and cross in equal measure, to the gents to find him – and there he was being beaten up by the older lads. I was tiny and as much use against them as a chocolate teapot, but that didn’t stop me charging at them, screaming to leave my brother alone. I caused such a row that the usherette came marching in and told everyone off.

Afterwards Barry wouldn’t talk about it. He just said, ‘You shouldn’t have done that. You could have been hurt.’

‘I never thought about it,’ I replied.

‘Well, you should next time.’

‘There won’t be a next time,’ I said, ever the optimist.

‘There’s always a next time with people like them.’

It turned out this gang always took the mickey out of Barry because he wore short trousers. The thing was, he knew Mum couldn’t afford to buy him anything else while they still fitted so he’d kept quiet and put up with the grief.

From that day I had a hatred for bullies that has never left me. In fact, you could argue that I only joined the police as a way of getting back at them.

I don’t think I ever told Barry that.

Because of her job, I didn’t get as much time with Mum as I’d have liked but I do remember her walking me to McAuley Primary School for my first day. I thought it was great, especially as it was just me and her.

But then she left me there, and I thought, This isn’t what I signed up for.

So I went home.

I just walked out of the class, out of the school and retraced our footsteps home, across main roads and everything. I was five! How I wasn’t skittled is an absolute mystery. But when Mum got back, there I was sitting on the doorstep.

I have to say school wasn’t a particularly happy part of my life, especially when I moved up to Wandsworth Secondary Modern. Being dyslexic probably had a lot to do with the problem, although that wasn’t diagnosed until years after I left. Back then there was another word for it.

Idiot.

Thicko, dunce, lazy sod – you name it, I was called it. And that was just by the teachers. I lost count of the number of times I got hauled up in front of the class, told to bend over and did my best not to cry as half a dozen whacks with a cane rained down on my backside. And why? Because my written work looked like a drunken spider dragging lead over the page.

There are different types of dyslexia, I’ve since learned. I have a type that gives me word blindness. I can see a word written down a hundred times and not recognise it as the same one. Whereas most people could look it up once in a dictionary and remember it, I have to look it up every time. The shape of the word just won’t sink in. What’s more, dictionaries explain a word by using other words – and I usually need to look half of those up, too.

Anyway, none of this was explored at Wandsworth and so, five years after I’d arrived, it surprised no one when I left full-time education with precisely zero qualifications. When you’re not expected to achieve anything, that’s pretty much what you’ll do, isn’t it?

But all that didn’t matter because I knew what I wanted to do with my life and it didn’t require ‘O’ levels. For as long as I could remember, there was only one thing I wanted to be above all else …

A footballer.

I’m sorry, Jack Warner. My passion in life, from the moment my grandad threw me a ball, was football. Maybe it was in the blood because my dad’s cousin was the mum of England World Cup winner, Martin Peters. I only learned this years later when I went to a family function and there he was. Even closer to the family tree is my uncle Jackie – Dad’s brother – who played professionally for West Bromwich Albion and Shrewsbury Town. He was half decent, so they tell me and, if I’m honest, I wasn’t that bad at it, either. It helped that I played in goal; no kid wants to play between the sticks so, right there, you’ve got more chance of getting in the team. I was a bit of a Dracula – afraid of crosses – but as a shot-stopper I was not only pretty handy but fearless with it. The bigger and uglier the number 9 flying at me, the more determined I was to get in his way, especially if he’d flattened a couple of our lads on the way through.

‘Anything for the team’, that was my credo. I’m not saying it was sensible. I probably saved as many shots with my head as my hands, but they all count. As Mr Williams, the school team coach, used to say, ‘Lucky you’ve got nothing up there to get hurt, Driscoll.’

Football had been all I could think about for as long as I could remember and it was the only thing I ever fell out with Grandad over – for the simple reason that he was a massive Chelsea fan and I supported the other south west London lot, Fulham.

It’s his own fault – as I told him many times – for never taking me to a game. That honour went to a neighbour called Alan Bladen, the dad of one of my friends. He knew I didn’t have a dad of my own so one day he asked, ‘Do you fancy going to see a football match?’

‘Yes please!’

The match happened to be at Craven Cottage, between Fulham and Spurs. I remember it to this day. We stood – not sat – in the Stevenage Road stand, now the Johnny Haynes, and with the wind whipping up the Thames and down our spines, I stood there transfixed as Johnny Haynes himself, out on the left wing, squared the ball to Pat O’Connell and he whacked it home. That was it. The place erupted and I was hooked. From that moment on I’ve supported Fulham … and it’s been a bloody nightmare. For years we finished third or fourth – from bottom. Then we dropped out of the top division and were gone for ever.

While I was little, the Bladens took me when they could, but as I got older I’d go on my own. My mate Stevie Frankham supported Chelsea so one week we’d see his mob at home and the next week we’d see a proper team. Occasionally they played each other, which was job’s a good’un. Both our teams for the price of one.

There was always such a great atmosphere at each ground. As kids we’d get passed down to the front where you could almost touch Haynes, Maurice Cook, Jimmy Langley, George Cohen, Alan Mullery, Stan Brown, Dave Metchick, Bobby Keetch, the legend Tosh Chamberlain and the rest as they ran by. They were all heroes, even John Key – possibly the worst player ever known to man, bless him – but, as a keeper myself, Tony Macedo was my all-time hero.

This was the era when men wore ties to games, and when their team scored an important goal they’d all toss their hats up in the air, just like you see on the old Pathé News reels. Even though we were packed in, there were no police officers and never any trouble. That all changed in the sixties, although to this day I have no idea why. Almost overnight we went from grounds where rival fans stood shoulder to shoulder to always being on the brink of tribal warfare. The first evidence I saw of changing times was before a summer game against West Ham. There was a cricket game going on in Bishops Park and suddenly hundreds of Hammers louts stormed the pitch, destroying the game and beating up cricketers and Fulham fans. I’d never seen anything like it: vicious, nasty, cowardly, meaningless violence from nowhere. There are people today who are still injured from that afternoon.

Football violence would later feature in my career, but aged 13 and turning out for the school team, it could not have been further from my mind. After we went on a tour of the northwest, I caught the eye of a couple of scouts: a bloke from Millwall asked Mr Williams if he could speak to me, so he put him in touch with Grandad.

I was buzzing when I went down for my trial and, if I’m honest, I thought, This is it – goodbye school, goodbye teachers. I’m going to be a footballer.

But Millwall never got back in touch.

To be fair, Mum tried to sympathise but she didn’t get it. Not like a dad would have. Football was a hobby not a career in her eyes.

It was the same story when my beloved Fulham, then the devils Chelsea, invited me down and both ignored me afterwards, like the worst one-night-stand. But it was when Watford actually signed me up on trainee papers that Mum, in her ignorance, played a blinder.

By then I’d left school and got a job at McKinley & Sons hardware firm, which seemed such a boring way for anyone to spend their life. I was commuting twice a week to Watford, Tuesdays and Thursdays, for football training, then back again on Saturday for matches if I was lucky. What with work as well, I was knackered and one Saturday morning I slept through two alarm clocks before rising at half-past ten – the time I should have been getting changed at Vicarage Road.

‘Mum! Why didn’t you wake me? I’ve got a match today!’

‘You needed your rest, love. You’re a growing lad.’

‘But I’m playing in goal today!’

And that’s when she came out with the immortal words: ‘Well, I’m sure they’ll find someone else to do it.’

Sure enough, they did.

My name was mud for a while. It didn’t help that the local paper ran a match report entitled: ‘The Case Of The Missing Keeper’. But I managed to turn it around and had some cracking games for the reserves. I even got chosen to play in the first team for a testimonial at Spurs. We lost but I had a blinder of a game, so much so the reserve goalie asked me afterwards to show him how I made one particular save. The real feather in my cap came in the dressing room, from the gaffer, Ken Furphy himself.

‘Nice job, son,’ he said. ‘I’ll be speaking to you soon.’

‘What about?’ I asked.

‘What do you think? A contract.’

That was the dream: to get professional papers from a professional club. Then I could leave my stinking job at McKinleys.

But Ken Furphy never did speak to me because that night, on the way home, I felt so rotten I fell asleep on the train and missed my stop. The next morning my throat was the width of a tyre and I had a fever that could roast a chicken. The doctor diagnosed glandular fever and, because it’s so contagious, confined me to the house for weeks, even after I felt OK. In the end, it was two months before I was back on my feet and ready to play again, and by then it was the start of the new season and not only had Ken Furphy moved on to manage Sheffield United, but Watford had signed a keeper from Borehamwood. From rising star on the brink of signing I was suddenly persona non grata.

After that, the manager Len Henry took me to Wimbledon, then in the Southern League, but try as I might I never recaptured the fitness or energy of before. After a run with Tooting and Mitcham Wanderers, I finally admitted I didn’t have what it took any more – either on the field or putting up with the bullying from so-called ‘senior players’ in the dressing room – and so I hung up my boots for good.

I needed a back-up trade and, since a long service medal at McKinley’s was never going to happen, I fell back on my childhood dream of law enforcement.

Ironically, however, it wasn’t the positive role model of George Dixon that encouraged me, rather a couple of distasteful episodes when I was 15.

The first came after a game of football. The lads and I were coming back from a kickabout in Wandsworth Park when we saw a girl with a quality shiner on her eye. Turned out her dad had beat her up so she was staying out for the night in the park, with a friend, to teach him a lesson.

I didn’t know this girl, she wasn’t my girlfriend and nor did I think she ever might be, but something in me said, ‘Hang on, you can’t let two girls stay out on their own.’ So me and another one of the crowd said we’d hang around as well.

Not being the brightest, we didn’t tell any adults. But when, at about two in the morning, the big Shell garage opposite the park was broken into, I wished we had. Suddenly the park was swarming with Old Bill and one with a dog saw us four, in a park in the middle of the night, and put two and two together.

The first thing the copper did was smack me round the head. Then he asked if we’d robbed the place.

That wasn’t the way to do things, I was pretty sure of that. Worse occurred when we were all spirited off to Wandsworth nick. I was OK with Grandad being rung, but when the desk sarge started to phone the girl’s house I said, ‘You can’t do that. Her old man is the reason she’s got a black eye in the first place.’ Were they interested in the truth? Put it this way: the call was made and, sure enough, this huge man gave her a wallop the second he saw her. It made the ticking off I got from Grandad seem a bit mild.

I said, ‘You’re meant to protect victims, not help them get hurt,’ but it fell on deaf ears. Just as well, Grandad reckoned, or I could have got worse than a ticking off.

A few months later I saw another unflattering glimpse of the boys in blue. That was when Grandad died and my world fell apart. It was 1967 and I was 16 years old. We were all cut up, but it got worse when Mum handed over her stamps book to the ‘Man from the Pru’ to cash in an insurance policy and he pocketed it and claimed she’d never paid. I’d lost count of how many years she’d contributed weekly to that book, and there she was, ripped off at a time when she was already grieving.

The police were rubbish. The coppers they sent weren’t interested, simple as that: not in Mum, not in the crime and definitely not in the truth. If this was real policing then I was not impressed. Years later, I would teach young police officers: ‘Look after your witnesses and your investigation will look after itself.’ It’s the very least we can do for any victim of crime.

Despite these early, unpromising brushes with the law, there I was a year or so later, filling in forms to join the Metropolitan Police Force. When the reply came back I was disappointed to be told I was too young. But it said, ‘Do apply again at a later date.’

The police was only ever meant to be a back-up so I wasn’t too heartbroken at the time. When my career as a sportsman fell apart however, I needed something to do so became a painter and decorator. Until I learned I was allergic to paint. Then I worked abroad with friends for a while before the lure of blue flashing lights hooked me again and I became an ambulance man. Aged 24, I was certainly old enough to reapply for the Met but I decided to get a bit more experience before I went for it. Ambulances seemed the next best thing.

I did the statutory six weeks’ training at Waterloo, which was essentially a pumped-up first aid course: intubation, infusion, cardiac massage – we ticked off all the big life savers. About halfway through the training, I started to go out on call with a real ambulance man.

My very first call was to the Union Jack Club. If you visit that address today you’ll find a fairly salubrious place, but back then it was a doss house, so going to treat a vagrant who’d collapsed was no surprise.

Except, when we got there, he wasn’t just collapsed. He was dead.

Honestly, I could have had a year’s training and still not have been prepared for that. I wasn’t scared or sick. My overwhelming thought was: You don’t look any different.

Apart from the fast driving course where we got to use the old blues-and-twos – the flashing blue lights and the two-tone ‘nee-naa, nee-naa’ sirens – it was a bit downhill after that. No more corpses, no real entertainment: once I’d qualified, I had to do the obligatory year driving old folks around, like a glorified bus driver. Only at the end of that did I get accepted onto the accident and emergency team.

Talk about a shift in gear…

I was posted to Battersea, which was a very busy station. From 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. there were two ambulances on shift so that was all right, but from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. you had only one. ‘Battersea 1’ was my call sign for the dispatcher and some shifts I was hearing it non-stop. Nights were quite perky, Battersea Rise being just down the road from some inner London addresses, and there were some nasty assaults, especially towards the weekend. On the plus side, there was no time to think about what you were doing: get in, do your stuff, get them to a hospital.

Of course, like any profession, the old hands tried to make it difficult for the newbie. Even in my mid-twenties, I was treated like I was fresh out of school.

‘You’re not an ambulance man till you’ve ticked off the Big Five,’ I was told on my first day.

‘And they are?’

The bloke grinned. ‘Number one: you have to have someone under a train.’

Ouch.

‘Two: you have to have a hanging. Three: a shooting. Four: you have to deliver a baby. In your vehicle. And five: you need a celebrity, preferably an overdose. Until you’ve done those, you’re not one of us.’

I have to say I was a little intimidated but, Battersea being Battersea, I’d only been there a month before I’d ticked the lot off.

The baby was first. I must declare a bit of a balls-up at this point because if it weren’t for pilot error I would never have claimed this one. We were bombing off to Charing Cross Hospital, patient on board, but my driver for the night, a great lad called Smithy, missed the Fulham Palace Road turning around the Hammersmith one-way system and, before you knew it, the woman I was trying to keep calm started going down the final straight.

‘Smithy, pull over! I can see the crown!’

‘Christ, Clive! I’ve heard about your goalkeeping!’

By the time the wheels stopped turning it was all over and I was the most relieved man on earth to be holding a tiny newborn. I don’t think I’d ever been more scared. You literally have someone’s life in your hands. Two people’s, actually. But it’s probably the easiest job I had on the ambulance service because the mum does all the work, doesn’t she? All I had to do was just wrap up the baby and keep the little fella safe till the experts got involved at the hospital.

I don’t know if it was because it was my first delivery but I made a point of calling into Charing Cross when my shift ended. There, looking quite radiant, was the mum and in her arms the tiny bundle of life I’d seen enter the world. I admit I felt a tear or two coming, especially as she would not stop thanking and thanking me for saving her son.

‘Clive,’ she said finally, ‘do you know what I am going to call him?’

I could see where this was going.

‘Tell me,’ I said.

‘I’m going to call him… Kalimullah.’

Kalimullah! You’d think she’d have thrown a ‘Clive’ in there, wouldn’t you?

There was humour everywhere in the ambulance service – without it, you wouldn’t get through the day.

I got to know one guy, a cracking ambulance man and a fairly normal, balanced bloke outside the job. Then one day it all got on top of him and he took a concoction of drugs that would have killed an army and went and lay down by his dad’s grave. You can’t underestimate the trauma we were put through, and humour – however dark – was a necessary stress outlet.

A case in point: Smithy and I were on shift one Saturday night and the first five shouts we got were deaths.

‘Battersea 1, you’ve got a drugs overdose, someone sitting in a doorway.’

‘On our way.’

That was the first. The second was someone under a train – and let me tell you, they look very different when they’re dead. The third was more normal, someone just passing away naturally in their sleep, before, finally, we had to scrape up a motorcyclist who’d gone into, and under, a bus.

By now the radio operator was looking for the gag. The next shout that came in began with: ‘Calling Euthanasia 1! Euthanasia 1, pick up.’

After the fifth, we were all feeling pretty low and even the radio jokes stopped. It took the sixth job, delivering a baby on the Heygate Estate in Elephant and Castle, to make us feel a bit better. Suddenly we were only losing 5–1 instead of 5–0.

There were good nights too – many times when our actions saved someone’s life. And we did get to work with, if I can put it like that, a number of celebrities. I was sad to pick up one of my favourite film actresses for a drugs overdose but not as sad as my driver, who nearly killed us several times because his eyes were fixed on the rearview mirror all the way to the hospital.

The papers never got hold of that story, but nobody could miss the events of 16 September 1977: that was the night we were called out to Barnes Common to discover Marc Bolan’s multi-coloured Mini halfway up a sycamore tree. The car, with Marc’s girlfriend Gloria Jones behind the wheel, had gone out of control on the humpback bridge. Bolan wouldn’t have known anything about it, poor lad, but Gloria was still breathing when we got there – albeit where she landed on the bonnet – so we got her to hospital and she made it.

It wasn’t a job for everyone, that was obvious.

By this time I had been in the ambulance service for two years and I was training a newbie, a young woman straight out of Waterloo. Unluckily for her, our first job together was a body under a train.

It was the crack of dawn and the first train into Clapham Junction had spaghettied someone. By the time we got there, the police had shut down power to the line so we could walk the 50 or so yards to the body.

I could sense my young partner tensing as we got close. It wasn’t a pretty sight from a distance. When we were about six foot from the body, however, even I nearly had a coronary: I was looking at the victim’s open eyes when suddenly they blinked. Then she looked at me and spat: ‘You took your fucking time!’ Those were her exact words.

That was enough for my sidekick. She screamed, dropped her kit bag and ran across half a dozen live train lines, clambered up the wall on platform 1 and was never seen by us again.

But this victim … I don’t know how she was still alive. Her injuries were astounding, to the extent where we had to put her together like a jigsaw puzzle. Somehow me and a copper got her into the ambulance and all the way to St James’s Hospital. But the second they tried to get her into a bed her arm fell off.

‘Fucking idiots!’ Again, the exact words.

It was like a scene from Monty Python and the Holy Grail. If she’d said, ‘Tis but a scratch’ I would not have been surprised.

Normally you keep patients awake as long as possible to monitor brain function. On this occasion, the docs put her out immediately just to shut her up.

Despite the patient’s language, I thought I’d done an OK job so me and the copper who’d helped me out decided to get a cup of tea. In truth, we were both a bit proud of ourselves for being the utmost professionals throughout what was probably the worst day of our lives.

But then a waitress walked by with a plate of tinned tomatoes and that was it. We both just bleughed. All over the nice shiny floor of St James’s Hospital.

I suppose it was only a matter of time – you couldn’t see what we’d seen without feeling something. We’d managed to hold it together to do our jobs, but the tomatoes were the final straw.

A week later, I was at Battersea and a young bloke walked in.

‘Clive Driscoll?’ he said.

‘That’s me.’

‘I understand you were very kind to my mother when she had her accident.’ Then he threw a fiver down on the desk and walked out. Such a lovely gesture and one that meant a lot.

I’d only intended to do two years on the ambulances then join the Met, but I had such a cracking time that four years in I still didn’t want to leave. If I’d been a single man I probably wouldn’t have. But by then, having married my girlfriend Tina and having two young children, a better-paid job with shorter hours took priority. Our £11,000 mortgage wouldn’t pay itself.

Which is how, in May 1979, I found myself lying face down on a narrow bed at Hendon thinking I’d made a terrible mistake.


CHAPTER TWO

What Are They Doing To You, Officer?

Christ!

You think you’ve seen everything a lift can throw at you but the sight of the doors sliding open on a Monday morning to reveal at least a dozen coppers in full patrol regalia had me doing a double-take. Until I remembered where I was.

Hendon took in about 40 recruits every week back then. According to my paperwork, you were handed your uniform in the third week and so, in theory, they could have been only a fortnight more experienced than me. But they had the attitude of the hackneyed constables I’d met in Wandsworth Park that night – not one of them budged an inch to let me in so I had to walk down the four flights of stairs to breakfast.

Apparently, Day One at police college wasn’t going to be any more warm and fuzzy than the previous night.

The weird thing, I realised, was that I wasn’t exactly going out of my way to inspire anything different. If that lift door had opened while I had been on the ambulances, I’d have had something to say. I’m not claiming it would have been the funniest joke in the world but I would have said something. That’s the kind of bloke I am: there with the joke, the sharp retort. Keep people smiling, keep them on side. And I’m certainly not shy – far from it. But that morning I didn’t say anything. Not that I didn’t think of something – all sorts of things shoot through your mind when you see a dozen coppers squeezed in like sardines – but I just chose to keep it zipped. I’d decided not to be that kind of person any more. That wasn’t how policemen behaved in my mind. Not in Dock Green …

The breakfast hall was buzzing. Forty new faces a week is a massive turnover, but it was necessary to keep up with all the retiring old boys: all the coppers who’d come back from the war and signed up in the 1940s were nearing the end, resulting in an almighty recruitment drive.

Looking around the room, I realised London was about to get a police force of spotty teenagers.

I could only see two people who looked like they might be within a few years of my age: one of them was a bloke I recognised from Millwall. Footballers in those days needed another career when they hung up their boots and he’d been fast-tracked into Hendon – but not for his PC Plod skills. The Met had a football team that needed a left-footed player and, guess what? This bloke had a bobby dazzler of one. The other guy, actually a few years my senior, had left the Parachute Regiment for something better paid, which was why he was there.

Of the rest of the intake, the overwhelming majority were 18-year-olds, straight out of school and game for anything. I recognised a few of my neighbours from the all-night party on our wing and they couldn’t have looked more chuffed if they’d been on an all-expenses-paid holiday to Ibiza. It was all a laugh for them.

Faced with feeling like a grandad or sitting on my own, I found an empty table in the corner. I was surprised when a young kid in uniform asked to join me.

‘Just starting?’ he asked.

‘First day.’

‘I’m in my eighth week,’ he said. ‘The only advice I can give is don’t give up.’

Easier said than done, I thought. But I’d promised myself I’d give it a good go so, after breakfast, I trudged to the designated classroom and sat down with 39 teenagers who behaved like school children until the instructor walked through the door – then they were quiet, trying to suppress their giggling. It was classic childish behaviour. The sort of thing I’d grown out of at 15.

Our training would start in the afternoon, the instructor explained. Until then there was the business of taking our fingerprints, signing the giant black book of candidates and pledging our allegiance.

Off we went to the main hall where a chief superintendent introduced himself and made us run through a few practice goes of swearing the oath to uphold the role of constable, then another one to support the government, and finally a promise of loyalty to the Queen. There was a gap in each one where you said your own name. When we reached that part, it sounded as bad as 40 blokes saying different things would.

The only oath that meant anything to me was the one to Her Majesty. Pledging to look after her and her country without favour or ill will seemed to cover it all to me. If it had thrown in a dig at ‘bullies’, it would have been perfect.

The chief superintendent looked us all up and down and I was proud to note that I was the only recruit wearing a suit. (The majority of newbies looked like they were queuing for a night at the local disco.) That hadn’t been unintentional. Grandad had always looked spot-on – Nan could do her make-up in the reflection from his shoes. ‘You have to look smart for business,’ he’d said.

Even if I hadn’t listened to Grandad, I found myself asking: What would George Dixon wear?

What’s that phrase? Dress for the job you want, not the one you have. At least I’d seen a policeman or two in action; life experiences didn’t exactly rate highly for most of my class’s intake.

At least some of the 18-year-olds had probably had a job or two. Another group’s experience of the big bad world was the square root of nothing. These were the cadets, those boys and girls who’d decided as kids to join the Job. It’s a bit like the Boy Scouts but without the dib, dib, dibbing – all cadets do is train and practise for the day they can be Old Bill for real. Which is fine in principle, but is that the best training for a copper in charge of community work? Not if you ask me.

Luckily, nobody did.

When it came to actual lessons, any thought that my being closer to the group leaders’ ages would count in my favour was quickly shot down. It wasn’t just the living accommodation that was geared towards the teens; the standard method of teaching was through patronising, ridicule, coercion and outright insults. You could say this is exactly what a mob of scruffy school-leavers needed and, to be fair, they did appear to thrive on the shouting and intimidation. Maybe at 18 I’d have been fine with it as well; but at 28, having seen the things I’d seen and lived the life I had, it didn’t work for me.

As my first so-called tutor shouted the odds, I thought, Hang on, mate. How many lives did you save last week? How many dead bodies did you pick out from under public transport?

The dyslexia didn’t help. There was a lot of written work, tons of overnight reading that they expected you to blast through and, of course, it took me five times longer than anyone else (‘therein’ and ‘therefore’ aren’t exactly written for the common man, are they?). The wording of laws is very precise: if you don’t get every semi-colon or bracket in place it won’t stand up in court. For example: ‘The judge, says the ass, is a fool’ might sound the same as ‘The judge says the ass is a fool’, but the meaning on paper is a bit different.

Take the theft law: ‘A person is guilty of theft if he dishonestly appropriates property belonging to another with the intention of permanently depriving the other of it.’ Pick your way through that lot when the words are jumping around like spacehoppers as you try to read them! When my neighbours invited me out again, I had to decline. I knew it would take me till midnight to absorb what most of them could memorise in an hour. Fair play to them for asking, though.

It was a hard first week, I have to admit, and there were many occasions when I questioned why I was putting myself through it. Apparently that wasn’t unusual.

On my first Friday, one of the secretaries handed me a brown envelope containing my first week’s wages.

‘I was expecting to be paid monthly.’

‘Not everyone lasts a whole month.’ She smiled. ‘It’s easier this way.’

Hearing that other people found it a struggle sent me off with a bit of a spring in my step, I must admit. But I hadn’t got far when I opened the envelope and realised I had to go back to the office.

‘There’s been some mistake with my money,’ I said.

‘No mistake.’ She was sterner now. ‘You’re only a trainee. That’s all you’re entitled to.’

‘I meant you’ve given me too much!’

I knew the police were paid more than the London Ambulance Service but this blew me away. To earn the same amount on the ambulances I would have had to work – as a senior A&E paramedic, not a trainee – about three and a half weeks, including overtime! The difference was quite stunning.

And if the wage was a lot for me, it was like winning the football pools for the youngsters. Envelopes in hand, they all hit the town to celebrate – and yes, they still asked me along. But I had some youngsters of my own I needed to see.

There are some evil minds at work in the police service. There have to be: it could be no coincidence that on Monday morning – every Monday morning – there was a test based on the previous week’s work. Fail that and you got one chance to re-sit; fail it again, and it was thank you and goodnight, Hendon.

I didn’t mind the exam but I despised the timing. I went home that first weekend, had a cracking Saturday with the kids but, come Sunday, when I should have been all family man and loving husband and making the most of our time together, I had to get the books out. I found it quite spiteful, if I’m honest. The powers that be must have known this was our only free time.

Still, nothing was as hard as saying goodbye again to the kids. That was downright torture. Again, Bonnie was too young to take offence, but Robert remembered going through it the week before, followed by not seeing me for what must have seemed like an eternity in his little world. He was distraught and Tina had to peel his arms off me so I could get out of the house. Then, just as I got into the street, there he was running after me down the drive, screaming, ‘Daddy, don’t go!’ Tina had a right struggle to get him back in. When I looked back, I can only imagine it must have been raining because there was a lot of water in my eyes.

I pull Robert’s leg a bit about that now but he has the last laugh because, as a Royal Marine, he has spent the last decade disappearing off to fight wars in Afghanistan or wherever for six months at a time. I’m proud as Punch but every time he leaves, part of me wants to cling to him to stop him from going.

My second Sunday night was, if anything, even more miserable than the first. I spent it lying on my bed trying to force the words of a book into my brain, all the while a cascading symphony of drunken teenagers returning to their rooms played like a soundtrack around me.

When it came to Monday morning and sitting down for the test, I felt like death. The fear got worse when I noticed there were only about 30 of us in the room. Had I got the time wrong? Should I have been somewhere else? Then it dawned: I wasn’t the only one who’d struggled to come back the night before. I just happened to be one of the 30 who had.

As a bit of a reward after our test, we were told to line up outside the room next to the gymnasium. On the hour, the door was flung open. Yet another weary-looking copper was standing there – in front of racks of blue uniforms. When my turn came, I stepped into the room and was met with a barrage of questions:

‘What waist are you?’

‘Inside leg?’

‘Hat size?’

‘Collar?’

Barely a minute later I was being ushered back outside, a large pile of blue and white in my arms: two pairs of trousers, one winter, one summer; one hat; an overcoat; a tunic; three pressed white shirts; and, perched on the top, a pair of black gloves for ceremonial duties. What those duties would be, I didn’t have a clue, but I couldn’t wait to get back to my room and try the lot on.

With the uniform came a price. Each morning we were told to present ourselves in full gear for inspection – which meant boots had to be polished, collars nice and
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