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Timeline

Ipswich Murders

MONDAY 30 OCTOBER 2006. Tania Nicol goes missing from the red-light area of Ipswich, and on Thursday 2 NOVEMBER 2006 a public appeal is issued to the media asking for help to find the missing teenager.

TUESDAY 7 NOVEMBER 2006. Kerry Nicol – Tania’s mother – gives an interview to the press asking for anyone with information about Tania’s whereabouts to come forward. Leaflets are handed out on the bus route that Tania may have taken.

WEDNESDAY 15 NOVEMBER 2006. Gemma Adams is reported missing by her partner, and the police launch a further appeal for information. Four days later on Sunday 19 NOVEMBER 2006 the police hand out leaflets appealing for help to find the missing women at the Ipswich v Norwich football derby taking place at Portman Road, in the red-light district.

SATURDAY 2 DECEMBER 2006. A member of the public finds a naked body in a brook at Hintlesham, and the following day the body is formally identified as being that of Gemma Adams.

SUNDAY 3 DECEMBER 2006. Anneli Alderton disappears..

MONDAY 4 DECEMBER 2006. A murder inquiry is formally launched and a fourth woman, Annette Nicholls, is reported missing.

TUESDAY 5 DECEMBER 2006. Paula Clennell gives an interview saying that she knows the dangers involved but is prepared to go back on the streets.

FRIDAY 8 DECEMBER 2006. A second body is found by police divers at Copdock Mill and Paul Harrison does his first live broadcast for Sky about the case. The following day – Saturday 9 DECEMBER 2006 – the police confirm that the body is that of Tania Nicol and admit that there are ‘obvious similarities’ between the two cases.

SUNDAY 10 DECEMBER 2006. Paul Harrison and David Wilson make their first joint Sky broadcast. Wilson says, given his knowledge of the roads, that the killer ‘lived or worked in the local area’, was ‘comfortable around prostitutes’, and had ‘killed before’. Later that day the police announce that the body of a third woman – Anneli Alderton – has been found in woodland near Nacton, although they do not confirm her identity until two days later. Detectives say it is too early to link this death to the deaths of Tania and Gemma.

MONDAY 11 DECEMBER 2006. Police announce that they are concerned about the disappearances of two other missing women – Paula Clennell and Annette Nicholls. Assistant Chief Constable Jacqui Cheer warns prostitutes to ‘stay off the streets’.

TUESDAY 12 DECEMBER 2006. Police find two bodies near the village of Levington, some five miles south of Ipswich. Detective Chief Superintendent Stewart Gull states ‘Sadly, I fear that these may be the bodies of Paula Clennell and Annette Nicholls.’

WEDNESDAY 13 DECEMBER 2006. Paula Clennell’s body, which had been found at Levington, is removed for detailed forensic examination, and police confirm that the women did not die at the site where their bodies had been dumped. Annette Nicholls’ body is removed the following day when police confirm that Paula had died as a result of ‘compression to the neck’.

SATURDAY 16 DECEMBER 2006. CCTV footage of Anneli Alderton on a train shortly before she disappeared is released to the media. A minute’s silence is held at Portman Road where Ipswich are playing Leeds United.

MONDAY 18 DECEMBER 2006. Police arrest Tom Stephens after he has given an interview to a Sunday newspaper.

TUESDAY 19 DECEMBER 2006. Steve Wright is arrested by detectives. Wright lives in London Road, Ipswich, in the heart of the red-light district.

WEDNESDAY 20 DECEMBER 2006. Inquests into the deaths of the women are opened and adjourned at Ipswich Coroner’s Court.

THURSDAY 21 DECEMBER 2006. Steve Wright is charged with the murder of all five women and Tom Stephens is released on police bail.

FRIDAY 22 DECEMBER 2006. Wright appears before Ipswich magistrates and is remanded in custody.

TUESDAY 6 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Annette Nicholls.

THURSDAY 8 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Paula Clennell is held in her home town of Berwick.

MONDAY 12 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Tania Nicol.

THURSDAY 15 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Gemma Adams.

FRIDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2007. Funeral of Anneli Alderton.

WEDNESDAY 21 MARCH 2007. Wright appears before Ipswich Crown Court and pleads ‘not guilty’.

MONDAY 14 JANUARY 2008. Trial begins at Ipswich Crown Court.

THURSDAY 21 FEBRUARY 2008. Wright found guilty of all five murders.

FRIDAY 22 FEBRUARY 2008. Wright sentenced to life imprisonment and a ‘whole life tariff’.
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Prologue

The sign read: ‘Diversion’. It might as well have said: ‘Crime scene this way’.

Ignoring the bollard in the middle of the road, I mounted the kerb and drove on. Fifteen miles per hour in second gear, hazard lights flashing and windscreen wipers at half speed.

The macabre image of what I’d come to report on – though clearly formed by those I’d seen in television dramas – was nonetheless fixed and real in my mind. The two-hour drive had helped bring some focus to my thoughts.

The sudden urgency in the voice of the radio presenter brought my attention back to the dark and dreary evening, but the news headlines told me little more than I knew already. With no oncoming traffic the white lines in the middle of the road guided me towards the blurred, distant, blue flashing lights. It was only a matter of a few hundred metres before I was waved down by a sodden policewoman.

‘And how did you manage to get here?’ she asked, peering in, knowing full well I’d chosen to ignore the police’s attempt to divert traffic.

‘Here’ was badly lit. It was cold, innocuous, and on this dark December evening it was damp too – heavy drizzle, the enemy of the forensic officer. And ‘here’ would also be the place where Suffolk Police would eventually realise that they were hunting a serial murderer. This was Copdock, and I would get to know it well.

‘You’ll have to park over there, sir,’ said the officer as she helpfully kicked aside two traffic cones to let me pass.

Five p.m. was drawing close – three hours earlier the news desk had called.

‘Paul, they’ve found a second body; what time do you think you can get there?’

‘Ipswich? Probably two, two and a half hours at most, though it is Friday and you know what the M25 is like,’ I said, suddenly feeling the pressure to get there in time for Sky News’ main early evening show – Live at Five.

I had been preparing to head to Ipswich anyway – Sky News’ managing editor and home news editor had seen the potential of the story a few days before, even though at that stage only the body of Gemma Adams had been discovered. But her nineteen-year-old friend Tania Nicol, who also earned her living as a prostitute, had been reported missing as well. Their journalistic instincts were to be proved right.

The brief had been to spend the night filming in the red-light district for a report for Saturday. The aim had been to talk to some of the girls working the streets about their fears now that one woman had been found dead on the outskirts of Ipswich, and see how they were protecting themselves from a potential serial killer.

Now that a second body had been discovered in Copdock, this ‘pre-shoot’ immediately became a live story.

‘Hi, Paul, can you hear the programme OK?’ asked the sound technician through my earpiece. A thumbs-up down the barrel of the camera answered his question. ‘OK, I’ll pass you on to the producer.’

‘Is there anything you can show us, Paul?’ asked the gallery producer. The truth was we’d been purposely corralled a good hundred metres away from the area police had floodlit – so the answer was ‘no’. ‘We’re coming to you in thirty seconds.’

Then came the voice of presenter Jeremy Thompson in my right ear. ‘Now police in Ipswich investigating the murder of prostitute Gemma Adams have discovered a second body in the nearby village of Copdock. It’s feared it could be that of missing nineteen-year-old Tania Nicol, who also worked in the town’s red-light district. Sky’s Paul Harrison is in Copdock. Paul, what more are police telling you?’

It would be the first of more than one hundred live ‘two-ways’ to come. My overnight bag in the boot would soon prove woefully inadequate – my ‘overnight’ in Ipswich would in fact last for what seemed like a lifetime.

It didn’t, however, take me a lifetime to realise that I was no criminologist and the coverage of events that began to unfold needed the brain of someone tuned in to the complex minds of serial killers. So I was somewhat relieved when the news desk phoned to say that someone else was on the way. But there was a catch.

‘You’ll have to pay the taxi driver cash in hand; he’ll have waiting time, too, and remember it is the weekend,’ explained Mark Evans, manning the news desk.

It was to be a £250 fare worth every penny.

Two hours later a black Mercedes pulled up at the Elizabeth Hotel in Copdock and Professor David Wilson emerged from the back of the car. He was younger than I’d expected – ‘Professor’ always seems to suggest an older person – and he was well groomed, too.

‘You must be Paul,’ he said. I concurred with a firm handshake, an early seal of our friendship. We then moved off without further ado – what he really wanted to see was where the bodies of Gemma and Tania had been discovered.

Little did I know that, from that moment on, together we would be hunting evil.




Introduction

The Return of the English Murder

‘. . . let me try to define what it is that the readers of Sunday papers mean when they say fretfully that “you never seem to get a good murder nowadays”.’

George Orwell, ‘Decline of the English Murder’ (1946)

For three weeks in December 2006 the whole world seemed to descend on Ipswich, the county town of Suffolk. Described on the homepage of the local Borough Council as being ‘in the heart of East Anglia and the heart of Europe’, Ipswich is England’s oldest continuously settled Anglo-Saxon town, with some 140,000 inhabitants. Located on the River Orwell – from which George Orwell took half of his pseudonym – the town’s inhabitants found themselves gripped by a police investigation into the murders of five young women and a media frenzy to cover the case.

As a result, the largely hidden and secret local economies related to Class A drugs and street prostitution became a matter of public debate. In an age of twenty-four-hour news the day-to-day investigation by the county police force into these murders was soon leading every hourly bulletin, with a range of experts lining up to explain what was going on, or at least what they thought was going on.

All this attention was more than justified, for the five murders that had taken place were a stark reminder that, whatever the changing nature of Britain within a global economy, some issues – such as illicit street sex and poverty – are stubbornly immune to new Government initiatives, local policing tactics or the civic boosterism that seemed to characterise the Borough Council’s motto.

And in the same way that Orwell bemoaned the fact that the type of murder that was taking place in England in the 1940s was changing as a result of the Second World War, so too the murders that took place in Ipswich in 2006 seemed both to reflect something of the changes that Britain had been experiencing economically while at the same time – at least on the surface – harking back to the days of Jack the Ripper. Orwell, writing specifically about the so-called ‘Cleft Chin Murder’ in 1944 by an American army deserter called Karl Hulten and an English waitress called Elizabeth Jones, was complaining somewhat ironically that the background to murder at that time had become tainted by the empty values of dance halls and American films, and that this stood in contrast to the murders committed in pre-war Britain.

In Ipswich in 2006 the background to murder was changing too, if only because these murders weren’t committed by some jilted lover, or an angry husband in a domestic dispute, but instead by that most post-modern of ‘inventions’ – the serial killer. And just as in Orwell’s day the newspaper-reading public got their ‘greatest amount of pleasure’ from a good old-fashioned murder, so too the public can now think of no better way to be entertained, fascinated and appalled than hearing about the exploits of those who kill and kill again. Whether in the form of films or books such as The Silence of the Lambs, Manhunter or Hannibal, or in TV programmes like Cracker or Wire in the Blood, the serial killer and those who try to stop him (of late usually psychologists of various kinds) have become staples of the entertainment media. And yet the Ipswich murders weren’t entertainment, even if they were ‘news’ – they were all too depressingly real, and this book takes you straight to that awful, sad and frightening reality.

We break new territory too, by being among the first people ‘on the ground’ in Suffolk, with access to the sites where the bodies of the five young women were dumped; and using contacts within the police, other criminal justice agencies, the media and also the family, friends and acquaintances of the convicted killer Steve Wright, we argue that he was responsible for other unsolved murders dating back to the early 1990s. And, based on what we learned in Ipswich, we suggest how public policy should respond to the supply and demand of street prostitution in this country, and urge the Government to use this case to take more decisive action than they have hitherto done.

In this book we try to tell the story of what actually happened, and build up a picture of the people and places at the heart of that story. We offer pen portraits of the victims which we have constructed through talking to their family and friends, and using other records – where they exist – we try to describe their lives. We also present the stories of other young women still working in the red-light area of Ipswich, and who sadly also help to reveal how persistent the demand for street prostitution continues to be even in the wake of serial killings. And we build up a profile of Steve Wright, although we have not interviewed him directly, despite several requests that we be allowed to do so. Even so, we have been able to piece together his life from details that emerged from interviewing people who knew him and from information revealed at his trial. After Steve Wright’s conviction, his partner, Pam, would give us a personal insight into her life with a killer. Using this background and our knowledge of other serial killers we suggest something about what motivated him to kill.

However, where we are able, we also try to move beyond the confines of the true crime genre, broadening the specifics of the Ipswich story and putting it in a more general context of serial killing in Britain. We explore ‘cop culture’, public policy and offender profiling, subjects that take the reader to the middle of the events that were to unfold in Ipswich, and which throw light not only on how the murders were investigated but also on what we should do to prevent further cases of this kind.

Our narrative is dominated by a serial killer, and here we should reflect that two traditions are employed when writing about serial killers. Broadly, these can be characterised as ‘sociological’ and ‘medico-psychological’. The latter has tended to dominate both academic writing about serial killers and the true crime genre. To elaborate, medico-psychology tries to ‘explain’ serial killing by looking at the serial killer’s individual psychology, with the implication that if we were but to look closely at the killer’s genetic make-up, his sexuality, his childhood relationships and so forth, then we would eventually discover the reason why he repeatedly killed. On the other hand, a sociological approach seeks to understand the individual serial killer as an aberrant product of the social structure he inhabited. This tradition tries to understand why some societies produce more serial killers than others, and why some periods produce more serial killers within the same society. Finally, a sociological perspective would seek to understand serial killing from the angle of who it is that is victimised.

We have tried to blend these two traditions. We seek both to understand the psychological motivation of Wright – and build up a profile of him – but at the same time never to lose sight of the fact that he concentrated his murderous efforts on a marginalised group of vulnerable young women. In one sense we are also trying to understand what created their vulnerability, one that Wright was able to exploit over and over. Ultimately, we argue that these young women were made vulnerable by a variety of factors related to, for example, policing, moralising about street prostitutes and drugs policies. Seeing their murders in this multidimensional way inevitably broadens ‘responsibility’ for what happened in Ipswich from being the individual, personal responsibility of Wright himself, to a responsibility that we might all share. At the heart of the book we therefore question how we can begin to change our society to help prevent other young women working in prostitution from becoming prime targets for serial killers.

We have interviewed almost all of the key figures involved in the case, and have had access to the various records kept by Sky News throughout the murder investigation and during Wright’s subsequent trial. Likewise, we visited the various places at the centre of this story – from Ipswich’s red-light district to the sites where the bodies of the five young women were discarded – and attended each day of Wright’s trial. We have also analysed a variety of Government publications related to prostitution, and looked at how the sex industry is regulated elsewhere. And we have analysed all of the secondary literature relating to the Ipswich case, and used this where it helps to prompt the narrative. We would like to place on record our thanks to those people who agreed to be interviewed by us, although all preferred to remain anonymous, for different reasons. As a result, we have sometimes had to generalise the information that they gave us, for to report it otherwise would also identify our informants.

Orwell concluded his essay on the decline of the English murder by commenting that it was ‘significant that the most talked-of English murder of recent years should have been committed by an American and an English girl who had become partly americanised’. He continued:

But it is difficult to believe that this case will be so long remembered as the old domestic poisoning dramas, product of a stable society where the all-prevailing hypocrisy did at least ensure that crimes as serious as murder should have strong emotions behind them.

We believe that the Ipswich murders stand as a dreadful symbol not just of the social and economic realities faced by some people in Britain, but also as a tragic reminder that those who want to kill and kill again can only achieve that goal when those things that bind us together, and which keep our lives connected to those of our friends and neighbours, are weakened and then, for one reason or another, all but disappear. Societies in which individuals feel cut off from each other, or where they believe that in the struggle to survive they simply have to look out for themselves and no one else, are precisely those societies that see the greatest number of their inhabitants falling victim to serial killers. Sadly, in this way the Ipswich murders also show the type of society that Britain is fast becoming, and what might happen in that society as a consequence. And so we hope that these awful events will be ‘long remembered’, not just for the strong emotions behind them, but also because they should prompt us to take action.




Chapter One

Ipswich: The Red-light District

Question:

‘In the light of the recent disappearance of two women from the town’s red light area is Cllr Green prepared to reconsider his negative response to Labour’s proposals for tackling prostitution in Ipswich, in particular with respect to the deployment of mobile CCTV cameras in this area?’

Answer:

‘Thank you Mr Mayor. Thank you, Cllr Ellesmere. At the present time there is no evidence of where the two women concerned disappeared from. I would refute that there has been a negative response to the issue in question . . . The use of mobile CCTV is a tactical option but must be considered alongside other priorities as well.’

Question:

‘Given that no mobile CCTV cameras have been deployed in the area, . . . given that there is no improvement in reporting procedures for prostitution and kerb crawling . . . and given that there has been no extra help to get women out of prostitution or increased drug treatment, does Cllr Green really believe that this Council is doing all it can to tackle street prostitution in Ipswich?’

Answer:

‘Thank you, Mr Mayor. Thank you, Cllr Ellesmere. The short answer to that is yes.’

(Source – Ipswich Council Meeting minutes, 29 November 2006)

The Council meeting had been a tense one, but not because two prostitutes had been reported missing. That issue had been somewhat overshadowed by a debate about the failure, or otherwise, of a Council street project. That was over a week ago, and tonight darkness had begun to envelop Endeavour House, the smart new five-storey glass-fronted Suffolk County Council headquarters in Russell Road. As the last few councillors filed on to the street, or emerged from the car park to head home, the dull orange fluorescent street lamps were already doing their best to tarnish the magnificence of the multimillion-pound building and turn the area into a place few would wish to loiter in for too long beyond normal working hours – unless of course these are the streets on which you ply your trade.

On the other side of the road a girl in her twenties barely noticed the activity outside the Council building. Sheltering from the cold and rain beneath the fake fur-lined hood of her oversized black Puffa jacket, she wasn’t interested in anyone getting into cars, unless, of course, it was her. Shuffling along, barely at walking pace with hands in pockets, her handbag trailed just inches from the ground. She only peered out from behind her hood when she heard a car turn into Russell Road. Forlorn, she watched as the car passed.

Julie – not her real name – didn’t seem surprised. This was not where she normally worked and in another two minutes she’d be on Sir Alf Ramsey Way, which was more familiar territory for her, and for her regular clients. But that night she’d take whatever business she could. So, she agreed to become our guide to the red-light area of the town and to tell us a little about her life and circumstances.

Julie knew both the missing girls, but not to talk to. There was some camaraderie between the young women who earned their living on the streets (with one or two especially keen to look out for each other), but that shouldn’t be taken too far. After all, the success of one meant that another went hungry, but that night there wasn’t that much success for anybody – there simply weren’t that many punters to go round. Some clients, hers included, fearful of an increased police presence across the red-light district, were staying away, choosing instead to contact their regular girls by mobile phone.

Julie told us a little about her life. She had gone on the game when she was fifteen. She’d done so because she was short of money, and her then boyfriend had said it was an easy way to make some cash to buy the drugs on which they were both increasingly dependent. They’d met while they were both in care, and they seemed to gravitate towards each other naturally. They shared so much – both hated school and so hardly ever attended, and both shared the guilty secrets of abuse by foster parents, brothers and sisters, uncles, fathers and granddads. Julie lost touch with her boyfriend after he’d been sent inside for the second time, but he was quickly replaced by a succession of others who were only too happy to pimp her around the town. It wasn’t long before Julie thought that this was all the life she deserved or was entitled to, and she found it increasingly hard to see a way ever to make something of herself, and escape selling sex.

As we talked, the waif-like figure continued on the short journey that she had travelled many times before, and passed another equally impressive new building on Russell Road – the state-of-the-art Ipswich Crown Court.

The two buildings seemed to reflect not only each other in their glass façades, but an English provincial town ploughing money into its infrastructure, modernising and redefining its position in a new world of outsourcing and globalisation. Desperate not to be left behind, Ipswich wanted to present itself not only as a player in the regional economy of Britain but also as a place that could punch above its weight and compete against the best that Europe and Asia could offer. There was no room for the ‘oldest profession’ in this shiny new vision of civic pride.

But no amount of CCTV cameras, or new initiatives, or fancy talk about globalisation was going to make prostitution disappear. Prostitution simply adapted and found new recruits like Julie to swell its ranks, and nor did the demand from their punters magically disappear. And, ironically, it would be this oldest of professions that would become the focus of national and international media attention for the town – wanted or otherwise – and the backdrop for a string of murders that would leave Ipswich gripped by fear

Sex and the City

Mention Portman Road and most people would probably point to the football stadium of that name – the home of Ipswich Town FC and the Tractor Boys since the late 1880s. But few outside the area would realise that Portman Road, one of a handful of wide, nondescript roads in the shadow of the 30,000-plus all-seater stadium, is now almost as well known in Ipswich for being the centre of the town’s red-light district. The surrounding industrial area, along with a handful of residential roads nearby, mark out the accepted perimeter of the red-light area: London Road to the north, Russell Road and Sir Alf Ramsey Way to the south, Portman Road to the east and West End Road to the west. Running through the middle is Handford Road.

Across the entire town sixty CCTV cameras observe its 140,000 citizens twenty-four hours a day, and sixteen cameras are specifically dedicated to the red-light district. Carefully positioned so as to maximise the police’s surveillance, they monitor the many desperate transactions that take place against what had become a rather depressing backdrop. But don’t imagine a ‘take-your-pick’ scene with streets lined with women hanging off the kerb edge touting for business, for the fifty or so regular women working here were often difficult to find. Doorways to businesses, dead-end service roads and parkland would be used as cover as the young women waited for clients. Only a slow-moving car, often at a pre-arranged time, would bring the girls out into full view. But depending on the weather – or, more likely, the immediate need to make a living – some stood openly advertising themselves, pacing up and down to show what was on offer, or rather as a simple means to keep warm.

Not all the residents within this small area welcomed Ipswich’s burgeoning trade to their neighbourhood. Local women spoke angrily of being accosted or propositioned, and some of the men would describe their embarrassment at being mistaken for punters. Others described finding used condoms or dirty needles in their gardens. One elderly resident remembered how she used to visit the local park in the centre of the red-light area: ‘I don’t go there any more. My grandson loved to go to the playground in the park, but you always see condoms on the floor. It’s awful.’

Whatever the rights or wrongs of the sex industry, some might have thought that the arrival of the electronic prying eyes of the police would have offered the young girls selling sex on the street the security they need. After all prostitution is a dangerous profession. But most of the girls we spoke to complained that the cameras were at best a double-edged sword. They might prevent attacks within the red-light district itself, but the girls claimed that as a result of the cameras’ presence they are now forced to make snap judgements about a prospective client.

‘You have to be really quick now, even with the punters you don’t know,’ Julie explained to us. ‘By coming here they know their cars and faces might get caught on the cameras, so they tell me what they want, we have to agree a price and I have to decide if he’s dodgy or not. And sometimes they are.’

By now Julie was on her usual patch, Sir Alf Ramsey Way, named after the former manager of Ipswich Town who, as manager of his country, led England to victory in the 1966 World Cup.

‘You’ve gotta be prepared to look after yourself, and get tough if you have to,’ explained Julie. ‘I’ve been fucked up a few times, raped and that – but those are the risks you take. And there’s no point carrying weapons and stuff – because they can use ’em on you if they find ’em.’

Fifteen minutes later Julie had accepted a lift in a nondescript saloon car. Her pocket would soon be lined – albeit thinly – with money, depending on the service she was asked to perform. In Ipswich, in December 2006, £40 would buy you straight sex; £20 would get you a blow job (although slightly more if you didn’t want to wear a condom) and £15 a hand job. Even so, if you shopped around and found someone really desperate it would be cheaper.

Many of the prostitutes we spoke to echoed Julie’s feelings about the CCTV cameras. They agreed with her that, along with an increased police presence and the threat of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs), they had been forced into unfamiliar and badly lit areas in order to carry on working. They knew they were putting their safety at risk, but, after all, it’s not a job governed by health and safety regulations. Accepted conventions are as good as it gets, and the informal protection that can come from friendships made on the street – you look out for me, and I’ll look out for you. Some of the women thought that with the influx of Eastern Europeans they had started to experience greater levels of threats of violence, which in turn had led to various support groups expressing concerns about their safety. According to a report for the Ipswich Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership published in 2004, prostitutes told Council researchers that they felt, more than ever, under threat of attack. As Lyn Jones, who compiled the report, concluded: ‘The main concern was [the prostitutes’] safety. Over 60 per cent of the women said that the fear of attack from “punters” or clients was their biggest problem. This is a very real fear.’

Typical comments from young women working in Ipswich’s sex industry included:

• ‘Foreign blokes walking around don’t take no for an answer’.

• ‘Kosovans are threatening’.

• ‘Asylum seekers never pay’.

• ‘They [asylum seekers] think they can get it free and want sex without condoms; [it’s like] gang rape’.

The report also highlighted the working girls’ opinions of the police. Less than flattering, they revealed that the tension between the two groups was real and deep-seated. Typical comments would be: ‘They [the police] don’t give a stuff, not helpful’; ‘[they] look at you like you are dirt’. Such an uneasy relationship meant that younger sex workers would be very unlikely to report incidents of violence to the police, as they did not expect to be treated with respect.

The law of averages suggests it is highly likely that some of the murdered women themselves contributed to the survey. What’s more, by late 2006, two years after the survey’s publication, officials were admitting that many of the safety recommendations made in the report had not been implemented. Indeed, even with two girls reported missing, little seemed to have improved. As one Labour councillor, Martin Cook, explained: ‘We don’t think the Council has been doing enough.’ Cook should know: his ward encompasses part of the red-light area and he knew that the static cameras were not delivering the hoped-for results. ‘We were asking for mobile CCTV cameras to be deployed because there was very poor coverage, but that wasn’t acted on until this week. That’s too late.’

By then two young women had already gone missing and it was indeed too late.

Slags, Hookers, Toms, Brasses, Whores, Prostitutes, Vice Girls, Sex Workers, Women, Mothers, Aunts, Sisters and Daughters

Julie returned to Sir Alf Ramsey Way. ‘He was one of my married ones,’ she told us, explaining her brief absence. And he was a regular. ‘All he wanted was a blow job, and he comes so quickly, it’s all over in seconds, really.’ That would be £20 then.

Like so many towns and cities across Britain, Ipswich’s red-light district sits right at the heart of the town. And yet the lives of young prostitutes who work there are far removed from those who consider their lives to be, by and large, normal and respectable. Theirs is an existence within a culture that might as well be from another world. They might be out on the town but they are not hoping to have a good time, like so many other young men and women crowding the pubs and clubs at Happy Hour and beyond. Instead, they walk the streets with colleagues. Their worn stiletto heels scrape the cold, damp, seedy pavements as they search for money, because in nearly every case they are desperate for drugs. Their hopeless alienation is alleviated only by the Class A substances of choice, usually heroin or crack cocaine.

Most of the young women we met had left home as vulnerable young girls, and most are now struggling with problematic drug use.

‘I started on spliffs and that, but my boyfriend started giving me heroin because he reckoned it’d give me a real kick. He weren’t wrong.’ Julie explained that she had left home three years ago when she was eighteen, by which time she had also been on the game for three years. Her home life hadn’t been great – her parents would regularly have screaming matches after her dad had been caught sleeping with other women, and Julie had had to spend some time in care.

‘They didn’t really give a shit about me anyway,’ she sighed. Even so her upbringing was better than that of many of the other women who were working Ipswich’s streets. Julie knew of a couple of girls who’d been regularly abused by members of their families, and, while she said that hadn’t happened to her, at other times when her guard was down she seemed to hint at having been abused, but she wasn’t prepared to say by whom. In many cases girls with unhappy home lives are prime targets for men wanting to groom them for sex work, and before long they are too far gone to be retrieved – even if they wanted to be.

Drugs are the context in which prostitution takes place in this country, whether we are describing Ipswich, Glasgow, Belfast, London or any other town or city in Britain. So, too, Julie’s first involvement with prostitution at the age of fifteen confirms one recent study which suggested that this was the average age of ‘looked-after’ prostitutes. Fifteen. It should be the age when you start your GCSEs, but school and these young women don’t go together. Most quite quickly sink into a world where education is a distant and often unpleasant memory, and where even life and death are no longer their main concerns. Heroin and crack become their only imperatives – £100-a-day habits which have to be paid for somehow.

‘You do what you do to get enough cash to get the next heroin hit. I’ve got three dealers’ numbers in my mobile,’ boasts Julie, almost as if she was describing having financial advisers. ‘I’m one of their best customers, so they always sort me out. If I can’t get through to one, one of the others will supply me. No worries!’ Even so, we can detect the sarcasm in her voice – she’s clearly had more than one run-in with local dealers.

This is how it works. A pimp or dealer might tell a woman that her next fix will cost £60. From then on the clock is ticking. One job might be enough to fund the next score of heroin, but it’s unlikely. Full sex in Ipswich could earn you just £40, but add another girl into the mix and lesbian sex could net just enough to pay for the next injection. Alternatively – and more quickly – three blow jobs at £20 each would be enough. It’s not uncommon for a string of sexual favours to mount up to a single fix if a girl has a serious cash-flow problem. Even so, there is money to be made and it’s not uncommon for some women to pocket well over £1000 a week – but once their pimp has taken his cut, whatever’s left goes towards paying the bills. As for the many mothers on the game, a few quid might just make it to the kids’ Christmas present fund.

Life like this becomes a vicious spiral with little chance of escape. At the most basic level, the horrific withdrawal effects from a drug like heroin are but one of the many reasons why women continue to sell their bodies. Then there’s the question of esteem – how do you put this life behind you? How do you ‘start again’? It’s a constant battle and one that is seldom won. So the girls quickly learn to develop a good memory for faces. Well-paying customers register as vividly as the punter who likes rough sex or the ones who turn violent. Memory becomes part of their survival strategy. ‘One bloke I see sometimes is lovely,’ admits Julie. Then she explains: ‘His missus left him so I go to his place. We just chill out, he cooks and later we have sex and he even asks me to stay the night. It’s like I’m his girlfriend. He pays for it mind!’

That final ‘He pays for it mind!’ immediately removes any lingering notion of domesticity.

In Ipswich, as with every other red-light district in Britain, the punters come from all walks of life, and just as many countries. They include the unemployed as well as professionals. These men use young women in the sex industry for all sorts of reasons – loneliness, a marriage or relationship break-up, or simply because they have an unquenchable thirst for sex, especially kinky sex, which seems to drive them on to the streets to satisfy their needs. But they don’t have to be there for long. Picking up a woman isn’t complicated. Sometimes girls will jump into the passenger seat without even a ‘hello’. A quick exchange takes place about the kind of sex the punter has in mind, then it’s off to a more discreet location – perhaps a ‘dogging’ site, or one of the young woman’s own suggestions. Once there, sex can happen in lots of ways. If it is a well-known dogging site, for example, inside the car with the lights on is the done thing. Elsewhere, masturbation or a blow job – with or without a condom – can quickly be provided in the car. It’s not uncommon, however, for some men to ask for sex on the bonnet.

But the punter may suggest a more private location of his choice, and if he lives alone the prostitute is sometimes invited back to his house. But there he is in control and on his own territory, and this is when the women face the greatest risks – even death.

Disappearances and Discoveries

Christmas is fast approaching. Just twenty-three days to go. Ipswich town centre is busier than usual, full of shoppers who prefer to avoid the last-minute rush. There is a flood of blue shirts in the centre, too. Ipswich Town have been hosting Burnley at Portman Road. The Tractor Boys were at one stage facing a gloomy night ahead – they were 1–0 down in the ninetieth minute, but striker Alan Lee’s stoppage-time penalty had put a smile back on the Ipswich manager’s face, not to mention those of most of the 20,000 fans packed into Portman Road, who were now spilling into the town. Their smiles were matched by those of the kids arriving for that night’s pantomime performance of Dick Whittington at the New Wolsey Theatre, just a few hundred metres away from the stadium.

To most people the seedy, dark, murky life of the red-light district couldn’t have been further away, even though it was on their very doorstep. But soon it would be much closer than it had ever been before, filling local, regional and national newspapers, with scores of broadcast journalists representing every major radio station and TV channel in this country and many abroad, too. The police had already discovered the naked body of a woman on the outskirts of Ipswich, but the news had yet to filter through and disrupt the festive mood of the town centre.

Tania Nicol

Several weeks earlier, on 30 October 2006, Tania Nicol slipped a tiny foot under the thin strap of her new, sparkling, pink stilettos. She left the silver buckle loosely fastened against her olive skin as she might have to walk a fair distance. She loved her new shoes and her cut-off jeans would show them off to perfection. She took a last-minute look in the mirror. She had lost about a stone over the past year – her friends had noticed, and so had her parents. A final check that her long, dark hair was in place, and then her tall slender figure was out of the door. It hadn’t been a lingering look – she knew why her complexion was spotty, but she couldn’t do anything about it. Not at the moment anyway. As if in a hurry, she slammed shut the door of the house she shared with her mother, Kerry, and her fifteen-year-old brother. She headed along Woolverstone Close in the direction of Ipswich town centre, the night just warm enough for her to wear a small white top. It was a walk she had done since she was a schoolgirl. Indeed, a ten-minute meander through the streets of the Chantry area of Ipswich and she would have come to her old school – Chantry High.

Unlike most of the young women who worked the streets, for Tania schooldays had by and large been good. One of the more fun-loving of the school’s 1200 pupils, she could sometimes be found at the back of the class giggling with her friends, and it wouldn’t have been uncommon for her to be told off by her teachers when the noise got a bit too much. Friends would remember that she had her quieter moments, though that didn’t stop her from standing out from the rest. She was always well turned out, and she harboured the hope that her pretty looks and big brown eyes would one day help to make her a pop star. Maybe she had the X Factor? But the good times came to an end after she fell in with the wrong crowd. She knew her dad hadn’t approved of her new boyfriend and at more or less the same time she began skipping school and stopped going to Sea Cadets. Her parents had been so proud when she and her Sea Cadet group met Prince Andrew at the docks in Felixstowe; now her uniform had been consigned to the back of the cupboard. She wondered whether her parents had known then that she had also started smoking cannabis.

Chantry High’s motto is ‘Dare To Do Right’, but on the night of 30 October Tania was no longer in school uniform. The clothes she was wearing could not have been further removed from her blazer. As she headed into town she must have wondered, as she had done so many times before, if she was about to go against those four words inscribed on the school’s coat of arms.

Like many of her friends who’d just left school, Tania moved from one low-paid job to another, at one stage working in an Ipswich hotel. That job was short-lived, and she soon had designs on catering for a very different type of clientele. She had also become addicted to drugs, and she needed better-paying work to feed her addiction.

That’s when Cleopatra’s in Ipswich entered her life. The world of massage parlours was just as murky as that of street prostitution. She was the perfect candidate to work in a parlour: pretty, friendly, caring, reliable and, most importantly, honest. It was far from pop stardom but it paid reasonably well, and hard currency was what she needed. Anyway, the customers were generally regulars and she got on with the other girls there – some of whom had been provided with accommodation. She became known as ‘Chantelle’ by the punters – she liked the name and it meant the work she was doing was kept separate from her real life. She could then escape back to her own bed in Woolverstone Close and be Tania again. But that secret life had begun to encroach upon her home life. Punters or managers from the massage parlour – she didn’t know which – had begun calling her home asking for ‘Chantelle’, which had confused and worried her mother.

She also knew that she was a lot safer working at a parlour rather than working the streets. But the trade-off for the bitterly cold weather, dodgy punters, CCTV and ASBOs was that those girls didn’t have to pay commission. If they made £30, they’d get to keep all of it. The massage parlour, on the other hand, came with overheads – electricity, hot water and her room with the low ambient lighting had to be paid for, and so the £30 she earned had to be shared.

Like Tania’s previous jobs, this too was to be short-lived. As shady as the massage parlour industry is, it is a business nonetheless, with standards like any other business. Owners would not stand for their girls being addicted to drugs, especially as this often meant that they were looking after their partner’s drug needs as well. There were concerns that Tania’s drug dependency had gone too far and she was asked to leave. She did so with little fuss, but with the next fix to find, the once upbeat, smiling teenager took to selling sex on the streets.

At one stage Tania did manage to get her own flat, on the same road as her father. He and her mum had split up when she was twelve, but her dad only moved half a mile away so she’d still see him at least twice a week, apart from when he was away working as a lorry driver. But as the drugs took hold she stopped paying the rent and bills. She would spend all day sleeping off the previous night – her haphazard lifestyle meant that everything else went by the wayside, and once again she was forced to move, this time back to her old room at her mum’s house. It was then that her parents discovered she was taking heroin.

‘There were no arguments and everything seemed to be OK, until one day Kerry and I walked into her room and found a syringe on the windowsill,’ explained Tania’s father, Jim Duell. ‘We thought: we’ve got to do something. We all sat around the table to talk about this, to confront this. Tania told us she had been to get prescriptions for methadone, so clearly she was trying to get off heroin. She said she hadn’t taken drugs for three weeks, but I just think we didn’t realise the seriousness of her addiction. Every time we confronted her about it afterwards, she would get agitated. When she came around to visit me, I would gently try and broach the subject, but there was a danger that she would react badly and then I wouldn’t see her for several weeks. I believe she was living in hell, quite honestly.’

What Tania’s parents didn’t know was that she had been arrested by police when she was eighteen for working as a prostitute. Because she was an ‘adult’ her family was not informed.

‘As far as I’m concerned, she was just a girl. Regardless of anyone’s age, her kin should be told – and we were not told. If we had been told I’d have been going down there to find her. Of course we would, wouldn’t we?’

So Tania’s life as a prostitute remained a secret from her family and the drill was the same that night in October as it had been over recent months. Sometimes she would get
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