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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘The next stage meant that there was no going back. An Irish prisoner stepped forward and slipped a blade into my hand. I felt the ice cold metal and pressed it against the governor’s cheek. I thought to myself: would they ever release me after this?’

Bobby Cummines was only 28 when he passed through the grim gates of Parkhurst, Britain’s Alcatraz, as a category-A prisoner with a host of crimes to his name. Joining the most notorious gangsters and criminals of the day – from the Krays, the Yorkshire Ripper and Charles Bronson, to high ranking members of the IRA – nothing could have prepared him for the brutal regime, violent convicts, vindictive screws and riots on the inside. It’s the story of Britain’s most hellish prison, from one of its hardest inmates.

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR

At sixteen, Bobby Cummines became one of the youngest people in Britain to be convicted of carrying a sawn-off shotgun. He quickly became a gangland leader and was convicted of a number of serious offences including manslaughter and bank robbery. After serving twelve years in many of the UK’s maximum security prisons, he went on to become a founder member and chief executive of Unlock, a charity which helps people with criminal convictions reintegrate into society. He is also a co-founder of Midas which helps young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. In 2011 he was an awarded an OBE.

Bobby is one of the UK’s leading penal reformers and has advised Ministers and Judges as well as public and private sector agencies on prison and rehabilitation. His passion is talking to young people in schools and colleges, deterring them from what they might perceive as a glamorous lifestyle by highlighting the harsh realities of crime and prison.


Also by Bobby Cummines:

I Am Not A Gangster: Fixer.
Armed Robber. Hitman. OBE.
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I dedicate this book to my wife Ami; my son Kai; my daughter Sophie; and my daughter Abigail, R.I.P.



 
A FEW WORDS FROM BOBBY

Just a few words from me to tell you what I’ve been up to.

I had such an amazing response to my previous book, I Am Not a Gangster, that I thought a follow-up was needed.

My co-writer, David Meikle, reminded me that I’d been banged up in Parkhurst at the same time as Reggie Kray, Charlie Richardson and Frankie Fraser as well as scum like the Yorkshire Ripper and a whole lot more. David had also written a book with Charlie Richardson, which had a section about me.

David said: ‘Who else has a story like that to tell? Sounds like a follow-up to me.’

Hold up a minute, he was right. I could only scratch the surface about Parkhurst and Albany during my previous book.

You’ll find – as you read – that Parkhurst really was Britain’s Alcatraz, double insulated with the sea flowing around it. You’ll also read about my conversations as I remember them with legends in the crime business. Imagine being on the same landing as Reggie Kray and Charlie Richardson. Their power within the prison system had to be seen to be believed. And I saw it all.

I’ve gone through my time there carefully, from arriving on the island chained to a screw, to my eventual downgrading when I was sent to a lower security prison – and furthering my education through the Open University.

Some of my new book is brutal. I was a ferocious individual, trapped in a vicious environment.

There’s so much to tell you about the people I met, and the grim life inside Britain’s Alcatraz. Charlie Richardson showed me how to channel my anger; he told me that education would be my liberation, and how right he was.

Now, as a free man, I have been able to use all of that energy, brought about by frustration and fury. I have managed to help in the rehabilitation of offenders. I am thrilled that my campaign to reduce knife and gun crime has been gaining momentum.

You would hardly expect a former hitman to receive an OBE from the Queen to recognise work with rehabilitating offenders. Of course, I am immensely proud. I am even happier when I hear about someone who has turned his or her back on a life of crime. You have no idea how that makes me feel.

All my love, and please enjoy …

Bobby xx

 
FOREWORD

by Professor Dick Hobbs,

Emeritus Professor, University of Essex

Criminal autobiography is a highly popular literary genre, introducing the reader to worlds that most citizens can barely imagine. While the very best of the genre is extremely valuable to scholars of criminal culture, these tales of gangsters, robbers, drug dealers and others also portray an alternative universe for hard-working ‘straightgoers’ with a fascination for the dark side. The more vivid, stark and detailed these underworld tales are, the deeper the fascination, and the more the reader is faced with the safe but mundane realities of their own nine-to-five world.

These autobiographies are written almost exclusively at the end of a criminal career, after the justice system has flexed its own considerable muscles, and the once successful criminal contemplates the past. Consequently prison is the main focus of the autobiographies of most major criminals who have reflected on their careers at the end of long sentences spent in notorious institutions such as Barlinnie, Durham, Wandsworth and, of course, Parkhurst.

Bobby’s previous book, the gripping I Am Not a Gangster, delved into his background and tracked his incredible progress towards receiving an OBE. Now he has gone a step further, with some amazing tales garnered on the inside.

Bobby’s account of life in Parkhurst is unique, in that he served time with Reggie Kray, Charlie Richardson, Frankie Fraser and so many other notorious household names at the same time. He is able to go into great detail about his impressions of the prisoners, the regime, the screws ‘and all that’ inside Britain’s Alcatraz, as Bobby would say. He lived every day with leading members of the IRA, which makes very interesting reading indeed.

Parkhurst began in 1778 as a military hospital and children’s asylum, and by 1838 it was a children’s prison transporting ‘apprentices’ to Australia and New Zealand. By the time Parkhurst became a prison for young men in 1863, it had a reputation for penal brutality. Its harsh regime, which included the use of leg irons, attracted criticism from politicians, the press and Victorian social reformers such as Mary Carpenter.

By the time Bobby Cummines arrived at Parkhurst in 1979, its brutal reputation was well established. It was a high security prison, the end of the line for those who had been given up on by the British criminal justice system. To be fair, Bobby also had a brutal reputation. A London-based professional criminal, he had already served a sentence for manslaughter, but now he had been found guilty of thirteen armed robberies and associated offences.

He was contemplating spending much of his twelve-year sentence in an establishment that had become a byword for everything wrong with the British prison system. He arrived at Parkhurst and entered a human warehouse of the era’s notorious gangsters, killers, robbers, terrorists and others in a Victorian institution which was built to house criminal children.

In this book, Bobby charts his Parkhurst career from his trip on the ferry across to the Isle of Wight, a brief but eventful stay in neighbouring Albany prison, and on to the criminal hierarchy of Parkhurst. Here, Bobby encountered the cream of the underworld mixed in with the mad, sad and simply bad. Via his trading skills and violent reputation, he soon gained the trust of the often delusional gangsters of an older generation, as well as the confidence of one notorious villain who was to prove instrumental in identifying Bobby Cummines’s non-criminal potential – and encouraged him to take up education.

Along the way, Bobby brokered a deal between Parkhurst’s two main factions, and negotiated with ‘good screws, bad screws, druggy screws and boozy screws’ on an everyday basis. He is also frank about the impact of imprisonment, not just on himself, but on his loved ones.

This book is a portrait of a very different era in British penal history. When Bobby arrived at Parkhurst in the late seventies, the British prison population was approximately 40,000. In 2016 the figure stands at over 95,000, the biggest in Western Europe. Despite a decline in official crime rates, we have clearly become a more punitive society and it is a lot easier get a prison sentence now than it was back then.

Further, drug markets now dominate many prison regimes; prisoners convicted of terrorism are a very different inmate from the Irishmen that Bobby encountered in Parkhurst; and black and Asian prisoners are now disproportionately present in the overall prison population. The working-class neighbourhoods that produced Bobby and so many of his fellow Parkhurst inmates have been destroyed or changed beyond recognition. The unwritten protocols of criminal behaviour are now little more than a nostalgic fantasy, having been erased from all but the keenest memories. Even Parkhurst prison is no more, and along with Albany, is now one of the two prisons that constitute Her Majesty’s Prison Isle of Wight.

It is important to stress that prison did not ‘reform’ Bobby Cummines; indeed, his status as an extremely dangerous man was, if anything, enhanced by the prison system. However, he made certain decisions to live his life in a way that did not involve violence, and on leaving prison he became a powerful and effective advocate for the rights of ex-offenders. He headed a prominent charity and worked on various government commissions. In 2011 he was awarded an OBE.

As you are about to find out, Bobby achieved all of this despite the grim surroundings of places such as HMP Parkhurst.


CHAPTER ONE

CHAINED IN A CAGE

REALITY KICKED IN as, somewhere along the landing, a cell door slammed shut. I heard an echo, then some keys jangling and a screw barking orders. I looked around my bare cell as a glint of morning sunshine penetrated the dust. Heavy footsteps approached.

A key turned in my lock. I saw two pale blue shirts, black ties, peaked caps and the customary shoulder straps. Two bleak faces peered from under the caps. My wristwatch told me that it had just gone seven o’clock.

‘Time to go,’ one of them said. ‘The prison is in lockdown. We’ll sort you out with food later.’

They hadn’t told me where I was going, apart from out of Wandsworth. All I knew was that I should prepare for an early start. The jail was in lockdown because of a disturbance in the night; I wasn’t part of it for a change. Luckily, I had some snacks in my cell. At the other end, they would feed me straight away.

I assumed that, with my record of manslaughter and armed robberies, I was being sent to a jail matching my credentials. I’d been an armed robber, hitman and all that – so they weren’t taking any chances. I expected to be treated like a dog.

The two surly screws led me from my cell to a security van, waiting outside the main block. It was like one of those big white ones you see ferrying prisoners around. The screws went about their business without uttering a word.

They opened the back doors and placed me in a cage. I felt like a great big budgie in there. I was quickly handcuffed to a chain. I had one set of cuffs on me, attached to another handcuff. After that, a chain connected me to a nervous looking prison officer, and we sat about four feet apart on bench seats.

‘We’re going south,’ I guessed.

It was only a guess, as I’d been sent off in every other direction in the past, and none of the high security prisons on the mainland had managed to tame me. Something new on the horizon, in the autumn of 1979? I wondered.

‘You’re correct about going south,’ the screw answered, knowing that people like me ended up in Parkhurst and its brutal brother alongside, Albany. ‘Next stop, Southampton.’

He knew exactly where we were going, all right. There could be no other suitable destination on the south coast. We had to be heading for the Isle of Wight, in the middle of the Solent.

I wondered how my new home would compare with Wandsworth, a hell-hole in south-west London. Everything about that monstrosity reeked of cruelty. The place opened as the Surrey House of Correction in 1851 when it stored the national collection of birch and cat-o’-nine-tails.

Ronnie Biggs, who took part in the Great Train Robbery, escaped from Wandsworth in 1965 while he was serving his thirty-year sentence. Two years later, Biggs fled to Brazil. Wandsworth was also the home of the ‘cold meat shed’, later to become a rest room for staff, near the end of ‘A’ wing. That’s where all the executions used to take place. I stayed well away from there.

I spent more time thinking about my current situation and what lay in front of me. I looked at the screw and he looked at me. He was a muscular, fit guy with fair, receding hair and an oversized nose. I’d say he was about thirty to thirty-five. I tried to look him in the eye and not at the nose.

I was slim, five-foot-six, with a shock of blond hair and blue eyes. When I was younger, people said I looked like ‘The Milky Bar Kid’ on the TV adverts. There was more fat on a greasy chip, but in any confrontation between us I would have destroyed him. I was Islington Boys’ Boxing Champion at bantamweight when I was fourteen. I never lost a fight.

There was quite a contrast in uniforms, with blue the colour of the day! The screw was dressed as normal with a blue shirt and dark tie, while I had on the Wandsworth outfit. I wore blue jeans, blue jacket, striped blue shirt and slip-on black shoes. You had to have the top button done up in Wandsworth, but I undid it in the van. Who cared?

‘A lot of security just for me,’ I said, as the van ploughed on towards Southampton, guarded by police cars at the front and rear. ‘Then again I’m high security Category “A”. They ain’t going to do any favours for Cat A people.’

There was no response from the screw, who was probably still sizing me up and felt no need to answer. I did think that the flashing blue lights and the convoy seemed a bit over the top. After all, I was completely immobilised and at the mercy of my captors.

I closed my eyes for half an hour or so. I tried to imagine what it would be like, banged up for twelve long years. I assumed that my rebellious nature wouldn’t earn much remission. I had hardly seen any daylight since my arrest, with time on remand, a gruelling court case and then imprisonment up at Wandsworth. Would they put me in solitary on the Isle of Wight? I half dozed off and wondered what the rest of the day would bring.

My arrest had been dramatic, to say the least. I was due to collect a couple of hand guns, with my eldest brother, Freddy, to use on a ‘bit of work’ – a job. It was a peaceful Sunday morning in the summer of 1978 with trees rustling in the breeze, a few cars being washed and not much else happening in the streets of north London. We parked our motor and heard the Bee Gees song, ‘Stayin’ Alive’, floating gently into the street from an open bedroom window. We almost didn’t live up to the words in the song.

The scene was played out not far from the Enkel Arms in Holloway, where we planned our business and discussed important matters to do with the firm. Two of us arrived at the contact’s house to collect the weapons. I pressed the bell with my usual three rings, then …

‘KEEP YOUR HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM OR YOU WILL BE SHOT.’

We both froze.

‘Lie on the ground. Do not move. I repeat. Do not move.’

This was serious. A formidable array of armed police surrounded us, with sub-machine guns aimed and ready to fire. The Specialist Firearms Command people had us in their sights. Freddy and I were then ordered to put our hands on the bonnet of a big police motor, with lots of blue lights flashing. I did point out that I was wearing a £700 dark blue pinstripe suit, and needed to protect it, but no one paid any attention. We were whisked off to Holloway nick, and they threw more than the book at Bobby Cummines.

They really had the hump with me. I faced thirteen counts of armed robbery, thirteen charges of possessing illegal firearms and thirteen of endangering life. Amazingly, there were thirteen of us in the dock; people in my firm were accused of different levels of involvement. Unlucky thirteen or what! I was also charged with fourteen counts of conspiracy.

In a separate case, a couple of years earlier, they had tried to get me for theft, kidnap, intimidation, threatening life and even stealing the Japanese Instrument of Surrender. The story went that a cleaner stole the priceless document from the Japanese embassy in London, and sold it on. I was supposed to have kidnapped the new ‘owner’ and made a sale to the American mafia.

‘I ain’t guilty,’ I told the judge and jury, and they could see there was no way I could be found culpable. The evidence just wasn’t there, so I was acquitted. The Old Bill hated that verdict. My solicitor said I should disappear overseas for a bit because they would nick me sooner or later for something else.

Also, in a previous case in the early seventies, I’d been charged with murder, although that was reduced to manslaughter, and I’d served the seven-year sentence. What happened was this: we knew that a large amount of wages, maybe £40,000, was being stored in a house. We looked for the cash and tied up the people while we did that. One of our guns went off accidentally, causing panic. I had put the gags on, but one was tied too tightly. One of the group choked on vomit and died. The thought of that death on a bit of work haunts me to this day.

To start with, they sent me to Aylesbury Young Offenders’ Institution and then I was packed off to Maidstone prison at the age of twenty-one.

This latest set of thirteen armed robberies, five years after release for the manslaughter, meant that I was too dangerous to send to any old low security prison. I would have to be cut off from civilisation and kept under guard in a place where there was no chance of escape. I felt like public enemy number one during the court case at the Old Bailey.

A few days into the trial, I studied my friends in the dock and their families in the public gallery. My pals had been loyal and the families were devoted to their men. To be fair, I was the ringleader; I was the guv’nor. I persuaded the others to plead guilty, go for reduced sentences and take it from there. In short, I decided to carry the can.

As the prosecution and defence teams sharpened their pencils, I stood up and addressed the judge: ‘I am guilty of all of these offences. It would be wrong for the victims of these crimes to have to recount and relive their painful experiences.’

The judge’s words kept ringing in my ears: ‘These crimes are of the most serious nature and deserve to be treated as such. You were no doubt the gang leader and the organiser. During this trial, all I have heard is the name “Bobby Cummines”, and yet there are twelve other accused in the dock with you.

‘I have taken into account that you changed your plea to guilty to save the victims having to relive those terrible events, and I believe that there is some humanity in you. I will reflect this in my sentencing. I will not give you the sentence I was going to give you. I will reduce it to twelve years. Take him down.’

Although the sentence was lighter than I’d been expecting, I kept thinking about those three words, ‘take him down’, and the power that the judge had over me. I also wondered if he’d been planning to give me thirty years of bird, until he heard about my gentler side! Other members of the firm received much shorter sentences, and I was pleased about that.

My brother Freddy received eighteen months. He was sometimes called Smokie, because he’d been a fireman and was badly burned in a blaze at Smithfield meat market. They retired him off and he played a minor role with us. My other brother, Frankie, was more an ‘up front’ gunman and went down for five years. He was brilliant with motors and looked after all our getaway cars.

It was me who got those two into crime, really. During that brief boxing career, when I was much younger, I got involved with some dodgy people. I took over a debt-collecting business because, when I collected £50, I received a tenner. Later, I discovered that the people who hired me got a lot more commission – so I bashed them up and took over their business!

My other brother, Jack, was a complete straightgoer and even wanted to be a politician, so he never became involved in our activities.

I had no regrets about what I had done apart, of course, from the death during that earlier ill-fated robbery in the early seventies when I tied the gag too tightly. I was able to justify everything else as business. I wasn’t going out robbing sweet shops or old ladies; I had been a proper armed robber, taking mainly from the banks who were dodgy, anyway, in most people’s eyes.

When you’re ‘bang at it’, you believe you won’t be caught. You feel invincible. I walked across several lanes of traffic on Holloway Road with my shotgun, nicknamed Kennedy, in my hand, feeling that I owned the place and no one could touch me. I put on a crash helmet, ready to do some business. I put on that crash helmet many times, always believing that I would escape from the Old Bill.

We named Kennedy after the assassinated American president. It had been a .410 bore shotgun – that was the bore of the barrel – ideal for taking out birds or rabbits. The butt had been replaced with a pistol grip. Kennedy was easy to hide under a coat. Anyone facing those double hammers and two triggers would shit themselves with fear.

I told people who lived in my street that I had a job in the city. I gave them the impression that I was well paid, kind and polite. They had no idea about my dark, sinister side.

We used to plan our business in a café. Getaway drivers knew their exact jobs. A lead gunman played a key role along with the bag man who scooped up the cash.

As I sat there, eyes closed and chained to the screw in the back of the prison van, I reflected on how my actions had affected close family. As my dad, Fred, had passed away, I was left with my mum, whose name was Mary, three brothers and four sisters. In terms of seniority my siblings, with a three-year gap in between each of them, were: Eileen, Fred junior, Patsy, Pauline, Jack, Frankie, Vera and then me, tagging along at the end on 23 November 1951.

My dad suspected me of being up to no good in the early days, and knew what would eventually come my way. I wondered how he would have reacted to all this. In the back of the van, I bowed my head for a few moments and recalled the last time I had seen him, dying in a hospital bed from a brain tumour. It was just before my latest arrest. Frankie and I had donned hospital gowns and made it known to a nurse that we were armed. We weren’t with him during his final hours; Mum arrived at his bedside while we were being hunted down by the Old Bill.

My life of crime was all beyond her understanding. I vowed to think of ways to ease her pain, but knew that would be tricky to say the least. She was heartbroken when I went down for the thirteen armed robberies. There was so much that she didn’t know; I had no intention of filling her in about so many other crimes in my early years. Hearing about the gruesome details in the court case was more than enough for her to handle.

I continued to spend some time thinking that, here I was, facing a long stretch while still in my late twenties.

I’d already languished in the cells at Holloway nick, then several months on remand at Brixton, before being transferred to Wandsworth.

So many thoughts came to me all at once. I wondered: how would I react to being cooped up in a high security prison, cut off from the mainland? Who would I meet in there? Had I ruined my entire future with such a long list of offences? Would my life be in danger?

I only caught a slight glimpse of the ferry through the dark, dark windows. I was surprised at the size of the ship. I imagined a small thing like a tug, churning across the Solent to the Isle of Wight. We drove along a quay and I could just make out the ship’s name, Cowes Castle.

After a few more pleasantries with the screw in the cage, I could feel the wheels boarding a ramp. It could only mean we were entering the hold. All I could see, with the van’s interior lights, were the screw and the chain that kept us together. The driver could get out and have a cup of tea, but we would be in there all the time. The screw was becoming less nervous and more talkative.

‘It takes about an hour, out on Southampton Water and across the Solent. It’s just over ten miles.’

‘Oh right, I didn’t realise it was that far,’ I said, trying to settle down on the hard bench seat for the voyage.

‘You must be a really bad bastard to be in here with this sort of security. They say you’re Britain’s most dangerous man. That’s what they were telling me at Wandsworth.’

‘Well, I’ve done what I’ve done. I have been a bad bastard. I don’t want to talk too much about it. What’s your name?’

‘My name’s Pete. I travel backwards and forwards in these vans. I’m just an ordinary warder. I’m not always chained to people like this!’

After a few minutes’ silence I reflected on this bizarre scenario. There I was, talking human being to human being, in the bottom of a ferry perched precariously on top of the waves. It was a little bit choppy, and I could feel the van tilting slightly.

‘Tell you something,’ I said. ‘We’re on the water now. If this boat sinks, you’re coming down with me. We’re going to face our maker. All the others will jump off this boat, but you’ll go down with me because I’m chained to you. Can you imagine the driver coming into the back and trying to free us with the water coming in?’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ the screw answered, staring at me with unblinking, bright blue eyes, set above his large beak.

‘Have you got a wife and kids, Pete?’ I ventured, trying to keep the conversation going.

‘Yeah, I’ve got a wife and two small kids.’

‘Think about it. Think how precious they are to you, and how vulnerable we are. We might as well be on the fucking moon because the rest of the world doesn’t exist. There’s only us here on this Earth.’

‘I’ve never looked at it like that before, but I can see what you mean,’ Pete answered, glancing nervously around the spartan cage.

‘We’re totally alone. It’s just us, in this cage, at the bottom of a boat.’

We both stared around the cage for a few minutes, taking in what I had just said. I didn’t feel comfortable, and neither did Pete as the van lurched to the side. He had probably crossed the Solent a hundred times without thinking about it too much.

The screw took a deep breath and changed the subject: ‘Bobby, I was wondering. How did this all start? When you were a kid?’

‘Well, I did everything they said apart from possessing a razor. I was about sixteen and I’d just started work as a shipping clerk. I saw two plainclothes coppers lecturing some kids in Finsbury Park. Someone had fired a starting pistol, but I could see the kids didn’t have one. I told the Old Bill they were dealing with underage people and they should be talking to the parents or someone responsible.’

‘What happened next?’ Pete asked, his fair eyebrows raised by a good inch.

‘Well, one of the coppers came over to me and said I was a bit flash. They went off and came back. One of them pointed to a cutthroat razor on the ground. They said I was nicked and carted me off. Everything else in the prison reports about me is true – but not that. My dad made me plead guilty because it was only going to be a ten-shilling fine. The coppers told him I’d be sent to borstal if I pleaded not guilty.’

I had Pete’s full attention now.

‘I lost the job, my family … I lost everything. So those coppers are responsible for that and everything else in my life now. My dad thought he was doing the right thing, telling me to plead guilty. I was fitted up, and it changed me into what I am. A bad bastard.’

‘I believe you,’ Pete nodded.

He really did believe me. I could sense a touch of emotion as he realised what had happened all those years ago. I had done some horrible things, though, and wasn’t looking for sympathy. An armed robber who’s worked as a hitman isn’t looking for sympathy.

I thought it was best not to tell Pete about my time as a hitman. So many deaths, made to look like accidents, were hardly talking points on the way to jail, deep in the hold of a ferry.

Pete kept quiet for a while as I stared at the van floor and continued to ponder over my future years behind bars. I could feel the ferry slowing down as it approached Cowes harbour. Next destination: Parkhurst or Albany and, hopefully, something decent to eat.

‘You’re not going up to the big house yet,’ Pete announced, breaking the silence with a well-used name for Parkhurst. ‘First stop is Albany. The guys in there are just as bad. They’ll probably move you between the two so that you don’t get too settled. You’ll find it tough – it’s a different world.’

He didn’t need to tell me. I was ready for anything.

‘You do what you do in your world,’ I told him, ‘and I do what I do in my mine. The difference is that you go home every night to your wife and kids. I don’t have a wife and kids. If people get close to me, there’s a weak link in my chain. I can’t have a weak link. If I feel anything for anybody, I have to cut if off. My lifestyle doesn’t humanise people; it brutalises them.’

‘Understood,’ was all Pete said.

I felt the wheels trundle out of the hold and onto a road. I could see some smart-looking houses, more greenery than I was used to in the cluttered London streets, then a sign for St Mary’s Hospital. After twenty minutes or so I caught sight of a sign for Parkhurst Road. We had to be close.

I grimaced as, out of the tiny darkened windows, a set of enormous wooden gates, surrounded by concrete, came into view. Beyond that grim entrance I could just see a set of equally formidable steel gates. I used to watch those Hammer Horror films, and I thought maybe I was approaching something like Dracula’s Castle.

For a few seconds, I felt really downcast, thinking about the people trapped in there. This looked like some sort of barbaric fortress. I peered out of the windows again. A couple of screws were doing some searching and tidying up outside.

It was as if the ugly entrance was glaring at me and promising some really bad times. It was like returning to a darker age, when life was cheap and the authorities of the day ruled with an iron fist. I just got a sense of pain and misery as I stared at this blot on the landscape. All I could imagine was some sort of evil torture chamber. I guessed the building was only a couple of hundred years old; perhaps Parkhurst carried on a tradition of cruelty dating back much longer than that.

Somehow, I was transported back to Napoleonic times. I’d been reading a book about the French Revolution in Wandsworth and this place fitted in with the savagery of that period, when gruesome punishments and endless cruelty were the order of the day.

Pete hadn’t stopped me standing up for a better look; I appreciated his gesture.

I had a mild sense of relief as we drove on a few yards to Albany. I could tell at once that Albany was light years ahead of Parkhurst. It was modern, like an office block or a building on an industrial estate. It could even have been a tyre-fitting centre. I could see a long rectangular building with regular sets of windows behind a sign on the grass outside. The sign announced that I was entering ‘HM Prison Albany’.

As soon as we went through the first gate, we came across other gates. And I could see that everything was electronic. I was surrounded by barbed wire and cameras. The outside of the building had deceived me. I  noticed loads of formidable-looking fences all over the place.

‘Good luck, then, Bobby,’ Pete said as we were unlocked and separated by a huddle of screws. ‘Watch your back. There are some evil blokes in there. I delivered some of them myself!’

‘I always watch my back,’ I assured him. ‘I’ll get through this and I’ll be a free man again. You wait and see.’

With a burly, muscular screw on either side of me, I was taken to a white-painted office along with three boxes of my possessions. It looked like an area for secretaries with a couple of typewriters, two or three lamps and some filing cabinets. I could see that my boxes were neatly marked on the outside, describing the contents. They must have had word from Wandsworth about my need for food. A steaming plate of stew and veg was waiting for me. I decided to fight the hunger pangs and take the grub back to my cell.

The two screws looked remarkably similar. They were both about six feet, with the standard blue shirts, caps, black ties, black trousers and black boots. One had dark sideburns and a moustache, while the other had the sideburns without the moustache. They both had an intimidating look, staring at me from under the peaks of their caps. They took down all my details, gave me a strip search and led me to a shower room, adjoining their office. They made sure I had nothing hidden anywhere. I  didn’t feel embarrassed; this was a common routine. I just concentrated on what had to be done and more or less ignored the screws. We had zero in common.

I was given a box containing my basic essentials and led along a neat, soulless corridor illuminated with strip lighting. I took my brunch with me.

After fifty yards or so the screws stopped outside a small cell. They opened the door and I stepped inside. It measured twelve feet by six or something like that. There was lino on the floor, a table and a basic single bed. It was more of a base with a cheap mattress on top, really. The screws handed me a key to the cell, showed me quickly how to use it, and prepared to head back to their office.

‘Everything is electronic,’ the screw with the sideburns told me. ‘You can’t get out with the key. It’s just to let you lock the cell when you’re in the canteen or the loo in case anyone comes in to pinch anything.’

The window had bars, but it actually looked like a window and not like those tiny ones you see in ancient prisons. I gazed outside onto a concrete exercise yard. There were no shrubs, blades of grass, flowers or anything like that.

I finished the food, which was reasonable, sat on the bed for a while and realised that I needed to pee. In older prisons you had to do it in a bucket and ‘slop out’ at regular intervals. Here, I could see an intercom on the wall.

‘I need to go to the loo,’ I said as I pressed the button
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