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To all the prison staff and inmates who’ve accompanied me on this journey, I owe you so much. You’ll never be forgotten.
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PRISON GOVERNOR

A LEGAL DEFINITION

Pursuant to section 7(1) of the Prison Act 1952, every prison must have a Governor – the person in charge of the prison is known as the Governing Governor. They’re responsible for everything that happens within the precincts of their prison, from staff issues including training and discipline, to security and the overall care of inmates and staff.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

WHAT LIES BENEATH

Many of the incidents described here are so personal and sensitive that I’ve had to disguise them to protect people and prisons from being identifiable. It’s far better to reveal everything in a carefully structured format than to hide the truth away, and I want this book to help many people to understand how and why prisons exist.

You may on occasions have to suspend disbelief, though. I’ve had to find a balance between accurately reflecting the reality of life in prison and making sure I haven’t given any legitimate secrets away. My publisher calls this process a ‘narrative touch-up’. I’ve even avoided using real nick-names in case they offend those whom I’ve encountered over three decades in the prison service. Sometimes, I’ve also amalgamated characters in order to further protect their real identity.

The names of specific wings and prisons have been omitted for similar reasons. I’ve abbreviated the prison entry process in order to go straight inside the wings themselves, as that’s where most of the action takes place. It’s also helped me avoid all the seen-it-before clichés like strip searches and other standard prison fodder. I signed a confidentiality agreement when I joined the prison service, which I also could not ignore, so any resemblance to real people and situations in this book is entirely coincidental.

There is also little of the traditional prison slang here because it’s not how I speak. I want my real voice to be heard, not a fake, streetwise version, which would not have been a fair reflection of who I am. I make no apologies for the language, though. Prisons are not politically correct environments. They contain brutality, bluntness and racism that is hard to match anywhere else on earth.

The ranks of officers in the UK prison service are constantly being chopped and changed by authorities, so I’ve tried to keep things simple by referring mainly to POs (prison officers) and senior wing officers to avoid confusion. Prison rules are also interchangeable and vary, depending on the era being referred to.

Then there is the vexing question of what prisoners should actually be called. Many outside the service claim that the word ‘prisoner’ is far preferable to ‘inmate’ but those inside prisons say there isn’t much to choose between the two, so I’ve used both.

One piece of protocol inside UK prisons remains consistent, though. Inmates are not permitted to call officers by their names. They’re encouraged to use old-fashioned terms like ‘sir’ and ‘boss’ when talking to staff. Since I didn’t like these two terms, I ended up reluctantly agreeing to being called ‘guv’, although it felt almost as uncomfortable to me. It was only then I realised the motivation behind using these terms was to maintain a distance between us and the inmates.

Today I believe that attitude has caused more problems than anything else inside prisons. If I had it my way, all inmates would be able to call prison officers by their first name but that notion is still frowned upon, even to this day.

And finally, a few words of warning about this book. I’m not a professional writer. I tend to say what I feel and see. Sometimes it might seem a bit on the nose but that’s what it’s often like in prison. Staff and inmates cut straight to the chase, which is both the best and the worst thing about life in jail. I’ve got no doubt there’ll be prison staff and inmates lining up to take a ‘shot’ at me for writing this book. I’ll live with it because the truth can sometimes hurt.



INTRODUCTION

THE PRISON DETECTIVE

In some ways, I’m more like a detective than a prison officer because I’ve always tried to use my own thirst for knowledge to help solve problems and crimes that have happened inside jails over the past three decades. I think I first picked up this investigative instinct by reading Sherlock Holmes books when I was a kid. Holmes taught me to not look at things in purely black or white terms. I learned to examine the grey areas in the middle just like he did, because they often contain the answers in life.

This hopefully makes my take on prison life different from any previous memoirs. I’m also not obsessed with the clichéd brutality and supposedly dangerous aspects of life inside that are the main ingredients in so many prison books. 

I’ve worked in prisons for more than 30 years. I went from leaving school with virtually no qualifications to running some of the UK’s biggest and most troublesome prisons. My personality has evolved in many ways alongside my career trajectory inside the prison service. I started off young and naive and ended up as a governor with a paternal instinct and a single-minded determination to keep everyone in my prisons safe, and also to try to change the system for the better.

However, writing this book has forced me to re-examine my motivation in joining the prison service in the first place. Did I genuinely want to help the not so fortunate or was I more interested in the challenge of taking on some of society’s most dangerous characters?

Throughout this journey, I’ve dealt with many seemingly insurmountable problems. These were situations and scenarios that were quite simply far beyond most people’s comprehension. At the end of the day, I’ve always tried to show a more caring response to situations than many of my predecessors from the UK prison service’s troubled past. I learned how to stop and consider situations, rather than run in with all guns blazing, metaphorically speaking of course.

No doubt this infuriated many traditional prison staff, but I’ve never wavered in my belief that patience and understanding must always take priority over punishment and retribution because what you see is not always what you get inside prisons. Also, throughout this same journey, I’ve often had to be a therapist and marriage guidance advisor as well as tackling sexual orientation issues with staff and inmates alike. Most people seemed to feel comfortable talking to me about it all. My other half says it’s because they can tell I’ve been through a lot of the same shit as them (more on this later). I’m not sure that’s true but what I have learned as a prison officer and governor is that you have to listen and you have to learn and you have to park your judgements on your doorstep every morning when you leave for work.

This is prison life from both sides of the fence. Some of it reads ugly, while other recollections retain a softer centre. Either way, prison life has never stopped surprising me in good and bad ways. I’m not out to make a fortune from other people’s despair, either. I’m hoping in some ways to provide a self-help book for law-abiding citizens who can’t get their heads properly around the reality of our prison system. You see, locking criminals up and throwing away the key is definitely not the answer.

* * *

So what makes a good prison officer? If you’ve never been near a prison before (as a visitor or an inmate!), how could you possibly know? Being a ‘people person’ certainly helps. That doesn’t necessarily mean you have to be outgoing or over-confident (I’m neither of those things). But you need to be able to interact with people, which means being reasonably articulate. The need to communicate under pressure is essential inside a prison.

The real-life dramas inside prisons come thick and fast. I’ve been called upon to save someone’s life and prevent a threat to my own life all in the same day. It’s just a matter of where and when.

So try and spare a thought or two for the ‘screws’ who’ve had to endure so much of this and consider these words that would have been on my tattoo, if I’d had one:

Be strong when you are weak

Be brave when you are scared

Be humble when you are victorious

Be badass every day



BEGINNINGS

I first became aware that there were good and bad people out there in the world when I was about four years old. Like so many children down the years, I was watching a Punch and Judy puppet show in a school hall with a bunch of other kids from my neighbourhood. When the policeman puppet came on the tiny stage, some of the kids next to me started booing. When he got smashed over the head with a baton wielded by Punch, they screamed with laughter. A child next to me elbowed me because I hadn’t shouted encouragement to Punch to keep on hitting that policeman. Another child behind me pushed me out of the way because I was blocking his view. In the end, I turned away because I couldn’t cope with watching that poor policeman getting a battering. My mum told me later that’s when I burst into tears and she had to take me home before the show had finished. I tried to explain to her that it didn’t seem fair the way Punch was hurting the policeman, but she didn’t really get what I meant.

Around where we lived, the police were the enemy and you always stood up for petty criminals because they so often ended up getting a right-hander from the unfriendly coppers on the neighbourhood beat. A lot of my contemporaries on the council estate where I was brought up avoided me because I was seen as a strange, shy, loner-type kid.

I also had a posher voice than most of them because my mother had been obsessed with elocution and convinced me I’d have a better life with a superior accent. My father despised my mother’s attitude as he was working class through and through. No wonder they ended up hating each other’s guts. It was quite a relief when they eventually split up. I was just five years old but I noticed that the atmosphere at home improved the moment he’d gone.

Thinking back on it, though, I turned into an even more insular child after that, not helped by spending a lot of time in my bedroom with an assortment of toy cars and Action Man soldiers before burying my head in Sherlock Holmes novels. I did what so many only children of single parents do and learned to live a lot of the time inside my imagination. It seemed easier and safer than hanging out with the other kids in my neighbourhood.

But all that self-enforced isolation didn’t exactly help my education. I preferred being at home to attending school and my mother was extremely easy-going, so bunking off classes soon became a regular habit. By the time I’d reached about 12 or 13, my father may have become nothing more than a distant memory but my education was not progressing in a very satis-factory manner. I didn’t like most school subjects and, worse still, I hadn’t got a clue what I actually wanted to do with my life.

Then when I was 14, one of my few friends was arrested for possession of marijuana and locked up in a youth detention centre. It seemed a bit over the top for just having some pot, but back in those days, any involvement with recreational drugs often led to a prison sentence, and so he went away.

A few weeks later I went to see him. Just getting in to see my friend on a visit seemed archaic. Everyone had to be strip-searched before going in and while that was humiliating enough for me, for women it looked downright nasty because the POs seemed to relish patting them up and down, and I saw far too much of that happening.

My friend was in a terrible state by the time I finally sat down to talk to him on that prison visit. He told me that older predatory males he was locked up with kept offering him cigarettes and food for sex and each time he refused, they’d beat him up even harder than the previous occasion. One six-foot-plus inmate had pledged to rape him in the showers ‘within the next few days’. My friend was sobbing as he told me all this. So I promised I’d try to help him get a transfer to one of the smaller, more easy-going borstals on the south coast of England.

Over the following weeks, I barraged the prison service with telephone requests on behalf of my friend. I even gave an interview to a local newspaper about the appalling conditions inside that borstal. It must have worked in the end because he did eventually get transferred to one of those smaller youth prisons.

I came away from that experience wondering why most people cared so little about prison conditions and as that interest grew, I swapped Sherlock Holmes for grittier true crime books, which often centred on prisons. It seemed like a fascinating subterranean world and got me wondering even more about working inside the service.

Then I discovered that I could train to be a PO, despite my poor education. That was the real clincher for me. Sure, I’d have to start right at the bottom but at least it was a legitimate opening and the training didn’t sound too challenging, either.

So aged 18, I took the plunge. Despite still being nervous and shy, I definitely felt a calling, as they say. But little did I know back then that it was going to be a long and winding road with lots of bumps and potholes all along the way.



PROLOGUE

FIRST DAY

Nothing can prepare you for the atmosphere when you enter a prison for the first time. Inmates stare at you. They smirk at you. Some even blow kisses. But you can’t just stop and engage with them as you might do on the outside because of prison rules (but also because you wouldn’t want to . . . basic common sense there). There’s also the smell inside. It hits you the moment you walk into the main reception area of any prison. A toxic, nostril-stinging combination of bleach and sweat. While that is close, the reality is hard to describe in words.

I was bloody terrified on my first morning on the job. I could tell from the looks on everyone’s faces that they all knew I was the ‘new boots’, as new prison staff tend to be called. Within minutes, I even found myself wondering whether I’d been wrong to want to go into the prison service in the first place. I’d sailed through the initial 10-week training course. Two officers told me I was one of the best teenaged ‘apprentices’ they’d ever come across, although I think they were most impressed by the fact I was a strapping six-feet-three-inches tall kid. And of course, no amount of training could replicate the real world of prisons.

But there was no turning back once I entered the jail that first morning. For when you’re working inside a prison, the show must always go on. There is no other option. You can’t just bring the curtains down and tell everyone to come back tomorrow. Less than half an hour into that first shift, one of my new colleagues told me to stop looking so wide-eyed as we walked along a corridor. I naively thought I’d actually managed to conquer my nerves by that time, but perhaps not.

“They’ll spot you a mile off, son,” the grizzly old PO barked at me. “Eyes down, chin up, shoulders straight and watch yer fuckin’ back.”

Numerous pairs of steely eyes were squinting at me through glass slits in the cell doors. No doubt they were all greatly enjoying my awkwardness. I knew it had to be like this whenever a ‘new boots’ turned up on a wing. But that didn’t make it any easier for me to cope with.

I told myself to get a grip. There was absolutely no point in turning round and running out of the door. I hoped my deep, inner sense of nervousness would start to fade because I knew I needed to just get on with the job at hand. My stomach was still knotted, though, when an elderly inmate sweeping the floor near me said good morning. I was too shy to say anything back. That was my first big mistake.

“Charming,” said the same inmate, who’d stopped, turned around and was glaring straight at me.

“Sorry,” I said. “Good morning.”

I was about to smile at him when I noticed my senior wing officer watching us, so I immediately looked down like he’d told me to. As I began walking down the corridor, I could sense the same elderly inmate behind me. Across the way, I was also aware that the senior PO was still watching us both. That’s when I noticed him winking at the elderly inmate while they smiled at each other. It was only then that I realised they were both winding me up.

That should have pissed me off but I’ve never been the type to get antsy, so I brushed it off. In many ways I deserved it anyway. I think that attitude came from my childhood, when I felt obliged to grin and bear every glare and insult. Moments later, I felt a tap on my shoulder and swung around, about to reprimand that lippy old inmate. But it was the same wing PO. I didn’t know what to say, so I waited for him to speak.

“Welcome to B Wing, son,” he said. “You’ve just been mugged, mate. That old boy was testing you out. Never ignore them because they all want to take a chunk out of you.”

Across the central area of the wing, I could see the same elderly inmate watching us with a wry smile on his face.

“Don’t worry, son,” added that PO. “He’s one of the half-decent ones.”

I was about to say something back when a cell alarm went off.

“Right. Off you go,” said the wing PO nodding in the direction of the bell. “Good luck.”

I knew which cell it was because a red light was flashing outside it, so I headed down the corridor towards it. I unlocked the cell and walked in to find an inmate sitting on the floor cross-legged with his back to the wall next to his bed. He just managed to lift his head up high enough to acknowledge my presence, while glancing at me with an empty expression.

He seemed as high as a kite but he wasn’t being aggressive, so I stood over him and asked him why he’d pressed the alarm. He didn’t respond and we both stood there in an awkward silence while his eyes rolled from side to side and his head kept slumping back on to his chest. I knew from my training that if an inmate was intoxicated it was often better not to ask them what they’d taken initially, as this might make them more agitated.

Then he started opening his mouth very slowly. I presumed he was about to speak, so I waited. But instead, he stuck his tongue out while looking straight at me and I saw there was a razor blade on it.

What the fuck do I do now? I thought to myself. Is he planning to harm himself or me?

I moved slowly back towards the door to test his responses. He didn’t seem to notice what I was doing, so I quietly left the cell and locked it behind me. It was time to reassess the situation with colleagues now standing nearby in the corridor. As he hadn’t assaulted me in any way, I presumed he’d been planning to take his own life but had changed his mind and pressed the emergency button instead.

One old PO once told me that up until the mid 1980s, most guards took the attitude that if an inmate was intent on committing suicide, he should be left alone to do it.

“We looked on it as one less piece of shit for us to deal with,” that same officer told me. “There was none of this psychological bullshit back then. If they want to die, let ’em do it.”

But my more recent training had made it clear it was my duty to immediately call in a prison ‘Listener’ under these types of circumstances. They’re trained by the Samaritans to deal with potential suicides inside prison. However, the Listener couldn’t be raised that morning, so my senior PO ordered me to return to the inmate’s cell and try to keep him talking while we waited for the Listener to arrive.

The PO then explained to me that this particular inmate had arrived at the prison the previous evening. He’d been irritated because he was too late to get any dinner. He’d been further agitated by the plastic-sealed breakfast pack that had been dropped on the doorstep of his cell in the middle of the previous night. He complained bitterly to the early duty staff that it didn’t look as if it had any substantial food in it. I had some sympathy with his complaints but wondered why this would make him decide to take his own life.

When I arrived back at the entrance to his cell, I hesitated for a moment. What if he attacked me? I noticed the same senior wing PO from earlier watching me, so I looked through the window slit in the door. All I could see were his legs in exactly the same position as when I’d left him earlier.

I took a deep breath and unlocked the door very slowly, listening out for any tell-tale noises from inside the cell. This time it was eerily quiet. He’d even switched off the radio he’d been playing when I went in earlier. As the door swung further open, I discovered why. He’d slashed his face, arms and chest with the razor blade while still sitting in exactly the same position as earlier. This time, he didn’t even bother looking up as I walked in.

His head was slumped on his chest. I hit the emergency button before crouching down next to him in a huge pool of his sticky, congealed blood on the floor. That’s when I recognised the death-mask expression. There was even a slight smile on his frozen lips. I started shaking uncontrollably and tears began rolling down my cheeks as the prison’s four-man control and restraint team of POs surged into the cell.

One of them helped me to my feet before whispering in my ear: “Wipe the tears away, son,” he said. “We don’t want anyone seeing them in the corridor.”

So I went into the cold autopilot mode of a prison officer in the space of just a few nanoseconds. That PO was right; extreme signs of emotion are not something you want to share with a wing full of hardened, manipulative criminals.

The same PO ordered me to go to the main wing office and wait for him there. I was in a daze. I suppose you could call it shock. My training should have prepared me for what had happened but it never fully does.

In the office, one of the duty POs – a middle-aged woman – made me a cup of tea. “There’s nothing like a good cuppa after a swinger, darlin’,” she said. That was the first time I’d heard the prison’s common expression for suicide. It wouldn’t be the last, though.

After I’d sat and sipped at that cup of sweet tea for at least five minutes, the senior wing PO came in the office and asked me if I was okay. I knew I’d have to write up a report at the end of the day, so I asked if he thought the inmate’s death could have been avoided if I hadn’t left him alone in his cell and gone for help.

“Don’t beat yerself up about it, son,” he said. “He made his decision. None of it’s down to us.”

I didn’t nod in agreement because at that moment I felt entirely responsible for his death. And this was only the first morning of my career. By 9 a.m. I was back on the wing, standing next to the dead man’s locked cell to ensure only the removal team were allowed to enter it and take his body away.

Luckily, none of the inmates knew much about the inmate because he’d arrived so late the previous evening that they’d all been locked up for the night. The senior wing PO didn’t want his corpse removed until after the other inmates had grabbed their breakfast packs and been locked back in their cells.

The time passed very slowly as I stood there outside the cell door. A lot of stuff started going through my head about why that inmate had felt so desperate that he’d taken his own life. As I was running over everything in my mind, one senior PO appeared alongside me and asked: “Penny for your thoughts, son?” I had no doubt he already knew what I was thinking about.

But I didn’t dare tell him what I really felt because that would have been seen as a clear sign of weakness, and that wouldn’t do for the first day of my job. So instead, I managed a grimaced smile and just nodded.

That first morning taught me that violence and death were never far away inside a prison, so blaming myself for someone taking their own life wasn’t going to make an ounce of difference. The initial shock wore off later that day and the brutality of the incident strangely made me feel more connected to my new career.

It was a harsh reminder for an idealistic 18-year-old kid that I’d just entered a world where sharpened pencils were deadly weapons and weak people were seen as expendable, legitimate targets for violence.



PART ONE

THE PRISON 
OFFICER

“The vilest deeds like poison weeds

Bloom well in prison air:

It is only what is good in Man

That wastes and withers there.”

OSCAR WILDE



CHAPTER 1

DOG EAT DOG

One of the first lessons I learned as a rookie PO was to never say the first thing that came into my head when I was faced with a tricky situation. It was much better to take a deep breath and try to assess the situation in front of me. After all, I’d probably only get one chance to find a peaceful solution, and I needed to make that count.

Saving face is paramount as far as many inmates – and even some staff – are concerned. Once pride is dented, it’s very hard to keep a lid on things. As a young prison officer, I tried to learn to put myself in the minds of the inmates in order to understand why certain things happened inside jail. That seemed to help me work out how to pre-empt some problems.

This process starts by appreciating an inmate’s journey into prison in the first place. In most cases, they’re brought to jail in a van straight from court after sentencing. That vehicle is known as the ‘sweat box’ for good reason because even in the winter months it’s hot and sticky and smelly. It must be the ultimate wake-up call to anyone who hasn’t considered their fate yet.

A lot of inmates I met when I worked as a custodial officer following my first stint as a wing PO told me that they were convinced the prison service deliberately didn’t clean the interior of these vehicles because they wanted new inmates to suffer. I don’t think that’s true but I can’t blame them for saying that, given the state of some of them.

As a custodial officer, I was responsible for handling inmates from the moment the sweat box arrived at the reception area after it had passed through the prison’s sealed security system. The driver and prison staff would then complete their paperwork before inmates were allowed to disembark one by one into the reception area. There, I’d often supervise the prisoners being put into a holding cell. It contained other new inmates before staff, including me, began processing their entry into this harsh new world.

The first stage of this was to face a search which, these days, begins with the BOSS chair (Body Orifice Security Scanner) which an inmate sits on to detect any concealed metal objects in the body. However, BOSS is fairly limited in that it cannot detect drugs concealed in rubber or plastic wrapping. It also can’t detect mobile phones. So a full strip search usually follows this, even in this so-called modern age when people’s privacy is supposed to be top of everyone’s list of priorities. This in itself is extremely stressful and can set a prisoner off on a path of violence from the outset.

Then follows at least one interview and assessment with a qualified professional to make sure they know what their rights are and to offer them counselling for physical or mental health issues. New inmates are told what courses they can do in prison, as well as getting a prisoner number and having their property itemised before it’s locked away until they’re released. They are also given a security category based on the likelihood they might try to escape, as well as the chances they might harm other prisoners and staff.

Most of the inmates I’ve talked to down the years have told me that while strip searches and so much of this process is indeed archaic, it is all something that most offenders know comes with the territory. Many prisoners actually find it much harder to handle when they arrive on the wing itself following that induction process. That’s when their dire predicament really hits them like a ton of bricks. They’re shown to a small cell that they may well have to share with at least one other complete stranger.

Back when I started in prisons, there was a strict policy of ignoring requests from inmates to change cells because of problems with their cellmates and I have no doubt this is one of the main reasons why so many new inmates loathed those first few days on the wing. It took the service years to wake up to the fact that prison violence could be cut by at least a third if prisoners got on well with their cellmates. Today, compromises are made when it comes to prisoners sharing a cell, which has definitely contributed to helping improve the atmosphere inside most jails.

Back serving on a prison wing during my early days, I soon noticed that the staff and other inmates always made a point of closely examining every inch of a brand new prisoner. That means everything from their haircut to the type of trainers they wore, because even the smallest details reveal something about a person.

Yet the one thing few took much notice of was the often shocked expression on the face of that new inmate. But I suppose most inmates know only too well that a lot of new prisoners just want to bury their heads under the sheets of those bone-hard cell beds and never come out again.

I appreciated right from the beginning of my career how distraught most inmates must have felt as they entered the prison system. So it was only right to try and play it softly, softly for the first few hours whenever one arrived on my wing.

I also soon discovered it wouldn’t be long before they’d have to deal with some bully pushing them up against the wall of the showers and demanding a French kiss while threatening them with a shank. One old lag – as they often call the older inmates – told me that at the start of his third prison sentence, he stopped cleaning his teeth because he reckoned it put off anyone trying it on with him. “Nobody wants to kiss you if you’ve got green teeth, guv,” he said.

The majority of inmates have to learn very quickly how to survive in prison and, as a new PO, I needed to do the same. Listening and learning was vital from the get-go. I quickly found out that most inmates were even more nervous than me and, of course, no one who is inside a prison can feel totally safe all the time. That’s why prisons can be such edgy places.

I knew that every time I passed an inmate in the corridor, they could shank me or at the very least spit on me. Usually, they just smiled, nodded hello and walked on. But it’s the uncertainty that makes prison such a complete mind fuck.

* * *

The floors in most UK prisons are kept immaculately clean because inmates spend a lot of time with brooms and mops shuffling around the prison corridors. That may sound like an old-fashioned clichéd image, but it’s still true to this day. Those utensils are actually vital props inside prison because while cleaning the floors, inmates can listen to others gossiping, observe the bad prisoners at play and even spot the ones preoccupied by anger or love.

In the first prison where I worked as a PO, one fellow officer paid an old pensioner inmate £1 a day to tell him everything he heard and observed while sweeping and mopping the floors. This old lag soon found out what drugs inmates were smuggling in and who was going to get a beating, all while he cleaned the floors. Every day just before lockdown, the officer who paid this inmate would enter his cell (which, luckily, he didn’t share with anyone) and the inmate would debrief the officer about what had been happening out on the wing.

Inevitably, though, one sharp-eyed prisoner eventually worked out what that old inmate was up to and confronted him. But the older guy convinced the inmate he’d been deliberately ‘helping’ that officer in order to send him off on a load of false leads, which meant inmates could actually conduct their everyday activities, including drug dealing, without interruption. The suspicious inmate reluctantly accepted the old lag’s excuse and left him to continue cleaning the corridors on the wing. No one would have known if he’d been telling the truth about his double dealing.

One day, the officer who’d been ‘running’ the old inmate was given a transfer to another prison. But before the officer left, he organised a raid on the main drug dealers on the wing, using information provided to him by his informant. Typically, this officer hadn’t given a moment’s consideration to his informer inmate’s safety once he’d departed, and the inmate who’d been so suspicious of that old lag in the first place quickly worked out he’d been right after all.

A couple of days after that PO left the prison, the old inmate was found sprawled out on the floor of the shower room with his wrists tied together and the handle of his own broom pushed up his rectum. He made a complaint against the officer who’d used him as an informant but that was thrown out because of a lack of evidence from any independent witnesses.

After recovering in the prison infirmary, the inmate was immediately put in the seg wing for his own protection and eventually transferred to another prison on the other side of the country. I later heard that the same old inmate was so terrified he’d be exposed at his new prison as a snitch that he convinced the governor to put him in the seg unit for the rest of his sentence.

The prison system can work to the detriment of the inmates, and this was a perfect example. Prison justice back in those days meant the staff were virtually never in the wrong. This attitude ate away at me during my early days as a PO. I promised myself that one day I’d do something to try and ensure inmates felt less victimised. Once that was achieved, I felt, jails might start to become safer places.



CHAPTER 2

THE PRISON SINGER

Prison inmates and staff often take on a different persona once they’re behind four walls – and that’s not always such a bad thing, either. For sometimes unlikely, yet uplifting, things happen in prisons that take your breath away.

I was about two or three weeks into my second stint as a wing PO when I heard a man’s voice singing the unmistakable words to Frank Sinatra’s ‘My Way’ coming from somewhere along the wing corridor. Then an officer came around the corner towards me and I realised it was one of the oldest members of staff singing at the top of his voice. Moments later, he followed up with a full rendition of Johnny Cash’s ‘Folsom Prison Blues’.

I frequently tell people (because I’m immensely proud of the fact) that I once worked in a prison where an officer liked singing to the inmates. We’ll call him ‘The Prison Singer’ in this story because he deserves such recognition. This particular PO was in his mid-fifties by the time I met him but you wouldn’t think so from his refreshing attitude towards the job. He saw the prison service as a vocation, rather than simply a pay cheque, which he later told me had improved him as a human being. This inspired a lot of my own positive attitudes towards the job.

The Prison Singer taught me more about how to survive and thrive on a prison wing than any training manual or video. That first morning when I heard him singing his way down the corridor of the wing was also memorable because many of the inmates burst into spontaneous applause, with broad grins on their faces. Some even sang along with him. And not one of them mocked him or made signs behind his back, which perhaps was surprising.

I studied the Prison Singer’s every move that morning. After he’d finished his improvised sing-song, he and other POs including me were due to herd the inmates into the exercise yard. I’d presumed that would be when he’d change into a more traditional, hard-faced PO. But that day he didn’t need to because most inmates smiled and nodded at him when they passed him on their way into the yard. Then at lunchtime I sat down next to the Prison Singer in the staff canteen and asked him when he first began singing out loud to the inmates. He didn’t answer me at first, so I repeated the question just in case he hadn’t heard me.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” said the Prison Singer, sounding more serious than when he was on the wing earlier. “I just like a sing-song. End of story, son.”

I must have looked disappointed when he said that because after an awkward silence lasting a couple of minutes, he said: “It’s no big deal. I do the same thing at home. It
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