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PREFACE

In the years since those cold, dark days of February 1994, much has been said and written about Fred and Rose West and their despicable crimes. Some of it has come from people who knew them well, including members of their own family, the rest from others further removed. Some accounts were well researched and informed, others less so, but nearly all included considerable speculation about the extent and nature of the crimes the couple were involved in and as the dreadfulness of what took place at 25 Cromwell Street over more than twenty years became apparent, it was equally clear the Wests would secure their own place in the black museum of British crime.

Since then, I have been asked many times to give my side of the story, to correct the inaccuracies of other versions and commit to print a true account of what really took place. Although I could see some merit in doing so, I shunned all previous advances partly because as the Senior Investigating Officer I felt it a chapter best left to rest and partly because I did not want to experience again the media attention I felt such a project would attract.

So why the change of heart? And why now?

Perhaps naively, I thought the public’s interest in the West Inquiry would diminish over time. In fact, every conceivable anniversary of the investigation and the events associated with it has brought fresh approaches from news organisations, whether to comment on, correct or put into context what had been said, written or reported by others. I hope this book will answer any future questions. Furthermore, I have also come to appreciate that not all senior investigating officers, and especially those involved in the more high-profile investigations, enjoy the same level of support afforded to me by my chief officers and that the rigours and challenges of real police investigations, let alone those with all the twists, turns and complexities of the Cromwell Street Inquiry, are rarely depicted to the public, for never was the expression that ‘truth is stranger than fiction’ more apt than here.

Let me be clear, this is not another book about Fred and Rose West, though they are obviously key elements. It is rather an attempt to document what I and my family experienced as well as other officers on the case and especially the courageous people who gave evidence, also the members of the organisations that became involved in the battle to bring the Wests to justice. It is hoped that now their true effort and commitment will be better understood and appreciated, and that the record finally will be ‘put straight’ concerning an investigation that owed its outcome to so many and from which many lessons have been learned. Who knows, perhaps this will be of some help to anyone unfortunate enough to go through a similar experience.

While I have been faithful to the truth and to make this as accurate an account as possible, I have tried not to betray the confidence entrusted in me, particularly by the families of the victims. They will forever remain uppermost in my thoughts. Neither would this book have been completed without the encouragement and support of Gloucestershire’s current Chief Constable Dr Tim Brain, his Deputy Craig Mackay, former Gloucestershire County Council and Gloucestershire Constabulary solicitor Richard Cawdron and especially the assistance of Inspector David Griffiths, for which I express my sincere thanks.

I would also like to thank Graham Gardner who, since joining me in this endeavour, has worked tirelessly alongside me throughout the past twenty months and to Sutton Publishing, and especially Christopher Feeney, for considering the final work worthy of publication.

Finally, and most of all, I must thank my wife and family for their never-ending understanding and uncomplaining support throughout my career and into my retirement, which has always meant so much to me.

John W. Bennett QPM

August 2005


ONE

The unmistakable stench of death hung heavy in the air.

Not the customary mix of bone and rotting flesh. The gut-wrenchingly distinctive smell rooted several feet beneath the surface was the result of decomposed flesh and body fat coming into contact with water, and there was plenty of that, either from the broken sewer main or the natural water-table.

Senior Investigating Officer Detective Superintendent John Bennett recognised it straightaway. Fourteen years as a police frogman had honed his senses.

He had sampled it the first time as a fledgling police cadet in Stroud.

A suicide on the main rail line to London. Body parts, not found for a week or so, strewn along a quarter-mile stretch, were collected in the paper bags that were all they had in those days and stored in the boot of the patrol car. By the time the coroner and then an undertaker had arrived the bags had all but disintegrated.

‘You’d better get used to it,’ the Sergeant told the raw recruit.

Thirty-two years later in that dingy back garden, the Sergeant’s words came back to him. He knew there were human remains somewhere. He could smell them. Not for nothing was it said in the force he had missed his vocation, that he should have been a scenes of crime officer, a mortician, a pathologist or even a doctor. Dead bodies, human biology and forensic science had always fascinated him, unlike most other policemen for whom attending a post-mortem examination was little more than one step along the investigative highway – an important step, but not one to linger over and certainly not to dwell on.

Often as not, though, it was a duty and sometimes a requirement for identification purposes for police to attend before, during or after a post-mortem. Most did what they had to do and left the rest to a scenes of crime officer, the exhibits officer, senior investigating officer or deputy. Not so John Bennett, or ‘JB’ as he was widely known. JB loved this side of the job and given the chance would be at the pathologist’s side from the first incision to the last. Throughout his career, right from seeing that first death on the railway line, the way the body worked and the clues it offered up in death intrigued him.

Though just why John Bennett was there anyway was a curiosity. Some might call it destiny.

Promoted Superintendent Subdivisional Commander in 1989, he thought his return to uniform after more than twenty-two years meant the end of his days as a detective. Not many were given the opportunity to flit from plain clothes to uniform then back again, certainly not when they’d been in the job as long as he had. What’s more, he’d enjoyed his time in charge of the Gloucester City Subdivision. It had given him responsibility for all aspects of policing the city rather than just focusing on crime as a detective, and everyone agreed he’d done a good job, but the opportunity to return to CID was too good to turn down and in any case, a detective was all he ever wanted to be. Now, after more than three decades in the job, he was at the peak of his powers. What’s more, given his interest in forensic science, fate could hardly have chosen a better man to take charge of what lay ahead, for this was some time before DNA had assumed the importance it has now and if dead bodies could provide a clue to their killer he had always been prepared to exploit any advantage on offer.

It was Saturday 26 February 1994 and the team of police diggers had already been hard at it for a couple of hours. JB checked his watch and mentally marked the time at just after 2.50 p.m. as he and Detective Chief Inspector Terry Moore walked towards a narrow dirt track off St Michael’s Square in Gloucester. It was spotting with rain again, just as it had been the previous afternoon when the digging began, and it looked like there was more on the way. It would make an already testing job even more difficult, Bennett thought to himself.

Moore, whose job it had been to get the operation started, pointed the way across a public car park that was the centrepiece of the square to where a constable in uniform was stationed at the entrance to the path. The constable saluted and made a point of noting both their names on his log sheet. It was no more than Bennett expected but this show of discipline and control of the crime scene pleased him. Acknowledging the constable distracted him from the small number of local news reporters gathered close by.

Walking on another 20yd, he could see off to his right the roofs and upper floors of what he guessed were the backs of some of the odd-numbered houses in Cromwell Street, a terraced row of three-storey Victorian houses now largely given over to flats and bedsits that had clearly seen better days. Many of the tenants were either on low incomes or benefits and didn’t tend to stick around very long. In the ten years or so Bennett had worked in Gloucester he had occasionally gone along Cromwell Street to the city’s main open space – known locally as the Park – but he had never had cause to call at any of the houses and had never realised the path he was now walking along even existed.

To his immediate right, above some fencing, he could see a line of conifer trees about 15ft high that formed a natural boundary between the end house and the adjoining property which was vacant. He realised this was where he was being taken as Moore had already mentioned the trees to him. It was also where the narrow, dirt pathway opened out onto a small piece of waste ground. Parked in the centre of this was a mini digger, scoop down with shovels and waterproof clothing draped over it. Several paving slabs were stacked against a fence.

Looking into No. 25, Bennett’s immediate impression was one of surprise at how small the garden was for the size of the house. He reckoned it could only be 25–30ft long by no more than 15–20ft wide, although the combined effect of a high wall on the left, the trees on the right and the height of the house itself all made it feel more closed in and claustrophobic. His view was also obscured by a pile of brick debris from a homemade barbecue and wood from a shed, as well as more of the paving slabs that once covered the garden but which had now been lifted and stacked against the base of the trees. Some members of the Gloucester Police Division Support Group, a sergeant and six constables who were all specially trained in crime scene search techniques, were slowly digging in that area, every spadeful carefully scrutinised by Acting Detective Sergeant Bob Beetham and Detective Constable John Rouse who were both scenes of crime officers. Other members of the group were removing the remaining slabs by hand.

Peering into where the digging had already begun, Bennett could see what they were up against. Less than a spade-depth down there was a crusty layer made up of solid ground and gravel. About a foot down, this gave way to a thick, black and brown treacle-like mud, which had the smell of sewage. Even worse, it seemed that the deeper the hole was dug the more this liquefied mud began to seep in until it found its own level. Bennett knew the water-table in the Gloucester area may have been partially responsible and that the conditions weren’t helped by a further layer of dense, dark, impervious grey clay that existed some 6ft below the ground – left there when the River Severn receded thousands of years before. The reason for this water, or where it was coming from, was not important, but to remove it most definitely was. Some form of pump was needed as well as a tent to cover the whole of the area. This would not only protect the men from the weather, it would also mark it out as a crime scene and block out the prying eyes of the media, for he realised now that some reporters had already got into neighbouring properties overlooking the garden in order to get a better view of what was going on. Bennett called over Sergeant Tony Jay, who was in charge of the support group, and told him to contact the fire service, while at the same time instructing Bob Beetham to make arrangements to get the crime scene tenting brought over.

While all this was taking place Bennett said little but his eyes were everywhere. If his outward expression gave nothing away his mind was alert, carefully considering what other problems might have to be faced. As Detective Superintendent Operations, he was there to give advice and take over serious crime investigations when it was appropriate. Today, as before on this investigation, he was acting in an advisory capacity for this was Terry Moore’s case and one that Bennett knew he was perfectly capable of handling. After all, when they analysed it coldly and factually, this appeared to be just another domestic murder. Tragic, of course, like any other, but while the circumstances might be different, it was the sort of thing that happened all too frequently and it was beginning to look like an investigation that would be resolved quickly – once they’d found what they were looking for.

Turning back again towards the house, Bennett saw there was a shanty-looking flat-roofed extension made of brick, built on to the back. Piled on top of it were some old wooden boxes and other sizeable odds and ends and bits of building material. The extension was wider on the left than the house and appeared to be joined to the wall of the adjoining property that towered above it. A pair of double glass doors led into the back of the house and opened out onto concrete slabs, some of which had been removed. The right half of the extension had one window and jutted out onto the patio. Altogether, it was as wide as the garden and went right up to the row of trees, but it was a really ramshackle affair and Bennett doubted whether planning permission had ever been given for it since the work would never have passed inspection.

Moore had already mentioned that the initial removal of the slabs and early digging had uncovered a quantity of small bones and bone fragments. A local anthropologist had examined them and decided they were from dead animals. Some of it could even have been leftover food. In any event they appeared insignificant – unlike one large bone that was uncovered when a slab was raised immediately below the window of the extension. The discovery was made just before Bennett and Moore arrived. One of the diggers saw it sticking up through the ground at an angle. The two scenes of crime officers, Beetham and Rouse, had already had a look and thought it human, but what was puzzling was that it was as far away as it could be within the garden from where they had been told to search.

Bennett and Moore went across to the marked area and saw for themselves the protruding bone just as it had been described to them. Resting just below the surface, it was dirty, on the face of it old, and yes it did look human – maybe from an arm or leg. Then again, many times down the years Bennett had been called out to nearby streets by builders and householders who had discovered human bones in gardens, on wasteland and on construction sites only to find they were Roman in origin. His first thought, therefore, was that the bone they had just uncovered might not be relevant. Nevertheless, it would still have to be checked out.

As the fire service arrived and began pumping, it was clear that the machine would have to remain in place until the search was completed because although it was not a large volume of water that was hampering them, as soon as it was pumped out back came more, probably from a spring or some other source. If that wasn’t bad enough, as the diggers made the hole bigger the foul-smelling treacle substance thinned to a custard consistency.

Bennett turned and went over to where the main excavation and pumping work was going on. The edge of the hole was rimmed with planks. The detective found a spot and peered over, quickly identifying the smell that was now emanating from inside as adipocere. It was little more than a whiff but it was there all right, faint yet unmistakable.

Adipocere is a sickeningly repugnant, nose-clinging stink. It is associated with human decomposition, especially in watery conditions. It results partly from the decay of body fat and is a smell that, once experienced, is never forgotten and one he had encountered many times when recovering decomposed bodies as a police diver. But there was no time to dwell on it. The diggers, who were working with Rouse, had uncovered what looked like human hair.

All the moisture that was around was making the hole very unstable and the sides of it were gradually crumbling and caving in. Even so, more bones were clearly visible now, including a sizeable one that looked like it came from a leg or possibly an arm. The stench of adipocere had intensified considerably. Everyone could smell it right to the pits of their stomach and it made the discovery of the bone near the extension seem even less important.

It was a sickening experience yet one countered by adrenalin as the investigation gained a new momentum.

First they had to notify the coroner for the city, David Gibbons, who would decide whether he or one of his officers needed to attend. Either way his authority would be sought to call out a Home Office pathologist. The man they were expecting was also the man they wanted on the job. Professor Bernard Knight, colloquially and respectfully known as ‘the Prof’, was the head of a consortium of Home Office pathologists based at Cardiff University. Sensing his skills might be needed, Moore had already been in touch with him.

The site was now definitely a crime scene and had to be made secure until the Prof arrived. Only then could all the officers involved, diggers and supervisors, return to Gloucester Police Station for some food and rest. There was nothing more they could do at 25 Cromwell Street for the time being.

Acting Detective Sergeant Beetham had decided to remove the bone found near the extension. He put it in a brown paper exhibit bag and took it to the station so that the Prof could take a look at it before they did any more digging at Cromwell Street. Showing the complete bone to Bennett and Moore before the pathologist’s arrival, it was evident to them all it was a human thighbone – a femur.

As promised, Professor Knight arrived at Gloucester Police Station within an hour and a half and there, over coffee, Moore, Bennett and Beetham outlined what had taken place so far, including the conditions he would find at Cromwell Street. Beetham then handed him the bag and asked him to look at what was inside. The professor removed the bone and, holding it in both hands, first made as if to smell it, though it was known he had all but lost this sense years before, then turned it in a circle at arm’s length. Within seconds he confirmed it was human and almost certainly female. His initial view was that it had not been in the ground that long – and certainly wasn’t there in Roman times! The slight curvature, which was a recognisable feature, meant it probably came from a young woman – at least that’s what he thought. To be sure and in order to age it more accurately he would need to take it back with him to his laboratory at Cardiff and do more tests. Measuring the bone as he spoke he added that he thought it came from quite a young person who was possibly aged 15–25 when she died.

It was a startling revelation and not at all what they had expected to hear. The likely age of the bone raised new questions.

Darkness had started to fall and the rain had turned to a drizzle when Bernard Knight was taken to Cromwell Street just before 7 p.m. Entering from the rear pathway, he paused to pull on his wellington boots but refused the overalls offered to him, preferring his own anorak.

The garden area was now covered in well-used, crime scene tenting that formed a canopy over the pathway. Power for the bulbs that hung from the ceiling of the tent came from a generator. The more intense light that illuminated the area where the professor was headed came from movable electric arc lamps.

It was damp and cold. A mist of condensation formed around the lamps which was added to by the condensing breaths of all those in the hole and looking on. No one spoke unless spoken to first by the professor. A video camera operator had been arranged to work alongside the scenes of crime officers and the Prof, who would each take still photographs and video as the work progressed so that between them they would produce a complete record of the excavation and what was removed.

Bennett and Moore had positioned themselves alongside the video cameraman on the relative dryness of the wooden boarding from where they had a clear view of what the pathologist was doing. Crouching to examine the excavated area, he immediately confirmed the presence of what appeared to be human skeletal remains. In the wet and filthy conditions, the ‘grave’ parameters and its sides formed a sort of small quadrangle, the sides falling away to where the remains could be seen. Working to instructions agreed beforehand by Bennett and Knight, the video camera recorded and stopped as the painstakingly slow and methodical operation of excavating and removing the remains continued.

It was a grisly task carried out in the most relentlessly appalling conditions.

Each bone was handed to a scenes of crime officer to be recorded and prepared for removal so it could be examined again in greater detail later. The visible part of the remains was found around 2ft below the surface and had been pushed down to a depth of another foot or so.

Knowing that Bennett and Moore would appreciate it, the Prof gave a running commentary as to what he was finding and his initial opinions. As he continued, the smell of adipocere was even more evident – not that he was concerned, having lost his sense of smell many years before. This time, though, he didn’t have to smell it because he could see it in the form of traces of a soapy, off-white liquid and traces of it were easily visible. The surrounding mud was also darker, no doubt due to further decomposition.

While the leg bones they had recovered were in some semblance of anatomical order, they appeared to have been separated from the torso and placed on it. Further down in the ground, a black polythene bin liner was found partially underneath the torso. Close by were two lengths of cord. The head also seemed to have been separated and was found with its hair still in place, though by now heavily matted in mud. According to Knight, the ground conditions must have somehow helped preserve it. By the time he had completed recovering what bones there were, there appeared no evidence whatsoever of any clothing. No material, no buttons, no zips. It seemed the girl had been buried naked.

Bennett and Moore watched intently, detached from emotion by their professionalism. Each stood on the boarding, hands in their anorak pockets, a posture they had both learned to adopt over the years, not out of slovenliness but because it helped to preserve the integrity of evidence by removing the temptation for them to touch things. On this occasion, too, both had their collars turned up, more in a vain attempt to keep warm than anything else.

Warm, cold or otherwise, they were about to get another shock to their senses.

Professor Knight leaned forward and pulled out another bone. It was part of a left thighbone – another femur. He could see it was obviously broken, though how he couldn’t readily tell because of all the dirt that covered it. Then he pulled out another, longer portion that had a number of cuts near to where it had been broken. Moments later, another bone, this time a complete right femur.

‘Well,’ he said dryly, ‘either we have found the world’s first three-legged woman or there’s another victim around here somewhere!’


Two

Some say it was down to one, maybe more, of the Wests’ children telling social workers their sister was buried under the patio in the back garden.

Others credit the dogged work of one woman detective who pursued a missing person case to its grim conclusion.

Both made good reading in the newspapers and an enticing sub-plot.

But while both played a key role in the unravelling of 25 Cromwell Street’s dark secrets, the truth is it was that vanishing icon, the British bobby, the natural descendant of Dixon of Dock Green, who first lit the blue touchpaper.

It was 3 August 1992. Police Constable Steven Burnside was patrolling the part of his beat that took him along Cromwell Street when two young girls approached him. One of them told him she had a friend who was being sexually abused by her father and that there was pornographic material in her friend’s home where there were also younger children.

And that’s how it all began – though it was another two years before the full extent of Fred and Rose West’s evil came to the surface, by which time they would have managed to slip through the court’s fingers twice.

The first time was twenty-one years earlier when they appeared before Gloucester Magistrates Court on 12 January 1973, charged with assault occasioning actual bodily harm and indecent assault on their children’s former nanny. For although the £25 they were each fined on each charge meant a total overall of £100, worth far more then than now, the punishment hardly fitted the crimes they had committed and which seemingly became their template for later acts that led to murder.

The second occasion, incredibly, involved their children.

Fred West had been charged with three offences of rape and one of buggery against one of his daughters, while Rose West was charged with cruelty and causing or encouraging the commission of unlawful sexual intercourse with a child. On 7 June 1993 they both appeared before Judge Gabriel Hutton at Gloucester Crown Court pleading not guilty. Just before the trial began the main witnesses refused to give evidence against them. The case collapsed as a result and the judge had no other option but formally to find them not guilty. Clearly overjoyed with this, the couple presented quite a picture sitting side by side in the dock, passionately embracing one another and laughing.

John Bennett, by now appointed Detective Superintendent after more than two years in uniform as Superintendent in charge of the Gloucester City Subdivision, was driving from the constabulary’s county headquarters in Cheltenham to another divisional HQ in Cirencester. That damp, bright morning it had been a good run, straight through Leckhampton on the outskirts of the town, rising east into the countryside and on towards the Cotswolds along the old Roman route. Arriving early he began going through his notes and papers ahead of a series of joint management meetings, the first with Fred Davies, Gloucestershire County Council Social Services’ Deputy Director.

In Gloucestershire, police officers and social workers had long moved on from the shared cynicism of the 1960s and 1970s, when most social workers were ‘drug-taking hippies’ and police officers ‘fascists’. Fred Davies, though, was more than just a good ambassador for his profession. His quiet but amiable personality and his grasp of problems often encountered by all of the caring agencies and by the police in particular, ensured he and his opinions were readily accepted. His openness was refreshing and he was someone Bennett knew he could work with from their first meeting.

Today, the two men had arranged to meet prior to a full meeting with the Crown Prosecution Service special caseworker Withiel Cole and the members of a special investigation team, which for some months had been investigating a number of allegations of physical and sexual abuse by members of staff on residents at a privately run care home within Gloucestershire – the first investigation of its kind in the county.

Fred Davies arrived for the meeting.

‘Hello, John. How’s things?’

It was his usual greeting, though today the normally brisk stride and friendly smile were overshadowed by tiredness and overwork.

Over coffee the two men quickly dealt with the few apparent management problems and as they did Davies posed the question that would change Bennett’s life forever – though at the time it appeared little more than a routine inquiry.

‘Do you know about a sexual abuse disclosure to the police in Gloucester?’

As Bennett listened, Davies explained how a joint investigation of police and social services, working out of Gloucester Police Station, had been agreed and that the police had obtained a warrant to search a house in the city. As a result, the social workers on the investigation had taken out an Emergency Protection Order to have the five young children living there taken into care.

Emergency Protection Orders (EPOs) are always invoked if children might be at risk, even when the allegations are under investigation and yet to be proved.

Davies said that the investigation now involved several allegations of rape as well as physical and sexual assault and that as a result of the ‘disclosure’ the search warrant had been granted specifically to look for videos, pornographic literature and anything else relating to sexual abuse – which was just what they found. Not only that, they also discovered a large quantity of pornographic videos, film, photographs, papers and sexual paraphernalia, and, more strangely, intercoms and peepholes to bedrooms. All his staff involved had mentioned a similar feeling – that there was something strange, something wrong, which no one could put their finger on. This, he said, applied to the house, the children and the general circumstances – though at that point neither the address, 25 Cromwell Street, nor the names of the couple who lived there, Fred and Rose West, entered the conversation.

Soon the full investigating team joined them and the scheduled meeting took place, after which John Bennett returned to Cheltenham thinking nothing more of the Gloucester case Fred Davies had mentioned.

In October 1993, John Bennett was at Gloucester Central Police Station to discuss another joint police and social services child abuse investigation. There he saw the familiar face of Detective Inspector Tony James. James knew the reason for Bennett’s visit and wanted to discuss a missing person investigation being conducted by another detective, Hazel Savage. Bennett said he would call back before leaving.

Bennett had known Tony James for most of his time in CID. Popular, loyal and reliable, he was an outgoing, energetic officer who always preferred to be out on the street doing the job rather than penned up in an office, which was where he was when Bennett returned.

Sitting at his desk James handed over a report that had been submitted to him by Detective Constable Hazel Savage. Bennett took a seat but before he could begin reading James asked if he recalled a child abuse investigation from just over a year ago, where the father of a Gloucester family was charged with rape and the mother with aiding and abetting and abuse. Bennett said he couldn’t, so James explained that the witnesses and victims were the parents’ children or stepchildren who, on the day the trial was due to begin at Gloucester Crown Court, refused to give evidence and the hearing was stopped. Some of the children of the family were juveniles and were still in care, but one of them, a daughter named Heather who by then would have been about 23 years old, could not be traced.

‘From what you’ll see in the report, she may even be dead. What’s more, her parents may have had something to do with it.’

It appeared the girl had never been reported missing and that the investigation only came about because a uniform patrol officer, Police Constable Steven Burnside, had been approached by two young girls in Cromwell Street in Gloucester and told by one of them that one of her friends was being sexually abused by her father and that there was pornographic material in her friend’s home where there were younger children. The police constable had returned to the station shortly after and reported everything he had been told to the sexual offences unit. Three days later, on 6 August 1992, armed with a warrant, police and social services went to Cromwell Street and knocked at the front door of No. 25, a three-storey, end-of-terrace house next to the Seventh Day Adventist church.

The five children who were there were taken into care, their mother, Rose West, was arrested for aiding and abetting rape – though after being interviewed, she was released on bail – and their father, Fred West, a jobbing builder, was arrested on a building site in Stroud and later charged with three offences of rape and one of buggery and remanded in custody. Rose West was arrested again on 11 August, interviewed once more and charged with an offence against one of her daughters – cruelty and causing or encouraging the commission of unlawful sexual intercourse with a child – but was subsequently released on bail.

It was around this time, according to James, that a chance remark with chilling implications surfaced for the first time, one that would come back to haunt both the Wests and their investigators.

Apparently, the day before, one of the young West children, while being interviewed, told a social worker that it was a sort of family joke that ‘Heather was under the patio’. It was only a passing comment and in the way it was said and who was saying it, not really taken seriously. The social worker, however, did not forget it.

During the course of the search of the Wests’ home, the police found commercial pornographic videos depicting bondage and other hardcore sexual practices; home-made 8mm film and photographs, obviously taken by Fred West, which showed his wife performing explicitly sexual acts with just about anything she could get her hands on – domestic implements, fruit – and having sex with a number of Afro-Caribbean men viewed through peepholes in doors with the aid of an intercom that linked the bedrooms. Clothing and a variety of trappings and items likely to be used for perverse sexual pursuits were also uncovered.

As Tony James went on, Bennett began to realise that this was the investigation Fred Davies had talked about many months previously when they were at Cirencester. By the time James mentioned the peepholes and an intercom he was in no doubt.

While Bennett read the report, James went to fetch its author, Detective Constable Hazel Savage, who had been involved in the investigation almost from the beginning. Her principal job had been to interview the West children and then Rose West. There had been some discussion then with the Crown Prosecution Service over why Heather West could not be traced, as she could have been important to the inquiry. However, after consultation with the Crown Prosecution Service, it was decided not to pursue this as her brothers and sisters had already made several serious allegations and the investigation was already complicated enough.

Even so, Heather had not been totally disregarded. As part of the process of finding out whether she, too, had been abused, both Fred and Rose West were asked in some detail about their eldest daughter. Very soon after they were arrested, the couple had been questioned separately about when and why she had left home and when they had last seen or been in contact with her. Both said she had gone to Devon to work in a holiday camp after some family disagreement around 19 June 1987, some four months before her seventeenth birthday. The only way the police could be sure if their version was true would be to find Heather and ask her, yet despite exhausting all the normal avenues of enquiry there was still no trace of her. Not only that, there was no indication of where she’d been or anywhere she’d worked from the time she left home. As far as official records went, from the day Heather West left home she simply ceased to exist.

Ever since the trial that never was, Fred and Rose West had made it abundantly clear they intended getting the care orders lifted so they could have their children back and be a family again, but the fact that the children had refused to give evidence did not in any way diminish the concerns of those who knew their background and who had seen in black and white and colour, in photographs and on film, their parents’ perverse sexual interests and how they indulged them.

Although, from a police perspective, the ‘West Abuse Case’ was now over, a meeting was held on 20 August 1993 to consider the children’s future welfare. It was attended by representatives from Gloucestershire Social Services, a legal executive representing the department and the residential social workers caring for the West children who had been living apart all over the country.

During a break, when most of those attending the meeting had broken up into small groups, the residential care workers began to talk to one another in general, discussing how the children were progressing and how they had coped with what had happened to them. It was then a truly staggering new line emerged. A piece of information that, if true, would give the investigation a completely different emphasis, and staggering because of the seemingly random way it came to light.

Comparing stories, the social workers noted how the patio at home seemed to keep cropping up in conversation with the children: how it had been laid at the time their sister Heather had left and how it had become ‘a family joke’ she was buried underneath. It appeared that the children had only mentioned it briefly and did not seem to take it seriously, though it did appear to be on their minds. Thinking back, members of the group reckoned at least one of the children had mentioned it the first time when the inquiry began in 1992 and that it had then arisen again around April or May of that year and had kept cropping up ever since.

There were no police at that meeting and the conversations concerning Heather were not discussed or minuted formally, but both Gloucestershire Social Services staff and the legal executive there had become sufficiently concerned to make contact with the police. Later that day the legal executive had telephoned Gloucester CID to speak to Hazel Savage but as she was not available had left her a message covering the conversations and comments made during the break.

On 23 August 1993 the detective returned the call and was given more details. At her request, concerns now emerging about Heather West were set down in a letter from Gloucestershire Social Services while she renewed her efforts to trace the girl.

Tony James and Hazel Savage returned to the room where Bennett stood, holding her report. It was Savage who spoke first.

‘Hello sir, what do you think about this then – what are we going to do?’

John Bennett had known Hazel Savage since they were both young detective constables. In fact, she had joined the police in 1964, only a couple of months after him. In those days, most female officers remained in the policewomen’s department and were almost a separate entity from the rest of the force, supervised by other women and dealing mainly with missing persons, absconders from care homes, child abuse and sexual offences. Policewomen did not work nights and were paid less than policemen.

Hazel Savage, though, was an exception – a career detective who had chosen early on in her police life not to take the path to promotion but to direct her considerable energy towards front-line operational policing. She had been stationed within the Gloucester Division, policing the centre of the city and its outskirts since her appointment to the CID. From those early days she had quickly gained the admiration of her colleagues, both within the CID and in other departments, in what was then a male-dominated profession. She had survived by learning over the years how to handle her male peers and supervisors, whatever their rank, often countering what today would be deemed as out and out sexism. Her bluntness was well known throughout the county, as was the fact that she was a most capable officer who could also be outspoken when necessary. She was an experienced officer who had been involved in many investigations and carried a heavy case load but who nevertheless always had time to help a colleague. She was equally capable of dealing with witnesses and, when necessary, their care, yet able to change to being an incisive, searching, tenacious and even aggressive interviewer as the situation demanded. Because of her length of time in Gloucester, she knew the city and its criminals better than most.

Of all the UK’s police forces, Gloucestershire is among the smallest, both in terms of manpower and resources, and the three had worked together many times in the past.

Bennett asked if everything had been done to find the girl and Savage said it had and there was still no trace of her.

‘There is always the chance, sir, she could have gone abroad, but if she has then she’s managed it without having a passport in her name.’

Bennett made some minor suggestions along the lines of further research of the Wests and their family tree, but Savage’s solution was more radical.

‘But once we’ve done that, sir, the only thing left is to go and search the garden.’

Bennett pointed out that the rather casual suggestion they should ‘search the patio or garden’ showed no idea of the huge amount of work involved. While he had no doubt something had been said in conversations between the residential care workers and the children, as far as the three detectives were concerned they were now listening to third-hand information. They needed to get something on the record, and to do that, Bennett said he would approach Fred Davies to get permission to interview the residential care workers and get access to any relevant information that might be of use. The police, meanwhile, would continue the search for Heather and if they still could not find her, or if the social workers confirmed the ‘patio joke’, he would get Davies’s agreement to have the West children interviewed as well. If, after all that, everyone stood by what they were supposed to have said and there was still no trace of Heather, he would seriously consider a search warrant.

Bennett asked James to keep him informed of any developments and to be sure to advise Detective Chief Inspector Terry Moore, who was away on a course, of their meeting as soon as he returned. He also promised to bring it up with Fred Davies when the two men were due to meet later that week to discuss other child abuse investigations that were ongoing in Gloucester.

On the afternoon of 21 October 1993, the two men met in Davies’s office at Gloucestershire County Council headquarters in Shire Hall, Gloucester.

Even if they had not been due to meet, the policeman’s presence there would not have been a surprise. Child abuse investigations were becoming more frequent and it was work that brought them more and more into contact with the police; in fact, John Bennett was in and out of their offices so often, a stranger might have thought he was a social worker not a policeman.

There had been several important and even dramatic developments in the child abuse investigations in Gloucester that week, which made that day’s meeting necessary. Although none of them included Bennett’s discussion with Tony James and Hazel Savage concerning the Wests and their missing daughter, he had made a mental note to raise it with Davies once the other matters had been dealt with.

Bennett began by asking if he could remember telling him about the West family and an investigation that had begun into what was going on at 25 Cromwell Street where they lived. He also enquired about the children who’d been taken into care and whether the failure of the prosecution against their parents had changed anything.

As expected, Davies was up to date with the case and had also heard something about what the children were supposed to have told their carers about Heather. Bennett explained how he had since been asked for advice concerning a further search for Heather because, despite all the enquiries at the time of the abuse investigation and since, she still could not be found.

Bennett asked if police from Gloucester could be given access to any notes the residential carers may have made since the children were taken into care. He also asked if detectives could interview them so that they could make written statements about what the children had said to them.

Davies agreed, and said that if necessary each child could be questioned separately, with a social worker and an officer from the Gloucester Police Child Protection Unit carrying out the interview jointly. Bennett also suggested the interviews be recorded on video so that whatever the residential carers had said could be fully explored with them.

Davies understood the reasoning behind Bennett’s additional request and he agreed to have all the children brought to Gloucester at an agreed time and kept apart. All he asked for was as much notice as possible so that the appropriate arrangements could be made. As well as travel details to consider, some of the children might have to be housed as well. Bennett explained that Detective Chief Inspector Terry Moore, whom Davies had also got to know well, was on a course and that Detective Inspector Tony James was the likelier go-between, though Moore was due to return soon so it was possible he might be hearing from him as well. The two men parted knowing they were due to see each other on a number of occasions in the weeks ahead when this whole sinister mystery was bound to crop up again.

As Christmas came and went there was no respite, either for Bennett or the Gloucestershire Constabulary. The force was undergoing an initial review by its Chief Constable Tony Butler and the service nationally was looking at itself in light of the likely recommendations being made by an inquiry into the police service, its responsibilities and rewards known as the Sheehy Inquiry. It wasn’t hard to anticipate what this independent, but government-arranged, inquiry was going to demand – more accountability locally and nationally, more performance targets and indicators, and an increase in responsibility and accountability downwards in the ranks with the eventual loss of overtime payments. All this had been widely reported in the press, as was the view that the service was considered ‘top heavy’ and needed fewer ranks. To this end, the Sheehy Report was expected to recommend the loss of the ranks of chief superintendent and deputy chief constable. For Gloucestershire, and the majority of police forces, this would no doubt mean altering its internal structure again, reducing divisions, and changing and increasing responsibilities of higher ranks as well as increasing the workload of the lower ranks.

The New Year dawned and Gloucester CID was as busy as ever, though by 15 January Heather West was moving up the agenda.

Hazel Savage had finished going over the old enquiries, and made some new ones, but there was still no sign of the missing teenager. Bennett decided it was time to investigate the patio claims on a more formal basis and told James to arrange to speak to the West children’s social workers. Statements should be taken and if these supported what had been said earlier then the West children themselves should also be interviewed.

The suspicious death of a child followed and within the week a domestic murder, then a further suspicious death. Although these were each quickly resolved they increased the pressure further. In addition, the child abuse investigations were becoming more and more complicated and were constantly under review. It meant meetings between John Bennett and Fred Davies were more frequent and during one of them in mid-February, Davies mentioned that statements had now been taken from the West children’s carers and that further arrangements were in hand for the children to be brought to Gloucester to be interviewed on the morning of Thursday 24 February, by coincidence the same date as a Child Abuse Investigation management meeting was due to start at 9 a.m. in Stroud. It was a significant date, too, for John Bennett, but for a more personal reason. Alongside this new entry in his diary was an earlier one from his wife Ann – in large capitals: DAVID’S 21st BIRTHDAY. David was their youngest son and there had already been a big bash for his eighteenth. For his twenty-first a more intimate gathering was planned.

Looking beyond to the next day’s entries, Bennett could see that from 1.30 p.m. on Friday the 25th through to the late afternoon of Sunday 27 February he was committed to attending a live-in seminar at the Golden Valley Hotel on the other side of Cheltenham, which had been organised by the Chief Constable. This was an important meeting where the effects of change, financial constraints and the requirements of the force and departments were to be discussed fully in a no-holds-barred environment. During that weekend, the Chief Constable and his management team of chief officers would lay out his vision and strategy. No apologies would be accepted; it was a three-line whip. Bennett prepared one presentation on operational crime investigation, and another for Assistant Chief Constable Bob Turnbull on vehicle crime.

Thursday 24 February should have been just another working day, memorable only to the Bennetts because it was their son’s twenty-first birthday. It was certainly a landmark but for very different reasons.

David Bennett was a chef and had set off for work at 6.30 that morning. Over a cup of tea, his parents had wished him happy birthday and helped him open some of the cards and presents that had arrived already. As David left he threw his father a knowing look.

‘Now don’t forget Dad. We’re all going out tonight to celebrate so please try and be home early, can you?’

About an hour later, as Bennett prepared to leave himself, his wife Ann repeated the sentiment – with interest, ‘Not that what I say will make much difference.’

It was a still, somewhat dingy morning. In the half-light there was a hint of something better even if bright sunshine was expecting too much. Bennett was early enough to miss the commuter logjam but still decided to take his preferred route up through Leckhampton to the top of Birdlip Hill then along through Cranham and into Stroud. Apart from being the prettiest drive, he knew it would cut out some of the traffic and bring him directly to the side of town where the police station was, without having to navigate its tortuous ring road.

As Bennett approached his destination, he tuned in to the eight o’clock news on the local BBC radio station and after hearing the headlines retuned to Severn Sound, the local independent station. Both carried similar international and national news headlines, but for local news the difference in broadcasting styles meant the content often varied considerably. To Bennett’s relief, there was nothing on the local radio news to worry him that morning as he travelled down through the narrow, winding hedgerows and soaring woodland and on into the Slad Valley, made famous by Laurie Lee in his book Cider with Rosie.

Parking his car at the front of the police station, Bennett made his way to the second floor from where two child abuse investigations were being run. It was shortly after 8.30 a.m. and some of the members of the investigation teams were already at work. Fred Davies arrived shortly after and at 9 a.m. they began their first meeting. This took rather longer than expected and the morning was half over by the time the second one could begin. As they prepared for it, Davies mentioned that the West children had been brought to Gloucester.

‘I wonder how the interviews are going?’ he pondered.

‘I’d forgotten they were happening today,’ Bennett replied.

‘When we’ve finished this meeting I’ll phone through and see what I can find out.’

It was some time after 12.30 when he picked up the phone and called Gloucester CID, asking for Detective Chief Inspector Terry Moore. Having received no reply from his office he was passed on to the general CID office on the ground floor where he was told Moore was somewhere in the building but not in that office. Eventually, Detective Inspector Tony James came on the line.

‘Hello, Tony. How did the interviews go with the West children? I’ve got Fred Davies here with me.’

To Bennett’s initial surprise James replied that a successful application had been made to Gloucester Magistrates Court the day before for a warrant to search the Wests’ back garden for evidence in connection with Heather West’s disappearance. Bennett was taken aback, not only because he was unaware of it, but also because the application had been made before the children had been interviewed. However, James explained that Detective Chief Inspector Moore, Hazel Savage and himself had taken the decision after reviewing the case and failing to find any trace of the 16-year-old. They’d checked and checked, he said, but could find no sign either of any national insurance number that surely she would have had. In addition, the residential care workers had put down in writing what the children had told them about Heather and the patio, confirming that it was a story they had heard repeated many times in recent months.

According to James, they had decided there and then they had reason enough to apply for the warrant. If the application was successful then the children could still be interviewed before the search was carried out. If the application failed, and more came out when the children were questioned, well, they could always try again. As it was, when the children were interviewed on video that morning, they more or less confirmed what their carers had said in their statements.

Bennett could understand the reasons for applying for the warrant before interviewing the West children even if he was a little uneasy at the timing. Yet, although he was relatively happy with the arrangements, and appreciated why they had asked for a warrant for the garden and not for the address, which would have included the garden, he was more concerned at the cost of the work involved and who was going to pay for it. The resources and finance to execute search warrants, which can take place any time up to a month after they’ve been granted, normally fell to divisional rather than headquarters budgets. However, if it turned into a long-drawn-out search or a serious crime investigation – and all the evidence they had pointed to that – they would have to ask the Chief Constable to dip into a contingency budget. Bennett also knew from experience that searching a garden for the reasons and circumstances that existed here would need a great deal of thought and preparation, and for that reason alone he was definitely taken aback when James mentioned that Moore was conducting a briefing as they spoke and that the warrant would be executed within the hour.

‘It’ll be Terry, myself and some other officers along with the Gloucester Support Group. We’ve also hired in some sort of mini earth-moving machine and other equipment.’

Bennett was aghast. He just could not understand what the rush was. Why do it that day? More to the point, at that time of day?

They were already into the afternoon and what had started out as a fairly bright morning had turned into a typically dank February offering, when darkness would fall before too long and definitely by 4 p.m. They would never be able to conduct and complete such a search within a few hours and certainly not in darkness, so lighting or guarding overnight would also become an issue.

‘I understand what you’re saying, sir, but we’ve planned for all that,’ James replied.

‘What about the lab?’

‘We’ve been in touch with Chepstow’ (where the South-Western Forensic Science Service was based) – Bennett was reassured. ‘But they reckon our own SOCOs [scenes of crime officers] should be able to handle it’ – not so reassuring.

In fact, Bennett was not sure about this at all. Searching a garden in the way he envisaged it being done would require more than just some thinking through, both before and once they were on site. He had also learned over the years that you can’t turn back the clock once you’ve started or put back together what you have undone in investigations, and certainly not when it comes to scene-searching and gathering evidence. He knew you only got one chance to get it right. Make mistakes at the start and valuable evidence would be lost. Bennett’s golden rule was always to ‘slow down’ the action wherever possible and ‘take stock’. To his way of thinking it was the only way to obtain, preserve and make the most of any evidence they might find.

He asked about what vehicles were going to be used and how the officers carrying out the search would be clothed.

‘Don’t use the marked van, and leave it parked in the street, and have you got any plain overalls?’

‘Yes, and we’ll use an unmarked van.’

‘Good, because we don’t want to advertise this is a police operation. The media will get to hear about it soon enough, no point in making it obvious.’

Bennett knew the local reporters had their ‘ears to the ground’ and thought it sensible to have some plan or statement ready just in case. There was a ‘story’ in any police-generated search but the failed investigation and disappearance of a family member behind this one was bound to hype it up even more than usual.

James accepted his boss’s instructions, adding that part of the operation of executing the warrant was to enable them to interview the mother and father again – Fred and Rose West – about Heather and especially about when she had left and when they had last seen her.

‘OK, sir. I’ll get Mr Moore to phone you later and we’ll keep you up to date as things progress.’

Bennett put down the phone and told Davies what was happening. Soon afterwards they left Stroud, each promising to keep the other informed about his side of the investigation – Bennett on Fred and Rose West and the search of their back garden; Davies on the couple’s young children, who were still the responsibility of social services.

Seeing no need to get involved any further at this stage, and knowing that either James or Moore would contact him later, Bennett set off back towards Police Headquarters. This time the lower, main road took him through the undulating beauty of the Painswick Valley, along twisting bends towards Brockworth to the east of Gloucester, before straightening into the final, built-up section through Shurdington and into Cheltenham.

Throughout the 45-minute drive, his thoughts centred more on what was said about the child abuse investigations and preparing the papers for the following day’s management seminar. For now, events that were unfolding in Gloucester were the least of his concerns. Indeed, having spent the rest of the afternoon in his office, reading the advance papers for the seminar and sorting out other material he thought he might need over the weekend, he even managed to return home just after 6 p.m. – much to the family’s surprise. They’d reserved a table at the King’s Arms for 8 p.m. and as the pub was only 3 miles away he even had time to shower and change. In fact, there was still an hour to go when he emerged from the bedroom.

That’s when the phone rang.

Before Bennett could answer, his wife had picked up the receiver in the hall. ‘Hello Terry, how are you? . . . And how’s Pat?’ The formalities observed, Ann Bennett knew this was not a social call. ‘It’s Terry, for you.’

The Bennetts had known the Moores for over eighteen years. The two detectives had worked together often. Their career paths crossed continually. Moore became a detective constable at Stroud when Bennett was a detective sergeant there and both had young families. Later, Bennett was his detective inspector at Cheltenham when Moore was detective sergeant of the divisional drug squad. On Bennett’s promotion to detective chief inspector at Gloucester, Moore was promoted detective inspector and they’d celebrated together. More recently, they’d worked together on a range of murders and other serious crime investigations in Gloucester.

Moore was regarded as an intelligent, conscientious and reliable officer. He had been appointed to the CID at a time when detectives were expected to work long hours with little financial return and his ability shone through. Although quiet by nature he could be a firm supervisor. Decisive rather than impetuous, he was another who held strong views which he was often able to support with well-founded logic when challenged. Both men shared a similar sense of humour, though Moore tended to wear his heart more on his sleeve. If something concerned or upset him, Bennett could usually tell from the tone of his voice or the look on his face. He had always been a keen and able sportsman and, as in his work, had shown himself to be a good team player.

While the rest of the family waited to leave for their birthday get-together, Bennett listened while Moore brought him up to date with developments at 25 Cromwell Street when they arrived with the warrant. Among the first things he heard was that the local newspaper, the Gloucester Citizen, already knew something was going on, possibly as a result of a keen-eyed paperboy realising it was a police operation. Not long afterwards, a photographer and reporter had been to the back of the house and were asking questions. Bennett guessed it wouldn’t be long before the radio and television stations also showed an interest.

Moore then concentrated on the warrant and said Rose had been at home when they arrived. It was 1.25 p.m. but she answered the knock at the front door wearing little more than a nightdress.

‘Apparently, her day for entertaining!’ he quipped.

Fred was out at work, somewhere in Stroud. When they showed Rose the warrant she telephoned him straightaway but by the time everyone except the guard had left Cromwell Street, around 5.30 p.m., he had still not arrived home. Then, completely out of the blue, he turned up at the police station at 7.40 p.m. and volunteered to be interviewed on tape by Hazel Savage about Heather’s whereabouts. Apparently he was saying he had seen her recently in Birmingham.

Moore added that Rose was also now being questioned on tape by Detective Sergeant Terry Onions and Constable Debbie Willats in her home.

As Moore continued with his account, something rang a warning bell in Bennett’s mind.

‘Rose rang Fred straightaway to tell him what was going on but he didn’t turn up until much later. Where did he go? For he must have gone home first, then come to the station.’

As darkness set in, it had started to rain so Moore said they’d decided to call a halt to the search of the garden until the following morning, even though Fred West had not returned home by then. Arrangements had been made for a uniformed constable to stand guard overnight.

The garden was entirely covered by concrete and slabs to form a patio. A small excavator with caterpillar wheels and mechanical mini digger with a hydraulically operated scoop had been hired for the job.

In fact, it turned out that that was the reason why the operation had begun at what, to Bennett’s way of thinking, was an odd time for around 1.30 that afternoon was the earliest they could get their hands on the machine. They were about to embark on what was to become one of the biggest, most complex investigations in British criminal history and it was a contract hire firm that was effectively firing the starting gun.

Once it arrived, the digger was used to help remove the slabs which were stacked to one side. Des Powell, a police constable in the group who said he had used one before, was given the job of operating it and instantly became known as ‘Des the Digger’.

The patio was cleared of a shed-like structure and homemade barbecue made of bricks.

As the two men talked, Bennett’s mind was full of questions. What was the Scenes of Crime Department doing? What samples were being taken? How were they digging the garden and how deep would they go? What effect would all this have on any buildings nearby? What would happen to the spoil and the slabs?

From the answers he received, it was Bennett’s first impression the job had not been thought through properly, at least not in the detail he considered necessary. As his ‘warning system’ kicked in again he was at least consoled there was time to see the site for himself and review what Moore and his team were planning. For now, at least, it was time to slow things down and think things through.

Moore’s quick call had turned into a lengthy conversation and ended with Bennett asking to be kept fully informed. Moore said he would go over the content of the day’s interviews with Fred and Rose and compare them with what they had said earlier. He would also look again at the West family tree to see if they’d missed anyone. Bennett’s immediate job was to inform his boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Ken Daun, and the head of Uniform Divisional Operations, Chief Superintendent Geoff Cooper, as well as the force press officer Hilary Allison. Even though he had things to do at headquarters the following morning, ahead of the Chief Constable’s management seminar that weekend, Bennett told Moore he would be in touch to see if there were any new developments and he would definitely be over.

As the conversation ended, Bennett was oblivious to the fact that his family were gathered in the lounge waiting, some of them pacing, others seated, all of them impatient to go. His wife was in pole position in an armchair that looked straight down the hall and seeing the phone go down called out ‘Come on’.

No one asked what the call was about or why it was so long. They were used to him not talking about his work. Even so, as they drove to the restaurant, Bennett’s thoughts were on what Moore had told him, what they needed to do next and how it would be done. Only when they had reached their table
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