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THE INTERVIEW – PART I

I’d never been to the Isle of Wight. 

As a child born in the northwest of England, the most exotic resorts I’d visited during the annual summer holidays were the coastal towns of Blackpool and Southport.

Occasionally, if my adoptive parents had felt a little flush with cash, then there’d be a coach trip to North Wales and the magic of visiting a castle in either Conway or Caernarfon.

But no one I knew had ever holidayed on the Isle of Wight. 

Northern, working-class families did not go to haunts like Cowes, home to probably the oldest and largest sailing regatta in the world. The nearest most of us got to sailing boats, were the miniature motorised ones you hired for next to nothing and remotely steered across a lake in a Manchester park. 

Many years later, in the autumn of 1992, it came as something of a shock to me to learn that this apparently idyllic southern isle, with its breathtaking coastal scenery, verdant landscape of fields and multicoloured chines, this highly praised UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, was also home to three of Britain’s most infamous prisons – Parkhurst,1 Albany and Camphill.

Now, these were places that I did know about.

Albany and Parkhurst were two of the few jails in the UK that held Category A prisoners – dangerous offenders such as kidnappers, murderers and terrorists. Parkhurst was one of the toughest jails known to tabloid journalists and their readers. This was where gangland killers, Reggie and Ronnie Kray and serial murderers such as the Yorkshire Ripper, Peter Sutcliffe, had been sent.

Camphill was more a Borstal, a bootcamp for juveniles, where it was hoped a short, sharp judicial shock might stop a young offender turning into a career criminal.

And then there was Albany. 

The place where paedophiles like former glam-rock star Gary Glitter were sent. A place that in 1992 housed a Vulnerable Prisoner Unit, containing, among many other murderers, Dennis Andrew Nilsen. 

Nilsen had killed at least a dozen young men. He’d lured them to his flat in London, plied them with drink and then strangled or drowned them. Afterward, he’d kept their corpses and carried out a variety of sexual rituals on them until decay demanded he desisted.

I had spent many months making arrangements to interview him for a TV documentary I was producing on the psychological profiling of serial killers, finally securing permission on the basis that it would also be used in teaching police detectives about how to better understand – and apprehend – such murderers.

En route, I’d thought a lot about the man I was about to meet. Not just about his crimes and his victims, but about what he might look and sound like on camera. How he might behave once the recording was underway. How he might even decide to pull out at the last moment, just for the hell of it. Just to show he could still exert some power and control over invaders from the world outside, the world that had come to despise and incarcerate him. 

And I had seen many photographs of his unimposing face and long, lanky frame. They’d been plastered over the front pages of the national press from the moment he’d been arrested after blocking the drains of his London flat with the crushed bones and boiled flesh of his final victims. 

The dutiful hacks of Fleet Street, researchers for TV shows and subsequently crime authors had found virtually everyone he’d ever had contact with, and begged and bribed them out of an entire library of Nilsen material. Without ever reading a word about Nilsen, you could, through the endless gallery of published photographs, know exactly what kind of life he’d lived. 

I recalled an endearing head-and-shoulders shot of a smiling, chubby-faced six-year-old Nilsen, complete with primary school collar and tie, his short back and sides haircut side-parted and neatly combed so he’d looked his best. 

Then, there had been a spindly, standing-to-attention, teenage Soldier Nilsen, trying to look like a man-of-action. His thin legs had been spread defiantly apart, booted feet planted at ten and two o’clock, his hands tucked behind the back of his tightly buttoned-up uniform, his chin held high, head of thick hair topped by a peaked cap, scrawny shoulders pinned back, pigeon-chest puffed out. 

The first sign of Adult Nilsen appeared in a picture of him looking awkwardly toward the photographer. He was dressed in chef’s whites, his hair, presumably for hygiene reasons, hidden in a chequerboarded hat bearing the insignia of the Army Catering Corps. 

The most surprising shot was that of PC Nilsen. It was in black and white, taken some time back in the seventies. He was dressed in full Metropolitan Police uniform, complete with a pointy, shiny-badged black helmet and thick chinstrap. The huge helmet cast an ominous shadow over his eyes, and his lips were clamped almost humorously together. 

But the images that I remembered most were captured after his arrest. 

There’s the full-length Prisoner Nilsen shot, taken in a police station, showing him in an open-necked shirt and dark unbelted trousers. He’s not so much staring straight into the lens, but through it – as though contemplating the people who might in future give it their attention. And even more strikingly, there is a snapped shot of him, taken through the barred window of a police van during his trial at the Old Bailey. He is smartly dressed in a light-coloured jacket, plain shirt and Windsor-knotted tie, wearing large, owlishly round, metal-rimmed spectacles. What’s fascinating here is the pleasure twitching his lips and the fascinated glaze in his eyes as he stares out at the crowd of snappers desperate for him to simply look their way so they can get their shots of him. 

I’ve seen this look a thousand times – and so have you. 

It’s on the face of every wannabe, snapped for the first time by paparazzi. 

Shock, followed by relief. 

It’s the ‘I can’t believe all those people have come to see me’ look. 

It’s an expression common to most modern-day wannabes who’ve been catapulted from obscurity by a TV reality show into the spotlight of the public eye and the front covers of tabloid magazines. 

It’s the ‘Thank God people are at last taking some notice of me’ look.

This is Celebrity Nilsen.

I’d studied all these photographs and his phases of life before my first meeting with Nilsen at Albany Prison on the Isle of Wight. The face-to-face had been arranged, not only to try to put him at ease, but also to get the measure of him and work out just how he might perform on camera. That might sound an unnecessary exercise, but I’d had an awful experience a few years earlier in America that had resulted in me vowing never again to begin an on-screen interview without having a personal meeting beforehand. 

I’d been making a documentary called A Shred of Evidence and had secured exclusive cooperation from the scientist who had invented genetic fingerprinting, Professor Alec Jeffreys2 from Leicester University. 

During filming, I’d come across the case of Gary Dotson, a man jailed in Illinois for a rape that he’d always claimed he hadn’t committed. Dotson had been in jail for about half a decade when his supposed victim Cathy Crowell Webb confessed that as a teenager she’d had consensual sex with her boyfriend and, frightened she might be pregnant, told her ultra-strict parents she’d been raped. The police took her through a book of mug shots and under, pressure she’d picked Dotson, who had some minor criminal convictions. Despite her recantation and public calls for his release, the local judiciary chose not to believe Cathy’s story and kept him in jail.

I asked Professor Jeffreys if he would DNA-test clothing that the prosecution had presented as being stained with Dotson’s semen, to forensically prove whether he was guilty or not. He agreed to do so, and I fixed the transfer of evidence with the prisoner’s attorney, Thomas Breen, on the condition that I got to meet Dotson on camera in prison and tell him the results of the test. Professor Jeffreys carried out the genetic examination and was able to say beyond a shadow of a doubt that the semen wasn’t Dotson’s.3

He was innocent. 

Post-haste, I flew to America with the good news and a camera crew. Accompanied by Tom Breen, we were admitted to the prison and walked through to a visiting area, deep inside the jail. 

As guards unlocked and swung open a ceiling-to-floor iron door, I instructed the cameraman and sound recordist to begin filming. I made my way toward Gary, a slight, shy man, with the test news envelope in my hand. 

‘This –’ I told him, holding it out – ‘is DNA evidence that proves, categorically, that you’re innocent and should be freed from jail.’ 

I waited for his emotional reply.

Waited.

And waited.

Finally, Gary looked up and struggled to speak. Not because he was overcome, but because he had a terrible stammer that no one had mentioned. One worsened by moments of extreme stress. Had I known of his nervousness, I would never have pressured him like that. I’d have filmed the historic moment with his lawyer instead. 

The Dotson experience had been an invaluable lesson in not taking things for granted. 

In 1992, as I boarded the ferry taking passengers from mainland Britain across the Solent to the island, I hoped Dennis ‘Des’ Nilsen did not have a stammer. 

I also wondered what had been going through the murderer’s mind when he’d made the same boat journey, knowing that behind him was his life as a free man, and ahead lay years of incarceration that would only end when he drew his final breath. 

Children were laughing on the decks around me, pointing excitedly at the fast-approaching cliffs, occasionally glancing backwards at the long, white wake churned by the ferry engines, their young minds fizzing with fun and adventure. 

Were they literally walking in Nilsen’s footsteps as they excitedly ran the deck and gazed in wonder at the water?

I hoped not. 

Indeed, I persuaded myself that the police and prison service must have used different and more secure vessels, some hulk of a Dickensian prison ship, or more likely a modern speedboat, to cross from the mainland.4

Crossing the Solent took less than an hour. Within another twenty minutes I’d reached the outskirts of Newport and the bland block of former military barrack buildings that constituted Albany Prison. 

Behind a high concrete wall lay a perimeter road, locked gates, and an inner security ring of wire fencing, topped with misshapen, tumbling coils of razor wire. Beyond it were five ugly four-storey cell blocks that housed around a hundred prisoners. 

Other inmates, more trusted ones, seemed to be held in makeshift units around the grounds and near several flat-roofed single-storey buildings that served as administration offices. 

Beyond the car park, I met up with Home Office psychologist, Paul Britton. From reception, we were led through electronically operated inner gates along labyrinthine corridors. After at least nine barred doors had been unlocked, the visual austerity of the building was overwhelmed by the uniquely sour stench of masculine confinement. 

Male jails are architectural skunks. 

You cannot mistake or escape their pervasive stink. They are smoulderingly revolting. All your primal senses tell you that you are not in a healthy place. Your inner voice screams – No good can come from being here – you should get out as quickly as you can! Jail odours hang in your hair like nesting spiders, they settle in the weaves and creases of your skin and stay long after showering or bathing. 

When we reached the point where the segregation block and E wing joined, we were led through a door into what I expected to be an interview room or visiting area.

It was neither.

We entered a dusty, small storage room, virtually devoid of daylight, filled with filing cabinets, sacks of waste marked ‘confidential’, stacks of suicide prevention manuals for officer training purposes, and, fortuitously, a table and chairs. It was hard to think that any effort had been made on our behalf and I took the lack of preparation to be an expression of official contempt for Nilsen and perhaps the media world in general.

After what seemed an eternity, the door opened, and Dennis Nilsen was escorted in by a sullen guard who said nothing then quietly exited.

The man left behind was a flesh-and-blood compendium of all the photographs I’d seen and studied of him, as a child, soldier, policeman and civil servant in a job centre. Albeit a somewhat frayed and faded version. 

His sun-starved skin was corpse-white, and he was taller than I had expected. Edging on thin and bony rather than athletic. A great flop of thick hair crested the left lens of a pair of large round glasses acutely reminiscent of the ones pictured in the police van. He was dressed in a blue pin-stripe shirt with thick, rolled up cuffs and beneath it a plain white T-shirt. His blue jeans were old and tatty, as were his black trainers. In a different place, outside in the real world, he could have passed for a scruffy academic.

He tilted his head and examined us in a way that reminded me of that memorable shot of him as an army cook. In the photograph, his right hand had held a long, razor-sharp knife while prepping food on a chopping board. 

An innocent moment caught on camera.

Since then, that same hand had murdered at least twelve innocent people.

It had strangled. Drowned. Dismembered.

‘I’m Des,’ he said, his right hand still hovering. ‘Who am I talking to? Who’s who? Who does what?’ This was Civil Servant Nilsen, taking charge, asserting himself. 

‘Mike. Mike Morley.’ His handshake was soft and limp. His bony, nicotined fingers wrapped gently around mine and I found myself gripping tightly, thinking quite irrationally that it might somehow negate the uncomfortable feelings I was experiencing. ‘This is Paul, Paul Britton.’

‘Good morning,’ said the softly spoken forensic psychologist. ‘Please have a seat.’ He gestured to a chair we’d positioned opposite our own, across a metal table that I had cleared of files and rubbish.

‘I didn’t know a damned thing about this today,’ Des complained as he settled down. ‘They told me nothing.’ He planted his thin, pale forearms on the table and looked from one of us to the other, his eyes demanding an explanation.

We didn’t have one. I presumed from the barely civil way we’d been treated that he was held in even more contempt by prison authorities than we were.

‘The purpose of our visit today is just to chat,’ Paul announced. ‘We’ll do the interview tomorrow.’

For a moment, Nilsen looked angry. He tilted his head again and weighed us up, much in the way that I imagined he listened to comments job-seekers made when he’d interviewed them. Finally, he sighed away the tension that had stiffened his shoulders, and said, ‘Tomorrow? Oh, well, alright, whatever. I’m yours. I’ve nothing else to do. Have you got any smokes?’

Oh shit! 

How could I have forgotten? I’d learned everything there was to know about this man and could recall every landmark in his life but had forgotten his requested cigarettes.

‘I’m sorry, Des,’ I said, using first name terms as a means of building bridges. ‘It’s my mistake.’ I literally held my hands up. ‘It was on my to-do list. I know you specifically mentioned wanting them in your very first letter, but I just forgot. I’ll get some when we take a break.’

‘Marlboro Lights.’

‘I know.’ 

This is not going well, I admitted to myself. 

We’re stuck in a crap room where no one feels at ease. 

Nilsen was pissed-off before he even came in here because of poor communication and now I’ve riled him further.

Paul began explaining how the day and the interview would progress.

Nilsen interrupted. ‘With no disrespect,’ he said, in the way that people always do when they’re about to be downright rude, ‘I much prefer Dr Anthony Clare.5 I’m sure you know your job but I’m a fan of his. I listen to him on Radio 4, on – what is it called – The Psychiatrist’s Chair – that’s it. He’s got a good way about him.’

Oh my, talk about throwing the cat among the pigeons. That little riposte came out of nowhere. Acid-tongued Des clearly has no filter. Who does he think he is, some celebratory guest? 

‘Yes, Dr Clare is very good,’ Paul replied with disarming honesty and a genuine smile. ‘I also greatly enjoy his radio programmes.’

I can’t describe how much I’d wished I’d had a camera rolling at that moment. This little exchange would have been TV gold. All my fears about Nilsen being as poor an interviewee as Gary Dotson had evaporated. 

As the two of them continued sizing each other up, I remembered that Nilsen was himself both a seasoned interviewer as well as interviewee. Long before the weeks, maybe months, of police interrogation that followed his arrest, he had conducted years of interviews with job centre visitors, many of whom no doubt tried to deceive and manipulate him. He knew the Q&A game every bit as well as Paul. 

Pearls of truth took patient fishing. 

People had to be put at ease and their trust won before they opened up. 

Ask the tough questions too soon and they clam-up quicker than a mussel in a bowl of icy water. 

But not in Des Nilsen’s case. Oh no. He had no intention of conforming to normal interview rules, as we were about to find out.

‘People in here have said to me, “Des, with most of your victims, you carried out the perfect murder, you’d got away with it.” But I’d never got away with any of them. Right after the first one, I knew I’d done it and I could never get away from that, I could never get away from me knowing. Right after that, I relinquished my union post. I had lost conviction. How could I get up and tell people what they should be doing, after I’d done that? I had such a dark secret to keep, how could I look people in the eye and make statements about what’s right and what’s wrong? I just couldn’t do it.’

Again, I wished we’d been filming. That one reply raised so many questions – was he telling us the truth? Did he really feel like that, or was he just wanting us to think he had a conscience, a set of morals?

I could see from Paul’s face that he was concerned Nilsen was opening up too soon and that might damage tomorrow’s plan to take him through his life in a much more structured and clinical fashion. 

Our dilemma was put on hold when a prison officer opened the door and brought in two mugs of tea plus sugar and milk. As he started to leave, I caught up with him in the doorway, and presuming I had just witnessed another bad mannered and petty act of trying to make Nilsen feel worthless, I quietly asked why he hadn’t been brought a cup of tea. I was told it was prohibited by regulations, and was a precaution taken for our safety because the prisoner could throw the hot liquid at us or attack us with the mug.

I came away shaking my head. If Nilsen wanted to attack us – which I very seriously doubted – then he could easily grab one of the mugs just put down in front of him. What made his own cup of tea more dangerous than ours? What I’d witnessed just didn’t make sense.

I returned to the table and explained, ‘Apparently, prison regulations mean you can’t be given a hot drink when you’re with us.’ I turned my mug around. ‘You can have mine if you like.’

‘No thanks. I’ll have a smoke instead. There are no prison regulations against that.’ Nilsen fished several dog ends out of his pocket, along with a slim, makeshift lighter (for obvious reasons gas lighters were banned in Albany). It seemed to comprise of a roller wheel from an old lighter and a piece of metal that worked as a flint, plus a thin strand of floor mop that served as a wick. Deftly, he produced a spark and seconds later was sucking nicotine with the relief of an allergy sufferer jabbed with an EpiPen. 

‘I’m addicted to these.’ He blew out smoke. ‘They’ll be the death of me.’ He held the stub and gave it his considered admiration. ‘I’ll probably die of these things before anything else.’

A fervent non-smoker, Paul discreetly moved from the table, dodging the vast grey nicotine fog Nilsen miraculously produced from the small cigarette in the airless room. I’d spent years elbow-to-elbow with chain-smoking newsroom hacks, so was not quite as affected. 

Nilsen waited for his moment, then when Paul was out of what he considered to be hearing distance, he leaned forward and quietly asked, ‘Is he any good? Is he really the best for this job of yours?’ 

‘He is,’ I said, unhesitatingly, fully aware that it would please Nilsen to disrupt whatever plans we had for tomorrow. 

Once the dog end had been discarded, Paul sat back at the table and politely explained how tomorrow he would want Des to tell his life story in his own words in his own time, running from early childhood to present day, including the offences he had committed and how he had felt about them.

I could see that none of this fazed Nilsen. To the contrary, he was impatient to get on with it. He immediately began telling us about how homophobic he’d found the police service and how lonely he’d felt after leaving the army. Paul shut him down, stressing once more that these were things he’d really like to hear about – but tomorrow, not today.

Nilsen took no notice. 

He went off again, this time disclosing how painful it had been to keep his homosexuality a secret and his lifelong difficulties in forming meaningful relationships. 

‘It’s been the same in prison,’ he said. ‘You could always go in someone else’s cell if all you wanted was a quick fuck, a one-night stand, but love has not been on the cards. I’ve only really been in love three times. You never get over it …’

Paul again used his psychological skills to end the monologue. 

By now, I was struck by the difference in how Nilsen expressed himself in person, to how he had done in writing – a process that he said he found ‘cathartic and meditative’. He spoke very directly and clearly, with a Scottish accent softened by many years in London. Face-to-face, he was still the confident, complaining and controversial person I’d discerned from his letters. But he got to the point much quicker. 

At first, I thought this brevity was because when asked a question in person, he simply had less time to respond. Less time to dress up an answer in the clothes of his own self-justifying philosophy. But then I realised I was wrong. I had underestimated him. He was talking in soundbites. He understood that television didn’t have the time for long answers – and if he gave one, then it would either be edited down to fit the programme, or it would be cut out. 

One thing for sure, Nilsen would make an incredible TV interviewee.

Lunch, apparently, comes very early in jail. Prisoners rise early, eat early, and are locked down early. It’s a regime that I suspect suits those working there more than those locked up.

Regulations at Albany meant Category A prisoners, of which Nilsen was one, had to be fed between 11.30 a.m. and 1.30 p.m., so at exactly 11.30 a.m. the garrulous Scot was stopped mid-sentence and marched back to his wing in the Vulnerable Prisoners Unit.

Unlike most other men in the building around us, Paul and I were free to come and go as we pleased. We both jumped at the chance to get out of jail – for a short time at least.

Fresh air never felt so good.

I’d visited and filmed in all manner of prisons before Albany, including the notorious ‘Wendy House’ inside Lincoln Prison – essentially a jail within a jail – a segregation of the country’s most violent men, moved there because they’d caused so much trouble in other prisons they couldn’t be safely contained. I’d spent time recording a documentary called Lifers at the jail, something of a misnomer because although the men were all murderers, they would eventually be released on license, unlike Nilsen, who was on a special Home Office list decreeing he’d never be freed. 

Without exception, I’d always stepped outside prison walls and instantly felt more alive than ever before. You suddenly don’t mind the cold, the rain, the wind, the noise of traffic or the overcast skies. You don’t mind, because you suddenly realise that you have taken the wonder and joy of these amazing things for granted, and how much of a punishment it would be to have them denied you – for months – for years – or in Nilsen’s case, for life. 

During our ‘escape’ from Albany, I asked Paul what his first impressions were. 

‘He’s working on an image,’ he said. ‘We’re seeing the person he is, and the person he’d like to be. From our point of view, that is very important to recognise.’

I certainly recognised it. Nilsen wanted to appear to be open and truthful by revealing graphic details about himself, but every comment would be calculated to either hide something or present a better version of himself.

By 1.30 p.m. we’d gone through security checks and were back in our seats, awaiting Nilsen’s return.

Fifteen minutes later, we were still waiting.

Had he decided to pull out of the project? 

Had he reflected on my forgetfulness about the cigarettes and decided to teach me a lesson by not turning up? 

Had his dislike for Paul Britton run deeper than I’d detected, and he was no longer going to cooperate with us?

Or, worse than any of those things, had he been attacked by other prisoners and was now being treated for his injuries? 

An attack was a real possibility. Soon after being jailed for his crimes, an inmate at Wormwood Scrubs stabbed Nilsen in the face, creating a deep wound that ran from his left ear to his mouth. Several times that morning I’d seen him finger the shiny scar as he formulated a reply. 

By 1.55 p.m. I had grown sure that something serious had happened and restlessly paced the dusty room, while Paul sat quietly reading notes. 

‘They said one thirty. We’re here and he isn’t. What do you think is going on?’ I asked in a way that I’m sure betrayed my deepest fears.

‘Don’t read too much into it,’ Paul cautioned, without looking up. ‘No one has told us Nilsen isn’t coming, so be patient.’

I wasn’t certain whether I’d been reassured or admonished. 

One thing was certain: I had no control and no power in here. And that made me even more nervous. The success of documentaries largely depends upon directors and producers ensuring everything happens in a certain way, at a certain time and in a certain place, with certain people all playing very certain parts. Shooting schedules are not possible without these basics being in order. Camera crews, production managers, interviewers, researchers, and a hidden cast of dozens of other people rely on this exacting process. 

Mine was being shredded. 

I didn’t know where my interviewee was. I had no way of communicating with him. If he started to change his mind and wanted to pull out, I had no chance of sitting with him and talking him out of it. 

2 p.m. came.

My nerves jangled. 

The door opened.

A guard nonchalantly led Nilsen into the room. 

‘We’ve been waiting since half past one,’ I blurted. 

The prison officer gave me a couldn’t-care-less look and left.

‘I was ready at half past,’ Nilsen chipped in, eager not to miss out on an opportunity to complain. ‘They just chose not to bring me down until now.’

There was no point debating the delay. We handed over the pack of twenty Marlboro Lights that I’d bought.

‘Thanks,’ Nilsen said, positioning them on the table close to his homemade lighter. He side-eyed me. ‘Can you bring two packs tomorrow?’

‘Of course,’ I replied, guessing nothing would ever be quite right for him. He’d always want more. Or less. Or different. 

The afternoon session followed the same pattern as the morning. Paul and I tried to check facts, dates, sequences of events and get a reading on his personality, his truthfulness, and areas that he might find too uncomfortable to discuss.

There were none. Silence was the only thing he seemed to find uncomfortable. He was hugely cooperative and never stuck for words.

‘I like being the centre of attention,’ he told us – as though that was something we never could have guessed. ‘I like being number one. I like being special, but I hate competition. I’ll avoid competition like the plague.’ He addressed me directly, ‘I hope this programme is going to be of value to you.’ And then he turned to Paul. ‘I hope you come out of it with some theory, some knowledge and understanding because it would be good to know that I’d done something good.’ 

We were both mentally processing this remark when Nilsen continued, ‘Look at Hitler. Hitler wouldn’t have been happy with Europe. He wouldn’t have been happy with the world. He would have to have destroyed it eventually.’

My eyebrows were still rising in surprise and I was expecting him to expound some messiah theory, when he added, ‘There are similarities between the two of us, both of us have personality orders.’ He looked to Paul again. ‘And it all goes back to childhood, doesn’t it?’

Now we were on dangerous ground. He’d gone from spouting profundities about himself, to asking vital questions about what had made him the man he was. Questions we absolutely wanted him to address, but not now. Not today. 

Paul decided to call time on our get-together. It was earlier than we’d planned but it was clearly necessary. He waited until Nilsen ended a sentence about his heightened sense of self-awareness, and announced, ‘Well, thank you for speaking to us today.’ He stood and stretched out his hand to hasten the goodbye. ‘I’d like to call it quits for today.’

Nilsen recognised the cue. He quickly got to his feet, smiled politely, and shook the psychologist’s hand. 

Then he sat down again. 

Leaving Paul standing. 

Nilsen blanked him. Cut him off as expertly as a guilty politician passing a crowd of journalists shouting questions. Eyes fixed firmly on mine, he asked, ‘So when is this programme going out then? When will everyone get to see it?’

I could hardly ignore him, so I answered as briefly as possible. ‘It’s still to be scheduled – but given all the editing and post-production that needs to be done, I guess it’ll air early next year.’

He looked disappointed, then added, ‘I love television. Well, more films really. I’ve watched Man for All Seasons over and over. I used to do lots of filming, you know, home movie stuff, but good – really good. I burned reels and reels of film. The only stuff that was saved was the duff bits, the bits I never thought anything of. I never had any training or anything like that, but give me a camera and I could look through the frame and know what the camera wanted.’

As he paused, I got to my feet, so he was now the only one sitting. ‘I really think we have to leave all this until tomorrow.’

Thankfully, Nilsen followed suit. But he hadn’t finished. ‘I hope you’re not going to use any of that weird lighting. I don’t want to look like a bloody monster. I want to look interesting. However you shoot it, make me look interesting.’ 
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LETTERS FROM HELL

In 1992, I received the first of what I would come to regard as Letters from Hell. 

It was correspondence destined to dramatically change my life by enabling me to create a piece of TV history, an event that hasn’t happened since, and is unlikely to ever happen again.

But that initial letter would also be a catalyst for outbreaks of depression and unimaginable nightmares. The type of REM-wreckers that wake you in the black hours of the morning with a pounding heart and a cold sweat. The type so graphic, you don’t even want to tell your family you endured. 

The missive was lodged in the middle of a mundane stack of morning mail delivered to the small, glass-fronted first-floor office I occupied as head of current affairs in the Nottinghamshire HQ of Central Television, one of the biggest independent broadcasters in Europe. 

I had absent-mindedly ripped open the envelope, paying more attention to my usual at-desk breakfast of lukewarm canteen tea and blackened toast, leaving buttery fingerprints on the edge of what I had imagined were the inconsequential pages I laid out in front of me.

The sender turned out to be Britain’s most prolific serial killer of the time. A man who’d been jailed more than a decade earlier, and despite proclaiming himself to be ‘the murderer of the century’, had largely been forgotten about by the public and the mainstream media. Neither he nor I realised it, but this letter was going to put us both in the spotlight and turn him into the most talked-about English murderer since Jack the Ripper. 

My interest piqued as I read the sender’s name, along with his obligatory prison number in the top right corner of cheap paper that smelled strongly of cigarettes. I had recently contacted Dennis Nilsen but had not expected a response, yet alone so swift a reply to the vital question I had asked him. 

My eyes scanned line after line of what amounted to a long, disjointed, intellectual ramble that changed every few sentences and touched on everything from his distrust of the police, ‘… most of whom ran roughshod through rules, regulations and common decency’, to psychiatrists and psychologists, ‘… their minds twisted by over-thinking the unthinkable and failing to think of anything original’, to his dislike for other prisoners, ‘… the community in here is daily proof that there is not always wisdom in crowds but there is always danger and thuggery’, and for prison itself, ‘… for a free spirit like me, the denial of liberty is a living hell’.

Finally, amid all the vitriol, I saw what I was hoping for. Confirmation that Dennis Nilsen was ‘… enthusiastically disposed toward participation in the proposed Central Television project’. He said he would make himself available to us whenever his presence was required ‘… subject to the constraints, trials and tribulations imposed daily and unpredictably upon me by my incarcerators’. 

Oh my God, I thought. He’s said yes. 

He’s agreed to do it.

In my introductory letter, I’d been very clear that as well as a part of the interview being screened on network television in the UK, the entirety of it would be used by police forces up and down the land, to learn how to better understand and more quickly capture offenders such as himself. 

Given Nilsen’s known contempt for the police (which he said had started while serving as a PC and became entrenched during his treatment after being arrested), I’d convinced myself that their involvement may well be a reason why he would decline.

But he hadn’t. 

Quite the contrary. 

‘I have no time for tawdry tabloid voyeurism,’ he wrote, ‘but I welcome the prospect of a professional and proper exploration of my life for many reasons, primary of which is my belief that what may be discovered will transpire to be of intellectual merit synchronous with my own commitment to ongoing self-reflection regardless of how painful such an endeavour is, or how inadequate I may prove to be in performing it. Much academic fog has been created around me by various authors, and I have long been of the opinion that it would be good if something useful came out of this sorry mess, so I am trusting that everyone involved will work towards that end.’ 

Sorry mess.

Those two words hit me like punches that I hadn’t seen coming. 

Sorry mess.

What an astonishingly understated way of describing how he murdered at least a dozen young men. 

Sorry mess.

The words hadn’t been carelessly chosen. The entire letter had been assiduously composed. They simply gave away how he felt toward his victims and their loved ones. Nothing. He felt nothing for them. He completely lacked empathy.

And the line, ‘I am trusting that everyone involved will work towards that end.’ It smacked of the kind of proclamation a pompous, out-of-touch boss might write in a company-wide end-of-year letter to a workforce. 

Nilsen added, ‘I have long been amazed at the public interest in me, my life and all matters of the macabre. I question though whether the so-called ordinary public really care to see that I am less than the monster the newspapers would have me be.’

It was hard not to agree with him. We all are indeed interested in the macabre. It is human nature to try to understand matters of death that frighten and revolt us. It is how we face mortality and overcome our fears. The darker the crime, the brighter the light needed to examine it.

‘I know nothing about the man you say you have assigned to the role of interviewer,’ he had continued, ‘and I can only trust, in the unlikely event that the authorities allow your project to proceed, that he comes properly prepared. I would counsel you to take measures to secure such preparation because as you will discover, I am a unique individual and require unique attention if any interrogation of my behaviour is to bear fruits of genuine worth.’

Despite the pomposity and verbosity of his comment, I knew Mr Dennis Nilsen of Albany Prison was absolutely right. There was a lot of Home Office red tape that prevented me directly asking him questions – and the reasons for this will shortly become apparent – so, I had told Nilsen that the interview would be carried out by a very senior clinical and forensic psychologist, Paul Britton. The only problem was, Paul was also an exceptionally busy psychologist, which meant he might not have the time to do all the preparation he would like or need. 

For my own peace of mind, I would have to make sure that I could not only brief him properly, but I would also have close to hand everything there was to know about Nilsen and his self-acclaimed uniqueness, in case we needed to refer to it. 

But there were other problems. 

Much bigger ones. 

In America, TV interviews with infamous serial killers had long been commonplace. It was relatively simple to set up. A phone call to the prisoner’s lawyer, a letter of explanation to the prisoner asking for consent, a filming request form to the governor and away you go. 

But not in the UK. 

In Britain, such interviews had never taken place. 

Prison governors did not have the autonomy to grant such access, and the Home Office strangled such ideas at birth, saying it was against their policies. 

But Nilsen has said yes. 

He was willing to be interviewed. 

I consoled myself with this fact. It was a good start. 

I re-read the letter. Now that I wasn’t simply speed-reading for a yes/no answer to my request to interview him, certain passages started to grab my attention.

‘Contextually, my offences will, under proper examination, and in clinical perspective, be clearly shown to be more than the sole result of my own physical actions. They will be identified as having been fashioned, as much as by everything and everyone around me, as by myself, for I too have been fashioned by forces other than solely my own. Those of higher intellects will understand the justification of me saying that society should have stood alongside me in the dock when I was held to account, for society formed me far more dangerously than I had formed myself. Thus, it is, that my sicknesses are no more or less than the secondary infections of society’s own sicknesses. Imprisonment is not a way to end endemic societal sickness. The disease that afflicted me and a pantheon of others has resisted such impotent measures for centuries, continues to do so, and will prosper in perpetuity unless met with a manner of thinking more modern than today’s “lock ’em up and throw away the key” approach.’

This, I would eventually learn from other letters, extracts from books and plays he told me he was ‘working on’, plus graphic drawings he doodled of himself and his victims, was typical of Nilsen’s provocative and philosophically chaotic thinking. There was a valid point in there, fighting to escape a maze of self-serving verbosity.

Whenever he wrote about his crimes, he always mitigated his actions by claiming there was a reason why events, people or circumstances had ‘… caused me to act so lethally out of character and so hideously inhumanely’. 

‘I am fully culpable for my actions,’ he wrote, ‘for those I hurt and those I killed, and I do not seek to evade such responsibility. Murder had become a ritual driven by my own emotions and though I was aware of it, like all who consciously exercise a lack of willpower and become immersed in harmful habits, I found myself entranced, swept along by a sexual and emotional momentum that rendered me unable to stop.’ 

When I later showed this section of the letter to a behavioural scientist, he said simply, ‘One of his final words is unable. If you swap that for unwilling, then you get the true picture.’ 

Nilsen also wrote, ‘There were times when I was attracted to the ritual and times when the thought of it sickened me. It often turned out to be like a person you had lusted after and spent the night with, only to find in the morning you were sickened by the sight of them and by the recollection of what you’d done.’ 

He added, ‘There were even times when I had not given thought to the ritual only to find it had already begun and was progressing. I am under no illusion though that it was my ritual and I do not deny such ownership.’

The day I received the first letter, I took his use of the word ‘ritual’ to be a synonym for ‘murder’. 

My mistake. 

It was both different and more complex than that. I was to later discover that to Nilsen, murder was not the end of his crime, but the beginning. To him, it was simply a means of keeping someone permanently captive, so he could indulge in a whole sequence (ritual) of sexually and emotionally charged acts (undressing, bathing, redressing, abusing, etc.) without his victim resisting.

Reading and trying to understand Nilsen’s letters became the psychological equivalent of standing in an old photographic darkroom endlessly watching pictures appear in dishes of developing fluid. His choice of words, the old-fashioned layout and the spidery handwriting all gave me a fuzzy but nonetheless highly informative snapshot of the author’s personality. 

His penmanship was strong and quick, unhesitatingly confident like a doctor’s and as difficult to read. All his words slanted a little forward and individual letters were joined together by loops and upward diagonals. The pen pressure was mainly consistent but increased when he wrote about the police. The writing showed maturity – and his spelling, grammar and vocabulary were of a high educational standard. 

His turns of phrase were often colourful, complex and verbose.

‘People who say I am incapable of emotion know nothing of the emotions of death, of mortido,1 of my unique feelings. 

‘Like half-witted vandals with cans of aerosol colours, the tabloid press has painted me as an icon of evil.’

‘My imprisonment has no societal value; it is human storage. I am moved around with disdain and neglect, like a toxic package that everyone knows will never be delivered anywhere other than the graveyard.’ 

‘From my experiences, there is nothing of rehabilitative value in the current prison system. I have received no therapy or counselling that has shed, for me or for others, any useful light on my thoughts, my actions or my state of mind, let alone any identification of personality problems and possible solutions to my inadequacies.’

‘It saddens me that I am shown and seen solely for what I have been imprisoned for, not for who I am, and not for the good things I did, the kind things I did, the brave, courageous and generous things I did. I am so much more than the error of my ways.’

‘It is an indictment on the Police and their prejudiced practices that they failed so many young men for so many years. Had they done their jobs as proficiently as they professed, then the engine of my actions would have been halted much earlier and lives would have been saved.’ 

His letters often seemed to have been devised as a deliberate attempt to display his intelligence.

Perhaps he was firing a warning that he wanted to be taken seriously? 

Treated with some degree of respect? 

Not talked down to or underestimated?

In one letter to me, he politely asked if it was possible to provide him with a typewriter and ribbons, as he wished to send me other documentation, insisting: ‘The amount of correspondence I am compelled to instigate or reply to has become more than pen and hand can adequately manage.’

I apologise now to all those people across the world who received unwanted letters from him. I did send a typewriter. And he very probably wrote to you on it. It was a very fine one that we had kept as a spare in our newsroom. For good measure, I included a plentiful supply of ribbons and hefty slab of A4 paper.

In giving his consent to participate in the documentary I was making, Nilsen added some final instructions to send stamps and paper if I wished to continue corresponding with him – oh, and cigarettes if, as I intended, I secured permission from the prison and Home Office to film him, which he seriously doubted would be given.

He is controlling, I noted. 

Agenda-setting. Manipulative. Hungry for attention. 

No doubt difficult to deal with.

I wouldn’t rule him out of withdrawing at the last minute. Scuppering everything I might put in place, just to show he has the power to do so.

One of the most striking features about his first letter had been his politeness. Not something you immediately associate with a serial killer. For example, he’d begun his reply – ‘Dear Mr Morley’ – addressing me in the way only tax authorities and bill servers tended to. 

Intriguingly, he’d signed-off, ‘Yours sincerely, Des.’

Des.

Was he inviting me to reply on first name terms?

Did I want to do that? 

Such a little thing.

Wasn’t it?

Or was being ‘routinely familiar’ with a man who’d killed at least a dozen people a step too far? Morally wrong? Unacceptable? Unthinkable? 

For the first, but by no means the last time, I found my internal voices, one liberal and one conservative, debating the ethics of an unfolding situation.

Surely, whatever anyone calls him, he is still a human being? A man in jail, paying the ultimate price for his crimes. Maybe even trying to come to terms with what he did? Wasn’t it entirely acceptable, decent, and just polite to call him Des?

No. It absolutely wasn’t. Try monster – that would be more fitting. Murderer. Necrophile. Those are names most of the public still call him. The Muswell Hill Murderer. Why not write back to him using one of those pejorative names and see if he still agrees to be interviewed?

That would be stupid. It would end any chance of getting to see him.

He called himself Des and wants to be known as Des. He really couldn’t have made it any clearer.

What about Nilsen’s victims? Too much familiarity would be disrespectful to them.

Then Mr Nilsen is the compromise to use. Reply, ‘Dear Mr Nilsen, thank you for your letter, etc.’ but sign it as Mike. Mirror his style. Nothing will go wrong if you do that. 

My voices and I settled on that – ‘Dear Mr Nilsen …’ 

Then I rang my boss and told him the good news.

‘Still a long way to go,’ he reminded me.

‘I know. We’ll get there,’ I promised, wondering if we ever would.

I put the phone down and guessed that the project would probably be cancelled as soon as I contacted the police, Prison Service or Home Office. 

But maybe not. 

And maybe was always worth a shot.

If you don’t ask – you don’t get.

THE FILM THAT …
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THE FILM THAT LED TO THE BOOK THAT LED TO THE PROGRAMME THAT LED TO THE PRISON INTERVIEW WITH DENNIS NILSEN THAT LED TO A WHOLE WORLD OF TROUBLE

Please forgive the lengthy chapter heading. Brevity isn’t something I’m blessed with. It does, however, flag up the fact that the road to HMP Albany and the recorded interview with Dennis Nilsen was a circuitous one that needs perspective and explanation.

So here we go.

In early 1991, like millions of other people around the world, I left a darkened cinema, speechlessly impressed by what was destined to be only the third movie in history to win Academy Awards in the top five categories.1

The film was The Silence of the Lambs, directed by Jonathan Demme, starring Anthony Hopkins and Jodie Foster. In it, a young FBI cadet (Clarice Starling) is sent to a maximum-security psychiatric hospital to gain the cooperation of a murderous inmate (Hannibal Lecter). She is hunting a serial killer called Buffalo Bill, who abducted, killed, and then skinned his victims to make clothing from them. 

Aside from the sheer shock, what helped make it a global box-office hit grossing more than a quarter of a billion dollars, was the fact that Hannibal was a brilliant former psychologist who among his highly refined tastes had a penchant for human flesh and organs – ‘I ate his liver with fava beans and a nice Chianti.’ 

Here, for the first time (in my memory at least), was the depiction of a cultured, very intelligent killer who had outwitted the best of US homicide cops. A special department of the FBI called the Behavioral Science Unit (BSU) had to be called in to catch him. Someone with a gift for brevity would put it like this – Lecter was so smart and so evil that the good guys had to turn to him to learn how to catch other bad guys like Buffalo Bill. 

It was a great story. 

But that was all it was. Right?

Wrong.

I quickly discovered that this fiction had been fashioned from far more shocking fact. There actually was a Behavioral Science Unit2 that hunted guys as bad as Lecter and Bill. It was based in Quantico in Virginia, where cinema’s Clarice trained as a cadet. People in this unit were, as shown in the film, both FBI agents and psychological profilers. And they actually did visit killers in prison to interview them and learn how to catch others like them.

I remember sitting back at my desk in the TV studios in Nottingham and being amazed at my staggering naivety. Until then, you couldn’t have persuaded me that there were people in the world more unspeakably horrible than Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, the Moors Murderers.3 I’d never considered that in modern times there were crimes as comparably awful as abducting, sexually abusing and then murdering young children. 

Skinning people and making clothes out of their skin?

Cooking and eating human flesh and organs?

Surely not.

I researched the real-life case of Edward Theodore Gein – a graverobber and murderer from Wisconsin who became known as the Butcher of Plainfield. When he was
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