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To my mother, who assures me that life’s too short for dull stories and serious faces. Thank you for filling my life with love and laughter. This book is a reflection of the resilience your quiet strength has nurtured in me.

To all forensic photographers, the silent witnesses whose photographs speak louder than words. Your work, though rarely in the spotlight, has a profound impact on the lives you touch. May these pages stand as a token of appreciation for your essential work and your unwavering pursuit of justice for the voiceless victims of crime.


To be a photographer is to willingly enter the world of the lonely . . . The person with the camera is not hiding but receding. She is willfully removing herself from the slipstream of life; she is making herself into a constant witness, someone who lives to see the lives of others, not to be seen herself . . . The photographer moves through the world, our world, hoping for anonymity, hoping she is able to humble herself enough to see and record what the rest of us are too present to our own selves to ever see. To practice this art requires first a commitment to self erasure . . . The lens may distance the photographer from the rest of humanity, but with that distance comes an enhanced ability to see what is overlooked and underloved . . . Photographers are both absent and present: we don’t think of them, and yet at the same time, we are seeing through them. They are possessing us and yet they are allowing us the gift of not thinking ourselves possessed at all. In the microsecond it takes for the shutter to blink, some communion has been found . . . an unseen life has become a seen one . . . attention has been paid, an act of witness has been accomplished . . . Click: I see you. Click: I see you. Click: I see you. You are not alone.

Hanya Yanagihara
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Author’s Note

In this book I share my experiences as a Police Forensic Photographer (Senior Photographic Officer) with New Scotland Yard.

I have taken great care to protect the privacy of all individuals featured in this book. I have changed the names, locations, ages, nationalities and timelines, apart from cases that were so well documented in the news media that they were impossible to disguise. I have also omitted other potentially identifying details of individuals and organisations to protect privacy, while still presenting an accurate portrayal of events.

It’s important to note that the depictions of suffering presented in this book are factual and, in most cases, a matter of public record. While some cases are harrowing, my intention was never to cause any distress to the families or friends of the victims mentioned. Rather, I aimed to present the cases with sensitivity, respect and empathy, while recognising the privacy and well-being of those who have suffered loss.

It is my sincere hope that this book lifts the veil on a world that until now has remained hidden from public view, and that it sheds light on important issues and events, while also acknowledging the human cost of acts of violence and tragedy.

Thank you for taking the time to read my book.
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Introduction

On the day a man murdered Stephanie Warren with an 18-inch machete, children played happily in the street outside her home. Dogs barked and boys on bicycles zoomed about. The street was alive with the high-pitched squeals of children’s laughter. Warm autumn sunlight bathed the street of red-bricked houses. I soon spotted the tell-tale blue-and-white crime scene tape, draped around trees, and looped around the mirror of a police car. It cordoned off a small house, second from the end of a row of twelve council houses. They felt oddly out of place among their more imposing Victorian neighbours. A fresh-faced police officer, standing guard at the crime scene cordon, studied me as I approached.

‘You’re the photographer?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I am,’ I answered wearily. I knew that look, familiar from the thousands of crime scenes I’d attended over the years. They never expected the crime scene photographer to be a woman.

‘Chris, the lab sergeant, is waiting for you inside,’ he said, while I showed him my police ID and signed the crime scene log sheet on his clipboard.

I ducked under the cordon tape and headed towards the house. When I reached the front gate, I noticed a beautiful little girl, about six years old. Perched on top of the gate of the house next door, she looked at me, then at my camera gear. Her eyes bright with curiosity, she asked in a small voice, ‘Are you going to take someone’s photo?’

Her innocent question derailed me. Sadness gripped my throat. Her inquisitive brown eyes broke my heart, because I knew the truth. I knew the horror that awaited me.

‘Something like that,’ I said as I smiled sadly at her.

‘What’s the worst thing you ever saw?’ people invariably ask me when they find out I’d spent almost a decade as a police photographer for New Scotland Yard.

It is a hard question to answer.

Over the years, I photographed people who were shot, stabbed, decapitated, dismembered, mutilated, axed, blown to pieces, crushed, drowned, hanged, strangled, burnt and mangled in car wrecks. I witnessed and photographed almost every manner of injury and death imaginable. I saw and photographed things that other people will never see. My job was to never look away.

I never cried at a crime scene. I never vomited at a crime scene, despite the sights, the smells and the horrors I photographed. It didn’t mean I was cold or unemotional. It didn’t mean I wasn’t shocked and horrified by what I saw. It didn’t mean I didn’t care. I was there to do a job. With purpose and determination ; without fear or favour. I was not there as a voyeur. Through my photographs, I was there to speak for the dead.

Police photographer is not a role most people think about. TV crime shows and movies often depict the police photographer as a silent figure, clad from head to toe in white crime-scene garb. On screen for no more than a few seconds, and largely ignored by detectives. The police photographer is almost an afterthought at the scene. Out of focus in the background. Standing over a dead body, they shoot photographs, flashes firing indiscriminately, while detectives lift evidence with a pen, or a handkerchief. CSIs (Crime Scene Investigators) in protective clothing crowd the scene. Detectives, not wearing any protective clothing, crowd the scene. It’s noisy and chaotic. Police cruiser lights flash. It makes interesting television viewing. But, it’s not like that in reality. A real crime scene (indoors) is a silent and still environment. Initially, there are one or two detectives, and no gangs of CSIs. The only sounds, the heavy clunking of my camera shutter ; the explosive bursts of my flashguns ; and the high-pitched whine as they recharge.

In real life, forensic photography is an integral part of every thorough criminal investigation. The police photographer plays a pivotal role in the documentation, investigation and conviction of crimes. Crime scene photographs are invaluable. They tell the story of what happened at the scene. They show a true and accurate representation of the scene. They provide detectives and other investigators with a permanent record of how and where the crime was committed. Photographs of shoemarks, bullet casings, blood spatter patterns, bloodstained fingermarks, weapons and the decedent’s body, which is a rich source of evidence, all play an integral role in an investigation.

The crime scene photographer is, or should be, one of the first and only people allowed into a crime scene. It’s critical that the photographer arrives on scene as quickly as possible. Time is of the essence in every murder investigation, as much of the evidence is fragile and transitory. The work of the lab sergeant, the scenes of crime officer (SOCO), fingerprint officers and other forensic specialists cannot begin until the photographer has taken the initial photographs. Keeping the scene as pristine and free of contamination as possible, until the photographer documents every inch of the scene and all the evidence, is essential. Photographs aid in scene reconstruction, crime scene and cold case analysis and much more. When the case goes to court, the photographs provide the judge and jury with a visual record of what the scene was like at the time the crime was committed. Judges have the final say as to whether the crime scene photographs are shown or withheld from the jury.

Nobody should search the scene, touch anything, disturb, remove, or examine anything before it’s photographed in meticulous detail. Primarily, first responders must protect the scene from contamination or damage to evidence. Numerous poorly managed crime scenes come to mind, infamous cases in the United States, India, Canada, Australia, Italy and Portugal, to name just a few, where police officers and others failed to follow standard crime scene procedures in the first critical hours after a murder, which caused the investigations to fall apart. Perpetrators were never brought to justice, or courts wrongfully convicted individuals. These issues must never be far from the mind of any police officer or police photographer when they arrive at a crime scene.

Once the initial photography has taken place, the work of the forensics team begins. The photographer works collaboratively to meet their needs, such as documenting blood spatter patterns, fingermarks before they’re lifted, or shoemarks before they’re cast and recovered. Photography of these critical items of evidence is undertaken in case the lifting or casting process destroys the prints or the shoemarks, which can happen on occasions.

Scenes are tightly controlled, or should be, even for police officers who sometimes request permission to pass the cordon and enter the scene out of professional curiosity. At my scenes, if they did not have a vital role to play, we refused them entry, no matter their rank. Analysts and detectives, not permitted to enter the scene, scrutinise the photographs during an investigation. Detectives use crime scene and post-mortem photographs during suspect interrogations, with witnesses and in court.

I never had the luxury of a do-over, a reshoot, at any of my crime scenes. I could not allow the pressure, my emotions, the smells, or the sights to distract me. I knew grieving family were waiting to find out what happened to their daughter, son, their baby, their loved ones, so there was an incredible amount of pressure on me to work smartly but thoroughly. I could not afford to miss anything at a scene. I could not afford to make mistakes. My shots had to be perfect first time, every time.

Whether it’s a terrorist bomb in London’s financial district, a multiple murder scene, a boating accident on the River Thames, a plane crash, or a train derailment, a police photographer will photograph the horrifying carnage of all these incidents, and other major crimes. When the photographs are taken, and the blood and gore are hosed down by the fire service. When the crowd dissipates, only the fragments of crime scene tape, hastily ripped from lamp posts, remain. Soon after someone’s life is extinguished, all signs of their violent death vanish. For the police photographer, the crimes, the victims and the locations are not forgotten. They’re seared into the photographer’s brain. Ask any police photographer the world over and they’ll take you on a tour of their city, murder scene by murder scene, fatal accident by fatal accident.

Although I now live far from London, every time I return to the city, a smell, a sight, or the sound of a siren is often enough to trigger a memory in the city of ghosts. That’s the hotel where I photographed the man who jumped from the twentieth floor. That’s the forest where I photographed the man who drowned himself in a lake deep in the woods. That’s the park where I photographed a woman’s naked dumped body. That’s the street where I photographed a huge bomb explosion. That’s the bank where I photographed the teller shot 
by a teenager with a sawn-off shotgun. You can take the photographer out of the job, but you can never take the job out of the photographer. Over the years, I came to realise I had inhabited two different worlds. Two different Londons. A world where most people reside, safe and protected from the violence and inhumanity of the city, sleeping soundly while I worked. The other, a world of misery and grimness, where the raw immediate aftermath of violent death was a daily occurrence for me. Mine was a world most could not comprehend.

‘I’ve got a murder for you,’ was a familiar phrase I heard day and night from Charles, one of the photographic duty officers. My phone would ring in the dead of night and the familiar voice would summon me to all manner of murder scenes in a matter-of-fact way. Murder and mayhem kept him awake, when most of the city slept. When all hell let loose in the blackness of the night on London’s streets, he fielded the harrowing non-stop phone calls and allocated the crime scene team to assorted horrors. Although a gruff man on the surface, he had a sharp wit and a willingness to make fun of the photographers at every opportunity. In fairness, he took as good as he gave, he cared about us. He had our backs, no matter the hour of the day or night. He’d served his time as a crime scene photographer on the streets of London. He knew the dangers and the challenges we faced. He’d seen horrific sights. He’d photographed the horrors people inflicted upon one another. He understood.

It’s impossible not to be changed by witnessing and photographing so much brutality and death. Most people are lucky enough to have very little experience of violent death. They can go about their lives believing that human beings are essentially decent, like them. But I didn’t have that luxury. I was reminded, day after day, night after night, that there were people out there capable of terrifying acts of horrific violence and cruelty. It made me realise how precarious and precious life is. A life ends in a split second . . .

Time and distance haven’t changed the fact that Scotland Yard comes calling when they catch a killer for one of my old murder cases and they need my testimony in court. Inevitably they summon me back to a life I’ve chosen to leave behind. Back to the city of the dead. John Irving once said in his book A Prayer for Owen Meany :

Your memory is a monster ; you forget – it doesn’t. It simply files things away. It keeps things for you, or hides things from you – and summons them to your recall with a will of its own. You think you have a memory ; but it has you.

The little girl on the gate had gone when I came out of the scene. By the time the lab sergeant and I had finished our work, Stephanie’s ex-partner, and the father of their child, had already surrendered to police. A wave of anger washed over me when I heard this. ‘I want to see the bastard who did this,’ I said to Chris, who raised his eyebrows. I knew it wasn’t possible to see Stephanie’s killer, but the urge was overwhelming. Chris nodded his head in understanding and we left it at that.

I sat in my van to write my scene notes and statement for court, while it was fresh in my mind. It wasn’t long before my police radio crackled into life and Charles sent me to my next murder, a male victim stabbed forty-eight times, by another man, in a frenzied attack, and then set on fire.

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ I reassured Charles. ‘I need to go home and eat first.’

Driving home in a daze, Stephanie’s violent death scene came to me in flashes : the abandoned breakfast for two set on the table, the large bloody handprints on the staircase walls ; the sun coming in through the pink bedroom curtains ; Stephanie’s mutilated body ; blood splashed in lines across the ceiling ; blood dripping down the wardrobe mirrors and splashed on a photograph of a smiling little girl in a school uniform ; Stephanie lying in the foetal position at the end of the bed ; the unfathomable violation of her arms, legs and skull from the heavy machete blade. I thought of the rage-filled blows he rained down on Stephanie. How he had not just killed her, he’d tried to obliterate her. Destroy her completely. How it did not surprise me anymore. The continued onslaught of horrific overkill violence by men against women and girls.

During police interviews, Stephanie’s ex-partner admitted to killing her. He said they’d been in a relationship, on and off, for over a decade. Stephanie had met him when she was in her early teens. At seventeen she’d given birth to their daughter. Two years before he killed her, he’d gone to prison for bursting into her home with a bottle of acid and a machete. Their turbulent relationship had deteriorated when he’d become convinced his brother was the real father of Stephanie’s daughter. After his release from prison, they started living together again but had later separated. Although they hadn’t been in a relationship for a long time, he became enraged after his young daughter innocently remarked that she’d seen mummy kissing another man. He flew into a jealous rage. He told detectives he’d used both hands to strike Stephanie with the machete, at least ten times, while their six-year-old daughter cowered nearby. By his own admission, jealousy was his motive for killing Stephanie.

I learned from detectives some time later, that a jury at the Old Bailey found him guilty of Stephanie’s killing and the court sentenced him to eight years in prison. In the UK justice system, he would have been eligible for parole in four years, with good behaviour. I couldn’t believe that a man with such a long documented violent history, who’d committed such a brutal killing in front of their daughter, received such a lenient sentence. Why hadn’t social services, the police or the criminal justice system stopped him before his violence escalated to Stephanie’s gruesome death? It appalled and angered me. It enraged the police officers in the case. Sadly, all these years later, not much has improved regarding the sentencing or monitoring of dangerous men in these types of domestic violence, femicide and homicide cases.

I don’t remember that journey home at all. I drove home on autopilot. Shock had set in but I hadn’t recognised it at the time. I’d become so accustomed to seeing and photographing horror after horror and moving on to the next murder scene. I just kept going.

Dead people, they are with me day and night. They have been with me for decades. They come to me in a silent procession. They have passed through my life many times. I have passed through their deaths but once. It is a unique bond ; one most will never grasp. A rich and inviolable legacy. Somehow, they live on in death, inside my head. They are not forgotten. Years have passed, but the myriad images still come easily. I close my eyes and the memories dance before me in a pantomime of vivid and gory colour. Who could forget?

Who could forget those sparkling bright blue eyes, in a handsome tanned face, looking back at me through my camera lens? Eyes meeting for the first time in death. The mortuary is no place for introductions.

Who could forget the nineteen-year-old woman, stabbed forty-eight times by her boyfriend’s mate because she rejected his sexual advances?

Who could forget the reedy little woman in a buttoned beige camel coat and floral headscarf who took her own life in the dank chilly waters of a filthy London canal?

London is where our paths crossed. They were rich and poor. Every creed and colour. They were cab drivers, bankers, builders, housewives, fashion models and factory workers. They were drug dealers, addicts, pimps, prostitutes, paedophiles and murderers. They were babies, children, teenagers, students, the homeless, the unemployed and the elderly. Beloved or reviled, they were all loved by someone, once.

In their final moments, some gave up on life. They jumped or hanged or drowned or shot themselves in desperation. Others begged for their lives and pleaded with their killers. They fought courageously and it showed. Man’s inhumanity to man etched on their faces, each a death mask frozen in time, captured in my photographs. This was my London, through my lens.

My London was a savage place. A grim and hidden London. A subterranean world of darkness, violence and death. It was the shock of a telephone ringing in the dead of night. Find the flashing blue lights and you know you’re there. My London was menacing grey concrete tower blocks, infested with cockroaches and crime. Filled with angry, frightened, forgotten people, scurrying home to their prisons in the sky. It was grubby flats that reeked of stale food, fags, booze, old age and desperation. It was violent teenage drug dealers shamelessly plying their trade in dingy urine-soaked concrete stairwells of depressing East End tenements.

My London was wailing police sirens and blue-and-white crime scene tape. It was the dead of night in treacherous no-go areas. The crackling of police radios and world-weary, exhausted detectives. It was body bags, mortuaries, pathologists and green rubber aprons. It was post-mortems, stainless steel slabs and surgical instruments. It was the sickening stench of decomposition and disinfectant. It was pale men in black suits driving the dead in unmarked vans.

This was my London. Through my lens. Who could forget? Not me.

Tears run down my face and splash onto the balled-up wet tissue in my hands, while I speak about Stephanie’s horrific machete death scene. Sarah, my therapist, a tall Texan, with jet black hair in a pixie cut and intelligent, lively brown eyes sits opposite me in jeans and a crisp white linen shirt. I sit in her office many years after I’ve stopped photographing crime scenes. Sarah is an experienced therapist with a background in helping torture victims and trauma survivors. Her calm and soothing voice and relaxed demeanour provide me with a safe and supportive environment in which to explore the feelings and express my thoughts about my police photography work that I’d never had an opportunity to process or speak about before.

‘Why am I crying now for things that happened years ago?’ I ask her.

‘Crying is cathartic,’ she says, calmly. ‘It’s a kind of safety valve. It provides an emotional release of tension when the pressure inside you becomes too great.’ I pull two tissues from the box, wipe my nose and listen as my tears continue to fall. ‘It allows you to release the sadness and the feelings that have been causing you pain,’ she continues.

I’d never consciously attempted to forget or gloss over my exposure to the horrific incidents I’d photographed in my police work. But clearly those un­examined wounds had impacted me in ways I’d not even recognised.

‘This is probably the first time you’ve given yourself the opportunity to process all of the death, violence and tragedy you witnessed as a police photographer,’ Sarah says, in that soothing therapist’s tone.

‘Yes, that’s probably true,’ I reply, as I consider her statement. ‘When I started to write about what I’d seen over the years, I found it cathartic. When the words began to flow, the tears began to fall ; sadness that I’d never expressed,’ I say.

I reach across to the box of tissues on the coffee table and hold it on my lap. I wipe my eyes as I try to reply through my tears.

‘Tell me more about that,’ she says, encouraging me to continue.

‘As I wrote about my police work, I cried for all the dead people I’d photographed over the years. I was right back there at those scenes again. I cried for all the families who’d lost their loved ones. I cried for myself,’ I continue.

My return to London to testify at the Old Bailey in one of my old murder cases had unsettled me in a way I couldn’t quite fathom. It stirred up deeply buried emotions and unresolved pain I knew I needed to explore and understand.

When I left Sarah’s office, I felt exhausted and yet relieved, lighter somehow. After all these years, with her expertise and support, I had finally begun to reach down into a deep well of sadness and pain. I had no idea I’d been storing or suppressing unprocessed trauma from the tragic incidents I’d witnessed and photographed over the years. The constant exposure to murder, suicide, domestic violence, femicide, child abuse and horrific accidents had gone unremarked by Specialist Operations (SO3) managers and colleagues. We had become inured to it. And in me, it had gone unexamined until my return to London had opened my own Pandora’s box.

I will carry this load forever. I will carry the grief of the families who lost loved ones to violent deaths I photographed. I will carry the nightmarish stories of the traumatised victims, who lived to tell me the graphic tales of their brutal rapes, assaults and near-death experiences. I will carry the scenes my colleagues photographed and shared to manage their distress. I will carry the images of the remorseless killers, eyes defiant despite their guilt.

I will carry the faces of the dead. The smiling, hopeful faces I saw in the newspapers after their murders, and the faces I photographed at their murder scenes – battered and bloodstained. Their staring eyes, wide with terror. They could not speak for themselves. That was my job. As W.H. Auden once wrote in an article for Harper’s Magazine, ‘Murder is unique in that it abolishes the party it injures, so society must take the place of the victim, and on his [or her] behalf demand atonement.’



1

The Gory Box

An elderly woman lay at the bottom of a steep carpeted staircase. Her killer had savagely woven wooden chair-back spindles through her torso, thighs and arms, in a bizarre post-mortem ritual.

The duty officer Charles, an avuncular man in a grey cardigan with a shock of silver hair and glasses, had taken a stack of colour 10x8 photographs and spread them out on the table before us. The ‘Gory Box’ overflowed with pin-sharp crime scene photographs ; a catalogue of carnage. A mischievous grin flashed across his face. ‘Well,’ Charles announced, ‘if you’re going to be police photographers, you’ll want to look at the photographs your colleagues have taken over the years.’

My three new colleagues had expressed an eagerness to look at the photographs. Not me. Panic-stricken, a growing sense of dread washed over me.

Grisly images of post-mortems, murders, fatal accidents and suicides splayed out before us. Mangled bodies ; pale mottled flesh ; bloated cadavers ; gaping knife wounds ; and pink brain matter – all of it there in front of us. It was beyond horrifying. Shocked, I recoiled instinctively.

My heart raced. Faster and faster. Drumming louder and louder in my ears. The room began to swim. Voices grew distant and distorted.

‘Charles,’ I called out, ‘I’m going to faint.’

His grin turned to concern. He leapt to his feet and shouted, ‘Quick, fetch her a chair.’ I lost consciousness, and hands guided me into a chair. ‘Take a deep breath. Put your head between your legs. You’ll be fine,’ Charles said, matter-of-factly. The others carried on talking like nothing had happened. Nobody made a fuss. Disoriented and too woozy to feel mortified, I followed his instructions and began to recover.

When I raised my head, the muffled sounds of the Duty Office in the Photographic Branch at New Scotland Yard became crisp and clear again. Phones rang incessantly. Charles and Dean, two ex-military men, screened hundreds of calls, day and night, from police officers who required a photographer. They sat in a glass cubicle in the middle of a vast rectangular open-plan office. In front of them, a large whiteboard, covered in neat rows of photographers’ names in red, black and green marker pen, adorned the wall. A collection of phones sat on their paper-strewn desks.

Charles quickly removed the offending photographs, and returned them to the Gory Box, a heavy brown cardboard box, which had been suspiciously nearby. The cruel initiation came to an end as quickly as it had begun.

Rain splashed off my black polished shoes and the wind whipped around my legs as I walked from St James’s Park Tube station to New Scotland Yard. Dressed in black from head to toe, wearing tailored trousers and a turtleneck, with my long, dark brown hair in a ponytail, I hurried across Victoria Street as cars splashed past me on the rain-soaked streets. Filled with a mixture of pride and excitement, and feeling a little nervous, I couldn’t wait to start my first day as a police photographer (Photographic Officer) in one of the largest, oldest and most famous police services in the world.

New Scotland Yard, the headquarters of the London Metropolitan Police Service (MPS), stood before me, a silver monolith on a triangular island of concrete in the heart of Westminster. Its mirrored windows reflected a grey London sky. Dwarfing the nearby buildings at the confluence of The Broadway and Victoria Street, the nineteen-storey beacon of law and order loomed large. In front of me, the iconic New Scotland Yard sign revolved in silent deliberation of its newest young recruit. It was a cold, wet April morning and I had just turned twenty-four.

Pushing through the revolving glass doors, I found myself in a grand marble foyer. An imposing colourful Metropolitan Police crest adorned a large wooden plaque that overlooked the lobby. Adjacent to the entrance I noticed a chest-high rectangular white marble monument. On top of the plinth rested two glass cases. On the left, a small golden eternal flame rippled upwards from an opening in the marble, a tribute to fallen officers and staff. On the right, a leather-bound red tome lay open – the book of the dead – displaying lists of names on yellowing parchment. A gold-leaf inscription carved into the marble pedestal read ‘To the memory of those members of the Metropolitan Police Force and of the civil staffs who lost their lives on active service or by enemy action.’ Somehow calmed and yet saddened by the sombre words, I stood reading the names of those who had sacrificed their lives in the service of their city. The sound of footsteps approaching disturbed my reverie. A woman from HR had come to retrieve us. Along with three other new recruits, David, Noah and Carolyn, my eventful first day began. Various people from different departments spoke with us throughout the morning. Each addressed us on different matters pertaining to our employment. We filled in tons of forms and received stacks of paperwork. But much of the morning passed by in a blur, despite my best efforts to concentrate.

At lunchtime, in the busy canteen, we found ourselves in a sea of dark navy uniforms. Men in suits and ties of all shades stretched out before us. The din of deep male voices rose above the echoing clatter of knives and forks as diners relaxed and chatted together. I’d never been in a room with so many police officers before. It was unsettling at first, although I wasn’t sure why. Then, it suddenly struck me. Where were all the women?

After lunch, we continued up to the photographic branch on the fifteenth floor. Specialist Operations (SO3) was home to a team of eighty-six photographers and thirteen administrative staff. Michael, one of the four chief photographers, shepherded us from office to office to meet our colleagues. A tall gentleman in a black suit and tie, his pale complexion and black slicked back hair reminded me of a silent era movie star. A gracious man, not far from retirement, he introduced us to a motley group of men who welcomed us. Some jokingly asked if we realised what we were letting ourselves in for. We followed him from office to office, and I wondered if Carolyn and I were the only two women in the entire photographic branch. We hadn’t yet seen another female photographer on our tour. Michael told us that the team of twenty-four scenes of crime photographers worked off-site. They were based at police stations across the London Metropolitan Police district, which covered an area of over 600 square miles. On that day, most of the scenes of crime team were active around the city. Only a handful were at Scotland Yard sorting their negatives and putting together their scene photographs from the previous week’s crimes. The in-house photographers who undertook fingerprint photography, film processing and printing, and other specialist photographic tasks, toiled in offices nearby. The telltale smell of film processing chemicals wafted out from under the doors. Smiling until our cheeks ached, names and faces blurred together after a dozen introductions. I knew I wouldn’t remember the name of a single person by the next day. With the afternoon almost at an end, and a throbbing headache, I couldn’t wait to go home. Our first day had been a whirlwind of questions, instructions, paperwork and introductions. And then came . . . the Gory Box.

My fainting episode brought our first day at Scotland Yard to an abrupt end. Charles sent us home and wished us a good evening. We fled the building as fast as our feet would take us. I took the train with Noah, one of my new colleagues who lived not far from me. After a brief exchange, we sat side-by-side in the tube carriage, silent and shell-shocked, comforted by the pitching and rolling rhythm of the train as we headed home.

That night, still in a state of deep shock after the Gory Box incident, sleep eluded me. Every time I closed my eyes, horrific scenes flashed before me in vivid colour. Disturbed by the images, I couldn’t shake it off. How could people do such despicable things to one another? I lay awake staring at the ceiling while the hours ticked past. How could my new colleagues be so cruel to show us such horrendous images on our first day?

After several hours, exhaustion took over and I drifted into a fitful sleep. Wrecked and anxious by the next morning, I’d no idea how I’d face day two at Scotland Yard. What have I let myself in for? How will I cope? Had I made a terrible mistake? When I’d answered an advert, in the British Journal of Photography, for a Photographic Officer job at Scotland Yard, I never imagined a young woman might be an unlikely candidate for such a job. Not for an instant did it occur to me that this might be a man’s world. I never considered police photography as a man’s job that I couldn’t do. I’d loved photography for as long as I could remember. I had my mother to thank for that.

My mother tells me the story of my birth every year : The wail of sirens shattered the stillness of a cold February morning as the ambulance raced through the dark silent streets of London. Insistent in their rhythm, nee-naw, move-move. Blue lights flashed. Their reflections bounced off the sleeping shop front windows. The ambulance driver, frantic and alone.

Smithfield Meat Market teemed with white-coated merchants of death on that Monday morning. The air heavy with the clawing scent of blood and butchered carcasses. Suddenly, a screech of brakes as the rig shuddered to a halt. The driver jumped from the cab. Muffled male voices, the loudest the ambulance driver’s as he screamed at those blocking his path, ‘Get out of my way.’

Almost there. The ambulance pushed through the crowded market, slowly. The shriek of sirens bounced off the steel rib cage of the market’s skeleton like ricocheting bullets. Finally, St Bartholomew’s Hospital came into view. Relieved, he handed over a heavily pregnant woman to the waiting hospital staff. The lights and sirens, the blues and twos, a suitable escort for his precious cargo, a baby girl. I share a birthday with my mother, and not a year goes by when she doesn’t remind me of my birth story and the terrifying ambulance ride she endured, on her birthday, at the hands of a kind but frantic ambulance driver. Thinking about it now, the wail of sirens, the blue lights and the smell of blood in the air – perhaps it was a fitting way for a future crime scene photographer to come into the world?

An inquisitive child, I drove my mother crazy with my questions : Why this, why that, why the other. What’s outside the earth? What’s outside space? What’s outside the universe? When the questions became too frustrating, she’d send me out to play. There I found a willing audience. As the only child on our street who could read before I started school, the neighbourhood kids flocked to me with their colourful comic books. I read aloud to them in return for favours. Don’t ask about the rabbit and the bitten finger.

On my first day of school, I sat in the front row of the classroom with my arms folded. When my mother came to pick me up, I asked her why all the other children in my class were crying. At four years old, I told her finger painting bored me. I wanted to read. They moved me up a class.

When I wasn’t asking questions, I was observing those around me. I’d run to the door when guests arrived at our home. I’d study them from a safe distance, behind my mother’s legs, and when I’d seen enough, I’d go back to my project. Always making something, growing something, dismantling something, climbing something, reading something, or trying to figure something out, I kept myself entertained. ‘You were a precocious baby,’ my mother said. It seems I’d figured out how to unclip the latch on my cot to escape its confines at seven months old ; walking early ; talking early ; and reading by the time I was four years old. Quite the handful for my mother, no doubt.

Natural curiosity and a strong urge to dismantle everything, to see how things worked, meant my parents hid valuable items on high shelves in their bedroom. It didn’t take long for me to figure out a way to get my hands on the most sought-after prize, my mother’s Kodak Box Brownie camera. And so began my love affair with photography.

As a child, I hung around with my older sister and three boisterous boys who lived a few doors away. We all raced around the neighbourhood on our bikes, seeing who could ride the fastest. We made grass forts and staged mock battles in the summer sunshine. We climbed trees in the field at the end of our road, always competing to see who could climb the highest. We played football together and I played better than most of the boys. In summer, I collected specimens with a small yellow net and filled countless jam jars with all manner of tiny creatures. I studied them closely with my magnifying glass, marvelling at the sounds they made, or the dusting of powder that covered their gossamer wings. Never intentionally cruel, I released them back to where I found them, if they survived the glass jar ordeal intact, which some unfortunately did not.

I spent summers at the beaches close to my home. Beaches, filled with weird and wonderful things to discover, kept me occupied for hours. Each harboured its unique attractions for an insatiably curious child. On some beaches I collected shells, always searching for the unusual or brightly coloured miniature ones. On others, the pebbles fascinated me. Rubbed smooth by the tides, I collected them by the pocketful. On long sandy beaches, I marvelled at the turn of the tides and the ripple patterns left on the wet sand when the tide went out. Off I went with my bucket, my spade and my net. Before I headed for the rockpools, the only instruction my mother gave me was ‘Don’t let the tide cut you off. It comes in fast. And be careful on the rocks. I don’t want you washed away by the waves.’ I was an old soul, even as a child. I respected the power of the sea, even at that young age. A solitary child, although the second born of three siblings, I happily clambered over the sharp rocks by myself and explored the crevasses along the shoreline. I marvelled at the sounds of the sea and the power of the crashing waves, only returning to the family picnic when hunger pangs made my stomach growl.

As I got older, rules and routines irritated and bored me. Energetic and playful by nature, with a strong maverick streak, I was a risk-taker and a good problem-solver. I loved to tell stories. I loved to laugh, and make others laugh, and I read voraciously. My emotional sensitivity, talkative nature and high energy levels did not suit the 9–5 office job I took after leaving school. It didn’t take long before I felt trapped and stifled. Watching others take the credit for my ideas annoyed me. I knew I needed to find a way out. Photography was my passion and my escape route. I felt alive and yet at peace with a camera in my hand. Even though both my parents were musical and artistic, and each had a natural talent for photography, they never considered that working as a photographer was a proper job for a young woman, but I knew it was what I loved, so I followed my heart and disregarded their concerns. I applied to art colleges to study photography and received several offers. I resigned from my job, told my parents after the fact, and off I went to begin my new life as a photographer.

My years at art college were some of the happiest times. Unlike many of the other students in my cohort, I was there because I wanted to fulfil my dream of becoming a photographer, and not because I was trying to please parents who’d plotted out a career path for me. Many of my classmates dropped out or failed to make the grade, and left the course before completion. I made the best of my time at art college. I worked hard and enjoyed every moment. The course leader warned us that succeeding as a professional photographer in a competitive and cut-throat business would be extremely challenging ; that it was a tough career to gain entry to and succeed in. To drive home his point, our tutorial every week consisted of us lining up with our cache of black-and-white photographs we’d shot, processed and printed that week. He would review our work in the full glare of our fellow classmates. Next to his desk stood a large bin. If he didn’t think our photographs made the grade, if they were poorly exposed, out of focus, poorly printed, or were creatively uninspiring, he threw them unceremoniously into the bin right in front of us. I didn’t always agree with his assessment. I recovered my photographs from the bin in defiance of his opinion on several occasions, much to the surprise of my fellow students. Perhaps the fact that I was paying for my studies had something to do with my defiance, and my dedication. During my final year at art college, I started searching for photography jobs. When I saw an advert for a police Photographic Officer in the British Journal of Photography, I knew immediately it was the career for me. The job seemed fascinating. As an extrovert with a great sense of humour, comfortable with uncertainty, and with an insatiably curious mind, I thought the job was a good fit for my personality.

It was that same tutor who wrote in his reference for the police photographer job application that ‘She is a mature, well motivated and highly likeable young woman with perception and intelligence of a high order, though with considerable reserves of common sense. If she can obtain a position compatible with her photographic interests, her employer will gain a motivated, intelligent employee who is able to mix and work with a great variety of individuals.’

With strong encouragement from that tough love tutor, I applied for the photographic officer job. As I was still studying, I received a reply showing interest and asking me to reapply once I’d completed my studies. I was disappointed, but I knew I wouldn’t give up on my dream of becoming a police photographer. After I left college, I worked as an assistant to an impossibly tall press photographer, dashing about London with him, to various events, and struggling to stay on my feet in the paparazzi crush while he showed me the ropes. It didn’t take long before I realised that a petite 5ft 4in woman was not well suited to a job that required me to battle in a scrum of burly, mostly male, photographers to capture the shots needed. I soon moved on to work as a photographer’s assistant in a London studio that shot Vogue fashion spreads. The atmosphere was fun. My long workdays were filled with couture clothing, loud music, make-up artists, hairdressers and giggly 6ft-tall models who towered over me as they teetered about the studio on their high heels. They turned up at the studio wearing no make-up and cut-off shorts and t-shirts. I’d never have guessed they were the models. But they had incredible bone structures and beautiful eyes that came to life after the team accentuated their features for the photo shoot. When they stepped in front of the camera, the results were spectacular ; they were almost unrecognisable as the same women who’d arrived at the studio hours before. My job was to set up the studio, arrange the lighting and backgrounds/props, load the cameras with film, keep the models happy, and to do whatever the photographer needed, to make each shoot a success.

New Scotland Yard’s Specialist Operations Photographic Branch (SO3) was founded in 1901, to support the work of the Fingerprint Branch initially. That same year the Home Office authorised the purchase of film plates, chemicals and some equipment, as an experiment. During the experi­ment SO3 officers shot 162 photographs and made 100 prints. The following year they deemed the experiment a success and the Home Office granted approval to set up a permanent photographic branch. By 1937, police officers running the branch were producing 160,000 photographs per year and the workload grew exponentially over the years.

The Metropolitan Police Photographic Branch grew to become the largest single police photographic branch in the United Kingdom, providing photographic services in a wide range of areas that included surveillance, public order/demonstrations, studio photography, press photography and public relations, secure and confi­dential in-house processing and printing, scene of crime photography, and much more. A secret archive holds the photographic negatives of over a century of London’s crime.

Between 1901 and the 1950s the photographic branch trained police officers to take photographs. However, in the late 1950s SO3 began employing civil police staff in photographer and apprentice photographer roles. Some joined at the tender age of sixteen. The protocol in those days was to train apprentice photographers on all jobs in the branch, while giving them an opportunity to study for photographic qualifications. They also learned from their colleagues, and from attending crime scenes with experienced photographers. By the time I joined the police, that system had changed. Scotland Yard employed only qualified and experienced photographers. Some came from a medical or military photography background, others from a commercial photography background, as I had. Going from paparazzi scrums on the streets of London and Vogue studio shoots to crime scene photography was quite the leap. But I knew I had what it took to become an accomplished police photographer. Now I had to prove it.

At the two interviews for the job, they asked me how I felt about seeing dead bodies, and if I minded getting dirty, or climbing over walls and fences, and whether I had a fear of heights. The climbing, the getting dirty and heights didn’t bother me. I was a fearless child and happily climbed to the highest branches of the trees near my home, with my brother and the neighbourhood boys. But if you’ve never seen a dead body in your twenty-four years of life, how could you answer such a question. At an intellectual level, I knew I’d be seeing dead bodies. But somehow it doesn’t register at a deeper level. You have no reference point to work from. Most people who’ve seen a family member die of old age, or illness, have no idea what a murder victim looks like by comparison, or what a decomposing body looks and smells like. And neither did I. It was beyond my comprehension. Although my answer obviously satisfied the three-person interview panel, because they offered me the job. Chosen from over 500 applicants, I was thrilled to secure one of only four jobs on offer. There was no way I was going to give up before I’d begun.

When I arrived at the duty office the day after the Gory Box incident, a group of photographers were standing together chatting and sorting out their assignments for the day. When they saw me, they cheered spontaneously, applauding and whistling. Charles turned towards me and shouted over the din, to no one in particular, ‘Well lads, you have to hand it to her. She was brave enough to come back, after seeing the Gory Box. Good for her!’ A small figure in the middle of a large crowd of men, I smiled while they cheered and clapped. They’d given it their best shot. But I prevailed.

A few months later, SO3 moved from Scotland Yard to a new state-of-the-art purpose-built Photographic Branch HQ.

Rain lashed against my windscreen as I drove to SO3 not long after dawn. My wipers struggled to clear the downpour. Thunder rumbled and trees bowed their heads against the gusting wind as traffic crawled through London’s rain-soaked streets. Forty minutes later, I reached the gates of SO3, a two-storey, red-bricked building in a South London street that gave no clue to its identity. A three-metre-high, navy-blue security fence ringed the south perimeter of the building. The daunting anti-climb spikes atop the fence sent a clear message to any would-be trespassers, Unauthorised access forbidden. This was a place so secret it didn’t have a name. A nondescript car park revealed no clues. No building signs divulged the mysterious world I in­habited.

The building, a la­byrinth of beige corridors, housed thousands of square feet of specialist forensic police photography operations, processing and printing equipment, two photography studios, one large enough to fit a double-decker bus. It also housed a locked archive of crime scene photographs and negatives of some of London’s most brutal and horrific crimes. And yet, the photographers who inhabited this anonymous location covered the walls in the bland corridors with large, framed colour photographs of the most spectacular sights, the beauty of nature, sunsets over the city, architectural and aerial shots of London landmarks, all stunning images. Ironically the photographers who shot these spectacular images of the city were the same people that recorded the horrors of the city.

My in-house training began in the album room. A workspace where photographers spent two days a week assessing and printing their negatives, collating prints and writing statements to accompany photographs submitted as evidence in court. When each photographer finished printing their photographs, they handed their prints and statements to album room staff who placed the 10x8 colour photographs into a set of comb-bound albums. The albums opened like a book so the photographs lay flat for use during interrogations with suspects and witnesses, and at court. With the volume of work the photographers produced, the album room staff remained busy, ensuring photographs reached forensic pathologists and detectives in a timely manner.

By assigning photographers to the album room first, it gave the new recruits an opportunity to see an enormous number of grisly images in a short period of time – an immersive and desensitising experience. So, by the time I attended my first crime scene with a body in situ, I’d seen thousands of images of the worst kind of horrors and
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