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‘Stone walls do not a prison make 
Nor iron bars a cage’

RICHARD LOVELACE, ‘To Althea, From Prison’ (1642)




Preface

At Strangeways, when we wanted a prisoner back in his cell we would tell him to get behind his door. After Covid lockdowns, I now know how they felt!

My name is Sam and Strangeways – aka HMP Manchester – is where I used to work, long before prisons and everywhere else were hit by the pandemic. It was there that, battered from pillar to post, I finally lost the plot and was forced to retire with PTSD in 2016. So by ‘battered’, I mean physically and mentally.

My experience of working in the prison service was action-packed, quite definitely, but it also gave me insight into the nuts and bolts of how our jails are run on both sides of the bars. And for every problem I reckoned I worked out an answer to, there were loads of others that weren’t so easy to pin down.

Like the real biggie – what exactly is prison for?

You might think the answer to that is common sense: locking the bad guys and gals up. But I’m willing to bet that by the time you get to the end of this book you’ll agree it’s really not so straightforward. Do we have prisons so decent folk like you and me and our friends, families and neighbours can kip soundly in our beds of a night? Or is it mainly about punishment, which can be a posh word for revenge, can’t it? Where does rehabilitation fit in?

Not counting the Tower of London, England’s first jails were built courtesy of Henry II in 1166 or thereabouts – Newgate and what have you, primitive gaffs to make Strangeways look like Club Med. The first state prison proper, Millbank, came in 1816, but it wasn’t until 1866 that penal reform became a thing. The Howard League charity was born that year and, do you know what, while there’s obviously been loads of improvement since, I reckon no one’s still properly got to grips with what we want from our nicks.

In our modern age, they are treated like a political football. 

Having worked in engineering, nightclubs and care homes in and around my home town of Sheffield, I found my prison career taking me first to Forest Bank, back then a shiny new private jail in Salford. This was in 2001 and it was a shock to the system, I can tell you. I got to know the types of people who do time – banged up or in uniform – and saw first-hand how woefully managed Britain’s prison service can be. Bullying, restraints, cell fires, kids high on hooch . . . you name it, we had to handle it. A vicarage tea party it quite definitely was not.

I spent three eventful years at Forest Bank dealing with troubled and troublesome young offenders and prison staff before, following a brief stint at a children’s home, landing a gig at the big house in 2005.

Ah, Strangeways – with its bad reputation, Colditz walls and scary trademark tower, looming over the main road into Manchester.

If I’d found Forest Bank a mindfuck, well, Strangeways was set to be something else again. Although to begin with on K Wing, run by six-foot-two sergeant major-type Bertie Bassett, the best and funniest senior officer – or SO as they are known – I would ever work under, things weren’t too bad at all. Well, once we’d cleared up a few misunderstandings, that is.

You can read about that and other escapades in my first book, Strangeways: A Prison Officer’s Story. But just in case you, like me, are from Yorkshire and therefore too tight to buy a copy, do not fret. A swift recce to remind you of how the jail is laid out is coming soon.

On many of those landings over the next eleven years I went toe to toe with prison reality, took a good few bumps and bruises and worse. I also learned to appreciate ‘dynamic security’ – a vital skill set, now sadly out of fashion, where staff communicate and interact with prisoners ethically and professionally, making sure they are kept occupied with useful activity while at the same time staying in the loop with what’s afoot on the landings. A lot of that has been lost in recent years due to the cost-cutting, falling staff numbers and politicizing that has put our prison service in crisis.

Oh, and there was one Strangeways unit – healthcare – where poorly inmates were sent; mentally incapacitated residents upstairs, outpatients down. I moved onto its landings in November 2008. Over the next seven years we locked up and cared for some of the baddest, saddest and most notorious criminals the UK has ever produced.

On healthcare especially, officers – and the nurses and nurse managers we worked with – copped the lot. Deaths by hanging . . . incidents of extreme self-harm . . . Stressful doesn’t begin to cover it; it was enough to rattle anyone’s marbles. And when the time came to leave and I was shunted to A Wing, that coincided with a period of so-called modernization that, in 2015, totally wrecked both the Strangeways routine and my own mental health; disastrously so, in both cases.

For me, the end came on the servery one dinner time in a blaze of red mist. I’d only been there a week and a half. A prisoner kicked off, attacking the SO and a female colleague of ours on the wrong side of a locked electronic door. It took ages to open but once it was, and I was able to get through, I lost my rag. Afterwards I could hardly remember a thing about it. Both my knees and right fist were a mess – I displaced a knuckle – but the guy’s face was in worse shape. Even so, it didn’t stop him threatening staff and generally playing up for another three days while he was kept caged in a special cell.

I’m not proud of what I did. It was unprofessional behaviour, and up to then professionalism was something I’d prided myself on. It’s well documented that I didn’t get on with everyone – I admit it, there were lots of people at Strangeways I didn’t like. However, it’s a tough job, no question, and sometimes respect is more important. But after another injury on D Wing a few weeks later, and a lot of to-ing and fro-ing re compensation with the powers that be, it was in the end decided with medical consent that my years as a prison officer in Strangeways or any other such institution were through.

If I thought that would be the end of my problems, though, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Even at home I couldn’t stop losing my rag. Very soon I had ridiculously high blood pressure and panic attacks.

But then, during Christmas 2016, I dug out my prison diaries, the sort in which every officer details their shifts, picked up a pen and decided to get it all off my chest.

The response to Strangeways: A Prison Officer’s Story amazed me. ‘You might not remember me . . .’ their messages all start, which I find quite moving. Everyone has a story, don’t they? We want to be recognized as human beings, not animals, although there were a fair few of those in Strangeways too, as you are about to hear. The messages are often heartfelt. ‘I was really unwell,’ one kid wrote, ‘very badly behaved, and you looked after me as well as you could. You treated me calmly and professionally. I was horrible and you continued to be how you were.’ Whether or not you are suited to prison life is vital. A lot of people there are just ill.

I said to myself when my book came out that if it helped one individual to deal with his or her issues, it would be a success. Well, now I know it helped lots of folk shitloads.

A career soldier messaged me – thirty years, special ops, the lot, several years covertly, yet a very modest guy. ‘I thought nothing could shock me,’ he wrote. ‘Then I read your book and imagined going undercover as a prison officer. Fuck. Right. Off.’ One lass who was planning to be a prison officer told me she’d read Strangeways and it had changed her mind. Others, though, told me it had revved them up for training; they’d seen it as motivation. ‘Sam, will you do another?’ asked one new officer. ‘I’ve read it and now know what I’m going to face.’ It’s good to hear that, isn’t it? That people related so positively to my story, and were genuinely interested in the question of prison reform, gave me a real boost.

Then, not long after the book came out, the world was hit by Covid-19, and suddenly everyone knew what it was like to be banged up – or locked down – for days, weeks and even months on end. Okay, so being stuck at home isn’t quite the same as a stretch in a Cat A jail. There are no dirty protests for a start (I hope). But it did give us all some insight into what it means to lose your freedom.

And at least people had more time to read. Now people saw their own experiences in it and got in touch by the hundreds, wanting to share their stories.

That led to me opening a Twitter account (@SamworthNeil – Tigger warning: there are cats). I also began a podcast, Real Porridge, which has thousands of subscribers on YouTube. Some clips are nearing 100,000 views. I now appear on other people’s podcasts too.

Then I went on the Anything Goes podcast with James English. That led to a flood of contacts that weren’t just prison-based. Ex-squaddies, firefighters . . . all sorts of people got in touch. Many suffered from undiagnosed mental health issues after truly horrible experiences . . . Every single one of them was an individual deserving of having his or her voice heard.

Next, I happened across Shaun Attwood’s podcast, where he talks to criminals, often about prison guards. I emailed him and sent a copy of Strangeways: A Prison Officer’s Story – and ended up on it myself. Two and a half hours in his studio and – boom! More stories flowed in. I’ve been on Shaun’s show twice now; one episode had almost 600,000 views, and that led to even more contacts from former and current officers, prisoners and their long-suffering families.

I get messages on WhatsApp, Messenger, Facebook, my author’s page on Amazon, Twitter . . . My mobile never stops pinging. I try to respond to everyone eventually, although it isn’t easy because there are so many. 

The reason why I do is actually the answer to why I’m determined to go on writing and talking about mental health and this country’s prison system, even if it does mess with my head. My years as a prison officer helped to make me what I am. And it’s a life curve I’m still on, even if my physical time in a jail is done.

Strangeways in particular will not let me rest. My darkest days there are never far from my head. Well-meaning mates suggest I put it all behind me. ‘Move on,’ they say. ‘Stop raking this shit up.’

If only it were that simple.

In August 2019, my partner Amy, our daughter and I moved house from Manchester – in the shadow of Strangeways – to Wakefield, on the sunny side of the Pennines. With my own psychological issues, I’d come to hate Manchester. The only reason we’d gone there to begin with was work, and now I was sick of the place. This isn’t a Yorkshire–Lancashire thing. Manchester is a lot like London: rush, rush, rush, loads of attitude, swagger – but Yorkshire folk want to chat and make polite conversation. The pace is slower, more peaceful. I love it. 

Yet the thing about jail is that, even when you think you’ve left it, it tends to follow you around. For prisoners and staff alike, you can’t shake the place off. It leaves a stain on your soul that won’t shift. That’s how it is with me, anyway.

Truth is, prison life is just too intense to step away from and forget. Them PTSD symptoms still chip away at my peace of mind. And even before anyone got in touch, I knew others were struggling too, be they former cons (or as I prefer to call them ‘ex-customers’) or prison officers. Some are still in the service.

To be honest, even as I finished writing Strangeways: A Prison Officer’s Story, I was in a bad way. The process had stirred everything up. By late 2017, I had a swarm of buzzing bees in my noggin. Although I was excited about the prospect of having a book coming out, I was also angry as hell. 

Then at Christmas we lost Amy’s dad. Come January and the new year, emotions were still raw in our house. Well, they would be, wouldn’t they? That coincided with the pressure of getting the book fine-tuned so as not to alienate all the mates (and one or two potential enemies!) I’d written about in its pages.

Then when the book did launch I had to promote it in London and elsewhere. I was in the middle of appearing on the Victoria Derbyshire show when I suddenly realized I’d forgotten to call Amy on her birthday. It was the first time we’d been parted in years, if ever. I did feel guilty about that.

Chloe Tilley was standing in for Victoria that day. She asked if I now felt better. I said yes, but I didn’t really. On the media appearances I did they’d put you at ease, make us a brew, buff my face up for the lights, that sort of carry-on. But then I’d be asked about all those villains I’d encountered, like Mark Bridger, the guy who’d murdered the little girl April Jones . . . Usually it was all over very quickly – but not quickly enough to get me back north.

Looking back, I was just frazzled.

So why go through all of that again? Why not just ride my motorbike, or take up golf? Let the horror show drop?

Well, writing a book is a challenge, isn’t it, and I like challenges, but more importantly, the problems with the prison service I brought up in 2018 haven’t gone away. If anything – and not just thanks to Covid – they are worse. Prison officers have a strong sense of duty, or should have, and maybe there’s still some of that in me. 

Here is what I see and hear as an ex-prison officer. 

Victims. I see families of prisoners. I am prepared to listen, but also prepared to correct them and put forward the officers’ side. I’ve got a proper sense of justice too. Ex-officers and prisoners with PTSD, struggling. I can relate to them as well. Once it’s safe to do so, I’ve agreed to give talks in schools. You who have been on this journey with me know how I value awareness. As in prison, you have a captive audience. The kids I’ll talk to aren’t in mainstream education and need to learn to make better life choices. I have an unscratchable itch to make the world a better place. It’s just how I am.

So now, I’ve opted to get on my bike – or climb into our camper van – to hear from others who survived Strangeways, just about, or are still dealing with its after-effects. And here’s a thing: I didn’t get in touch with a single one of them. They all contacted me. That was especially important when it came to ex-customers, most of who, I’m pleased to say, are doing as well as can be expected given the fact that many of them find it a constant struggle to get by legitimately on the out.

As you are about to read, everyone who agreed to make their experiences public has a different tale to tell, personal to themselves but also revealing of the prison service as a whole. In their own words, we will learn how they ended up behind bars; how prison and particularly Strangeways impacted on themselves and their families; if and how a jail sentence changed their lives; their thoughts on issues that only someone who has been inside can fully understand; and how they see their lives going forward.

Given how the Howard League charity I mentioned earlier has been going for over 150 years, and that we’ve still some way to go before jails completely get their act together, it’s got to be unlikely that this book alone will put that right. But if nothing else, it will hopefully show how our prison population – prisoners and staff – are human beings too, with backgrounds and stories that, had fate not fallen the way it did, might well have been our own.

Without being big-headed, I think the warm response to the first book must have been down to how I used to be as an officer. I was never the big I am. I took folk as I found them, tried to be professional and treated everyone with respect – unless they gave me a good reason not to. In Strangeways: A Prison Officer’s Story I wrote that one officer alone couldn’t make much of an impact. Well, it seems I’ve had my own eyes opened, because that isn’t how I see it now. People can and do change and their words have quite definitely been inspiring.

One lad got in touch, but wouldn’t leave his name.

‘It was a Friday night and next morning I had my adjudication due,’ he said. ‘I’d had enough, Mr Samworth.’ Doing the nightly count, an officer this kid reckoned he didn’t know stuck his head into the cell. Clocking that he seemed down in the dumps, the guard asked if he was all right. The lad just nodded. Not long afterwards, this same officer wandered back. ‘Are you really all right, you, lad?’

‘I told him to fuck off, Mr Samworth, but he didn’t.’ 

‘“What’s up?” he said. “Talk to me.” 

‘So I did, let him have it for an hour. Boom! The idea of killing myself left my head. If it hadn’t been for him . . .’

In Strangeways, like everywhere else, it’s always best to share your story.




1. The Longest Yard

There is no cheerful welcome sign as you drive up the road to Strangeways. No friendly hand to help you down off the bus and fill you in on all the must-see attractions and characters of interest. And when you arrive in reception, you are quite definitely on your lonesome and very often afraid. Unless you enjoyed it so much last time you’ve decided to come back, of course, or know several of your new neighbours already, which it must be said is often the case.

The prison is actually split in two – top jail on the hill, bottom jail is where you come in. The wings in both are laid out pretty much the same, four storeys high with a ground floor – aka the ‘ones’ – and three landings above that – the ‘twos’, ‘threes’ and ‘fours’.

In the bottom jail are wings A, B, C, D, E and F, the last one an educational unit with its own library. Top jail has G, H, H1, I and lastly K Wing, the biggest. We’d supervise 200 or so prisoners on three landings there.

A Wing – induction unit, although until 2015 it also housed sex offenders, half-and-half. B Wing – drug-free, which goes to show that prison can have its funny side. No wing is drug-free. C Wing was for life sentences. D Wing was K Wing’s overflow, really, a hellhole of testosterone and all sorts of dodgy characters guaranteed to keep the most idle prison officer alert. E Wing had Strangeways’ very own Cat A unit, that we’ll come to in a minute, and the seg’, i.e. segregation, where the often violent and truly objectionable customers were secured, like Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs. Also part of that wing was the VP (vulnerable prisoners’) unit, which housed the paedophiles and such, kept away from the rest of the prison population for their own safety.

Top jail: G Wing was for the newcomers, who came in on vans and were processed in reception before a five-day induction course. The two H Wings were where I Wing prisoners went to ‘further their recovery’ after detoxing. All three were full of addicts and alcoholics and stank to high heaven. On K Wing we got all sorts. Fill your boots.

It’s a lot to take in at first, isn’t it? Well, stir in a load of street gangs and other hardened criminals, plenty of cunning, violent and generally dangerous people, and imagine it’s your first time.

Actually, you don’t have to imagine. Let me introduce you to Johnny Mo. He can tell you all about it.

Johnny was one of my prison orderlies in Strangeways, more commonly known as cleaners. He’s the sort of lad you want in that job: trustworthy, no mither, the type who just gets on with it. Until he got in touch, the last time I’d seen him was in 2011, when I took him back down to reception on the day he was released.

He is in his fifties now, Johnny, a family man, long-time married and a real self-starter who had no bother whatsoever with the police, growing up on the north-west coast. As a kid he dreamed of being a truck driver and ended up owning his own company, so that shows you the sort of person we are dealing with. He’s an achiever.

He’s also very private, a normal guy who likes a pint and keeps himself to himself. He isn’t keen on having visitors in his house, for example. If you met him, you might think he was abrupt or that he didn’t like you, but it’s not rudeness. He can just be a bit reserved, shy even. He would happily pay to put you up in a hotel.

Once you get to know him he’s likeable, could be someone’s grandad. Doesn’t embrace technology. Hard-working. Old school. We had him on healthcare for twelve months and he caused no hassle at all. If you asked him to do a thing, he’d just crack on and, when it was finished, find something else to do . . . You literally had to take the mop off him, which seems to have left him with issues now. At home he hoovers eight times a day, proper OCD.

As so often these days, I got a message on my phone: ‘Do you remember me, Mr Sams?’ Now, as soon as I saw that, I knew who it were; he always called me Mr Sams, did Johnny. 

So we met up in Wakefield. In fact, we made a night of it, and fortunately our better halves clicked too. His missus knew my face from the Strangeways visits hall. Movie star looks like these aren’t easily forgotten.

It was good to see him again. We all got hammered, laughed all night, and the stories flowed. Then a couple of weeks later we had a rematch on his turf this time, at Fylde Football Club, near Blackpool, and talked for another hour before my recorder’s batteries went.

How he came to be in custody would put the willies up anyone.

Johnny Mo wound up in Strangeways as part of a drugs conspiracy ring that got caught importing cocaine to the tune of £15 million. However, for him it wasn’t quite as simple as that.

His problems began when, with his haulage company, he started doing booze and fags trips, a scam to which he will happily admit, and which in the end was what he did time for. I asked him how much he made doing it and he couldn’t say exactly, but put it in the region of a few thousand pounds a month. Good coin.

Basically, when he leased vans and trucks to go over to Europe, any spare space they’d fill with ‘duty-free’. I’d heard of this before. When I was in my thirties, working in engineering, my mate’s brother did similar. He’d regularly drive up to Newcastle, meet some guys and sell beer and spirits and cigarettes to pubs and clubs out the back of the van.

Unfortunately for Johnny, the group he was involved with, which included his nephew, was also dealing in drugs, which he didn’t know. Sure enough, they’d been clocked and caught on film by the drugs squad, HM Customs or some multi-agency police operation. When word came on the grapevine that his truck had been pulled, his heart sank. He knew he was in trouble, but tried to comfort himself with the idea that it wouldn’t be a lot. Running booze and fags isn’t seen as a major offence. About the drugs haul he had no clue. 

Even so, he was worried enough, expected a knock on the door at any point, and this went on for weeks. Every morning he’s peering out through the curtains before leaving home, checking under the wagon before he climbs in, looking suspiciously around when he goes to the corner shop. A fucking nightmare. ‘It was like being in a room you can’t get out of, blindfolded, with your hands tied behind your back,’ he said. ‘And one where you have got to act normal, even though there is a boxer in there who at some point is bound to punch you in the face.’ Every single day it went on like this. He’d sit in the car for a while, or walk up and down the street. His missus would ask him what he was doing. ‘Nowt, nowt . . .’ he’d say.

Until one day he left home at half five in the morning, went to climb in his cab and suddenly got dragged from the truck to the ground with a gun pressing hard on his temple.

He was taken in for questioning where, unlike lots of people who have form on this sort of thing, he was naive enough to answer their questions openly instead of just saying, ‘No comment.’

‘Is this item yours?’ 

Yes. 

‘Do you know this guy?’ 

Yes. 

And so on. He was Joe Honest. But then the very worst he thought he’d get done for was knowingly lending someone a truck in which they’d been up to no good, and therefore had no issue with admitting to that. What he hadn’t realized was that in answering their questions, ‘You’re going guilty on this, this and this?’ ‘Yeah’, there was no chance of going back to his missus on bail. It was go to jail, move directly to jail, and before he knew it, hello Strangeways.

What was worse, he’d now got double jeopardy. Not only did he have a spell inside he hadn’t expected, with the worry of telling his wife, but also, banged up now in HMP Manchester, he realized he was on his own. That nephew of his and the rest of the gang had all heard he’d gone guilty and said, ‘Yeah, he’s the leader . . .’

Which meant that while he was locked up, the people who had actually been smuggling the drugs were probably sitting at home on bail tucking into their pie, chips, peas and gravy. They’d bubbled him.

Just think. Here you are at Strangeways for the first time – and on the maximum-security Cat A unit at that, which is the bit of the jail where inmates who are deemed a threat to the public, police and/or national security get to live. Now, as I’ve said before, coming into Strangeways is enough to make anyone nervous, and I include myself in that. I’ll never forget my own first day – guts churning, couldn’t quite believe I was there – but at least I could go home and watch Emmerdale. If your entry point is Cat A, your unease must be off the scale. 

Cat A even has its own reception, far worse and much stricter than the usual one. As soon as you are Cat A’ed, you are double-cuffed everywhere. You come in on a ballistic van, not a regular sweatbox, and are kept on your own all the way from court to the E Wing reception. When you get off the van, they walk you five metres, already double-cuffed, with a fierce dog for company. You can’t go anywhere; it’s an enclosed compound. Inside, they take the cuffs off and walk you through a portal, where you are wanded, rubbed down and strip-searched. Personal property goes through an X-ray. As procedures go, it is rigorous and isolating. 

‘There were no other prisoners around,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t sat in a holding cell like I had been in court, a busy place with other people about. This was very intimidating.’ Those dogs an’ all . . . if they start barking, the handlers let them get on with it, don’t try to shut them up. They aren’t there on parade, quiet and well behaved. It would have all added to the sense of unease. ‘I didn’t even know what Cat A was until I got there.’ 

Once he arrived, however, there is no doubt he would’ve been the centre of attention. It doesn’t take the other prisoners on your block long to find out what you are in for. People are saying you’re the ringleader of a drugs gang, with all the pressure that comes with it. Seeing as how a lot of people come on as part of a team, he must have stood out like a sore thumb. He would have seemed different to the other lads too: not a gobshite or a murderer or some other kind of major criminal. Up for conspiracy, sure, but he had already gone guilty.

‘Everyone on Cat A looks like they can fight,’ Johnny said, and he was right, they do. It’s Ego City. Just about everyone on there is the big I am. And if they didn’t have an ego beforehand, they soon get one inside. So there’s everybody strutting about and here’s Johnny, a nobody no one knows. Quite often lads recognize each other from the out, or get Cat A’ed as a group. That wasn’t the case with our boy. Given his background, he wouldn’t have been warned that he’d have to stand up for himself, although obviously feared he would. But as it turned out, his personality played to his favour, which, knowing him, didn’t surprise me. 

Johnny told me he tried to keep himself to himself as far as he could early doors, but the big plus for him was landing a job almost straight away. That’s unusual, as normally officers went with established people on the wing who they knew could be trusted. But Johnny knew how to conduct himself. He’s very polite, a good talker, excellent at reasoning and likeable without looking soft. Definite attributes. If he was a prison officer, he wouldn’t be the one going toe to toe with people, he’d have the interpersonal skills and sense of humour to keep things ticking over.

‘I was asked to work on the servery, one of the best things that could have happened because it acted as my introduction to people. You had the likes of Whitey and Michael Sharp coming through, big hardened criminals, who it gave me a chance to get on the right side of.’

We’ll come on to White and Sharp in a bit, but the main thing here is that, pretty much straight off, he had a bit of an identity of his own, upfront and useful. If not friends, he’d have made plenty of acquaintances and had influence through doing little favours . . . ‘Is there any chips left?’ ‘Aye, here you go . . .’ that sort of carry-on. That’s how prison works and he’d have slotted straight into it.

Which is not to say the place wouldn’t still have messed with his noggin. ‘The other thing about Cat A is that it was always so fucking quiet,’ said Johnny, ‘not a lot of noise at all.’

It’s true. There’d be no loud music or the sort of racket you might expect on other wings. The mood on Cat A is maybe best described as us and them. You felt it in the air. The rest of the jail could be quite relaxed when you let them out of their cells, even K Wing, the largest and liveliest of the lot. As an officer, you’d just mill about and get on with stuff. On there, E Wing, a very small unit, staff went about in twos.

‘And most of the lads didn’t give a fuck, mate. They were either looking at big sentences or were already serving them, so thought themselves untouchable. There was always this tension, with White and Sharp especially. Because both were big fuckers, it was almost as if people wanted them to get it on. For entertainment, I reckon, but it felt like anything could go off any moment.’

I know ego isn’t a noise, but it might as well be; let’s call it mood music. If I were a member of staff, as I was with Sharp once on the twos landing, and told them to get behind their door, they’d just look at you, nothing there, do their own thing. Imagine those last couple of minutes in a football changing room before a big game . . . it’s a bit like that but with your adrenaline pumping all the time.

And then there’s the smell of Cat A, and E Wing more generally. Compared to other wings, it was very sterile.

‘It always smelled of disinfectant,’ said Johnny. ‘It was a small unit, self-contained, and everyone’s cell were very clean.’ That was because these guys never got off the unit unless it was to go to healthcare or court and, procedurally, would get moved at least once a month from cell to cell. So it was in your interest to keep yours in mint condition because at some point you are going to be living in someone else’s. ‘It was hospital-like,’ Johnny said, and whether it was orderlies mopping or prisoners scrubbing their floors, I never went on there when I didn’t see someone at it. Maybe it’s another reason why Johnny hoovers up at home so much now!

Either way, he stayed Cat A for about a year before moving to B Wing, where I heard of his qualities and collared him for a year with us in healthcare. For a Cat A con in particular, a year must feel like an eternity when, remanded while awaiting trial, you have no idea how long you’ll be forced to stay there.

But let’s get back to Whitey, an absolute monster of a physical specimen. I’ve endured a tumble or two with him myself, this notorious gangster and member of a well-known Liverpool crime family, aka ‘Britain’s toughest prisoner’.

‘He was there when I arrived,’ said Johnny, of a man soon to be jailed indefinitely for conspiracy to buy guns and a threat to kill a teenager. ‘Around Ramadan, when I’d just got my job on the servery, I sneaked the last of the samosas back to my cell. Whitey was pretending to be a Muslim at the time and no one was checking back then – he just “changed religion” for the scran. Even so, everyone on the unit called him Hamza because they didn’t dare call him anything else. He was a monster and got wind of what I’d done.

‘He shouted down from the landing, “You’ve had them samosas, you little shit!” 

‘I said, “Was it fuck samosas. It was pies. And anyway, what the fuck’s it got to do with you, you Scouse cunt?” Being naive, I suppose. It was one of the biggest mistakes I ever made in jail.’

About ten minutes later, Johnny was in his cell. ‘Next news, the door slowly opens and the cell goes dark, this fucking giant of a man standing in the doorway. “What did you fucking call me?” he says. I said, “I didn’t say anything to you, Tom.”

‘He give me a crack on the side of my head, and as I fell, it hit the edge of the bunk bed. Blood was pissing out; I’ve got the scar to this day. But to be fair, he did only give me that one slap. He could have fucking annihilated me. The bell went off on the wing. Everyone was put behind the doors and Whitey got dragged away. He spent about a week on the seg’, and from the day he came back was right as rain.’

As officers, our job then would have been to put Whitey on a charge and ask the victim if he wanted to give evidence. Johnny had other ideas.

‘“Go down and be a witness?” I said, “Do I fuck!” He had no option but to crack me. He couldn’t let someone on the wing talk to him like that, could he? But don’t forget, I was new to this. I had no idea what I was getting involved in. If I’d known then what I know now, I’d have given him the samosas and thrown in a couple of chapatis. Anyway, because I hadn’t said anything he shook my hand and we were fine. In fact, I think if I’d asked him to look out for me, he would have done. I was an older guy in there. He’s a big tough lion, but how he was with me showed there must be some compassion in the man.’

And as for Michael Sharp, who’d killed ex-cop turned car dealer David Ward while robbing his house, he was a proper hard case too. Sharp had ruled the roost at HMP Wakefield, or Monster Mansion as it’s known on account of all the perverts, but it wasn’t so clear-cut at Strangeways. Johnny used to play chess with him, which got us pondering if Sharp was tougher than White.

Sharp was about six foot two and around nineteen or twenty stone, so comparable to White in physique. I’d say his arms had a twenty-inch radius, a brutish-looking fucker but with a bit of a babyface, built like a fat powerlifter. Toned up, he could have gone on stage as a bodybuilder. He walked like a carpetfitter, as if he’d got a roll of Axminster under each arm; he’d definitely fill a doorway.

‘He was one of those lads who aren’t backward in coming forward,’ said Johnny. ‘They’d walk straight into your cell – “Who are you? What you in for?” – which is what he did with me. You can’t help but notice him. He’d just take stuff . . . your canteen, your food and what have you . . .’ In other words, he was a bully.

‘He was also one of those who people would stand and talk to, even if they’d rather not. You’d laugh at his jokes even if they weren’t funny. You know how it is, when you can’t wait to get out of somebody’s company. It’s uncomfortable, isn’t it? Well, Sharp being in front of you was like that. You don’t want to be there but you just have to entertain them because of what they are.’

Not that any of that was likely to impress Tom White.

‘There was always a niggle between them, but they never went up against each other, did they?’ said Johnny. ‘Whitey would have won, I think, but there wouldn’t have been much in it.’

Think of this as King Kong versus Godzilla, or that Deadliest Warrior show that was on TV: ‘Who’d win a fight between a Viking and a Samurai?’ Anyone with any sense would bow down to White, but Sharp didn’t. Only needling each other, mind. Like me, Johnny reckoned there was too much to lose for either of them to really get it on. Quite the ringside seat for a bloke who’d never been to jail before.

‘Tom obviously knew that Sharpy was a big strong unit as well and might catch him on an off day, while Sharpy thought the same, no doubt. They were both aware that they might lose face. That’s what the crack was in jail. Your reputation was everything.’

My money would also be on White, just because of his brute strength. If he was lifting weights in the gym, the bar might bend but his arms quite definitely did not. Which, by the way, is why American jails and took the barbells, dumb-bell and kettlebells off prison yards. Physical size is a massive problem for officers when they are trying to contain people who are mentally unstable. It’s why officers can be scared of lads like Whitey too. Why wouldn’t they be? He could snap most of them in half. No wonder a newcomer like Johnny hated E Wing. He did well to stick it out as long as he did and come out sane the other end. ‘You needed eyes in the back of your head – at all times. You never knew who you were mixing with,’ he said. ‘We would get some very dangerous lads on there . . . terrorists, you name it.’

As we’ve heard, Strangeways’ Cat A isn’t a big unit. It could house thirty-five prisoners, tops, but there were usually fewer. But what it lacked in quantity it more than made up for in its quality of dodgy types. ‘One day I was playing pool with a guy,’ Johnny went on. ‘Scottish bloke. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t a Cat A inmate, he was an attempted escapee, but a decent lad, I thought. We were getting on great. I won the game 3–0 and, as I turned away, he smashed his cue on the back of my head. “That was for taking the piss,” he said.’

Off went the E Wing alarm bells . . .

‘They locked the joint down and dragged him off to seg’, but brought him back three hours later. What’s more, he went back in the cell next door – and you can talk to your neighbour through the toilet.

‘“Johnny,” the cheeky chap said. “I’m sorry about what happened in there . . . but you wound me up, beating me.”

‘“Fuck me,” I said. “It was a bit over the top, wasn’t it?”

‘“Suppose so,” he said. “Couldn’t lend us a teabag, could you?”’

With the seg’ and VP also on there, E Wing is basically a Cat A jail within a jail, and therefore keeps every duty officer on their toes. Yet even there, the modern way of putting inexperienced and unsuitable youngsters in charge was an issue. And of course, hardened criminals soon twig on to that.

‘You’d get these raw twenty-five-year-old officers, lasses quite often,’ Johnny said. ‘If it had kicked off big time, they’d have been absolutely destroyed. Prison officers aren’t all big lumps like you, are they, Mr Sams? There were sex offenders on the VP unit too, bad lads down the seg’, and our lot on top. Inexperience isn’t what you need.’

No, it isn’t. I wouldn’t want any young son or daughter of mine taking such risks, would you? And in the years to come, it would get worse.

When I started at Strangeways, you had to have been on the job two years to be trusted on E Wing. Then, from August 2015, when the so-called modernization came in, they began to rotate it – overtime shift here and there – and the cons ended up running the joint. One day, a lad was kicking off about salad. He was an inch away from one officer, up in his face, screaming and spitting. I’m thinking, Just drop him, or this is going to kick off. Then he went in this female officer’s face: same thing, invading her personal space. Know what they did? Phoned the kitchen for another salad. Wow! No bottle, and he knew it.

But don’t just take my word for it. Here’s Johnny again . . .

‘Some of these people are on thirty-year stretches for horrible things. You’ve young ’uns managing lunatics. You need experience on a wing like that. Screws can’t be bullies. They do need interpersonal skills, but also physical presence. If not, they will get eaten up.’

For Johnny, though, things got marginally better on B Wing and then much better. 

‘You came and rescued me, Mr Sams. I’d spent three weeks banged up twenty-four-seven on B Wing, which was meant to be drug-free and had an easy-going atmosphere. I’d come from E Wing, which had a reputation, so they didn’t want me loose on the landings.’ Until a certain Yorkshireman came down to see him. ‘My door opened and you were stood there. “I believe you’re looking for a job. I’ll come back at five o’clock, teatime, and bring the orderlies we’ve already got.” You shut the door, locked it and that was that. I thought you wouldn’t come back. But you did.’

I’ve learned to be a good judge of character. Thirty seconds, I knew.

‘You brought the two lads, locked them in with me and fucked off for ten minutes while they talked about the job. Then you took them off again and said, “Get your kit together. I’ll be back in half an hour.” In fact, you were gone an hour, so I got nervous again, thinking, Fucking hell, they didn’t like me.’ Before, like a big breath of fresh of air, the key went in the door and there was my happy smiling face.

Next stop: ‘A different fucking planet.’

If E Wing had been an education for Johnny, healthcare was something else again. Not quite as physically intimidating, perhaps, but with an atmosphere and cast list little could prepare you for.

Take Wobbly Bob. How best to describe him?

He was an outcast from society, basically
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Neil ‘Sam’ Samworth spent eleven years working as a prison officer in HMP Manchester, aka Strangeways. A tough Yorkshireman with a soft heart, Sam had to deal with it all – gangsters and gang bangers, terrorists and psychopaths, addicts and the mentally ill.

Strangeways is a shocking and at times darkly funny account of life in a high-security prison. Sam describes being attacked by prisoners, tackling cell fires and riots, and reveals the problems caused by radicalization and the drugs flooding our prisons.

This raw, searingly honest memoir is a testament to the men and women of the prison service and the incredibly difficult job we ask them to do.

‘A fascinating insight into the workings of a prison . . . a frequently shocking read’

Daily Express

‘Authentic, tough, horrifying in some places and hilarious in others’

Jonathan Aitken
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