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STEPHEN PORT

When Prejudice Leads to Death

‘That’s what gay men do.  They take drugs and die in graveyards.’  

This angry, ironic statement was uttered with absolute bitterness by John Pape, friend of a victim of one of Britain’s most horrific serial killers.  He had good reason to make it.

But our story begins, in many ways, with its end.  That this is so is hugely to the discredit of a British law enforcement unit. The Metropolitan police refused to investigate a series of murders, insisting that each death was suicide or accidental.  Yet they were so obviously related that it is hard to see how the London force could miss the links between them.

It was September 14th 2015 when Jack Taylor, a 25 year old gay man was found dead in St Margaret’s church in East London.  ‘If that’s where Jack’s been found, someone’s put him there,’ said Jack’s sister, Jen. ‘The Police could have put a stop to it, and Jack would still have been here.’

Three previous murders had been committed in 2014.  In each case, a body was found within a short distance of the others – sometimes in the exact same spot. Yet police assumed there was no connection between the crimes.  It was only after the discovery of Jack’s body that investigators realised they had a serial killer on their hands.  

Earlier that month, Jack made contact with the man who would go on to poison him on the gay dating site, Grindr.  That person was Stephen Port, a forty year old Chef who lived in Barking, East London.

When Jack went missing, his family were in an immediate panic.  ‘We were all trying to get hold of him, explained Jen. ‘We were chasing up his friends.’

His other sister, Donna, takes up the story.  Two days after his parents had reported Jack missing she got another update from her mom and dad.  The news was non-committal – there was no more information about her brother’s whereabouts.  But even as they were talking on the phone a police car pulled up outside.  Donna heard the words she had feared through the echo of her cell, her mum screaming in the background.  

Jack was dead.  He had been found propped up in the churchyard, nearby lay evidence of drug use, and among this paraphernalia police discovered an open bottle of the drug GHB, a substance associated with raucous parties.  Jack had consumed an overdose, and this is what had killed him.  

It was easy for the police to deduce that the young man had killed himself, deliberately or by accident.  But his family knew that this was an impossibility.

‘Jack was very anti-drugs, so that did not make sense,’ argued Donna. The family shared a gut feeling which kept surfacing above their grief.  Something about Jack’s death was simply not right.

We will see later that the Metropolitan Police really do not come out well in the entire case of Stephen Port.  Two weeks after he was found, Jack’s family were still pestering police for more information.  Finally, some CCTV footage they had was shared.  It showed Jack meeting up with an older man.  It was the early hours of the morning, an unusual time to meet a friend.

The older man in the footage was, of course, Stephen Port.  

Port had been born in the seaside town of Southend on Sea in 1975.  But the family moved to nearby London when he was still a baby.  Dagenham might not enjoy the various joys and attractions of the Thames Estuary as Southend does, but offered wider employment opportunities.  However, this East End borough is far from the most salubrious part of London.  It does not feature widely on the tourist routes through England’s capital city.  Back in the mid-seventies, it was an even more challenging place.  During Stephen Port’s early years, the area was dominated by the Ford Motor Car works, the major blue collar employer in the district; it was a rough, tough working class region of London.

Criminologist Dr Elizabeth Yardley has looked into Port’s early years.  She concludes that the future killer’s upbringing was remarkable only its in unremarkability.  He lived in a traditional working class home, with working class parents.  From the evidence available, they were caring, hard working people.  

Nothing strange grabs our attention to offer a reason why the boy became the man he did.  As a child Stephen was quiet, and found it hard to make conversation with others.  For a while, his teachers even considered that he might be deaf, so much in his own world did he live.

But that in itself is not unusual.  Children can be withdrawn for many reasons – lack of self-esteem, because of problems at home, or at school.  Gender dysphoria is a field we are beginning to learn much more about.  But we are only speculating if we attach any of these conditions to Stephen. Autism is a spectrum into which many people fall.  A lack of social understanding, delayed emotional development, an inability to empathise, a difficulty in relating to one’s peers – these are all symptoms of this damaging condition.  From some of the evidence of his later life, this seems a more reasonable hypothesis to draw when we seek to explain his crimes.  Yet, once more, we cannot be sure.

However, nothing seems to have occurred in Stephen Port’s childhood to explain the savage person he would become.  Perhaps that is because, in the early eighties while Port was in school, little was known about the symptoms and consequences of autism.

Like most of his peers, Stephen took his examinations at sixteen.  In those days, a two tier system operated, with the brighter kids taking the gold standard O levels, while those with less apparent ability sat the easier CSEs.  Although, social class was often a clearer indicator of which exams a child sat than actual intellect. The education system in Britain in the 1970s was firmly determined to maintain the status quo.

Those with the best exam results over-whelmingly came from wealthy, middle class backgrounds, while the working class kids were far more likely to be pushed towards the lesser valued CSE route.  That meant that post school education for the middle classes was most likely to be university, with a place fully funded by the state.  Meanwhile for those most in need of support to better themselves, their CSE exams were unlikely to secure a seat at a university.  Therefore, they would be forced either into work (or, more likely, unemployment) or to a college – a less academic and prestigious place of learning.  

At best, in most cases, such a path would only be partially funded.  Like many of his generation, Stephen chose the latter of these two routes – art college in his case – but his working class family were unable to meet his fees and other costs, and he was forced to leave.

Still, Stephen was bestowed with a traditional lower class protestant worth ethic, and although the route he chose after leaving art school was not one he would prefer, nevertheless he was determined to do the best he could for himself.  He trained to be a chef.

Dr Yardley sees this move as significant in the emergence of him as a murderer. She claims that Stephen Port carried forward a resentment of being forced into a career that he did not want to follow.  He is, she argues, also frustrated that his talent for art does not get an opportunity to be fully explored.  Perhaps she is right, or perhaps Port should be commended for overcoming the iniquities of an extremely unfair educational system that writes off many young people before they have the chance to shine.

Port lived with his parents until he reached the age of thirty.  Affording one’s own home is not a very realistic prospect for a young man living in London, even the generally less expensive East End.  This is particularly the case when working in a relatively low paid job such as a chef.

However, he did move out when he reached thirty, renting a flat in Cooke Street, Barking - a borough both similar and adjacent to Dagenham

Ensconced alone in his first home, he soon became friendly with a neighbour, Ryan Edwards.  He too was new to the area in 2005, when both moved into the block.  Ryan noticed that Port was a ‘man of few words.’  

‘He often would not give eye contact,’ he said.  Ryan also noted the awkward, almost lumbering stride of the tall man.  It was as though Stephen Port was uncomfortable in his own body.  

Ryan recalls another incident which suggests that Port had not developed emotionally as many other adults do.  On this occasion, Ryan hosted a party to which Port was invited.  The host had found a toy truck on the pavement and presented it to his neighbour, much to the surprise of some of the other guests.

Port was delighted, and shifted his large frame to the carpet, where he sat cross legged playing with the toy.  This was not Stephen Port playing to the crowd.  He was in his own world, genuinely enjoying the toy.  

This was not unusual behaviour for Stephen Port.  In his flat, police later discovered a large collection of children’s toys which the adult played with as though still a boy.  Clearly, some part of his emotional development had been stunted.  

He seemed to be unfazed by how such behaviour might be regarded by others around him.  But if Stephen found establishing and maintaining relationships extremely difficult in real, face to face situations, modern society had given birth to a means by which he could do so on his own terms.  Social media.  It was through this medium that Port could operate on his terms, in his own space.  

Social media also allowed him to hide behind multiple personae.  On the numerous profiles he established using a range of platforms he variously claimed to be ex-military, an Oxbridge graduate, a special needs teacher.

It seems as though Stephen was more at home with these false identities than with his real self.  The result was that killer to be met a host of new men, each of whom he considered as his boyfriend.

‘He would contact me, usually by text,’ recalls Ryan Edwards ‘and say “I’ve got a new boyfriend.  Come round and meet my new boyfriend.”’

Sometimes these relationships would change daily.  Perhaps it was the lies he told online that put off each new man in his life.  Seemingly afraid that what he was would fail to attract the men he wanted, Port would publish photos of himself as a much younger man. 

The men to whom he was attracted were always young.  Psychiatrists conclude that the reason for this was that he lacked confidence being around men of his own age; however, with younger partners he felt more in control, and therefore more confident.

Likely as well, he felt younger in his mind – much younger – than he really was. But he consumed partners voraciously, rarely letting relationships develop.  It was as though he had an appetite for vulnerable young men.  

But this appetite was not easily satiated.  Ryan Edwards recalls that often Port would leave his visitors with him, and they would chat.  Few, he recalls, had a good word for the lanky chef.  They saw him as controlling, argumentative and difficult.  He wanted, needed, to be in control.  It worked sometimes, and the men he targeted would hang around longer than usual.  He did seem to possess a gift for sniffing out the most vulnerable young gay men in East London.

Port’s searches took him further afield, and he became involved in drug ridden sex parties.  He kept vials of GHB, packets of cocaine in his home.  It was when Ryan Edwards discovered this – Port was neither discreet nor secretive about some things – that he realised this was a friendship from which he might be best to back away.  

Living alone, nothing was in place to act as a break on the chef’s behaviour.  The result was that his relationships became ever more violent, ever more dangerous and excessively controlling.  His fantasies were beginning to turn to a frightening reality, and when they did, the deaths began.

When police later examined the search history on his computer even hardened officers were shocked by the depravity on which he was hooked.  The images and films he was watching might have offered some satisfaction in the beginning, but soon Port needed more.  He needed to be actively involved in the kind of sick and perverted actions that attracted him.

This shows the confusion in the quiet man’s head.  On the one hand, he liked to play with toy cars, on the other he was attracted by the vilest of sexual deviancy.  

And so, inevitably, his desires moved from the abstract to the actual.  He met up with a twenty three year old fashion student, Anthony Walgate, through a male escort site.  It was June 15th 2014 and Port offered Walgate £800 to spend the night with him.  Anthony agreed, but texted friends to tell them about the arrangement.  They planned to meet on the 17th, and two days after that Anthony was found dead outside the entrance to Port’s flat.  

It seems as though the chef believed that his escort for the night was not dead, because he phoned the emergency services anonymously to report what had happened.  Or, at least, his version of it.

‘Cooke Street.  There’s a young boy who looks like he’s collapsed outside,’ he tells the emergency services operator. ‘Looks like he’s collapsed, or had a seizure or something.  Or just drunk.’

The ambulance found Anthony propped up against a wall.  Beside him was his rucksack, and inside this a bottle of GHB – the drug commonly used on date rapes.  He was later found to have died of an overdose of the substance.  Police didn’t see anything suspicious in the death.

But then came a mistake that is hard to explain away, and would lead to the deaths of at least three more young men.

Anthony’s mother was convinced that her son would not overdose on purpose.  To her, something inexplicable had happened. But the police were not interested.  The boy’s body bore no obvious signs of assault, and they had decided upon the cause of death.  Cynics might argue that, to their eyes, this was just another young man involved in a promiscuous lifestyle who had either misjudged the effects of a cocktail of drugs or who had decided that his life had fallen to such a low that he had to end it.

But Anthony’s friends, like his mother, saw no truth in this interpretation.  They contacted police and reported that he had told them he was meeting a man on the evening he died.  It took police little time to realise that this was the same man who had phoned through to the emergency services that night.  If, at this stage, Stephen Port’s actions made him a criminal, he was an extremely inept one indeed.

Port was arrested, his flat searched and his laptop taken.  He concocted a story which, incredibly, police believed.  He said that Anthony had taken drugs and fallen asleep.  Port had then gone to work and discovered his new friend dead when he returned later in the day.  He had panicked, and carried the body downstairs and left it outside the apartment block.  Port was released and, having been so close to being discovered, was filled with a new lease of life.  To somebody with his fragile mental state, he must have felt immortal.

However, he had not got away scot free with his actions.  Police charged him with the relatively minor offence of perverting the course of justice, and he was due for trial in March 2015.  Believing his story, they failed to examine his laptop and phone in any kind of detail, and as a result missed vital clues that might have indicated his crime was more serious than a technical one.

Within a couple of months, Port was back on Grindr.  He made contact with a 21 year old Slovakian, Gabriel Kovari.  It was Gabriel’s former flat mate, John Pape who uttered the angry quote at the beginning of this report, and would ultimately play a major role in the capture of Port.  Gabriel was a friendly, intelligent young man, an aspiring artist with a true passion for the subject.

Ryan Edwards met him.  He invited he and Port back to his flat for coffee.  The older man left the room for the toilet, and Gabriel revealed a truth Ryan already suspected.  ‘Stephen is not the man we think he is,’ said the young artist. ‘He is a bad man.’

Gabriel was not the typical person Stephen tended to hook up with.  He was a young man with a clear purpose, one who had an aim in life.  Possibly, this self-assuredness threatened Port, who liked his young men to be docile so he could dominate them.  Ryan and Gabriel became friends, and stayed in touch through social media during the few days he had left alive.

But suddenly the messages stopped.  Ryan was worried, and contacted Stephen.  The stories he heard over the following days were inconsistent.  Firstly, Port said that Gabriel had just left but he did not know to where he had gone.  Then, that he had teamed up with a soldier, and moved in with him.  Next, Port expressed worry about Gabriel’s safety and finally told Ryan, via a long text message, that Gabriel had in fact headed home to Slovakia, but that he had contacted a sudden and severe illness and had tragically died.  At least the final part of that package of lies was true.  

In fact, on August 28th, just five days after moving in with Port, Gabriel had been found, dead.  A woman walking her dog had come across his body propped up in St Margaret’s Churchyard.  Once more, it seemed as though this was a young man killed by a drugs overdose.  But police made no connection with the death of another young homosexual man three months earlier.

For the partly child-like Stephen, this is like a small boy getting away with stealing sugar from the food cupboard.  He remains undiscovered, nobody tells him to stop, so he carries on.  And rather like the small child, he both gains in confidence, and discovers his appetite for his nefarious acts is growing.

By the eighteenth of September he is active once more.  Still on bail awaiting proceedings for the charge of perverting the course of justice, he contacted another twenty one year old, Daniel Whitworth.  Just as Gabriel had shared Port’s passion for art, so Daniel shared an interest with the older man.  He too was a chef.  

It was only two days later that his body was discovered, once more in the graveyard at St Margaret’s church.  He was even in the same spot and remarkably, horrifically, was discovered by the same woman walking her dog.  Did police make the connection?  No. 

Once more, the
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