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Author’s Note

The stories and observations in this book have been assembled from experiences during my career as a policeman. Some have, of necessity, been simplified or streamlined, and are naturally subject to the passage of time on memory.

Many of the protagonists will by now have moved on and forgotten their involvement, indeed some of them have even died. Others only feature after, and because of, their deaths, but all have in common the fact that, at some point or another, they were part of that minority who come into contact with the Police world, whether as an offender, a victim, or any employee.

This book is not just for them. It is also for those people who do not fall into any of those categories, to have an idea of what they have been missing, and be grateful.


Prologue

The view from the outside.

A Sunday night, shortly after midnight.

An unnamed man walked slowly along a tree-lined road. Inside him he carried a decent quantity of beer, and outside him he carried a portion of chips to fortify him on his way home. The evening was calm, the weather warm for early February, and it was dry. His life, in a low key sort of way, was presumably quite good.

His tranquility was suddenly shattered most unexpectedly.

He became aware of noises in the distance, which increased in volume as they drew rapidly closer. Turning, he saw the headlights of a BMW saloon approaching at very high speed, followed closely by a marked Police Rover, lights full on, horns sounding, obviously in pursuit, both travelling far in excess of the 30 mile per hour limit in this quiet residential area.

Moments later the BMW clipped the kerb, the slight impact being enough to throw it completely out of control, slewing sideways before rolling over and landing back on its wheels in the opposite side of the road. As the BMW performed its wild antics, the Rover skidded to a stop, all four tyres smoking with braking effort. Before it came to a complete halt both front doors opened and two Policemen jumped out, truncheons drawn, and ran to the BMW. They pulled the doors open and immediately beat the two occupants before dragging them half stunned onto the road and handcuffing them. The passer by felt he had to make his point. He knew the Police had a difficult job at times and he knew joyriding was a problem in his and many other cities, but in his inebriated, lethargic way he knew that what he had witnessed could not go uncriticised.

Walking up to one of the Policemen he continued to munch gently on his chips, but as he drew near said,‘Eh! You’re bang out of order there lads, bang out of order.’

His protest delivered he placed another chip in his mouth and walked away.

For that brief moment he was the voice of reason, the flagship of fair play and compassion, delivering a message of restraint to an incident of unjustifiable one-sided violence. He did not know that in the passenger door pocket of the BMW was a sawn off pump-action shotgun.

And it was loaded.

The view from the inside.

For the officers in the Rover, the evening had been a quiet one. A Sunday night, the last night shift of seven in a row, they had started work at 10pm and spent the first two hours driving round their area, stopping the occasional car and listening to their personal radios for any call which they might be sent to, but none came. It looked set to be a nice quiet end to the week.

A few miles away, a terrified man dialled 999. He and his wife had been enjoying a dinner party as the guests of his next door neighbours in a pleasant, affluent country village. A good meal, a moderate quantity of wine, interesting conversation in tranquil surroundings – in fact in many ways an up-market version of the chip-eating pedestrian. But the evening had gone very sour when four masked men had entered the room in which he and his friends had been relaxing after the meal. The intruders had scaled a drainpipe at the rear of the house and climbed in through an upper window to emerge down the stairs and into the dining room – a most upsetting and unexpected intrusion. More worrying was the sawn-off shotgun, which one of the four brandished as they all went about relieving the diners of their personal valuables before demanding access to the safe. Unfortunately for all concerned there was no safe, so a fairly violent and unpleasant ‘question and answer’ session ensued before they left with sundry valuables and jewellery, cutting the phone wires, tying up the occupants of the house, and leaving in a car belonging to the householder.

The man who was now dialling 999 had managed to free his bonds almost immediately and with very commendable presence of mind went straight back to his own house next door to phone, and was also able to provide the registration number of the car stolen – a BMW saloon.

Within a couple of minutes of the raiders leaving the house, details of the incident were relayed over the radio, and in response to this the Police Rover went to a pull-in on the approach to a bridge, which was the only direct route into the nearby city.

They didn’t have long to wait. Not more than five minutes later, the BMW saloon drove unobtrusively past them. It observed the speed limit, did nothing to draw attention to itself, and to the uninformed observer there was no reason for a Police car to take any interest in it at all.

The Rover pulled out and followed it.

After a few moments the Police became aware of another car, an Austin Montego, following a little way behind with two men in it. They checked the registration and found that it had been stolen hours earlier from the city towards which they were now heading. It was a very fair bet that this was the car used to ferry the four criminals on the outbound leg of their journey.

And so the bizarre convoy travelled at a sedate and law-abiding pace towards the city, the criminals thinking that on balance the presence of the Police car must be coincidental – they had made no effort to stop them, and the alarm should not yet have been raised. The Policemen drove like the meat in a criminal sandwich – two stolen cars, four violent unpleasant men (six if you don’t like Policemen), and armed only with the knowledge that there was at least one firearm in one of the cars. The officers decided that if a pursuit started they would follow the BMW, as it was a definite link to the crime, the Montego could (unlikely though it was) be coincidental. They hoped that as a result of their radio call other cars would be with them before things got lively, or better still that arrests could be carried out without any chase, but from experience they knew that the odds were generally against that sort of conclusion.

The little procession carried on, quiet as you like, and finally reached a large intersection on the city outskirts. The traffic lights at the junction turned to red as they drew near, and to the amazement of the Police the BMW stopped at the line, as did the Montego behind them. For a few seconds all remained quiet. Then, from the left, another Police car appeared at high speed, hurrying to try and get in on the action which the driver felt must be about to happen. Seeing the cars stationary at the lights, the driver promptly slammed on the brakes to sail across the junction in a cloud of rubber smoke.

The game was up, and the BMW took off from the line like a rocket with the Rover in hot pursuit, all lights and sirens now firmly on. The Montego executed a smart right turn and was never seen again, but for several more miles the BMW and Rover stayed in close contact as other cars tried to make their way towards them. Then came the point where the BMW clipped the kerb, skidded and crashed.

The Police had to assume the occupants were armed, and the occupants in turn would know that to be arrested carried a high chance of several years in prison. The odds were against them surrendering without a fight, and a gun would be a trump card in any confrontation. The choice was either to back right off, or go in as fast and hard as possible. Would you back off in these circumstances?

If you would, then you shouldn’t have followed the criminals in the first place.

Seconds after the crash, both officers had a prisoner each, handcuffed and subdued.

The job was done, a good result.

Adrenaline was still coursing round their bodies, hearts pounding, trying to catch their breath, overjoyed at not having had to face the business end of a gun and still too much in shock to communicate beyond making relieved eye contact with each other, when a drunk holding a bag of chips walked up and said, ‘Eh! You’re bang out of order there lads, bang out of order.’

If either of the policemen had a hand free they could cheerfully have hit the drunk – ungrateful, uninformed and intrusive. Did he not understand how they had put their lives on the line just to make his insignificant life a bit safer?

Had the drunk been in possession of the full circumstances his approach could well have been very different, but such is the gulf of understanding that can exist between two groups – neither sets out to cause problems to the other, but like many things, your view depends so much on where you are standing.

At the age of 24, the standpoint from which I obtained my view was about to change forever.


One

When I was a small boy I had no real idea what I wanted to be when I grew up. I admired both my parents – my father was a businessman who always seemed calm, confident and compassionate, well turned out and efficient. My mother performed that unsung role of being the woman behind a successful man, or more accurately right beside him through all the problems that life throws at a couple. This included myself and my older brother, who I am sure unwittingly provided the usual round of ups and downs that offspring do, and which my parents managed to survive without too much permanent emotional and financial scarring.

In my later teens I had visions of combining my ability with languages with my love of money by learning Arabic, and thus making a fortune in the Middle East. Doing exactly what in the Middle East I was unsure, but it seemed a good idea. Unfortunately Arabic eventually proved to be beyond me, and I ended up scraping a degree in French and Italian at a level too low to do much else but teach, a career which (with all due respect to those who actually do teach) did not appeal in the slightest. A career as a solicitor was briefly mooted, but at the time it was such a popular choice – everyone wanted to do it. I often wondered if their motivation was more out of financial greed than a wish to be a champion of justice and fair play, but maybe I’m cynical. In any event I never felt I had the necessary killer instinct to achieve in an area where there was such avaricious competition, hence the attempts at language study instead.

I liked the idea of something involving ‘man management’ in one form or another, and I knew for certain I wanted to do something where one day was not exactly like the next. I also wanted to be able to go home at the end of a day’s work feeling I’d actually done something useful, or made some tangible progress. This feeling was accentuated by watching my brother’s career which consisted of working in London and moving mythical money in and out of investment accounts, which to me didn’t really do anything visibly useful. Maybe there was also a hint of guilt after spending almost five years as a student, producing absolutely nothing.

Eventually however I joined the Police, for which I have to thank the woman who became my mother-in-law. With me being too poor to buy a newspaper, she would scour the Daily Telegraph jobs section on my behalf for anything starting with the words ‘graduates wanted’. She would cut out any promising advertisements and post them to me, and I would open the letters and read the latest offerings, usually at about 10.30am while lying in bed with her daughter and a hangover and wondering which lecture I was missing. It wasn’t quite the right spirit, but I felt it was one way of putting my career choice ahead of everything else.

One day a cutting arrived advertising ‘Graduate entry into the Police Service’. It had a certain appeal – a friend of my father’s had been a senior officer in a Scottish force, and on the odd occasion I met him he seemed a sensible man who was happy with his life. He also let me have a go with a revolver he used to carry at all times – a permitted consequence of a career spent locking up Glasgow’s finest.

As I thought about it I saw that this career fitted a lot of my criteria. Working with people, varied conditions and doing something useful. Something whereby at the end of a career I might be able to look back and think I had (possibly) made a slight difference.

Despite what you may read later, I am pleased to say that in this respect I was right. Another rather urgent aspect was that I was getting nearer and nearer to the end of my final year at University, and I had developed an amazing ability to talk myself into whatever job I felt I had even the remotest hope of getting.

So I applied for the Accelerated Promotion entry scheme for the Police. This was a scheme open to graduates, which as the name suggests allowed for rapid promotion through the ranks. I liked the sound of this – I didn’t have a mission to save humanity so much as a wish to be paid lots of money, and this looked like the way to do it. I filled in a long form on which I had to tell far fewer lies than on most applications, and was eventually called to interview at the headquarters of my chosen force.

Wearing my ‘interview’ suit and looking uncharacteristically well-groomed for a student, I sat before the Chief and Deputy Chief Constable and gave polite, reasoned answers to a number of questions, and at the end of it was asked if I had any questions. Only one – ‘when will I know the outcome of the interview?’ My confidence was never high during interviews, and although I thought I had done reasonably well in this one, I had by now convinced myself I had probably not persuaded these very powerful men that they were looking at the future of modern policing. So after my 80 or more other job applications and a dozen or so unsuccessful interviews, my hopes were once again dwindling.

‘Wait outside and we’ll let you know in a few minutes,’ they said. Wow! At least that was a change from the two or three week delay before most employers sent their rejection letters, which usually thanked me for my interest in their company (pull the other one) and wished me luck in my chosen career (like hell they did).

Ten minutes later I had my news – no, not good enough for accelerated promotion, but was I interested in joining on the normal scheme? Yes, of course I was. Who ends an interview saying they didn’t basically want the job? I was still confident that by the time they recontacted me with a vacancy I would already be on the executive ladder elsewhere, but they seemed nice people and I didn’t want to be in the bad books of my local Police.

Three months later, still no job offers, and they wrote to me – come for a weekend assessment, very ‘outward bound’ and no smoking allowed, so low-scoring on two counts for me. But the prospect of any job was better than none, so off I went. To my enormous surprise I enjoyed it – I was put with nine other men, none of whom I had ever met before, and made to do things ranging from raft building to standing up and talking non stop for a minute on spontaneously nominated subjects. It wasn’t difficult to see what they were looking for – ability to think fast, assess different situations, and most importantly get on well with a group of strangers when you are all tired and under pressure. So the lad who blew his nut and called everyone a ‘bunch of wankers’ may have been correct, but was out. The rest of them must have been pretty unpromising because only two of us got through, me and an ex-merchant Navy bloke. We hit it off from the start and worked as a pair for much of the weekend, both of us seeming to share the same sense of humour and a slightly cynical, laconic approach to life. At the end of the weekend I asked him how he thought he had done, and was slightly disappointed when he said he usually did well in selection procedures as he made a point of keeping close to someone far more hopeless than himself. Oddly enough we have remained in contact and on good terms since.

This was around the April of my final year at University, so I was relieved to have gainful employment in the bag before being cast out into the real world. I filled in the rest of the Summer and Autumn with a menial clerical job I had picked up on the University campus, and on a Monday in the November I reported to the Force Training Centre as a new, fresh-out-of-the-crate recruit, fully vetted and ready to go, but with a strong underlying feeling that my arrival in this area of employment was little more than a sophisticated accident.

The first week was busy, loads of paperwork to fill in, books handed out, talks from various people about basic things to watch out for, things you must do, mustn’t do, getting sworn in, sworn at, and generally run ragged by everyone we encountered.

Compared to today’s inductions it was a different world. Back then you were told,‘if you don’t like it then the bus stop’s outside and there are plenty of people who will be grateful to have your job, so if you’re going to start moaning about anything, don’t bother.’

Today they spend ages being given talks on equal opportunities, complaints procedures and what to do about bullying in the workplace. We were given the whole lot very succinctly in that one sentence.

Another brief but fundamental piece of advice came from a man from Complaints and Discipline who said,‘There are lots of things out there that will get you sacked, but the three most dangerous are prisoners, property and prostitutes.’ He went on to illustrate his point with a series of tales of policemen who had been led astray or betrayed by well intentioned dealings with all three. I made a mental note to take exceptional care with all property, and all the more so if it belonged to a prostitute. Especially one I had arrested.

The beard which I had sported throughout my student days was removed before my start date, leaving just a moustache – but even that was ‘not allowed’.

‘What about him over there? He’s got a moustache, and that bloke there’s got a beard.’

‘I’m not talking to them, I’m telling you – get rid of it. If you don’t like it, the bus stop’s outside and....’

‘Give me ten minutes, I’ll get rid of it.’

And that was that. Discipline through and through, much of it apparently ridiculous. But then a high standard of discipline meant we were better suited to serve society and do the job we were trained for. Or at least that was probably the plan.

In line with this philosophy physical training was high on the agenda, so much so that by the end of the first week I ached from top to toe and was convinced I had flu, but it was just sheer fatigue. It seemed paradoxical that for a force so keen on fitness there were so many rotund figures knocking around the place. We were told that such people were ‘ten year tossers’, people who had joined a decade or more earlier when Police pay was truly abysmal, so to have joined then generally meant that:

a) no-one else would employ you and

b) the service wasn’t fussed who they took on.

In some instances they were right, there were a considerable number who deserved that label, but then again there were many more who had joined around that time who were very honourable, honest and decent officers.

It is just that very few seemed to end up on my shift.

The improvement in pay and conditions in the intervening years was often pointed out to me, as if I had somehow cheated the older in service by joining on a decent rate of pay without suffering the privations of the previous years.

After a week at the Force Training Centre I was slightly fitter, sworn in and equipped with uniform. The following Monday I reported to the District Training Centre for ten weeks’ basic training. This meant daily parades, more physical fitness, lots of parrot-fashion law, and ‘practicals’. Practicals involved instructors at the Centre playing the part of members of the public, one or sometimes two recruits would be selected to play the part of ‘officer dealing’, and then briefly be kept out of sight while the rest of us were told what the practical would involve. The unfortunate Constable or Constables would then be called onto the scene and have to deal with whatever lay in wait.

The instructors’ main task seemed to be to ensure that whatever you tried to do to resolve a situation you didn’t win. They would then laugh heartily at your efforts, and tell you how you should have done it. I thought they were being unfair. I didn’t realise until after I left that they were actually making it more lifelike than even they perhaps realised.

Some of these exercises ended in farce; a ‘domestic’ scenario culminating in the instructor playing the part of the wife-beater being picked up by four officers and carried into a small tree, his body coming to rest with his private parts meeting the tree at speed. Sweet revenge indeed! Not a scripted finale, and definitely not Health and Safety approved. Nor was the scenario of the man trying to gas himself by sitting in a closed garage with the engine running on his car. The selected pupil for the lesson walked up and down the Training Centre’s row of garages several times, uncertain what drama was about to unfold, and oblivious to the grey fumes seeping from under the up-and-over door only yards away from him. Eventually a muffled voice from within shouted,‘How realistic are you going to make this, you blind jerk?’ The student in question rapidly rose to the rank of Inspector over the next few years, which was not very reassuring.

One of the quaintest practicals was that of the homeless man, who regaled the passing officer with tales of woe and misfortune, begging for some form of assistance. The exercise ended when the officer uttered the words ‘It’s not my fault you’re a tramp. Now sod off and stop bothering me.’

It turned out the unfortunate gentleman should be directed to the nearest Salvation Army hostel, where no doubt a bowl of soup and a warm bed awaited him, as a brass band played ‘Abide with me’ in the background. Good old-fashioned traditional policing, unchanged for 100 years or more. I liked that one, and vowed to use it in the social crusade that I felt my career could become.

There was also plenty of swimming, presided over by an instructor who possessed amazing abilities in the pool, but outside it he was only really good at two things – playing the fruit machine and drinking. He had an abrasive charm, and by repute had been sent into training as he was too violent and dangerous to let out on the street. I didn’t believe this at the time, but should have done as it was perhaps a hint at some of the people I was to work with in the future. My abiding memory was of him watching a black girl recruit trying to get out of the deep end of the pool, simultaneously battling gravity and her leopard skin patterned swimsuit, which threatened to remain in the water as she emerged. To the modern recruit the incident would have brought about a screaming fit of challenging this and objecting to that, as the air rang with words like ‘jungle’, ‘darling’, ‘phwoaar’ and some very inappropriate references to coconuts, but in truth the biggest hurdle to her getting out was that she was laughing so much.

Beneath the instructor’s banter was an affection and compassion, and a mutual respect for his encouragement which matched the enormous effort which she put into the swimming, an activity which was obviously not her forte. It wouldn’t happen today, but a recruit in a similar position today wouldn’t get the same results. They’d probably just get out by the steps.

The ten weeks of training saw an exam at the end of each week, a rigid 70% pass mark was applied and woe betide the ‘dippers’. I was spared any ‘dipping’ – I came close now and again, but as with most things in life, it doesn’t matter how close to the line you are, as long as you are on the right side of it.

Christmas mercifully punctuated the ten weeks, giving a fortnight off to recover. I returned after the break as a member of the ‘senior’ intake, and with my peers I watched the new junior intake as they struggled to cope with their unfamiliar lifestyle. I was starting to climb the ladder of experience, and felt more at home in my new world. By early February I was back with my fellow newbies at the Force Training Centre for two weeks of ‘Local Procedure’. This consisted of more physical stuff, punctuated by lessons which all seemed to begin with ‘forget the crap they taught you at the District place – this is how you really do it.’

Rather confusing really, but not ours to question.

After this came the first step into real life, when we went our separate ways ‘onto Division’, or into the real world of policing, and starting over once again.


Two

During Local Procedure I was told I would not be posted to my home town, in case of potential embarrassment if I were to encounter friends or relatives when early in service. So for my sins I was posted to the opposite side of the County, to the County town, where the Police station was situated on the ground floor of the Headquarters itself. Not good, I was told – ‘you get all the bosses watching what’s going on.’ The truth turned out to be quite different – it was more a case of all the middle level supervisors, the Inspectors and their ilk, thinking the higher ranks were watching them. Most of the big bosses (with a few exceptions, as I was to find out later) hadn’t a clue what went on, they didn’t even want to know, mainly because if they identified a problem it put the onus on them to solve it. The Inspector level on the other hand spent so much time trying to look good that they often lost touch with the ‘ground floor’, which is probably why we, the workers, got away with so much.

Promotion prospects also looked good for me as a male – there were three toilets on the ground floor, clearly marked for those permitted to use them: Men, Women, and Senior Officers. If ever there was a hint for promotion-hungry policewomen to buy a recipe book and a pram, that was it.

The same ‘bottom of the ladder’ feeling I had had in training was back again as I started my first day of ‘proper’ work, and walked into the parade room at 5.45 on a Monday morning. I had to look forward to two years as a Probationary Constable, known colloquially as a Probie. Of course my arrival pushed the previous new Probie one rung up the ladder, and he moved on as a member of the shift, where I was the rank outsider. The advantage was that mistakes could be forgiven (up to a point), and also I had the first ten weeks ‘in company’, meaning I was put with a Tutor Constable who would take me under his wing and guide me on the right path. Or not, as the case may be. In the fullness of time I was actually to have two tutor cons, the first of whom arrived at 8am (‘I don’t do earlies so you won’t see me at 6 o’clock any morning’) and greeted me with the words,‘I only became a tutor so I would have someone to do the writing for me. Don’t ever put on a statement that I was there because I’m not going to Court to cover your mistakes.’ Reassuring stuff.

So my very first patrol was with one of the ordinary block members named Gus, a most professional man whose job it was to look after me for the two hours until my mentor dragged himself out of bed. Gus drove me around the town for a while, pointing out a few landmarks and trying to give me basic practical advice. Driving round in a marked car for the first time also made me realise how very much ‘on show’ I was – drivers’ behaviour was totally different to when I drove in my own car. This was the first true evidence of the line I had crossed in joining the Police. I was on society’s side, but not really part of it. I was the one who people expected to see when they needed help, but didn’t want around when they preferred to be left to their own devices.

I asked Gus how he would go about stopping a car. Such a basic thing, but a point where I as the man in uniform, the authority figure if you like, would initiate an encounter with someone who didn’t really want to be spoken to. How did he deal with such a situation? So he showed me. The next car we came up behind, he flashed the headlamps and it pulled over. The driver sat in the car, puzzled as to what if anything he had done wrong, and why he had been picked to be stopped. Gus walked towards the open car window.

‘Good morning. The reason why I’ve stopped you is just for a routine check of your car, tyres and tax disc, that sort of thing. Do you have your driving documents with you by the way?’ and so he went on. He had instantly answered the questions that the driver wanted answered. He was polite, calm and reassuring. In those first two hours he taught me many things by good example and gave me a framework I was to use thousands of times stopping cars and people over the years to come – his firm but friendly manner was inspirational. Neither of us could know it at the time, but his career was to end some years later when he stopped a car one night, and two minutes later was kneeling in the road with a large knife held to his throat. That incident was to be his last ever operational matter, and he retired shortly after on ill health, his nerve irreparably broken. Mind you, at least he was alive.

At 8am my tutor Alex Richards arrived. This heralded several weeks of an overbearing know-it-all attitude, one which gave me great sympathy over the rest of my service for those just starting out. I started my days on patrol as passenger in a panda car. My mentor didn’t believe in walking – for him anything that walked for work was a lower form of life.

My first four shifts ran from a Monday to a Thursday and were ‘earlies’. The shift started at 6am and finished at 2 in the afternoon. I then had Friday to Sunday off, before starting the proper monthly rotation of shifts. This began on a Monday with seven 10pm to 6am night shifts, finishing at 6 o’clock on a Monday morning. The Monday also formed one of two ‘rest days’, even though you were asleep for half of it. The next block of seven shifts from the Wednesday till the following Tuesday was ‘lates’ from 2 to 10pm every day, followed by two more rest days to take you to a Friday, when the early turn began. Seven 6am to 2pm shifts brought you to Thursday afternoon, which gave way to a whole three days off before returning to the start of the cycle on the Monday, when it was back to nights at 10pm. Apparently it was better for you to work seven in a row as it gave your body time to adapt to whatever shift it was you worked. In reality by the time you got to the one weekend a month off that the system allowed, you were so tired that you needed the three days to start feeling even remotely human again. This was a shift pattern I was to work continuously for the next fifteen years.

Having said that, you can’t join an emergency service and be expected to provide a 24 hour a day, 7 days a week presence without some sacrifice, and no shift pattern is going to be perfect, though with hindsight the 7-on 2-off system was probably as far from perfect as you could get.

So my first round of shifts proper started on a Monday night. With four earlies under my belt I was looking forward to putting some practical experience onto the bare bones of knowledge given in training.

The shift paraded on at around ten to the hour. ‘Parading on’ was an archaic term which actually involved a briefing punctuated by the drinking of tea, smoking of cigarettes, cracking of jokes and breaking of wind.

Alex and I left the Police station and drove into town, and after only a few hundred yards my tutor pointed ahead – it took me a moment to spot what had caught his eye, and then I saw it. A tramp. A gentleman of the road. Leaning against a barrier at the side of this particular road without a care in the world.

‘Wind your window down,’ said Alex as we slowed. This was wonderful – I had seen the vagrant ‘practical’ in training, and now in real life I would observe with care as Alex directed the unfortunate gent to the nearest Salvation Army hostel. This meant I had the opportunity to learn the whereabouts of this charitable establishment without having to ask a colleague first and betray my ignorance.

The car stopped with my window immediately adjacent to the tramp, and I noticed that he was not just leaning against the railings for the rest and relaxation, he was also relieving himself into the road. Any romantic notion about tramps evaporated as a smell of strong white cider and urine floated into the car. Alex opened his mouth to offer the man directions, but the advice given was quite unexpected.

‘Why don’t you f—- off and die somewhere you f—-ing filthy bastard? You’re disgusting, pissing in the street like a dog. Go on, f—- off.’

The tramp stayed resolutely leaning on the railings, grinning happily at us, nodding gently. Alex glared at him in contemplation for a moment before giving up, putting the car into gear and driving off.

So that was the real life version of dealing with tramps.

In truth the correct way was probably somewhere in between, and strangely I don’t know to this day where the Salvation Army hostel is in that town. The benefit was that we didn’t arrest him, there was no desire to do so, as the first thing we would have to do would be to put him in the car, and I doubt he would have been the only ‘passenger’ so to speak.

That set of nights provided a number of ‘firsts’ for me. You must bear in mind that I had come into the strange world of law enforcement from a very sheltered and almost artificial start to life. I had gone from prep school to grammar school to University, I had spent my non-academic time in a large house in a rural area. It was an excellent upbringing in a home full of care, consideration and intellectual stimulation. An overlay of religion meant that anything involving death was glossed over, and could generally be avoided. That first week on nights was to be instrumental in altering my perception of life and death.

We had a call to do a ‘death message’. Someone has to do these things, and as with anything distasteful or odd, the Police are usually that ‘someone’.

Unexpected deaths are the worst, so on the face of it this one actually looked a little more promising than many – go and tell Mrs. Riley that her 80 year old husband Patrick had collapsed and died while a patient at the local hospital. As he was already in hospital I imagined the death would be at least half-anticipated. On the way to the address I decided how I would approach this – the wife (or now more correctly ‘widow’) would answer the door, I would introduce myself, sit her down quietly, break the news sympathetically and probably leave after summoning a neighbour or relative, and the two would be reminiscing quietly as I left perhaps half an hour later after a cup of tea. It sounded good. I would no doubt be guided by Alex’s experience. He would steer me gently when or if things didn’t go quite according to plan.

It wasn’t far off midnight as we arrived at the tatty house on one of three large council estates which surrounded the town. The downstairs lights were on, another hopeful sign.

With what was quickly revealed as his usual level of support Alex just said,‘Right, off you go,’ and sat immoveable in the car. It looked as if I ’d have to carry out my plan alone.

I knocked at the door, and again a minute or two later. The front step on which I stood was slightly lower than the hallway, and as the door finally opened I found myself level with a large, white flabby stomach. The legs supporting the stomach wore trousers, from the bottom of which protruded a large pair of dirty bare feet. From the trouser waistband a pair of braces circumnavigated the stomach and went over the pale bony shoulders, and a short way above the chest was a head. With a beard. Inexperienced though I was, I could tell this was probably not Mrs. Riley. As I drew breath to speak, an upstairs window was flung open and a voice started to scream, ‘It’s Patrick, it’s Patrick’ at such volume that normal conversation was impossible. At least I had located the widow Riley, but my plan was in tatters. The stomach looked enquiringly at me.

‘I think Mrs. Riley has realised why I am here,’ I said. ‘Mr. Riley passed away at the hospital earlier this evening. Can you perhaps contact them and make the necessary arrangements?’

‘O.K.’ said the stomach and shut the door. Not the sombre yet tasteful event I had rehearsed, but effective nonetheless.

Later in the week I dealt with a similar incident, but this time it was at the hospital end – what is called a ‘sudden death’. This means any situation where someone has died and a doctor will not issue a death certificate. This can be for an obvious reason – anyone with a knife sticking out of them, or the odd bullet-hole for instance – or just if they had simply not seen a doctor in the preceding two weeks. Often a certificate will follow without the need for a post mortem examination, but in the interim, a lucky Constable gets a ‘sudden death’. The Probies got most of the sudden deaths, and as the most recent arrival on the block, I was guaranteed first pick whether I liked it or not.

I have spent more time than I would want in hospital mortuaries, and they all share the same strange, unnatural atmosphere. Antiseptic mixed with other smells – you have a fair idea where they come from but no-one ever asks. Rows of drawers floor to ceiling, hiding an unknown number of bodies, and white plastic trolleys here and there. Easily washed and not built for comfort. The guests here don’t need padding any more.

The interface between this area and the public side of the hospital is the Chapel of Rest, a long narrow room designed to accommodate a trolley and occupant, and separated from a seating area by a glass screen. A door (normally locked) beside the glass allows access to the seating area, and a door at the end of the narrow room allows the trolley to be wheeled in and out as required from the area where the fridges are.

As a rule I had always associated death with age, so this first sudden death was an eye-opener to me as it was a man some five years younger than I was. At the age of 19 he was a passenger in a car which crashed. He had a broken leg and other minor injuries, but no-one had noticed a damaged aorta which burst as he was being moved out of intensive care, ironically. He died a few minutes later, and had the look on his face of a man who didn’t want to go. The experience of dealing with the body was quite unreal, I suppose because it was not only a new experience, but also quite unlike anything I had ever done before. Here was something that had so much of a living person about them, yet also possessed many qualities of a tailor’s dummy. A bizarre mixture and something I have never fully come to terms with.

Another unpleasant formality was to sign the corpse’s leg with your name and service number, and also write the dead person’s name in block capitals. Not an act of wanton yet gruesome graffiti, but actually a very practical move, as it ensured that if there was any doubt about the identity of the corpse, it would bear a written continuity from the point where it was identified to the point of burial, cremation, or whatever the ultimate disposal might be. This guaranteed that bodies didn’t get mixed up. The nasty bit was that someone (guess who?) actually had to put pen to skin, and if you had an elderly corpse and a fine point biro on a cold day, then there was a real risk of poking holes in not-very-robust flesh. A broad felt pen was best in such circumstances, but invariably you never had one with you when you needed it, so usually it was ‘steady as you go’ with the trusty biro. Just remember not to put the end of it in your mouth during moments of contemplation.

Years later the ‘signing of the leg’ was superseded by plastic name tags on wrist and ankle as is done with newborn babies for similar but much happier reasons. At least that means arrivals and departures now have the same procedure.

There was also a form to fill in, giving assorted information for the coroner, ranging from the obvious details such as name, date of birth and so on, and ending up with any information known about funeral arrangements. The body has to be examined for any suspicious marks, holes that nature didn’t provide, that sort of thing, and next of kin have to be located and spoken to, to fill in any gaps on the form.

The fact that this routine is one of the things that just has to be done, and the knowledge that the buck has firmly stopped with you (so like it or not it’s your job) may go a long way to explaining the Police attitude to life and death. Death is not good, nor is it bad, it just happens. You don’t have to like it, but it will have you in the end. This in turn leads to a rather unconventional attitude, possibly from the philosophical resignation about death, or possibly from a lot of Police officers having a sick sense of humour. Which side of that is the chicken and which is the egg I often wonder, but I suspect the experiences develop the humour as a way of coping. You can’t have so many people with a shared sense of the bizarre all coincidentally joining the same line of work, surely.

A Probationer who arrived a year or two after me was on patrol with his Sergeant when they had a call to go to the local hospital for a sudden death – it was not the first time for this lad, and what happened may have had something to do with him not being the most popular of people. They arrived at the mortuary to find the rear doors unlocked, so to speed things up the Sergeant told the Constable to start checking the body while he went to look for a porter. The body was conveniently in the Chapel of Rest, lying under the obligatory sheet.

The unsuspecting probationer entered at the feet end, understandably a bit nervous, and blissfully unaware that in the darkness the other side of the viewing glass was the rest of his block, watching his efforts.

Now the normal approach would be to remove the sheet and get on with the job – the mentality behind many an unpleasant task by officers up and down the country every day – this should have been no exception. However, to the amazement and delight of the watchers in the viewing area this lad propped the door to the Chapel of Rest open with his foot, then pulled the sheet up a few inches to expose two bare feet. He then prodded them gently with the clipboard he was holding before waiting for a few seconds. Stifled laughter from the viewing area did not get through the glass.

Emboldened by the lack of response from the corpse (what else did he expect?) he pulled the sheet up a little further, prodded the shins in similar manner and again waited. His confidence growing he moved the sheet further up and prodded a bare knee, at which moment his foot slipped off the door which shut with a bang, shutting him in what was in effect a narrow corridor with a dead man.

He paused at the unwelcome confinement, then prodded the leg a further time, whereupon the ‘corpse’, alias PC Newman, sat up and yelled,‘F—- OFF!’

As a consequence a good laugh was had by all, apart that is from the probationer who was off sick for 3 days and required a change of underwear.

The most famous practical joke in a mortuary is known throughout the Police service – I have never ascertained its true origin, but I would be very surprised if it wasn’t true.

The story goes that a probationer (just for a change) was asked to open one of the mortuary drawers and examine the occupant. As he did so, the ‘corpse’ opened its eyes, smiled, and said,‘Ello sonny!’

You can imagine the result I am sure, but the recipient took it in good humour once he’d calmed down.

A few weeks later another new recruit arrived, and the previous ‘victim’ was asked if he would like to be the ‘body’ to administer the surprise. Naturally he jumped at the idea and late one night was taken up to the hospital mortuary where he dutifully climbed into the open refrigerated drawer which was then pushed shut. He then lay in wait for the minutes to pass until it was his turn to scare the living daylights out of his new colleague. Alone in the drawer, his eyes grew accustomed to the very faint light which seeped in. As time went by he realised that although the drawers slid out independently of each other, the inside of the fridges was one large open space, and each tray was open to the next.

More time passed, and he was wondering when his turn would come to be brought out, when the corpse next to him turned and said,‘Cold in here isn’t it?’

The story goes that he needed several stitches in his forehead from sitting up too fast and hitting the underneath of the tray above him.

Practical jokes aside, deaths at hospital were a lot easier than a death in someone’s home. At the hospital the formalities were already done – life had been pronounced extinct (something pretty obvious, but a doctor was required to use his professional knowledge to make the official declaration) and the fact we had been called meant it had already been decided that no death certificate would be issued so all the form-filling was for a purpose. Also we were just another part of the overall proceedings to the family who were on unfamiliar ground. In private homes we were usually second on the scene. Ambulance first, because no-one in their right mind would call the Police for first aid – and then when the ambulance people had given up we would arrive, and we had to be certain that there was no suggestion of ‘foul play’.

Handling this sort of thing tactfully was sometimes difficult, because no family will take kindly to even a veiled hint that they could be under suspicion. Of course if they actually had bumped Uncle Fred off for his money they are going to be even more indignant to try and put you off the scent. So a diplomatic middle path had to be trodden in these circumstances, and you had to do the job correctly each time, including the rather undignified task of ‘checking the body’. This would be done by two of you (to avoid any accusation that the Fabergé egg collection had been nicked from the room while you were in there) and when completed the undertakers could come and remove the body to the mortuary. In case there were any doubts about the necessity for proper checking, everyone was told of the two Bobbies who had been to a house where an old man living alone was found dead on his lounge floor, apparently an ordinary collapse and quite routine. They dispensed with the proper check, it genuinely didn’t seem worth it. When the body arrived at hospital and was stripped, they found a large knife wound in the old man’s back. In a wonderful piece of damage limitation they decided to put the clothes back on the corpse and take it back to the house, carefully putting it back on the floor where it was found, carefully arranged in the same position in which they had found it. They then called the CID and Scenes of Crime people and started again from scratch.

Fortunately forensic investigation was still very much in its infancy at that time.

After our night shift came the late turn, and more ‘firsts’ followed. Significantly I very soon had my first ‘process’ as it was called. This was the term for booking a motorist. Before fixed penalty tickets all bookings were written out in full in a sort of pamphlet, with acts and sections for each offence added at the end. It was a long-winded affair compared with today’s tickets, but you were expected to do at least one a day as a foot patrol, and more as a panda.

Like most detected motoring offences, my first catch was quite spontaneous and due purely to being in the right place at the right time. An elderly gentleman turned right at a ‘left turn only’ junction, and boldly ignored several enraged motorists to continue into a local car park. We followed, and once again I got the level of support and training I had come to expect from Alex – ‘Off you go then’.

In the absence of any useful advice on how to deal, I had to cast my mind back to the practical exercises at the Training Centre. An exercise would begin with an officer stopping a car, whereupon the driver would then do something totally unexpected – either run away, be insane, argue at every turn, or be your Chief Superintendent. Or quite often a mixture of several of these. All this would be conducted in front of a group who were glad it was you not them acting the part, and instructors who would tell you to expect the unexpected.

As I approached the car the driver got out and walked briskly towards me. That in itself was unexpected.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, how can you forgive me,’ were his opening words, spoken with a strong middle-European accent – he turned out to be Lithuanian – but his command of English was perfect, and I couldn’t have wished for a more penitent, polite and cooperative man for my first ‘process’.

I duly cautioned him, issued the relevant documentation and reported him for driving without due care and attention. He offered no arguments or bargaining as many motorists usually did. This was just as well, for while my voice was calm, and despite the easy ride, my knees were shaking like mad with nerves at this intrusion into the man’s life. He had given an instant and heartfelt apology, and here I was booking him to go to Court. I had been raised to believe that a genuine apology was worth more than any punishment. This was a view that would have to go on the ‘back burner’ – I was acting as an agent for society, not judge and jury, nor even the victim of his misdemeanour. The obvious potential for disaster in his driving had been considerable and apology or not, he had crossed the line where a report had to go in.

Back at the station I wrote up the paperwork and submitted it to my Sergeant for scrutiny. He read it and promptly threw it on the desk.

‘You can’t put that in,’ he said.

Why not? I thought. Had I not described the manoeuvre in sufficient detail? Had I left something fundamental out? (Quite likely given my tutor).

‘You can’t put “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, how can you forgive me” – you’re blatantly fitting him up.’

This was a new one on me. ‘Fitting him up?’ I queried.

‘Putting words in his mouth – people never say “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, how can you forgive me”’.

‘This one did Sarge. Honestly.’

A dubious glance. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

‘Well you’re the one who will have to tell the Magistrates if he goes not guilty.’

I left the office rather confused. Why would I want to ‘fit someone up’? If he had said,‘It’s a lie, you’ve got the wrong man,’ I would have written that down in exactly the same way, but it wouldn’t have affected how I ultimately dealt with the matter. Anyway I had witnessed the whole thing from start to finish, so to some extent his comments were not particularly relevant.

The art of ‘fitting up’ was something about which I was to learn more a few months later when I needed help with a crime file. I went up to the CID office to see if anyone was still on duty in there. It was getting on for midnight and there was meant to be a ‘night jack’ as they were called, but anything beyond 10pm usually saw them ‘meeting an informant’, generally in the King’s Head or similar premises, and strangely never in a public park or perhaps a church during daytime. On this occasion my luck was in, and in the dark office a small lamp illuminated the desk at which the night man sat, writing away. The rest of the room was in darkness.

He looked up as I came in. ‘What d’you want?’ he asked. An aggressive and unwelcoming greeting was quite normal from most of this department, especially to a probationer, the lowest form of life in a Police station.

‘Can you give me a lift with this file please? I could do with a bit of advice.’

‘Not now, I’m interviewing,’ came the gruff reply.

‘Interviewing who?

‘This bloke – he’s done loads of burglaries and I want to get them all cleared up.’

‘I bloody haven’t,’ came a muffled voice, and as my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness outside the pool of light on the desk I saw a man standing next to it. I looked closer and saw he had a metal wastepaper bin on his head.

‘You’ve done them and you’ll cough to them,’ said the detective, and as he did so he picked up his truncheon from the desk and hit the waste bin with a loud ‘clang’.

‘I’ll come back later when you’re less busy,’ I said. This was dangerous territory, and something which I felt I had better leave alone, given my lack of experience and insecurity in the job.

In those days it was wise as a member of uniform staff to keep away from the CID office unless you really had to go there. I never came across the ‘upturned bin’ interview technique again – it was obviously that detective’s own speciality. However in those low-technology days there was a more widely used interview ‘skill’ involving a photocopier, a piece of machinery of which few prisoners had any great knowledge. A sheet of paper would have the word ‘LIAR’ written on it in bold capitals, and be placed under the copier lid. Two wires would be secreted round the back of the machine, out of sight of the interviewee, and the other ends of the wires secured round his thumbs before the questioning began. The photocopier, it was explained, was a lie detector. Every reply that didn’t fit with the interviewers’ suspicions was duly checked by pressing the big button on the machine. The machine would oblige by producing a piece of paper with the word ‘LIAR’ on it, and the interview would progress, usually downhill, from there.
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