Monday February 16   HMP WANDSWORTH

The first prison to open its doors to me is London’s Wandsworth, home to more than 1400 inmates, many packed in three to a cell. I’m a little nervous but I know that I am one of the most popular authors in British prisons and that everyone who comes to see me has asked to be there. There won’t be any captive audiences.

I give talks to two groups of prisoners and then I’m taken to the Vulnerable Prisoner Unit.  That’s where sex offenders, former police officers and prisoners who owe money on the wings are kept apart from the general population. They look just like the rest of the prisoners, but then of course why wouldn’t they?  As I’m talking I’m trying to work out what offences they committed, but soon realise that I can’t even guess. And after a few minutes, I’m not aware that I’m even talking to prisoners. I’m talking to fans. Most have read at least one of my books and have endless questions about writing books and television scripts.

One of the prisoners whispers out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Tango One, who did you base him on?’ referring to the central character of a book I wrote a couple of years ago.  I assure him that it wasn’t Curtis Warren, currently serving a twelve-year sentence in a Dutch prison.  ‘Yeah, I know Curtis,’ he says.  Warren was one of the UK’s biggest drugs barons and is rumoured to have more than £100 million hidden offshore waiting for him when he comes out of prison.

Another prisoner says he knows Andy McNab and Chris Ryan, SAS troopers turned best-selling authors. ‘Companies pay McNab to write about watches in his books,’ he says knowingly. ‘And ask him where he gets his cars from.’ 

Another prisoner tells me to be careful in some of the prisons I was due to visit. ‘Wouldn’t want to see you being taken hostage,’ he says. ‘I’m not famous enough,’ I say. ‘You are in here,’ he says.

Charlie Bronson, who has been behind bars for almost thirty years, has just published The Good Prison Guide (John Blake £16.99).  Bronson, who reckons to have done more porridge than Goldilocks, rates Wandsworth prison 5/10.  ‘There is no shit, no falseness,’ he says. ‘It is a man’s jail.’

Tuesday February 17    HMP BIRMINGHAM

Another Victorian prison, still known by its old name, Winson Green. Twenty five inmates turn up to see me, most of whom had read at least one of my books. And a prison officer who thought that my thriller ‘The Chinaman’ was one of the best books he’d ever read.

‘They love your books in  here,’ says the librarian. ‘You and Martina Cole and Lynda La Plant. They’re never on the shelves for long.’

Several inmates had read ‘Hard Landing’ and thought that I’d got the prison atmosphere right, though the general consensus was that I hadn’t described how truly bad prison food was. Even the prison officer agreed. Up to six years ago food was cooked on the premises and the prison even had its own bakery. Now it is all brought in from outside and no one is happy about it.

One of the inmates asks me what sort of watch I’m wearing. I’ve already told them that they can ask me anything so I tell them it’s the Breitling Emergency. ‘How much did it cost?’  I’m starting to regret my ‘ask me anything’ policy. ‘£2,500,’ I say, then explain that it’s the same watch that Richard Branson wears and that if I pull out a hidden antenna it becomes an emergency beacon and the Coastguard will send a helicopter to pick me up. No one believes me.

Curtis Warren’s name comes up again. Is he the basis of the villain in ‘Hard Landing?  Both Warren and the villain in my book have photographic memories and never write anything down.  A complete coincidence, I didn’t know that about Warren’s trick memory when writing my book. 

One prisoner asks me what is to prevent someone stealing his ideas and I explain how copyright works. He tells me about a novel he plans to write titled ‘Bob and the Magic Underpants’. I wish him luck.

Afterwards, they line up to shake my hand. I find myself checking that the Breitling is still on my wrist. Shame on me.

Bronson rates Winson Green a 7/10 and boasts of punching a paedophile there. ‘The Green is a place of evil, make no mistake about it,’ he says.

Wednesday February 18  HMP MANCHESTER.

The prison they used to call Strangeways, seen of a major riot in 1990.  It has a modern brick façade but behind the walls it is a standard Victorian prison.

A cat A lifer with a military background points out six typographical errors in Hard Landing.  He’s studying for an Open University degree in English Literature.  He also doubts that a rocket propelled grenade would take out a prison gate as I have happening in my book. ‘Might make a dent in it, though,’ he says, trying to give me some credibility.

One of the inmates has the same surname as me and wonders if we are related. I tell him that there’s a good chance that we are; most Leathers are descended from a single family in the North of England. ‘Ask him for a sub,’ one of the inmates tells him.

No questions about Curtis Warren this time but one guy wants to know how much my watch cost.
Later, as I walk through Manchester city centre I see a book in a shop window. The Killer Underpants.  That keeps me awake all night. Does the guy in Birmingham know, and when he finds out, will he think that someone stole his idea?

Bronson missed the riot and in his book he gives Strangeways 3/10.  ‘Strangeways pushed and pushed and pushed too far,’ he says. ‘Cons got sick of it.’

Thursday February 19  HMP LEEDS

The prison’s last distinguished visitor was Princess Anne opening a new wing. The staff were a bit annoyed when the local paper’s headline was ‘Princess Opens Wing At Suicide Prison’.  Most prisons get a bad press, but all the staff I’ve met are decent men and women trying to do a difficult job without enough resources.

The UK has more people in prison per head of population than anywhere else in Europe. We have almost 75,000 behind bars, 4,463 of them women.  More than half of the nation’s prisons are officially overcrowded with thousand of inmates sharing cells that were designed for single occupancy.

By 2006, the Home Office plans to have almost 79,000 prison places. But if the rush to put people behind bars continues the prison population could well pass 100,000 by the end of the decade.

And the result of all this overcrowding? Attacks on staff are up 40 per cent in the last five years. Incidents of self-harm are up five-fold over the same period. In 2002, 94 prisoners committed suicide.

And does prison work?  I guess it depends on how we view the function of prisons. As a way of keeping antisocial people away from the population, they work just fine. But as a means of punishment, they leave a lot to be desired. There are better and more effective ways of punishing people than locking them up for 23 hours a day. And up to two-thirds of prisoners have mental illness, drug or alcohol-related problems that would be better treated outside the prison system.

But it is as rehabilitation centres that the prison system falls down. They don’t have the resources or staff to do their job properly. The average reading age of a prison inmate is eight years old, and it seems to me that it’s the lack of education rather than innate badness that leads a lot of these guys into crime. The one thing I can’t work out after seeing so many prisons, is why we think that simply locking people up for 23 hours a day is going to turn them into better citizens.

The librarian shows me where my books are usually on the shelves, but there’s just a space. All my books are out on loan, which I reckon is a good sign.

Several of the guys have read Hard Landing and everyone reckons I’ve got the prison atmosphere just right.  One of them thinks that the ending is a bit contrived and I take that on board.

‘I like to read stories that are real,’ says one. ‘Except for that Martina Cole when she writes about nonces. I hate that.’ Lots of heads nod in agreement.  I make a mental note because I’m planning a novel based around a paedophile investigation. Maybe it’s not such a good idea.

I tell them the plot of the book I’m writing at the moment, Soft Target. It’s about a rogue Armed Response Unit in London, and they love the idea of an investigation into corrupt cops.

One of the inmates is writing a novel and he gives me some of his work to take away and read. He has tiny copperplate writing, so small that I almost need a magnifying glass to read it. Most prisons don’t allow laptops in cells. Some allow typewriters in cells but many prisoners write by hand.

Bronson rates HMP Leeds 1/10.   ‘A bit of paint or a new wing doesn’t take away the ghosts of the past,’ says Bronson. ‘Why kid yourself?’

Friday February 20  HMP LIVERPOOL

Fifty inmates this time, and a prison officer who says that his favourite book is The Tunnel Rats which I wrote six years ago. There are no copies of Martina Cole’s crime novels on the shelves and the librarian tells me that’s because the Home Office banned them some years ago. Too graphic, and too much detail about paedophiles,  he says. I say that I’ve seen them in Manchester and Leeds and he promises to see if he can get them back on the approved list. The libraries are run by the local authority but the Home Office runs the prisons.

The guys want to know how I do my research, and why I know so much about guns. I tell them that I’m just back from Slovenia where I was able to fire an MP5 (the SAS’s weapon of choice), an Uzi and a Skorpion submachine gun. That provokes rapid-fire questions. How easy are the weapons to get? What ID do you need?   Real bullets or blanks? My last book was The Eyewitness, a story set around human trafficking and internet prostitution, and they want details of my visits to brothels in Croatia and Bosnia.
I tell them about my experiences writing for The Knock, an ITV show about Customs Officers. My episodes involved Asian girls smuggling heroin into London in breast implants and they nod their approval. ‘Don’t start getting any ideas,’ warns one of the ladies from the Education Department.

Two young men sitting at the front politely ask questions about the writing process. They’re both clearly serious, intelligent guys, and I later find out that they’re both lifers.  I don’t ask what they’re inside for. Most of the librarians don’t know what offences the men have committed. There is an etiquette in prison that you don’t ask a man what his offence is, you wait until he tells you. I’m happy with that because I’m talking to the men, not their offences. Knowing what they’ve done might well get in the way. Many of the librarians feel the same way. 

The one thing that strikes you immediately about prisons is that the men there aren’t any different from the people you meet on the outside. They’re not monsters, they’re just like the guy next to you in the pub or in the queue at the supermarket. The ones I’ve been meeting are polite, well-mannered and grateful that someone from the outside has come to talk to them.

Bronson gives Liverpool 5/10. ‘I really have no bitterness,’ he says. ‘I actually had some laughs in that place.’

Tuesday February 24   HMP BRISTOL

A local prison, where executioner Albert Pierrepoint used to ply his trade. The gallows steps were only removed a few years ago.  More than twenty prisoners turn up and most have read at least one of my books.

The questions fly thick and fast, and money is the first thing that they want to know about. ‘Are you a millionaire?’  ‘How much do you get for a book?’ I explain how royalties and advances work.

One prisoners asks me where I live. ‘London,’ I say.  ‘Whereabouts?’ he asks. That gets a laugh and several of the guys warn me against giving him my address.

I tell them about the book I’m writing, using the undercover cop from Hard Landing to investigate a group of corrupt cops.  They like the idea and one of the guys asks me if I’ll send him a copy. I point out that it won’t be published for at least a year and he shrugs. ‘I’ll still be here,’ he says. Another laugh.  They laugh a lot, these guys. I guess you have to if you want to keep your sanity behind bars.

One of the guys is really impressed that I know that the bristles of prison-issue toothbrushes always come loose in your mouth. I tell him that it was a snippet I picked up from the book Jeffery Archer wrote about his experiences in Belmarsh prison.

We talk about writers they like and Martina Cole’s name is mentioned.  They’re fans of hers, but again her description of paedophiles comes up. ‘Yeah, they’ve started giving out her books as part of in induction pack at the Vulnerable Prisoners Unit,’ jokes one.  They all start laughing but their contempt of sexual offenders is vicious. I ask them how they’d feel about me having the hero of Hard Landing investigate a paedophile ring. ‘It would be okay if the paedophiles are killed,’ says one. ‘Yeah, but torture them first,’ says another.

I remember the guys I met in the Wandsworth VPU. They weren’t monsters, they really weren’t. They might well have done monstrous things, but there is no way you could have told that from their appearance. That’s what makes them so dangerous, maybe, the fact that they do look like the guy next door, the guys you drink with down the pub.

Bronson rates Bristol 5/10. ‘They do a really nice drop of porridge, and they do a lovely bowl of soup,’ he says.

Wednesday February 25   HMP DURHAM

One of the few jails that has both male and female prisoners, though of course they are segregated. I walk past the building where the women are kept, a prison within a prison. I think Rose West – the widow of serial killer Fred -  is inside but the only women I see are prison officers and librarians.

It’s a Category A prison so I get the full search and have to go through a metal detector. One of the prisoners is wearing Escape Risk gear – sweatshirt and pants in a Harlequin-type blue and yellow patchwork. I ask him if he actually tried to escape and he goes all sheepish and admits he was caught in the wrong room.  One of the librarians tells me that before she read Hard Landing, she didn’t realise that the colourful uniforms denoted prisoners who were considered escape risks. ‘I just thought they got a raw deal when clothing was handed out,’ she says.

I meet a genuinely nice prison officer who bought my book last week in the city’s Waterstones and who thought it was great read. He’d only discovered that I was visiting the prison that morning and has gone to a lot of trouble to get in to see me.  

I say that I haven’t seen my book The Bombmaker in any of the prisons that I’ve been to, and for the first time I’m told that it’s banned within the prison system.  It contained details of how to build a fertiliser bomb, so I can see their point.

We talk about the difficulty in choosing the names of characters. Some names, like Micky and Gerry, are natural names for villains. Others, like Dan, are more suited to heroes.  I tell them that the villain’s name in Hard Landing is Gerry Carpenter because a guy of that name bid £2,000 to have his name in my book in a charity auction in Thailand. He paid so much that I gave him the choice of being the prison governor or the villain and Gerry said he wanted to be the bad guy. I was lucky that he had the perfect villain’s name.

The guys decide they all want to be in the next book, so we pass around a sheet of paper and they all write their names down. I promise to put them, in. A lot of the names are great names for villains:  Norman. Kevin. Ken. Jimmy. Eric.  I wonder if a parent’s choice of name sets kids on a life of crime, and if boys christened Tarquin, Hugo and Rupert ever get sent to jail.

The library staff remember Charles Bronson well. He wasn’t allowed to visit the library, but every week a selection of books was taken to him.  He never asked for any of my books and preferred to read true crime. Bronson reckons that Durham is ‘hell on earth’ and rates it 1/10. ‘Well, I could have given it nil,’ he says. ‘The 1 is for Tony the art teacher who helped me a lot. And Kath the lady who worked on the censoring of my mail, she was lovely.’

Thursday February 26   HMP EDINBURGH

Edinburgh Prison is in the middle of a rebuilding programme. Unlike the prisons in England and Wales, Edinburgh jail has no in-cell electricity and prisoners have to slop out.  On one of the wings I see a full-size billiards table, though.

A group of two dozen guys are there to see me. They’re all big fans of Ian Rankin, the Edinburgh-based writer of the Rebus books.  But several have read all of my books.

One old lag comes up and shakes my hand and says that Guy Richie stole one of his con tricks for Lock, Stock and Two Smoking barrels.  And he tells me of a friend of his who used to take disabled people on pilgrimages to Lourdes. On the way back he’d dissolve cocaine in bottles of Holy Water and bring them back to Scotland. Once back, he’d evaporate off the water and sell the cocaine.  ‘He’s stopped doing it now, but he never got caught,’ he said.  He says I can use the information in one of my books and I tell him that I probably will.

A young guy with a wicked razor scar across his cheek says he’s always loved my work. He shakes my hand. ‘You’ve made my sentence,’ he said, which is one of the most moving things anyone has ever said to me.

No rating from Bronson, because the Scottish prison is separate from the rest of Britain.
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