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            Foreword

         

         For over four decades INQUEST, an independent charity, has supported countless families whose loved ones have died in prisons, working alongside them through the distressing and protracted processes that follow. INQUEST shines a light on the systemic issues involved in the deaths of people in the care of the state, and tells the human stories of those who have died. Woodhill tells these stories in an innovative and captivating way.

         In the last thirty years, the prison population has ballooned by 75 per cent, with Britain having the highest imprisonment rate in Western Europe. The de-facto policy of prison expansion across successive governments has been accompanied by a rising tide of morally indefensible deaths in prison. People in prison are some of the most marginalised in society, with experiences of institutional care, homelessness, educational disadvantage, addiction, mental and physical ill health, and abuse, underpinned by poverty and inequality. Many have been failed by other statutory agencies long before entering the criminal justice system. This is most strongly felt across the intersections of race, gender, class, sexuality and disability.

         The deplorable situation at Woodhill Prison, where twenty-nine people have taken their own lives since 2011, is a stark example of a much wider national issue. What was uncovered at Woodhill, and is seen in prisons across the country, are shocking levels of systemic failure, neglect and despair.

         The families of those who die engage in post-death processes and campaigning, with the aim of ending preventable and premature deaths. A constant stream of prison inspectorate reports, inquiries, and inquest findings have produced rigorous recommendations to better protect the health and safety of prisoners. Yet these are systematically ignored, resulting in more deaths in disturbingly similar circumstances. This led INQUEST to launch an ongoing campaign called No More Deaths. We are calling for a National Oversight Mechanism: an independent body tasked with following up on recommendations arising from deaths. The Mechanism would ensure greater transparency and accountability, with the potential to save lives.

         As an adviser to Clean Break theatre company, working with women who have experience of the criminal justice system, I have seen how theatre is a powerful tool of resistance, which can radically challenge injustice and inequality. Woodhill by LUNG deftly weaves together the stories of imprisoned people, the experiences of bereaved families and the broader socio-political context to create a richly textured fabric of life and death in prison. It engages with the grief and anger of those affected that the legal process tends to steamroll.

         We hope that that this production mobilises people to question the appropriateness of prison as a response to social issues and to consider how redirecting resources away from the criminal justice system, towards communities and to welfare, health, housing, education and social care, can better address the root causes of harm and violence. Woodhill represents an opportunity to bear witness to the pain and struggle of bereaved families and people in prison, and to support them and INQUEST in our continued fight for truth, justice and accountability and meaningful societal change.

          

         Deborah Coles

Director of INQUEST

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s Note

         

         Grief haunts our lives in different ways. An empty seat at the dinner table, a crossed-out birthday reminder in your calendar, an intrusive thought when the lights are out and you’re trying to sleep. I don’t think we ever truly lose someone when they die. Memories and fragments of them creep into our lives every day.

         Writing this play has been a privilege and life-changing experience. For the last few years, I’ve worked with three families whose loved ones died at HMP Woodhill. Carole, Janet, Lee, Linda and Sophia have come together from different paths of life to form a group. We’ve laughed, cried and spoken about three special people who are no longer with us. Three young men who were sent to prison and never came home: Chris, Stephen and Kevin.

         In our monthly sessions, we speak about these men in the present tense. I never met Chris, Stephen or Kevin, but here are some of the things I’ve heard about them over early morning coffees and late-night phone calls. I will speak about these men as they are, not who they were.

         Chris is a cheeky chappy and a little bit vain. A good-looking lad, he loves checking himself out in the mirror and telling everyone, ‘I’ve still got it.’ Stephen is a rugby player and father to two beautiful children. I’ve heard so many stories about how proud he is of the people they have become. Kevin is the worst career criminal going. His first offence was stealing his girlfriend’s dildo. Who knew that she would call the police?

         These three men live on because their families are determined to make it so. Chris’s ashes are engraved in the jewellery his family wears. A part of him sits on his mother’s wrist and hangs around his sister’s neck. Stephen lives on in tattoos. Inked onto his sister’s neck and his mother’s foot, he walks with his loved ones every day. Kevin lives on in his stepbrother’s heart, which beats relentlessly for justice.

         What is tragic about the deaths of these three men is that it was all avoidable. There are three empty seats at the dinner table. Decades of birthdays crossed out of the calendar. Thousands of sleepless nights. Chris, Stephen and Kevin shouldn’t be living in jewellery and tattoos. These men should be living among us and breathing the air we breathe. The only reason they aren’t is because the state made it so.

         Carole, Janet, Lee, Linda and Sophia have bared their souls to make this play. Standing shoulder to shoulder with them has made me see the grief that has unknowingly eclipsed my own life. It’s also made me see that grief is a powerful thing. When shared and channelled, it can be a radical thing.

         Read these families’ stories. Hear their words. Watch as they turn their grief into an act of resistance.

          

         Matt Woodhead

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Our boys needed help, not punishment. They were given a

prison sentence that turned into a death sentence.

There is a crisis unfolding in our prisons.

We will not stop until their story is heard.’

             

            Carole, Janet, Lee, Linda and Sophia

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Premiere Production

         

         Woodhill was produced by LUNG and The North Wall Arts Centre, Oxford, and first performed at The North Wall on 27 July 2023. The cast was as follows:

         
            Lee  Tyler Brazao

            Janet  Marina Climent

            Ghost  Chris Otim

            Carole  Miah Robinson

            
                

            

            Audio performers

            Lee  Delroy Atkinson

            Carole  Clare Corbett

            Janet  Julie Jupp

            Ghost  Corey Montague-Sholay

            
                

            

            Ensemble audio performers

            Joey Akubeze, Komal Amin, Philip Arditti, Crystal Condie, Jonathan Coote, Kay Eluvian, Souad Faress, Luke Francis, Sanchia McCormack, Helen Monks, Raad Rawi, Sid Sagar, Laura Dos Santos, Bianca Stephens, Liyah Summers, Jessica Temple, Maanuv Thiara, Thomas Wheatley

            
                

            

            Assistant Director  Madiha Ansari

            Associate Director  Gitika Buttoo

            Sound Designer  Owen Crouch

            Composer and Sound Engineer  Sami El-Enany

            Wellbeing Coordinator and Counsellor  Ruth Hannant

            Producer  Camille Koosyial

            Dramaturg  Helen Monks

            Lighting Designer  Will Monks

            Costume Supervisor  Megan Rarity

            Choreographer  Alexzandra Sarmiento

            Set and Costume Designer  Lulu Tam

            Writer and Director  Matt Woodhead

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Characters and Setting

         

         
            Janet

            Lee

            Carole

            Ghost

             

            Ensemble

            Resident, Prison Officer, Zoom, Prison Service, A3745JF, A2001RN, Nurse 1, Nurse 2, Nurse 3, Victim Support Worker, Magistrate, Volunteer, Chaplain, Chris’s Mum, Academic, Architect, Lord, Minister, Inspector, Family Liaison Officer, Visitor, Dealer, Governor, National Chairman, Investigator, Education Tutor, Daughter, Grendon, Wandsworth, Brixton, Chief Inspectorate, Ombudsman, Dad, Police Officer, Council Worker, Fellow, Mum, Advocate, Charity Director, Campaigner, Myatt, Solicitor, Legal Adviser, Barrister, Partner

             

             

             

            Setting

            A warehouse which stores and imposes memories of grief. In the play, three worlds intertwine. The living world (vivid memories of the past), limbo (a liminal space where the characters are suspended in time) and the otherworld (where external voices intrude on the action on stage).
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