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‘It is said that no one truly knows a nation until one has been inside its jails. A nation should not be judged by how it treats its highest citizens, but its lowest ones.’


– Nelson Mandela






criminal


Noun
A person who has committed a crime.
‘these men are dangerous criminals’


Adjective
(of an action or situation) deplorable and shocking.
‘the state of our prison system is criminal’






AUTHOR’S NOTE


The language of prison is vulgar: it’s derogatory and discriminatory and dehumanising. Words like ‘con’, ‘crim’ and ‘inmate’ tick all three boxes. While I’ve avoided every expletive uttered – the book would have doubled in length if I’d included them all – it would be disingenuous to ignore the everyday words used inside to refer to people with criminal convictions. Language matters, and I’m not using any of these words lightly. Where they are used, it’s to highlight that these men are defined by their crimes: any other characteristic is secondary to their incarceration. To juxtapose this language with the human stories of these men, I hope to highlight that how we think and talk about people in prison has a real-world impact. As we start to understand a little more about the humanity of these people, maybe the way we identify and describe them can shift, too.







CHAPTER 1



What Are You in For?


‘I’ve gone straight, miss,’ the scrawny, sweating con opposite me says with a smile so sincere even I almost believe him.


Deano has landed back on the induction wing for the third time this year. He’s dressed in the tracksuit of an inmate, remnants of unidentifiable prison food crusting into the collar. He’s even donned a set of the plastic rosary beads that are the accessory of choice of the incarcerated. It does not appear, by any measure, that Deano has gone straight.


I usher him to take a seat at one of the bolted-down picnic benches that line the landing, circled by the noise and chaos of ninety other unlocked crims rushing around for showers, medication, drug deals and phone calls. It’s only 10 a.m. I got in at 8 a.m. and have already completed a group therapy session. I’ve got three more assessments to finish before bang-up for lunch at 11.30 a.m., but Deano is telling me he needs to talk, so we talk.


There’s a special sort of social worker body language they teach you at university. Be open, nod empathetically. Then once you start working in prison, there’s another sort of body language you learn. Safe distances, no sudden movements, keep your eyes on the whole landing while listening intently to the man in front of you. I’m well practised in both. With notepad open and neutral expression fixed, Deano starts talking.


‘I’m just really addicted to smoking crack,’ he says.


I nod back at him knowingly, biting away the smile.


‘It does certainly seem that way.’


‘I know, right, miss. It’s like I can’t stop or something. Weird, innit?’


I can’t decide if Deano has actually forgotten that he’s now had six custodial sentences, all directly related to his drug use.


‘I just fucking love crack,’ he says, slamming his palms onto the table for emphasis.


But, Deano tells me, he also loves his mum and his girlfriend and has noticed that carrying on smoking might be causing them some pain.


‘My mum cries every time she comes up to visit me. That’ – he puts his hands on his hips and puffs his chest out with pride – ‘is why I’ve gone straight.’


Deano doesn’t elaborate. Smiling, he closes his eyes briefly to bask in the glory that comes with being a reformed member of society.


I stare blankly at him, wondering if these delusions are symptomatic of a serious problem. I reach for my file, surreptitiously leafing through for the mental health team referral form.


‘Can you tell me where we are right now?’ I ask gently, my pen poised over the question that asks: Oriented to time and place?


‘On A wing, miss.’ He looks at me with concern, wondering why I’m confused about our location.


‘And can you tell me why you’re on A wing, Deano?’ I continue.


‘Because of going straight.’ He slaps the table in frustration. ‘Are you not listening to me?’ His face reddens, screws up tight like a toddler’s.


‘I’m sorry. I am listening.’


‘I decided I don’t want it no more. I don’t want to be having to just do things because the drugs want me to do things, do you get me? I’ve had enough.’


I nod slowly in agreement.


‘Go on,’ I prompt. ‘You mean you don’t want to be committing crime any more to score drugs?’


‘Yeah, exactly!’ he replies excitedly. ‘Now you’re getting it, miss.’


I slap my forehead at my own stupidity and the loose skin on his sunken cheeks wobbles as he laughs.


It transpires that Deano has set up his own business.


‘What’s the business?’ I ask.


Surely it can’t be dealing. Tell me it’s not dealing. Deano won’t last a month. He’ll smoke half his stash and then the other crims will rob him of the rest. He’s too gullible, not menacing enough.


‘Well,’ he says theatrically, ‘I’m gonna be Dan – Dan the Bagel Man. Seriously, you can make a killing.’


I’ve worked with Deano on and off for two years, but I still glance down at his file just to double-check it’s him who has got his own name wrong, not me.


‘So, I’m gonna sell sandwiches. Well, bagels.’


He’s on a roll now, speaking rapidly, only pausing for breath when he clearly expects me to add some ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’.


‘Get one of those trailers and pull it on my bike, cycle up to the big office blocks every morning and sell them for a fiver each. Me and my girlfriend have set up a … what do you call it? A production line. Making the bagels. Cut them up first.’


He makes a slashing movement, trying to demonstrate cutting up a bagel, which on the CCTV cameras will look like he’s role playing a violent crime.


‘Don’t wave your arms around like that, Deano. The officers will be piling on you, you look like a fucking maniac,’ I say while slyly giving a thumbs up to Officer Owen at the far end of the landing, who glances over, concerned.


In exhaustive detail, he takes me through how they make the bagels.


‘Then off I cycle. I love it. Those guys in the suits up there will spend a fortune on a bagel. Imma be rich, miss.’


He sits back, folding his arms across his ribcage as if he’s just made a successful pitch on Dragons’ Den.


I hadn’t realised Deano had it in him.


‘This sounds really positive. This sounds great, Deano. Do you reckon it’ll keep you busy while you get off the crack? Keep you focused on something else, instead?’


‘Yeah, miss, definitely. I mean, I accidentally had a little dabble and smoked the first profits.’


He grins and hums a weird laugh, clearly hoping I’ll indulge him and say something like ‘Ah, but what’s a little dabble between friends, hey?’. I don’t.


Deano keeps talking to fill the silence.


‘But since that first time I’ve been good. I’ve not picked up the pipe in two weeks. It’s hard work, it’s an early start. But once I get rolling properly, I can probably get someone else to do the morning shift and I’ll just be the face of the business. The salesman,’ he says emphatically as he points at himself.


‘So, how have you landed back here?’ I ask casually. ‘Because this plan sounds pretty solid.’


‘Business teething problems, innit. They came to get the bike back and then found the freezer full of salmon and bagels and stitched me up for it. They ended up doing me for criminal damage, too.’


‘What bike, Deano? What criminal damage? Who found the freezer full?’


‘The Boris bike. I took a Boris bike. I didn’t realise they had a tracking system on them. I was keeping it on my balcony. They’re well heavy to carry up three flights of stairs too, but there I was, carting it up and down every day. Didn’t know that you have to pay for them. Found it outside the corner shop. Good business move. It’s not even stealing if no one owns it, you get me, miss?’


It’s harder to bite back the smile now.


‘I thought it was the proper police who turned up at mine. It wasn’t. Just the bike police, you know? Those fake police in the high-vis vests. I didn’t know that. They look official. I panicked when I saw them pull up. I chucked the Boris bike off the balcony. Didn’t realise they could track them down. And now’ – he shrugs his shoulders as if none of this is his fault – ‘I’ve been done for criminal damage because it landed on the neighbour’s shed.’


I continue to stare in silence.


‘Then the real police did show up and they came and bust down my door. And they found all the bagels and salmon, too, and I’ve been done for them as well.’


‘Where did the bagels and salmon come from, Deano?’ I ask slowly.


‘Brick Lane for the bagels and Billingsgate for the salmon.’ He doesn’t offer any more information.


‘So what? You went down there in the mornings and bought them off the traders?’ I ask, suspecting I know the answer already.


‘Nah, miss. I didn’t have enough money to start off with, so I cycled on the Boris bike up and down Brick Lane at 5 a.m. and they always leave their vans open. I climbed in and took a bag of bagels. Same with the salmon. The trucks are always open, so you can just take it out of the back. Cycle home to my girlfriend, get the production line up and running and then be ready to sell them for 8 a.m.’


‘Deano,’ I ask, ‘you do know that “going straight” means you stop committing crimes?’


He screws his face up again.


‘But I have, miss. I’ve got the business and everything,’ he replies, visibly upset.


‘Do you understand why you’ve been arrested and charged?’


Deano stares around the landing, considering the question for a while.


‘I got no idea, miss.’


It’s easy to find the story of Deano and his bagels hilarious. Light relief in an otherwise dark and depressing environment. We laugh at him, knowing that we’d never end up in his situation. Because we’re different from him, with different morals and logic and values. Because he’s wired to be a crim and we’re good upstanding members of society who would never find ourselves in the criminal justice system, let alone stuck in its endless cycle.


But when you’ve sat on wings watching hundreds of men enter prison and leave and return again and again, trapped in the system, the joke quickly wears thin. Deano had been inside most of his adult life and still hadn’t learned, at any level, what it meant to be a law-abiding citizen. And he’s not alone.


Of the 62,000 people released every year,1 48 per cent will reoffend within twelve months. If a doctor told you that your open-heart surgery only had a 52 per cent chance of success, you’d hardly be offering your organs up to the scalpel. Or imagine boarding a plane that had a 52 per cent chance of landing. You wouldn’t even order from a takeaway with a 52 per cent rating. Yet prison keeps churning out reoffenders year after year and somehow this is acceptable.


At a certain point you start to ask yourself, if every year thousands of Deanos are leaving prison so utterly unequipped to re-enter society that they bounce straight back onto the wings, then what, precisely, is any of this for?


Asking just what it is for in the first place is probably a good place to start. Because most people have been lucky enough to avoid prison altogether. And therefore, most people haven’t ever had to give much thought as to why we build them and then stack them to the rafters with men, women and children. But if they did, they’d usually pause for a moment and then say that it’s the place you put the bad people. And if you were to press a little further, you’d likely hear that it’s to keep society safe. Or maybe it’s a punishment for breaking society’s codes. Or a deterrent to stop them from breaking the rules in the first place. Or – and this is always the suggestion that comes last – there’s the vague idea that it could be for rehabilitation. That a crim can somehow learn the error of his ways if we bang him up for long enough.


But even way back in 1993 when Michael Howard MP famously stood up in the House of Commons and said, ‘Prison works,’ anyone who had experience of the system knew that he was chatting shit. We now have evidence that confirms it’s utterly untrue. Whether for deterrent, punishment, public protection or rehabilitation, prisons are failing on every metric.


Incarceration is the least successful punishment available to us, particularly when sentences are short. It’s proven to create and perpetuate more crime, costs an absolute fortune, and traumatises both staff and inmates. But each government remains desperate to maintain the myth that the only way to safety is prison bars and walls topped with barbed wire. Even when the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) publishes its own data stating that released prisoners are at a higher risk of reoffending than those serving non-custodial sentences, community treatment and supervision remains underfunded and underutilised. Even with clear statistics that demonstrate the success of non-custodial punishments,3 the use of such sentences has more than halved in the decade from 2008 to 2018.4 Politicians want to be tough on crime and, to them, the only way to do that is to throw more crims in prison on even longer sentences. From 2006 to 2018 there has been a 250 per cent increase in the number of prisoners sentenced to ten years or more. The average sentence length in 2006 was 35.7 months. By 2018, it had reached 58.3 months.5


There is another way. But if we are to seriously consider any alternative to the current system then the next inevitable questions need to be answered. And I know these questions will be asked, because I’ve heard them a thousand times over the years. What about the rapists, the paedophiles? What if someone killed your nan? How do we keep society safe? You think we should just let them all go? You don’t believe there should be consequences?


They’ve made their own beds, dug their own graves, lain down with dogs. And these comments are often bound up with the media narrative that ‘prisons these days are holiday camps’. Or with reporting on the early release of a murderer after a woefully short sentence. Or a newspaper’s outrage at the taxpayer footing the bill for the legal defence of the crim. For many people, the instinct is that we need more prisons and more sentences, not less. The notion of prison reform has become antithetical to the idea of a safer society.


This is because there’s often a fundamental misunderstanding of who is in prison. It’s true, prison houses some really dangerous people and while they’re inside we can all sleep more soundly. But they don’t stay inside. Almost every one of them, except for around sixty to sixty-five whole life licence cons, will become one of the 62,000 people released every year.6


At any one time, there are around 82,000 men, women and children incarcerated.7 Yet it’s only a minority who are in for serious offences: 12,500 of them are in for sexual offences; 7,000 will be serving life sentences;8 over 3,000 of them are on the highly controversial Imprisonment for Public Protection (IPP) sentences.9 You can make a very strong argument that it’s necessary to keep society safe from this lot.*


But on any given day, there are also around 12,000 people on remand, not yet found guilty of any crime. And half of them will be acquitted or receive a non-custodial sentence when their case finally reaches court. Almost half of the 59,000 sentenced each year will receive a sentence of six months or less and 69 per cent didn’t commit a violent crime.10 These are the people who make up the vast majority of the prison population. Those on remand and with short sentences for non-violent crimes are the ones who overcrowd the wings and lead to Scotland, England and Wales having the highest per capita incarceration rate in the whole of Western Europe.


Yet even as we fill our wings with more inmates than anywhere else, crime hasn’t reduced. The National Audit Office can draw no link between increased incarceration and a reduction in crime.11 And this fact is hard to swallow, because it’s the opposite of what we’ve been led to believe. Most of us cling on to the idea that the police wouldn’t arrest someone unless they were a danger to society. Prison is where we put criminals, and criminals belong in prison. Unless we come into contact with the system ourselves, we can keep believing that, fundamentally, it works.


But when you’ve heard the stories of the same life circumstances, over and over, that led someone inevitably back to prison again and again. When you’ve heard of the addiction and homelessness and abuse and trauma that impacted their direction in life. When you realise that for every whole-lifer, there are 10,000 more petty criminals with mental health issues and learning disabilities bouncing between the wings and the streets, you can’t help but feel that there isn’t a reassuring hard divide between the bad people on the inside and the well-behaved population on The Out.


To really get to grips with the failures of our prison system is to grapple with some of the biggest problems in our society. A society that accepts a care-to-custody pipeline and one in four of the prison population growing up in foster homes or residential care. A society that accepts one in three prisoners has a learning disability or difficulty, living on landings where eleven is the average reading age.12 As if custody is the best place for people with these issues who require support.


A society that accepts institutional racism coursing through the criminal justice system. According to the 2017 Lammy Review, over a quarter of the prison population are from a ‘Black, Asian or minority ethnic (BAME)’ background.*


A Black man is 228 per cent more likely to be arrested than a white man. Adjusting for all other data, Black people are 53 per cent more likely to be sentenced to prison in the Crown Court. Asian people are 55 per cent more likely. And if the stats could get even a little more eye-wateringly terrible, other ethnic groups are 81 per cent more likely to end up in prison than their white counterparts for the same offence.13


It’s a society that thinks homelessness is normal and should be tolerated in one of the richest countries in the world, as we step over rough sleepers on our way to buy a £3 coffee. A society where fully 280,000 people are estimated to be homeless in England alone and then we go on to release one in six inmates to rough sleeping or other, more hidden forms of homelessness on top of that.14 It’s a society that has 4.3 million children living below the poverty line, relying on food banks to eat.15


It’s a society that accepts drug abuse is the weakness of the individual, not a legitimate attempt to just survive a day behind the walls. It’s a society that ultimately thinks prison is the best option for our most lost and damaged kids.


The people who make up the prison population are a symptom of these big, complicated societal diseases. The custodial system magnifies and concentrates the injustices and inequalities of The Out, but then hides them behind walls in the hope that if the problems are out of sight and out of mind, they’ll simply vanish. And it’s true that if we really want to solve the problems of the inside, we’ll ultimately need to address the underlying problems that we allow to fester in society. But in the meantime, if our chosen medicine is doing more harm than good, then it’s time to think about trying a new cure.



Why should you listen to me?


I began work in social care in the community eighteen years ago. It started with youths at risk of becoming involved in the criminal justice system before training as a social worker and eventually going behind the walls full-time. Although I’ve worked with women and visited women’s prisons, the majority of stories I will share are from the male establishments I experienced.


I was what the older generation of prison officers called a ‘care bear’ – and one of the few dozen civilian staff inside the prison. I specialised in mental health and substance misuse, running ‘through the gate’, ‘dual diagnosis’ and ‘anger management’ services. Eventually, I travelled the world on a research fellowship, visiting rehabilitation facilities and prisons in the hope that I could learn how to really make a difference from the inside.


I had a wide scope when it came to what my job actually involved. There was already a housing team, although no one had seen them on the wings in months and I wasn’t sure if they’d actually all quit. There was the drug and alcohol team, all carrying caseloads of seventy crims each. A mental health team, who were harangued and harassed by everyone, cons and screws alike. There were already a couple of gangs workers and a few teachers, and three or four officers tasked with keeping crims safe in custody. My role was to step in when all that stuff wasn’t really fitting together or if a con didn’t neatly fit into one team’s strict criteria. Too mental for the drugs team, too high for education, too gang-affiliated to stay safe in custody. It was my job to work across all the teams and, if not deliver him safely to the community upon release fully rehabilitated, then at least stop him from killing himself or anyone else while inside.


My caseload could run to seventy inmates if their needs were simple and their risk level low. However, I usually focused on twenty-five men who needed intensive support. They’d be referred to me through the weekly multidisciplinary meeting that was held to discuss the biggest causes for concern inside the establishment.


They all needed one-to-one support and I spent my days running up and down four flights of stairs across various landings, from the segregation unit to the detox wing, the vulnerable prisoners’ unit (VP) for sexual offenders and ex-police to the foreign nationals wing, the hospital wing to the first night centre. If I’d been allowed to carry my phone behind the walls, I’d have reached my step count by lunchtime every day.


The issues with which they presented were as different as the wings they inhabited. Some were free to move about the prison during mass movement and come to the morning group therapy sessions I ran. I initially started the groups to save time. I thought that if I could cram twelve inmates into a one-hour session, I’d manage to get through all of my work and the associated admin quickly enough to leave on time each day. I didn’t count on how important these groups would become over the years, but our classroom was not a cosy one. When this prison had been built over a century ago, it had not been designed for therapeutic interventions.


We had to make do with the space we had. Halfway through our morning sessions, the thrum of treadmills in the gym above would kick in and we had to raise our voices to compete. We once found a dead cockroach on the floor; even bugs that can survive a nuclear holocaust have a breaking point. The walls were bare and the paint chipped. The windows were cracked. When we closed the door, we had to jam a leaflet from the rack on the wall into the gap so it didn’t swing back open with the draught. There was always a draught.


Of course, there were inmates who were too high-risk to receive an invite to our morning group therapy, although plenty who did attend were those prisoners from the wings of the notorious prisons you see on documentaries. I sat in rooms with some extremely dangerous men. But I don’t simply want to talk about the high-profile prisoners or the murderers and rapists who make the headlines. This isn’t yet another sensationalist tale of being banged up and working in England’s most violent establishments. Those stories have already been told and, while they’re gripping, they don’t represent the day-to-day reality of life behind bars. What I’ve learned from my time on the landings, walking through the front gate upon release with these men and trying to help them make a go of it on The Out, is that prison is not full of notorious cons. It’s full of men like the ones you’ll come to meet in this book. Inmates without a history of violence, or inmates who spent most of their time in custody technically innocent and awaiting trial. Inmates who hadn’t been diagnosed with mental health problems but quickly developed them.


Yes, I’ll share the times I worked with paedophiles, murderers, the downright dangerous. But most of the men loitering on the landings aren’t like this and imprisoning them in record numbers makes society no safer, the tax bill no smaller, the damage done no less. They’re the majority who rot away behind these prison walls. Theirs are the stories that never make the news. Because if they did, they’d show in stark relief just how pointless, just how failing, our prisons are. Ultimately, I left the prison estate burned out by the sense that I couldn’t make a difference from inside the crumbling walls.


Instead, I decided I wanted to give voice to the voiceless, share the stories of the men I met, show the humanity in the people we most fear or despise and hope that the world would be willing to listen. I could tell the world on The Out about the misery and poverty, the violence and mental health problems, the addiction issues, abuse and neglect, trauma and racism, that are the reality for the 82,000 men, women and children spending tonight locked in an 8ft x 12ft box with another inmate.


The men I’ll introduce you to, the stories I’ll share, are based on real people and events. While details have been changed or disguised and some descriptions and incidents are composites of different people and stories to protect anonymity, these are the human beings behind the headlines. The prison estate is vast, and I couldn’t even hope to capture the entire breadth and depth of the experiences within the system. Instead, these diverse stories aim to each demonstrate in a different way the failure in our approach to incarceration.


Prison is a microcosm of society. An inner-city town. And of the half-dozen establishments where I’ve walked the wings, there were between 400 and 1200 souls crammed together from every culture, background and religion. Prison is young and old, gay, bi, straight. It’s trans and queer. It’s Black, white, brown and every ethnicity in between. It’s a melting pot of every physical and mental health diagnosis under the sun. It’s guilty, innocent and shades of grey. It’s plea deals, remand, indeterminate and life sentences. It’s segregation, detox units, VP units and hospital wings. It’s shared showers, shared cells, shared toilets and shared meals. It’s code blue emergency alarms, barking dogs, radio crackles. Mass movements and six-man unlocks. It’s five storeys of landings, with mess nets draped over them to catch the furniture, TVs or bodies that fly over the edge. It’s five-a-side football matches against the officers in the mornings then dirty protests in the afternoons. It’s calls to prayer followed by an overdose on spice.


Prison has its own share of village idiots and town criers, but there are also the funny ones, the clever ones, the charming and charismatic ones. Then there are the psychopaths, the burglars, the rapists. The gangsters, the wrong-place-wrong-timers, the fraudsters and white-collar criminals. The nonces, the drug dealers, the addicts and the unwell.


Every day I came face to face with horrific life circumstances that led to incarceration. That’s not to excuse the behaviour of those who commit crimes. Instead, though, it allows some understanding of why and how men and women and children end up inside. Understanding how they wind up in prison brings us one step closer to understanding how we can bring them back out into the community safely and with the ability to pursue a happy, meaningful, rehabilitated and fulfilled life.


The men I’ll introduce you to aren’t broken. Mental health issues, addiction, trauma, neglect, abuse or poverty might have pushed them to the edge, but the cracks in the system were there waiting for them. They are real people, with hopes and dreams and ambitions. They are sons, brothers, fathers. They could have had normal lives. They could have contributed to society. They still can, if we radically rethink our approach to incarceration, public protection and rehabilitation. It’s the system that’s broken. The prison estate is falling apart, bursting at the seams with its overcrowded landings, and cells infested with rats and cockroaches.


We’re being conned out of every penny of the £21.5 billion that’s being spent on prison and reoffending per year. Yet no one will admit that all of it, from the magistrates’ courts to the supermax cat As, is The Emperor’s New Clothes. And so instead, they quietly fund a handful of people like me to walk the landings, desperately trying to rehabilitate people in an environment designed to debilitate.


This book is my attempt to change the conversation in some small way. These people are part of our communities and we’re failing them, and ourselves, if we are not willing to listen. They are no different from you and me. We must open our eyes to the reality of the broken system. If we truly care about the society we live in, if we want to be part of a safer and fairer world, then we must dare to look at the reality of our prison estate with compassion and humanity, with objectivity and rationality, and then demand change.


Because, as every crim I’ve ever worked with knows, the first step towards making things better is admitting there’s a problem in the first place.





* The make-up of the prison population in the UK changed in a number of ways during the pandemic. The prison population has reduced, mainly due to the police arresting fewer people and less crime being reported. The number of people being recalled to prison on licence also fell. Fewer people were sent to prison on remand, although those already inside when the pandemic hit were waiting longer and longer to get to court and so, overall, remanded prisoners increased as a proportion of the total prison population. This reduction in inmates is not, however, a downward trend. There are plans to build, and fill, more prisons in the future. I have used here the figures for 2019, to give a clearer picture of the typical prison population outside of the pandemic. The House of Commons Library produces reports on the demographics of the prison population, with the October 2021 edition available at https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN04334/SN04334.pdf [accessed: 13.12.21].


* When I’ve described people of colour and discussed the statistics around different ethnicities within the prison population, I’ve used the language used in the reports that I’m quoting. This is for purposes of clarity regarding the data and to ensure that I’m quoting the sources accurately.







CHAPTER 2



Doing Time – The History of Prisons


Prison smelled of stale cigarette smoke and sweat, and sometimes incense and sometimes weed and crack pipes. It smelled of hundreds of years of sadness and desperation and anger and hurt and depression and anxiety. It smelled of defeat. It smelled of grown men who gave up caring about themselves long ago, if they ever did.


There was never silence. The soundtrack of prison life was full of banging metal gates, emergency alarms, assertive hollers of ‘Back behind your doors, lads.’ Pool balls were bounced around the table and sometimes put inside socks to wrap around people’s heads. Speaker systems blared from the cells of enhanced inmates, while football matches were fought and lost. Every movement of a crim back onto a wing was completed by the shout of ‘One on.’ Dogs barked. The swearing became banal background noise, punctuating every sentence. It was the common language of that world and one the staff adopted to communicate effectively, too.


In my time, I saw people die of old age, die from drug overdoses, suicide and murder. Some of those deaths happened quietly, behind cell doors, or in an ambulance on the way out to hospital. Others happened in front of the wing, with arms of fellow inmates twisting from door hatches, holding mirrors to get a better look. I worked with officers who could talk a prisoner down from jumping over the railings and those who told men with profound mental health issues to ‘Get it over with and hang yourself – just don’t make a mess.’


I watched prisoners high-five and congratulate each other at the news of a child’s birth on The Out and I saw them cry on each other’s shoulders when a fellow inmate had killed himself. I watched them raise money for charity, fast for Ramadan and mop shit off the walls.


I had rape threats heckled from faceless windows on the wings, followed by kindness, compassion and generosity on the landing. I saw officers waiting for blood tests after an attack, desperately hoping they hadn’t been infected with HIV or hepatitis C. I heard of an officer being covered in shit when a whole wing took a disliking to her. I watched the news and read the headlines as my colleagues were banged up themselves for sexual relationships or for smuggling phones and drugs in for inmates.


I watched lines lowered out of windows – a carefully constructed chain of bed sheets passing around the drugs and weapons that were flown over the walls by drones, or brought in during visits or by bent staff. Then I saw wings torn apart as cells were spun to hunt for the contraband.


I met devastated mothers in visits’ halls, broken-hearted by their sons yet loving them unconditionally. I heard stories in the smoking shed of the mother arrested for spitting a wrap into a coffee cup and handing it over to her son, only for him to die of an overdose back on the wing.


I watched on the news as the police hunted for escaped cons. Then I tried to do my job through locked cell doors in the constant bang-up that followed.


To be stood in a prison during mass movement was to be reminded like nowhere else of my status as just a body among the hundreds of other bodies who also happened to occupy the space and time of that precise moment. But I was also part of a system that stretched back hundreds of years and has carried on as it always had after I left.


But to truly understand how and why prison is failing so badly, first we need to look at how we got here. ‘Here’ being England and Wales holding the title of the highest prison bill in Europe, spending £3.4 billion a year on incarceration alone,1 with a further £18.1 billion on reoffending thrown in for good measure.2


‘Here’ is a prison estate where, in 2019, one in seven prisons in the country were given a performance rating of ‘serious concern’.3


‘Here’ is Dutch judges refusing to extradite a British man back to HMP Liverpool because of the very real concern that the establishment wouldn’t be able to protect his Article 3 Fundamental Human Right – the right to live free from torture and inhuman or degrading treatment.


A Brief History of Prison


The use of imprisonment as the primary form of punishment in England is only about as old as an average inner-city establishment, which being built in the nineteenth century may have seemed ancient on the days the roof leaked, but was actually just a brief moment in the long history of finding novel and inventive ways of punishing criminals. Before then, prisons existed but were used mainly to hold people awaiting trial or debtors who couldn’t afford to pay what they owed.


Instead of imprisonment, when the very first societies began codifying laws, chiselled in stone, the phrase ‘an eye for an eye’ was literal. The Code of Hammurabi stands proudly in the Louvre Museum, Paris, demonstrating that since time began, there have been crimes and there have been punishments.


Back then, if Deano had gouged someone’s eye out, he would indeed have lost his own eye. But he was found guilty of robbery and criminal damage – offences so serious back in 1750 BC that he’d have been sentenced to death, no questions asked. In China, punishments such as tattooing, castration or cutting off the nose were seen as fair trades for breaking the agreed-upon societal rules.4


It was the Romans who first used imprisonment as a punishment rather than simply for detention. When I learned about the Mamertine Prison built around 640 BC in the sewer systems below ancient Rome, I looked around my classroom, stinking toilets next door polluting the air, stale with the sweat of the tens of thousands of men who had previously served time, and felt a sense of recognition. I was being melodramatic, of course. My crims weren’t forced into hard labour in a sewage pipe. But then in 2,500 years, maybe we could have expected a little more reform …


Throughout medieval times, Deano would have fared no better. He’d have still most likely been hung, his loss of life seen as a fair swap for his offence. Or maybe he’d have got lucky. In the 900s, King Athelstan raised the age at which a criminal could receive the death penalty from twelve to sixteen. He thought it was just ‘too cruel’.5 Maybe this Anglo-Saxon soft-touch king would have looked kindly on Deano and he’d have been put in the stocks or got a public whipping instead.


I thought about the rats sniffing around piles of rotten food in the exercise yard and wondered if, in a different time, a baying crowd would have thrown tomatoes at Deano in the town square. On the other hand, over in Japan, he could have been buried alive or chopped up with bamboo saws.6


The Vikings were keen on blood money payments, buying their way out of a murder or offence by paying compensation to the victim’s family.7 But then Deano had fuck all. That’s why he’d set up his business in the first place. If he couldn’t have afforded to pay or wanted to prove his innocence, he’d have faced trial by ordeal. Maybe he’d have been tied up and thrown into a lake, his guilt obvious if he floated. Innocence would only be determined if he was half-drowned before being pulled from the water. Or, he could’ve been forced to carry a hot iron bar. If his hands were still blistered and bloodied after three days, he’d have been deemed guilty.8


It was Henry VIII who popularised the concept of the worthy and unworthy poor. Those who were old or disabled were worthy and given a licence to beg. But to beg without a licence resulted in whipping, with punishments becoming more severe for repeat offenders.9


In the eighteenth century, Deano could have been sent overseas, transported to the Americas or Australia, sentenced to a life of hard labour in the colonies. I look at his pale, blotched face and wonder if he’d even have survived the crossing. Yet when America began its fight for independence in 1775, and before prison colonies in Australia had been established, shipping off the problem people of society out of sight and out of mind was no longer possible.


The boats, previously used for transportation, were instead moored around the country and filled with convicts. These hulks housed hundreds in squalid conditions, and inhabitants would be required to perform manual labour all day before returning to the crowded, disease-ridden ships at night.


What all these sentences had in common was that they were designed to punish the offender. There wasn’t much thought of rehabilitation or reform, or whether or not chopping off the hand of a thief would actually help him to find his way back to the straight and narrow. Retribution was the order of the day and a punishment to teach the crim a lesson, whether with an eye, his life or his loss of liberty and with back-breaking toil. They also sought to deter any would-be scoundrels from the notion of committing a crime. For surely Deano would have thought twice about nicking that Boris bike if he knew he’d hang for it?


These lex talionis – laws of retaliation – have long endured throughout Europe and the rest of the world, and still leave their mark on our confused system of criminal justice to this day. These ideas remain a common part of the contemporary conversation around crime and punishment. There’s barely a day that goes by without the comments section on the latest clickbait article lighting up with the capitalised phrase ‘AN EYE FOR AN EYE’. But this rationale for imprisonment doesn’t quite stand up to closer scrutiny. Deano nicked a bike and damaged a garden shed. He doesn’t have a bike to give back to the council or a shed to replace his neighbour’s, but it’s been arbitrarily decided that this is worth two years of his life.


Our ludicrously complicated sentencing laws, developed haphazardly over the centuries through statutes and court cases, mean he’d have got the same sentence for a racially aggravated assault.10 Likewise, administering drugs to obtain intercourse11 would have had the same outcome. The total haul of bagels and salmon, combined with the garden shed, came to a value of less than £1000. But his crime was deemed to be as serious as an assault against another person. His incarceration would cost the state over £44,000 per year.12


Leaving aside the wonky maths and skipping back to the eighteenth century for a moment, utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham was hunched over his desk, busily sketching out the panopticon prison design. Hailed as a modern piece of architectural brilliance, his idea was to create a prison where all inmates could be viewed at all times, by just one guard, housed in a central room. He postulated that human beings are rational and pleasure-seeking, reducing and avoiding pain wherever possible. Therefore, if the potential pain of punishment in prison could outweigh the pleasure derived from committing crime, the general public would all choose to be law-abiding.13


More importantly, however, he thought prisons could be run privately and for profit. The key to the panopticon prison would be productive labour. Contracts would be awarded to private jailors. They’d then be motivated to look after the health of their inmates through a series of targets. The jailor would be financially rewarded or punished based on how many inmates he managed to keep alive. He believed a jailor could be encouraged to provide safer and healthier conditions if he was fined when crims died. Bentham would probably look on approvingly at the UK and US these days, where big profits are being made and prisoners are used as cheap labour, but more of that later. Because in Bentham’s lifetime, these ideas of privatisation ran counter to most reformist thinking.


In the haphazard prisons that did exist in the eighteenth century, men, women and children mixed together in shackles and irons, paying their jailor for the privilege of a roof over their heads. Inmates had to pay for food, pay for straw to sleep on and even pay for their release. If they couldn’t afford to pay, they stayed, even if their sentence had been completed.


Really, compared to all that, Deano should’ve thanked his lucky stars that the reformers came along. At the turn of the eighteenth century, perhaps because all of these convicts were now out hard-labouring in full view of Londoners, rather than over in America, the public attitude to punishment began to shift.


During the previous century, the Bloody Code had added more and more offences that warranted the death penalty to the statute book. Stealing from a rabbit warren, going out after dark with a blackened face and destroying a fish pond would all result in the hangman’s noose.14 But at the same time, the Industrial Revolution had brought tens of thousands into the poverty of inner-city living. Enlightenment thinking had spread and the public appetite for capital punishment was quickly deteriorating. Who now could honestly say that they wouldn’t, if they found themselves in Deano’s position, pilfer a bit of food to feed their family or steal a horse to be able to pay the rent? The juries of the day started to refuse to find people guilty or undervalued stolen goods to help a crim escape with his life.


Into this landscape of retribution and punishment stepped John Howard, High Sheriff of Bedfordshire, who visited the uncontrolled prisons and hulks of the eighteenth century and saw sex workers and beer being brought in for the inmates who could afford to pay. This wasn’t reshaping the criminals into upstanding members of society. He was shocked by conditions that were breeding more criminality and debauched behaviour.


He campaigned for shackles and irons to be removed. It was normal for a con to be locked away until he could afford to pay a fine for his release. Howard demanded this practice be abolished. If a con was committing crimes from a position of desperation and poverty, he was unlikely to be able to stump up the payment for his release.


Elizabeth Fry, influenced by her Quaker beliefs, was dubbed the Angel of Prisons for her campaigning and social work for women and children who were imprisoned. Like Howard, she was unable to turn away from the horror after seeing it for herself and the two of them helped to promote the belief in a more humane system of punishment.


But as the reformist movement gained traction, so too did its critics. As if pulled from a Twitter rant today, anecdotes of comfortable and luxurious prisons began to spread. There was a much-reported tale of a ‘poor ragged sweep’ who was imprisoned ‘for some trifling offence’. The story went that upon arriving in custody, instead of hell, he discovered paradise:


the warm bath into which he was put much delighted him, but nothing could exceed his astonishment on being told to put on shoes and stockings … His joy was complete when they took him to his cell … and, half-doubting his good fortune, hesitatingly asked if he was really to sleep in the bed! … the governor … asked him what he thought of his situation? “Think of it, master, why I’m damn’d if ever I do another stroke of work!”15


The public were concerned that the holiday camp conditions that Howard and Fry were advocating would lead to more crime, as ruffians and scoundrels decided to commit offences so they could enter the palatial establishments. This line of thinking was bolstered by the apparent failure of the reformist movement over in America’s first prisons.


Newgate Prison, New York, was pioneering in its early approach. But by the 1800s, financial difficulties had set in. An ex-offender at the time spoke of the officers in the same way many inmates speak of them today: ‘It was hard to expect a capable man to lead the life of a turnkey for $500 per year, especially when he had to stay inside the stockade almost constantly.’16 Even 200 years ago, this ex-con knew staff would hardly be motivated to work under poor conditions for low pay. Even then, funding for rehabilitation wasn’t a vote winner.


The world watched on, assuming Newgate failed because it was soft on criminals, rather than because its staff were poorly paid and ill-trained, and the inmates were living in overcrowded conditions. As it built more prisons, America went back to hard labour and completely silent regimes. The men who came to rule these prisons believed that ‘the reformatory plan, or the system of attention, kindness, and forbearance, had failed, and will fail, wherever, or whenever it is put into operation’.17


And so, it was in this climate that England saw the great, state-run Victorian prison building project commence. A confusing mixture of lex talionis, religious reformist ideals, utilitarian philosophy, deterrence and economic drive all culminating in the building of Her Majesty’s Prisons. ‘Victorian’ has become the byword for describing these crumbling buildings that still stand sentinel in most major cities.


Pentonville, in central London, was finished in 1842. In the six years following, fifty-four more prisons were built with 11,000 spaces. The buildings themselves have barely changed since the nineteenth century but, by the turn of the century, there was already growing concern about conditions. In an effort to improve the situation, the 1895 Gladstone Report emphasised that prisons should turn inmates into better people than before they went in, stating ‘we start … [from] the principle that prison treatment should have as its primary and concurrent objects, deterrence and reformation.’18


The shift towards rehabilitation was also seen in the development of the prison categorisation system and prisons specialising in the type of offenders they housed. HMP Holloway, London, began operating as a female-only prison between 1902 and 1903 and borstals, which housed young offenders, opened at the same time. There was a growing acceptance that women and youths couldn’t be adequately cared for, kept safe or rehabilitated in the mixed-gender systems of yesteryear. Progress was also made when it came to housing male prisoners, and the first ‘open’ prison was built in 1934. These prisons focused on rehabilitation and resettling the offender back into the community. Reform advocate Sir Alexander Paterson said at the time: ‘You cannot train a man for freedom under conditions of captivity.’19


At the start of 1940, there were around thirty-three inmates for every 100,000 in the population. With the Second World War came an influx of prisoners. Staffing levels remained low while the criminal estate grew by 50 per cent.20 But the horrors of forced labour camps, concentration camps and gulags saw a renewed emphasis on reforming the prison estate. The 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights introduced the right, for all, to live free from torture. At the same time, politicians voted in favour of a bill to suspend the death penalty for five years.21


A focus on post-release support developed, with the first pre-release hostel opening in Bristol in 1953, giving inmates support to find their way again on The Out. A halfway house, of sorts, to reintegrate ex-offenders into the community. Nowadays, while women and children remain under differing regimes, the majority of inmates are adult males and they’re housed in four main types of prisons. Once sentenced, inmates are categorised from A to D. Cat A are those deemed to be at high risk of escape and at high risk to the public if they manage to break out. Cat Bs can be locals or training prisons. Locals take everyone directly from the court, so house any type of offender, including the murderers and sex offenders you might assume went straight to cat A. Locals are also the places that take almost all of the remand prisoners, the people who haven’t yet been convicted, totalling 12,000 people on any particular day.
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