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Epilogue




I’ve had various occupations in my life and when people asked, ‘What do you do?’, when I said teacher or gardener, the reply was polite but the topic soon changed. Whenever anybody found out that I worked in a jail, people’s curiosity would be immediately aroused. Sometimes, I found it hard to get away without telling a story that gave a glimpse into life inside jail. It became obvious that people are genuinely intrigued by crime.


Crime has the dual effect of repelling you and drawing you in. Movies, books, television and the internet are saturated with tales of crimes. The more horrific, the better. I usually find these stories to be not much more than titillation and a glorification of violence, so I avoid them. Why then would I write a book based on my time working with criminals?


Firstly, I was in the rare position of being an insider, with a view of crime and criminals that was law enforcers and the lawbreakers but remained independent of both. The guards did not see me as one of them nor did the inmates. I trod a different path and wasn’t bound by the normal set of allegiances. I was an outsider on the inside.


I had never really held a political view on the prison system before working in jails. Sure, I thought they weren’t ideal places but knew very little of their workings. So, I felt I could reveal truths about incarceration that would demystify the myths and dispel the glorification of criminal acts.


Secondly, I saw firsthand what an incredible waste of time incarceration is and how it is little more than a band-aid solution, masking greater problems of society. I don’t for a minute suggest that I know the answers, but I wanted to highlight the waste, both economic and social, in the hope of generating discussion that might help to achieve real change.


Thirdly, being in jail is such a bizarre experience, a whole other existence. In this strangeness, you encounter things that make you shake your head, shake your fist, cry your heart out, laugh your head off and that blow your mind. And I felt compelled to write it down, to capture its un-reality. Hopefully, I can convey some of this in the words that follow.












‘Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.’


– Friedrich Nietzsche




CHAPTER 1








Up Against the Wall




The only door in the room was now closed and sitting before me were a murderer, a rapist, an armed robber and a guy serving six years for grievous bodily harm. Each had a sharpened pencil in their hand, a potential weapon. I had been forewarned, yet I had handed them out willingly. I looked at these four brutes, trying not to stare but conscious of not looking away in fear. All four of them had their eyes fixed on me too, sussing out the new guy. In silence, I shot back a tight-lipped grin. Slowly but purposefully, I glanced out the window. Then, as inconspicuously as possible, I looked across at the secured metal door and the red duress button on the wall. I guessed the distance to be three metres. I looked back at the prisoners and wondered, if it came to it, would I be able to press that button or exit the doorway before they could get to me? I didn’t fancy my chances.





‘Hello, Tommy. How was your weekend?’ Govinda said, as he buzzed passed my office door in a blur of green.


‘Yeah, good, thanks,’ I replied without looking up from my computer screen. I kept on typing in my journal for the next few minutes until I heard the sound of yelling and tables and chairs being overturned, all coming from the library adjacent to my office. Suddenly, there was movement, and lots of bodies ran past the doorway. People came rushing out of nearby offices to see what the commotion was about. I jumped up from my desk and made my way towards the action. As I entered the library, I saw the library clerks standing over two inmates, Govinda and another guy I had never seen before, who were wrestling on the floor. This guy had Govinda in a bearhug on the carpet and was yelling obscenities and delivering the occasional short jab to the head. They were rolling around on the ground, tipping over a chair here and there, but not much personal damage was being done. The other inmates looked on from behind books and newspapers and magazines, but none of them got up or joined in. Business was being settled, accounts squared, that’s all.


People think of prisoners as hard bastards, but these two weren’t going much harder than two boys laying into each other at school. So, whatever the issue was, it wasn’t worth maiming someone for it. It was probably just for show, a prisoner’s way of saving face.


An officer arrived and radioed for backup. Within a minute, six big, burly guards came rushing into the library. The officers quickly separated the two and the senior officer barked, ‘Ok, that’s enough!’


Then he glared at the two combatants. He leaned forward.


‘What’s this all about?’


‘He knows what-the-fuck it’s about!’ the prisoner I didn’t know said – all the while never taking his eyes off Govinda. Then suddenly, he lunged at him. He got within centimetres of Govinda but at the same moment, the prison officers grabbed the aggressor and restrained him. Two of the officers escorted Govinda outside.


The senior officer said to the other prisoner, ‘Ok, it’s over, alright?’


‘Yeah,’ he replied, as they lead him out of the library.


When they had got just outside, the combative prisoner saw Govinda being led away and made another lunge at him. That was a bad move. The officers had had it. The senior officer, who was about six-foot five and thickset, grabbed the prisoner, who was about five-foot four, by his throat and pinned him up against the wall, his feet dangling in midair. The officer put his face close to the prisoner and in his most menacing voice, said, ‘Cut that stupid shit out!’ With that, he was led away and I never saw him again.


I walked into the kitchen, made myself a coffee, strolled back to my office and sat back at my desk. Jake from the adjoining office popped his head in the doorway and said with a large grin, ‘That was a bit of excitement for the morning, hey?’


‘Yeah, don’t know what all that was about,’ I said nonchalantly and went on with my paperwork. Although this kind of physical scuffle was not an uncommon occurrence in the wing, the accommodation area where the inmates sleep, it rarely happened up here in civilisation. Still, I just kept typing.


I was already sensing my numbness to it all, even though it had only been three years since I first started working for Her Majesty in the Department of Corrections. Notice the title, The Department of Corrections.


Corrections – that’s bureaucracy-speak for jail. Corrections is the preferred term for jail or prison, as it implies taking something that is wrong or broken or not correct and solving the problem or correcting it. ‘We are not in the business of punishment!’ I was continually reminded.


‘You see, we’ve come such a long way as a society that we no longer punish as was once the case,’ a trainer proudly instructed us once at the Corrective Services Academy.


‘Yes, we have come a way’, I thought to myself. 18th-century England was overflowing with convicted criminals. So much so that when Australia had been ‘discovered’ by the British and the Americans had refused to take the overflow any longer, someone had come up with the notion of founding a colony on convict labour. What harsher penalty is there than sending a prisoner so far away from home to the bottom of the earth, that it must have been almost inconceivable in that age. And often for the rest of their miserable lives. The colony became known rather unimaginatively as New South Wales. The site for the colony is what is now known as Sydney. An Aboriginal prisoner once said to me that the British sailed into one of the most beautiful harbours in the world, looked around and thought, ‘I know. Let’s turn this into a jail!’ He reckoned that said a lot about civilisation.


Australia and Australians have had a love/hate relationship with criminals ever since. For many years, to be of convict origin and not from free settlers was a great family shame. Then from around the 1970s onwards, being of convict stock became a badge of honour. Although I noticed that prison guards of today who were of convict ancestors saw no comparison at all between the guys standing in front of them in green and their own distant relatives.


In Australia, prisoners and being punished by governments have always had a place in the country’s psyche. Australia’s modern history began with jails and a prison system that definitely was based on punishment and through punishment, behaviour was meant to be corrected. Modern studies indicate that punishment is not a major deterrent to crime. If you lose your cool and kill someone, it is only afterwards that you’ll consider the repercussions, or so the theory goes. The most serious offenders I encountered in the system – the murderers and the like – were not deterred by the punishment. They had committed their crimes in an act of rage or in a state of intoxication from drugs or alcohol or both. They had no regard for the consequences at the time of the offence. Therefore, the literature suggests that behaviour needed to be modified for prisoners to be able to function better within the boundaries of society. Cognition, it seemed, was the key to rehabilitation, not punishment.


I remember rocking up on that first day with that in mind and thinking how, as a teacher, I might contribute to someone’s rehabilitation. But as I walked into that correctional facility for the first time, my thoughts were quickly overtaken by my overloaded senses. The guarded black-and-yellow boom gates, the tall, metallic razor-wire enclosures glistening in the sunlight, the corroded iron and sheet-metal accesses with oversized padlocks, the numerous aerial cameras observing all activities down below, the authorities in blue and the inmates in green.


When you first enter a jail, there is a strong sense of order. I suppose it comes from the military roots of the institutions. The high fences and razor wire just seem too difficult to scale, and the heavy steel gates and locks everywhere, mean every movement is predetermined and restricted. It has the feel of an impenetrable fortress.


I walked purposefully up to the main gate that first day and pressed a buzzer on the thick metal door. I didn’t want to look phased or intimidated by it all. After a short while, I heard a click as it was remotely unlocked and I turned the handle. I was now in a two-metre-long space between two large metal doors. One door will not open until the other is closed. I walked to the door in front of me and then heard it click too. I walked through and sitting behind the desk were two custodial officers who looked contemptuously at me but remained silent. Above me, there were monitors displaying different parts of the jail on the closed-circuit TV.


‘I’m here for a job interview,’ I said.


The officers looked at me and could see I was green, never set foot inside a prison before.


‘Who with?’ grunted the older, leather-skinned guard.


‘Education. I, er ... ’


He interrupted my stuttering by barking over the two-way radio that education had a visitor at the gate. The younger guard now stood up and said he wanted to see what was in my bag. I showed him my resume and other documents. He looked through the bag, said nothing and then sat back down. These guys didn’t seem to have a lot on, but by their demeanour, you’d think I was really putting them out. I signed the visitor’s book and stood there waiting for the senior education officer to rescue me.


The SEO, a 40-something woman with a bob and a button nose, greeted me with a warm smile and firm handshake. She led me across the yard, where prisoners were working in gardens and transporting laundry on large trolleys. Prison officers seemed to be patrolling the goings-on from various posts around the jail. The SEO was giving me the spiel, but very little of it went in as my eyes tried to take in all that I saw. Luckily, I was wearing sunglasses otherwise I would’ve appeared goggle-eyed to the prisoners who were leaning up against the tall wire fence which separated the oval from the main yard.


The oval was a shabby patch of grass, about half the size of a football pitch, surrounded by a five-metre-tall perimeter fence dressed with barbed wire. The grass patch was essentially holes and divots interrupted by clumps of grass, from years of football matches and no repairs. A few inmates were sitting on it talking, while other inmates slowly jogged around the border of the oval on a dirt track that’d been worn down and compacted by the feet of many of their predecessors. They soaked up the sun’s rays, running shirtless and tucking the sides of their prisoner’s green shorts up into the elastic waist, giving them a G-string effect. Apparently, that’s how one obtains an all-over tan on the inside.


On one side of the oval was the gym, where violent aggressive men pumped iron, in order to look even more violent and aggressive. Other inmates scoured the oval, the running track and gym for tiny remnants of the super-thinly rolled cigarettes that’d been discarded by other prisoners, in order to roll another super-thinly rolled cigarette from the dregs.


‘Miss, miss,’ cried the inmates, just on the other side of the fence, trying to get the SEO’s attention.


‘Miss, is welfare in today?’


‘Miss, I wanna do some edjo!’


‘Miss, is the clinic open?’


‘Miss!’ ‘Miss!’


I tried to appear invisible as I waited, while the SEO fiddled with the numerous keys and the large padlock on another gate which led to the education area. To my shock, a heavily tattooed prisoner came right up to me and said through the wire fence, ‘Can you help me, chief?’


‘Ah, sorry, mate, I’m just visiting,’ I said hesitantly. He said nothing but didn’t hide his disgust at my response. His lip turned up in one corner of his mouth and he snarled at me as he walked off in the opposite direction. Chief is the term used by a prisoner when addressing a male officer. It’s a remnant from the convict days.


One of the first things you notice in prison is that there is a whole other language. It’s like you’re the member of a gang and you have to know the lingo and codes. Chief. No-one had ever called me chief before.


I was escorted into the education area by the SEO. You quickly become concious that every single door is that every single door in a jail is locked. You need a key to enter every door and you have to close every door that you walk through. When you start work, you receive a lanyard that you attach your keys to and then you slide it onto your belt. If someone decides to make a break for it with your keys, you are going with them! Thus, your keys become your lifeline. You cannot get very far without them.


We entered the first door which simply had education written above the door. A Library Open sign was stuck next to the window. The education unit was a concrete and metal place in drab tones of light and dark blue. There was a small classroomsized room with musty books on shelves and a counter with an ancient computer on it. This room was the library. Along a lifeless hallway, there were four classrooms. Inside each classroom was a teacher with between three and eight inmates.


The SEO directed me to her office so we could talk about the job. I’d already been deemed suitable to be the new education officer, at an earlier phone interview, so this was a matter of when, where and how. The money and conditions were good, but I was questioning whether I really wanted to work in a jail. The SEO kept reminding me that this was a minimum-security centre, so I had nothing to worry about.


‘It’s much safer than working in a high school,’ she assured me.


At that very moment, a bunch of prison officers marched in wearing what looked like riot gear.


‘Excuse me, Stephanie. We’re gonna do a search,’ announced the highest ranked of the group to my soon-to-be boss.


‘Search?’ I wondered silently. These prison officers were wearing darker uniforms and what looked like bulletproof vests with batons and sprays.


One of the officers stood out from the group. He must have been about six-foot seven and a metre wide across the shoulders. He was a Pacific islander whose nickname was Silverback, due to the similarities between his body shape and that of a silverback gorilla. I’m six feet tall and he towered over me. The top of my head barely reached his shoulders. He was the type of guy who’d break your hand if you punched him in the head. If you could reach his head. ‘The grocery bill to feed him must be staggering,’ I thought to myself. Decked out in his response group gear, he looked even bigger. When I later got to know him, he was an affable and gentle man but at that moment, I saw him the same way a prisoner would, and he looked thoroughly menacing.


The officers put their latex gloves on and walked back out of the office. They walked into all the classrooms and the library. All the prisoners made their way out into the hallway.


‘Okay fellas, up against the wall. Hands on the wall and feet spread,’ the chief of the chiefs declared.


‘What? Were they really going to search them right there in front of everyone?’ You soon learn that privacy is a forsaken luxury once you’ve entered jail. I sat in the office with Stephanie.


‘You don’t want go out there,’ she said, pointing to the hallway and scrunching up her face. ‘We’ll wait for them to finish up and then you can go.’


For a moment, we sat there awkwardly looking at each other, with the noise of the searches being conducted right outside the door. My mobile phone began to vibrate in my pocket. I had it on silent, but my wife was ringing to see how the interview had gone. I pulled the phone out of my pocket and turned it off. Stephanie glared at me when she saw the phone. I thought she was about to tell me how unprofessional it was to have my phone on during an interview when her face turned red.


‘How did you get that in here? You can do two years inside for bringing a mobile phone into a correctional facility!! How did you get it past the main gate?’


‘Um, I, er, I just walked in. I didn’t know it was not allowed and the officers at the gate didn’t say anything,’ I protested.


Without any planning or intention, the impenetrable fortress had been breached. Jesus! I had managed to smuggle contraband into a jail on my very first visit. My thoughts and feelings raced as I considered that I had just gone from being hired to the possibility of being charged with a serious crime.


Fearing the consequences, I asked, ‘What should I do?’




CHAPTER 2








Reception and Classification




Paddy Cowan could feel the rage boiling up inside of him. He had felt it all before. The only difference was this time absolutely every little thing seemed to be adding to the fire and building the internal volcano that was about to explode.


‘This way, Paddy,’ directed Officer Stanley Jones. He touched Paddy gently on the arm, directing him to the segregation cells.


It was the tipping point. In that single moment, Paddy realised that he was once again going to be locked away from his crew on the yard and sent to a tougher jail where he would have to start all over again. All the injustice he had felt in his life – the parental abandonment, the humiliation of school, the unremitting racism directed at an Aboriginal man, the oppressive feelings of shame and worthlessness, the anger at the world, the anger at himself, the desire to strike out – all came crashing together at that point. The human time bomb that was Patrick Michael Cowan detonated!





Jake, my fellow education officer, was the first person on the scene that day who had any medical training. He had seen enough calamities in his twelve years as an ambulance paramedic to know straight away that Prison Officer Jones was in a bad way.


‘He was laying right there,’ Jake said to me as he pointed to an area of bitumen between the clinic and the prisoners exercise yard.


‘He’d lost a lot of blood and his face was unrecognisable. His head had swollen to a size you wouldn’t imagine was possible. I just basically sat with him while we waited for the ambulance. Fortunately, he was unconscious, so the poor bastard couldn’t feel the pain.’


‘What were the officers doing?’ I asked.


‘The female officer who was with him was this petite Sri Lankan lass. She tried to stop Cowan, but he just flung her through the air like you’d flick an insect off your sleeve. And he went back to poor old Stan, who was just lying there motionless, and he kept stomping on his head. It was fucking carnage!’


‘Jesus!’ was my contribution.


‘Alarms were sounding and other officers started to appear on the scene from all directions. I was up teaching a class.’


He pointed to the classroom that overlooked the site.


‘I looked out the window and saw the crim running to the yard. The other inmates formed a barrier around him. Guys were shouting stuff at the officers who were starting to run onto the yard. And then it went apeshit! Guards and crims started laying into each other. Crooks with scores to settle even started attacking other crooks! It was the biggest all-in brawl that you’d ever see and then suddenly, the response group arrived with gas guns and that put an end to it quick smart.’


I stood on the ground where Officer Jones had been mortally wounded and Jake had tended to him. I took a deep breath as I imagined the scene. It was a wake-up call and a stark reminder of what can go wrong in a place like this.


‘That was five months ago, and the place has never been the same,’ Jake said.


‘The jail felt like a prison farm, even though it was located in the geographic centre of the Sydney metropolitan area. Inmates had more freedom then and roamed around from area to area through opened gates. The theory is that you give the inmates more independence and self-responsibility as they get closer to the end of their sentence, to prepare them for the outside world.‘


‘That all came crashing down,’ Jake continued.


‘And up went the razor wire, I suppose?’ I said as I looked up at kilometres of the stuff atop the wire fences.


‘Yeah, sure did. The Prison Officers Union were livid saying Jones’s death was a result of management’s laissez-faire approach and demanded security be tightened or else they’d have a statewide strike. Management had just copped a bashing from the media over it and the government was floundering in the polls, so they went for the old ‘we are tough on crime’ approach. Now, my friend, we are the highest security, minimum-security jail in the country!’ Jake chuckled.


And so it was into this atmosphere that I began my employment as an education officer in Silverwater Correctional Centre. My first few days on the job were just a haze of orientation, so many rules, regulations, policies and procedures. Everything from, if you use a knife to butter a slice of bread, make sure you clean it straight away and lock it away in a padlocked cupboard, even the fridge was padlocked. Never leave sugar out or the inmates might steal it to make home-brewed alcohol. Never walk in front of an inmate, always have them walk ahead of you. No special favours to any inmate. ‘Watch out! They groom officers!’ And that was just the housekeeping and day-to-day stuff, let alone all the public service bureaucracy stuff. Enough to do your head in.


I had been told to be extra cautious as I was the new guy and the inmates would know it. They would test the boundaries with me, look for any angle, any opening, any sign of wavering or weakness and play it for all they could get.


‘It’ll start with something simple and progress from there. They have nothing but time and will study you. Suss you out,’ the manager of security told me on my first week on the job. ‘My advice, play a straight bat. No favours to anyone. Not even to ones you employ and semi-trust. If my sweeper (inmate cleaner) wants the newspaper I’ve been reading, I never hand it to him. I put it in my bin,’ he said pointing to the wastepaper basket beside his old wooden desk.


‘If he takes it out when he’s cleaning, well, so be it. But I give him nothing. Nothing! And he’s alright, you know? He’s been my sweeper for almost a year now. But if he gets up to something with that newspaper, conceals a shiv (a prison-made knife) inside it, say, and some shit hits the fan, well, I didn’t give it to him. He took it out of my bin, see? I’m not going down for some shitbag Asian drug mule! Think about it. If your actions lead to something that makes it to the front page of the tabloids, would you be willing to take the call from the commissioner?’


The commissioner of Corrections had a formidable reputation as a hard-arse headkicker and if he had no idea who you were, you were doing your job and you were okay. But if he wanted you on the phone, it wasn’t to ask how your family was doing.


I kept the manager of security’s words in mind and began my duties with some apprehension. On the very next morning, as if on cue, an inmate came up to my office and tested the water.


‘Excuse me, chief,’ he said as he stood in the doorway.


‘Come in,’ I directed him, trying to conceal my nervousness.


‘How can I help?’


‘I haven’t seen you before. Are you new here?’


‘How can I help you?’ I repeated.


‘I need a pen, chief.’


‘Are you enrolled in a class?’


‘Nah, I just need a pen. Gotta write a letter.’


‘If you’re enrolled in a class, your teacher can give you a pen. I’m not allowed to give out pens,’ I said, trying to let him know I was aware of the rules.


‘Just a pen, chief. I wanna write a letter,’ he insisted.


He was studying my face.


‘Sorry.’


I hoped I wasn’t blushing. I wanted him to walk away but instead he kept on fishing.


‘What about a pencil?’


‘Sorry, man. Same story.’


‘Fu...’ He half said it. That way he could let me know his displeasure without receiving internal charges.


‘I just wanna write me kids, I’m not gonna stab someone with it.’ He gave me a steely-eyed gaze.


‘Sorry, I can’t,’ I said. ‘Those are the rules.’


He shook his head and let out an audible sigh between his clenched teeth. This was his way of threatening me, without actually threatening me. He was lean and muscular but also looked unwell, like a junkie on steroids. I reckoned he was testing me and wanted to see if I’d flinch. I looked straight at him determined to see off the challenge.


‘Do you want to study something up here? I can enrol you in something,’ I suggested.


‘Nah, I don’t wanna study. I wanna write a letter. Look! Other people give ya pens and shit,’ he said in annoyance.


‘Can I help you with anything else?’ I deflected.


‘Some paper. If you won’t give me a pen, what about some paper? Just a sheet. Tear it out a ya book there. I just wanna write a letter.’


‘You’ll have to talk to your wing officer (the prison guard in charge of the cells). I can’t issue you with anything,’I explained. He shook his head again.


‘Well, what can I do up here then if I can’t write a letter?’ he asked. Maybe he did just want to write a letter to his children, but the warnings I had received guided my judgement.


‘You can read a book in the library.’


He groaned at the suggestion. Another inmate came to the door as the groomer was leaving.


‘Don’t ask him for nothing,’ the first inmate said loudly to the second, ‘too lousy t’ even give ya a sheet of paper!’


The second inmate grunted and they both turned and left. I hoped that others would get the message too. I soon gained a reputation for holding firm and consistent to the ‘no favours’ rule and was rarely hassled again.


Towards the end of my first week, a teacher called in sick and Stephanie, the senior education officer, asked me to take the class. There were only four guys in the class and they were doing a bit of journal writing to improve their literacy.


I decided to check my new students out. I had access to computer records which revealed the details of an inmate’s crime, sentencing, behaviour in the wings and performance in class. Some teachers prefer not to know what crime their students have been convicted of, but I prefer to have a heads-up on who I’m dealing with.


I walked into the classroom where my four guys were already sitting. The door closes behind me and my first ever class of prisoners look up at me. I give a closed smile to Mr Murderer, Mr Rapist, Mr Armed Robber and Mr Grievous Bodily Harm as I informed them that I would be their teacher for the day. I noticed but paid no visible attention to the red duress button on one of the walls. When pushed, it sounds an alarm at the main gate. At which point, you hope the guards come rushing in.


‘These guys could eat me for breakfast before I could even get near that button,’ I thought to myself, trying not to look as concerned as I was. I felt a drip of sweat run down my chest. Was it me or was it warm in that room? I wiped my brow and began the lesson.


Luckily, in jail you have another less visible protection and that is prisoners are remarkably, on the whole, very compliant. By sheer weight of numbers and judging by the past behaviour of their residents, you’d think that jails must be just short of chaos, at any given time. But Stephanie was right. I had seen rowdier behaviour in primary schools, let alone high schools. These four guys weren’t fighting or writing on the whiteboard or throwing paper aeroplanes out the windows or swearing or carrying on. They were sitting down at their desks writing in their journals in silence. I started helping them with their writing and my nerves vanished as I went into teacher mode.


One of the guys, Mr GBH, informed me his name was Sione. The others referred to him as Big Sione because he was six-foot four and built like a rugby forward. Sione asked me to read over what he’d written earlier in his cell. He was a young man in his early twenties and had just commenced a stretch for inflicting grievous bodily harm on a complete stranger. His victim was currently in hospital in a coma. Apparently, Big Sione had a big couple of nights on ice (methamphetamine) and had no memory of pounding some guy within an inch of his life. The victim hadn’t done anything to provoke the attack, wrong place, wrong time. Big Sione just shrugged his shoulders if queried on the whole thing. Seemed he had no recollection at all of the incident, too smashed to remember. And if you can’t recall it, it’s like it never happened, right? Ah well, just do a bit of time and it’ll be sweet.


So much for the victim.


I had to put my feelings aside and focus on the teacher/ student relationship. Sione’s journal had nothing in there about his crime. He was writing about his homeland of Tonga for his family. His writing was very simplistic and was written just as he spoke, with the same errors. Big Sione had been to high school but you’d never know it by his writing. Throughout my career, I was constantly bemused at the low levels of literacy that I encountered in jails and could only guess as to how these guys functioned in daily life on the outside.


I only had Big Sione in my class for that one day, but I would see him in passing when he came up to education for his classes. He was a threatening presence in the library and in the exercise yard. In prison, the big guys need to be hard because the smaller hard dudes are always looking for a big guy to use as a notch on their belts, as they sort out the pecking order. It’s so macho and moronic, but I say that from the comfort of this side of the fence.


Around this time, there was another inmate who was causing a whole lot of grief for the officers in F Wing. He was always sleeping in, disobeying signs and displaying a devil-may-care attitude towards his incarceration. All things that were not considered to be in the interests of the good order of the centre. He was sent to education as his last chance before being tipped, which is being sent to another jail as a punishment. David, a shaven-headed, dark-skinned, tall, young, slender African man, with an already lengthy history of armed robbery, walked into my office one afternoon, accompanied by a prison officer. The officer explained the situation and stated that David did not understand much English but that it was now mandatory for him to attend classes to learn to read and write or he would be tipped to somewhere less pleasant than his current environment.


David sat silently and emotionless during the officer’s explanation of the situation, so when the officer left, I asked David if he understood what the officer had said. He nodded. I interviewed David to find out more about him, but he wasn’t very forthcoming. I spoke slowly in my clearest voice and asked him to write something for me on a piece of paper.


‘Write what?’ he growled his displeasure.


‘Anything. What do you like? Football? Food? About your family. Your home country. It doesn’t matter. I just want to see some of your writing so I can see where I might be able to help you. Don’t worry, man, it’s not a test. No-one else will read it,’ I said.


He picked up the pen hesitantly and began writing carefully and purposefully. He would let out an occasional sigh as he scribbled out something he had written. Once he had started, he kept going so I let him take his time. After more than ten minutes, he handed it to me. He had only managed to write a couple of lines, some words not having vowels, some incomprehensible. In very broken English, he wrote that he was from Sudan but left there as a child due to the war. He then went to Egypt before coming to Australia. I looked up from the paper. He had been watching me intently as I read it.


‘I can’t spell,’ he said matter-of-factly.


‘That’s alright,’ I said. ‘Come to class and we’ll see what we can do about changing that.’


I wrote out a timetable for him to come to my classes, explained it to him and arranged for him to receive the necessary access.


Skinny Dave, as he came to be known, like many other adults who have very low-level literacy skills, was very reluctant to let others know. So, one of the first problems you encounter in an adult literacy classroom is that your students are loath to exhibit their lack of skills and this is especially the case in a jail, where any sign of weakness may be preyed upon. I tried to overcome this by using humour and by studying topics of interest that generated discussion and gradually exposed everyone as being in a similar boat. I also used prison slang and jail situations to help break down the authority/prisoner barrier.


I once joked with the students in my class that if they had any questions outside of class times, they could always ring me using the mobile phones they had secreted in the back of their TVs or inside the toilets in their cells. Some guys laughed because none of the straight people talked to them like that, others looked at me quizzically wondering if I was on to them.


Skinny Dave slowly came around to these techniques and gradually emerged from his shell. It turned out he was quite fluent in spoken English, albeit with a limited vocabulary.


‘If you pretend you don’t understand them, screws’ll leave you alone,’ he once told me.


Skinny Dave could read very little and after further investigation, it turned out that he could not tell the time either. He was given times to be here and times to be there and was reprimanded for failing to appear, yet no-one had noticed in four years of custody that he could not read the time from a clock!


Jake took on tutoring Skinny Dave in numeracy and I would often walk past the classroom and see Jake gesticulating about a quarter to and half past, as Dave moved the arms on the clock they had taken down from the wall in the staffroom.


‘It’s amazing,’ Jake told me. ‘It’s so totally foreign to him.’


I concentrated on Skinny Dave’s literacy and got to form a decent rapport with him. We joked about, but our relationship was always professional. I never called inmates by their nicknames like Browny or Grub or Skinny Dave. It was not the familiarity I was seeking, it makes you more vulnerable to grooming. I always called him David although I rightly assumed that David was not his birth name. One day at the end of a class when the other students had already left, I found out his African name was Dahiru. He said he had never told that to anyone in Australia and he didn’t want me to call him Dahiru in front of the class.


Another time, we had a writing class where I asked the students what they wanted to write and David said he wanted to write to his kid sister. She wrote letters to him in jail, but he didn’t have the writing skills to reply. He would get a fellow inmate to read them to him and later would bring the letters to class. He worked on the letter for over a week, editing and re-editing, and was so proud when it was finished. He was twenty-four years old and had just written his first ever letter!


He wrote to his sister reminding her to respect their mother, who had two children in school and one in jail. Her husband had been a casualty of the war in Sudan. David arrived in an Egyptian refugee camp as a six year old and who knows what he witnessed there over the next eight years of incarceration. He arrived in Australia as a fourteen year old with almost zero English. This made fitting in at high school rather difficult and he soon left, got into drugs and joined a street gang that had a penchant for armed robberies of banks and petrol stations. His letter outlined some of this history and also thanked his little sister for maintaining her contact with him.


After living through a war, years of internment as a child and life as a drug-fuelled gang member, Skinny Dave was a desensitised criminal when our paths first crossed but in the following weeks, I watched as he transformed from a disinclined student to a passionate one who found a haven from the rest of the jail life up in the education unit. He joked about and chided his fellow students about their limited English skills, spoke and wrote of his Muslim faith and continued his correspondence with his sister. He was unafraid now to ask questions like, ‘How do you spell “was”?’


A favourite amusement of the inmates in class was joking about their future hopes and criminal pasts. If a guy who was in for drug importation said, ‘When I get out, I’m going to open a restaurant’, the others would break out into laughter about how that restaurant would be a crossroads of drug trafficking. When quizzed about his future, Skinny Dave never had a plan. Having a plan seemed to be foreign to him. His part in the armed robberies was to point the shotgun in the victims’ faces and to look as intimidating as possible. He left the planning to the others. As long as he got his cut, he was happy. For a guy with almost zero numeracy skills, I wondered how he determined that.


One day in class, I asked him if he would be going back to his old bank job when he got out this time. The class erupted in laughter. Joking around with serious characters can be dangerous and I wasn’t sure how David would take this. But he enjoyed this gentle ribbing and, in a moment of naïve sincerity, he then told the class that he did have a goal for when he got out. He said he was quite good at basketball and that he’d like to play professionally in America, get on TV and get a Swedish girlfriend. He was not joking. He said it in all seriousness, even tilting his head upwards and to the side, as he contemplated his dream.


‘Yeah, that’d be cool,’ he grinned. ‘Man, have you ever seen them Swedish chicks? Whoa!’


He was now twenty-four, had never had any athletic training and was, as the Americans would say, a convicted felon. Not exactly the first pick in the NBL draft. We would have to do a lesson on realistic goal setting!


Things seemed to be going well for David but in jail, things have a way of rarely going well for long. One Friday, he didn’t show for class. That wasn’t too unusual. Sometimes, he was late or absent due to the Islamic practice of Friday afternoon prayers, so I didn’t think much of it. When I arrived at work the following Monday, I found out that he had been tipped for standover at buy-ups.


Every Thursday was buy-up day which is when grocery items, such as chocolates, tobacco and shampoo, arrive at the jail. The inmates pre-order from a list of approved goods which is paid for by working in the different industries in the jail, like the engineering/metal shop, the kitchen, the laundry. Standover is the practice of obtaining those buy-up goods from other weaker inmates or those who owe you something. Tobacco is highly sought after because it is the jail’s currency .


Skinny Dave, however, didn’t like to work but apparently, he didn’t mind a smoke and had a sweet tooth, so he decided to get his tobacco and chocolate by threatening other inmates. It came to the guards’ attention and that was the last straw. He was gone now. He had been regressed and sent to a higher security jail. The nature of the place is that you don’t often get to say goodbye to your students. I never saw or heard of Dahiru again.


Every vacancy at a jail is quickly filled up by the next happy customer and the work just kept on coming. One of the other jobs I had in jail was to sit in on classification meetings. Classification or classo is the rating system for the security level of an inmate. There were different levels within each of the maximum, medium and minimum-security levels and inmates progressed during their sentences. Where they came in and where they exited depended on the nature of their crime, the length of their sentence and their compliance with authority during their lagging (sentence). For example, a murderer would enter maximum with the least amount of privileges and very slowly progress through medium to minimum security and gain privileges, such as partial release to work or study, prior to being paroled.


A non-custodial officer, who is someone from the disciplines of education, welfare, drug & alcohol or psychology, was required in classification meetings, so an inmate couldn’t claim they were stitched up by the prison guards. Officially, we were seen as an impartial presence in the continual war between those in blue and those in green.


Progression is one possibility at classification. The other two possibilities are to remain the same or regression. Regression is a tricky affair, no-one likes to be regressed. Those who are regressed are usually bad guys, those that have been set up by bad guys, or junkies who just can’t say no to drugs.


Being regressed at classo was what led to the brutal death of Prison Officer Stan Jones at the hands of prisoner Patrick Cowan.


Needless to say, as a reaction to that tragic incident, policy, procedures and guidelines were thrashed out at subsequent meetings, fingers were pointed, commiserations were made and reactive government responses were tabled. What this meant in practice was that from that time onwards, two officers had to be present when any inmate was to be regressed at classo. The inmate now would be handcuffed before, during and after the classification meeting.


Big Sione, a student from my first week, was about to be regressed under such circumstances and I was rostered on to classo that day.


I made my way from the education unit toward the classification office. On the way, I had to pass by the foursquare-metre holding cell, where inmates were kept before being escorted to classification. They were taken off the yard and put in the holding cell until they were called upon. The equivalent of a waiting room in a doctor’s office. At the holding cell, an inmate called me over, ‘Chief, chief!’


He was complaining about not having had contact with his family and wanted me to help him. As he spoke, I looked behind him at the other inmates in the cell. There were six of them in total. It was only then that I realised one guy was taking a shit on the toilet in the corner of the cell. He was happily engaged in conversation with the inmate sitting directly opposite him. So close, they could just lean over and shake hands. So here you have a guy with his undies and trousers around his ankles sitting on a metal toilet chatting away to his mate, with three other guys sitting around looking glum and soaking up the fumes and one other guy standing up holding the bars of the cell as he complains about family access. And I’m the only one who seems to think it is a strange scene. A completely everyday thing to these guys. They are so used to deprivation of privacy. I tell the guy that I’ll see what I can do for him as I try my best to hold my breath and get upstairs asap.


‘Christ! Would a courtesy flush be too much to ask for?’ asks a senior female officer as she walked by the holding cell towards the exit.


I got upstairs just in time to sit down, when the door opened. Handcuffed and manacled, Big Sione was led into the classification office. There stood the big guy, his chin up high in defiance in contrast to his limp hands in chains in front of him, and with two even bigger guys in response group garb standing on either side just behind him. They led him to his chair and lay their hands on his shoulders to sit him down.


‘Hello, Sione,’ I said solemnly as he looked around the room. There were paintings on the walls by earlier inmates. The senior officer who was conducting the classification meeting sat at the head of the table with a pile of files in front of him.


Sione looked at me, giving a glimpse of recognition but said nothing. The senior officer sat bolt upright, pulled out some paperwork from Sione’s file, put on his reading glasses and said matter-of-factly, ‘The man who you assaulted and who, as a consequence of that assault, was in a coma, has now died. The charges against you will now be upgraded to murder. You are now to be regressed to Bathurst Correctional Centre, a maximumsecurity jail. Do you understand?’


The two response group guards carefully watched the prisoner’s reaction. Ready to pounce. There would be no repeat of the Jones incident.


The prisoner’s head was slightly bowed and his broad shoulders slumped. I watched the transformation as big, bad Sione suddenly lost his hard-dude façade and began sobbing uncontrollably. His enormous body was quaking up and down, as he sobbed. I felt awkward just sitting there. I didn’t know what to say or do. What do you say to a guy who just found out he killed a person? This wasn’t in my teacher training manual. I had no support to offer him and there were no tissues in the room to offer him either.


The response group guards said and did nothing, but you could sense their contempt for the prisoner. I was then surprised when the senior officer, who you would never describe as a friend of the crims, leant back and said, ‘Look, son, take a minute to pull yourself together before you go back out there,’ gesturing to the door. The officer understood the necessity of the prisoner not showing any sign of human frailty in front of other inmates.


Sione kept his head down and his face from view, as he continued sobbing. It was startling to see such an outward display of contrition in Sione, as he appeared to have little sympathy or regard for his victim before. Maybe it was the weighty realisation that he had killed a fellow human being. Or the fact that now he would spend such a long time of his young life in jail. But it soon transpired that none of these concerns were what was causing him to sob. Big Sione looked up with tears streaming down his face and to my total amazement, said to the senior prison officer, ‘But Bathurst, chief, it’s like hundreds of kilometres away, and ...’ He paused as he struggled to get the words out. ‘... and I will be so far away from my mum!’
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