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‘The Blood-Self': Reflections on Prison Writing
David Swann

This thesis analyses the development of an oridiadl of creative work written in response
to experiences gained during the 14-month perioenatwas employed by the Arts Council
of England as a Writer-in-Residence at HMP NottarghPrison (housing mainly lifers and
long-term inmates).

The creative work arose from a specific jail enmirent, described in the thesis as
being formed from an uneasy combination of punjtmanagerial, and rehabilitative
concepts. The thesis argues that the creative awds a direct debt to the ideas and
practises that confronted me while | was attemptiniguild literacy skills in the prison.
However, jail is stultifying for both teacher antddent — and, ultimately, the thesis goes on
to identify the additional, unexpected imaginatprempts that were necessary before the
creative work could cohere into a collection.

As well as offering analysis of the work’s slow &un, the thesis incorporates a
selection of 23 creative prices that emerged. Martiiese were collected, a decade after my
residency, as a hybrid of prose, poetry, and waoghegs, entitled’he Privilege of Rain
(Waterloo Press, 2010), shortlisted in 2011 forTked Hughes Award.

The creative work was fuelled by a growing desirpay witness to the ‘Prison
Works’ programme, which transformed the jail. Thesire was influenced by my journalistic
training, but the thesis describes how | begarnidoader poetry’s potential, and analyses a
transformation from reporter to poet. In tracing ttnansformation, the thesis considers ways
in which journalism and poetry differ from, andeesble, each other. Further, it considers the
beneficial ‘aura’ (Parini, 2009: 89) of writers wpooved influential in the transformation,
including Smith, Colburn, Parker, Liardet, RobisBwift, and Lawrence.

The thesis holds out a measure of hope. As weallstsissing poetry’s vital part in my
own ‘human flourishing’ (Hesmondhalgh, 2013: 17)ansiders the role that Creative
Writing may play in the rehabilitation of offendefarst-hand instances of rehabilitation, and
verbal evaluations of the efficacy of my resideramg combined with inmate writing to
suggest that is possible for individuals to develop imaginativehsathrough the jail’s
‘forest’. However, fear and inertia are identifi@sl two pressures upon the incarcerated
imagination. And the thesis argues that these presare connected to societal attitudes and
policies that are adding to, rather than diminighwur problems with crime.

Underlying the discussion are three main questi@i)siVhat pressures does jail exert
upon the imagination, and creative expressionY2at forces operated to create the specific
prison environment | encountered? (3) Can writiatphn the rehabilitation of offenders?



‘Fear of crime is closely related to fear of strarsy
— David Garland,
The Culture of Control: Crime and Social Order inrf@emporary Society. 153.

‘It is the hour of the stranger. Let the strangawrenter the soul.’
— D.H. Lawrence,
Fantasia of the Unconscioug. 105.

‘We the old, the young,
The sons of all tongues,
We, the strong, the wealk,
The sleepers, the wakeful,
We the poor, the rich,
Alike in misfortune,
The good, the bad,
Whatever we have been,
We men of many scars,
We the witnesses of those who died,
We, the defiant, we the despondent,
The innocent and the much accused,
Deeply tormented by long isolation,
Brother, we are searching, we are calling you!
Brother, do you hear me?’

— Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
Prayers from a Prison: Prayers and Poems20.
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Author’s declaration

|, David Swann, declare that the thesis entiflbd Blood Selfand the published book whose
evolution it discussed,he Privilege of Rainare both wholly my own work, and that they
were generated from my own original research.

| confirm that;

* This thesis was wholly completed while in candidatior a research degree at the
University of Chichester.

* No part of this thesis, or the published book, sn submitted for a degree or any
other qualification at this University or any othestitution.

* Where | have consulted the published work of othiéis is always clearly attributed.

* Inthe thesis, where | have quoted from the worktbérs, the source is always given.
With the exception of such quotations, the thesenitirely my own work. | have
acknowledged all main sources of help.

* An early version of Chapter Nine was publishedraaréicle in 2012. The article’s
title was ‘A Choir of Trees’: Discovering the ‘Vatof a Poetry Collection’. It was
published inPoetry and Voice: A Book of Essagsl. S.Norgate & E. Piddington
(Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publist206d2). An enhanced version
of the article forms Chapter Nine here. The artw#s based upon an informal talk
given at a conference in 2010, and intended afr#testep in my PhD, which began
that year.

» A section of Chapter Eight have been adapted fmak chapter titled'Mary
Robison’s Signs of Absence’. The chapter will featun Critical insights: Flash
Fiction, ed.S.D. Emmert &J. Cocchiarale (Amenia, NY: Grey House Publishing:
2017)

* None of the other work has been published, withetkeeption of creative pieces from
The Privilege of Rain: Time among the SherwoodansglandBeyond the Wall:
Words Set Free from Prispall used to illustrate wider points, and alwaitslauted.

* The total word-count of the thesis is 78,500 wondsluding all quotations and
references within the body of the text, but exahtgdihe final list of references (5,000
words). The thesis itself is 66,000 words in lendth additional 12,000 words are
extracted from my book3he Privilege of RaimandBeyond the Wallfrom which a
total of 23 creative pieces are included, at raleypaints, in the analysis). Of those
12,000 words, approximately 8,000 words are madef gpose, and 4,000 of poetry.

* A copy of The Privilege of Rainand a CD recording of the tape-recorded intergiew
that my brother conducted with inmates in 1997 irreckided with the submission.



Introduction

This thesis, submitted as a PhD-by-Publicationtaios extracts from my bookhe

Privilege of Rain: Time Among the Sherwood Outlésve: Waterloo Press, 2010), inter-
woven with critical reflections on the pressuresiuences and processes that coalesced to
create new prison literature. The thesis is rootady experiences as a writer-in-residence at
HMP Nottingham Prison from 1996-7, when | was cactied by the Arts of Council of
England to build literacy skills in male lifers almhg-term prisoners.

Initially, | worked in a dilapidated single-wingipon, built in the 19 Century at the
brow of a low moor in Sherwood. But this stagnaaxtkwater was soon to alter in dramatic
fashion, for | had crossed the prison’s threshola ame when the Government’s ‘Prison
Works’ programme was intensifying, and momentowsnges were afoot.

In reflecting upon my fourteen months in the jaitlahe decade afterwards when |
wrote about my experiences, the thesis explores whing can do for a prisoner, and what
prison does to a writer. It questions how imagiw&thought and moral rehabilitation can
hope to flourish under the punitive conditions aétdrian and ‘warehouse’ jails — and it
proposes that the suppositions underlying natipriabn policy often work against the aim of
provoking imaginative thought in prisoners.

The thesis addresses the violent light that jadvits upon conflicts and dangers
inherent within the writing of fiction and poetryand within the writer’s role in jail. What
moral responsibility do writers bear towards theiman subjects, and to the truth,
particularly when the subjects are marginalisedariderable, and when the truths may be
ugly? Is it possible to write the ‘real’, and if,aesing which tools? How many of the
following can a writer be, at the same time: pgmirnalist, teacher, witness, fiction writer,

rehabilitator?



Here, in the introduction, | will go on to presenthapter-by-chapter breakdown of
the thesis, and explain the structure of the thasid my methodology. But first there follow
a few preliminary thoughts on rehabilitation, tesue which was at core of my daily work
(since | was employed by the Arts Council to buitiekacy skills in the prison population).

| entered my residency believing that society’sestligll us more about the health of
our political and economic systems than centraitioos of privilege and power, and so |
carried a desire to find out more about the sthsmiodemocracy. What | found left me
fearful and depressed. The specific prison thatroated me was a Category ‘B’ institution
(housing ‘those inmates for whom escape must beemexy difficult’ [Leech, 1999]). HMP

Nottingham was described as:

another ageing Victorian jail... [holding] around tlWwandred prisoners including sixty lifers. It could
be fierce living. Some called it the Wild West, eth called it Beirut. Burn-outs, juggings and the
occasional stabbing kept the tension high (Jantk5:2317).

This description was written by Erwin James, onstudent in my class at HMP
Nottingham, and today a journalist making his liyas a free man. His rehabilitation is one
example of how writing may play some small but imgot role in facilitating ‘the return to
competence’ that Mathiesen (2006: 27) identifiethasunderlying meaning of rehabilitation.

For James, rehabilitation in HMP Nottingham wagdeired by an environment rife
with ‘cell fires, scaldings, self-mutilation, amthes, six suicides in two years’ (2003: 146) —
and where, more generally, throughout the prisovices there was ‘a record number of 83
self-inflicted deaths in prisons in England and ¥g¢a(James, 2016: 324) during 1997.

Having gained an education while serving life, Janvas a model prisoner by the
time he joined my class, where he was twice mistdievisiting writers for the Governor.
James describes jail as a place that ‘teems wipbrtynities’ (2003: 194), and where

education classes allowed him to overcome his gleugith Tressell’sSThe Ragged



Trousered PhilanthropisWhat's more, James speaks in favour of a clasnimanced
thinking skills’ (53), where he learned ‘confli@golution by negotiation; cooperation and
mutual advancement; logical problem-solving; cosserthrough discussion; cost-benefit
analysis’ (53). However, the lifer who later becaatg@uardianjournalist, quickly qualifies
his belief that ‘prison has the potential to beesaigne community service’ (43) when he
maintains that ‘how to survive... remains the primeoycern’ (118). He says: ‘Prison can

work, but not if the system is overloaded and undsourced’ (77), For James, the system is:

designed to disempower... It is when prisoners feat they are not being afforded respect as
people that the cynical prison culture — the celtof... the nonce-beaters — thrives (77).

As far as the concept of ‘rehabilitation’ goedyihk of it rather in the same way as
the poet Judith Tannenbaum, who taught for mangsyi@@merican prisons. When people
asked her whether her students had been changedibgtudies, Tannenbaum suspected
that ‘my questioners assumed that the purposeasirghpoetry in a place like San Quentin
was to transform men from criminals into producitézens’ (Tannenbaum & Jackson,
2010: 172). For Tannenbaum, it was only the prisbimaself who could enact the changes
required for rehabilitation. Her role was to ‘prdeia space in which... qualities of
compassion, intelligence, and joy... had room to #md grow’ (173). To that extent, she
shared her student, Spoon Jackson'’s, belief tHatlzabilitation is self-rehabilitation’ (172).
As Carol Bly says, ‘reading science and readirggdiiure... do not in themselves bring about
new insight and changes of heart’ (Bly, 1996: 2ER3ther, in Bly’s view, the literature must
be integrated into ‘the development of ethical comssness’ (211) through a process of
psychological development — and that is difficalachieve in jail, where there are so many
pressures on self-improvement.

By offering a connection to their better selvelselieve that literature and writing

have roles to play in allowing the offender to beedcapable of reflection, of seeing himself
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in the frame of reference of the surrounding urgee(Lorenz, 1967: 255) — the quality that
Lorenz sees as ‘the best definition of man’ (258greed with the poet Blake Morrison, in
his analysis of issues around the murder of Jara&geB that my approach contained the
potential for ‘liberal goo, moral relativism’ (Mason, 1997: 243). But | shared Morrison’s
suspicion of ‘a denial of shared humanity’ (243)¢d avent on admiring Ken Smith’s vision of
‘a decent society where vision and growth are conptaxe’ (Smith, 2004: 55).

Hence, | continued to be moved when | read aboatnaet, teachers who believed
that literature had a role to play in rehabilitatidohn Cheever, for instance. He went to work
in Sing-Sing jail after learning that 2,000 inmatesild count upon only six teachers
(Donaldson, 1988: 262). Later, when dying, Cheewete: ‘Literature has been the salvation
of the damned; literature has inspired and guidedrs, routed despair, and can perhaps...
save the world.” (Cheever, 1991: 393). Althoughalsvmoved by Cheever’s hope, | wasn't
harbouring a huge number of illusions about thegrant literature to save the world. In
Malcolm Braly’s memoirFalse Start1976), there’s a memorable moment when he scans a
list of prisoners who left San Quentin to becom#ess, and realises that all twenty have
since returned to jail. When it comes to prisomticen is usually advisable.

Still, I wanted to believe in ‘the possibility of growtlaes amongst the damned’
(1990b18), as the poet Ken Smith put it. Generally, | wesrested in rowing against what
Hoyle calls ‘the punitive tide’ (2010: 33), and wed to work towards the creation of a
society where an engagement with literature antingrhas the potential to create meaning
and dignity (rather as in Sapphire’s nolish(1997), where the abused, diseased
protagonist ultimately exclaims: ‘I think hoalive | am, every part of me’ [1997: 137] after
discovering the written word).

Without knowing the phrase at the time, | was ieséed in using literature to achieve

‘human flourishing’ (Hesmondhalgh, 2013: 17), defiras ‘well-being and a life with
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dignity’ (19) — a life which includes ‘social jusg’ (19), ‘a rich set of aesthetic experiences’

(19), and qualities identified by Nussbaum as fiilesto do or to besomething’ (65):

Senses, imagination, and thougBeing able to use the senses, to imagine, thinét,reason... being
able to use imagination and thought in connectigh experiencing and producing works and events
of one’s own choice... being able to use one’s mindiays protected by guarantees of freedom of
expression... (33).

These hopes and desires led me into a labyrintslillikprepared to face: not only the
physical world of the prison, but the creative mtwd confronted me later when | tried to
develop techniques and forms that would represgrgxperiences, and bind disparate
fragments into a coherent book.

If my own attempt to achieve ‘human flourishing’ sMaaught with difficulties, then
how much harder must it be a for an incarceratesiopeto keep his/her mind open so that
s/he can grow and change? In prison, where rastiscon freedom are manifold, there are
only a few places where an inmate can flouristrorg himself to life. One of these is the
prison-gym, where muscles are badges of pride ardings to predators, and where
physical exertion may give access to states of rtiiativerge on the mystical. Other men
flourish through their inter-actions with family gmison-visits, or the paths opened by
education-classes, the prison-library, or hoblies.some, there is also the act of
imagination made possible by writing and art (aghieents discussed in Chapter One when |
guote from inmates’ creative responses).

Otherwise, an inmate’s struggle to acquire cogaitimd emotional skills is likely to
be frustrated by many overwhelming obstacles. Hawitnessed these grave challenges at
first-hand, it felt wrong in this thesis to simaliscuss my own work and its gestation.
Instead, | have tried to balance analysis of myeamdurs against a more general account of

creativity under pressure — and to use the thedscus on problems facing an inmate who
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wants to use Creative Writing as part of the ‘netiar competence’ (Mathiesen, 2006: 27),
and to achieve ‘human flourishing’ (Hesmondhalddl.2 17).

The thesis includes extracts from the body of stteerk produced during my
residency, some of which appeared in an antholBgypnd the Wall: Words Set Free from
Prison (published in 1998, after my residency ended)sorde which appeared in books
later published by my students. Two of my studamntsMP Nottingham, Tom Shannon and
Erwin James, went on to publish books. Both wereisg life-sentences when | taught them,
S0 it’s a source of joy to see James living beywedwall, working as a professional writer —
and to know that Shannon gave his name to the Tiruestablished with the farmer
Christopher Morgan. The Shannon Trust was resplenfsibsetting up the literacy initiative,
‘Toe To Toe’ (discussed later), and an exchandettdrs between Shannon and Morgan was
published as the boolgvisible Crying TreeWriting by both Shannon and James is used in
the thesis to analyse the rehabilitative challdiageng prisoners in UK jails.

In total, the thesis contains nine chapters. Chapie (‘The Spiral: Prison and the
Failure of the Rehabilitative Imagination’) opensdescribing the unexpected discovery of a
cassette-tape featuring interviews with men whdaught in prison. After summarising the
inmates’ experience of Creative Writing during regidency, the chapter considers the role
that Creative Writing may play in the rehabilitatiof offenders who have been incarcerated
within a system that largely discourages initiaéwel creativity.

Chapter One summarises how | organised my workayg als a means of combating
fears about the prison environment and of maxirgisine educational impact that | hoped to
achieve. Teaching in jail, | encouraged studentsrtofor flow in their writing, through
attention and concentration — and to search fev ftotheir reading, too. As well as bringing
balance and peace, | told my students that readndd have an osmotic influence on their

writing — or, as the poet Terry Gifford once tolg omiversity students: ‘“The quality of your



13

reading will show itself in the quality of your wing’ (Gifford, 2005). Using fiction by
writers including Ernest Hemingway, | encouragedaners to discuss feeling and
perspective. Watching men wrestle in our eveniagshwvith the story, ‘Hills Like White
Elephants’ (in which a female is thwarted by a collihg male), | gained a sense that we
shared a common endeavour. By this, | mean thateve all — teacher and students alike —
using art to ‘deepen and refine our sense of wilraeans to be alive... to give birth to some
kind of insight, some kind of wisdom’ (Abbs, 20@¥). The men frowned as they analysed
the story’s relationships between landscape andhctea, and some grew frustrated by the
author’s gaps. ‘Why didn’'t Hemingway just say ‘afoam’?’ one of them asked, irritated —
and afterwards there was an uncomfortable silameéhich | thought we were reflecting
upon our own evasions and denials.

Workshops like this yielded unmeasurable outcoiyetsgo on resonating in my
memory for the sense that students were leathirmyghwriting — as well as learning
write. It's a distinction made by Abbs when he camgs educational philosophies that
privilege ‘a general learning process related tosycpological development’ (2003: 49) to
those that favour ‘the transmission of skills —adlivhich are seen as measurable, all of
which are deemed to be transferable to other t6K3. | don’t want to argue against
measurementser se— since numerical instruments may be very usehdmassessing levels
of illiteracy and dyslexia, etc. However, | shareb&’s suspicion of philosophies that seek to
apply numbers to the complexities of the human.soul

In Chapter Two (‘The Black Flower — The Impact‘Bfison Works upon ‘Human
Flourishing’), the focus of the thesis shifts t@esific imaginative strategies that may allow
prisoners to survive the jail's fear and inertiag @approach the challenge of rehabilitation.
The chapter describes how HMP Nottingham startedhémge in response to political ideas,

including the ‘Prison Works’ programme. As an irgiee re-building programme
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transformed the Victorian institution, a concepthad ‘warehouse’ jail took hold, creating a
new set of challenges for the imagination, andHerrehabilitation of offenders. Here, | will
summarise salient aspects of the ‘Prison Worksjramme, in order to supply an immediate

sense of important pressures during my residencgssence, ‘Prison Works’ was:

... a 27-point programme to toughen up the criminslige system... including restrictions on bail and
cautioning, the building of six new private prispasmpulsory tests of prisoners for drugs, and new
rules to make community service more punitive (Cva & Dignan, 2006: 67).

‘Prison Works' is described by Wilson & Ashton aphilosophy... borrowed from the US,
where its most influential advocate is Charles Myr{2001: 16), in whose ‘influential and
simplistic analysis, crime is in effect controlleg the threat of imprisonment’ (16). Murray’s
belief in ‘the principles of retributive justiceMurray, 2005: 20) led him to reject justice as
‘successful therapy’ (21) and concentrate on ‘flesterts’ (21), an interesting noun, given the
nature of the environments he helped to createrdwadds that ‘being a retributivist does
not mean you must give up on rehabilitation’ (2t that ‘the purpose of a sentence is
punishment’ (21). Those punishments were simpliirethe UK by the Criminal Justice Act,
which allocated a standard sentence-tariff to gecticular crime, ‘no matter what the
circumstances or the background of the offend&@gaé¢f, 1993: 191).

Cavadino & Dignan (2006) report that Howard’s ‘mefg’ had the effect of lifting the
prison population from 40,600 in December, 19985800 in 1998, ‘a spectacular 61%’
rise from the December, 1992, figure’ (2006: 6&nd up again to 88,179 on 2 December
2011 (Berman, 2012). The explosion in numbers wasatively new phenomenon when |
worked at HMP Nottingham, but the increase hasicoatl in the years since, at great public
cost. ‘The average cost of imprisonment is £41 §80year’, according to Podmore (2012:
195) — and yet ‘58% of all adults... re-offend witlvmo years’ (Ramsbotham, 2003: 145).
It's easy to despair at this bewildering waste @ptial and money. Yet, when | reflect upon

my residency, | remember a few isolated seeds pé hall connected, in various ways, with
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the notion of rehabilitation — and the thesis’stcaiconcern is with those seeds. Above all, it
seeks to identify the benefits that Creative Wgtmay bring to the lives of offenders who
are actively seeking rehabilitation.

| feel it important to note here that, although jdakl encountered was daunting for
its inertia, and frightening in its architectureddnlklore, it was more than a monolith of
inhumanity driven by a single ideological aim. R&dirits violence and fear, HMP Nottingham
was, too, a workplace employing some constructieentvers of staff, doing their best against
all odds to create a healthier environment. Thotughed not only teachers and librarians, but
the Governor, a likeable and enlightened man isteckin ‘human flourishing’, and several
empathetic prison-officers. Erwin James mentioashers in HMP Nottingham ‘who gave
us hope’ (2016: 317) and guards ‘who tried to makafer whenever they could’ (317).
Nominally referred to as a ‘training’ prison, HMPottingham also contained a gym and a
sports-field, and some sheds where staff trainsspers in electronics and woodwork.

Having suggested potential paths towards rehatiilitaand remarked upon some
positive elements, | must emphasise that all creatctivities were hemmed in by routines
and restrictions, and by the mind-numbing boredaoh\aolence that permeate most UK
jails. If he is to survive, the prisoner must foausthe here-and-now, and is likely to view
the imagination as a distraction or threat. Heflaanan flourishing’ is so rare that it seems
miraculous when one has the privilege to see it.

The pressures on rehabilitation increased as niyamsy progressed. Although |
began my job in a decaying Victorian structure, @@vernment’s emphasis on incarceration
over rehabilitation ensured that two brand new wirgge with dizzying speeli.was on
these new wings where | first heard men complaibenfig ‘warehoused’, after spending 23
hours in their cells, and where | sensed the paeseha new kind of prison. This new prison

was difficult to make out within the labyrinth oferlapping visions of what a jail should be,
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and how it ought to relate to the society thaerves and protects. Glimpsed through the vell
of Government rhetoric, it was a prison governeddews that privileged storage over
transformation. Industrial factories had lent thregtaphors to concepts of rehabilitation, but
the metaphors of this new jail were drawn fromgbst-industrial warehouse. Rather than
seeing inmates as a raw-material that could be aeouthe new philosophy conceived
prisoners as volatile substances that must bedssmgarately, to prevent contamination.

By the time | entered the second half of my resigethe jail’s population had almost
tripled, and the few open spaces were vanishingreeess that involved the destruction of
the jail's swimming-pool and the uprooting of mosits trees. Hemmed in now by
Government policies and by dwindling living-spattes inmates faced new pressures arising
from the ‘Prison Works’ philosophy and by the cqgricef the ‘warehouse’ jall.

Chapter Three (‘The Legend on the License: FirgeApts at Poetry and Nonfiction
Narrative’) considers the imaginative turn thatuwced when | realised that the
transformation of the jail had placed me in the ol a witness, and that a creative response
was increasingly necessary. Here, the thesis eeplbie influence of my journalistic training,
and its role in attempts to write as a ‘witnesd@ithe jail and its transformation. | analyse
how engagement with contemporary literature infainmg attempts to bring ‘news’ from
prison’s closed world. This chapter contains analgé Capote’s ‘nonfiction novel’ (Tynan,
1966: 131)Jn Cold Blood as a means of assessing literary experimentsubatact and
fiction. In addition, | describe the two-prongeddss-training’ (Colburn and Petersen, 2010)
between journalism and poetry that under-scoreadmgtive response.

| entered jail as a teacher who was shedding bim@istic skin. But | don’t think it's
an exaggeration to say that the jail turned meanpoet — and part of the thesis’s aim is to
analyse that transformation. As such, the middegptdrs of the thesis explore common-

ground between literature and journalism — as aglvays in which the disciplines differ.
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The transformation from journalist to poet was lamgl twisting — and Chapter Three
explores a determination to observe what John Meraked ‘the legend on the license’
(Fisher Fishkin, 1988: 209), i.e. to stay truelte tactual imperative promised by the labels
‘reportage’ and ‘journalism’ — and to resist anynfgations towards invented detail.

In Chapter Four (“Life after Life’: The Influencef Tony Parker’) and Chapter Six
(“The Great Mask Project’: The Influence of Ken @Bm), the emphasis falls on the work of
Tony Parker and Ken Smith, writers who fed andleingled my work. Here, | combine
textual analysis with consideration of the firsspn-poems and -prose | wrote, partly in
response to Parker and Smith’s influence.

For me, the question of influence is described raffsttively by Jay Parini, who
says that ‘the influence of the precursor is sudtié almost invisible... Poets find a source of
energy in a prior body of work and attach themsetedt: not unlike cables to a battery’
(2009: 89). Parini borrows the term *aura’ from YéalBenjamin to explain: ‘often there is
no specific poem from which a new poem arisesgratihe poet’'s aura... against which the
new poet struggles to superimpose a competing &893  The thesis follows Parini in
arguing that influence works in the aggregate agergrconnect in osmotic fashion with the
‘aura’ (89) of inspiring creative practitionerdndpe to demonstrate that a ‘flow’ of
sometimes puzzling and frustrating creativity beesmossible when a person’s ‘attention is
completely absorbed’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002: 58 plholistic process of reading and
writing. This is what I tried to teach my studeimtghe jail: to read and write simply for the
sake of reading and writing.

| wish to avoid any suggestion that inspiratioexit$ are merely instruments which
contribute to the ultimate goal of the writer’'s Womstead, | see a continuum between
reading and writing that does not necessarily gssaay in-built linear logic or ‘progress’.

To my mind, reading is most useful when the wnitaadler has gone beyond notions of
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‘usefulness’, and is deep in the trance of reafung as early drafts usually issue from a
creative trance that has no object other thandtopg itself). On occasions, a specific type of
readingcanproduce a specific type of writing, in studentsovane hard-wiring basic
techniques. But, generally, | agree with Francines® (2007) that the writer absorbs his/her
influences osmotically. Not only that, but the wevk produce influences our choice of
future reading, so it's perfectly possible to lagton the end of creativity as not more
writing, but more reading — although that statemeself, is probably equally reductive,
since it separates a holistic activity into sepafsrts.

The first of the thesis’s chapters on ‘influencedkas a link to my ‘cross-training’ in
poetry and journalism, particularly when discusslogy Parker’s interview techniques and
writing procedures. Here, | describe my interviewth prisoners who lacked literacy skills.
The interviews were a means of both familiarisimgates with the written word and of
encouraging my own sense of usefulness. | disoosome of these interviews evolved into
a written piece called ‘Jamaican Childhood’, whiehtured inBeyond the Walla collection
of inmates’ writing that | edited after leaving nop. The process behind these interviews is
compared to research into ‘life narratives’ by May{2001) and McAdams (1993), whose
concern with ‘meaning, unity, and purpose’ (McAdai@93: 6) is deeply connected to
storytelling and its role in rehabilitation.

The chapter on Ken Smith explores his deploymentiok, fragmentation, and
dramatic monologues. It shows how | took energynf@mith’s ‘aura’ to investigate the sort
of trapped wanderers who attracted him. In thegsscl analyse the drafting of several
poems written about, and from the perspective gofpte on the margins of society.

Smith worked as the UK'’s first official writer-iresidence at HMP Wormwood
Scrubs, from 1985-87. His underlying belief wad thaetry by its very nature is subversive

of established order, which only deadens’ (2004: Bbis view echoes Viktor Shklovsky’'s
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argument that a ‘peculiar displacement’ (1990:l&d9omes possible when art resists
‘atomisation’ (5) of perception and creativity —-dsaims, instead, to make ‘a stone feel
stoney’ (6), or to achieve ‘a ‘vision'... rather tharere ‘recognition” (10). In starting from a
similar belief in literature’s power to de-familise, Smith hoped to use writing as a vehicle
not only for self-knowledge but as the means towdmdllding a better prison and society.
Several critics have expressed suspicion of Smitejdoyment of jail, and jail-
voices, particularly for the dangers he ran of ‘@omal tourism’ (Barry, 2000: 101) and of
becoming an ‘ambulance chaser’ (Kennedy, 1996:.224) whatever the perils of his
fascinations, Smith insisted upon his aims as Gagandist’ (2004: 55). He said: ‘| want
others to see, | want loneliness to end, and waletant society where vision and growth are
commonplace’ (55) — an aim that continues to irespie whenever | consider Smith’s legacy
and the role he played in my creative responseisom. The challenge, | felt, was to go on
working in the manner of Smith, who maintained ethpdor the men’s plights while
continuing to appraise their deeds with a clear ég#, Smith said, ‘is an evil place’ (1988:

344), home to men like those described in ‘Bodies’:

Some whose eyes | don't meet,

hands | don’t shake, one that cut

NF in a man’s back and left him

choke on his testicles, the knife

still in him and ran with the video (Smith, 20024).

| shared the misgivings expressed in these limesagreed with the writer Richard Shelton,
who worked as a prison teacher in the USA: ‘Somehoan deal with people who have
committed hideous crimes, but not with those wragltabout them’ (2007: 118). It's an
insight that came home to me one evening duringcéetion when | joined two giggling
young men who had been convicted of ram-raidinghHin prison-hooch, they joshed about

their crimes. But there was also an older manenctl, and his silence was eloquent.
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Although his crime had been much worse than radlinrgj his reticence impressed me, since
it isn't easy to resist peer-pressure in jail.

| thought of the silent man, later, at a Tate Modé@deo-installation by Gillian
Wearing. In the 36-minut€onfess All On Video. Don’'t Worry You Will Be irsQuise.
Intrigued? Call Gillian Version }lparticipants confessed to wrongs while protected by
masks. The participants who moved me were thosesevages welled with sorrow when
describing minor acts. But, in some cases, the gigasned when describing nasty
behaviour, and then the confessions became baasfthe masks had revealed identities
rather than disguising them. Those gleaming eyearbe a preoccupation. | wanted to
believe that literature had the power to do moamtsimply pass on techniques and improve
language skills. | wanted to believe it could alslease offenders from patterns of cruelty,

and foster the capacity for empathy, or what Hureplwalls:

... feeling simultaneously with others: not just irimagg at one remove another person’s state of mind
but experiencing that very feeling in one’s ownsgoer right now’ (1993: 57).

Chapter Five (‘A ‘Cross-Training’: Working as Botoet and Journalist’) extends my
investigation into my ‘cross-training’ by traciniget development of the dramatic monologue
as a creative response to prison. By allowing mahabit new perspectives, the monologue
granted imaginative freedom, but this caused coorfiuss well as excitement, since | felt that
prose-works were constrained by Hersey’s ‘legentherlicense’ (defined on p. 17). Put
simply, it felt to me that the prose-pieces muay $tue to the facts that are expected of
‘journalism’ and ‘reportage’, whereas my poems felisteriously open to experiments with
invention and viewpoint. In seeking to explain tbasmtradiction, | draw specifically upon the
example of Don Colburn, another writer who campdetry out of journalism, and benefited

from a ‘cross training’ (Colburn and Petersen, 20&®oth disciplines.
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Parker, Smith, and Colburn helped to release myima&ion, and, in Chapters Seven
and Eight, | show how my influences coalesced and# bn their own life, helped by the
influence of writers including Mary Robison and d&wift. Here, | use case-studies of
individual pieces to demonstrate how my imaginatesponded to prison. Chapter Seven
focuses on the evolution of the poetry, Chapteh&an the prose.

In the thesis’s final section, Chapter Nine, | gsalhow | eventually assembléte
Privilege of Rainfortified by the influence of D.H. Lawrence anahlLiardet, and discuss
certain principles that guided me. In additionislcdiss the artist/writer dialogue that brought
the book to completion, and explore living linkatlleveloped in my imagination,
particularly between jail and wilderness.

Translating acts of witness into writing provedstmatingly difficult. At first, | was
simply exhausted by jail, and later | became lost creative maze. As | explain in the final
chapter, it was mind-opening encounters with wihdss and with the work of D.H.
Lawrence that eventually helped me to discoverslib&tween the disparate individual pieces
— and to shine a light into the jail’'s dark corn@rgen though | knew the light would be frail,
and seen by few). These wilderness-encounterstineanly home that Lawrence ever
owned were the catalysts that allowed me to assethblpieces into a collection bound by
the metaphor of Sherwood and its trees — and, alély, led to the book being published in
2010 by Waterloo Press @ke Privilege of Rain: Time among the Sherwood &l

The collection itself features a rather unusualtor of poetry and prose,
accompanied by wood-cuts by the artist Clare Duhmthe sense that it mixes poetry and
prose-memoir, I'd identifffhe Sunset Maker: Poems/Stories/A Mer(i®87) by Donald
Justice as a text belonging to a similar fieldtfessubtitle suggests). Justice’s poems are
written in both given-forms and free-verse, andlibek accommodates both poetry and

memoir. | gained additional encouragement flamAcre of Barren Ground novel by the
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former prison-tutor Jeremy Gavron, which makes taybse of fiction, the graphic novel,
journalism, history, and poetry to capture the glity of its setting, Brick Lane in London.

Before going any further, | will provide a senselw# eventual shape ©he Privilege
of Rainso that the thesis rests on strong, clear foundastiStructurally, the collection is split
into three sections, each bearing sub-headinged’S&ap’, and ‘Stump’) drawn from the
lives of trees. The three sections are arrangeshologically, taking me from my first day in
the jail to my last. So much for the ‘forest’. Aw the individual trees, they are made up of
several species. The prose consists of creativdiaiton, mainly reportage and what |
regard as ‘non-fiction narratives’ (Conover intewed in Boynton, 2005: 7), a term
discussed later in the thesis. The poetry considtge verse and given-forms, including
villanelles, sonnets, ballads, and hybrids.

When it came to ‘planting’ the trees, | distributbém throughout the ‘forest’, aiming
for variety and tension in form and subject mattégnce, | counterpointed autobiographical
pieces against those that concerned the livessners. Elsewhere, objective third-person
reportage was challenged and/or echoed by monddoguieed by first-person personae.
Additionally, after watching ducklings and foxestire prison-yard, | incorporated ‘the more-
than-human world’ (Dunkerley, 2012: 217), in areatpt to speak ‘in some measure to the
condition of muskrats and skunk-cabbages, as well men’, as Thoreau put it (1961: 23).
Ultimately, my aim was to create ‘a choir of tree€. a compendium of voices and
perspectives from within and outside the jail.

Finally, | collaborated with the artist Clare Dunf@s discussed in Chapter Nine) to
arrange her wood-cuts. Accordingly, it became rneanrgsto chop down, or dig up and re-
plant several poems and prose-pieces. The collab®rocess was fascinating and
absorbing, and helped me to locate lines of gratigy would otherwise have eluded me.

Consequently, the individual trees grew into agoreand, although (or maybecausgits



23

cross-generic nature made it difficult to categaribe publication was shortlisted for the Ted
Hughes Award for New Work in Poetry, a prize tretagnises experimental work.

This outline of the book’s structure is as skelath tree in winter — and describes
little of how the seed came to reach its territanyfight through stones to gain the light.
Hence, there now follows a note about my persomalpofessional circumstances when
starting the job, so that the work’s personal fatrah is immediately clear.

Before working in jail, I'd been employed mainly agournalist, and had hardly any
serious experience of writing poetry. | had regegtined an MA in Creative Writing,
specialising in fiction, and had listened carefulliyen the MA group discussed drafts of
poems. But | never imagined I'd wriganythingabout jail, let alone poetry. If | had a calling,
it was to teach. Newly installed as a writing tutovas seized by the heat and passion of that
role, and by my desire to do something useful afars of hack-work.

My working-life in journalism began in 1979 whewés employed as a part-time
sports reporter forhe Accrington Observea, job | pursued at weekends and during the two
summers while studying A’ Levels. In 1981, | becaatell-time cub-reporter on the same
newspaper, covering current affairs (includingltteal magistrates’ court, where | gained my
first, fascinated glimpse of the criminal justigestem). | left the job in 1984 to take a BA in
Film & Literature at Warwick University, and lateiorked as a tutor in Media Studies (1988-
91), focusing on film and newspapers. However,nalism drew me back, and | spent the
early 1990s as a freelance journalist, editor angept-manager on trade and in-flight
magazines in the Netherlands (1991-94), and ohdhdon newspapei,onight(1995-6).
Between those last two jobs, | made a life-chandegjsion to move back from Amsterdam
and take the MA in Creative Writing at Lancasteivdrsity (1994-5). After graduation, |
was offered a position there as a part-time tutothe undergraduate programme in Creative

Writing (1995-7), my first experience of teachimg tdiscipline. Hence, between 1995 and
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1997, | shuttled on trains between London, Lancastd Nottingham, patching together a
freelance life from an awkward mixture of teachargl journalism, in several towns and
institutions. Normally | spent the middle of theekean Nottingham, arriving on Tuesday and
leaving again on either Thursday or Friday. On otlags, | was either teaching in Lancaster
or working in a London newsroom.

The residency’s first six months were a test. A agstruggling to acclimatise to
prison, and to balance my residency against ottes, j| was too poor to afford pleasant
lodgings, since travel and rent demanded most ofasi. Consequently, | often found
myself exhausted and on edge. | had not realiseddaok my path would prove. When | first
expressed an interest in prison, my MA tutor, tbetavid Craig, asked why | thought jail
gripped the collective imagination. While he shamegdbewilderment at the Government’s
attitude to incarceration, he argued that the nurabmen in jail amounted to only a tiny
fraction of the general population. My answer thes that it was maybe the tiny nature of
this fraction that created the interest. With s@ people in jail, and all of them hidden, there
was a vacuum that the imagination longed to fill.

Lately, I've come to doubt my answer, since thetfoam of criminals isn’'t as small as
I'd suspected. According to Roger Graef, ‘one ire¢hBritish males is convicted of a non-
motoring criminal offence by the time he is 30’ B9 1). Not all these men go to jail, of
course — but plentgio. Indeed, there are more lifers in UK and Wales@ns ‘than in the
whole of Western Europe added together’ (RamsbatRae3: 221).

Despite the UK'’s fixation on serious crime, itdgare mainly home to a revolving
cast of short-term prisoners, almost a third of mtserve ‘less than four years’ (Podmore,
2012: 61). Between October and December, 2010822)soners left our jails and 28,000

replaced them (Podmore, 2012: 61). To picture tussider Podmore’s astonishing
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observation that ‘at any one time some 160,00@ ot a year will have a parent in prison.
More children are affected by prison than divor@s0).

It's not only the children who are affected, of ceej but the inmate’s partners and
parents, their relatives and friends. Not to menttbe partners and parents of the prisoner’s
victims. For every prisoner, there is a vast wemuilsible suffering beyond. Often in
disbelief, | have contemplated the statistics gatthéor this thesis, and tried to balance my
despair against a frail, residual faith that bocdes save lives. This faith was tested by prison,
and by the punitive impact of the ‘Prison Worksirgaaign, as | will explain later.

| want to emphasise that this is a thesis writtga loreative writer, not a critic or a
literary theorist. Richard Ford reminds us of Edoédief that ‘what we can’t theorize about,
we must narrate’ (Ford, 2011: xi), and that we duglgo after ‘the grainy, interesting,
unexpected bits’ (xi) that theory struggles to ascéike Ford, | chose grainy narration. But
when | consider my attitude towards literary thedmgmember the crooked, hectoring father
in Bellow’s story, ‘The Silver Dish’: ‘Pop wantedmelation to theory, and yet he was
always pointing Woody towards a position’ (1985721 iterary theory may not help when
writing poems, yet our poetry is likely to be fofithe stuff, whether we like it or not.

Throughout, | have tried to remember ‘the main gdalcademic life: to enhance
knowledge by providing a rigorous examination dficlt issues’ (Hesmondhalgh, 2013: 5),
particularly when those issues connect with Creaififriting. In summary, this thesis offers a
‘poet’s criticism’. Caplan highlights ‘academic @iions between ‘creative’ and ‘scholarly’
work, which inspires [sic] members of the same @ssion to write very different literary
histories’ (2005: 90). One result, he says, isaet|s criticism’ (90), obeying an ‘almost
wholly different set of professional standards aadventions’ (90). He describes these
forces as antagonistic, but I teach in a departm@miaining writers, critics, and theorists,

and have been offered generous assistance, ingltdiorial support on Foucault. Hence,
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this ‘poet’s criticism’ does not denigrate othepegaches. Instead, the thesis simply follows
the principles that guide my daily duties as aavntvho is employed to guide others through
the many stages involved in creative work. Altholiglave found the theoretical input
interesting, it would be dishonest to suggest Buoatcault's work (for example) affected my
poetry. Rather, it has stimulated me retrospegtivalwhat follows, | have tried not to
‘improve’ my process by applying ideas that plapedole.

| haven't justified or evaluated the creative wdRather, | have described pressures
that blocked and fed me. In analysing ‘procesw/a$ wary, since | had spent a decade
writing the book, and there is danger in obsesstt®spection, especially when its object is
as unpleasant as jail. Similarly, there are probklanth metaphors used to describe drafting.
Like the word ‘process’, terms such as ‘evolutisnggest planning and forward direction,
and thus fail to convey the full complexity of afties that may include ‘unplanned,
fortuitous and seemingly unsystematic’ elementsgelig 2010: 88). Harper reminds us that
‘process is defined as “progress, course”, “a safeactions or steps towards achieving a
particular end” ‘(62), and argues that the wordsfeo describe the combinations of instinct
and intelligence that are demanded of a writeitebud of ‘process’, he opts instead for terms
such as ‘acts and actions and activities’ (60) ciwhare not always linear in direction’ (64).

| was similarly mindful of questions that Harpekssbout a writer’s description of
her ‘process’: ‘Is this how she works, or how simel$ it best to imagine her working, or how
she chooses to present her working?’ (36). | hawedfor the first of these — while trying
not to be ‘neat’ in my retrospection, i.e. of imiply that the book was inevitable and all its
processes explicable. Etymologically, the word ‘teyg means to ‘close the mouth’ (Hyde,
1999: 280), and writers do well to remember thiwdiscussing their output. That said, it
can be equally narcissistic to treat one’s work aacred mystery, so | have done my best to

steer a course between two extremes.
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Nearly two decades after the residency ended, iangbars after the publication of
The Privilege of Rai(2010), | am still searching to understand manylingfprison
experiences. Hence, while working on this thessgtimyself two challenges. The first was
not simply to reproduce my experiences, but tddrynderstand them. If it was to engage
me, | knew the thesis must teach new things rdttar simply recapitulating old discoveries.
Accordingly, the thesis forms an attempt to idgntife forces that coalesced to create the
prison environment. Without offering this retrosfnee dimension, | believe the thesis would
fail to adequately explain the roots of my creatnak, and lack any real sense of the
challenges faced by my students in jail. The otirallenge was to describe creative
strategies and working methods that helped mevmate the maze. By describing these, |
hope to spark lines of thought that fortify and@mage those facing similar challenges.

My aim is also to demonstrate how the work represenginal research, particularly
by synthesising my training in journalism with arolying commitment to poetry — and by
ultimately taking unusual shape as a fusion of enose, and art.

Methodologically, the thesis moves back and fogtwieen analysis of my creative
work and the influence of writers, thinkers, antisés. Contextual material has been inserted
to demonstrate that | neweorked in a void (even though the jail often felkelione). Some
contextual work takes the form of documents oraets from books on sociology,
criminology, anthropology, etc. Some is anecd&#abther points, given that this is a PhD-
by-Publication, | quote extracts froiie Privilege of Raiand from an anthology of
prisoners’ writing that | edited. The first half thfe thesis contains a smaller sample of this
published work than the second. | chose this dasigmitate my book’s evolution, which
did not get going until six months after the resickebegan, and then flickered periodically,

until finally accelerating two years befof@e Privilege of Raimvas published.
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Whereas a PhD-by-Publication usually consists tliphed work, accompanied by a
20,000-word paper, | have chosen to insert pubdisterk into a longer critical paper,
totalling approximately 78,000 words (including ttreative segments). | saw this non-
conventional format as a necessary step in my oggattempts to reflect upon the prison and
its pressures. For an inmate, those pressurematense. Yet the writing by prisoners in my
class, and their skill and tenacity in producingie reminders of what becomes possible
when one operates on the poet Ken Smith’s prindpé the men | worked with were
seeking help in figuring out who they were, theimes, how they came here’ (1990b: 8). If
it is chosen as a path, this task of ‘figuring osiffikely to be a long and arduous. In his study
of primal human forces, Lajos Egri describes huatidin as ‘universal and timeless’ (Egri,
1993: 23). ‘We never forget unkindness, embarrassmeglect or cruelty,” says Egri (23) —
and there is much unforgettable material in thedief the violent offender and his victims.

As well as withstanding the assaults of the paptjssoner must deal with the brutal
fact of the current moment, where forces of ‘detrmii and ‘attrition’ (Braly, 1968: 190)
deny ‘the present, the time of his own life’ (BraBi4). The writer James Campbell, who
chose to live for a time in HMP Lewes, observed thase frustrations can lead to four
varieties of violence: ‘take it out on a screw,amother prisoner, on himself, or on the cell,
which is like a second self’ (Campbell, 28: 28)v&i the nature of these pressures, | am
grateful to, and still impressed by, the inmate®&hcepted the creative challenges | set
them. This thesis is dedicated to my studentsarjdh, and to the teachers, librarians, and
other staff-members who helped, consoled, andredpne.

The title of the thesis was supplied by D.H. Laveesrand is intended to echo the title
of Tim Liardet’s prison-booKThe Blood Choiras a means of acknowledging two of the
many influences that fortified and encouraged md,upplied the collective ‘aura’ that lit

my path.
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Chapter One:

‘The Spiral’: Prison and the Failure of the Rehabiltative Imagination

In this chapter, using the contents of a cassafie-that belatedly came into my possession, |
set out benefits that Creative Writing may bringtprisoner — and identify risks that may
confront an incarcerated person who attempts ta bpgher imagination. | also consider the
wider context within which | worked, and descrilmanditions and policies that made
rehabilitation difficult, using insights by Podmofamsbotham, Mathiesen, and Foucault to
point up the scope of the challenge. Where relevatgscribe how | organised my time in
the jail, and refer to writing exercises designeéncourage imaginative expansion.

Throughout this chapter, the governing image isgpeal’, which | have borrowed
from Mathiesen (2006: 49) to capture not only tbhedmless, self-generating nature of much
criminal activity — but also the vertigo and haed fascination that | experienced while
working in jail and, later, when considering attié$ towards incarceration.

The analysis of the benefits and risks of teackreative Writing in jail is rooted in a
cassette-tape posted to me in April, 2015. Recooteahn unspecified date in 1997, the tape
had been made by my brother, who visited the gaihike a feature about Creative Writing,
as part of his studies for a BBC training coursevé\ broadcast, the tape had lain neglected
ever since, an analogue throwback that my brotberlacked the technology to play. Hence,
| was the first person in almost two decades to ie@ontents.

There they were again, the men | had taught: niitleeon, their voices as fresh as
when captured on tape. The experience of finathghing to the interviews was like
receiving long-delayed feedback on the generalevafuwriting in prison, and of the efficacy
of my specific residency. | was impressed agaithieyarticulacy of the men, and moved
when language broke down, as it did when one intiatas lip as he came to the final line

of his poem about an absent father, or when ansthgggled to describe his belief in the
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value of self-expression. The question mattered,oould hear that in the delay. Faith in the
power of language required him to formulate theagmswvith great precision.

Dead-time they call it on the radio when language failsyd ghere is plenty of that in
prison. But the man’s pause allowed me time tolcatg breath while | adjusted to the shock
of hearing the voices that had echoed in my imdigina

It came at last, the man’s avowal of creativitye tredo that had sustained him.
Writing, he said, was ‘the social act of a confipeason’ (Swann, S. 1997 — the references in
this chapter are from the same source, unlesbuatied to others). The prisoner said he had
‘never understood the concept of creativity’ uhtg words begin to ‘expand and grow’: ‘the
most wonderful feeling of being alive and actualtgating something’.

| hit rewind on the tape, and played back his seememembering how our classes
had pivoted around such moments, as some yeamirkpdbwledge or transformation
became apparent. Of course, there were bad dayartdardinary ones, just as in any job...
except this wasn't quite like anything I've donddye or since — and | still sometimes catch
myself wondering whetherdid once walk, unsupervised, around a high-securigopr with
more freedom than any other job has allowed m#hdhrespect, my brother’s tape was
reassuring. Ihad all happened. What, though? And how exactly digdnd my days?
Perhaps it would be helpful if | pressed pause feeficscussing the tape at greater length —
and provided a concrete sense of my duties indihe |

Being employed by the Arts Council of England, ¢ilm immediate boss — simply an
attachment to the jail’s Education Department/fiset-sourced to a distant F.E. College.
Those were also early days for the Writers-in-RriSietwork, which was starting to work
with the Arts Council to oversee jail residencidence, my training consisted of an away-
day and a chance to sit in on a few hair-raisingcation classes. Afterwards, | was given

two keys that opened any door in the jail (exchptriew staff-room), and sent off, with
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encouragement to reach out to the lonely and vabier There was no structure or path,
except that | should spend two or three days a wetHe prison, and however much time
was necessary reading my students’ work and pregpsessons.

Operating outside the Education Department, aretlffeom the classroom and a
syllabus, | knew I'd need to establish a personahection with my students. Ultimately,
this became my favourite aspect of the job, butha first day | stared at the suicide-netting,
and imagined myself falling. Frightened, | wandelatings and yards, trying to work out
what to do, where to go. Sometimes banged-up mamed me, or threw nasty-looking
missiles from windows. And, in the first real te$tnerve, an inmate demanded | hand over
my leather jacket, which I'd borrowed from a frieragpparently to look imposing.

On that first morning, | experienced the ‘Four Boss of the Mind — fear, confusion,
hesitation, and surprise’ (Gonzales, 2004: 28Q)ltharence Gonzales says the Korean
martial art Kum Do teaches its practitioners toquash (by developing an ability to ‘watch,
clear and calm, and then act decisively at theecbmoment’ [280]). Immediately, | sensed
that failure to create a structure could causelprob, particularly if those four poisons
entered the vacuum. Back then, | was troubled pgstitious anxieties, like those described
in Rupert Thomson’s noveleath of a Murdererwhere the protagonist’s wife worries about
the ‘contact with evil, the soaking up of some dafluence’ (2008: 7) when her husband
stands guard over a fictionalised Myra Hindley.nkmg of the hacks who crave ‘contact
with the famous child-killer’ (13) in order to gaatcess to the ‘power, the horror... a direct
line to the unknown’ (13), | worried I'd been drawmthe jail for unhealthy reasons.

The solution, of course, was simply to get busgpeeially by using my training in
interview techniques, which | discuss in Chaptenrf-and by structuring a teaching

schedule. Consequently, Wednesday evenings betenfiecus, with a writing workshop
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attracting about a dozen inmates, where | usedaatl prose as stimuli for writing
exercises, conducted in an informal environment.

While | saw the potential of writing to become theeutic (if practised deeply and
extensively), | never approached it as therapyehlt | taught writing as a craft. If, through
writing, we began to discuss other issues — wellpuild muddle through. But the writing
came first. | wanted my students to write for takesof writing. This was a desire that
intensified as | acquainted myself with the trapevehmy students spent their days.

Mostly, | was a free-agent, unescorted by guards, epen access to almost all areas
(which is how | came to socialise in a cell witle ttam-raiders mentioned earlier). | was
encouraged by the Head of Education to find men mdexled help, and to spread myself
widely. Hence, | gave tutorials everywhere, notyanlclassrooms but on landings and cells,
in workshops and gardens, in the gym and the pigfyeld. Once, when the inmates were
banged up to prevent a riot, | teetered into aingawall of abuse and shouted advice about
the ghost irHamletto a man who wanted help with his Shakespeare esmanother
occasion, | was called to the Segregation Unitisouss autobiographical writing. There, |
sat on a chair made of cardboard while a man dilesslg in his underwear lay on a bed
made of compressed paper and explained how heuraxth@d the Governor and ended up
here, in a cell where there was nothing left taakre

In tutorials, | returned the work I'd marked, and discussed improvements.
Sometimes these discussions were detailed anddstéyse to the prisoners’ writing. More
often, conversation veered off. Whatever happehied to go with it. It seemed more
important that | was present and listening to tlesm mather than simply giving feedback.

My aim in tutorials was always to encourage readinigracy levels or a lack of interest
sometimes frustrated these efforts, but | hopedtugents would deepen their imaginations,

and extend their resources as writers, by readogl ¢pooks.
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Generally, | agree with the late poet William Soadf that ‘poetry comes from a life,
not a study’ (1978: 44), and that acquired techaican’t compensate for a lack of authentic
feeling or ability. Or, as Stafford puts it: ‘In n@yea, the coyotes are still the best poets’ (48).
For him, then, ‘literature is not like a relay rawgth a changing baton...’ (38). Rather,
Stafford sees inspiration as being rooted in ahoggoof intangible connections, many of
them non-literary: ‘The one-to-one encounter withit@nials is much more important than
having a place in a sequence of writers’ (38).reaghat there is more to literary influence
than a ‘changing baton’, and am likewise wary othanising the connection between
writers and their forebears. That said, | belieaading can make readers aware of the
‘internal resonances’ (44) that Stafford values.af¥$hmore, an ability to see where one’s
work fits within the bigger picture is valuablehink. For me, this sense of literary inter-
connectedness has the potential to build not analfg-skills, but humility and wisdom.

As well as encouraging my students to read, | lielpieh the prison magazine by
soliciting and editing stories, poems, and artictesl | persuaded the authorities to fund an
anthology that was published after | left. Planstiie anthology created a sense of direction,
and gave our classes a common purpose. This seogkayence was probably just as
important to me as it was to the prisoners, givenvway | was drifting around the country.

These personal circumstances came back, too, Whes listening to my brother’s
tape. During the first six months in Nottinghanmadved through a series of lodgings in
boozers and knocking-shops. Always broke from fiageon trains, | struggled to afford an
environment conducive to the ‘tranquillity’ that \Wisworth deemed essential for creativity
(Crehan, 1965: 36). However, | was at least famslhiag myself with the rootless existence
that many students described in their writing.

For most on my brother’s cassette, writing wasemtape’ (Swann, S. 1997) — a

‘release valve’, or a means to ‘get away’ from thterrible backgrounds and from jail’s
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pressures. But there was more to it than thatrtruisr if jail makes a natural home for the
homily, it also frequently plays host to the wildeinking that wells up from enforced
solitude. As an example, | remember visiting a Mo liked to fool around. It was a

brilliant winter night, and | found him in his cefitaring through the bars, pointing at the
moon. When he turned, his eyes were circled by lilaek but his eyes were electric-blue. ‘If
you dream about other planets,” he asked, ‘dodsiikan you've been there? That you once
lived in space?’ He was so high, there was no pesoning with him. But he kept quizzing
me, fuelled by drugs that had given him this dredirineedom. Later, | came to understand
his crazy questions as a cartoon version of theprmysticism that emerges from hours of
isolated introspection. In some, this breeds wadspiracy theories. In others, it fuels the
‘scholastic monastic experience’ that Erwin Jamssayered as his route to rehabilitation
(2005: 46). Wherever it strikes, prison-mysticisttsaas a startling, and maybe inevitable,
counterpoint to the mundanity of incarceration. Wis towering walls and clanging doors,
the prison presents itself as a solid fact. Buttpadson-life consists of solitude, so the
environmental facts are in tension with an extramberiority. Forced into intense alone-ness,
prisoners’ thought-trails can cross strange, uniptaole territory. Consequently, prison’s
long stretches of prose may sometimes be brokdlaglyes of poetry — an odd mixture, and
one that was on my mind when | conceived of a tbakwould contain both.

Remarking on the prevalence of ‘memoirist ficti¢g®ates, 2014:15) in most prison-
writing, Joyce Carol Oates suggests that ‘thermiseed for fantasy-horror in a place in
which matter-of-fact horror is the norm’ (15). Yre#r anthologyPrison Noircontains one
story, ‘Bardos’ by Scott Gutches, that exploresvSara, the cyclic experience of being and
becoming’ (Gutches, 2014: 62) — a reminder ofgaitadvertent fostering of mysticism.

No-one advances an overtly mystical claim on myh®&os tape. However, the

hushed, intense tones used to describe the impaeitmg hint at the ‘strangely heightened’



35

(Crehan, 1965: 15) perceptions that Evelyn Undeshgaid by Crehan to have categorised as
one of the three key characteristics of a poet’stroigm.

One inmate, who wrote ‘at night, and quite latewhen it's quiet’ (Swann, S. 1997),
said that writing made him ‘part of the universgam. Elsewhere, a lonely man said that our
writing workshop was the week’s highlight. It prded ‘friendship’, he said, and gave the
men ‘something in common, instead of talking aljmigon’. As for the man who lamented
‘a bad childhood’, he wrote ‘to say things on patbett | can’t really say to people’s faces for
fear of getting laughed at’. His writing would, said, be ‘seen as black to other people, but
that’'s what I'm getting rid of, out of myself. Thawhere it's come from — from bad
experiences’. Hence, writing might open up a camtfxton with tormenting emotions as well
as offering an escape from them, and | remembesgelrather’'s warning that he would
explore the dangers of creativity, and look forsien, as storytellers must. Hence, the tape
contains a deeper seam, one with the potentidiabenge my belief in writing’s
rehabilitative capacity. Did writing have a darllesi he asked? Were there perils?

Yes, some of the men agreed — there were riskailJrall information can be used
against you. Plus, there were issues of confidandeself-worth — as well as the pains of
recognition. ‘I ask myself: am | getting these @wers from me?’ says one man. ‘And | see
it's me, and it embarrasses me. Sometimes it'&teiging’. Yet that man, like all the others
on the tape, declared himself undaunted. Beforgngrihe’d suffered an anger that ‘seemed
to fester, to accumulate’. But, through writing, lreed ‘learned a lot about myself, and how to
combat it, and get over it’. As for the reformeddddolic, he saw the worms as proof he was
digging in the right place: ‘That’s when I reallgjey the writing,” he said — ‘when it's
painful, when you've actually lost... or gained sohmeg, from it’. This last statement,

expressing an understanding of both catharsistedytnamic nature of creativity, reminded
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me that rehabilitation is rarely accomplished withstruggle — but that the pain may be
productive if the student manages to move throtigh i

Another articulate man told my brother that he leaaned, while young, to suppress
‘feelings and emotions’, and that this ‘may everalm®ntributory factor to my situation
now’. He agreed writing carried dangers, but irgistA lot of things that are worth doing
involve an element of risk. It would be easy to sathing, and not write anything at all, but |
certainly feel that to write is to give of yoursadfyourself really, as well as for other
people’s enjoyment, hopefully’. The man concludgsdading a poem (eventually published
in my anthology of prison writing), which describi®é® men who ‘bawl their anguish with
the flicker of an eyelid... the parade-square nofsgothing at all’ (Swann, D. ed. 1998: 54).

The tape includes an interview with the Head of &dion, and he too considers the
risk-factor. ‘When you teach people to write moreatively, or even if you educate them,’
he says, ‘then there’s always a danger you're tepttiem to the mountain-top and leaving
them there, but I still think it's a risk worth talg. If people can articulate their feelings to a
greater degree, | think they’ll be a lot betteritdr

That word again: feelings. In nearly all the infews, there is some mention of the
connection between writing and emotion. One math saienjoyed ‘analysing what you've
written against what you really feel’ — and hisigig forms an intelligent summary of a
desire commonly expressed in prison-classes anddlst As well as reaching out to an
audience, the men were hoping to make contactgiwrtheir writing, with that distant part
of themselves which had become, or had always lzestnanger or an enemy. They were
searching for clarity, and there was a thirst fmo&onal accuracy.

It wasn’t only emotions, but abstract thought. phisoners wanted to express their
thinking more clearly, in order that they could erstand themselves better (and be

understood better by others). For some, this guastconnected with the parole-board,
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which prisoners tried to feed with evidence of refpand | came to understand that a fair
percentage of my students were channelling thetmgrin that direction (just as a fair
percentage of my students in University are chdimgetheir creativity towards grades).
However, there was more to it than self-promotidnme and prison had gouged wounds,
and many were searching to understand and regalraim they had done to others and to
themselves, as Erwin James makes clear. He wentghryears of ‘chaos and the fear’
(2016: 317) as a lifer, but felt that ‘the majoritiymy fellow prisoners had the desire to
change for the better’ (337).

This yearning for change is checked by the jaidl lay the system that governs it. But
a prisoner’s struggle towards rehabilitation akdaes place invisibly, on the inside, within the
conscience and soul. As James puts it: ‘It takes@time to change a whole life’ (2016:
320). The deepest struggle is waged with one’s ioentity. Those in denial must eventually
look deep into the mirror. By contrast, an innoa@iain goes on protesting for years. Yet,
whether guilty or innocent, all inmates face theroaing effects of a system based on
numbers, routines, and straight lines — even moree the 1990s when the ‘Prison Works’
philosophy, proposed by the Conservative Home $&&agranarked a new punitive turn (as
discussed in Chapter Two).

Lord David Ramsbotham was appointed HM Chief Ingpeaf Prisons at around the
time | began my residency, and wrote ‘a reallyutising’ (Ramsbotham, 2003: 103) report
on conditions in HMP Nottingham. Hence, his viewsircarceration and rehabilitation are
relevant here. Ramsbotham begins by assertinghtbairison-system is charged with
balancing three requirements: security, contrad, jastice (2003: 74), i.e. preventing
escapes, maintaining internal discipline, and enguhumanity and fairness’ (74).

John Podmore, a Governor who was part of Ramsbdshaam, expands upon

Ramsbotham’s list by identifying three kinds of waty: physical, procedural, and dynamic
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(2012: 35). The first is achieved through walls dads, and the second is dependent upon
processes and systems, including counting and cigeck

For Podmore, the vital third varietydynamic securitymy italics) — is achieved
through establishing and maintaining strong refegiops, both within the prison, and
between the prison and society. Podmore identifieselements within the ‘dynamic’
category of security: safety; respect; purposegtivay; and re-settlement (40). In practical
terms, this means that prisons should prepare gsrfat release by helping with:
‘accommodation (top priority); education; trainiagd employment; health; drugs and
alcohol; finance, benefit and debt: children andifes; attitudes... and behaviour’ (250).

The work by Ramsbotham and Podmore is valuablprison-tutors. As well as
contextualising rehabilitation, it identifies prasss that educational efforts will endure. A
prison-tutor’s work occurs within Podmore’s ‘dynafmdimension, and therefore aims at
securing both prison and society by preparing ies\&r successful release. In my case, this
meant using literature to build better inter- amila-personal relationships (not only within
and between prisoners, but between inmates andféineilies, and between inmates and
society).

Of course, any attempt to build better relationshwil be tested by the psychological

states of disrepair in which the majority of menegmprison:

... three-quarters of inmates are unemployed, a #riechomeless, 65% of all adult males have a
reading age of less than 8, and more than halfiisen population has no educational qualificatiohs
any kind (Ramsbotham, 2003: 85-6).

These statistics make bleak reading for educabotsthey become even bleaker when set
alongside Podmore’s estimation that ‘25% of prissmeeet the definition of psychopaths,
with some 75% passing the tests for having some édrpersonality disorder’ (2012: 136).
To compound the problems, these troubled indivslaat then concentrated, in isolation

from society, and placed in poor environments wigengs and alcohol are rife (137).
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Podmore believes that ‘prisons have to be primatigut relationships, mood and
tone’ (2012: 98). However, these relationshipsrateriously difficult to measure (39), and
are therefore often neglected by what he callsddgm@ands of the new penal managerialism’
(245). By this, he means the set of practicesRaasbotham refers to as an ‘exact
compliance with rules and regulations, and theeaament of a myriad of targets and
performance indicators’ (2003: 218) — many of whidmsbotham describes as ‘useful
management tools when sensibly designed and useolweVér, their value is degraded if
they tell you nothing about the quality of the aityi that is being targeted’ (2003: 83).

Because dynamic security is difficult to measune, dttention of managers is drawn
instead to the maintenance of physical and proeddecurity, both easier to gauge. The
effect, says Podmore, is that prisoners are ingfedyg prepared for release, which leads him
to suggest that ‘the concept of prison serving, lagidg part of, the community has been
traduced’ (2012: 245). Despite this, Ramsbothanticoes to believe in education and ‘the
creative arts’ in prison (2003: 29). As an exampkecites the impact of Toe by Toe, a
literacy scheme facilitated by The Shannon Truatr(@d after my student, Tom Shannon,
who was discussed above, and who will be refemexbain in Chapter Two).

In Toe to Toe, prisoners teach fellow inmates howetd. For students, there are new
communication skills. For tutors, there is purpasrd self-respect. One student, a 46-year-old
man, ‘tearfully’ (103) tells Ramsbotham: ‘For thest time | can communicate with my 9-
year-old daughter... She writes me stories and Wating one for her. | now know what |
missed’ (103). Such breakthroughs are rare in pyiatere men often describe the staleness
of their lives, and where ‘Gloom, misery and [ahgrl sense of hopelessness’ (James, 2016:
277) contribute to a narrowing of the imagination.

In response to this staleness, and as part of tagest in encouraging empathy, |

devised writing exercises aimed at deepening adémimng the prisoners’ imaginations, and
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providing opportunities to explore the senses. Tlighothese activities, | discovered that
inmates liked to imagine other worlds, minds, andiés (the last of these words earned a
chuckle). The most popular classes were bound tipskiape-shifting, in which writers
considered, or inhabited, the lives of animalseoty, landscapes, people (as an inmate did
when adopting the viewpoint of a black slave, whgisere at Sunderland Point in Lancashire
was the subject of one evening class).

| tried to encourage another form of imaginativeansion — namely, that my students
should think of themselves as writers rather thanehy as prisoners. It was another risk, |
knew — particularly because some offenders aréylioebe in denial, and many lack literary
skills. But | wanted the men to experience the saemse of ‘shape-shifting’ that writing had
allowed me, and so | pressed ahead. On the tapeyfdhe men praises the ‘added
dimension’ (Swann, S. 1997) my tuition has givemworkshop’s members: ‘No matter
where we are, or what our circumstances are, titervim-residence has taught us, and
allowed us, to believe in ourselves as writers tdils my brother.

Almost two decades on, I'm unsure how to react whesar that. If freedom is
founded upon the right to say no, then I'm pleasedave helped men to refuse the narrow
identity enforced by the word ‘prisoner’. Yet myokner also records a moment when an
inmate pesters me about the detailed procedursufamitting work to literary magazines. He
isn’t ready for that yet, and probably never wil, fand it's painful to listen to my evasions.
Apparently not wishing to encourage his disappoerttl turn him from dreams of
publication to the act of writing. In doing so,dkathe class to fill in blanks that I've created
in phrases from books. The strategy is surprise anather antidote to predictability. | want

my students to stumble upon a phrase they hadidipaited — and then to explore it.
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But jail always had a way of defying my expectasienand, of course, it's the tape
itself that ends up surprising me, 18 years latsrl’'m trying to explain my latest game, one
of the men interrupts. ‘What about a silence?’ $lesaapparently amused. ‘That fills a gap!

It's clear from my response that I've no idea wihatmeans. The man has a reputation
as a joker, and it seems another of his harmldsgessions. Yet, listening years later, |
realise the joker had learned something | wasgtlping to understand. In jail, where self-
expression is so important, and so loaded withlprob — where ‘men bawl their anguish
with the flicker of an eyelid’ (Swann. D. ed. 19%8t) — silence is a presence rather than an
absence. It fills a gap. It means something.

Some meaningful silences were provided by thesjélconic men — those who had
decided that words were a luxury or a threat oe.2And whatever my opinion of these
individuals’ silences, whether they were born dutaurage or cowardice, there was another
kind of silence that | craved in the jail’s frightag environment, and which normally proved
almost impossible to achieve: the collective sigeti@at contains the potential to provide
peace, contemplation, and/or healing. For pris@niiseown rough voice, constantly audible
throughout the tape, whose interviews take plaegnaga hard, echoing soundscape. It's a
voice lacking in all nuance and comfort, and | hieagain in several minutes of ambient
noise, recorded by my brother at the close of the Here, individual voices give way to a
fizzing din, pierced by tinny, metallic sounds méxyekitchen-staff and cleaners. You hear
the clacking of pool-balls, several humourless kaj@n exaggerated yawn, and the return of
a persistent whistler. It's impossible to make what anyone is saying, but there’s a sense of
weary banter — and of men filling time, as theymiig a pub or a bookie’s or a train-station.
Near the end, a louder, more authoritative voisesifrom the scratchy din, followed by a

thickening trudge of feet over floors and stairg] ghen the startling thud of a cell-door.
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It wasn’t only the startling volume of the slamdats sense of finality, but the frilly
tinkling of the key that followed the dead-lockirigpgether, those sounds instilled a dread
that made me reach out to stop the tape, almaokt a®re stuffing a hand over a mouth.

A lot of what you need to know about prison is &erthat dreadful medley. The
criminals who silenced, or failed to hear, theativns’ voices have surrendered the right to a
voice of their own. No matter how loud they shdhley are like the occupants of the
notorious Newgate Prison, which in 1714 was desdrids a “Tower of Babel, where all are
Speakers and no Hearers’ (Grovier, 2009: 95). Toagt of the world goes on ignoring
those cries — and herein lies another of the ahgdle facing prison-teachers. With so few
meaningful links between jail and society, it's engtandable that many prisoners should
give up on efforts towards rehabilitation, as amaate clearly had when he told me that
education was counter-productive, precidedgauset offered the prospect of change (when
change, he said, was so rarely delivered).

| don’t understana@ll my reasons for wanting to work in a place of such
claustrophobia and stasis, but the tape remindedfre@me of my hopes and motivations. |
wanted to enter a secret world, and gain the pgelof listening to its voices. If | listened, |
might learn something, and | hoped others wouldhléao. | hoped some might tune out the
din, and listen at last to that part of themselvbagh stood for something better and more
meaningful, the part that either they or the wooldboth, had attempted to silence.

When people ask me now at poetry-readings if wgibenefited the prisoners, |
describe the silence we shared in workshops whennate together (while banged-up men
roared from cell-windows all around us). If my ceEcy succeeded in one thing, | believe it
was this: a strange collective trance, perhapslisstmilar from that shared by Quakers or
adherents of Zen. | also go back to the wisdonhefHead of Education. On the tape, when

my brother asks him to respond to criticism of ediomal initiatives, he states that the cost
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of this activity takes just 0.3% of the prison batigPrisoners are sent to prison as
punishment — ndr punishment,” he declares. ‘We should do what wetoamprove
someone’s chances, when they are eventually releateshabilitating themselves. If that
works... | think, in the long run, we are saving toeintry a lot of money’ (Swann, S. 1997).
Half a century ago, writers were still celebratitige infinite worth of [jail’s] ultimate
purpose — the reconstruction of the human perdghg@ilare, 1960: 90). And while the same
writer was despairing enough to describe jailsnaisiature totalitarian states’ (94) in which
‘powerful, forbidding, desolate’ buildings (18) sed as sites of ‘expulsion and banishment’
(14), he had the optimism to argue for ‘small pnsscand small groups within small prisons.
Small enough groups to be able to relax discipdimé to introduce some democracy’ (95).
Even 18 years ago, when | started my residencyogitamism felt like it existed in
the remote past. Yet | couldn’t help wondering vy UK persisted in its punitive
tendencies, particularly as they seemed to makie Igtle economic sense. Throughout
prison literature, one encounters the same bewldet. For one thing, jail doesn’t even
seem to offer deterrence, as the former inmatekF@amens makes clear: ‘you’re three times
more likely to back to prison once you've beendes(Owens, 2012: 104). Indeed, one
could imagine that the system has bdesignedo re-house the same people over and over.
If prisons encouraged inmates to learn valuabledruand vocational skills, wouldn’t that
shrink the tax-bill? And create economic energy is always about the economy, stupid?
Why, when it comes to jail, does the punitive ingauto often overpower the financial?
According to Thomas Mathiesen (2006), Profess@aufiology at Oslo University,
and a founder of the Norwegian Association for P&sdorm, the problem begins with the
failure of ‘the rehabilitative imagination’ (20063), which has, for 400 years, focussed on
four areas of self-improvement: ‘work, school, midtyaand discipline’ (40). These, says

Mathiesen, are the ‘core elements in a bourgeBretéstant’ ethic’ (53) that has ‘never
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rehabilitated people in practice’ (46). Worse, ‘firesson does not rehabilitate... it
dehabilitates’ (53). That's because the core elemerte always ‘determined by system-
interests attached to the prisons rather thanraeyeist in the actual rehabilitation of
prisoners’ (53). Mathiesen says this ethic hagipeiblame for crime on the individual rather
the ‘context of complex social forces impingingtbe individual’ (28). As a result of the
failure in ‘allocation of major resource’ (28), ljias become a ‘crime school’ (48), where
inmates take on ‘folkways, mores, customs and @gégaiture of the penitentiary’ (48).
Mathiesen’s analysis puts him broadly in line wibucault, who, in his
characteristically calm, startling manner, arguned prison isn’t supposed to work in the

sense that liberals require:

Perhaps one should reverse the problem and asksvbatved by the failure of prison... one would be
forced to suppose that the prison, and no doulispaorent in general, is not intended to eliminate
offences, but rather to distribute them, to usetheThe ‘failure of prison is to be understood ois th
basis (1979: 272).

This is the sentence from Foucault's book thatdees most powerful in my retrospective
attempts to understand prisdWhat is served by the failure of prisdan?

In Mathiesen’s view (2006: 141-143), the failurgpoon serves five ideological
functions: ‘Expurgatory’ (141); ‘Power-draining’41); Diverting’ (142); ‘Symbolic’ (142);
and ‘Action’ (143). Summarised, these functiongreb how power is drained from ‘the
unproductive population of late capitalist socigtid41) by removing them from circulation.
As prisoners, they are then used to divert ‘attentrom the dangers flowing from those in
power’ (142), who use the prisoners to demonsthag are addressing society’s fears. The
free population, meanwhile, gains a symbolic o@sabainst which to define itself.

Seen in this bleak ideological light, prison is adailure but a success. Yet
Mathiesen offers more than a counsel of despadr ramains hopeful that left-wing groups

may challenge the system, using ideassofidarity andcompensation146), i.e. by acting
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together in channels beyond those provided by thesmmedia to give ‘emotional support’
(146) to those lower on the social-scale, and susnthat ‘weakness is compensated’ (145).

Part of the problem, according to Erwin Jamedjas or many, sending people to
prison is not enough — they must suffer while thé2@03: 75). He reports upon a
conversation in which a governor says: ‘ “We haveé careful about allowing too much
rehabilitation.” ~ (165) — a statement that Jamescdbes as exposing ‘the weeping sore that
has been festering at the heart of modern penkiguphy’ (165).

‘Too much rehabilitation’ — James reported thisgslerwhile | was teaching him, and
it haunted me, too. Watching the men turn cirdiesugh the exercise-yard, | began to see
jail as that most vicious of circles, the snakenggits own tail — a place operated upon, as
Foucault observes, by a ‘great force of inerti®@q: 305). If there is any motion, it follows
the path of the ‘spiral’ (2006: 49) evoked by Matten, who identifies ‘prisonization’ (49)
(‘through which the individual becomes continuattpre involved in the inmate subculture’
(49)), as a specific failure of the ‘fiasco’ (1 ##)prison).

The human dimension of that spiral is evoked indrdgraef’s illuminating
interviews with young offenders who ‘see themselkggsutside society, and therefore
excluded from its rules and obligations’ (1993: R&4s well as encountering inmates who
have found ‘a positive relief from the pressurethefstreet’ (255), Graef meets prisoners
who use ‘time... to plan revenge’ (158). One of thgseng men, ‘Sunny, is ‘safe [in jail]
from responsibilities and dangers he was strugghiitly unsuccessfully on the outside’
(161). Instead of gaining perspective on his missatr learning skills, Sunny obsessively
plots against his enemy, ‘Tommy’, whom Graef bedehe has made a symbol of his
difficulties, so that he is free ‘from taking fingsponsibility’ (158).

Mathiesen’s ‘spiral’ (2006: 49) feels appropriatken | remember individuals who

shared Sunny’s resentments and yearnings. As weléscribing my bottomless fascination,
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the spiral conveys the vertigo | experienced infoe of swirling pain and anger. And it
evokes the jail's dizzying landings, where | wasefto walk. Incredibly, a student with
cerebral palsy had been placed high on the 49(tken’s highest tier), and whenever |
climbed to his cell, | stared through three lay&#raire-netting. From that lofty point, the
jail's swirling ‘spiral’ was itself imprisoned with the straight lines of a grid.

| took books to my disabled student, and they aatedntidotes to the vertigo, giving
me a sense of purpose that | hoped to pass on siudgnt, who had written movingly of his
struggle to deal with the disability, and of hisabvery that crime could cure loneliness (a
possibility that occurred on his first night ingoh when he watched drunken girls baring
their chests under the streetlights opposite tie fja his best writing, carved out in capitals
that cost him pain, the prisoner wrote with honedigut his ‘diversion-burglaries’ (in which
he limped to people’s front-doors and asked folaagyof water while his partner robbed the
house from the back). Once, the prisoner subméttesshder account of his first love, a
woman who accepted his disability. It was a poignanguarded piece, written with self-
deprecating humour, and | worried that its publaatn the prison-magazine might leave
him vulnerable. However, my colleagues agreed thighinmate that it should be published,
and | was glad to see it in print, since it challet prison ‘typecasting’.

| helped the disabled prisoner by incorporatingeepts from tape-recorded
interviews I'd conducted (a technique describeGlmapter Four), and he seemed pleased
with typed-up pages combining the two versions.ddert seemed we were making progress
However, | began to understand what Erwin Jamesitwdaen he said it took ‘ten years to
make the changes necessary for me to become wdleVé | should have been’ (James,
2016: 320). One pressure was the disabled prisohfErexperiences and self-identity. A
cheeky chap persona made him popular. However'jokisr’ identity had been devised as a

diversion from, and compensation for, a physicalditoon that the man yearned to transcend.
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The man’s longing for connection also made him epsble to peer-pressure, and he
suffered esteem-issues that led to periodic vi@e@mn top of that, there were his physical
difficulties. Usually he coped bravely with his agies, but it was hard to see him limping
down the skinny ladder from the highest landingl srfuriating to hear rumours he’d been
housed there as a punishment for petty offencesdle things harder, the act of writing
could be physically painful. Equally damaginglys hteracy skills were limited, so he came
to depend on my tape-recorded interviews — andr affew months, it became clear that his
plan of writing a long memoir was doomed.

Often, | witnessed his dejection. Once, he spokerbi about being transported in
chains to hospital. There was a pallid, exhaustpdession on his face as he described the
fetters. Another time, | went to visit him in thegsegation unit after he’d punched a wing
governor. Fearing the worst, | found him full déli- exhilarated by his antics, and acting the
joker. And | sensed he was caught in a spiral fwdmch writing alone could not free him.

It was hard not to be discouraged by policies $tr@nded a crippled man high in the
eaves of a dilapidated jail, and by frustratioret thhade violence more attractive than
creativity. Yet | went on placing my faith in thechool’ option which Mathiesen includes as
one of four suspicious core components of the toéitative imagination’ (2006: 53).
Generally, | concentrated as much on the imagina®on literacy. | believed that literature
and the act of reading might bring peace and rigflecess, even if the books themselves
troubled and confounded. | was glad when prisoreperted that books had burned up a
portion of prison-time, but | wanted to go beyohdttand achieve the kind of breakthrough

that Erwin James reports after reading Solzhengsyne Day in the Life of lvan Denisovich

Before that | had put little thought into my reaglit was a pleasure, sometimes | learned thingsit. B
I'd never read specifically to learn or to enhamgethinking. Up until then | used reading to help m
not to think (2016: 296-7).
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In my more optimistic moments, | dreamed of crepirsmall ‘community of sorrow’
(McCarthy, 1993: 238), made coherent by the shexpérience of literature — and offered as
an alternative to the subculture of the ‘spiral’.

At times, the spiral seemed bottomless. Many spesfi@uman pain had been
concentrated in one tiny space, where each dayheasame as the last. There was a constant
sense of waste, and repetition. Several men deskttiteir lives sliding away from them, like
water into a drain. And for those who had commiitedent crimes, the ‘spiral’ of waste
seemed to reach depths of pain and repetitionl t@ild barely imagine.

If you tuned into the jail’s frequency during theadl of night, you would hear stories
on a loop: regrets, recriminations, doubts, bodists, rumours, threats, and confessions.
These voices would orbit the men’s crimes, in esglierepeated fragments and litanies.
That’s what jail is: a trap not only for bodies{ bor words and thoughts.

And a trap, too, for time. I lost count of the waysvhich | heard time described. For
some inmates, it simply wouldn’t pass. These meaawkthere was an infinitely bigger prison
than the one made of bricks and mortar: the jgildie their minds. Yet there was a worse
fate: the fate known by those who had given up hopee had fled from these men, and
they were old now, and their lives had gone.

Discussing a prison that she visited in America,ghet C.D. Wright said that ‘the
extra-realism of the peculiar institution causedtmbalk’ (2007: ix), and | knew
immediately what she meant. The jail was so uttezdy that it seemed more like a
nightmare, or a cubist painting. Time had refraged condensed, and space had bent.

Although writing about a different context, Herm@®01) helped me to understand

another strange aspect of prison-time:

Thinking of the future stirs up such intense yeagrand hope that prisoners find it unbearable; they
quickly learn that these emotions will make thertnewable to disappointment... They therefore
consciously narrow their attention... The futureeiduced to a matter of hours or days... The p&st, li
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the future, becomes too painful to bear, for memlikg hope, brings back the yearning.... Thus,
prisoners are eventually reduced to living in adless present. (2001: 89)

The stasis of ‘an endless present’ is a sourceafdpnd boredom for most inmates,
but | sensed the terror it may also provoke, esfigachrough repetition and claustrophobia.
And | was scared, myself, when | made those finsbanters with the landings.

In the chapter that follows, | describe my earbgmipts to navigate this intimidating
‘spiral’, where pressures including fear and boredoake ‘human flourishing’ a very rare

phenomenon.
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Chapter Two

‘The Black Flower’ — The impact of ‘Prison Works’ upon ‘Human Flourishing’

In this chapter, the focus falls on social, poditj@and institutional pressures that contribute to
the problems of fear and inertia in prison, andahiestrict the potential for creativity and
imagination. | hope to demonstrate that ‘humanrfiiung’ is possible in jail — but that the
drive towards rehabilitation is a legacy of an ioleology now threatened by neo-liberal and
neo-conservative forces. As such, prison has betbensite of an uneasy mix of
humanitarian, managerial, and punitive ideas.

| will identify specific ‘pains of imprisonment’ {&es, 1958: 82), and show how
these were re-shaped by the ‘Prison Works’ philagops well as putting pressure on
rehabilitation, ‘Prison Works’ is discussed foriitgpact on the geography of HMP
Nottingham, which altered in rapid fashion. Thednigal roots of ‘Prison Works’ will be
analysed, using research by Garland (2001) and haaf2001).

The chapter draws upon research by Liebling,dbarland Christie, to describe the
jail's environment, and to analyse the changeswlesé afoot as ‘Prison Works’ took hold. In
analysing the retreat of reforming ideals, the thiagescribes the ‘habitualization’
(Schklovsky, 1990: 4-5) created by conditions ify gnd considers ways in which writers,
including Viktor Serge, and my students Erwin Jaares$ Tom Shannon, have cultivated
their imaginations while incarcerated.

The jail in which | began my residency was hugeffedent from the prison | left.
Initially, HMP Nottingham consisted of one mouldwgiVictorian wing. During the
residency, two brand new wings were built, andjaiiss population more than doubled. One
of the new wings was for lifers, and the othergasoners on shorter sentences. The original

wing was now reserved for prisoners on remand. SMitithese rapid and momentous
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changes, | am not sure my creative work would ltexesloped as it did. Hence, my intention
in this chapter is to examine the specific grouoanf which my writing emerged.

| want to begin in the hills, though — because’shahere I've learned to go when life
gets difficult. That's where | empty my mind and¢eatpt the ‘return to competence’ (2006:
27) that Mathiesen defines as the underlying mepairrehabilitation’. Easy enough when
you're free... but what about people with nowherga@ How do they cope? People in
prison, for instance? What can they do to brealctieée of bad thinking, or to gain contact
with the ‘larger selves’ that C.D. Wright (2007vXinsists we all have the potential to reach?
For Wright, it's not ‘in dispute... that people inigon are apart from’ everything (xiv). The
challenge, she says, is ‘to reunite the separaidtie larger human enterprise’ (xiv).

That is no easy task. In his novEhe Second PrisgiiRonan Bennett (a former
prisoner, and a man credited by Erwin James witkcipus and timely’ support [James,
2016: 342]) portrays jail as a surprisingly stadateironment, where inmates gather for
solidarity — although many of the alliances arésn illusions... friendship most of all’
(Bennett, 2000: 135). Physical harm is a possyhilis when convicts and guards conspire to
abuse a blind paedophile. Similarly, the psychalalgioll is acute. But the terrors extend
beyond the walls, into the world outside, wheredrenen go on struggling to escape. This is
the ‘second prison’, described in Bennett's nogellae real challenge... Everyone gets a
chance, one chance to escape from the second pfismrble is, hardly anyone takes it’ (90).

Bennett's work reminds us that prison can be & sthimind as well as a place — and
that its claustrophobia is not limited by barsouird this a frightening thought, because it
evokes the vastest imaginable confinement. Whag lsap there be for a man whose world is
prison? Where do you go if there is no outside?

While 1 still don’t understand all my motivation&] guess a love of ‘wilderness’ and

open space is one of the things that drove meetgaith— a certain fascination with the fate of
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those who have become ‘apart’, as C.D. Wright dessithem, and who are now trapped in a
confined, man-made area, whether through crimé-fartune. | can only speculate that this
fascination stems from bad memories of school, elaery bullied pupil knows the longing to
break free. In my case, | was fortunate | had ttgeand family to offer sanctuary, and acres
of Pennine moorland to roam in peace and solitdeéace, the door to the trap was open.

Prison allows no such escape. In its claustro@@bhigh-security jail is as close as |
can imagine to hell. There are many bullies wiiksrconfines, and some, if not all, of these
tormentors are themselves the victims of bullyingan area about the size of a shopping
centre, within which movement is restricted to emscribed floors and precincts, the bullied
man must face his enemy wherever he goes. Thereardls to take refuge in, and, for
many of the men, no loving friends or relativesdrgythe wall.

The sociologist Gresham M. Sykes argues that ‘pafim®mprisonment’ (1958: 82)
stem from deprivation of ‘social acceptance, matgrossessions, heterosexual relationships,
personal autonomy, and personal security’ (10&irgintensified by the need to abandon
‘bonds of mutual loyalty, aid, affection, and res€107) in favour of ‘personal
aggrandizement’ and survival (107). In this envinemt, where survival take priority, Sykes
observes that ‘the real man’ (102) is capable néiteance with dignity’ (102), ‘'somewhat
aloof, never complaining’ (102). But — and theralways a ‘but’ when you're discussing jail

— even the archetype of the admired ‘real man’itsaif become an obstacle to change:

it is the man who can stop himself from strikingbat the custodians that wins their admiration and
thus their image of the hero functions wittinglyumwittingly to maintain thetatus quq102).

Sykes did his research in a maximum-security fgam New Jersey during the
1950s, observing ‘what went on day-to-day betweaesopers’ (Crewe, 2016: 77). He
established that ‘total dominance over prisonersas something of a fiction’ (78). Rather,

‘order was negotiated, and it functioned throughitimate hierarchy, via those men at the
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apex of the prison community’ (78). Discussing thagly of sociological research, Ben

Crewe, a UK prison Governor, argues that Sykes'kwtade its ‘clearest theoretical
contribution [in] its assertion that the inmatetatg was determined by the inherent
deprivations of prison life’ (2016: 80) — a thedmat has been challenged by those who argue
that prison-cultures are ‘imported’ from outsidéhex than determined by any intrinsic
qualities of deprivation (81).

Whether or not he was right about the origins egqr-culture, | came to see Sykes’s
observations as perfect illustrations of the jgiksn. Methods for easing institutional
pressures were usually part of the jail's doubledbin gaining approval as a strong, silent
type, you surrendered your capacity to speak aditiyto ease the jail’'s pains. It's
sometimes argued that these pains are justifidthainthey represent punishment — and deter
wrong-doers. And | have heard it said that theripaif imprisonment’ force criminals to
change their ways. It's the principle of the ‘shaeharp shock’, | suppose — although a ‘long,
dull grind’ probably never changed anyone for thédy.

The question of pain’s relationship with rehabilda has been considered by Nils
Christie, former Professor of Criminology at Osloitersity, and Chairman of the
Scandinavian Research Council for Criminology. rPaiakes people grow’ (1982: 11), he
concedes — but it also ‘brings growth to a stof)(Ultimately, then, Christie prefers other
guestions: ‘I do not quite know what pain is, omhim grade it’ (9). Instead, Christie says
this: ‘Sorrow is inevitable, but not hell creategran’ (11), a view that is evident in his
proposal for justice-systems that prevent victinosnf being reduced ‘to a nonentity and the
offender to a thing’ (Christie, 1977: 5).

In his call for ‘a court of equals representingniselves’ (1977: 11), Christie dreams
of a restorative justice system in which all aféetcparties participate in the conflict created

by the crime, so that there is ‘a continuous disimrsof what represents the law of the land’
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(1977: 8). Restorative justice is rooted, saysdrdrin ‘narrative exchanges between victims
and offenders’ (2014: 127). These exchanges, s Isave the potential to illuminate ‘what
has happened, what harm has resulted, and whadtdbedone to repair the harm in order to
prevent further wrongdoing’ (127According to Carolyn Hoyle, this approach contahres
potential to assist offender and victim in negatiga settlement, and to ‘to recast
communities and reverse the process of their attiors (Hoyle & Cunneen, 2010: 95)
through a ‘dialogic process’ (7) that focuses cowitthe harm caused by the offence might
be repaired’ (7).

Hoyle’s vision is challenged by Cunneen, who sessarative justice within a neo-
liberal context that ‘rejects a key role for thatet (Hoyle & Cunneen, 2010: 107). He
dismisses the idea that restorative justice is mdereocratic than conventional justice:
‘Rather than challenging state power, it allowsrfew modes of governance’ (125), and
creates a ‘strongly moralising framework for deghath offenders’ (125). Similarly,
Cunneen casts scorn on essentialist argumentpdkdion restorative justice as a universal
system practised by tribal groups.

Cunneen’s argument that restorative justice hapabential to de-politicise complex
social matters, and re-cast them as individual hrgprastions, is powerful and intelligent.
But, while accepting the need for caution, | da@@e why, in essence, restorative procedures
couldn’t be anchored within ‘conventional modegustice’, and made part of the existing
social and legal apparatus (although | apprechatethis may be pie-in-the-sky thinking,
given the current direction of travel in UK polgic At any rate, my experience of prison
made me sympathetic towards Christie and Farranggments for a system that promotes
reflection in wrong-doers rather than reducing dfers to ‘things’, and for a system which

wants to repair damage rather than adding to it.
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Looking around HMP Nottingham, any desire for ‘aggrhes, based on peace as
opposed to pain’ (Farant, 2014: 127) seemed fan fraition, and | found it hard to disagree
with Alison Liebling that the penal system is iresengly characterised by ‘what Garland has
called the ‘expressive’ function of prison — asta ef public revenge’ (Liebling, 2004: 484).

But there is more to it than that, as Liebling ngkkear — and her analysis of prison
conditions between 1990 and 2003 is enlighteningnuiitry to understand the jail |
encountered. Liebling argues that the ‘punitivent(2004: 455) of the mid-'90s happened at
the same time as ‘a concerted managerial effamhpwove the performance of, and to
modernise and regulate, the prison’ (455). Thus,sstys, prison has ‘grown, deepened, and
been re-shaped’ (488). In Liebling’s analysis, itenagerial culture that established itself
within jails has ‘an inbuilt tendency towards instrentalism and qualification... so that what
can be measured becomes important’ (377). Thetrsbd says, is a prison environment
described by one inmate as being ‘safer, in a teadeof a way’ (485). To illustrate this, she
describes the anger-management courses that hargesdhfrom managerial and
humanitarian concerns, but then asks how usefgsktheurses may be in a prison whose
punitive tendency ensure that ‘prisoners are caatly frustrated or intimidated’ (166).
Although Liebling confesses to fears that her owtenapts to reform prison conditions can be
likened to putting ‘pink curtains on the bars’ (392he maintains an underlying belief in
shaping ‘much less prison, of a more palatable’ K#@R).

According to both Liebling (2004) and David Garlg2901), the contemporary
prison is a confused site of ‘tensions and osailhet between bureaucratic-managerial,
punitive, and humanitarian values’ (Liebling, 20@%6). Consequently, a jail is home to
three different, competing visions of what a pristwuld be. For Garland, the infrastructures
of the old welfare state have been ‘overlaid’ (20024) with ideas rooted in a combination

of new neo-liberalism (‘the re-assertion of mardistiplines’) (98) and neo-conservativism
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(‘the re-assertion of moral disciplines’) (98). @aud says both of the latter ideologies have
withdrawn from ‘the old welfare state belief thiat;, society to work, solidarity must extend
to all its members’ (183). And both, says Garlatatjve energy from a ‘fear of strangers’
(153) represented by the ‘dangerous, undeserving f(82). Although the two ideologies
overlap in their mutual desire to control rathertho reform, Garland otherwise sees ‘a clash
of irreconcilable principles’ (191). While neo-litads view crime as a risk that needs to be
logically and economically managed through meassweh as ‘warehousing’, neo-
conservatives are more likely to adopt a rhetofrioatrage and anger’ (145) — and to press
for prisons as sites of punishment.

The economic priorities of neo-liberalism are imh@d, says Garland, by a
‘criminology of the self’ (137), whose aim is ‘toutinize crime, to allay disproportionate
fears and to promote preventative action’ (137)jevne ‘criminology of the other’ (137)
found in neo-conservatism aims to ‘demonize theicral, act out popular fears and
resentments, and... promote support for state pumstirtii37). In this, he is echoed by
Liebling, who argues that ‘there has been an almosiplete depoliticization of explanations
for crime and the position of prisoners’ (2004: 183

While Garland’s analysis is easily attacked foitsad brushstrokes, his grand
perspective allowed me to make sense of certaifusimg aspects of prison-life. Seen from
his aerial position, teachers in HMP Nottinghanp(srted by a Governor who believed in
rehabilitation) were remnants of an old belief-systthat was now being ‘overlaid’ by an
approach that favoured risk-management. But thisidea of containment was itself in
conflict with a punitive model that prioritised gghment and shame.

As a means of solving these tensions, Lieblingsdall a system based upon
‘principles, as well as rules’ (2004: 269) in whigtocess is more important than managerial

‘outcomes’ (269). Liebling praises the Woolf Repiwdt was ‘published only nine months
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after the riots’ (Player & Genders, 1995: 3) thpped apart jails like Strangeways in 1990,
but she says that important physical advancesl{asic sanitation, slightly smaller wings,
and telephone access) need to be underpinned bigldraprovements in ‘less easily
quantifiable features... justice, fairness, safetgeo, humanity, trust, and opportunities for
personal development’ (50).

For Liebling, the jail's central process is bounpwath the dynamic relationship
between staff and inmates (since ‘staff embodypyisoners’ eyes, the regime of the prison
and its fairness’ (264)). If a prison maintainserah that relationship, then there is a chance
of achieving an environment that is stable, ‘babk for the right reasons, just as societies
should be’ (289). A moral prison environment, feelling, is achieved through the dynamic
processes identified on page 38 of this thesisoby Podmore.

She summarises these dynamic processes as a ofidtiew staff approach
prisoners, how managers treat staff, and howdifeved, through talk, encounter, or
transaction’ (Liebling, 2004: 50). These daily méetions vary significantly between jails
and across time, she says — but they are ‘at the deprison life... central to the prison’s
nature, functioning, and quality of life’ (462). B€rewe, Governor of HMP Grendon,
agrees: ‘It is at the level of staff-prisoner redas that the prison’s everyday moral climate is
determined, and its pains cushioned and crystdll(Z916: 94).

The ‘dynamic’ processes described by Liebling, Podimand Crewe face intense
pressure in jail, where stasis is usually seerr@af phat the security measures are working.
Very often, | heard the phrase: ‘security and goater’ offered as the reason for a refusal of
an activity. New activities were regarded with sagm by most officers. If the thing was
new, that could cause change — and if order isssta®en change is bad. So the proposal was
refused. Faced by these loops of logic and bylkpisions and double-binds already

described, it's no wonder that imaginations grinéthalt in prison.
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How much could I hope to challenge these enormoree$, armed with only a few
biros and books? If | had a role in rehabilitatianat did the role consist of? Was it really
possible to dream that books, and literacy skitigjht help inmates to find jobs, and to
develop better relationships with their childreamilies, and partners?

Slowly, as the weeks passed, | established a wgrkiythm (described in the
previous chapter). If things got tough, | fell bamk discussion of craft as my ‘get out of jail’
card. While | hoped we’d have fun, | emphasise@s wserious about teaching. Thankfully,
the jail was also serious about teaching me. Orfukewvandering dejected through the
‘sterile zone’, an area forbidden to most inmaketianced upon a beaming yard-cleaner.
He’d spent the morning disposing of shit-parcetswim down by angry, cynical prisoners.
When he described his struggle to unclog a drastarted sympathising — until he put me
straight. Staring into the drain, he’d understduat every drop of prison-water joined up
with seas and rivers... and, for a few seconds, be&h free.

| admired the prisoner, not least because he’demg=d in overcoming the
‘automization’ deplored by the literary critic Vit Schklovsky: ‘If we examine the general
laws of perception, we see that as it becomesumadbit also becomes automatic’ (1990: 4-
5). For Shklovsky, ‘automization eats away... atlodst, at furniture, at our lives... it's as if
this life had never been’ (1990: 5). He cravedtfzat leads us to ‘a ‘vision’ rather than mere
‘recognition’ (10) by ‘describing things as if theyere seen for the first time’ (63), a process
of estrangement that would ‘make a stone feel st@)y

Easier said than don€he prison | encountered was cramped and dirty distdal
even on sunny days. Having barely altered sinopahed as Bagthorpe Prison in 1890, it
seemed typical of a system described by a fornieggaernor as suffering ‘unbearable
pressure on already limited resources’ (Wilson &ths, 2001: 38). | was confronted by

‘prison’s distinctive qualities — pain, deprivatianequalities of power, social compression’
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(Crewe, 2016: 77). My immediate impression wastafisancy and torpor. | watched the
inmates shuffle in circles around the exercise yteir energy blocked and frustrated. If
nothing ever changed, and each day was alwaysathe,ghen surely only the imagination
could create meaning and variety? But how wousdiivive? Who could cultivate the
imagination when nothing in their environment eneged hope, or freshness, or flow?

An insight into habitualizatiois provided byictor Serge’sMen in Prison described
by its translator Richard Greeman as ‘a kind o€ eganplification’ (1969: xv), owing to

Serge’s refusal to see the book as a memoir:

| emphasise that this is a novel... This book tsatmut me, but about men. | don’t even want teksti
too close to things | have actually seen. | medretfreer than that, in order to reach, throughtioa,
a richer and more general truth than the truthbseovation (xxv).

Men in Prisonwas based on Serge’s imprisonment in France batd@¥2-17 following his
flirtation with anarchist groups. Observing thatigon tries to stultify: to mechanize all
movements, efface all character, desiccate the’l49), the narrator seeks imaginative

release in ‘a row of old poplars’ (153):

The wind bends their dark branches back and figsrt with a sound like waves beating against a
beach... | have dreamed poems to these trees, wildw@dken in the cold November rains like helmeted
heroes fighting against destiny... | know they lihe bank of a lazy river which | have never seen, ye
could trace in my mind... (154).

Serge’s trees reminded me of my favourite featutdMP Nottingham, a cherry tree near the
main-gate. | often gazed at that tree, particulathgn it frothed into bloom, yielding a drift

of pink flowers, swept back by a lifer. | undersdd®erge’s need to animate the tree with
wind. It was good to see something moving. But limdvSerge bear it? How does anyone in
jail stand those reminders of other places? Ofsmunostan’t stand it. Serge’s narrator

categorises four obsessions that ‘haunt those dumsg€L90):
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the horror of injustice (the obsession of the céld®: innocent” or “I've been punished too hardsit
unfair”); carnal desire (sometimes jealousy); tbertr of death (the death of loved ones, transfarme
by the darkness into a certainty); the fear of dyiou don’t get to choose your obsession. (190).

| met all four obsessions in prison, which was whked the cherry tree, or anything
beyond blame, sorrow or rage. The jail's drabneskdenerated what Serge calls ‘an
obsessive desire for colors’ (65), and the samd teebelieve in books, which | believed had
the potential to ‘make a stone feel stony’, as 8nldky argued (1990: 6). Serge’s narrator
describes a pugilist who recovered the sensatidifedahrough books, and later wrote: ‘I'm
no longer just a brute’ (148). But Serge knew tificdlties: ‘The regulations could be
summed up in three peremptory woriing is forbidden (53).

The nihilism of that turn of thought is capturedaimother book about jail that | found
illuminating while working at HMP Nottingham, TorBarker’s anthologfhe Man Inside

(1973), where a fraudster identified as Malcolngekcribes jail in the following terms

| don't think you could say being in prison is ligaything because being in prison you’re a big imgth
in the middle of a big nothing, and that’s notdilanything (Parker, 1973: 20).

This rebuttal of the imagination is common in pnsRather than being seen as a key to
freedom, education is often perceived as anoth#nadeoy which authorities penetrate and
colonise prisoners’ minds. Although it is one of fiew places where adult-males turn to
poetry for self-expression, prison is also hommémy who reject metaphor as an evasion of
the here- and-now, the place where prisoners nogsisftheir energies in order to survive.
Yet for all its bleakness Malcolm, J.’s rejectidloas a measure of hope. In
contesting the notion that prison can be ‘like’ #iryg else, Malcolm, J. uses similes and
metaphors to forge comparisons to two nothingstaodhegatives. And these figurative
terms allow Malcolm J. to reject his interrogatayame of eloquence, while vividly evoking
the blankness where he exists. In the processsthregaishes place, personality, language,

and the act of communication itself. The resulingi-poetry that Parker describes as:
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ill-formed incoherence... [that] can be more expnessihan a carefully thought-out statement which
has no spontaneity: the mastery of a technique m@e blurs the genuine feeling it attempts to
convey (Parker, 1973: 6).

This notion of ‘ill-formed incoherence’ excited npgrticularly for allowing a spontaneity
with language that might make ‘the stone stonyh{&avsky, 1990: 6). In de-familiarising
prison clichés, perhaps inmates could free emotitockaded by jail? There were several
prisoners who attempted these de-familiarisatiomtdiiding a student who, memorably, tore
up photocopies of the prison rule-book and therraeged the phrases in the cut-up style of
William Burroughs, so that they sat on the pageeird new formations. (When he showed
the work to his classmates, the consensus washiaut-up version made more sense than
the original rule-book!). | wanted to believe thiais playfulness and ‘ill-formed incoherence’

could create the spontaneity that Erich Fromm thoegsential to meaningful life:

The inability to act spontaneously, to express vamat genuinely feels and thinks, and the resulting
necessity to present a pseudo-self to others aasktfnare the root of the feeling of inferiorityda
weakness... there is nothing that gives us greaige pnd happiness than to think, to feel, and yo sa
what is ours (Fromm, 200225-6).

‘To feel, and to say what is ours.” What a bealiptirase. But how difficult those
achievements are in jail, where language is as atall second-hand as the air, and where the
pressures create a breeding ground for ‘pseudeselaced by the scrutiny of guards,
prisoners, and their own minds, it’s little wonaeany inmates take refuge in denial and self-
deceit, or choose numbness above feeling. The saffggeriority and weakness’ described
by Fromm was evident in several suicides that aecuduring my first months at the prison

— and which continue every week in institutionsoaiér the country:

The number of suicides in prisons in England anded/is at its highest for seven years, new figures
show. Eighty-two inmates killed themselves in 20d@ seven from the previous year, according to
statistics compiled by the Howard League for P&w&brm (BBC News, 22 Jan 2015)
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Behind the individual threats posed by bullies Hr@lmore abstract forces of fear and
boredom, there is an additional pressure, perhags more formidable: it is ‘the very body
of the prison’ (1979: 30), to borrow Foucault's gbe. | was rarely threatened by inmates, but
| never lost my fear of the rotting Victorian anguture, and | believe its constant threat
played a role in encouraging the despair | feluatbme. Here, ‘space is... never neutral’
(Matthews, 1999: 27): ‘it defines and redefinesayedur. It sends out messages. It provides
the basis for the construction and disseminatiodedlogies.’ (27). If that is true, then the
message | received from the crumbling wing at HMRtiNgham was that a powerful neglect
was in operation, maybe as a means of means otilaging apathy and stasis.

Noel Fellowes, a policeman wrongly accused of myrdennects the brutality of an
‘archaic system’ (1986: 317) to ‘the Victorian mnsbuildings and cells [which] reflect
Victorian attitudes’ (316). In arguing for a systéimat ‘is not a punishment but an
opportunity for rehabilitation’ (317), Fellowes debes the Open University course in which
he studied ‘the Renaissance in art, Kafka in literg philosophy, logic, and history’ (147).
Yet there was a cost: Fellowes was paid only amum wage, given that he wasn't
producing anything regarded as useful. The ineldgcribed by Fellowes — so all-pervading
that it feels like an active force — continuesdare me whenever | recall the purposelessness
of inmates whose imaginations had been crushesidifficult to spend time with those who
have lost hope, and even harder to spend it witbethvho have apparently never known
love, but these were the fates of some of the peisol encountered.

Not only the denial of love, but natural beautyr Bome men, raised on lives of crime
in urban areas, the countryside was a mystery. Vghtimg writing exercises aimed at
freeing imaginations, | needed to remember this.séme, the obsessive concern with the
outside world had nothing at all to do with fresh as | discovered in the following incident,

which forms the basis of the first extract presdritem The Privilege of Rain
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No need for rivers

All that year, the lifer had written eagerly. Bhetriver stumped him. His pen wouldn’t move.

“Okay — any water,” | told him. “Call to mind tteea or a lake. Imagine you're staring upon it, or
swimming. Then let go. Describe it without thinkihg

His frown deepened into a mid-ocean trench. “Bué¢ heverseena river,” he said.

What | recall now is the greyness of his hair,dhgnature of his skin, a man younger than me, who
had lived much longer.

“The thing is,” he said — “before | came hereeler went outside much, never needed to.”

Others in the prison writing group were noddingmig looking at their pencils as he spoke.

“Most of my work,” he said, “I did indoors. The dsathe hits: indoors. It isn’t like you see itthne
films. You don't flounce abouou go where the Old Bill can’t see. You drivepmople’s houses in the dark.
And do the business. And come back out. And gbeémext joint. Like that, see? All night. Over aner. In
the dark, where no-one can see.”

| tried to nod wisely.

“That’s what people like you don’t get,” he saitlvork like that, you need eyes in the back of your
head. Because it takes up all your energy. Presseee A lot of pressure. And there ain’t no timefancy day-
trips, mate. Nor any need for rivers.”

No need for rivers. | wanted to tell the man header valued his freedom. | wanted to explain thist
was also true of me, that prison was our teaclmer cauld perhaps somehow set us all free.

But he was still in the flow, explaining his formde, a series of rooms connected by street-tigind
roads, rarely a meadow or a hill, nowt at all thvatild stand in the way of his purpose.

Across the yard, dark shapes stood at the winddwslls and spilled their voices into the nighig t
only part of themselves they could free. The yartubed with their roar, a wave always breaking.

“Except this one time | scored a deal in this paskid the lifer. “Trees everywhere. Branches and
twigs and that. Creepy as fuck.”

“Probably full of criminals too,” said the jokerrass the desk.

The lifer rationed out a smile. “Some park in Bingiham, | think it was. And don’t ask me why, but |

ended up by this lake or pond or whatever. Andetlveais something in the light; | noticed the waSar.| put
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my arm in up to here, up to the elbow, and | looaed under the water. My own fucking arm. Justisty at it
like a gobshite, how white it seemed. And the watad the light. And then this thought came in mgche

“First time for everything,” said the joker.

“This thought,” said the dealer, hypnotised bymismory. “I mean, they'd probably bang me up if |
said it out there...” He stared over the flat surfatthe desk as if it was the vast, mystifying engmof his
mind. “See, there was something about the wated thaticed. It looked thick, very thick. And théims
thought came to me: I'm here. That was it. Noweelsstruck me, like: how thick the water seenfad me
with my arm in it. This is me, | thought. I'm here.

“l ain’t nowhere else, except here.” (Swann, D.@048-9)

This piece was written years after leaving prissong rooted in an experience during
our weekly workshop. In it, | hoped to capture tsual surrealism of prison-life. It amazed
me that a fully-grown man could claim he’d nevegrsa river, and that I'd end up having to
justify the value of natural beauty. But the piat® records what | came to think of as a
characteristic prison-inversion — that moment wjadis deadening vice collapses and the
prison suddenly, weirdly, frees an inmate’s minad(ais teacher’s). In experiencing a river
like a poet, as if for the first time, the man opéiimself to wonder, and | hoped that this
would demonstrate how far his imagination couldeftabeyond any walls and bars.

There’s a hunger for transcendence in jail, as @dran observes:

Prison stories commonly share a hope of transceedas represented by the overcoming of limitation
or degradation, whether by the exercise of the roingly interventions of providence’ (Carnochan,
1998: 382).

Not surprisingly, | met many inmates interestedviiting’s capacity to lift them from day-to-
day pressures. However, this yearning for transeece from jail is involved in a constant
war with inertia, which acts as an active powere Trtertia brings blankness and depression.

It is also cruel, and capable of mockery. A wondigdurney into the imagination ends with
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an inevitable return to the cell. Those who encgeraanscendence in jail have to remember
this, for their own good and for the good of others

One reason prisoners choose inertia is that ‘jaicksin fears’, as Dietrich
Bonhoeffer put it (1977: 15). Hope can strike lda@row, with deadly suddenness, and leave
those who touch it ‘stricken among the fragmenmstheir colourless, usual lives’ (15). As
well as inertia, the imagination must also somekawive the onslaught of fear, a force

equally deadly. My student Tom Shannon writes:

It's almost 4 o’clock... | write these on my kneesied, hence terrible writing. | have to have a
blanket round my shoulder — cold, cold cells. téreget that sleep. | hate putting the light olte T
dark mingles with my conchence, scares me. Childi$tat do you think? Some tough guy! Sleep!
(Shannon & Morgan, 1996: 43).

Shannon’s boolnvisible Crying Treeco-written with Christopher Morgan, consists
of letters exchanged between himself and a farnhese social conscience prompted him to
start a prison-correspondence. The men are staf@eMorgan confirmed when | spoke to
him by telephone) — hence, their friendship exastly through the letters. Their exchange
gains poignancy from the tension between Morgae&dptions of his farming-life and
Shannon’s of the jail, ‘covered in excrement, tpatste and goodness knows whatelse [sic]’
(121). Shannon reveals he ‘was taken out of honteswwas thirteen, and put out to board
with a farmer’ (27). The rural bliss that he disemed there was lost after he killed a man:
‘To do a murder really eats at the soul. You caedteng a meal, then suddenly think of the
person you killed. The food turns to shit, in yououth’ (96).

When | first met Shannon, he was sitting alone tanding, facing away from the
vast vault of the jail, as if swept against thelgla brush. | don’t think I've ever met a man
so lonely and apart, but there was something cdmgelbout his presence too, a quality I've
never forgotten, and which I'd guess was somettordp with an inward honesty about a

crime he knew no way to explain.
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Shannon complains to Morgan that ‘this pen writekimps’ (127), an image that
reveals his ability to summon the ‘ill-formed in@bknce’ identified by Tony Parker (1973:
6), and this quality is reinforced by the book’skawardly poetic title, provided by Shannon’s
letters: ‘Thank you for being there, for hearing bigets, my invisible crying tree’ (1996:
60). While | was teaching him, Shannon wrote ‘Miegcan account of his youth that struck
me as honest and beautiful. It described a ‘tiredistarving’ boy (Swann, D. 1998: 67) who

‘kept moving, getting lifts on lorries, in cars, lowalked’ (67):

All sorts of things were going on at places someawltifferent from where | was. | just had to get
there. There was nothing going on when | got torelitawas all happening. That's because it was
happening somewhere else (67).

| wanted Shannon to go on the writing with this &éstiy and spontaneity, but he yearned to
become more fluent with language, and wanted noern@ct errors that caused him shame. |

think of him now, thrown like wastepaper onto theding, and remember his fearful words:

Can you imagine how it must be for a soft youngstet knowing what will come through his cell
door next, the horror, the terrible horror. The eshenind blowing, cut wrenching debilitating
exhaustive existence. Fuck it, fuck it, fuck it &hon & Morgan, 1996: 192).

The dread that Shannon evokes can never be knowrobg like me who visit prison as
outsiders, yet | still sometimes suffer nightmates I'm trapped in the old wing, and
therefore at risk from ‘the pains of imprisonme(8ykes, 1958: 82). Those fearful pains are
evoked by Shannon, a man who endured years in Naatgails.

But the imagination of Shannon and men like him s@an to suffer an entirely new
set of pressures as the jail's authorities respdta®ngoing shifts in Government policy. In
a re-building programme that proved startling énspeed and intensity, the jail altered almost
beyond recognition. By the time | left, the oridivactorian wing had changed function
entirely, and was housing inmates on remand. Elesaylthe jail's same tight confines had

become home to two brand-new wings, one of thensihguifers, the other populated by an
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assortment of inmates, many of them reputedly isgmed for sex offences. | was told by
several prisoners and officers that this attemtiegrate sex offenders was part of a policy
to prevent scapegoating, through a principle detsain numbers’. Whether this was true or
not, | never discovered — but the rumour persisted.

When they opened, the new buildings proved to belé&aner than the Victorian
wing. However, the new buildings had been crammealthe existing grounds, so there were
now many more men crowded into the same spaceyaridhad also started on a
segregation unit, which provoked ire in those wkbdved it was intended for paedophiles.

Erwin James was warned of the change by a chapladark my words, in the future
imprisonment will be about warehousing’ (2003: #&f),effect James witnessed at
Nottingham, where ‘within two years that jail doadlits population, but had its education
budget slashed’ (77) and where ‘staff and prisonerale collapsed’ (77). This deterioration
is linked by Garland to changes in ‘distinctivetpats of social, economic and cultural

relations’ (2001: viii) that he identifies as beidgtermining features of late modernity:

The open, porous, mobile society of strangers.. ghgm rise to crime control practices that seek to
make society less and less mobile: to fix idergjtimmobilize strangers, quarantine whole sectafns
the population, erect boundaries, close off ac(H3s).

Garland perhaps fails to consider the new freedgnausted to minorities like gay people
when he contends that the ‘economic control anékhigeralism’ (100) of post-war social
democracy have now been replaced by the exact app@sonomic freedom and social
control’ (100). But his attempt to link the immabdtion of prisoners with the wider
incapacitation of the poor certainly set me thiigkin

For Shadd Maruna, working on a crime desistancg@ran Liverpool during
roughly the same period when | was at HMP Nottimghtne tension between these
overlapping visions was emblemised by ‘a prisomnsellor encouraging inmates to “take

responsibility for your behaviour” while they aregk in an environment that essentially takes
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all responsibility and choice away from them’ (20@55). In David Garland’s analysis, this

kind of confusion happens because of the positiahthe jail occupies in our society:

... precisely at the junction point of two of the rhzsportant social and penal dynamics of our time:
risk and retribution... Imprisonment simultaneoustyv&s as an expressive satisfaction of retributive
sentiments and as an instrumental mechanism fandmagement of risk and the confinement of
danger (Garland, 2001: 199).

In angry, anxious times, the old theories thatdohkrime to social injustice have been
overwhelmed, says Garland, by theories ‘not of ida@fion but of inadequate controls’
(2001: 15). And ‘warehousing’ can be seen in pegithis light, as a means of

incapacitating those who cannot otherwise be ciatro

The basic idea is that the offender is to be incéigizd by being taken out of social circulationhe t
theory of incapacitation is, in its pure form, gpiéd of humanitarian ideals emphasizing help to the
incarcerated (Matthews, 1999: 85)

The emphasis on containment is summarised by Mastlas aiming ‘not to reform,
rehabilitate or to confront the values of offendéndt... [to] monitor their movements and
regulate their activities’ (255) — a ‘shift towardsterrence and incapacitation’ (257).

Garland is fascinated by the far-from-inevitaldelfapse of correctionalism’ (2001:
54), and identifies the turning point as that aatumoment in the late 1960s when penal
policy was attacked by liberal artists keen to sadéviduals from authority. He identifies
One Flew over the Cuckoo’s NestdA Clockwork Orang@as examples of literature that
emphasised ‘the importance of individual integahd the autonomy of the subject’ (57), and
played an influential role in the campaign agalrestsh measures such as fixed penalties (the
original primary focus of prison criticism in theSlHuring the 1960s).

A protest that started among liberals, socialets] anarchists, was gradually co-
opted by the right, as the crime desistance exXglwtid Maruna makes clear. He identifies

the crucial cultural moment as being the ‘paradginiting attack on rehabilitation’ (2001:
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166) that occurred in America in 1974 when theaed®eer Robert Martinson’s influential
paper, ‘What Works? Questions and Answers abosbRiiReform’, was published.

Garland argues that Martinson’s reactionary pap®rged from conditions created
by ‘a progressive critique’ (2001: 73) — and ulttelg resulted in ‘the spread of the failure
model’ (61), according to which ‘nothing works’jail, least of all ‘prison-based treatment
programmes’ (61). For Garland, this paradigm-gtofildn’'t have happened without
monumental transformations in the economy, techggland family and social relations that
were clearing the ground for ‘the reconfigureddief crime control’ (72).

Although ‘the author of the “nothing works” thesismmitted suicide soon after
writing an apologetic retraction’ (Maruna, 20016),6the damage was already done, and ‘a
hard-nosed cynical ‘realism’ has characterisedsthdy of social science in general’ (166)
ever since, in both America and Britain. The fratghis ‘realism’ became visible in the
‘Prison Works’ scheme, described at the Conseredarty conference on Octob&l 6993,
by the then-Home Secretary, Michael Howard, as nreasdesigned to protect society ‘from
murderers, muggers and rapists’ (Nicholls & Katx)£). Howard said: ‘This may mean that
more people will go to prison. | do not flinch frahmt. We shall no longer judge the success
of our system of justice by a fall in our prisorpptation’ (Nicholls & Katz, 2004).

The ‘Prison Works’ programme was given impetush®/murder of James Bulger at
the hands of two ten-year-old boys in February 3199 the moral panic that followed this
shocking event (the subject of a sober, indignamrcle by David James Smith [2011]), the
UK Prime Minister John Major was quoted as sayif\fe must condemn a little more, and
understand a little less™ (Morrison, 1997: 239xtatement that set the tone for the hardening
of punitive attitudes.

For Erwin James, the ‘Prison Works’ philosophy ted only to an increase in

incarceration, but to new attitudes within jails the mid-1990s, he says, the first allegations
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of serious assaults were made as it became efi@emnscrupulous key men to abuse their

positions’ (2005: 110):

... the sense of disillusionment was almost overwiranas we felt ourselves becoming even more
detached from those on the outside. Efforts madetout there and function properly seemed
wasted... To bring us back into line, prison life de@ to be more rigorous... the most worrying
development was the change in attitude of the pritaff (James, 2005: 109).

Howard’s office defended its scheme in a widelyarégd press release:

Locking up persistent and dangerous criminals stbpsn committing further crimes... That's why
8,500 new prison places will be made availablethgyytear 2000... Prison should be, and is, reserved
for the most serious and persistent offenders.NERs Wire, April 291997).

This statement stokes public anxieties about ladvaader while travelling as a message of
reassurance. Its casual mention of ‘further crinaglsiressesnaginedoffences, ones that
have not (yet) taken place, but which are projeatetikely, given the nature of the
offenders-to-be. However, Howard tells us not tarywabout this future threat — because we
are locking up the ‘persistent and dangerous cafminwhowouldbe guilty of those offences
if they werefree. Here, ‘prison works’ not through methodsleferrence and/or re-
education, but as a place of confinement for thvdse cannot be altered.

Under their parliamentary remit, members of the §JRrison Inspectorate, led during
my residency by Lord David Ramsbotham, were oblig@doncentrate on the treatment of,
and conditions for, prisoners’ (Ramsbotham, 20A®)2Thus, inspections covered ‘how
prisoners were received, whether they were in veor&ducation, whether they felt safe and
whether they were being prepared for release’ (88msbotham found several jails wanting.
However, when he suggested to the architect ofdriWorks’ that conditions ‘were clearly
and unacceptably punitive’ (64), Michael Howard giprepeated an earlier statement that
prisons should be ‘decent but austere, with a pesiegime for tackling re-offending, based

on opportunities for work and education’ (64).
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Undeterred, Ramsbotham concluded that ‘imprisonpanturrently conducted, is
failing both its prisoners and the public it isueed to protect’ (240), with the result that
‘lack of preparation for release contributes todpealling rate of male re-offending’ (145).
Ramsbotham states: ‘Surely the question that hae sked about whether prison works is,
“In what state of mind will prisoners be when tleyme out?” (70).

| arrived at the jail just before the physical effeof these philosophies began to
surge through the system. When the re-building iamogne began, | think the scale of the
change surprised even the authorities. HMP Notanghltered in shape every day, and
workers violated the only two features of beautgharry tree, skewered by the pole of a
camera, and the disused swimming pool, where wittksl reared their young, which the
builders drained and then used as a dumping grmrricash and saplings. The destroyed
pool became emblematic when | thought about thegaibodying so much of what felt
wrong: the overcrowding and waste, the denial alubeand creativity.

Foucault (1979) likened prisons to factories (pdg delinquents) — but the
warehouse-jail is a new metaphor that fits withtpodustrialism. Just as heavy industry has
given way to an economy based on trade and finesergices, so the vision of prison as a
place of transformation (either through punishnergducation) has now shifted to an
emphasis on storage and distribution. For the i, Smith, ‘prison consists of punishment
and detention, segregation from society’ (1989:)1This, he says, is like ‘temporarily
burying our waste, like so much toxic overflow thetemerges elsewhere’ (110).

Temporarily burying our wast& hat phrase returned when | found rubble in #ilés)
swimming-pool. There had been water there oncewaladbirds. And even now, around the
pool’s edges, men continued to report seeing fadgsmagination clung to those vestiges,

reminders of the ancient moor that the warehous$etf@od upon. As an ex-journalist, | was
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standing at the heart of an historic change. Wistarkd at the rubble, | was seeing a shift in
ideology — a shift that | felt was being misreprédse as a moral crisis.

According to Tom Douglas, investigative journalibecomes necessary when the
public interest is threatened by ‘cheating and..halest activity’ (Douglas, 1995: 48) — and
| was thinking along these lines during the sedwalfl of my residency when it was clear that
I'd been cast in the role of witness. | preferred to become a crusading reporter, but to
operate rather in the manner of Denis Johnson,wdiks troubled zones of the world as a
‘confused American ‘(Johnson, 2004: 232) and sé&ad& impressionistic dispatches.
Johnson admits he isn’t a ‘real journalist’ (1ather than conducting background research
and extensive interviews, he simply leaves himsgén to experience.

Accordingly, | started making fragmentary notesnonexperiences. Ultimately, the
jail's onslaught took years to process and re-imaghlthough fear and inertia were to
become my subject matter, | had to struggle forfdhes that would carry them. In time, my
‘cross-training’ (Colburn and Petersen, 2010) ak Ipoet and journalist proved helpful, and
this concept is discussed in a later chapter, wheescribe a ‘flourishing’ that echoes the
development of the poet and journalist Don Colburn.

It is unsettling to talk of myself ‘flourishing’ ian environment so saturated with
pain, but it would be inaccurate to suggest thatthnsformation was easy or pleasant. My
creative response was often an attempt to exonggggmares and bad memories. When
creativity failed, and catharsis proved elusiviedred the jail was trapping me in a maze of
retrospection. As Hesmondhalgh (2013) says, thatigine is more to ‘flourishing’ than
happiness. If the prison taught me anything, it teagalue my freedom, a complex and
sometimes painful condition, but one of the dynarard difficult, components that

Hesmondhalgh identifies as essential to ‘differesions of a good life’ (2013: 17).
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Teaching inmates including Erwin James and Tom St@anl came to understand
David Scott’s distinction betweerform, which he connects with change, aetabilitation,
which he connects with restoration (2008: 19). distinction is made clear by the reverse-
wisdom offered to a Canadian parliamentary sub-citteen ‘How do you expect me to
rehabilitate when | was never habilitated?’ (Wrigt282: 75). As this inmate’s wisecrack
suggests, rehabilitation is a complex businessi-laa forces operating against it are strong.

To those critical of my interest in the well-beiofperpetrators of terrible crimes, |
have several answers, both pragmatic and ideal’tagmatically, an improved approach to
rehabilitation would save money and make us aéirsddlealistically, | would argue that
education has the potential to restore a crimmais/her better self, and that this itself
makes it worthwhile. In making that currently urifemable argument, | repeat the words of
Richard Shelton, a poet who worked for years aslanary teacher in Arizonan prisons:
am after all... an educator, and all | am being astedo is educat€2007: 9). Like me,
Shelton treated his students as if they were ‘lyesterday and had no past’ (9),

remembering that he was educating individuals anmerd:

...those | feel great pity for, those | respect, thafo give me the creeps, those | am in awe oetho
who baffle me, those who are repellent to me, thdte enormous talent, and those who have touched
me so deeply | will never be the same (118).

The Israeli writer David Grossman wrote that a ‘al@nd human code of behaviour’
(Grossman, 1988: 195) must be forged in ‘precisethe.exceptional, repugnant cases’
(195) that arouse ‘no sympathy’ (195). | read Gmues's book;The Yellow Windwhile
working in the prison, and felt that its notionad¥il dignity applied not only to the Middle
East, but to the jail. “You shine your light,” agon-teacher told me when | asked him one

day how he maintained his faith in education. ‘Eifero-one sees it, you shine your light.’
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In addition, | would repeat the wisdom of the padedith Tannenbaum, another long-
term teacher in American jails, who asked her resatte‘think of the worst thing he or she

had ever done’ (Tannenbaum & Jackson, 2010: 172):

“Now imagine,” | instructed, “that this act is gibu’re known for. Imagine that everything in your
world is designed to treat you as a person definetis act. Any other fact of your life — any adt
love, creativity, compassion, intelligence, or jois irrelevant. You are only a person who has done
this worst thing... from now till forever” (Tannenb@au& Jackson, 2010: 172-3).

Whenever | felt dismay at the pressures on retiatdn, | recalled Erwin James and
Tom Shannon, two students who had used writingpair and protect their humanity, in
circumstances of adversity. Contemplating thoseésauls, my mind carried me back to the
prison’s trees, still somehow managing to flouiisthe yards and sterile-zones. Despite
being violated by a pole that bristled with suraite-cameras — ‘rape’, one of the prisoners
called it — the cherry tree went on summoning isgmficent blossom.

In The Scarlet LetteMNathaniel Hawthorne calls prison the ‘the blackver of
civilised society’ (1970: 76), and describes ‘amyuagifice’ (75) that ‘seemed [to] never have
known a youthful era’ (75), but he is careful tag# ‘almost at the threshold... a wild rose-
bush, covered, in this month of June, with itsct gems, which might be imagined to offer
their fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisofes).

Like Hawthorne, | wondered whether the cherry trad ‘survived out of the stern old
wilderness’ (76) of Sherwood Forest or whetheai lalways been an inmate. Whatever its
origins, the tree remained a symbol of what miggrish, even in the desert of Charles

Murray and Michael Howard.
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Chapter Three

‘The Legend on the License’: First Attempts at Poey and Nonfiction Narrative

This chapter focusses on how my imagination stiagdinavigated the jail's desert. Having
entered the prison as a journalist who was tryinglét a new course as a teacher and writer
of fiction, the switch to poetry proved slow andrstimes painful. It forced me to weigh my
journalistic training against an unexpected appceship in poetry. The chapter begins by
discussing the first lyric poems | wrote, and codels by considering the first prose. The
poems were limited, but marked a significant paimce I'd never considered poetry as an
option. The prose was not part of any plan, eithleut it came as less of a surprise, because,
in certain respects, it resembled journalism.

During the discussion, | explain how | came to theeprose as belonging to the
‘nonfiction narratives’ that Ted Conover identifias evolving from New Journalism
(Conover, interviewed in Boynton, 2005: 7). UsingCold Bloodas a test case, | identify
ways in which my prose resembles, and differs frideyw Journalism — and how it fits within
the tradition of ‘immersive’ non-fiction practiséy Conover. Throughout, the aim is to show
how my creative thinking took shape, particularijhwegards to the thorny relationship
between facts and fiction.

I will begin by reproducing the very first poenviote about prison:

A lifer offers me a cup of tea

Itisn’t just the burnt edges
of the plastic cup he offers,

or rumours of doctored drinks,
nor even the hands that reach to mine —

what they’'ve become,
as spoiled and yellow as his beaker —

just the thought of fingers, once,
when he was small,
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before anyone had yet
to turn away his gifts. (Swann, D. 2010: 51)

The poem reports on one of the small acts of ‘biendness’ (Crewe, 2016: 92) that
the Governor of HMP Grendon, Ben Crewe, identiissharacterizing ‘prison life alongside
all the deprivations’ (92). These gestures are nand, Crewe says, in helping us to avoid
the mistake that jail is ‘a lawless jungle withoubral baselines’ (92). On the contrary, |
discovered that prison can sometimes play hodtriaisan and friendship and, to a more
limited extent, trust. On several occasions, | pagected by prisoners, once when an inmate
grew concerned that our workshop’s horseplay wgeldme into trouble. | was also offered
gifts: hooch; cigarettes (one of the jail’'s most@ous commaodities); music tapes (one of
them taped over an audio episode of the TV selesidge’); and unlimited tea and coffee,
as described in the poem above.

This first prison-poem emerged in one continuoaghartic sentence that took me by
surprise. | did little but arrange the lines, paet a technical exercise intended to complicate
the syntax and experiment with line-breaks, antlypao the poem would float within the
space that was becoming crucial to my understanafitige jail's psychological environment.
| paid little regard to the poem’s ‘music’, and neee that as a problem. But | can appreciate
the poem’s unaffectedness, or the direct quakigs striving after during a period when |
still saw myself as a teacher and a journalistenathan a poet.

| have begun this chapter with the first prisonfpdenrote, as a means of
demonstrating the turn my imagination was takingnf journalism into poetry. So slow was
the turn, | managed only one other poem during @siydency — and this, together with the
only prose-piece | completed, is discussed latéhechapter. My intention in including
these three early pieces is to show that my creaéisponse to the jail was initially

influenced by a grounding in journalism. After dissing that grounding, the chapter goes on
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to critiqgue such practices and to describe innowatin reportage pioneered by proponents of
The New Journalism. In discussing The New Jourmglisuse Truman Capotels Cold

Bloodto test my approach to the subject matter of presad to interrogate fiction’s intrusion
into reportage. Where is the line between factfantibn? What is the relationship between
journalism and literature? Is it acceptable to rpalate plot and viewpoint when dealing

with factual matters?

To deal with these questions, | must return tontioenent, six months into my
residency, when | finally found secure lodgingqNiottingham. Before that, | had been too
frazzled and unsettled to manage any writing. Bwt,rfor the first time, | started making
journal entries: hasty fragments, more like butletnts than prose or poetry. My rule was to
confine myself to concrete images of things seehhaard, or smelled and touched (and
tasted, in the case of prison-hooch). | set myb@fforensic restraint out of exhaustion, and
out of deference to my journalistic training, whitéd been based on values of accuracy,
objectivity, emotional distance, and fidelity teetfacts.

When making these fragmented notes, | operatedrlkie the narrator of the novel
HHhH, whose account of the assassination of the Nagf,dReinhard Heydrich, is bound by
a desire to avoid ‘novelistic invention’ (Binet, 3 no page number, section 107).
‘Inventing a character to understand historicatdas like fabricating evidence’ (192), the
narrator avows. The novel tests the purity of fhaetual approach, and buckles as the
narration demands the subjectivity of fiction, ttw objectivity of journalism, and he
breaches his self-imposed rule to favour the ‘kncawer the ‘plausible’ (189).

There is a similar set of restrictions in Agotadtoi’'s The Notebookwhere the twin-

protagonists’ journal contains only ‘the faithfidstription of facts’ (Kristof, 2014: 27):

We must describe what is, what we see, what w&doexample, it is forbidden to write,
‘Grandmother is like a witch’, but we are allowedwrite: ‘People call Grandmother the Witch’.
(Kristof, 2014: 27)
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It's probably silly to claim ‘news’-like qualitie®r work that took 10 years to
produce, and to shackle one’s writing to problemgtiirnalistic ideas of neutrality,
objectivity, and truth (not to mention, the strangemmonplace assumption that every story
has only two sides). But | felt the need to brihg thews’ from jail's closed world — and was
surprised this ‘news’ began to emerge as poetherahan journalism. The move into poetry
was partly made possible by the reading that wiaseincing me (discussed in Chapters Five.
Six, and Seven) — but there were other factorgaalby the jail’s thunder and lightning.
Without this animating spark, | feel it's unlikely have become a writer of poems.

Well, of two poems, anyway. The second, ‘Seizusgls inspired by my disabled
student on the 4s, who had endured a night in skedithe city-hospital. After he described
his cramps, | happened to discover that the waiddp’ had etymological connections with

the Latin term ‘seizure’, and | imagined him tragpeside two jails, one of them his body:

Seizure
Pris-on, n. [F prisoun <L prahensio, -onis seizure]

Hours before,

he knows it's coming.
Knows it the way

a dog knows thunder,

in his teeth and hair.

Soon they'll lace him

with chains

and load him into a van,
take him to the ward

in the hospital

in Nottingham

where he’ll spend the night
fighting the pains

that quake in his bones,
free at last of jall,

still cuffed to himself (Swann, D. 2010: 87).

Again, the poem came as a transmission which reduire only as a recording device. | felt
it was flawed by a lack of back-story concerning than’s cerebral palsy, but | settled with
the outcome, because I'd no idea what else to he.short lines created more of the white

space that | was interested in, and this suggesss Istill thinking in visual rather than aural
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terms. But although the poem was plain in its dittit contained a few minor sonic effects,
particularly the half-rhymes, most of them situaa¢dine-endings. There was enjambment,
too — and that pleased me, because it was go@ttasdmething flowing in a place where so
much had stopped, and | sensed the excitementthatudents reported when their
imaginations tingled with possibilities.

Two minor poems in six months. It doesn’t sound myet | was grateful to be
writing anything Those tentative first attempts lacked sophigbcatout they opened a door
(and how important opened doors now seemed!), dsasallowing me perspective on
prison’s bewildering ‘spiral’.

The nascent poet may have been stirring, but tma@ist inside me was struggling.
In jail's rumour-factory, where gossip alone moWte®ly, a journalistic mind encounters
bewildering arrays of ‘truths’ — not only versioofered by inmates, officers, psychologists,
doctors, etc., but the information stored in theords system, often criticised for its
inaccuracy, especially by those men | met who pioed their innocence, often at great
length and in intricate detail.

Who were you supposed to believe? How could yowehogkeep track? With little to
do, and nowhere to go, prisoners would spend hafutteeir ‘endless present’ (Herman,
2001: 89) describing the complexities of their io@ce — stories impossible to follow. For
example, a few days after a riot had been snuftedl evas offered several different reasons
for the unrest. A man who hated prison food savwda$ dust in the custard. Another who was
dying of loneliness claimed it was changes to wigiarrangements. Factual or not, these
stories contained the truths of the men’s grievance

In his cultural history of the rumour, Hans-JoaciNeubauer describes the ‘ugly
disharmony’ (1999: 42) of the Roman goddess Famagraster ‘covered with feathers, ears,

tongues’ (42). Although she is the carrier of rumand gossip, Fama can operate only when
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‘the motives of power become opaque’ (49), and wikesions such as the ‘boredom of
waiting’ (94) create a strong need for informatiblot surprisingly, then, Fama was alive and
well in the prison’s closed world. Although rumowar® constructed from ‘montage,
projection, invention, inversion’ (124), Neubauays they are better understood as
‘symbolic realities’ (169) than as distortions e#lity, in the sense that they often ‘express
what cannot be formulated in other ways’ (169).gHees as an example the horror of World
War One, when battlefield rumours passed betwelelness in the trenches who ‘knew that
the reality they were experiencing was a part efitreality which their generals, with the
help of the field telephone and aerial photograpi®yd to be the ‘actual’ course and ‘true’
description of the battle’ (83).

Neubauer’'s analysis has helped me to understarftbthef fiction within the jail’'s
closed world, where information is so restricteakt tisymbolic realities’ thrive. What's more,
his ideas have explained difficulties facing théness. The detached overview of the general
is one perspective. But the squaddie’s blood-dreddombat is another. For Neubauer, a
rumour is not a chain or a line or a net, but ‘avetthat circles around a point again and
again... the spiral... [with] no beginning and no emal,origin and no destination’ (174).

Until | worked in prison, I'd never felt such avins to journalism’s working-code.
Although post-modernists have argued that ther@arfacts, | felt | had stumbled upon a
more worrying proposition: that there were vastrsmgaof them, impossible to organise or
verify, ‘too many in too long a row’ (Stafford, 18982). Hence, the question for a writer of
reportage becomes not only whether the facts angraie, but alsoMWhichfacts? And
whos@’ If powerful forces choose and arrange the fextuit their own ends, the
journalist’s tasks is to search out elements thaelbeen erased or re-prioritised.

But it's not only the facts — it's the relationshoptween them. When writing news

stories, journalists structure the material arotngdprinciples of: ‘sequence... priority...
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[and] relationship’ (Gerard, no datrevity). A former cub reporter who is now a novelist,
Philip Gerard argues that: (a) sequence is theramdehich ‘elements are arranged’, (b)
priority is ‘the importance of any element relatieeother elements’, and (c) relationship is ‘a
special connection to each other element and tettrg as a whole’ (Gerar8revity

[online]). In Gerard’s view, these three elemeratis be manipulated erroneously if the
journalist misses ‘a Big Fact... [the] fact behind facts that determines the meaning of all
the other facts’. For Gerard, ‘a fundamental trailout stories... [is that] backstory drives
present action’. He contends that the ‘Big Facthia backstory is the crucial ingredient
around which the story coheres. By failing to fthd ‘Big Fact’, a journalist would put
him/herself in danger of filing an article in whitdwvery fact was true, and yet the story was
utterly false’ (GerardBrevity [online]).

As an example of this danger, | would cite my eigere of a visit to HMP Whatton,
an unusual prison in Nottinghamshire, populateduskeely by male sex-offenders, who
voluntarily embark upon re-education aimed at civangffending behaviour. During the
visit, | attended a ‘sentence planning’ meetingwhich prison-staff assess the inmate’s
progress — and devise a future-plan, based onmsadaresented). There, an inmate
confessed for the first time (with his daughterseré) that he was guilty of touching the
young girls who had attended his riding school. it offered alcoholism as his reason —
and the room crackled with tension when he contesse

Afterwards, when a tutor solicited my reactionaidsl’d found it moving when the
man and his daughter wept. It had been a privilegaid, to witness this turning-point. In
reply, the teacher asked how | would feel if heeaded that the man was the subject of
arrest-warrants from several foreign countries,nelne was alleged to have committed
atrocities while serving as a mercenary. Thiguét was the ‘Big Fact’ that couldn’t be

mentioned by the committee, for legal reasons —srabsence called everything else into
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guestion. Was the man’s alcoholism a responsedokmowledged war crimes? Or did his
abuse of young girls, and his alleged war-crimadee their cue from yet another Big Fact,
hidden in the past? After starting out within argtof confession, the facts now began to
rearrange themselves into a narrative of contindegal and deception.

Despite these dizzying problems with facts and Fdmoantinue to stand by certain
values | learned as a ‘cub’. Back then, I'd beemnad by a colleague not to applaud at press-
conferences. He said | was a member of ‘the shphifession’ — often in the company of
powerful, well-dressed people, but never theimidieAnother colleague said my job was to
separate what was happening from whatpgectedo happen. | remembered this many years
later while ‘kettled’ at a demonstration in Lond@npowerful story (the first major
‘kettling’, a seven-hour ordeal for many touristalgpeaceful protestors) was missed by the
press, who went on waiting for the violence thairtivorking code demanded. When some
of us tried to reason with the journalists, we wigrered, as though we didn’t exist — a
fascinating experience, and one that many inmdtBsitish jails would recognise.

Of course, it's hard to abandon conceptual thoagldtsimplyexperiencehe
moment, as | have proved in the above paragrapichvid full of received ideas. As Garland
suggests, there is no such thing as ‘direct, unatediencounter with the real... unmediated,
untutored, unscripted’ (2001: 147). For one thiuhgfjnitions of the real are notoriously

slippery, as the novelist Philip Roth emphasises:

Obviously the facts are not just coming at youdretincorporated by an imagination that is formed b
your previous experiences. Memories of the pasharenemories of facts but memories of your
imagination of the facts... (Roth, 1989: 8).

Even without the complications caused by time’sspgs, there is more to any
moment than the events empirically observed byenglist. What about the things
happening out of sight, for instance? Things tlaattdoe picked up by the senses? Or the

abstract forces that made the event occur? Ohthg thatwould have happened if your
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news editor had sent you to cover another storigh'lt only a question of perspective, and
there’s also more to it than the gathering of faassl hope | have demonstrated.

Whatever my reservations, | did my best to makét&rinotes on what happened
within the prison. The notes were plain and terséyced to bullet-points by my exhaustion.
And there was no creative plan, except to suntieger, | will explain how | drafted those
scribbled fragments, but here | will include thestfiof the prose-pieces that took shape. It was
assembled from the fragmentary journal-entries,cmdpleted soon after | left my job. After
guoting the piece in its entirety, | will use itasneans of describing the journalistic working
methods that | carried into the prison, and ashaclefor exploring the relationship between

fiction and journalism:

First day

On the way in, | had counted the gates as they leeked behind us. Five gates, six...

My boss swung the final gate shut as an unseenlelolg@tker growled past on the road beyond the
wall. That's how close the world was. How far awdyst seven gates...

| was led into the education block, passing a elust unyielding men who had gathered in the dap-le
of the corridor. | didn't know who was a prisonadavho wasn't. Their clothes were made of drabliacry
Against my expectations, only one of the men seaimé@ wearing anything that | understood as apris
uniform. He was dressed in navy clothes with brigktow stripes down the sides.

Secretly, | practised holding the keys in my packéere were only two of them. Two keys. You'd to
shield the keys from forgers, that's what the hefagkcurity had told me. Some forgers needed @myseconds
to memorise the cut.

"The thing is," | said, rushing to keep up, "ishbught there'd bnsof keys..."

My boss nodded. "These two keys fit almost evecklin this whole place. That's why you've to hand
them in at the gate whenever you leave the jail..."

In the corridor, a cluster of men stopped to stody The keys burned against my thigh. Their chain
might as well have been connected to the ancharti@wler. I'd never felt more giddy, was almosaflng on a

wave of my own fear. But heavy too. Both at the sd@ime. Anchored. Adrift.
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"If you forget... if you leave the prison with t®two keys... they'll have no choice but to chaalbe
the locks," said my boss.
His voice slowed to a crawl.

"Every. Single. Lock. In. This. Jail."

That first morning, | was allowed to sit in on \aus lessons. To get a flavour of how things went.

First | was shown the cookery class. On the way moticed a blackboard covered with hooks, where
the prisoners hung their tools. Each tool belorigediparticular place, and each spot on the boasimarked
with a white outline of the tool, like the linesipted around bodies on TV cop shows.

| noticed that several knives were missing fromrtheoks.

Over by the cookers, a group of men in aprons hadst finished melting chocolate to pour over Rice
Krispies clustered in bun cases.

The teacher shrugged. "A special request,” she daiths supposed to be showing ‘em roast beef,
but..."

All around her, prisoners stared into the pang teey could see naked women down there in the
depths, faces simultaneously animated and stunned.

"Not the spoons," the teacher scalded. "Don'ttiekspoons yet!"

Some of the men cracked up laughing. "You canft kelrself,” one of them offered. "It's the
temptation..."

The teacher directed a smile into the pockets phheon, where no-one might see it, where it migght
safe.

Later, a quietness fell over the room as the meadshemselves on their buns and their spoons.

"Happiness..." | said to the teacher.

"Or caffeine, lad."

"Happiness IS caffeine, isn't it?" said one ofrien. "Or did | miss summat? Have | been in here too
long to remember the difference?”

The teacher waved him away. "Philosophy's in tlegstoom over there," she said. "This is cookery,

lad. Wipe down your work surfaces."
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"Yes, Miss," said the prisoner.

Nervous in the staff-room at lunch-time, | listentedhe conversations of the teachers around meir Vhices
contained that strange mixture of exhaustion anddsothat I'd known from my own days as a teadBet the
things they discussed | barely understood at all.

"... the poisoner?"

"So they say. Still up to his old tricks. Everhiere..."

"How?"

"Slipping it into folks' drinks, so they reckonufs of coffee, and that..."

Both teachers turned suddenly, realising thatd staring at them.

One of them smiled wearily. "Fancy a brew, lad?"

| was told it was time to go on the wing. | thoughthe pigeons I'd seen in a dingy alcove neatxbeernor's
office. The places a creature may choose to spericeedom!On the wing, on the wingevery phrase hit me in
the stomach.

| was put in the care of a man who'd been moppilag@ing on the 3s before we interrupted him. He'd
show me the ropes, my boss said. He was a trusisghpr. | nodded, confused. From a distance daira
mistaken the man for a civvie.

The trusted man had dull eyes, dark waxy ringeatinthem. But the ghost of a smile came easily to
his face, and that was a relief because the swiitereed his features and seemed to grant him eeBpiin the
gloom that had seeped out from his eyes. He tooklorg the landing, grunting hello's to men whonditbok
up. Would | like a drink of coffee, he asked? He halask on the go; would | fancy a drink of ceffe

| thought about the teachers' lunch-time poisories. | also worked hard to remember advice offere
by a friend, an actresBon't blink at the wrong moment. If you're challedgdo a Michael Caine on them

Power is control over the eye. Power is not bligkin
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That first week, | must have looked derangeddhtiiblink again until January. | started to untsnd
why the men's eyes burned.
| did my Michael Caine. "Yes," | said to the tredtprisoner, probably shaking my head, "I'd relély

a drink of coffee. Very much, please."

The trusted prisoner came back with his flask. bBlered coffee into a flimsy red plastic beaker. Beaker's
rim was burned where a cigarette had been preggadsiit. It felt rough against my lip. | tried $tirug off the
conversation I'd overheard in the staff-room.

The trusted prisoner watched me as | drank. Lateas to grow used to some of these bitter thitigs,
taint of sweat on acrylic clothes, nicotine on lineand fingers, roll-ups smoked twelve times, tiireksof
coffee that some of the men said was ground froonnasc

My guide looked pleased that he'd been able to. Wdtpr he had watched me drink all the coffee, he
wiped his hands down his trousers and took thedydadck to his cell. He seemed to walk with a npwsitive
stride. | watched the flask bob at his side as értWwack along the landing.

| followed him, unable to shift the bitter tastavas afraid to look into the open doorways of ¢ells
where men lolled on beds or sat idly munchingdligthacks. It's a writer's job lmok, but in looking | felt as if |
was taking the last thing that some of these meln Inatead, | trained my eyes on the suicide ngttiat was
stretched like giant sheets of gauze between titrigs.

Above us, the space was huge, a vault of stalecaiunlike the rain-spoiled Methodist chapels of my
youth... always these strange reminders of tharatiorld, so close to this one, visible from the@ows up

here on the 3s...

On that first frightening day on the wing, a watdhfnscrutable officer gave me a safety demorisinatHe
showed me how to shoot the bolt in the trustecbpes's cell. You snapped it shut, putting a botieen the
wall and the door so that no-one could lock you in.

"And this is what | do every time | visit a cell?"
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"Unless you want to be held captive," said theceffj straight-faced. "Unless you want to find dut i
we think you're worth rescuing."”

Unexpectedly, his face broke into a smile full afrmth and concern. "By hell, lad, | were only
joking..."

| stared at the stiff bolt. My guide, the truste@spner, was staring at it too. Now there was i

between us and the rest of the prison. Now themethia bolt between me and him.

The bolt. | couldn't forget the bolt. It seemedgdrof my fear. It seemed to confirm my lack of Fait sat with
my guide, the trusted prisoner, in his cell, playahess. | could do whatever | wanted. | had twgskecould
go anywhere except the staff room. | had the mestdom a job has ever afforded me.

My guide beat me in four moves, a blur of motiowl hought. He was a champion, he told me as he
laid my King to rest. It wasn't unusual for himhave forty postal games on the go, and he expécteth
them all, but he sometimes had to wait weeks femtiail to come through.

"At first they thought it was some sort of codeg'said. "All those grids and numbers. They tholight
was plotting something."

"And were you?" | asked, an opening gambit, mst fiisk.

"Aye," he said. "l was plotting my next move."

"So this is it," said my boss as we approachedi#yes final destination. "The Records Office. Isegou want
to check anything. In case you're ever worried..."

Do youcheck?"

"l did, lad," he said. "Once. On my first day."

"And you never went back?"

He didn't reply. He led me across the yard.

Near the sterile zone, along a line of wire fengieggths of toilet roll flared in the wind.
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The Records Office was a disappointment at figgitshundreds of manila folders inside a Portakabi
that would have looked normal in infant school gieund.

But so many of them. So many envelopes, so maeg.liv

"Pick one," said my boss.

"l wouldn't know where to start.”

"Start with a name you know."

I knew only one, the name of my guide, the trugesoner, who had made coffee for me and beaten
me in four moves.

We pulled out the file. It bulged with reports andtings. Testimonies in old-fashioned type. Ye§ow
newspapers. Faded photocopies. The trusted prisaaseolder than I'd thought.

My boss remained business-like. He placed the epeebn the desk and sorted through the first few
documents. Neither of us spoke. | was aware of pgssing high over the jall, its engines here wihn the
cabin. Almost as soon as I'd begun to read, | didise folder, put it back in its rack, shut thevaea

Neither of us spoke. We went back across the yavds aware of my hand and of the skin it had
touched, aware now of the things that the othed head done.

Dark shapes stood at the windows of cells andesptheir voices into the night, the only part of
themselves they could free. The yard echoed wih tbar, a wave always breaking.

"How do you do this job?" | asked my boss.

"You aim at the best part of a man," he said. "BEfgou know it doesn't exist, you still aim at'it.

(Swann, D. 2010: 22-5)

This piece was my first finished piece about thie gdthough several other drafts
were then either half- or quarter-built, or in etabf disrepair and abandonment. The
notebook-fragments on which | based the articleeviigief, containing only blunt facts and
observations, e.g7 gates btwn street and cell; d-decker sn fromgwi@iookery — outlines of
tools (several missing); teachers called ‘misslibsrs; tour by trusted lifer — his crimes in
Records Office’etc. That first frightening day in the prison hadhained vivid in my
memory so it felt easy to fill the gaps betweenlbbet-points, and afterwards | thought of it

as straightforward reportage, in the sense promwgelbhn Hersey, who argued that ‘there is
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one sacred rule of journalism. The writer mustineént. The legend on the license must
read: NONE OF THIS WAS MADE UP’ (Fisher Fishkin,88 209).

| had stayed true to Hersey'’s ‘legend on the liee(discussed on p. 17) with ‘First
Day'. Like any writer, | selected some details amaitted others (choosing incidents that best
succeeded in illustrating my shock and discomf@&tit all the included events are depicted
accurately... with the exception of the dialogue, hadswhich | re-constructed from
memory. Without dialogue, the piece felt flat, dhdrefore | rejected brief attempts to use
reported speech. The inclusion of reconstructedd@dpeaises issues that Ted Conover has
discussed. Interviewed by Robert Boynton, Conoags $ie uses plenty of what he calls
‘recreated dialogue’ (Conover, 2005: 28Nawjack an account of the year he spent as a
prison-guard in Sing Sing Jail. Conover describesas presenting one of the ‘biggest, most
persistent problems of “creative nonfiction”. Evdning in my book is true. And yet dialogue
is so difficult to record verbatim that it is a lggay area’ (28).

| was attracted to Conover’s philosophy on theo&reportage, and shared his
ambivalence about the re-creation of dialogueatt been impossible for me to record, and
now recollect, every single word spoken in jaildaherefore | faced a choice between either
avoiding dialogue (as | had avoided naming speuifitviduals) or of re-creating the voices.
| opted for the latter, aware | was entering Comevéig gray area’, but hopeful | could stay
true to the spirit of the voices, even if the wondsse estimations. Nevertheless, | proceeded
with caution, rather like the narrator of Binetevel, HHhH. His desire to accurately
reconstruct the assassination of the SS chief,HaeihHeydrich, contains a suspicion of
‘hypotyposis, which means making a scene so liéeliiat it gives the reader the impression
he can see it with his own eyes’ (2013: no pagej@el15). Despite this suspicion, Binet's
narrator reluctantly concedes that ‘If my dialoguar’'t be based on precise, faithful, word-

perfect sources, they will be invented’ (15).
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| pressed on in similar fashion, curious aboutsttenes | was constructing. A scene is
defined by John Gardner as ‘an unbroken flow abadrom one incident in time to another’
(1991: 59), and these units of action, taking placgpecific times and locations, seemed to
require not only situations and settings, but actiod dialogue. The scene-based nature of
the writing intrigued me, since journalism usuasts by on summaries rather than scenes —
whereas fiction hardly ever can. So what was limgi2 Journalism or fiction? I'd included
nothing that was made up (except the recreatedglia). Hence, the piece felt like
reportage. But the journalism was bundled up inaid&ucture that resembled fiction.

It's usually a waste of time for a writer to wolpout genre, especially early in the
writing. The priority, | think, is to write sometig good, and finish it, and worry later about
its packaging. Yet what happens when Hersey's fidgen the license’ is at stake? What are
the ethics there? Does the writer owe an obligatahe reader?

Conover’s thoughts on the matter of genre provéglfile Rejecting labels such as
‘literary journalism’ (for their pretension), Conewdescribes his work as ‘nonfiction
narratives’ (Conover, 2005: 7) — because ‘stonytglis the backbone of my work’ (7). He
says he favours ‘the literal truth of nonfictiongsposed to the philosophical truth of fiction’

(28). In the opening dflewjack he describes the book as being:

a work of nonfiction, describing events that | visised and participated in. No scenes are imagined o
made up, though some dialogue was, of necessityeaed (Conover, 2011: 1)

Although I was intrigued by the complexities buriadhat casual phrase, ‘of necessity’, |
felt that Conover’s thoughts fell broadly in linétkvmy own, describing the way | wanted to
work. Like Conover, | felt best suited to storyirell. Hence, ‘First Day’ is my first attempt at
‘nonfiction narrative’, a genre that Boynton pasits as being part of the wave of

‘reportorial’ writing (Boynton, 2005: xii) that eWed from the New Journalism of the 1960s.
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For Boynton, writers like Conover are part of adeplike-minded group that he calls
The New New Journalists — not ‘a school of thoughtule-defined movement’ (2005:
xxxvii), but a set of practitioners who use immeesstrategies to become part of the lives of
the people they are studying and investigating)(>aometimes over a period of years.
Conover’s immersive strategies have included spgnaionths not only with prison-guards,
but railway-hobosRolling Nowhere1984) and illegal Mexican immigrant€g@yotes 1987).
Whichever sub-culture he has explored, Conoverabasoached it with the mind-set of the
anthropologists he studied in college. He saysraptiiogy ‘dovetails with journalism...
[With a] ... willingness to get your hands a littletg, you will be able to get stories that
nobody else gets’ (Conover, 2005: 7).

Boynton contrasts the approach of later writers {lonover with the rule-bending
attitudes and habits of the New Journalists. Thesdae says, ‘in which nonfiction writers
test the limits of language and form have largelgsed’ (Boynton: xii). Whereas Wolfe’s
earlier school is described as joyfully distortneglity, Boynton sees their successors as
going in ‘the opposite direction, drilling down inthe bedrock of ordinary experience’ (xv).

Yet Conover and his contemporaries owe a debta@tactitioners of New
Journalism, who were said by Tom Wolfe to have dweed four techniques from realist
fiction: ‘'scene by scene construction’ (1980: 48)¢cord[ing] the dialogue in full’ (46); ‘the
so-called third point of view’ (46), and ‘the redorg of everyday gestures, habits, manners,
customs, styles’ (47) to build the social world coon in realist fiction.

Conover sees his work as drawing upon conventi@ugiired for good fiction:
character, conflict, change through time. And ifiye really blessed, you get resolution. But
life doesn’t usually work out that way’ (Conove@5: 11). Three of the elements from
which he builds his narratives are present in Tonif&ls list (above): scene, dialogue, and

description. There is also an attempt to build@adavorld, albeit one that is ‘a marginal or
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strange sub-culture’ (7), as in most of ConoverskyHowever, Wolfe’s list can’t be
applied in its entirety, foewjackcontains no experiments with point of view, renvagn
locked within Conover’s external, third-person paive. As such, it feels far closer to
traditional reportage than to the rule-bending Nlewrnalism celebrated by Wolfe.
Boynton concedes that the free-play with conventibWolfe’s ‘truly avant-garde

movement’ (2005: xii) succeeded in:

expanding journalism’s rhetorical and literary sedyy placing the author at the centre of the story,

channelling a character’s thoughts, using non-gtahgunctuation, and exploding traditional narmativ

forms’ (xii).

These innovations were praised by Norman Mailareating nervy fusions of fact and

fiction that were ‘ideal for a 20Century mood’ (Fisher Fishkin, 1988: 2009) — and
celebrated by Wolfe for creating a situation whiére basic report unit is no longer the
datum, the piece of information, but the scene’ f&/d.980: 66). This, Wolfe said, had the
capacity to ‘create within the mind of the readeseatire world that resonates with the
reader’s own emotions’ (64). Positioning practigonas outsiders and rebels, Wolfe argued
that they were ‘ignoring literary class lines thawve been almost a century in the making’
(40). He defended practitioners from accusatioasttieir experiments were impressionistic
and lacking in depth. On the contrary, he claimegvNournalism ‘depended upon a depth of
information that had never been demanded in thespaper world’ (35).

Many of these defences were challenged by writerkivg in similar fields. For
instance, John Hersey wrote both fiction and regqgat but he was opposed to journalistic
experiments that steered the writer away from WhWabDale Nelson called ‘the undoctored
incident’ (2007: xv) of conventional reportage. By acknowledged that his own journalism
was influenced in some ways by fiction. For ins&grite borrowed the structurekdiroshima

from Thornton Wilder’s novelThe Bridge of St Luis Rewhich (like Hersey’s famous
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reportage on the dropping of the atom bomb) focoseseveral characters ‘whose paths
crossed each other and came to this moment ofdsdesaster’ (Hersey, 1988: 115).
Borrowing a fictional structure was one thing. Bldrsey took exception when the
New Journalistinventeddetail, either by imagining viewpoints they’'d neuwghabited, or by
devising dialogue for events they couldn’t havenesised. He is quoted by Fisher Fishkin as
saying: ‘The reader assumes the subtraction agea @ff journalism and instinctively hunts
for bias; the moment the reader suspects addittbesarth begins to skid underfoot’ (1988:
209). Hersey conceded that ‘by selecting 999 oudt@d0 so-called facts, you are bringing
your own bias to bear’ (Hersey, 1988:130). Howefarhim, these acts of subtraction
differed from the additions and inventions thatrifged some writers to cross the line’ (132).
In some ways, what I'm discussing here are theldalmed to identify and market a
text. For instance, John Cheevdfaconerwas written and marketed as a novel. Its
depictions of prison life draw upon four main sasic(a) Cheever’s work as a prison
teacher; (b) Cheever’s discussions with inmatgsCleever’s experiences in rehab; (d)
Cheever’s imagination. His dramatization of prisiba-gains solidity and credibility from the
first three sources, but he can draw upon the lidoetause we’ve read the ‘legend on the
license’: it's a novel, and the protagonist is @ation of Cheever’s own mind. As such, the
writer cuts and pastes from his own experiencelarconfinement of rehab, so that his

reflections become part of the experience of @ofietl character in prison:

| stand at the window, watching people on the stieem confined. They are free to come and go, but
they move so casually through this freedom ths¢&ms wasted. (Cheever, 1991: 299)

They were free, free to run, jump, fuck, drink, laugeat in the Tokyo plane... and yet they moved so
casually through this precious element that it ssbmasted on them. (Cheever, 1977: 29)

The first of the quotations is from Cheever’s jalrmwritten when he was trying to
kick booze in rehab. The second is free indirestalirse from the perspective of the brother-

killing convict Farragut irFalconer, the novel Cheever was working on when he entered
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rehab. Since we understand tRatconeris a novel, we allow Cheever the freedom to fuse
fact with fiction. Similarly, Malcolm Braly’s bookDn the Yard1968), one of the best prison
books I've read, is rooted in his own years asraviad, yet the label of ‘novel’ allows him to
cross Hersey's line. We learn in Braly’'s meméiajse Start$1976), that the writer
harboured fantasies of becoming invisible and wakhrough walls in San Quentin.
However, in the novel, these fantasies are givenwid-eyed young fantasist named Stick.

The line that Hersey argued should exist betwestiofi and journalism was perhaps
most famously crossed by Truman Capolbe’€old Blood a product of the lengthy
immersion praised by Wolfe, involving ‘prodigioussearch, spread over five years’ (Tynan,
1966: 130). | want to discuss the book here bechused it as a test case for my own
philosophy on ‘nonfiction narratives’. By studyititge places where Capote crossed Hersey’s
line, 1 hoped to work out how I felt about abuseshie ‘legend on the license’.

In Cold Bloodis an account of the notorious spree-killings cotted by two drifters,
who were later executed for their crimes. Caposzieed the book as a ‘nonfiction novel’,
which Tynan understands as meaning ‘a documerdaéryhandled with the psychological
insight of a novelist’ (Tynan, 1966: 131). For Tyn#e book’s use of fictional techniques
was a problem. He wondered how it was possibledafy events and statements that only
the hanged men could corroborate’ (130).

Hersey wrote both fiction and journalism (and seémisave believed that fiction
offered the possibility to say ‘more about evef@inders, 1991: 108] than his journalistic
dispatches did). In Hersey’s view, Capote was rkestan believing that ‘something can be
both a novel and journalism at the same time’ (@ighshkin, 1988: 208). The assumption,
he suggested, made the work untrustworthy.

Although masked as reportade,Cold Bloodutilises structural devices familiar from

fiction and cinema, including cross-cutting betwgéaces and events, and flashbacks that
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rearrange chronology. By allowing Capote to catefdélay and divulge narrative
information, these devices skilfully build tension.

Of course, journalists often employ fictional tejues to structure their work, as
Hersey concedes. Birt Cold Bloodcourts controversy by employing free indirect stig
access, first, the thoughts of the murderous R&ayote, 1981: 12) and, then, private
thoughts and dialogue (28) that Capote, himselilccaever have witnessed first-hand.
Elsewhere, we find precise descriptions of priaidy language in inter-actions between the
police (234), and two dream sequences (149, 19®sd dreams may well have been related
verbatim to Capote, but the first is interestingite decidedly intricate handling.

The dream is pressured up in the mind of the deteddewey, who has ‘put his faith
in facts — sweated for and sworn to’ (100). Caposkill in entering the detective’s
consciousness before the recounting of the dreanmay®e a result of his empathy for the
detective’s conscientious efforts, so reminiscér@apote’s own exhaustive investigative
methods. The shift in narrative perspective pussiees inside Dewey’s head when he
notices, outside the house of the murdered victansgarecrow wearing ‘a dress of weather-
faded flowered calico’ (149). The vivid detail &kt scarecrow is then used as a classic
expositional trigger to remind Dewey of clothes wbly the murdered girl, Bonnie Clutter.

Having entered the detective’s mind, and then aspbp to introduce Bonnie,
Capote has now created a bridge for the dream-segubkat follows: ‘Somehow’ (149), he
says, the detective’s sudden memory of Bonnie bakim in mind of a dream his wife
Marie described to him. That word ‘somehow’ isiggry touch, allowing the scene to flow
from the observer to the prop, and then to a merabtiye murdered girl, and finally into the
recalling of dream that was not Dewey’s, but anotfestage character’s.

Cunningly and intricately, through point-of-viewctaiques that are literary in design,

Capote has allowed the ghost of the murderedaneturn, and to haunt Dewey (and the
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reader) with her dreadful lament: ‘To be murdefalbe murdered. No. No. There’s nothing
worse. Nothing worse than that. Nothing’ (150). Fua, it is the book’s best moment,
creating the pity and fear that Aristotle thoudlwas tragedy’s role to purge. Whether it is
factual or not, is another matter! According to @agnCapote neither took notes nor used a
tape recorder, but said that he ‘had sedulousiyeada his memory until ‘it could retain 95%
(or 92% or 97%,; his interviewers differ) of totakall’ (Tynan, 1966: 130).

Suspicious precision? Should that worry us? Tleedrty critic Alfred Kazin didn’t

think so. In his defence &f Cold Blood he said that Capote had:

...wanted ultimately not the specificity of fictiowhich must be content to be itself alone, but t&ena
an emblematic human situation for our time that Maelieve it of mere factuality (Kazin, quoted in
Galloway, 1995: 146).

‘Mere factuality’. Now there was a phrase for aR@xrnalist to ponder. If the prose | was
producing was part of the genre that Conover catiedfiction narrative’, then was it okay if
the needs of the narrative out-weighed those ohdmdiction?

No. It felt wrong for the facts to become less imgnt than any self-declared
emblem, or for literary experiments to undermirreader’s sense of what was invented and
what was real. In saying this, | don’t wish to takenoral line orall writing that crosses
Hersey's line. The truth is that, in Capote’s wdi#t,been moved to fear and pity by his
manipulations. However, these vivid, slippery shdt perspective would simply have felt
wrong in my own prison-prose.

| had steered clear of experiments with point efwand language in ‘First Day’, and
had taken a minimalist approach to description. diewas to record what had happened, as
accurately as | was able. To that extent, | hademsgmpathy with the aims of Conover than
with those of Wolfe. | simply couldn’t imagine mykkreaching the ‘legend on the license’

by inhabiting another consciousness or by writiagf #d witnessed things that | never did.
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Having said that, it interested me to see thastAay’ did unconsciously absorb
traces of New Journalism. For instance, the scasestructure contains re-created
dialogue. And the narrator is at the centre offtme (although he has little idea what'’s
going on, so the centre is pretty vacant).

Whether | was right to obey Hersey'’s line in othetters, I'm still not sure. With
greater imagination, or ability, or courage, mayddhave found some way to enter other
viewpoints, or experimented with imaginary pris¢as Stanley Elkin does in his remarkable
prison-novel ‘A Bad Man’ [2003] in which a convisthoused in an institution that couldn’t
possibly exist, and often talks to the homuncuhag shares his body). As it is, | found
myself working from a more conventional positiom.nhy ‘nonfiction narrative’, | stuck to
third-person descriptions of things | had witnesgethis limited the imaginative sweep, |
decided to settle with that. As for my own preseincie story, this seemed an honest
method, if | kept it to a minimum. And | decidecktre-created dialogue was a necessary evil,
as Conover suggested. But the biggest vestige wfMerrnalism is the scene-based approach
mentioned earlier. Each of the prose-pieces it scene, and dependent upon realist
imagery, drawn from the jail. As Conover put itpdy a lot of attention to place’ (2005: 16).

If my ‘nonfiction narrative’ is lacking in what Wfd called ‘datum’, there are two
main reasons. First, | wrote from the perspective confused newcomer. Second, |
constructed the pieces around specific momentscéjehe structure tends more towards
fiction than journalism, because its scenes arequlrio moments when something significant
happens (or fails to happen in a way that is sicguitt). Writing here about ‘scene’, | remind
myself of the word’s history. Etymologically, ‘sa&ns descended from a Greek word for
‘tent’, or a cover (or stage) to shelter travellgi®ad, 1986: 421). As an image, this reminds
us that the story has a journey to complete, laiteéhch of the journey’s stages needs a

shelter, so that characters have a concrete sédtiact out their fears and desires.
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The following chapter explores the next scene inomm journey. It analyses the
work of Tony Parker, an oral historian often activgrisons. As well as giving me insight
into the prison, Parker’s work inspired me to pytjournalistic training to use. The result
was a series of interviews with prisoners thatdraorked up into autobiographical
sketches, written in the first-person, from thenp®of view of the inmates. | conducted these
interviews mainly as a means of busying myself, lagchuse it felt good to utilise
professional skills in an environment that oftefih hee clueless and ill-equipped. However,
the activity was to have one unexpected benefinhabiting the prisoners’ viewpoints, |
glimpsed what becomes possible when one writes &oew perspective. This discovery
had no effect on my prose, which | continued tattees ‘nonfiction narrative’, but it opened a
path for the later development of a different kafgboetry, one less constrained by Hersey’s
‘legend on the license’. | analyse the first friofghis breakthrough in Chapter Seven.

For the moment, however, | wish to stay with théers whose ‘auras’ influenced

me. Hence, Tony Parker’s work forms the focus ef¢hapter that follows.
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Chapter Four

‘Life after Life’: The Influence of Tony Parker

In the previous chapter, I discussed the first iyo@hd prose | completed in response to
prison. The danger in discussing the evolutiorhoke three pieces is that it misleadingly
suggests | was immediately prolific. To reiterdterote nothing during the first half of my
residency. Thereafter | kept a journal of fragmdntetings, and worked on several first
drafts. The only three pieces | completed weredlthscussed in Chapter Three.

Now, in this chapter, | want to focus on a develeptduring my residency that was
to feed my writing. The development took the forhuetailed interviews with prisoners,
which | later transcribed and edited, and thereeigublished in the prison magazine or gave
to the men as gifts, depending on what they prefei®ne transcript is included later in the
chapter to illustrate my successes and difficulfidge process of interviewing inmates and
then working their words into prose allowed me tavdupon my journalistic training, and
created a valuable structure for my daily work € #ns opened a path that later helped me to
write dramatic monologues, as | will explain.

The chapter’s primary focus is on the work of Tétarker (1923-96), since his tape-
recorded interviews with inmates proved a stroffigi@gmce, not only for his output, but for
his working methods.

After analysing the decisions that were necess&gmdeveloping the transcripts, |
utilise research into ‘life narratives’ by MarurZ001) and McAdams (1993). Their work
with prison-inmates and hospital-patients has teduh a fascinating body of research,
whose concern with ‘meaning, unity, and purposecfidams, 1993: 6) is deeply connected
to storytelling and its role in rehabilitation. Thieapter contains three poems frohe

Privilege of Rainincluded because of connections with Tony Paskeork.
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Parker described himself as an ‘oral historiantkBg 1999: 241), whose work ‘can
perhaps be summarised as being about social exelSoothill, 1999: ix). He published 22
books, ‘roughly half... based on interviews with drials and others connected with the
criminal justice system’ (Soothill: ix): includingex offenders, con-men, the inmates of
Grendel psychiatric prison; all are caught in tiveep of his ever sharply focussed
observation’ (Morris, 1999: 9). He was capablemfairaging people ‘in a remarkable way

to tell the story of their lives’ (Soothill, 19993):

For all his astonishing skill in gathering... data;one would call him an academic... Tony was
altogether too passionate, too sensitive to irgastind hypocrisy ever to compromise with them; too
much aware of pain, of sorrow, of loneliness, offliation, of cruelty and of injustice, ever to hbkle
to stand wholly apart from the subjects of his ingiMorris, 1999: 9).

Before | even entered the jail, Parker’s work hiadealy proved valuable. For
example, Parker explains that a life-sentence ‘nesnia force until the day the person given

it dies, and it can never be cancelled or revokBdrker, 1994: xi):

“For life” means for life. A lifer may however abme stage be allowed out of prison on licence, to
continue serving the sentence... under the supenvedia probation officer, on strict conditions (xi)

Perhaps we learn to see for ourselves by firstifgpiut through the eyes of our
guides. If so, Parker played a part in directinguisyon beyond the prejudices that make a
jail hard to see. As well as providing valuablet$abis work freed me from monolithic
notions of the lifer. For example, one intervievdescribes jail’s ‘biggest single impression’

(1994: 145) coming from the nun who sent him a cofpy.S. Eliot's ‘The Four Quartets’:

When | first tried to read it, | couldn’t make hemar tail of it; and | couldn’t the second or euvbr
twenty-second time either. But then suddenly oneithaas like somebody’d switched a blinding light
on... (Parker, 1994: 146).
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| was heartened by this. It gave me a sense oflbogrterm incarceration can create
possibilities for peaceful change. | realised houcml stood to learn simply by listening to
the jail, as Parker had done.

In The People of the Stregtsseries of interviews with people ‘who live gragarly
organized and wandering lives’ (Parker, 1968: PAyker said his aim was not to investigate
poverty but to explore ‘the variety and richnes&aman experience’ (11), and he sets out a

credo that holds faall his work, not only the substantial part of it thatestigates prison:

If someone will listen, people will talk: at firabout what they consider to be the ordinariness and
uneventfulness of their lives, and then gradudblyud themselves, about their thoughts and belieds a
dreams, demonstrating how extraordinary the orglinae (12).

The fruits of this philosophy are evident throughBarker’'s work, providing rich,

fascinating glimpses into the complexity and stearegs of the people and things we often
take for granted, or stereotype. I'm thinking hefenoments like the one in No Man’s

Land, where an unmarried mother living in conditiongbéos and squalor suddenly reveals
that she has ‘a degree in musical composition’kgtal972: 45) and once wrote music for
‘string trios, quartets... stuff like that’ (45), lmeé chillingly revealing to Parker that
something compels her to read ‘newspaper repodstagdeople who kill children’ (62).

Part of the fascination comes from Parker’s abttitglraw confessions, so that the
reader is gifted a dangerous intimacy. There'svagoful example irln No Man’s Landvhen
‘Ann Kent’ reveals for the first time that she wag instigator of the childhood thefts that
she has blamed on others. There are also severfalssmns inrhe Twisting Lanewhose
interviews with eight sex offenders would probasiguggle to find a publisher today, in a
climate where a former prison-guard feels ablegscdbe the child killer lan Huntley as ‘this
murdering nonce cunt [who]...lives the life of Rilgfrhomson, 2008: 70).

In The Twisting Lan€Russell George’, takes 16 pages to describe twba might

call the biography of me | suppose — or at leastiltward details’ (Parker, 1969: 21). And
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then finally, he reveals: ‘But all the time... theydieen this other life’ (21) — and then it
begins, the 14 pages that describe ‘six convictatugether, for indecent assaults on little
girls’ (21). Such confessions have a grim fascoratBut Parker’'s work is more interesting
for its patterns of absence and evasion, and theseto prove particularly beneficial when |
came to reflect upon the narrative ‘holes’ | hagesienced in jail.

Generally, | was attracted by Parker’s lack of tisiog about motive, and by his
unwillingness to judge. His work is understood amg oral history, or journalism, or
sociology (or maybe even anthropology). But itlsa close cousin to that strain of
contemporary fiction which is mistrustful of omnisece. Parker’s adherence to the principle
of showing rather than telling leaves a spacelferreader. In that sense, he uses literary

techniques identified by the critic James Wood @00

We know that the narrator is being unreliable beeate author is alerting us through reliable
manipulation, to that narrator’s unreliability. Ageess of authorial flagging is going on; the novel
teaches us how to read its narrator (Wood, 2009: 7)

As Wood suggests, ‘even the apparently unreliahteator is more often than not reliably
unreliable’ (7). And this ‘reliable unreliabilitydyecomes apparent in in a series of interviews
entitled ‘Pretty well the whole story’, where eelifidentified inThe Twisting Lanas ‘Edgar
Johnson’ — described in Parker’s brief, italicisedne-setter as aelderly white-haired man,
long legged and tall{Parker, 1994: 21) — proves elusive about whytiiéusder active
supervision’ (35) almost 15 years after release.

We get no confession here, just a pattern of ioéianreliability’ in which ‘Johnson’
eventually admits ‘it is unusual for someone $tilbe seeing his probation officer as long
after release’ (35-6). He says it's because dfélgcrapes or bits of bother’ (36), both
involving young women. One involved a broken badttiat ‘just grazed’ (36) the face of ‘a

black man’ (36) who was threatening ‘this young veonh knew’ (36), the other ‘an air pistol
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sort of thing’ (37). The interviews are pepperethwnysterious references to ‘unhappy times

with women’ (24), including ‘the accident’ (30) thalled his second wife:

| sort of put my arm up like that, you see, to podtmyself; and | can’t quite exactly remember how
whether | did give her a little push backwards ot. And this van, you see, it didn’'t have doorg tha
opened outwards... [and]... at the very moment | garelie little push, the door had flown open and
she went backwards out of it. Out of the van, dkieredge of the road, and all the way down thé clif
into a wood at the bottom of it (30).

Throughout, ‘Johnson’ uses diminutives, qualifioca, and memory-lapses to
distance himself from these ‘tiffs’ (33). Althougle was married for eight years, he claims
never to ‘have actually met’ (34) his wife’s offgmy, ‘but | believe she had, | think it was,
two grown-up children, who... lived up north, Mancteesor somewhere that way’ (34). He
can’'t say where or when he was born, or ‘how mawoyhers and sisters | had’ (22). But his
memory of the legal verdict on his crime is cléar:and before he sentenced me the Judge
said ‘The jury have seen through your cunning’ (38re, he demonstrates a habit of mixing
candour with his revisions and evasions, a trait pneserves a measure of human complexity
—and, in one of three italicised sections, Padescribes the lifer’s frequerdbhg silences as
he frowned and tried to order his thoughtl), suggesting that he has some sympathy for
the ageing man. However, the third italicised secbetrays Parker’s impatient disbelief that
he has been told ‘pretty well the whole story’ (F¥ather than accepting the evasion, Parker
interviews the man again. In asking for clarifiocati Parker employs a straightforward fact-
gathering method that | recognised from journaliBoi elsewhere he uses less direct means

to encourage our suspicion, including the ‘cunnimiges identified by John Banwville:

... he is a very cunning writer. By means of arrangenand pattern, rhythm and tone, even of
punctuation, he achieves an extraordinary narra¢imsion. He knows exactly how to place things, so
the reader is carried along one from sly revelatiothe next (Banville, 1990).

Parker said: ‘I will not put words into their mostbr have them saying things they

didn’t say’ (Parker, 1999: 242). His methodologyléscribed as involving the ‘meticulously
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laid... groundwork’ (Smith, L. 1999: 246) of researt@tilowed by use of his skills as an
‘excellent listener’ (247) in interviews that todd hours, spread over several weeks’ (249).

According to Roger Graef, interviewed by Alan D&anThe Great Listenema 2012
BBC Radio 4 documentary, the interviews usuallytsthwith Parker fumbling to work the
tape recorder, as a means of defusing tension. tAmwene of Parker’s interviewees says
could be a ‘bully’ in pursuing his agenda (Dein12]) and accuses Parker of having a ‘split-
personality’ (Dein, 2012) in the sense that hiaxet social behaviour was so different from
his determined demeanour while conducting intergid®uring interviews, Parker would
‘relish moments when people fell absolutely s{@mith, L. 1999: 247), and these silences
‘would come back to him as he later listened tot#pes, and... nourish the books along with
the words’ (248). For Graef, these silences wesddloquent’ (Dein, 2012) means by which
he achieved his ‘celebration of the ordinary’ (D&l12).

Then came ‘the really hard work’ (Smith, L. 199992 of transcribing the tapes, a
process involving ‘numerous journeys through thgioal interview’ (249). According to
Parker’s son, Tim, Parker hand-wrote the transciigin passed it to his wife for typing
before carrying out laborious editing (Dein, 201R)the words of Lyn Smith: ‘*he’d edit
things out, and change the order but he was ala@yserned to keep the original integrity of

the voice, never overshaping or inventing thind§99: 249):

One of Parker’s most cherished skills was thatitfreg: of selecting and shaping his oral materisd
something readable... it was theitten resultthat was his goal. It was a pattern, a structooe a
storyline he was after. (Smith, L. 1999: 250).

In The People of the StreeRarker says that ‘anything repetitive or supedkihas
been left out, but nothing that was not said hanlpait in’ (Parker, 1968: 12). Elsewhere, he
describes his published interviews with lighthoksepers and their families as ‘composites
of conversations with different people, transcrilfredn tape recordings’ (Parker, 1976: 288).

Here again, he emphasises that ‘this is what wids(288) while making it clear that the
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original interviews have been re-worked for thelmiied book. Elsewhere, a common line
of defence is: ‘This happened, and it happenedthise the reconstruction is factually correct
and only some of the dialogue is imagined’ (Park663: 21). On occasions, Parker’s re-
workings appear to have incorporated materialtieagained from journals which he

encouraged his interviewees to write, as one resnagke:

You said to write down whatever | want and whendveel like it... I'm not even sure what sort of
thing you want me to put in this. Since you’ve giten any kind of indication at all, | think I'lLjst
start off with a straightforward description of reifs at least as | see me, that is (Parker, 1909).1

In one of Parker’'s most interesting literary expemts, he moves away from his
preferred journalistic vehicles (objective repodand interviews) to enter the consciousness
of the ‘helpless recidivist’ (Parker, 1963: 13) wiooms the focus of his bookhe Unknown
Citizen As well as entering his head directly throughigtnt first-person narration, Parker
uses free indirect style to construct a monologu#e third-person (anticipating the later
work of James Kelman). Here, the style comes dios¢éream-of-consciousness, suiting a
character whom Parker describes as ‘exasperating inresponsibility, erratic in his
behaviour’ (13). However, questions arise when tag $0 unpick the artful third-person
narration. Could such a chaotic character poss$ialye remembered all the very precise times
that Parker uses to structure the work? And whaititthe mass of dialogue that occurs
throughout? Is this fiction or journalism? Or b®tHaving recently left journalism, these
guestions felt important. | saw good sense in Figwhkin’s assertion, during a discussion
of Mark Twain’s work, that ‘the tools of fiction ngdbe fruitfully employed in the service of
fact’ (1988: 69). However, | was mindful of her tilistion between subtraction of the facts,
and additions to them, as John Hersey likewise taigied, i.e. it's OK for a journalist to take
real thingsout, but not to put false things. In Parker’s case, these questions are complicated
by genre, for it's difficult to categorise his bapkvhich share ground with journalism,

fiction, biography, oral history, sociology, andlaopology.
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Perhaps even poetry. The English word for ‘poenmes from Greek, and is related
to ‘making’ — but the Germanic term ‘dichtung’ fsthe essence of poetry in economy and
compression, and Graef identifies these very dealdf distillation in Parker’'s work,

describing his work as a ‘poet’s task’ (Dein, 2012)

The compilation of the verbatim account is... distllby a brilliant, empathetic mind without
judgment, so that what he’s trying to do is getébsence of what people are saying while using thei
words to do it... it's very much a poet’s task inaten way (Dein, 2012).

Editing, preservation, distillation, and patternkimg: it makes for an interesting brew. And
perhaps it isn’t, therefore, surprising that Paksubjects should have expressed interest in
his methods. For instance, a night-watchman witimgariority complex says, ‘There are
many things in my head that I'd like to ask you..cBthings as how a writer man works,
how he puts it all together’ (Parker, 1968: 258%. &n intelligent question, and brings us
back to Parker’s struggle to get his ‘pattern’ (8mL. 1999: 250), a process satirised by the

lighthouse-keeper, who delivers a funny monologuleis fellow-interviewees ihighthouse

We have now had arrived here in our humble abaarawho says he’s going to try to write a book
what will contain our recorded words. He will therick about with them, alter them, turn them round
and twist their meaning into the exact oppositevibét we've said, and eventually issue the whole lot
in print and make himself a fortune out of it (Rarki976: 238)

The man’s playful monologue contains suspicions ¢batinue to hover above Parker’s
methods, not least his habit of systematically mgpnterview-tapes after he’d finished — a
habit criticised by those who worried that the matecould be construed as fiction if no
original survived (Smith, L. 1999: 253). Parkerrdissed this criticism, maintaining that the

destruction was consistent with his desire to pueseonfidentiality:

| never use a person’s real name or give a clédelytifiable description of them. Similarly all
locations mentioned are changed — for example, iBgham to Leeds, and so on. Some people say
they don’t mind being identified; and if they wighidentify themselves in a published book, that is
their prerogative (Parker, 1999: 241).
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Smith says that ‘any description would be alteedvoid identification’ (Smith, L. 1999:
245) — an intriguing revelation, given Parker’s ihab opening pieces with economical visual

descriptions of his subjects, e.g. in his intervigith ‘Edgar Johnson’, we meet:

an elderly white-haired man, long legged and tadl,sat in the old armchair of his council flat isit}-
room, his bedroom-slippered feet stretched out td&éhe small coal fire... From time to time he
rolled up a needle-thin cigarette... Gold-rimmed $peles, pale blue eyes, his voice soft and quiet
(Parker, 199421).

If ‘any description would be altered’ (1999: 248%, Smith says, then how are we to
understand this description of ‘Johnson’? As oistidny, or fiction, or both? Smith’s
emphasis on Parker’s search fomaitten’ (Smith, L. 1999: 240) result takes on resonamce |
this light, particularly when we set it alongsidar®ille’s view of Parker’s ‘cunning’. An
example of this ‘arrangement’ (or ‘pattern’) occurghe second italicised section, which
follows the ‘little push’ (Parker, 1994: 36) thadlto the death of ‘Johnson”s second wife.
Here, Parker uses italics to describe #mall middle-aged woman in bright green trousers
(31) who appeared unexpectediBl), ‘swaying slightly unsteadily31), and is dismissed
by the interviewee agust a neighbour who comes in sometimes, she’ltisdtirb us(31).
That throwaway phrase becomes loaded when incdgabiiato the man’s pattern of
diminution and distance. What exactly is she tlmeiaig to disturb? The interview? Or the
man’s story? As ever, Parker lets the reader decalthough the event’s positioning gives
us a nudge. After all, Parker could have includexwoman’s appearance elsewhere, or
excluded it. But by positioning it after obliqudeeences to the ‘scrapes or bits of bother’
involving women (36), he suggests that the patb¢ithe man’s life has remained consistent.
This ‘cunning’ allows space for the reader’s imagion to draw uneasy conclusions.
Parker’s skill with ‘arrangement and pattern, rimptnd tone, even... punctuation’
(Banville, 1990) is effectively deployed at the poivhere ‘Johnson’ describes the most

recent incident that has kept him under scrutiny:
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Then the second event was very very unfortunateeddthat was all that was. This would be just
about four years afterwards exactly or perhaptle thore, | don’t remember now. Another young
woman | started having an association with, it wathing serious and it hadn't been going on very
long, but one night she and | had a row about seimgtrivial or other, and she ran out of the flat
where | was living. I'd no idea where she was gpinought it might be perhaps to her sister who
lived further down somewhere. But to my amazemeatiext thing | knew the police were banging at
the door (37).

The speaker qualifies his regret by diminishingdkient’s importance — ‘that was all that
was’. He then proves inconsistent on dates, teMarker it was ‘about four years afterwards
exactly or perhaps a little more, | don’t rememibew’ — a phrase of just 14 words that
manages to incorporate four modifications — ‘abdakactly’, ‘perhaps a little more’ and ‘I
don’t remember’. These techniques create an ‘esdiaary narrative tension’, as Banville
suggests. We want to believe in an old man’s fraylet the pattern of ellipses and revisions
suggests we are not being given ‘the end of evenyttinere is to tell’ (35), a suspicion
fuelled by Parker’s arrangement. If we want théhtrit’s buried in the syntax, Parker
suggests. Here, I'm reminded of a scene in Jond&hamzen’s memoiThe Discomfort

Zone: a Personal Historyn which a tutor outlines three ‘universes of iptetation’

(Franzen, 2006: 140) to understand the charactdos®ph K in Kafka'he Triat

one universe in which K is an innocent man falselgused, another universe in which the degree of
K’s guilt is undecidable... [and]... the third universkinterpretation, in which Joseph Kgsilty
(Franzen, 2006: 140).

Parker points us towards the ‘third universe’, Inethever makes an explicit statement on the
matter, leaving it to the reader to ‘go back araklat what’s on the page’ (140), as Franzen’s
teacher advises. When Franzen does as instructed lae Trial he’s astonished to find a
‘creepy, arrogant, selfish, abusive shmuck whoabse he refuses to examine his life, is
having it forcibly examined for him’ (143).

Made vigilant by Parker’s work, and keen to seatwtrs written on men’s faces, |

watched and listened carefully whenever inmatesriesl their crimes and plans. When one
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man told me ‘he was going out with the rubbish§ fatalistic expression seemed designed to
challenge me. Was he planning escape in the biromwag offering an oblique reference to
his fate? Much later, | wrote a poem in which édrito capture the phrase’s ambiguity. |

wasn’t thinking consciously of Parker, but | bekews influence was there:

| am going out with the rubbish

He'd stared out of the window

of his cell so long, he sometimes thought
the yard was his, half-expected his kids
to toddle over the sterile zone.

He wasn'’t cracked, though. Not yet.

So the shiny posters had turned yellow
and his paperbacks were fat with damp?
So what? He’d no time for birds

or books; he'd to keep watch.

Times in, times out. Think of the prison
as a body and the gate its mouth.
Everything needs to eat, pal.

He tapped a fist off his watch and pointed
into the yard. The bin wagon left

and the gate shut, and he said:
I’'m going out with the rubbish. (Swann, D. 2010) 72

Parker’s work reminded me to concentrate not onlyhe words, but on the patterns
hidden within cadences and syntax, and to watcklfiptical, fragmentary, and evasive
turns-of-phrase, as well as silences ‘often moi@rimative than what was said’ (Smith, L.
1999: 247). Sensitised in this way, | wrote a paafted ‘Denial’, which turned syntax into

subject matter:

Denial

Her murderer says he was gone when he.
When she. When the incident happened.
And he stares into the yard,

into the cherry blossom,

lately skewered with a camera pole.
Gone, too, while he does this,

while | stare after him into the boughs,
trying to imagine the moment

he's fled. “Eyes everywhere,”
he says, far off. “Even in that poor tree.”
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Now, years on, | recall the look
that took him when the words failed.

Injustice wherever he looked,

a blameless man in jail.

He had been miles away when he.

When she. When the incident happened. (Swann, T0:2®)

‘Denial’ started as rudimentary jottings of worgeken by a lifer who spent hours
staring at the prison’s tree. Later, | fused thanfe mutterings with the syntactical evasions
of another, very evasive lifer, who seemed permiyen the brink of some confession,
until backing off. When he described a death asnaident that happened’, | felt that his
passive phrasing was intended to distance him frarder. The fusion of the two inmates
seemed to be demanded by the poem, which hankiteedre physicality granted by trees
and cameras. Otherwise, the poem would have lagkedterial grounding, and the voice
would have floated away. To that extent, | wasresgy not only about the fictionalisation
made possible by poetry, but about the need taonbalaerbal utterances with concrete detail,
so that the work operated through a wider rangeensges.

By fictionalising the season, and allowing the ti@&lossom, | saw possibilities to
counterpoint the man’s verbal block against ther@flow of a tree in flower, and this
helped me to solve a formal problem, so that therps stuttered evasions now book-end a
middle-section with qualities of enjambment thategit a looser, less clamped-down feel.

Verbal inconsistencies like those offered by thasexe lifer are summarised by

Shadd Maruna, an expert in crime desistance, daioom:

...a chaotic jumble of excuses and justificationsediin with concessions and admissions of shame...
a bewildering mixture of the passive voice, theddperson, and the conditional verb tense (Maruna,
2001: 134)

There’s a fascinating example of split, evasiveatain in Parker’s interview with a
murderer inThe Violence of our Livesvhere the man describes his crime ‘like it was a

movie I'd seen way back’ (Parker, 1995: 175). Udimg present-tense and third-person to
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describe his own actions, the murderer asks: ‘V¢hathis head? | don’t remember’ (175).
The man’s account of the murder continues likeraesgplay: ‘Cut to deserted workings in an
old quarry... The boy’s sitting on a rock somewhereicking his feet. He doesn’t know
what he wants to do next... He looks around at ngttand nothing looks back at him. Fade’
(175). Puzzled by his ability to see the crime fribva outside, like a film-script, the prisoner
tells Parker ‘it wasn’t real but it was real, sguless I'm saying it's both’ (175).

There was a need for suspicion, then. But for ttost Because life needs to contain
more than suspicion. And | was certain that Packefdn’'t have achieved what he did
without remaining ‘fully engaged, attentive and gathetic, yet at the same time keeping the
necessary distance and objectivity’ (Smith, L. 29897). If | had nothing else to offer, |
would give my time, and | would do my best to Irsta the same spirit Parker had, ‘looking
for the essence of each person’ (247) and tryirig;auld, ‘to demolish stereotypes’ (247),
including those soaked up by my own fearful mind.

Inspired by Parker, | drew on my training by recogdinterviews with willing
subjects who lacked literacy skills, and then wrgadranscripts. Although | never kidded
myself that the interviews would create substamti@nges, | did hope to promote self-
reflection, as part of wider rehabilitative efforkdy hope was that imprisoned men might
experience the power of the written word, perhapstHe first time, and find a new path. If
listening is a close cousin of reading, | hopeo #ibsfilter out the prison’s din and open a
two-way communication channel.

The first interview was conducted with a semi-btier lifer who had mistakenly shot a
bystander while settling a score. The transcrigtueed inBeyond the Wallan anthology of
inmates’ writing, published soon after leaving gnson. The prose version of the interview
now follows. Afterwards, | discuss the challengesranscribing and structuring the

interview, when | came face-to-face with Parkerstinods. The interview alerted me to the



112

rehabilitative potential contained within the pres®f helping someone to produce a ‘life
narrative’. Hence, part of the discussion thatfel is devoted to a consideration of work by

McAdams and Maruna, two proponents of that approach

Jamaican Childhood — From the Memories of David Anbnio Barratt

My friends and me used to make money by catchiasfor tourists to eat. These weren't the cralusggi in
England. They were land crabs — fierce, black-sdetreatures, sometimes with vivid red streaksyEoettled
about between rocks on the cliffs and hill sidesu¢ould get up to five shillings for a dozen. Mad for a 10-
year-old — but you earned every penny. The bes totatch land crabs was at night, especially aiavy
rain. Then they came out from under the rockshase times, the hills were full of boys, hoppingestooted
through the undergrowth, stooping and grabbingialén’t easy because you had a sack on your back and
burning kerosene torch. We kept the torch burniith & rag which you ‘funked’ back and forward setéyed
damp. The flame could be deadly — as we discovanedragic night. But it must have made a pretjtsi
down in the valley, where folk would look up to dwédliant points of light dancing in the dark.

You had to be quick to catch a land crab becawsgrmoved like lightning. Worse than that, they
sometimes grabbed your hand. We called these olindgvils ‘left-handed crabs’. You knew all abduf bne
of them got their claws into you! The only solutimas to shake it loose, but sometimes you'd beespetate
that you'd squash the crab. And that meant onedesay in your pocket.

The animals we feared most, though, were snakefarfas I’'m concerned, all snakes in Jamaica are
poisonous. In fact, I'd never heard of a harmleske until | came to England. You have to imagis¢here,
bare-footed in the dark, rooting around for craivsthe alert all the time for that tell-tale slivarblack and
yellow. Even worse was when you found a hole wiaeteab had burrowed into the earth. You knew there
a crab down there, but you wondered what else nhighying in wait, man! Friends of mine swore thy’
shoved their hands into crab holes, only to fegledhing long and slimy. Boy! You knew when somebad
had a snake fright. They were the ones who'd lehtadly!

Even if you were running from a snake, you hallgep your wits about you because of the macca in
the ground. Macca was a prickly wood which cutgkia in your bare feet. We saved our shoes foriapec
occasions and — when | could be bothered to go scfoool. You got macca in your foot, you'd be frckit

out for days.
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It wasn't hard all the time up in the hills. Somads there’d be six of us on the prowl all night éoabs
and we’d often sit in a circle, chatting and jokige were young and had the energy to keep goingdors,
but sometimes it got a bit rough the next mornidgew | dozed off at school.

| remember one particularly bad morning when nagcker came down hard on me because | feel
asleep. She was a slim, pretty woman with dark, skid | must have been driving her mad. | wasretnken
school at the best of times. Anyway, | was frusttiadt being told off. My confidence was low becanfmy
stutter, and | always felt even lower when | wadarmpressure. Eventually she got so angry thaslsipped her
ruler against my hand, right where the crabs haah Ibégpping me. | snapped, and jumped on her. | mast
been hurting her because everybody came acrogsudied me off.

Those land crabs got us into all sorts of scréigeghat. But a couple of shillings meant a night at
the pictures, and we weren't going to miss having fAlso, you felt free up there in the hills, arali could
have good times with your brothers and friends. &ames now in England | look up at the skies arikth
‘Where are all the stars?’ Back then in Jamaica,d/took up to give your back a rest from all tetdoping and
bending and there they would be... stars. Thousamdisreousands of them, shining in the black skies.

Then, in the morning, you'd come down from thdshéind see the sea close by, with all the boats
bobbing up and down and the sun shining back effihter.

As we picked our way down the hills, you'd heacasional yelps. See, those lands crabs didn’t
altogether like the idea of being crammed in a sanll they’d make their feelings known with bitestbe
back. After a shock or two like that, it was aeétio get back down by the roadside, where we cselidour
wares. There wasn't a lot of traffic, but we gobegh trade from white tourists to make it worthwhilt taught
us lessons, too. Sometimes the tourists wouldbtignbck down the prices, and we’d have to hagglaless it
was Saturday and you needed money for the pictures!

If we caught a lot of crabs over a few days, weldgram a Chinaman in Kingston who bought in
bulk. Most of the time, though, we made betweeadtand five shillings a dozen selling to casuappkes.
One good lesson we learned: you can always pyirtbe up if there’s a shortage!

It was a relief to get down in the open and feeldun on your face after a night in the hills.dy b
could get jumpy up there on his own. There werse®in the bush. We called it iniquity. By that, meant the
squeaks and scrapes which seemed to come out wédse Maybe it was the grasshoppers, maybe ismad

animals. To this day, I still don't know. But it wghere all the time, like a background hum.
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Then there were the stories you heard. Jamafcdl ixf ghosts. The worst was the Rolling Calf, a
creature half-man, half-animal. It lived in darlapés, prowling the wilderness. Man, we were alvayguard
for the Rolling Calf. We'd keep close, the six &f lboking around with wide eyes, holding our bineat

You knew the Rolling Calf was close if you heanchtiling chain coming nearer, getting louderhié t
sound got too near and too close, that was it y$h&l the creature would kill you.

One of our gang died. It wasn't the Rolling Cétipugh. We were having a rest after a hard night on
our feet in the hills and my friend was ‘funkingshrag on the kerosene torch to keep it moist.Hgutunked
too fast, too hard, and the flame leapt out on him.

His clothes caught fire at once. We jumped upelip but everything was in slow motion. | remember
emptying the crabs, using the sack to smotherldmeefs. My friend was screaming, and we were hopping
around because the crabs were crawling everywhgmging at our feet with their claws.

It was already too late even when we got thedire We took him home alive, but our friend died of
his burns later in the hospital.

Like | said, we were young boys and we enjoyed@lves. But it was poverty that drove us up into

those hills. (Swann, D. ed. 1998: 7-8).

The interview was a rewarding experience — for atégast. Sometimes when
describing his Jamaican childhood, the interviethae to work hard because | pressed him to
recover specific details that | deemed importauf, @ames of animals, plants, and
superstitions. Perhaps he was frightened of argysamful memories? Or maybe his
memory had been re-organised by poverty and crissitePnatively, | suppose, he may have
thought I could never understand his life.

The man was reticent about the loss of a childhgedd, burned to death when the
boys were hunting. He couldn’t recall the boy’s ramind was sketchy with details. This
vagueness struck me as mysterious, particularty dét experienced the man’s agony over
the crime that had earned him life-imprisonmens tdce contorted when he described the
by-stander who had entered the path of his bulletaccident, he said — he’d been chasing a

rival pimp. Yet the papers called him a gangstén a pimp, but | ain’t no gangster,’ he
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repeated. When | pressed him to explain the guninberview hit a wall. ‘A fella needs his
protection,” he maintained. But his despair overating an innocent person was plain. Later,
writing up the interview, | grew fascinated by Rar'k interview with ‘Edgar Johnson’. What
had looked simple on the page now struck me asahgaomplex. How had Parker managed
to arrange the facts with such tension? And to whkgnt was this manipulation justified?
How much of the piece was ‘Johnson’ and how muakd?@a

Ultimately, | confined myself to the lifer’s childlod, hoping this would build trust. It
meant editing out references to his days as a shetgelding pimp. | was unsure whether
I'd made the right decision — except that it felfportant to create a portrait that contained
more than simply crime, and that went beyond thé &@d dingy situations’ (Bly, 1990: 15)
that Carol Bly criticises for stoking the anxietiyAmericans. As part of her project of
building a more moral, empathic literature, Bly@eg that writers should follow Tolstoy in
aiming to create characters whose ‘worlds oveltt@pperiphery of all our worlds’ (15), i.e.
not simply concentrate on the character’'s basestants.

Without being aware of it at the time, | see noattimy approach was a cousin of the
far more systematic ‘personal narratives’ appraatdpted by Shadd Maruna, an American
researcher working on crime desistance projedtsvierpool at about the same time when |
was at HMP Nottingham. His research has helpedom@derstand my methods in
interviewing the prisoners. In attempting to unteemd why some offenders return to crime
and others desist, Maruna used ideas from McAda833) to suggest that the reformed
criminal is more likely to have fashioned a ‘coraiing, coherent, acceptable’ story (Maruna,
2001: 145) about his life than the offender whaimes$ to crime. For Maruna, personality-
traits ‘tend to be largely stable over time’ (42)f ‘a person’s narrative identity can and does
change’ (42). Hence, rehabilitative efforts oughehcourage the creation of ‘a generative

script’ (117) that contains ‘meaning and achievetm@ad8). This generative script is
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described by McAdams as ‘an adult’s plan for wheabhshe hopes to do in the future to
leave a heroic gift for the next generation’ (19237) — an act that takes on added
significance when it is experienced as being plat @herent life-story. In carrying out work
containing ‘performance accomplishments’ (2001:)18aruna believes we can ‘increase a
person’s sense of self-efficacy and appraisaltefimal control’ (155). And these
achievements are perceived as being even more ng#ainf the offender is given the
chance to ‘give something back to society, paréidulthe next generation’ (88).

McAdams (1993) identifies two different ways in whiwe make sense of the world:
‘paradigmatic’ and ‘narrative’ modes. The firsbigsed upon reason and proof while the
second is ‘the mode of stories’ (1993: 29), usuiaplving ‘human desire, goals, and social
conduct’ (29). For McAdams, ‘a great deal of emadilbbsuffering stems from our failure to
make sense of lives through stories’ (33). He drapan research about the survivors of
breast cancer by Shelley Taylor to suggest thatlithg adjustment to life-threatening
events... involves three inter-related themes: thecbefor meaning, gaining a sense of
mastery, and self-enhancement’ (49).

This body of work by McAdams and Maruna allows menderstand why | pushed
interviewees into describing their childhoods amwktaffairs. In one way, maybe | was
simply tired of self-aggrandising habits in prisarhere some revel in crime. But there was
more to it than weariness, for | wanted the merekease different stories about themselves,
so that they gained a glimpse of other possibglitiaybe that was naive. And I'm sure that
relatives of the pimp’s victims would accuse m@waérlooking the defining act of his life.
Yet | wanted to believe that this imaginative exgian might allow access to peaceful,
creative impulses — and that this could be of fituenefit to society and the individual.

A danger was that the interviews might encouragamsm and denial. This seemed

to be the case with the prisoner whose elaborfat@érrative about a career in the French
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Foreign Legion proved, apparently, to be untruesuch cases, | unwittingly colluded in
evasions rather than helping to analyse failingg.|Bhought the challenge to the narrowness
of the inmates’ identities as murderers and critsimas a healthy one, particularly if it
helped ‘to make sense of one’s life’ (Maruna, 20045).

For McAdams, a healthy life-narrative consiststogh marks on 6 narrative
standards’ (1993: 110), which should ideally inseeas we grow older: coherence; openness;
credibility; differentiation; reconciliation; ancegerative integration. Summarised, this means
that psychological health depends on our abilitietostories about our lives that make sense
without becoming ‘too coherent to be true’ (11X)davhich remain open to a healthy degree
of change. The story must also be based on faulsg@mplex in terms of ‘characterization,
plot and theme’ (112). However, there should berttemy and resolution’ (112) between
contradictory elements, as well as a sense thattngteller is ‘a productive and contributing
member of society... willing to promote, nurture, andde the next generation’ (113).

McAdams’s methods for identifying these tendencaesl thereby testing the health
of a personal myth, are very different from minehéteas | worked with the mind-set of a
journalist, he describes taking his intervieweesugh a structured psychological process
involving questions on thematic ‘life-chapters’ @5key life events, significant people,
future script, and personal ideology.

McAdams appears to share Maruna’s view that toditeehaviour are less susceptible
to change than life-narratives. However, in arguhreg ‘the stories we live by are made, not
found’ (274), he stresses that adjustments initasnhrratives often demand difficulty and
pain, either through ‘developmental’ (270) or ‘pmrslogical’ (273) processes. The first of
these struggles is more common, he says, and likelsult from a desire to escape
stagnancy, and a will towards ‘growth, fulfilmentaturation, moving ahead...” (270). But

personological problems occur when ‘the myth igood [and] doesn’t work’ (273). Here, in
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cases where the life-narrative is ‘shattered, emityout narrative form’ (274), any
meaningful change requires ‘the awesome task atiage yourself anew’ (273).

That ‘awesome task’ took my former student, thdifex-Erwin James, many years to
achieve. In his case, he claims that rehabilitativenge became possible after meetings with
a psychologist, who ‘described my childhood so swatly’ (2005: x). After reaching a new
understanding of his life-narrative, James thenakdd on a 10-year journey ‘to establish a
way of living that | believed was authentic’ (3%hereatfter, writing became just one element
in the ‘scholastic monastic experience’ (46) tleat him to a ‘whole new attitude’ (x).

James’s notion of authenticity marries up with glsaggested by McAdams and
Maruna, particularly in the sense that James canwégaining ‘meaning, unity, and
purpose’ (McAdams, 1993: 6) from his pursuit ofemucation. In time, the skills earned him
a regulaiGuardiancolumn on prison-life, a role that allowed himttansform his self-image.
Where, once, his life-narrative had been narrated ipowerless captive’ (James, 2005: x),
he now saw himself as ‘an active observer, a chlenof secret lives in dark places’ (xi).

‘A chronicler of secret lives in dark places’. Jasgphrase works equally well as a
description of Tony Parker, whose writing shonghtlinto society’s forsaken corners — and
this brings me back to the other strand I've beaisying in this chapter. For, as well as
exploring the rehabilitative potential in life-natives, | have been seeking to explain my
search for a narrative ‘pattern’ when transcriltimg interview about a Jamaican childhood.

Returning now to that strand, it's important tes# that | followed Parker’'s example
in usingonly words spoken by the lifer (although, admittedtyne were pressured up by my
insistence on specificity). However, like Parkeredrranged the man’s account, structurally.
| did this by foreshadowing the ‘tragic night’ ineg second paragraph and then withholding
mention of the event until the final section. Mynain doing so was to create narrative

suspense concerning the piece’s most singular @mdarable matter.
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Singular and memorable to me, that is. For | stiegygvith the lifer’'s reticence. No
matter how often | returned to the tragedy, he sskumable or unwilling to discuss it. More
than that — | sensed a lack of interest, somettiiagwent beyond detachment or apathy.

Was | missing something in his apparent disint@r€stwas this a glimpse into the
coldness of his being? | lacked the skills to knamg wondered what Parker would have
done with this ‘hole’ — whether he would have m#ue‘hole’ the focus, as in the case of
‘Edgar Johnson’. Eventually, | decided to end tlee@ with the friend’s death, but to
maintain the lifer's matter-of-fact tone, and tisatow the interview appears in the anthology
— although | concluded the piece with the lifetatement that ‘it was poverty that drove us
up into those hills’ (Swann, D. ed. 1998: 8), aisien | now regret. The maghd utter this
phrase, but at another stage, and | dragged thersenout of him, as an attempt to
understand his indifference (or whatever it wasjil lne — perhaps wearied by authority’s
demands — went along with me. | believe the piecelevhave been stronger if I'd presented
the boy’s death with the prisoner’'s (and Parkeaispiguity.

In other ways, the piece proved successful. Thehed article was greeted with
smiling silence by the lifer, who folded the pajpke a precious document and carried it to
his cell. And the intricate process allowed medoetully study an individual prison-voice —
and then to make decisions about how best to représ

These interviews let me experience the tensiondmtweportage and literary
technique that | had encountered in Parker’s waakd; as such, | believe they were an
important step towards the work | managed lateov&all, | experienced a strange freedom
in writing a first-person account of another mdifess My own perspective would get me
only so far, | realised. In inhabiting a personhatl gained an expanded set of possibilities.

But Parker’s work carried a warning too, and | wbnéed to remember his wise

reflection on the art of listening ithe Man Inside‘'lt may be | have spent too much time
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listening to prisoners, and not enough in tryintpéar what they have to say. | hope that
others are more perceptive’ (Parker, 1973: 7).titis sense of failure that | describe in my
book’s final poem, ‘Apology’ (Swann, D. 2010: 144&)short lyric based on the realisation,
too late in the day, that forensic detachment (ththaim of facilitating clear-eyed creative
writing) had prevented empathetic engagement witmaly individual. It's all very well to

listen to a person’s voice, but we must hear @, to

Apology

Made thieves of my eyes,

counted possessions,

listed your books, their contradictions.

Looked at your hands

while you tried to find my eyes,

missed it all by looking too hard.

Thought | was a searchlight,

| was just another wall (Swann, D. 2010: 141).

In the chapter that follows, | discuss work by D@olburn, another journalist-turned-
poet, who describes a similar ‘cross-training’ (@oh and Petersen, 2010) in poetry and
journalism, and similar challenges when writingrdedic monologues. By focusing on
Colburn, I hope to demonstrate how | grappled whtk double-role.

The chapter culminates with a discussion of myaliscy that poetic syntax can play
a role in freeing the imagination to pursue thatht of the evolving poem — rather than the
‘facts’ that are prioritised by journalists. Thesclvery opened a door, but put me in fear of
the freedom that lay beyond. As such, the chateclodes by considering self-imposed
limits that | continued to maintain, partly for pessional reasons, partly because of my

upbringing.
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Chapter Five

‘A Cross-Training’: Working as Both Poet and Journalist

Now, granted time to compare the disciplines oftpoand journalism, | see that they share
several qualities, not least the demands to woherever possible, with economy, accuracy,
clarity, and, | believe, the complex art of simgiicAdditionally, both disciplines rely upon
skills of close observation, although poetry masf@r emotional accuracy over the factual
accuracy prized by journalistBhese insights are built on the experiences in HMP
Nottingham that turned me into a poet. Howevely tiid not come easily, for in the early
days | was so excited and troubled by poetry’sdoee that it was hard to think straight.

In this chapter, | discuss differences and sintiEgibetween poetry and journalism,
and tensions that arose from attempts to writeoth modes. The freedom that poetry gave
me to inhabit new voices and perspectives tuggatsgrestraints | had set myself in the
field of ‘nonfiction narrative’ (where my journatis approach privileged third-person
reportage over New Journalism-style experimentk)mdtely, | came to think of this twin
interest as the result of a ‘cross-training’. Thert is Paulann Petersen’s, and was used at a
University of Oregon symposium when describingwlogk of Don Colburn, a Pulitzer-
nominated journalist who, like me, experiencedte-tareer blooming as a poet. Colburn’s
work is the focus of the second half of the chapteffer analysis of his work, both as an
attempt to understand my ‘cross-training’ and &slacle for understanding the freedoms
opened by poetry (particularly dramatic monologuksprder to map this development, |

will begin with the following piece, written the geafter my residency ended:

Safe

| have not been touched by her hand,
nor felt it move through the drizzle
that might shine on a coat.
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Not shivered as her fingers trail the arm
to the sleeve. To hover on the sleeve
and then slide into the clasp.

Not closed my own fingers

around her quiet bones, nor seen

the slow beat of those eyes,

the steady gaze which says, through rain:
“I am watching. You are safe.”

Not heard that, nor seen the mouth
which forms the kiss. But | have felt her
deep in the chalks and irons

that make me more than stone.

| have known silence and also trust.
And | have watched the slow comings
of dawn over the slates of this jall,
wondering how the days get here

and where they go. And who | am.
And how | know that | am safe (Swann, D. 2010: 90).

As a dramatic monologue, this poem was a new degeadnd fed into to my first thoughts
about the ‘blood-self’ (Lawrence, 1971: 121), artdrorrowed from D.H. Lawrence that |
discuss in Chapter Seven. However, while writingfé5 | had no grand, contentious theories
in mind. Instead, | simply did what | could notget in its way. And afterwards | realised that
the poem’s voice belonged to someone that wastiitegnme. It's one of the gentler jail-
pieces that | wrote, and rooted in an experieneag@a Wednesday workshop. I'd asked the
men to write about ‘guardian angels’ — and, althoage student invented a snarling angel
(based, I think, upon an enemy), most respondadyarm, enthusiastic manner. In words
that were free from cynicism, lifers and long-tdnmates described their faith in a higher
power. The guardians ranged from clichéd angels witite robes to powerful female figures
and mysterious gods. | was surprised and movedibyptimism, and sensed the presence of
something that hadn’t been crushed, a life-fores ylearned to thrive.

In ‘Safe’, the poem’s speaker has no obvious re&sde happy. The woman he’s
imagining is born from a negative, emphasised byatfiaphora of those two ‘not’s that tie

together the opening stanzas. He knows this wornaardt exist — yet the feeling of safety
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refuses to dissipate. Was this false consciousnessme valuable survival instinct? | didn’t
know. But, in finding one voice to unite a feelireported by several prisoners, I'd stumbled
upon a path that excited me.

In her study of the dramatic monologue, GlennisoBydescribes a form that has
pulled away from the ‘inward-looking and isolatedr®antic lyric’ (2003:56) while retaining
an ‘oppositional stance’ (36) that becomes ‘arrimsent of criticism by giving a voice to
marginalised figures’ (64-5). This, she argues,rhade dramatic monologues a place ‘to
guestion rather than to confirm... to disrupt rattiean consolidate authority’ (100) — a place
roamed by ‘criminals, madmen and other misfits’)(&8d ‘prostitutes or fallen women’ (65).
Seen in this light, dramatic monologues made arabfiti with prison, allowing ‘a poetry of
contestation’ (2003: 3), and offering a stage lfar harginal.

My own first attempt at the dramatic monologue tklittle contestation (unless the
speaker in ‘Safe’ is contesting the prison’s deteation to crush his sense of security). And
‘Safe’ also lacks drama, since nothing happens.tWhaore, there’s no dramatic irony, one
of the things that Byron identifies as giving themologue its power, i.e. ‘the disjunction
between the limited understanding of the speakeétlaa wider awareness of the poet and
reader’ (15). The lack of dramatic action is, | ggigpart of the poem’s point. With nothing to
do and nowhere to go, the speaker’s mind has cethjiilne only movement. Hence, the poem
is concerned with the invisible. As such, it's pably better seen as a lyric monologue, or a
soliloquy. As far as dramatic irony goes, | hadmerest in allowing a superior position from
which to judge the character. Hence, the poem ldekspowerful extra layer. Instead, |
wanted readers to be the ones with the missing &fap the prisoner glimpsed something we
can't? Is it possible that his altered sense oétiras opened him to a new dimension? Again,
| had no answers — just questions. But | likedgithem (although it pleased me that the

poem’s form allowed me to dispense with questionksjaAnd | was pleased that the poem
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had approached the mystical side of prison lifdgeaelopment that would have been less easy
while locked inside my own viewpoint.

To develop a better understanding of the pasditighe in jail (or itsrefusalto pass),
it's necessary to perform the kind of shift in gerstive accomplished by the writer Barry
Lopez on his visit to a stone intaglio in the reeAtizonan desert. On first sight, this stone-
horse in the ruins of a vanished civilisation istja crumbled set of rocks, but, ‘as the angle
of the light continued to change’ (1989: 10), Lopetices how the monument relates to its
environment. Finally, he says, one learns a lamqust@ot by knowing the name or identity of
everything in it, but by perceiving the relationshin it — like that between the sparrow and
the twig’ (64). This accommodation becomes possltler Lopez refuses the contemporary
sense of time that reduces the monument to a Heaglks — and finds, instead, the

perspective of a desert-dweller whose life andatmhemory are situated in that place:

Intaglios, | thought, were never meant to be sgegduls in the sky above. They were meant to be seen
by people on the ground, over a long period oftistgiflight... It is our own impatience that leadstos
think otherwise (14).

Writing ‘Safe’ had helped me to slow down, and adbp perspective of a man who
had watched a lot of rain, over ‘a long periodwftsg light’. It gave me a deeper sense how
prisoners inter-act with the mysterious qualitiesgace and time that make up their days.

This new freedom with point-of-view was rather blelering, and | was glad to gain
enlightenment from the work and views of Don Cofyu writer who’d had to deal with
similar issues when making the transition from jalism to poetry. Although operating at a
higher journalistic level than | ever did, Colburaces a similar career arc when describing
himself as a ‘journalist-poet’ who ‘for 33 years..ade my living as a newspaper reporter’
(Colburn & Petersen, 2010} olburn argues that poetry and journalism starthwiords and

the human condition, also concision and precisiohd@arity’:
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What's more, the two forms of writing can informceaother. | think paying closer attention to the
sound and the play of language and the nuancesmiswean help a news story come closer to the truth
(Colburn & Petersen, 2010).

For her part, his discussion partner in the Oreggoanposium, the poet Paulann Petersen,

proposes links based in metaphor:

We cannot scrub metaphor out of this language. Wagburnalist not say, ‘she cupped her hand’?...
It is so embedded in the language, we do not eserit&s a metaphor (2010).

Colburn quotes from William Carlos Williams’ poefAsphodel, That Greeny

Flower’, to suggest the ‘news’ a poem conveys:

It is difficult
to get the news from poems
yet men die miserably every day
for lack
of what is found there.
Hear me out
for | too am concerned
and every man
who wants to die at peace in his bed

besides (Williams, 1962: 161-2)
Here, we encounter a poetry charged with the usgehtcurrent affairs’ (the imperative,
‘Hear me out’, perhaps being an echo of ‘Readt@uait!’). However, in his suggestion that
poems should help us to live and die in meaninghys, Williams identifies a significant
difference between poetry and journalism, a difieeesummarised in the famous phrase:
‘Literature is news that STAYS news’ (Pound, 1983). We might say that journalism is
concerned with the day’s ‘news’, whereas poetrygpes ‘news’ of lasting value. Put another

way, reporters seek facts whereas poets wanttrattopic Colburn raises when he considers

some differences between poetry and journalism:

Journalists aren’t supposed to make things up. tsend poets often do, but they don’t write on
deadline, usually. Most news stories are in thedtperson. A lot of poems aren't. In prose, the
computer or the page margin decides where the &t dine comes, and in a poem the writer does,
and | think non-poets may not realise what a déffiee that makes. In news writing, you try to know
what you're going to say before you try to sayrita poem, I've learned, you try not to (Colburn &
Petersen, 2010)
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Colburn suggests that poetry allows liberties détegjournalists, notably through line-
breaks and the freedom to incorporate mystery fiaiidn. His discovery that a poem must
come from elements unknown in advance also madsegerme.

Now that | was starting to take the craft seriousgaw what Colburn meant when he
declared that certain moments in our lives demhaditplanned spontaneity of poetry. In a
poem about the upbringing of Emily Dickinson, head#&es how her father, with his ‘drill-
bit eyes’ (9), is thrown into the emotional turmiod detests after witnessing the wonder of
the aurora. This man who has promoted ‘real lif@)(@above his daughter’s poetry now ‘runs
to church to pull the bellropes’ (10), obeying Hame transcendental wonder that Colburn
appears to have discovered in poetry.

In “The Luxury of Difference’, Colburn hunts for raeing beyond the headlines,
which are attracted to the ‘quick implosion undex breastbone’ (32) rather than the ‘life
that leaks through quietly, / too slow to noticg2). This suggestion that poetry accesses

numinous zones denied to journalists wins suppor fPetersen:

Maybe the news in a poem is something as simptleeasrgency, the music of urgency... It might be
that the news found in a poem is an answer to stary of why a teenage daughter is so contrary, so
difficult (Colburn & Petersen, 2010).

To support her insight, she quotes from Staffopdiem, ‘Reading the Big Weather’:

there is a weather
of things that happen too faint for the headlines,
but tremendous, like willows touching the river.

This earth we are riding keeps trying to tell us
something with its continuous scripture of leav@wfford, 2012).

Seen this way, a poet is a reporter bearing ‘néwsi invisible zones. By contrast,
journalistic ‘news-sense’ is bound up with the cartvand the visible, which Colburn
summarises as ‘a bullet, a needle, a cliffleap’lf@m, 2006: 32). Petersen adds an

additional distinction, rooted in purpose and insfon: ‘If journalism is news for a majority,
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poetry is news by way of epiphany... what we mighittte lyric impulse’ (Colburn &
Petersen, 2010).

As well offering Colburn access to invisible ema@btruths, poetry allows respite
from the day-job through its capacity to build &age’ for dramatic monologues (65). He
comments upon this after reading a villanelle rtaddrom the viewpoint of an AIDS patient

(inspired by a news article about Africa):

As a journalist... it was so liberating to presumpisly assume the voice of someone else and still |
think keep the poem true — true to the facts | ieate newspaper... all of those details — | didn’t
make up. I'm not that imaginative... they came frava hewspaper (Colburn & Petersen, 2010).

Colburn compares his approach to that of Walt Wartnwho wanted ‘a poetry that
gets out of the classroom into the streets’ (CallBPetersen, 2010). It could be argued that
Whitman found an internal polyphony, but Colburmegns a working journalist, hunting for
the voices of others. His preference for a demaxrdthitman-esque poetry is linked to a
newspaperman’s desire for the clarity that makeasracle comprehensible on first reading:

‘| think poems rely on a kind of clarity too. | fiefeercely about that’ (Colburn & Petersen,
2010). However, he refuses to eliminate difficdtym the equation, arguing that ‘in a poem
it's quite wonderful, | think, if someone has t@deat twice or more than twice’ (Colburn &
Petersen, 2010). He quotes from William Carlos Mfitis’'s poem, ‘January Morning’, in

support of his argument:

All this —
was for you, old woman.
| wanted to write a poem
that you would understand.
For what good is it to me
If you can’t understand it?
But you got to try hard (Williams, 1991: 103-4).

There is much in Williams’s work that Dr Johnsooasmmon reader would need to
try very hard to understand, not led$te Great American Noyebne of the first anti-novels

written in the U.S.” (Williams, 1970: 155). The filtult strain in Williams’s work is partly a
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result of his belief that “The imagination will ndown’ (Williams, 1970: 200), but must give
life ‘splendour and grotesqueness, beauty andiiefdepth’ (200-1). Characteristically,
however, this extravagance is counter-balanced iyawis’s enduring concern to ‘try to say
it straight’ (Williams, 1967: 21) — a simplicity glent in the extract from ‘January Morning’
(above). Here, the plain diction is given a colladfiavour in the final line, when we see
Williams’s desire to stay true to ‘the Americanani — that was a better word than language,
less academic, more identified with speech’ (Wiligg 1967: 76). The poem’s lineation
provides a sense of Williams’s search for ‘a teqgbriof verse’ (86) that would allow ‘the
American language... to ‘shape the pattern’ (76): My leading forces were trying to

know life and trying to find a technique of ver¢86).

Perhaps it shouldn’t surprise us to find this pofan Williams’s work, particularly
given his range of influences: ‘the studied elegamitKeats... and the raw vigour of
Whitman’ (Williams, 1967: 20). In Chapter Six, ok at similar tensions in the imagination
of Ken Smith, and argue that these polarities iorage his work. But, in terms of my current
concern to show how | was preparing my journalistind for the accident of poetry, the key
line from ‘January Morning'’ is the final one, ‘Bubu got to try hard’, where Williams
preserves a space for poetry to do things thah@ism finds difficult — and perhaps rise to
the kind of difficulty that Donald Justice says lilas potential to ‘engage more of the whole
man’ (82). Justice concedes that such difficultyhemave readers ‘dazzled, overwhelmed’
(83), but he holds out a hope that ‘the initial dament... may become embedded in one’s
experience of the poem and inextricable from if))(9

Like Williams, who wrote about his professional was a doctor (when he
‘delivered 2,000 babies’ [Williams, 1970: ix]), D&volburn has created poems from

episodes in his working life, e.g. the brief, simpbem, ‘Local News’ (Colburn, 2006: 20):

Ten years after,
| remember two things:



129

It was a mild, cloudless afternoon
and the sick boy wore a wool cap
indoors, down to his eyes

which were not scared.

No. Three things. | was scared.

‘Local News’ (an ironic title, given the universalbject matter) places its faith in the plain
diction and structural organisation of journalisithe only example of Petersen’s ‘musical
devices’ (Colburn & Petersen, 2010) is a distagihrd between ‘indoors’ and ‘scared’.
However, the poem allows in a subjectivity deniedhie journalist, and shows relish for
manipulations of the line. Colburn says line-breaKer ‘a slight shift’ (2010) — or what
Petersen describes as ‘silence — quietness arbentards’ (2010). In a droll aside, Colman
notes that such silence is ‘not our strong poitheamedia’ (2010), but there is some of it in
‘Local News’, which possesses a spare visual quaidditionally, the poem’s lineation
creates ‘a slight shift’ (2010) between lines 1 @ndchoing the temporal distance between
event and re-telling, and perhaps also the dist@uotieurn has travelled from his day-job.

In contemporary tuition, poets are advised thaeMost important point in the line is
the end of it. The second most important is therimeg of it’ (Oliver, 1994: 52). Hence, the
poet will aim for line-endings strong enough to 1o weight of attention. This often means
choosing verbs and nouns, in preference to preposifunless the relative weakness of the
preposition is part of the design). Largely, Cotbatays true to this contemporary orthodoxy
in ‘Local News’, where three of the seven lines endouns and two in a repeated verb.

Line-breaks are of interest in Colburn’s poem ‘T6@ademned Man Now Dead’

(46), a poem inspired by media coverage of an dk@tiHere, Colburn personalises the
event by addressing the dead murderer directipgusie second-person (which evokes the

accusatory tone heard in many public debates):

Not exactly

that you didn’t deserve it, either,

having shot an old man for his rare coins

and killed another for cash... (Colburn, 2006: 46).
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Before book-ending the poem with his own reactmtitiie most premeditated’
killing’, Colburn describes the dead man’s crimfeipwed by an account of the execution,
and the unsympathetic response of a victim’s husbaine poem’s line-endings feature half-
rhymes that take on a measure of semantic powgrjerk’ and ‘mercy’ (where the
punishment’s brutality is set against the punishedmplacency), but the poem is more
notable for its use of verbs early in the lineslfidathe 24 lines are energised by verbs at, or
near, the line-openings — and the verbs often lgpelophrases linked by enjambment, so that

the poem takes on an urgent, breathless qualityiithavith its life-or-death subject matter:

And not because their friends and next-of-kin
stood by the road, waiting to whoop it up

when the hearse slid by, or because Mr Sellers,
whose wife you kidnapped from the jiffy store
and raped and shot, was there at midnight

to watch them tuck down the blindfold

and buckle you in... (46).

Here, we gain a sense not just of Colburn’s joustialinterest in observable events, but also

of his excitement at the possibilities created heHective line-break:

It was stunning to me... when | started writing poemis allows a little silence to break into the poem
in an important place... The only thing comparabléhenewspaper is the paragraph... it's a unit of
sound and it's a unit of emotional attention, anaay of course be a grammatical unit too (Coll8arn
Petersen, 2010).

Through its syntax, ‘To a Condemned Man Now Deadkes its reader ‘try hard’, as
Williams said. This is partly because the poem iegiith a negative — ‘Not that you were
too young to die’ (Colburn, 2006: 46) — that isrttseistained and extended through a series
of subsidiary phrases. These phrases increasendersianding of the dreadful deed — but
are inserted into sentences that similarly statth wegatives (six, in total). Consequently, we
learn details about the background while simultasoexperiencing a delay in the poem’s

resolution. Colburn has been telling us wisatt at stake. But if none of these events is the
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central issue, then what is? When we reach thé ®Buthe third-from-last-line, we

recognise the rhetorical destination. The answeres) at last, in the Pline:

But to know so well what killing is
and call it mercy --
nothing in this life is easy to believe (46).

By delaying the resolution, Colburn builds a tendioat may have intensified if he hadn’t
nailed his colours to the mast in line 4 by desoglihe execution as ‘premeditated’ — a word
that lets the cat out of the bag too early in whatherwise a fine and moving piece.

In an essay defending the perilous art of rhetthie,poet Tony Hoagland repeats
Pound’s statement that ‘The ‘image’ is the furthestsible remove from rhetoric’
(Hoagland, 2006: 11). Hoagland defines rhetorithesart of persuasion’ (9), and says it
‘encompasses all speech acts that take place edklgdshower... Every time we use an
althoughor butin a sentence, we are limiting an assertion toemiore credible to our
audience’ (9). He describes rhetoric as ‘intringycaublic, civil, civic, and civilizing’ (15).

Colburn’sbut at the start of the third-from-last-line is the mment when we expect a
civilised correction to the savagery, and the phdy delivers this with his suggestion that
the taking ofanylife is murder, whether legally sanctioned or A@xcept that the final line
reserves space for doubt. Separated by a hyphentfr® condemnation that proceeds it, the
final line (‘Nothing in this life is easy to belie) floats alone, leaving us to share the poet’s
doubt that he has earned certainty on the issue.

Here, Colburn fights shy of the full-blown rhetotiat Hoagland laments as being ‘a
skill in atrophy in contemporary poetry’ (17). Imading the definitive statement that
Hoagland sees as having potential for ‘boldnesdfi@edlom’ (17), Colburn is perhaps aware
that ‘The two dangers of rhetoric are emptinessiamrsonality’ (11), and so opts to end
the poem on an indeterminate note (rather thamlglstating the point of view that the

writing of the poem has carried him towards).
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Although lacking in the rhetorical boldness thatlgland celebrates, ‘To a
Condemned Man Now Dead’ strikes me as being th& wbColburn’s that makes the
greatest departure from journalism. It achievestfiiscts largely through the complex
manipulation of syntax (defined by Ellen Bryant yosimply as ‘the order of the words in a
sentence’ [Bryant Voigt, 2009: 167]), which freesliitirn to move outwards from the facts,

into the imaginative realm that Louise Gluck seebeing far more ‘real’ than journalism:

News stories are detailed. But they don’t seerfeast to me, at all real... they don'’t say this isaii
was to be here... Louis Simpson says the lyric paeamy poem expressing personal emotion rather
than describing event. The opposite, in other wastlthe news story (Gliick, 1999: 74).

In discussing the symposium, | hope | have dematesirseveral overlaps between
the fields of poetry and journalism, as well as satifferences. The challenges reported by
Colburn remind me of many of my own struggles axdtements. In particular, | was
exercised by dramatic monologues and by mattei@rof, which collided when | began, like
Colburn, ‘to presumptuously assume the voice ofesmme else’ (Colburn & Petersen, 2010).

Gluck’s preference for the vision over the fagbreference rooted in romanticism
and highly sceptical towards ‘the authority of ev¢@lick, 1999: 25), reminds us that some
remain suspicious of poems like ‘Local News’ — ameffer poetry that rises beyond its
origins, using devices that free the writer frora facts. In 'To a Condemned Man Now
Dead’, there is a strong sense that the poem’sgyopened a path that carried Colburn
beyond autobiography and memory. Hence, syntaxddmeiviewed as central to any act of
creativity in poetry and prose — a point that tbetgvimi Khalvati impressed upon me at a
summer school in Crete in 2007 when she descrijeids as having the power to ‘enact
belief’. What she meant, | think, is that syntaXhe nerve of all language’, as she put it —is
the means by which poets bring language closdstwotheir minds really work.

I'd met Mimi a few years earlier when she gavean®ize for one of the few poems |

wrote immediately after leaving the prison. Wherespoems described previously in this
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Commentary were similar to Colburn’s ‘Local News'their scope and limits, the poem that

Mimi rewarded (‘Bunker’) was my first consciouseattpt at greater complexity:

Bunker

After 12 months it had always been this way:
a life of pickings from market stalls,
of apples pocketed when no-one was looking

-- and no-one was looking. He was nameless,
living in a concrete box on the edge
of the moor, which first smelled of piss

and later of rotten fruit, of cores tossed
to the corners and forgotten, just as he was,
a ghost in a bunker from an old war.

This is what can happen, he said, if you've fled

your dad’s hands and your mother’s death.

It can happen that you forget your own strangeness,
accept the fox’s life as your life — become a rumou
on the skyline, where wind moves in the grass

and only the broken walls have heard of you

until you’re not much more than an eye

at dawn, bagging meat when the butcher’'s back

is turned — raw specks good and moist in your mouth
as you skirt the dirty market’s hem, watching

crates get born from trucks, draymen rolling

barrels into dark places — a new thrill

of hops and yeast in your nose, your chest —
wondering: with some ahatin a boy,

would he really be gone — would his mind grow

as dark as the hole where he spent his days,

where he looked out on himself as if from a slit,
as if the war was coming, but he was safe. (SwWBn2010: 46).

Originally, this poem took the form of a single s@1ce, sustained through subsidiary
phrases. It was rooted in a lifer's anecdote —ldymehan with a journalist’s desire to relate his
story. But | was pushing my limits, attempting itodf new ways of representing experience.
It was the first jail-poem to develop from its oeneative process rather than to satisfy some
preconceived aim, or to act as reportage. Syntdmnk, was the key. Although | dispensed

with the single sentence, the piece demanded enjamireminiscent of Colburn’s in ‘To a
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Condemned Man Now Dead’ (not that I'd read his pdleem) — and the final sentence runs
on through 16 lines.

Looking back, I think my interest in working withare complex syntax was rooted in
a need to find some linguistic correlation for thene-ness’ of the poem’s character, whose
life becomes a blur, so that he loses the abiityannect incidents, or to see his feral life-
style as anything unusual. It was this loss of akbitysand perspective that sparked the poem.
With the syntax taking priority over facts, the ceter began using phrases never uttered,
and | let rhyme do the thinking. There had beenr&ebr in the anecdote, but no mention of
‘war’. Bunkers strongly suggest war, of course, lahink | was guided to the conclusion by
the assonance in the words ‘stalls’, ‘moor’, amat&s’ in the preceding lines, where the
poem seems to be calling for a return to the ‘iest mentioned in stanza 3.

The conclusion, where | describe preparation fonlzat, surprised me, since it had
nothing to do with the prisoner’s story. | now counyself fortunate to have stumbled upon
this fiction as it adds a dimension, lifting thetevéal beyond personal reminiscence. It could
be, too, that the assonance in those groaning sauade me leave the boy in the ‘hole’, but
| like to think that there is some ‘awe’ for thebgect too, and | hope that this counter-acts the
closure of space, suggesting the boy’s potentrdghiaman flourishing’, if only he can be
reached by someone who cares.

The composition of ‘Bunker’ was a crucial stepmy ‘education’ as a poet because it
allowed me to understand that the writing of a pagas much of an event as the subject
matter that inspires it. If it is to live in the @agination, a poem must be rooted not only in our
experience of the original event, but in the exgraze that transforms the memory into

poetry. The point is brought home by Stafford’sghs

A writer is not so much someone who has sometlirggay as he is someone who has found a process
that will bring about new things he would not halweught of if he had not started to say them
(Stafford, 1978: 17).
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Or, as Richard Hugo puts it: ‘Somehow you mustawitour allegiance from the triggering
subject to the words’ (1979: 12). For Hugo, thegmation must get free from the knowns to
‘seek the unknowns’ (12-13Ylark Doty puts it another way: ‘Metaphor is an atinquiry
(not an expression of what we already know’) (D@Qy10: 81).

In lamenting a tendency to ‘supplement memory witlention’ (2004: 58), the poet
and prison-worker Ken Smith writes: ‘I have opettegl space in which to make a fiction,
when all I wanted was to remember it as | savhént (58). Despite this lament, Smith
seems to have accepted fictionalisation as indeitahen he concedes that ‘'so much that we
recall is touched by what has happened since’ @8)uses a beautiful image to explain:
‘though the ladder is an imaginary ladder it isieg on a real barn’ (58), a phrase | found
helpful when refereeing the contest between merandyimagination. Approaching the same
issue, but putting it slightly differently, the gd&mon Armitage is quoted by lan Gregson as
confessing: ‘I'm trying to think of a single inst@when I've told something straight, and |
can't... because eventually there was another woethother phrase that came to mind’
(Gregson, 2012: 80).

I'll admit it bothered me to sort through thesauiss, just as Armitage says it did
when he first began. As a reporter, I'd alwaysdttie remain faithful to facts. However, the

process of composing ‘Bunker’ allowed me to underdtdistinctions drawn by Gliick:

By actuality| mean to refer to the world of event, toyith to the embodied vision, illumination, or
enduring discovery which is the ideal of art, agchbnestyor sincerityto “telling the truth”, which is
not necessarily the path to illumination (Glick92933)

Heller (1993) uses the phrase ‘spheres of trdth9) to describe how we move
between different conceptions of truth, just asaigeies the ancient Greeks did when living
with both ‘the mythical and the everyday’ (117).eféis the truth of our senses and the truth

of facts and events, but those facts may not rehearuths that extend beyond our senses, or
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the truth in an event'sieaning Some truths exist now, others in the eternabgoGlick’s
‘enduring discovery’ [1999: 33]). And notions ofith vary, too, across time and cultures.

| feel it is essential for all art to strive towarthe meanings that explain facts, yet
there remains a stubborn part of me that wantgh, fsimultaneously, for the journalistic
values defended by Colburn: clarity, brevity, ae@y; and simplicity. Perhaps this is a result
of my professional training, or maybe the legacgmiupbringing in a neighbourhood devoid
of books. As well as generally wanting my work ssunderstood by working-class people, |
felt a specific desire, very similar to one ideetif by Lesley Saunders when describing work

that grew from a gardens-residency at a university:

... l wanted to write in a way that was comprehereséid, if possible, pleasurable to the gardeners... |
decided not to be tempted into writing in a stylattimpressed the literary elite at the universiiyto
be directed by what | encountered in the gardeasr{@ers, 2012: 199).

Desires like these may have exerted a brake oremperiments and discoveries — and |
knew that very few people from my home town orhison would ever even consider
reading poems. So, to all intents and purposesasiworking in a manner that was silly and
self-defeating... yet, for all that, what use wouié tvriting be if they failed to understand it?
(They'd have to try hard, though, as Williams waite

The following chapter explores the influence of K&mith, one of the writers who
guided me towards a deeper engagement with thecgeehniques that fascinated me as |
sought to give ‘voice’ to the ‘news’ | was gatheyim jail. The chapter focuses on his
concern with ruins and fragments, and the wayshichvhis deployment of personae helped

me to go deeper into my exploration of voices othan my own.
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Chapter Six

‘The Great Mask Project’: The Influence of Ken Smith

In Why Poetry Matters]ayParini writes: ‘Poetry is conversation, and poeit®eeinto the
discussion wherever they are, as they will' (Pa@608: 98). For any writer entering a male
prison in Britain, the inescapable conversationrmaris Ken Smith (1938-2003), whose
creative response to the first official prison desicy, at HMP Wormwood Scrubs (1985-87),
makes for a daunting and inspiring body of work.

Whenever | pondered prison terms (‘wing’, ‘birdkangaroo’) that fascinated me for
their ambiguity and pathos, | discovered Smith been there first, e.g. he laments the
wasted potential of men now ‘perched on the landailgngs’ (Smith, 1987: 44), ‘their wings
tucked’ (44). Similarly, Smith had reflected updaseve men like Tony Parker’s ‘Edgar
Johnson’, noticing the ‘feints’ (Smith 1982: 16Tddinventions’ (167) in their syntax. After
hearing an inmate describe his crime as ‘this lmssithat came up’ (Smjth988: 320), he
describes ‘a fair inventory of elisions; to murdast person singular, is a verb, | think, more
often used in the future tense’ (320).

In his analysis of Smith’s ‘Fox Running’, Andrew Bean makes a comparison with
‘Night Thoughts’ by David Gascoyne, in which ‘a cheter [is] ceaselessly loping the
darkened streets of London’ (Duncan, 2008: 203},mtomes ‘not a point of the spectrum
but the whole horizon’ (204). The phrase serves @god description for the impact of
Smith’s work. When | imagined prison, Smith filléde whole horizon’.

As far as influence goes, Smith cast the biggemi@iv and shone one of the brightest
lights. However, while | remain impressed by hipraach to style and form, | believe his
general philosophy on jail was a bigger inspiratidg such, | feel his influence exists at an

abstract level rather than being visible on théasér of individual creative pieces.
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Parini’s notion of the *aura’ (discussed in therdatuction) is useful in understanding
Smith’s impact. | was impressed by the scale oblgevement, and moved to write by the
light of his influence. Yet the question of influenis rarely straightforward, and Smith’s
writing inspired not only energy, but anxiety. lastng to a tape of him reading, | was struck
not only by its driving rhythms but by a breathlasgxorable quality that made the listening
almost uncomfortable. In ‘Fox Running’, there sedme end to the wandering, as if the
poem could go on forever. Yet something held thentéessness in check, too — an element

that owes a debt to the Anglo-Saxon poetry thatlshoved:

| use the alliteration quite a lot. | use the cagass a pause in the middle of the line... | tendse
metaphor and not simile. | don’t say one thingke hnother; I try to bang them together by being
another... a tendency within Germanic languagesiqudatly Anglo-Saxon (Smith, 2004: 139).

We hear the Anglo-Saxon exerting its gravity indBy at Saddleworth Moor’ (the
first part of the triptych, ‘Figures in Three Lawdpes’ (Smith, 2002: 141-3), where Smith
dons the mask of lan Brady at ‘the time when thefdurderer was taken by the police to
the scene of his crimes’ (Byron, 2003: 139). WhHendpeaker’s syntax falters in stanza 4,
the alliteration of ‘fell’ and ‘felt’ adds an Angi8axon thump, described by Colin Raw as

‘the revenant of the Old English line, consonaravye (Raw, 2004: 119):

Think how many years the rain fell | felt
my heart in my chest a fist of sour dust
forming in the acids of my discontent (Smith, 20021).

Here, Smith is ‘thinking in half-lines, like the glo-Saxonscops$(Raw, 2004: 108), but
mangling the lineation and syntax so the dissonaosbees Brady'’s lost-ness. The lack of a
full-stop between ‘fell’ and ‘I', combined with tH&e-break on ‘felt’ (not ‘fell’), creates a
pile-up intensified by the absence of a comma &ftexst’. Hence, we get a ‘driving,
vehement plain-chant, of nominal and participialgsies being jammed together shorn of
elaboration and connectives’ (Raw, 2004: 145). Raggests Smith had access to ‘a sort of

Englishur speech... most of it non-educated or language-coascjRaw, 2004: 145) and
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connected to the ‘guttural music’ (Raw, 2004: 18BAnglo-Saxon poetry. However, the
Anglo-Saxon tugs against the looser free verseShath developed in America when he
began to find ‘increased compositional freedom’'WiR2004: 107) under the influence of the
US poets, Merwin, Wright, and Bly. The result isrwéull of a ‘vitalising interplay between
a desire for the free flowing and an instinct fog bitten-back’ (Raw, 2004: 108) — a duality
that we encounter at every level of Smith’s worH &fe, including ‘that same duality of
excess and restraint, expansiveness and reserae’, /04:116) which Raw found in Smith

as a person:

| remember once setting off down Barking Road istEéam with him to get a pizza and coming close
to passing out with thwarted expectation as heg#ded to flamboyantly greet someone or every two
or three yards. | also remember a three-hour eangy of silence (Raw, 2004: 116).

That same duality is evoked in Chris Jones’s pdéhe Reading’, in which the
‘bloody-minded poet’ growls at the narrator &hut up... | can’'t hear myself thir{dones,
2013: 6) before delivering a reading in which “hisighed voice never wavers’ (6). After the
reading, Smith’s ‘reserve’ (6) returns, but Jonglelorates how he ‘marks the edges’ (7), and
suggests that his ‘restless’ ways (6) are partgmardel of what leaves him ‘peerless’ (6).

A contrary, freedom-loving wanderer who roamed perand the States, Smith
seems to have deliberately sought out the wallgaitsdthat intensified his creative longings.
For Barry (2000: 88), the character of Fox is bttoppelganger of Smith and an amalgam

of the ordinary wanderers who fascinated him, wiSafith listed as:

musicians, salesmen, mercenary soldiers, bartenglgrsies, wandering mechanics in the early
industrial revolution, printers, journeymen... thesker on the subway... the wandering Hasid in the
Russian Pale... the motorway’s construction gangse. btggar, the pilgrim, the wandering friar...
rovers, herdsmen... the Anglo-Saxon wanderer... a g@ngerhaps an intermediary between God and
man... long traditions of the wanderers, presentlilit@ratures... (Smith, 20082-3).

These are the same ghosts that haunt Smith’s pderarie’: ‘Vanished peoples consigned to

the hedgebacks’ (Smith, 1998: 48) — perhaps vesabhis own elusive father, an itinerant
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farmworker, described by Smith as ‘Swift to angesametimes violent, vengeful, always
moody and secretive, bearing his grudges alongit(5@2004:64). Not only ghosts, but
ruins. Like his far-off Anglo-Saxon antecedentsovdescribed Roman traces in poems like
‘The Ruin’ (which survives as a fire-scorched doemt), Smith was drawn to fragmentation
and dereliction. In this, | find a fellow travellesith Tony Parker, particularly through the
fascination with anonymous lives. As the histotaR. Thompson put it, ‘The inarticulate,
by definition, leave few records of their thoughfBhompson, 1980: 59). In that sense,
Parker and Smith are record-keepers and elegiskssiory’s forgotten multitudes.

The ghosts, ruins and traces in Smith’s work ojgeaathe level of the phrase as well
as the image. He saw himself dsrizoleur, ‘forever reassembling the broken bits of the
world into new shapes’ (Smith, 2004: 93). Theransexample i©On the swing¢Smith,

2002: 110). By italicising the title, Smith suggegtwas lifted it from elsewhere, and the
work evidently incorporates another sampled phradethis is prison (probably jail

graffiti), to evoke the jail's contamination. Cheteristically, he then follows that ‘sample’
with a third phrase, perhaps eavesdropped: ‘Mysg#nt / to be me’ (Smith, 2002: 110).
Now, the poem’s voices are leaking into each otAdrat began as a poem about Smith is
now apparently a monologue from the point-of-vidvao inmate:All this is prison’— not
only the bricks and bars, but consciousness, memaag/the imagination.

Here is the challenge faced by any teacher entenisgn: how to keep one’s soul
apart from the jail, and how to lift others clet@g, so that the imagination rises to meet its
best potential. Paradoxically, Smith pulled freeréfyising to separate from the men. The
result was a hybrid voice that is always Smith'd get always merging into the inmates’.

Smith’sbricoleur methods were criticised for yielding ‘occasiondbthy elliptically
enjambed, thought-in-fragments poetry’ (Oxley, qadby Raw, 2004115). But where some

critics saw weakness, | drew creative comfort. V\wen prison’s damaged environment felt
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oppressive, | reminded myself that the damage wastanting point. This was what Smith
taught me: ‘Beginning again and again / Beginnnogrf what's broken’ (Smith, 1988: 134).

Over the years, perhaps perversely, Smith’s wark t;m a form of glamour. Not
only did its outcasts and ruins refer back to prasiabandonments and derelictions, but the
work itself remained marginal, even within the miaadworld of contemporary British
poetry. The critical silence that greetglded(‘'not a single review in a national newspaper...
the most significant book of his life ignored’ [ler, 200450]) left Smith’s work like the
lost, wandering fox in his poem, ‘back of a stoitteded silence’ (Smith, 1988: 131) — and |
liked it all the more for that, in the sense it baen ‘salvaged from the ruin of things’
(Smith, S. 1997: 75) and that it is also part et thuin.

It's little wonder that Smith confessed that he fetry invisible over the years’
(Smith, 2004: 117), but the neglect did at ledstaahim to stay clear of ‘the jostling and
hyping’ of the literary world (117) and to maintampathy with the trapped wanderers he
encountered in jalil, a tribe of ‘dispossessed gatgsts’ (Barry, 2000: 88) emblemised by
the fox, described by Smith as a ‘brother shad@mith, 1982: 169). ‘Brother shadows’
litter Smith’s work and life. Meeting an inmate whloared his birthday, Smith imagined how
he ‘might have turned out to be’ the man (Smitl@a® 50). And in his poem ‘At the

solstice’, Smith (or a version of Smith) confesses:

Years back

in the paranoid self of myself

I recall in the seventyeight of it all

| would have killed a man and been here
meeting myself a prisoner on no road
anywhere... (Smith, 2002: 128).

The ‘brother shadows’ can be places, too, likehtllges of Berlin, whose wall
inspires Smith’s booBerlin: Coming in from the Col(lL990a), and the village on the

Slovakian border in ‘Malenki Robot’:
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the village in the mirror

that is the other half of us, here

where the street stops at the wire

and goes on again on the other side’ (Smith, 2088).

Slippery doubles are evident, too,Jinside Timg1990b), a prose account of life at
the Scrubs that’s partly narrated by ‘Dave Waithother of the ‘nicknames that are used in
the nick’ (Smith, 1990b: 19), this mask-voice isci@ed as ‘serving a life sentence for
murder’ (117). It isn’t made clear whether ‘Dave iWia an individual, or an amalgam, but |
suspect the latter. In using ‘Wait’ to illuminatbose parts of the labyrinth | cannot reach’
(19), Smith appears to be working in the mann&eaya, i.e. finding ‘a singular imaginary
being’ (Liardet, 2006: 7) to emblemise the chanasties of many — the same thing that | had
attempted to do in the poem ‘Safe’ (discussedpre&ious chapter).

Personae open possibilities for the ‘double regigBarry, 2000: 99) identified by
Barry, in the sense that Smith’s identity bleeds those of his characters. Smith was
conscious of ‘the reshaping, recasting, of my owpeeience to blend it with another,
historical or imaginary, a persona that changessusually some variant of the wanderer’
(Smith, 2004: 129). He used Jung to explain howrég ‘press forward and become more
defined... demand attention’ (127). This capacitfuse with his subjects seems to have

carried psychological risks, as he suggest¥ @afs go by’'where he tells his father’s ghost:

go back now, you're sleep walking again,
you're talking out loud again, talking in tongues
and your dream is disturbing my dream’ (Smith, 19%88.

We never hear the old man’s voice, which has retimith all its ‘violence’ (33) —
but the implication is clear: that the donninglod mask risks raising voices that refuse to go
‘back up the long pale corridor’ (33). However, $msaid that ‘if such figures are not
allowed to be realised, they break out anyway’ (8n#004: 127), and he speculated that

upheavals like this may have occurred in the lniethe violent men he taught in jail.
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The ‘brother shadows’ in Smith’s work took on reaonce after I'd transcribed my
first tape-recorded interviews with the inmatestidlog that Smith couched poems as
monologues and as soliloquies narrated by eluBixeljke personae, | grew interested in
Smith’s ‘great mask project’ (Batchelor, 2004: Ahg method by which Smith found some
of his characters. Constructing masks ‘out of clrckire and papier mache, newsprint
colouring and bits of beads, earrings, tasselshées’ (Smith, 200491), Smith described
finding ‘a face... from the mess’ (93) and then ‘stimes there’s a someone with a name
and a history’ (93).

The dissolving of one identity into another is newmre evident than in ‘Fox
Running’. The poem begins in the third-person, imdnnamed narrator initially uses fairly
stable tercets and quatrains to describe the ftre adips through London. Gradually, Smith
dissolves the binary opposition between man andfomaking the creature both faxd
man, a hybrid creation. Hence, the fox can haveesart attack up his sleeve’ (Smith, 1982:
132) while carrying the scent of ‘bloody feathdgils31). As a result, that slippery creature,
the urban-fox, becomes even more elusive, its fwodhacting as a metaphor for wounded
and fugitive masculinity (within the ‘red slashfok body’ [132]). ‘Fox Running’ prepares
us for his character’s hybrid, liminal status byatloning full-stops and making sparing use
of commas (the first is on line 35), creating arblsyntax that allows ‘some chicken dream’
(131) from the unconscious to bubble up. And whnenthird-person narration is interrupted
on the fourth page by a short section in which ‘lMoies’ (133), the slippage between
narrator and character accelerates. ‘Dawn glimpseldsometimes sighted’ (132), Fox first
falls into the crack between night and day (‘in thtling milk bottle dawn’ [131]), and then
dissolves into the city itself (‘Running into thét maps/ into the bus routes into the rails’
[132]). At last, ‘he is anyone / naked under hitleés’ (169), an archetypal wandering figure

who has suffered ‘bankruptcy desertion failure rethncy’ (167).
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The slippery relationship between Smith and higattars caused some critics to
‘come unstuck... because half the time when there*$ @ a poem | don’t know if it's a
persona or the poet or a mixture of the two’ (Seadn2002). But Stannard’s criticism is

intelligently countered by Paul Batchelor:

So many characters make their way through Ken Sribetry, and clearly all of them contain a
measure of Smith himself — as they must. Whetharhave a problem with this depends on how you
define a persona. A persona can be used as ashsguas a theatrical mask. A disguise presenrees th
wearer’s identity, a mask accentuates certain cheniatics... Smith was the Brando type: able to
speak for so many, yet always unmistakably him&astchelor, 2004: 77).

In ‘Brady at Saddleworth Moor’, by dispensing witbnventional punctuation and
elevating the diction (and ghosting in Anglo-Saatiiteration), Smith alerts us to his
presence, as poet. The impact of a phrase likeatits of my discontent’ (Smith, 2002: 141)
is diminished, and perhaps turned into an unradialfline, by our knowledge of the
unpleasant character who has uttered it, but w&seth's eyes through the mask, as
Kennedy (1996) suggests.

For Kennedy, the ‘deliberate clumsiness’ (Kennd®g6: 222) of phrases like ‘fell |
felt’ is the mechanism by which the poet emphadise&letachment’ (222) from his speaker
while mounting a ‘tacit argument about his [Bradyismanity’. In essence, Kennedy is
complaining that Smith wants to have his cake atdte- to be both differentiated from, and
connected with, his speakers. I'd like to consities criticism by examining Smith’s poem’
Writing in prison’, another monologue in which wenchear the simultaneous voices of both

Smith and his character:

Years ago | was a gardener.

| grew the flowers of my childhood,
lavender and wayside lilies

and my first love the cornflower.

The wind on the summer wheat.

The blue glaze in the vanished woods.
In the space of my yard | glimpsed again
all the lost places of my life.

| was remaking them. Here in a space
smaller still | make them again (Smith, 20039).
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‘Writing in prison’ achieves a haiku-like calm tH#s with the meditative wisdom
acquired by the speaker. But who'’s speaking? Siinéhprison-writer, reflecting on his lost
youth? Or the prison-gardener? In one sense, iighS particularly when the poem repeats
Anglo-Saxon consonants — g. w, | — that Smith lgaedl ends with five ‘ay’ sounds, a music
of lamentation common in Smith’s work. But it woudd equally possible to argue that the
poem is ‘spoken’ by the prisoner, similarly longifog the simple beauty of the countryside.

Smith agreed with an interviewer who referred to lais ‘a rustic in the city’ (Evans,
2000: 3), and there’s often a strong pastoral tecglen his work. He confessed he’d taken
the ‘warning to get out of this “nature” slot’ (Ra004: 141) after being lumped in with ‘the
tribe of Ted [Hughes]: ‘| had been writing a pastorostalgic lament... when in fact | was a
townsman’ (141). This led, he said, to ‘forcing re§go... look at the city around me, and to
work from that rather than reflective old memory4(). Nevertheless, he continued to be
criticised for using nature as a ‘get-out-of-ja@i#ird. Barry argues Smith ‘merely sampled’
(Barry, 2000: 101) ‘extremes of self-loss and dadislocation’ (101) before turning away
‘to a much more familiar romantic pastoralism’ (LOdle says this provides ‘a much-needed
sense of closure’ (101) to ‘poetic problems preseifty this urban material’ (101) — and
implies the poems lose their troubling sting, assault.

| think this criticism ignores the dualism in Sméhvork, a quality that creates
tension and beauty. For me, these tensions steamftradamental struggles in Smith’s own
being: between village-boy and city-man, betweeaniadoealist and pastoralist, between
optimist and pessimist. Having been raised in rpoajerty, the search for consolation in
nature is hindered by experience of its hardshipstas the yearning for liberal ideals runs
up against an underlying doubt about human naRather than seeing a poet wriggling off

the hook by ‘suppressing and containing that otbesh(Kennedy, 1996: 223), | find a writer
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struggling to understand, not the murderer Bradsh®rness, but his own. That's the source
of his poems, and the thing that gives them tlegisibn. Smith saw doubles wherever he
went, and understood that he could easily have beerof the wanderers and misfits that
fascinated him. Moody and self-conscious, but ckpabhigh spirits and good humour,
Smith was as much of a riddle as the men he studaal these contradictions are all there
in the poems. He believed that his students wezkirsg help ‘in figuring out who they
were... how they came here’ (1990b: 8) — and thaagdhcounts just as well for his own
work, and for the motivations that gave it suchrgye

In its concern for the *human flourishing’ of tho'séruggling to keep their
imaginations alive’ (Smith, 1988: 318), ‘Writing prison’ became a totemic poem for me. |
felt it emblemised Smith’s wider concerns, anceitved to remind me of what | was trying to
achieve through my teaching. What's more, | sh&mith’s fascination with wanderers in
prison. Jail is a dreadful place for anyone to wipd but there’s something particularly awful
about a confined traveller. Often, these wandeseesned to have met their grim fates
through a failure to cope with the magnitude ofrtheedom. That’s the impression | was

trying to convey in the following poem, written e years after my residency:

Tale

Tell me about thunderstorms on cliffs,

how you opened your mouth to taste metal,
raced over dark fields, seeking

caves, overhangs, the hems of trees.

Tell me about ceilidhs: limestone walls,

a peat roof, how the fire burned red

and the bothie filled with smoke

and you breathed it in and the people danced.

Tell me what | have to guess,

how your love of being free

took you beyond the camp fire’s ring of light,
brought you here, to a tin plate and sodium sky.

Tell me you didn't do it,

that you shouldn’t be here.

Tell me the seconds, the minutes,

the hours, the days, the years (Swann, D. 2010: 124
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It would be inaccurate, and too neat, to suggestttiis poem took direct influence
from a piece by Smith. As | suggested, | don’t khimspiration works like that. But the
subject matter of ‘Tale’ reminds me of Smith, foete’s a wanderer struggling with his
freedom, and the repetitions (in the stanza opshiogrb the wandering. Hence, there’s a
tension between ‘the free flowing and... the bittaald (Raw, 2004: 108).

‘Tale’ started as a journal-jotting, neither prose poetryjailed bothie-dweller:
fields/camp-fires; parties/whisky; horses/spacdlel-aeat/tin-plate; thunderstorm/sodium
lights. The notes were based on conversations with awharemblemised the suffering
wanderers I'd met, men who'd tested their freedoimi#s and gone out over the edge. If
thatis what had happened. Several men in desperateigitsatsisted upon their innocence,
and that’s what the end of the poem is yearningr afthink: for the truth and simplicity of
the outdoors to come flooding into the jail’'s cradspaces, so that it's possible, at last, to
tell who'’s innocent and who's guilty.

A hopeless yearning. But that’'s where the poem tonekFor it was moving to see
prisoners pull down toilet-seats for guests, and balisten as they described days at sea, or
in foreign lands, or wild places. My imaginatioméed to recreate ‘lost places’, as Smith put
it in ‘Writing in prison’ (above). To that exterdtshare with Smith an instinct for the elegy —
some melancholic, Romantic interest in ruins aadged wanderers, and characters longing
for home, or those drawn backward into the pdst,lan Dyne, in Heathcote Williams'’s
wonderful bookThe Speakers a wanderer who claims he appointed himselfithaginary
Emperor’ (1982: 184) when he was imprisoned igS8mg, and now speaks at Hyde Park
Corner about how ‘prisons should be torn down fothe good they do’ (186). The poem

beneath is rooted in my attraction to wanderindfitsiand storytellers like Van Dyne:

Longing

to go back to the fields
that | pulled turnips from
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to eat on the frozen days
when there were no lifts

to towns down the coast
where | wanted to find a way

to live with myself
after what I'd done

to people | loved
and what they’'d done

to me, for we were none of us
angels, and ain't yet.

To go back and find that town
| was always wanting.

To stand on the roadsides
with all my hunger.

To live again through the bad times.

To go back to the bad times (Swann, D. 2010: 134).

My impulse in writing the piece was straightforwafdprisoner had described a
longing to return to the ‘bad days’ of youth, arfdund this moving. If there is any aim other
than to record that longing, and to pay attentma melancholy person, it is evident in the
decision to start each stanza with the word ‘tdiisTdevice acts as a speed-bump, creating a
staccato quality — but it captured the man’s sfaéiming of his story, in which each event
seemed mysteriously unconnected to the next,feswere showing me an unknown
stranger’s photographs rather than projecting ts bome movie. In trying to capture this
stasis, | surrounded and infiltrated the poem wiktite space, so that each unit was separate.
This involved shortening lines and breaking updhginal draft’s big dollop of words so that
the stanzas floated alone. | hoped these spataditigs worked with the stop-start rhythm to
bring home the wanderer’s strange stasis. Lookaw bl remember the prisoner’s frown as
he recalled each frozen moment. It seemed he \weasgUdown a long road, into the same
cold wind he described. Each memory had to be rhuyg fcy soil, and the digging caused

him pain, but the memaories were still better thdrat\he was living through in jail.
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In wearing a mask to speak from the narrator’sgeative, | had ventured from my
own fixed position, a freedom patrtially fuelled &ygagement with Smith’s work. Once
more, | sensed the poem generating its own paghinig me from the facts — to the extent
that, now, looking back, it's hard to remember Whioes were spoken by the prisoner and
which by the character that emerged as | wrote.

Where | parted company with Smith was in my usgieén poetic forms. Although
his work skilfully deploys a wide range of formathniques (e.g. the Anglo-Saxseop, it
tends to avoid traditional vehicles. Not many sasyi@r example. Even fewer villanelles.
The ghosts of these forms haunt Smith’s work, r@éspecially ballads and haiku. But Smith
matured when free verse was in the ascendancys éeaalier, William Carlos Williams had
proclaimed: ‘We do not live in a sonnet world’ (Taap 2005: 64), and this attitude had
percolated widely by the 1960s. In contrast, duthreg1990s, a lot of UK traffic was heading
in the opposite direction, as made clear by Pedes@n’s exclamationForm is back!
(Sansom, 1994: 16). Hence, | was interested th\geegprison-material reacted within
sonnets, villanelles, and ballads. For examplé&hanvillanelle ‘Number’ (a first-person
monologue, narrated by a haunted murderer), fopressures created possibilities for

repetitions that intensified theme:

Number

These things I'm sure of: fists and thunder -
learned from alleys, learned from glue.
That thing in me, it pulled me under.

Eyes of blue and golden hair -
| screamed and then | hit her. One punch, two...
two things I'm sure of: fists and thunder.

They sent me to this far place, where I'm near her,
the girl whose lips turned blue. Whose lips turbéce.
That thing in me, it pulled her under.

Dreamed it was a nightmare,
then woke to hear her ghost. Her ghost said, “Choos
between the two: fists or thunder.”
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| rolled away - | tried to shun her.
The jail rained fists, its boots made thunder skxb
that thing which pulled me under. Under.

And now each night she sings of squander:

breath, trees, love, truth.

These things I'm sure of: fists and thunder,

that thing now me: these bones, this number. (SWang010: 32)

The poem is rooted in a difficult day, halfway thgh my residency, when three prisoners
described their murders. | didn’t ask them to doasal none of the individuals appeared to
know that others had chosen the same day. Whalsigwas giving out, | have no idea, but

the experience shook me, and | wrote about it\wéteds, as an attempted exorcism:

Not like this

Today, on the first morning of Spring,
when | wanted to think of mountains,
three men told me their murders,

the first a stabbing on stairs,

the second a shotgun in the street.

| can’'t remember the third

— why can’t | remember the third?

The staircase won't get out of my head:

a spindly banister, skin rugs.

He broke apart when he told his story,

his sobs bunched together, hard as fists.

| call home to forget two murders

and remember the third. It's engaged,

the box smells. In my hand,

the cord is cold, slimy.

| go to the worst café | can find

and eat a mound of fried food.

No-one else is there. Curtains trail the sills
like dying sea-weed. The furniture’s slashed,
joined together again with black tape.

A cup sits in its own puddle.

Grit in the Formica.

A clock ticks.

This is what it's like, | think,

this is almost what it’s like. (Swann, D., 2010).63

The only parts that asked me to work hard in tladtithg were lines containing imagery from
staircase and café. Here, | had to distil esseelg@hents, and subtract surface clutter. The
other lines, | kept as they came, which is whygbem is rough and ready. The end-result
struck me as having some of the ‘insurgent nakeabtbf the instant moment’ (Lawrence,

1920: 88) mentioned by Lawrence — even if the pyaetelf is halting and prose-like, and too
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bitten-back to claim real flow. As the very ledkis poem left a trace on the page of the
horrible day when three men described murder, hisdbecame useful when working on
‘Number’ (after I'd been granted perspective by plassing of time, and was experimenting
with new perspectives).

Then something strange happened. In ‘Not like thisad described an inability to
recall details of the third murder. Now that | datvn with the poem that became ‘Number’, |
realised | could no longer remember the crimes@irtsequences and particularities. Instead,
| faced a mixed-up film, spliced from several s@s,dkey scenes either missing or over-
exposed. The confusion stopped me in my trackd, luetmembered Smith’s notion of
beginning with damage, beginning with what's brakéfhat about the man who had broken
into pieces when he described his murder? Whatdvbible like to live with that? | was
thinking here of Borges'’s story, ‘Funes the Memuosip about a character who can remember
absolutely everything, and goes mad with the burthégire supposed to forget, that's how
we stay sane: this appears to be Borges’'s mesdagdat was a message that made sense
when | failed to remember those dreadful accouhksllng.

But what about a man who never could forget? A mhaa broke into pieces every
night? | had an idea now, even if ideas are thg bidsas the writer lan Marchant once
mischievously suggested to my students. The idedatesomething to carry it or chafe
against, and | was learning that poetic form cdmeae both, so | pondered the villanelle, a
form that makes a natural home for obsessive m@&wand repetitions.

Generally, | had glimpsed a possibility to ‘rhyntleé form with the subject matter of
prison. | had in mind the effects that can occuemwh story is trapped. With nowhere to go
and no-one to listen, prison-stories will circlenand repeatedly. In a villanelle, there is
claustrophobia of repetition, too. The words aneficed within their own cells. Two lines

are always fated to return, and these are theamdg allowed conjugal visits from rhymes.
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Yet there was something else within the fierce maudtical grid of the villanelle that
| found moving — and which led me back to jail. Farlifers like Erwin James, | had
witnessed what struck me as being nigh-on impassiitthin the stasis of jail: rehabilitation,
and transformation of character. And that was wigllanelle made such a good fit —
because, when you're locked inside a villanelley'ye entered a form that demands
creativity on the most minimal of resources. Td #rdent, a villanelle iske a prison. |
wanted to see if words could free themselves, agnEfames had freed his mind.

As far as ‘Number’ goes, | felt the repetitionsgesl to intensify the narrator’s guilt,
but | used small variations to build the speakgr®ving horror as he realises he is not
separate from the ‘thing’ that killed his partnidere, | believe | was influenced not just by
contemporary mutations in the villanelle, but byiaest musicians like Gavin Bryars, who
use repetition to underpin compositions while idtroing new elements that build change.

While writing this group of poems, | did my bestreanember the suspicion in jail of
‘what other cons would call a “sad story” (Tayld29). These are the words chosen by the
former prisoner John McVicar to describe his acstd memoir, which he says was ‘written
for people like probation officers’ (129). By conmig@n, he says that the film based on the
memoir, thought by many to adopt ‘a much cruderaagh’ (129) is ‘a bit more about how
it really was’ (129). Here, McVicar is confessitagthe same thrill that | heard very often in
the jail — the ‘kick... the buzz... of being wanted andwitting them. Being around and
surviving’ (Taylor, 93). Or, as another bank-robpats it in the same book: ‘once the
adrenalin started, then all the anxieties and amscef the everyday world began to move
aside’ (73). This search for ‘the kick... the buzaggests a boredom with everyday life that |
see as an imaginative failure. | wanted to keepithmind when | was telling ‘sad stories’.
Otherwise, the elegies would lapse into sentimaptalnd lose any sense of the boredom and

violence that are deeply connected with both presach crime.
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| hope this discussion gives some sense of howsldk@wving upon the ‘aura’ of
Smith, and fusing it with my own concerns, whereengy other minds and voices. This
tendency is explored in greater detail in the roepter, where | enlarge upon questions of
‘voice’, and describe how D.H. Lawrence’s concefptlte blood-self’ (Lawrence, 1971:

121) proved helpful in carrying me towards a maplete body of work.

In the next two chapters, | present case-studieseaitive pieces written in response
to jail, guided by the light of the influences Meabeen discussing. During the discussion, |
refer to issues, themes, technigues and devicesdglrmentioned. In picking up these
threads, my aim is to create a coherence that aval/rapparent while | was struggling
through multiple drafts or chucking aborted poemthe dustbin.

Chapter Seven is devoted to the poetry that sltd&fian to emerge. Chapter Eight
concentrates on the prose. The separation of treeqpiece from the poems is artificial,
since, in their early stages, some poems startpdoae. And the prose-pieces often became
so distilled that they felt more like poems. Ulttelg, | decided to separate the discussion of
the prose from the poetry because this divisioowadlme to shine a stronger light on issues
connected more organically with one form of writihgn the other. For instance, the third-
person perspective from which | narrated most effftose has more connections with
journalism than it does with the dramatic monolague

Although they have been separated in this papéhn,the poems and the prose-pieces

emerged from the same soil, and were affected &gdime pressures.
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Chapter Seven

‘The Blood-Self’ — Case Studies in Creative Writingand Reading)

In the previous chapter, | hope to have demonstratgagement with the work of Ken
Smith. In my teaching, | emphasise to studentsreave Writing that there is no substitute
for close-reading of an influential author. Buidatry to show that a creative writer is likely
to ask different questions from a critic or a theHere, in this section, my intention is to
explore some of these questions, and to analysgetrelopment of several pieces that owe
various complicated debts to the work of SmithkBgrand others.

Why do writers read? Hopefully, in the first instanit’s for the same reasons as
anyone else: for the pleasure of the act, anchimpbtential of the reading to move them,
perhaps to an emotion, and/or to a new point oestdnding or insight. The creative writer
may, of course, carry critical and theoretical gsities to a text, but s/he is likely to have
pragmatic reasons for making a close readingaltisatter partly, of ‘reading to understand
the writer’s choices’ (Carlson, 2007: 8) and ofiagkhow’ questions, e.gHow did the
writer achieve that effect?ow is the book arranged®ow did s/he succeed in moving me?

Jane Rogers argues that students must first igtasttdllenges facing an established
writer in a specific creative piece — and thenndarsolve those problems by drawing upon
skills acquired from their reading. Her approachusimarised in the following quote: ‘If
creative writing is to be taught alongside acadesulgjects... then | believe it must be taught
as a craft’ (Rogers, 1992: 108). Sometimes stgdarhplain that the approach
recommended by Rogers contaminates their readmbpeevents relaxation. As a teacher,
it's never pleasant to feel one is interfering wathasure, but I try my best to remind these
depressed souls that they should read as theyahaags done when first encountering a

book — and then, in later readings, aim to move different level of pleasure, learning
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analytical skills that expand one’s creative rar@ecourse, this sometimes-painful process
is most useful when it feeds into the student’singi and that can take time.

The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi distingues between pleasure and
enjoyment: ‘Pleasure is an important componenhefjuality of life, but by itself it does not
bring happiness’ (2002: 46). In his search for peses that build ‘psychological growth’
(46) and ‘complexity to the self’ (46), he idergdi enjoyment as crucial: ‘Complexity
requires investing psychic energy into goals thatreew, that are relatively challenging’
(47). For Csikszentmihalyi, then, enjoyment mayoie a degree of struggle and pain,
aspects of experience not usually associated wetspre. For Csikszentmihalyi, the ability

to keep going is linked to a notion of ‘autoteleperience (67):

When the experience is autotelic, the person ingagttention to the activity for its own sake; whie

is not, the attention is focused on its consequenc&he key element of an optimal experience is that
it is an end in itself. Even if initially undertakdor other reasons, the activity that consumes us
becomes intrinsically rewarding (67).

In other words, we continue to engage becausertdoegs of reading and re-reading is, itself,
interesting and rewarding — and because there Isaak of flow between reading and
writing: they are constituents of the same pro¢egsn when the process happens to be
painful). Csikszentmihalyi believes: ‘The self beses complex as a result of experiencing
flow’ (42), and comes close to the notion of ‘hunflaurishing’ explored by Nussbaum and

Hesmondhalgh, when he describes the process thiligh we achieve creative growth:

Paradoxically, it is when we act freely, for thé&eaf the action itself rather than for ulterior tiwes,
that we learn to become more than what we were.nMieechoose a goal and invest ourselves in it to
the limits of our concentration, whatever we dd bé enjoyable (42).

For Csikszentmihalyi, then, the goal is importémit, needs to be forgotten during an
immersive experience that becomes fascinating$aywn sake. A similar link has been

made in my own field between planned and unplamheaents. In Graeme Harper’'s



156

schema, Creative Writing is more than a goal-da@girocess, judged by concrete outputs
that the market can badge and sell. Rather, Hageks to expand the definition of Creative
Writing to include the non-mechanical activities@dated with ¢reativenesy75). He
warns that ‘it would be disempowering, if not qusieply illogical’ (Harper, 2010: 75) to
entirely discount ‘plans or formulations of goalg5) from the practice of writing. But, for
him, writing combines ‘planned action and ratiotyal{65) with ‘fortuitousness, irrationality
and emotionality’ (65).

In Csikszentmihalyi's view, the immersive experiesof ‘flow’ offer an opportunity

to forget our preoccupation with self, so that:

...we actually have a chance to expand the concephofwe are. Loss of self-consciousness can lead
to self-transcendence, to a feeling that the boueslaf our being have been pushed forward (64).

His words resonate for me, in as much as they deshow my engagement with the work of
Parker and Smith allowed me to reach a better gtatating of prison — and to move beyond
the narrow parameters of purely individual expesesrso that writing took on new
possibilities. Smith’s approach had taught me mirbw/ith what's broken. His use of
bricolageand masks had also suggested possibilities fgpdb&y that | was beginning to
write. Parker’s ‘cunning’ deployment of literarycteniques such as ellipsis, tone, and pattern
had alerted me to ways in which | could manipufatese about the jail.

But it was the ‘aura’ of D.H. Lawrence that pusimeel further out beyond the
personal boundaries described by Csikszentmilhklyiasn’t just that | grew fascinated by
Lawrence as | wandered his home county, Nottinghaesnor that | later followed in his
footsteps to New Mexico (as described in ChapteeNilt was also his faith in art, best
expressed in an influential essay, ‘The Spirit laicE’, where he argues that art has its own

voice, independent of the artist:
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Art-speech is the only truth. An artist is usualg@amned liar, but his art, if it be art, will tgthu the
truth of his day... Never trust the artist. Trust take (Lawrence, 1971: 8).

By opening up the idea of ‘art-speech’, Lawrendeves us to distinguish between ‘facts’ and
‘truth’, a useful notion for ex-journalists who heeen trained in ‘objectivity’. In particular,
Lawrence helped me to stumble towards an appraetttetdramatic monologue through his
image of ‘the blood-self’ (Lawrence, 1971: 121plaase | thought appropriate to jail.
Lawrence developed his idea about the ‘blood-selfbsg-antasia of the Unconscioasd

Studies in Classic American Literatutla the latter, he repeats:

KNOWING and BEING are opposite, antagonistic statd®e more you know, exactly, the less you
are. The more youre, in being, the less you know. This is the greassrof man, his dualism. The
blood-self, and the nerve-brain self (Lawrence, 11921).

Lawrence uses this image of ‘the blood-self’ tesigt on our experience of the body as the
most important fact about us, and... intellectuahdement as our greatest danger’ (Worthen,
2005: 82). In Cowan’s view, Lawrence wanted to hbkelmind and the body ‘in dialectical
tension... The meaning of the world resides in neitide of the dialect but in the dynamic
polarity itself’ (Cowan: 1970, 40). This interpratan helps us to understand Lawrence’s
respect for Native American belief-systems, in WHiGod is immersed... in creation, not to
be separated or distinguished’ (Lawrence, 1927).114

| glimpsed what Lawrence may have meant in nortieizona, once, when members
of the Hopi tribe raised their arms as lightnirgsfied over their reservation. After reading
Lawrence, | understood that it wasn't the lightnthgy were celebrating, but the contact
forged between land and sky, and the mysteriousdTFhing’ (Lawrence, 1977a: 515) that
was brought forth from the dialectic. Or, as Lavaeehimself put it: ‘in the tension of
opposites all things have their being’ (Lawrenc®/la: 348).

Not surprisingly, some critics have referred tovltance’s... celebration of “blood
consciousness” ‘(Middlebrook, 2003: 4) as ‘notosof4). Even if understood dialectically,

‘the blood-self’ carries obvious problems, givenetho of ugly phrases in fascist ideologies.
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Lawrence’s celebration of instinct is challengeskelthere in the thesis (e.g. Doty’s
suggestion that rationality sits alongside instindhe complex task of description — an
argument explored on p. 174). However, for aljiigstionable assumptions and distasteful
echoes, the phrase took on resonance when | coegiden the light of dramatic
monologues written from the points-of-view of mehoahad shed blood.

In attempting to make this leap into the experiesfo@urder, | bore in mind a story
told to me by a fellow writer-in-residence. He di#ised a chance encounter with a former
schoolmate, now an inmate in his prison-classoul@d have been him,” the writer told me,
memorably. And my students shared this view. ‘Tisemething special about you,’ one of
them told me — ‘if you'd had my life, you'd be &iity on the other side of this desk, mate.’

| agreed. If my parents had split up during my adoénce, and I'd gone looking for
the wrong boys to impress, who's to say where Ildde? When | considered the dreadful
infancies endured by many of my students, and &agsyof abuse and neglect, | saw my fate
as a matter of good fortune. In that sense, theolognes allowed access to the alternative
‘blood-self’ that could have been sitting on thkestside of the desk.

In my earliest poems, I'd written from a lyric ptien in which the narrator was more-
or-less me, but now that | had stumbled upon scagei® notion of the ‘blood-self’, and
fortified myself with the aura of Smith, | beganexperiment with other vantage-points.
Although this felt liberating, | will confess tod¢tsame apprehensions that dogged the
journalist Don Colburn when he adopted poetic makssguises. Who was | to adopt a
prisoner’s voice? What did | know about confinen?ent

| let Lawrence answer these doubts:

Meeting all the other wayfarers along the road. Aod? How meet them, and how pass? With
sympathy, says Whitman. Sympathy. He does notmsay He says sympathy. Feeling with. Feel with
them as they feel with themselves... Accepting th&tact with other souls along the open way, as they
lived their lives (Lawrence, 1971:181).
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| may never have known what it was like to be agmer, but | could ‘feel with’, and I tried

to do this while walking the jail's strange wayslaafterwards when | travelled deep enough
into the writing process to escape myself and ghtecreative trance where many things are
mysteriously joined. The attempt to get out of mynovay, and approach ‘the other
wayfarers along the road’, gained impetus wheartatl to explore given poetic forms
(discussed in the previous chapter). In using ti@athl forms, | found the poems chose their
own courses. There was freedom from myself in thitite prisons.

The return of form in contemporary poetry is atitédl by Caplan (2005) to important
work done by black and gay poets who renovatedetsnballads, sestinas, etc. by bringing
to them new concerns and sensibilities. Caplarsesftto like one and discard the other’
(2005: 5) when it comes to the war between metdrfia@e verse, preferring to advance the
pluralist case that poetry is a world containinggnapecies. For my own part, | found it
exciting to encounter a contemporary poetry alivil wo many possibilities. Politically, |
have always found inspiration in the motto ‘equa dhfferent’ — and if this holds true for
human beings, then | don’t see why it can’t forpsetoo.

One key challenge for the poet working in daysuzfsvariety is to listen to his/her
poem and try to work out how it wants to be expeds¥Vhen it came to work produced in
response to jail, there were clear divisions betwbese that demanded free verse and others
that preferred given forms. However, | rarely krigng in early drafts, which often arrived as
prose-like chunks with no clear lineation or rhythm

My interest in form intensified after | discovergt truth in Ken Smith’s assertion
that most prisoners wanted to write in traditiomaters, and to confine themselves to
ballads: ‘poems traditionally written in prison,;a@ntional ballads and lyrics, rhymihell
andcell andjail with fail, short on the page and wide on the abstracti@mith, 1988: 323).

In prison, Smith said, ‘writing poetry is a perfigchcceptable activity... it has currency — it's
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like a bloke who can cut hair. If you can cut haiu can earn some tobacco’ (Evans, 2000:

5). But he met the same challenge that the podtaRicShelton faced in an American jail:

... to convince my group of hotshot poets that clg;ts&ntimentality, and doggerel were not
necessarily the best way to go. | was learningtti@process of learning in prison often consiéts o
unlearning. Most of them were slaves to strict regrand wooden meter... (Shelton, 2007: 25).

At first, this lack of poetic ambition offended mgw-found zeal for contemporary poetry. If
my role was to awaken men’s senses, and to creatgatterns of thinking and feeling, then
it was my duty to promote writing that challengbé tartificial world of highwaymen, maids
a-milking and all that bollocks’ (Evans, 2000: 5).

However, while | may have lamented the lack of mtixeeness in form and language,
| began to understand the inmates’ craving for famd familiarity. During days when | was
travelling the country, and shuttling between uapént lodgings, my own freedom was in
danger of becoming too complicated. At times, tisegeod reason to seek security in the
familiar. In the long-term, it's unfruitful to cloto stale habits, of course. But who was | to
guestion short-term interests in prison when ‘logigm’ contains so many other associations?

Rather than simply rejecting the ballad as a prmiimode of expression that relied
upon too-reliable rhymes and rhythms, | decidegaaleeper. | wanted to understand the
pleasures it afforded, and to test whether it cexiolore the regularities of prison-life (and
the terrors held at bay by those regularities).|€the ballad survive in the late 2@entury
‘without its tune’ (Grigson, 1975: 14), and relyrply on ‘peculiar, simple, open, direct,
unambiguous storytelling’ (15)? Reading Blake Mswn's frightening monologue, ‘The
Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper’, | thought it coulolrticularly if contemporary elements
were injected into the form’s ancient frame, anthd ballad took the sort of risks that
Morrison’s did, with its use of a speaker who ikaardly entwined with the male struggle

for ‘owerance’ (Morrison, 1987: 35).
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Although | wasn’t aware of it until later, | wadllfmving a path burned by Judith
Tannenbaum. Teaching for 25 years in US prisonsn&iabaum had put imagery at the heart
of her tuition. However, an electrifying visit the jail by the writer Plavia Kujchagulia made
Tannenbaum wonder whether her students ‘had not ioémicking some out-of-date
English verse, but instead were actively interestgabetic qualities to which | had given
short shrift’ (Tannenbaum, 2000: 42).

In my case, the ballad was a rather obvious stapoint, given that the jail was
located in Sherwood, close to the home of Englanist famous outlaw. As a form, the
ballad has known a long connection with acts ofdegrimprisonment, and execution — and
Robin Hood has remaining on the front page everesijallads about him first began
circulating in the 1% Century (Grovier, 2009: 43). So this seemed rictugd. What's more,
the ballad ‘developed from an oral tradition’ (Caml 2005: 110), which made it a good fit
for prison, where so many lacked literacy skillsg avhere the ballad-themes identified by
Grigson take on such significance: ‘love, incastnsgression of the divisions of class and
rank, violence, bloodshed, revenge, acquittal’ §&on, 1975: 12). Additionally, | sensed a

connection to Ken Smith and Tony Parker in thedobdl methods of dissemination through:

...the half-world of the travelling chapmen and theistomers... a lost unwritten history of
hardworking traders, rogues and cheapjacks, ofygrlaces wrapped in a timeless spell... the saga of
simple people who lived and died with no recorceotthan a church register’ (Shepard, 1973; 91)

The ballad was a marginal form, read and distritbiste the marginal, on paper that
quickly vanished. Shepard describes the ephematadinried the ballads as ‘sheets of
verses, traditional or topical, usually decorateith\& crude woodcut’ (1973: 16), and makes
a case for the first chapbooks of thd' TBentury ‘as a kind of printed folklore’ (26). Ihetir
sensationalism, he connects the chapbooks to tedeg-top tabloids, but he sees them as
also being a ‘continuation of the folk-traditionminstrelsy’ (21) and as offering, ‘at a time

when folk-memory was beginning to fail’ (46), ‘thest hints of a secret that mankind once
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knew — the meaning of religion and everyday affdlie balance between tradition and
topicality, the wonder and mystery of the humbie’ [{46).

The ‘simplicity and passion’ (145) of penny-dreddiublications meant they were
usually ‘banal...grotesque, anti-social and dishdr{86), and often did little but confirm
prejudices, as in the case of an eight-page booklebrating the trial of Maggie Lang, the
last woman burned as a witch in Scotland (96). HarneShepard also describes the potential
of ballads to become a ‘protest literature’ (12@ttspoke from, and for, the street, as
evidenced by the Act passed by Queen Mary to ‘gspdyvers heinous sedicious and
schlanderous writings’ (55). The punishments weneé: not only fines and the stocks, but
the loss of an ear or the right hand (55).

The ballad’s ‘schlanderousness’, as a form exidteygpnd literary respectability,
proved too enticing to ignore. | was seduced bpuwdul terms once part of its ‘half-world’,
and which had now vanished into the ruins. Theadallof the 18 and 1% Centuries were
sometimes described as ‘catchpenny’ (74) and ‘cettkies (74), passed on by skilled
‘running patterers’ (72) and ‘chanters’ (103), drydhawkers known as ‘mercuries’ (82). Run
together in groups, ballads were called ‘garlanilst, when appearing on single-sheets,
individual works would be displayed by ‘pinners-§p03), and fluttered along ‘a good half
mile of wall... on the south side of Oxford Streedirad’ (103).

If ‘the folk ballad considered impersonal, commuecahcerns’ (Caplan, 2005: 110), |
kept this in mind when beginning ‘Prison Ballactieé Prison Ballad’, a piece that had the
specific aim of individualising a ‘communal concesin this case, the consumption of drugs

as a means of coping with jail’'s distances andgain

Prison ballad of the prison ballad

X came to a walled-in place
Where men craved earth and sky.
He saw the wire, he saw the bars,
And he began to cry:



“O, Ma, I've travelled much too far,
too far for you to come.

I've turned my back on earth and sky,
My wandering days are done.”

They locked the door on that poor wretch
And then they doused his light

And X stood at the bars and cursed

The brilliant glare of night.

And night came on, and it was long,
Stretched out beyond the dawn,
But if it seemed long to our boy X
Think how endless for his Mum.

She was sick and frail, on waiting lists,
And came down on the bus,

And as she tottered through the yard
He listened and heard her stick —

But chose to stay in bed that day,

never showed for her Visit.

And X gazed over the yard and thought,
Not of things he’d lost,

Of earth and sky, his girl, and more,
But dates he had to cross,

The calendar where he lived his life,
As slow as grass. As moss.

Then night, and shame, fell slow and vast
And pinned him to his bunk

Till he was alone in that dark place
Where the desperate scream for junk.

And he covered his ears and howled to the bars
And spilled his voice like ink:

“O, Ma, these veins are all that's left,

They bring me drugs’ bright glow

And | have found a place to live,

A shelter from this woe.”

But Ma had lost her voice by now.

It was her ghost that answered next:

“0, Son, this is your Ma to say
they laid me down to rest.

The home you left is up for sale,
Now wandering’s all that’s left.”

Then X went to his lonely bed
With a needle and a pen

And he wrote the ballad of his life,
Its rhymes protecting him:

“Dear Ma, | write to your old dust.
The life we shared is gone

But | will use these words as bricks
And build a house of song.

163
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I will use these words as bricks
And build a house of song.” (Swann, D. 2010: 78-9)

In describing the ‘formulaic phrasing and rhymed arany repetitions’ (Caplan,
2005: 110) that are sources of derision for théalda detractor, Caplan identifies the very
gualities that | thought appropriate to my subjeetter. There is probably no environment
on Earth more riddled by stale self-expression jadnwhere the repetitions of daily life test
a human soul to its limit. Hence, in ‘Prison Ballafdhe Prison Ballad’, | risked
incorporating stock and archaic imagery — the ‘lphed’, etc. — because | wanted to plug
into the ‘formulaic phrasing’ of something old afwdky. But those hokey elements needed to
bump up against the contemporary issue of drugk| hoped that the poem would not only
reflect the ‘impersonal, communal concerns’ of gni®ut also absorb my own individual
curiosity about the persistence of the ballad’sutety in jail.

| rarely read the poem in public these days, bexatiad it depressing. I'm also
uneasy about the suggestion that writing and dangsimilar addictions. However, | remain
pleased with the place where the poem took mestamti by its ending, which describes
ballads as ‘houses of song’, intended as placseafety.

| was drawn not just to ballads, but to villanellesd experimental fusions, e.g. ‘The

Shell in the Yard’ — a ballad that makes use ofrépeating line familiar from villanelles:

The shell in the yard

I made a life on the ocean waves
Many miles from any shore
And the girl who called me home,
O, my heart to her | swore!

But a soul’s at sea on dry land
When those married days turn sour
And he’s washed up in the Flatlands
Many miles from any shore.

And it's true there’s no excusing
What | done, and that's for sure.
Serves me right to roam this jailhouse
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Many miles from any shore.

For | turned to sin and drinking

When she stretched my heart, and tore.
And | burned my boats and drifted
Many miles from any shore.

So | spend my days now sweeping
Stuff they throw on this damn floor,
The filth of prison places,

Many miles from any shore.

But today | found a sea shell
In the yard of this old jail

(Many miles from any shore
Many miles from any shore)

And | held it to my ear
And | heard the ocean’s roar!

And | thought of the bird

That brought it, soaring on the air,
A beast of shining oceans,

Many miles from any shore.

And, for a moment as | held it,

| recalled the girl that | let go,
Then came back to this prison
Many miles from any shore

And | was filled with an empty feeling
For the home I'll see no more,
Another shipwreck on the waters
Many miles from any shore.

But today | found a sea shell
In the yard of this old jail

(Many miles from any shore
Many miles from any shore)

And | held it to my ear
And | heard the ocean’s roa(Swann, D. 2010: 34-5)

Like ‘Prison Ballad’, this poem came from tapping the meter, a repeating pattern
of 4-3, 4-3 beats which acts as a guide if theawfitels an emotion strong enough to drive
the story. Here, | was drawing upon the desolatmbfelt meeting several mariners who'd
washed up in jail. The emotional spark was an asteckd heard about a lifer finding a sea-
shell in the yard, a story that was probably appleay, but whose imagery struck me as

beautiful. As soon as I'd imagined the shell’s Bn@s an ex-sailor, now shipwrecked in jail,
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the piece sprang to life. But the opening lines mwmed me to a wider desolation, perhaps
because five lamenting ‘O’ sounds circulated arotinedwoman introduced in line 3.

The entrance of a murdered woman was probably fioonm my lengthy contact with
a non-sailing lifer who lovingly described the oceealks he’d relished before ‘the thing that
happened’ with his wife. The final stroke of foreuhappened when the poem incorporated
the yard-cleaner who had so impressed me withhiegophy on freedom (discussed
earlier). This gave the sailor a reason to findsthell — and the job itself offered
opportunities to compare the dirt of jail with tberity of the man’s memories.

Formally, repetition of the phrase, ‘many milesifrany shore’, leaves the poem
open to accusations of monotony, and I'm carefes¢éhdays at readings to omit the second
bracketed two-liner. However, the remainder ofréq@etition feels right for a narrator caught
in an obsessive loop, and | thought that some ethwe villanelle would be useful in feeding
the poem’s emotion. Perhaps that's why the poemadéded to be couched in the first-
person, as a short-cut to the prisoner’s frustratedr world — which helps to explain the
failure of another version, using the third-pergdroblems remain, of course — not least the
inversion of the natural word-order in the firsdrsta’s final line, where | probably went too
far with the ‘folky’ element.

Going back over the account above, | find at lsasimaginative steps, all made
possible by the ballad’s driving rhythm. The resigjtfusion of imagined characters and
imagery carries the poem away from its factual gdinig. No-one ever spoke these words to
me, and the speaker himself never existed. But Lls& poem as true, in the sense that its
evocation of longing is emotionally accurate.

As a final example of how my ideas about form drel‘blood-self’ contributed to my
work, I'd like to mention the sonnet ‘Refused’, whibegan in the first-person, as free-verse.

Ultimately, the poem became a sonnet, a form ghatditionally connected with love.
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However, the first-person refused to co-operatetdasons | didn’t fully understand.
Somehow the third-person allowed a detachmenft¢ttaight for the situation, where

distance and the denial of contact lie at the hafatie matter:

Refused

Turned away by a minion at the gate,

the woman weeps quietly into her hands

while the toddler by her side chafes

for release and the baby in the pram

screams. She lurches for her fellah’s jailers

as if yanked by a chain, the protest bursting

in her throat: “What do you meapaper®”

The gateman repeats the rules. Calm. Certain.

Her eyes meet mine, a dull colour, the wrong

side of grey. “Three buses,” she gasps: “Threeduse
from Manchester. And now this.” She flings

her young life at the pram and pushes

it hard down Sherwood Rise, her kids

famished and uneasy, her face unkissed (SwanmID: 213).

The sonnetvas based on events | withessed at the main-gatm leng-suffering
relatives were prevented from visiting inmates aligtfor bureaucratic reasons that made
sense only to those issuing orders. | was toldwioamen were far more likely to visit jailed

spouses than men — a point dramatized in Jenn{fdgimient’s novelPrayers for the Stolen

The queue of visitors waiting to get in outside Weamen'’s jail was short. The queue for visitorstie
men’s jail was long and went way down the road @mered a distance of at least ten blocks
(Clement, 2015: 214).

Watching women (it waalwayswomen) traipsing away, dragging crying childrerhair

wake, | was reminded again of the truth propouruetierman:

Not until the women'’s liberation movement of the7Q8 was it recognised that the most common post-
traumatic disorders are those not of men in waiobutomen in civilian life (Herman, 2001: 28)

Every day, in jail, | dealt with men who had baggtand murdered women — and now this: a
set of pains and harms never recorded in offi¢aisics. | found the treatment of these loyal
visitors shocking and mystifying, and now contengadlaunsettling truths about the misogyny
of the jail. | hated to think about this, and aboyt attempts to write from perspectives like

that of the narrator of ‘Number’, a character whilted an innocent woman.
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Now Lawrence’s concept of the ‘blood-self’ begarnake on new resonance, as |
considered the innocent blood spilled by my spesaKarthis upsetting period, | was
fortunate to encounter the neglected poetry of Bwift. Her book,The Dark Path of our
Namesguided me not only in the handling of dramatic wlogues and violent subject
matter, but in the patterning of a theme. In herdwaing 12-poem sequence, ‘Testimony’,
Swift uses a variety of viewpoints (including hevrg to describe the trial of a man alleged
to have murdered a woman whose body was found blgdsband ‘face down / throat cut’
(Swift, 1985: 37).

Twelve years earlier, Swift was raped by the saram,rand now, in the trial that
forms the focus of her collection, she must copé wie twin-ordeal of facing, in court, both
her memories and the perpetrator, who is presesh@slescribes how ‘The wosddomy
forms on my tongue, dissolves like a wafer’ (4@)isTimage feeds into the poem’s concern
with water and purification, to suggest a religiauslertow that is amplified by several
confessions (the murderer’'s mother admits thaitrghelly left her disturbed son with his
abusive father before going back to retrieve hina #he poet confesses ‘I could not die
bravely’ (39) when facing her rapist).

Seven of the dozen poems can be clearly iden@#echonologues. Two are voiced by
professionals involved in the case: the coronet,aadetective. Two are supplied by the
victim’s husband (one a soliloquy, since it is spoko himself), and two others come from
the murderer’s family: his mother and sister, resipely. The last monologue is ‘spoken’ by
the murdered woman, now staring ‘forever from pofphotographs, / the struggle, the long
cut’ (38). Two of the remaining five poems are Vikge ‘spoken’ from a first-person
perspective, but here the viewpoint is suppliedhgypoet, in lyric- and narrative-modes, as

she moves between the murder-trial and her awfahones of the rape.
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The other three poems take us into the life ointliederer. In these pieces, Swift
abandons the first-person, and chooses to opecatethe relative distance of the third-
person. Perhaps this is a symptom of the man’sdoaffinknowable nature, or a gesture
towards self-protection in what is otherwise anpamsg sequence. It is one thing to try to
understand the killer's background (as Swift deekis sister’'s monologue, a moving
account of the struggle to educate a teenager wtiono blood yet’ [43] ‘on the dark path of
his name’ [43]), but it is quite another thing taer the Killer's brutal perspective.

One poem narrated from Swift's perspective (‘Bedittr Husband’) deals with the
struggle to face the horror, not only in the caodm, where ‘over and over her body flashes
to the screen’ (39), but also at the scene ofdpe (‘I knelt. | wept. / | could not die bravely’
[30]). The sequence is unflinching, and refusdsaé& down at the floor, as the victim’s
husband does (39) during the evidence. These insgeset against those in the monologues
of the coroner and detective, and by the solilogfuthe victim’s husband. All are saturated in
violence, and narrated, in a literal sense, by Bwlflood-selves’. The victim’s husband
imagines a punishment in whicBlbod spurts where his testicles slice (D), and the
coroner describes how he ‘slid my knife into heodt / the depth of the other blade’ (36).

The sequence pivots around its longest poem, WerdtVitness’, written from Swift's
first-person perspective. Here, in a poem thatesharstrong narrative tendency with the rest
of the sequence, Swift counterpoints the horrdresfrape against several delicate images
(e.g. a ‘dress of India cotton, green and yelloimtprlike a field of regimented flowers’ [45];
‘something feathered, a wren or winter thrush’ [#6]jhe movement of her breath). As well
as evoking vulnerability, the images strike up argeng for the ‘purification’ (50) that is
mentioned on the penultimate line of the sequence.

The murderer is linked throughout to water. ‘“Tharist moves in his whole body’

(35), and he kills during a storm under ‘an oalk wepping rain’ (38). Swift notes the
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violence of the elements (‘Wind hurls a tree tougrd / and lines sag without power’ (48),
but she also sees rain and water as some key toahis twisted psychology, and perhaps
his redemption. Described as a man whose only salas ‘the slender song / of water...
between one unhappiness / and another’ (44), thhdarer is shown to be fascinated by
water, which he walked by ‘almost every day’ (44pwever, the water is tormenting
because it ‘has always run away’ from him (35)miardering the woman, he is trying to stop
this outward flow by making a ‘red pool / he watdsathe in again and again’ (35).

By the sequence’s end, the murderer has enterachttexworld. At work in the
stinking sewers beneath San Quentin, he ignorsmitge cell of sky / through the open
manhole’ (50) and ‘wants only the sewer’s dark’)(3Ghere ‘he stands on the riverbank
again’ (50), ‘free with orders from Maintenancenla wrench for the penstock valve’ (50).
Here, in the sewer’s freedom, Swift says ‘The wates down to its purification’ (50), an
image that fits with the sequence’s yearning ferchme to be cleansed: ‘One of us must lift
her now / from the wet grass, / sponge clean raadyl throat’ (48).

| was impressed by Swift’s ability to counterpadiiné brutality of the murderer’s
crimes against images of delicacy and grace. Hpresece offers a panoptic view of the
murder, carefully preserving distance from the neued by refraining from entering his
perspective. But the poems refuse to flatten him anmonster, and present us with images
that suggest his own distant, barely-understoodnyeg for redemption. For all their anger,
violence, and sadness, the poems are memoralileeiocompassion.

Although the first-person didn’t always cooperats in the case of the sonnet,
‘Refused’ [above]), | was fortified by Swift's brexapproach, and persevered with the
‘blood-self’ principle by continuing to write mormjues. The patterning of Swift's sequence,
with its circulating viewpoints and manipulationfot- and third-person, was powerful

when | considering ways to arrange my own poentsargequence.
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A self-imposed rule of facts-for-the-prose andidintfor-the-poetry helped to settle
my nerves, especially if both facts and fiction &deployed in the service of truth, which
was always the primary aim. In trying to estabiidiat | meant by ‘truth’, | found myself
thinking along similar lines as Robert Olen ButteFrom Where You Dreana book that
transcribes his lectures on creativity. For Butldme trap of literal memory’ (2005: 133)
results in the writer ‘putting yourself in the mlddas a passive observer’ (134), which means
that ‘The dynamics of desire are utterly missiri$4). | didn’t always agree with Butler's
rejection of the role of the mind in writing. Andshviews on the necessity of the ‘thrum’ and
‘twang’ of literature (114) left me puzzled. Buliked his commitment to the senses in
fiction. For Butler, the ‘point of revision is tintl meaning’ (58), and ‘coherence among the
details’ (57) so that writing rises beyond the raaiing of literal fact, and becomes a
‘moment-to-moment sensual experience’ (47). Itis,the says, that separates artists from
‘nonartists’ (47). The latter know the effects thvegnt to achieve in advance, and so
‘construct an object to produce them’ (47). By cast, the true artist is, in Butler's view, a
writer who surrenders to ‘an exploration of imag@s), so that the writing comes from your
sense memory not your ability to remember exactly’ (143).

Real-life events may require the writer, as Busieys, ‘to break them down in the
compost of your imagination, and then to recoventhrevoke them, and recombine them
into these new imagined things’ (143). The ainoistove the focus from the author to the
character, uncovering answers to Butler's mostiatunarrative questionwhat is it at her
deepest level that sljhe characteryearns for?(42).

In the following chapter, the thesis moves on tostder thgorosethat emerged in

response to prison, as | describe the evolutidgh@book’s longest piece of nonfiction.
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Chapter Eight

‘What is Not There’: Case Studies in the Writing ofProse

This chapter offers reflections upon the stagesoafposition that rewarded me with the most
substantial piece | produced in response to j&ié piece took the form of an imagistic prose-
essay, ‘The Privilege of Rain’, which eventuallywgats name to the collection, and | believe
it owes a debt to the ‘aura’ of Parker and Smisipeeially for its use of fragmentation and
ellipsis. But there were other influences, too eliding fiction by Mary Robison. Hence,
analysis of her work forms an additional stranthie chapter. In the interests of maintaining
the flow of this discussion, | have included myddmwo-part essay at the chapter’s end,
where it can be read in its entirety.

As stated eatrlier, in the first precarious monththe residency, | was too exhausted
and bewildered to write anything down. Insteadniy tried to keep my eyes open and

follow Lawrence Durrell’s advice on finding the igpof place’

To tune in, without reverence, idly — but with re@alard attention. It has to be done for the
feeling, that mysterious sense of rapport, of idgmtith the ground. You can extract the
essence of a place once you know how. If you csinget as still as a needle you'll be there
(Durrell, 1969: 162).

For Durrell, ‘all landscapes ask the same questidghe same whisper. ‘I am watching you —
are you watching yourself in me?’ (Durrell, 19698). It's a mystical question, but it made
sense in prison, where eyes watched from all cernéas, | could see the place studying me,
and | did my best to look back, and to search fpieae of myself there — maybe that past
‘blood-self’ who could have gone wrong as a teena@ethe piece of myself which hadn’t
extended enough empathy to innocent prisonersadfdiled to consider that this could be
my fate, too. Durrell was right: it was easieritalf‘rapport’ with the place if | saw myself

there, and part of it.
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Of course, the work of the witness is never striagivard, as the writer Chris Arthur

makes clear after describing the moment he ‘sasvrarist in a bookshop’ in Ireland:

... 'saw’ already simplifies that complex confluerafeperception, memory, imagination, desire,
comparison — all the rivulets in the stream-of-@dmgsness that allow experience to happen (Arthur,
2009: 144).

If the very moment of perception is so freightedhmdaomplexity, then how much more
problematic does the role of the witness becomenwvihe passing of time has added
perceptual layers to the stream?

| became aware of Arthur’s ‘complex confluence’ whreading descriptions of prison
conditions written over the centuries by famougavs. Dickens, for instance. His sketch of a
‘ghastly’ condemned man (Dickens, no date: 156katches by Boacludes two dream-
sequences that are projections on the writer’'s pHdred as attempts to externalise and
dramatize the ‘mental anguish’ (150) that Dickeascpived in prison. And, in Turgenev’s
account of a public execution, the writer startgdbglaring that ‘I should now like to tell
everything | saw’ (Turgenev, 1958: 210), but theickly moves from vision to metaphor,
describing the prison gates as being ‘like the ‘emse mouth of an animal’ (228), and
comparing the jailers to ‘spiders on a fly’ (228hen, later, when he hears the ‘abrupt thud’
(229) of the blade, he says it sounds ‘as thoughge animal had retched’ (229).

Dickens’s dreams and TurgeneVv’s similes are remmgndeMark Doty’s contention
that ‘Description is an ART to the degree thativieg not just the world but the inner life of
the witness’ (Doty, 2010: 65). For Doty, the inebie difficulties around the act of
perception (i.e. that it is ‘provisional; it grope®nsiders, hypothesizes’ [19]) should never
be offered as reasons to shy away from the workitniessing. Rather, he says we ought to
work hard ‘to be better at description’ (72) — afudt,that to happen, we must develop
‘enhanced attention to the looking’ (72) and toitifermation that is yielded by the looking.

‘The best description’, he says, succeeds in ‘Imgidn argument about the nature of the
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real’ (93). In Doty’s view, the witness must produsescription that is ‘complicated, full of
feeling and tension, something almost as mysteamaisactive as experience is’ (82).

| like Doty’s notion that description builds an angent about the nature of the real,
particularly for how it chimes with the poet WillraStafford’s advice that writers should
‘treat the world as if it really existed’ (Staffqrii970: 66). For Doty, writers operate best
when using both instin@ndintelligence — when they use the ‘blood-self’ taffsout the
world, but draw upon their rational faculties tcegtion their findings. Without falling into
naturalistic traps that the world and the word camor each other, and maintaining space for
‘a degree’ (Doty, 2010: 19) of ‘self-consciousnassd uncertainty’ (20), Doty rejects post-
modern game playing, and insists ‘the dilemma aatkwf the witness’ (107) are
worthwhile. ‘To see,” he says, ‘is joy and scrugdayilege and duty’ (17).

His words made sense to me. While studying at Lstecal had met post-modernist
academics with a suspicion of over-arching metaatiaes. | felt it right to be suspicious of
authoritarian discourses, but certain positionsemad wary. Several times, | was told that
there was ‘nothing behind the scenes’, a phragertipdied the lack of a solid world beyond
language. For some, this seemed a source of etxgtenxiety. For others, it appeared to
represent liberation. With language freed fromatbers, a writer could work with child-like
glee, sampling and hybridising in carnival-esqughian.

This interest in pleasure appealed to me, sinedi¢\e that play and learning are
intimately connected, but, unfortunately, I'm sus$piis, too, of any philosophy that ignores
pain and sacrifice, particularly where creativéyconcerned. Granted, there are perils in
high-seriousness, but | prefer ‘arguments for #&d’ that allow for complexity and depth,
and not only the surface play of signifiers. | |de that is alert to the complexity of language
and discourse, and to the worlds known non-lingealy, through the human body and the

senses (and the numinous realms beyond human gierceghe ‘more-than-human’ world
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[Dunkerley, 2012: 217] known, say, by the ducks tmas that passed through HMP
Nottingham’s grounds, and which | felt had justrasch of a place in any ‘argument for the
real’). The condition of the prison’s trees wasastigular fascination, as | go on to describe
in the final chapter. Having witnessed their blassay and their ‘rape’, | came, like Ken
Lamberton, to see the trees as ‘a living pointeéémrence’ (Lamberton, 2000: 195).

In his remarkable memoir of prison-life in the USesuth West deserts, Lamberton
describes the jail's trees as allowing him to kbeisgbearings ‘on how | felt about my family’

(195) by connecting him ‘to a reality beyond pris(®5), both physically and emotionally:

I have a bond with them; they are familiar friendghey, like other bits of wildness confined or
visiting here, expound some vital part of me inithidst of prison’s two heavy hands: fear and
depression... these trees particularly lessen thielounf this place... (193).

By staying alert to the movement of the seasormutiir the trees, and to the migrations and
wanderings of wild animals (‘I mark the swallow81]]), Lamberton remained open to the
liberating power of description valued by Doty -daiso to the kind of wonder that
Laurence Gonzales (2004) identifies as being ingmbiih the mind-sets of survivors:
‘Survivors are attuned to the wonder of the woflde appreciation of beauty, the feeling of
awe, opens the senses... and creates strong mativi@ionzales, 2004: 289).

Lamberton describes the desert as his ‘mentoledin from it how to adapt to
adversity... | have become a disciple of wildflowarsl brittle bushes... and | will survive
this drought’ (93). He sees the wilderness everyaie every uncontrolled, impenitent bit
of nature that violates the rules of the prisol@qR— and by tuning in to these natural
guardians and violators, he gains access to tlegtetidayer of meaning which most
rehabilitated prisoners ultimately discover: ‘| idhe toad and allow myself to listen to the
wildness, the freedom in its voice. It's not asaeger; more a kind of passage’ (78).

Not an escape, but a passage. Here, | think Laotbestreferring to ‘those quiet

moments’ (92), alone with toads and trees, when Hot buffeted by meaningless and
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sadistic rules... [and]... | find clarity’ (92). He sathat the ‘connection to nature that may
even be more essential than freedom’ (113) — tlo&’banost powerful sentiment, and one
that continues to fascinate me, particularly f& slense it conveys that true freedom depends
upon depth of engagement with something greaterahaself.

In order to pursue the ‘joy and scruple, privilegel duty’ (Doty, 2010: 17) that are
inherent in Doty’s witnessing, | knew I'd need tonk with the keen eye of a writer like
Lamberton, and remain attuned not only to prisantgicial world, but to the natural zone
that surrounded and penetrated it — and to retaawareness of issues raised by Susan
Sontag in her meditation upon photography.

For Sontag, our sympathy when we gaze voyeuristioglon ‘the pain of others’ (a
phrase from the title of her book) ‘proclaims oumacence as well as our impotence’ (2004
91). As such, mere sympathy is too easy, ‘and oo mystification of our real relations to
power’ (91). Rather than simply looking on in passsuperiority, Sontag’'s witnesses must
remember that their privileges may be ‘locatedlengame map’ (91) as the indecencies
suffered by the subjects of their gaze — in otherds, that their comforts may be linked in
complex ways to the deprivations of the people @reyobserving.

My challenge, as a witness in the jail, was complévad to remember that the eye is
not separate from the emotions, dreams, memonesgesires that make vision possible, and
that the eye is also limited in its capacities, anltherable to deceptions. What's more, |
needed to remember that, being part of the sametg@nd economic situation as the men |
was writing about, | was also part of the probl@presented by prison. Hence, my response
would need to go beyond the detached sympathyeobthjective’ journalist.

| was daunted by these challenges, but my intérébe notion of ‘witnessing’ was
strong. That interest deepened into a fascinatioenw became aware of the black flowers of

the jail's surveillance system. There were eyegilggpon from all angles and directions, and
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their number was growing. Wherever you went, whatgou did, there was a witness. It was
just as Lawrence Durrell said: ‘l am watching yoare you watching yourself in me?’
(Durrell, 1969: 158).

My interest in cameras was encouraged by the pcesga photographer-in-
residence, the first of his kind in the UK, dirgcdlippointed by the Governor. The
photographer’s monochrome pictures haunted metiwin evocations of isolation and
loneliness, and | wanted to include them in thé@alogy of prisoners’ work | was preparing.
In return, the photographer supplemented his englexhibition with writings by the
inmates. Hence, there was a degree of overlapriwork, and | began to see potential for
the pictures to bring structural coherence to titb@ogy. This was my first intimation of
how words and images might resonate in a succegsshlication — a discovery that was to
bear fruit in my writing, as | discuss in the neattd final, chapter.

An engagement with photography was similarly usefién | came to write my own
prose. Having struggled to bear witness in coneealifashion, | groped towards a form of
‘flash fiction’ that felt more appropriate, partlady in the sense that cameras share an ability
with very short fiction to freeze a moment or whii up the darkness with a single flash.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. As far as the grgses, it began simply as
fragmentary bullet-points (discussed in earliermptbes). These notes were hastily
accumulated in lodgings | secured halfway througiresidency, and took the form of
anecdotes, imagistic one-liners, and fragment®o¥ersation, e.dprisoners fastening
Christmas tinsel around suicide-netting’; ‘a mamesaming wildly, throwing oranges’; ‘lifer:
‘we want what you want — a quiet lif&/hen | returned to the notes after leaving nty, jio
felt therapeutic to start typing them up, usingfilagments as aaide memoirdor fuller

exposition. By re-visiting those experiences, anéddding detail, some of the more troubling
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memories settled in my mind. However, faced by sdveew day-jobs, | had no choice but
to set the writing to one side.

Yet the jail kept nagging. In a university job afteaving Nottingham, | was assigned
to share an office with an academic who had theesaame as a lifer I'd taught. | stared at
the name-plate before finding the nerve to knoeggkide, my new colleague had left a
badger’s skull, as a welcoming gift. | never tolthhihat a lifer had shared his name, nor that
the same prisoner had been incarcerated for befgeadnan.

When | did finally return to the prose, | was dig@éa to discover pages of tired
abstraction, which contained little of the spontgnihat D.H. Lawrence had craved: ‘the
poetry of that which is at hand: the immediate nés. Now,now, the bird is on the wing in
the winds...” (Lawrence, 1977a: 185). Or, as he steg as saying elsewhere: ‘The living
moment is everything’ (Merrild, 1964: 230) — a reaer that, for Lawrence, the words,
themselves, should be alive.

All my adult life, I've admired George Orwell forshclarity of mind, and have urged
students to read his essay, ‘Politics and the Ehdlanguage’, a treatise on the importance of
accuracy and precision that influenced my appraaaescribing prison. But something felt
wrong now when | read my descriptions. They weriuato my own thought processes.
Embarrassed and irritated, | put the notebook aaag,returned to my teaching: namely, a
module on postmodernism in which | introduced Cag€&'33’, a famous experiment in
minimalism, and then followed it with the fillMown by Lawin which the one dramatic
episode (a prison-break) is omitted from the pAdterwards | experienced a Cage-like
silence that prompted me to lecture my studentls suth urgency that | realised | was trying
to pass myself a message. Somewhere inside, a pexmgiowly dropping — but it would

take a while before it hit the bottom.
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Meanwhile, having lagged in my efforts to produnoeaathology of prisoners’ work, |
was receiving messages from jail about the needdeed. It had proved difficult to
familiarise myself with publishing technology, libts was not accepted as an excuse. A
prisoner is like a hospital-patient. If you promes visit, you'd better make sure you turn up.
| knew that, and there was no more time to waste.

After securing technological support, and findingp@matic structure for the
anthology (using photographs to break it into sexdj as indicated earlier), | wanted to
contextualise the writing with an introduction. Seturned to my journal, and tried to
harvest material. Slowly, | understood where I'chgavrong. In attempting to make sense of
the prison, my writing had become too cerebral.gBmigside the visceral writing of
prisoners, my prose felt anaemic and abstract.elWweas too much intellectualising, and it
got in the way of my strength, story-telling.

Orwell was right about clarity. But this doesn’t ameyou write like your heroes. It
means you write what is fully your own. In its Olgran overviews, my prose had moved
away from my own experiences. As a tiny cog inj#iés wheel, | had never understood
much that was happening. Hence, it felt false tivevas if | did. Now | set to work on the
anthology’s introduction, distilling the prose dritiwas less dependent upon abstractions,
and became a more accurate expression of how my tm@s to understand the world,
through imagery and narrative, or, as the wifehef Native American writer Thomas King
tells him when he’s tempted to preach: ‘Don’t shb@m your mind. Show them your

imagination’ (King, 2003: 26)

Foreword
Brown atoms flitted across the murky water of thi€g disused swimming pool. A tall, gaunt prisopaused

from his gardening duties, leaning on a spade.t$teapretty sight, isn’t it?” he beamed.
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A few days later, the ducklings were piled ineegling heap under their mother’s wing. The leaning
prisoner was still grinning. ‘Their dad’s sodded tof Skegness for a bit of nookie!" Behind him ba poolside
was a chipped sign: NO RUNNING OR ROUGH PLAY.

It was a hard Spring, and the ducklings didn’t makSome prisoners said that the cold killed them
others that they drowned in the choppy waters. Groen with long criminal records wept. The mothecld
wandered through the prison flower-beds.

Her second brood appeared in early summer. An RSHfizer came to fit a wooden exit ramp to the
pool.

One evening in late May, a fearful storm stripgieal blossom from the prison’s most beautiful tree.
Coming away from my evening class, | watched theklitngs struggling on the tips of brown waves.

Next morning, they were back under the wing again.

Weeks passed, and fluff turned to feather. ‘THdglready to fly soon,’ said the gardening prisone
His eyes scanned the endless blue Nottingham sky.

Workers came to drain the pool a few days latee ducks flew away.

In autumn, as my residency was coming to an exmhurers began filling the empty pool with rubble.
They threw in stones and earth, tins and litted, @m old tree with indestructible leaves. A gol@mdha statue
was removed from the poolside and placed in stofageged-up inmates hollered to each other throkigh
bars.

| glanced at the dark silhouette of a prisonghéSegregation Unit which overlooks the old pool.
was thinking: ‘How would | feel if | knew I'd had ynlast swim for 15 years?’

Change has come fast to the prison service imtg@ars. When | entered my post as writer in
residence, friends told me to expect frustratiaisd®, they warned, is a place of stasis.

During the 12 months | worked at HMP Nottinghahg jail’'s population soared. Two new wings were
added to the original Victorian structure. Remaridgmers were moved into the jail, and lifers waltecated to
a separate wing.

Throughout the year, drills shrieked and hammiaisered. Yellow-helmeted construction workers
picked their way past JCBs, trucks, and piles @ldst Meanwhile, the long grind of prison life conted. For a

long time, | considered calling this book ‘Hard Hamne'.
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In prison, staff and inmates rely on the steadymfigence of regular routines. Change is a thréae
writing in this publication has emerged from thegsures and stress of the greatest change inisios pr
service’s history. It contains individual voicesashing to be heard above the law and order debate.

Just as beautiful writing can be conjured fromebarchoing walls, so the essential myths of freedom
persist behind prison walls. Deprived of the dusksne inmates of Nottingham claim to have seerxa fo
roaming the yards by night. A resourceful creativiag on its own terms inside the walls...

During the last 12 months, | have been impresgatidresourcefulness displayed under trying
circumstances by both inmates and staff at HMPihgitm. But it is the resilience of their creatsgarit
which has really moved me.

The writers in this book have set their imaginasiin flight. (Swann, D. 1998: 3)

The introduction met with approval when | returnedNottingham to distribute the
anthology. One of the lifers I liked best gave ime ¢old-shoulder for being slow, and others
had moved on, so missed out on the book compléekblyse things gave me cause for regret.
But it felt good to see a sense of accomplishmettie inmates who remained, and | was
pleased to hear all of the men in my former eveclags report that they were still writing.

| had hoped my visit would help me to draw a limeler an important experience in
my life, as well as giving the inmates a senseatifaction and hope. But the return stirred
up memories and emotions, and made me keenly amsaliée was moving and changing
while others’ had gone nowhere. | wasn’t free @ fitace, not by a long stretch.

Occasionally, when memories and emotions seizedwaethe following months, |
scribbled poems to release tension, and it struekow often | described holes, absences,
gaps, and negatives. For instance, the poem ‘Gsmebted in the testimony of a lifer who
described himself as ‘a hole’ before he committisdhtiurder. It was difficult to listen
accurately after he’'d issued that startling word] Bm not sure how much of the rest of the

poem accurately represents what the man told mel. Rick by the accuracy of the poem’s
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‘embodied vision’ (Gluck, 1999: 33). Here wasnan who had felt a vacancy in his own

being — and now yearned for oblivion so that henhegcape the pain he’'d created.

Gone

| could have been anyone on that street,

but my luck twisted me.

The kind of loneliness | mean,

it's frightening to be near.

The gap around me widened

as the gap opened in myself.

| was like a hole inside an emptiness,
a hole something was bound to fill.
The thing | did, the blood | spilled.
She never harmed a hair on any head.

| wish someone would take
every atom from my body
and fire it at the sun.

Then I'd be good and gone.

Good and gone, mate. (Swann, D. 2010: 31).

Similarly, the poem that follows was inspired bgtaase uttered by a long-term

inmate. After casually asking a prisoner how hedéry | received a litany of place-names,

followed by the baffled statement that he didn’oknwherehe’d been, let alonkeow. This

was, he said, because he’d been on a ‘spin’, bgedhfrom jail to jail, day after day. The

encounter gave me a dizzying glimpse into aspdqisison-life that were denied to me.

Whenever | left the jail, a hole opened behind Arad the hole was just as real and important

as the solid things that surrounded it becausempeis spent months and years inside it:

The Spin

He's wise after his Spin:
“Five nicks in five nights,

then back where | began,

or so it would seem”,
and looks at the floor

as if to check he’s still on it.

Not the words
or how they’re spoken,

but the silences between.

Not the chapter,
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not the verse,
but the empty thing around it.

Five days in the van,
he forgot where he was

and who had forgotten:

“Like an atom, mate —
made of holes”,

then turns away, his piece done.

Not the words
or how they’re spoken,

but the silences between.

Not the chapter,
not the verse,

but the empty thing around(Bwann, D. 2010: 97).

This poem acts as an emblem for my work back theimg simple in its phrasing,
and still leaning strongly towards free-verse, eHiktraying a growing interest in form and
shape, with the italicised sections acting as aushd his song-like set-up created an ironic
angle for the poem, which is really about the ofipas singing — about things that have
never been vocalised.

‘The Spin’ is an example of how | was loosening tiéth journalistic habits,
especially as this prisoner never said anythingiatoms. | added that phrase to amplify the
man’s surreal fatalism — and because it was theo$diing I'd heard inmates say. In prison,
there is much clichéd language, but the clichéstexlongside a fund of arcane and esoteric
knowledge, often offered by men who'’ve spent atgdeal of time alone.

Holes, then. And gaps and absences. | noticed fii@w btried to describe things that
weren’t there — things that had eluded me or the.rimeemy case, this was a huge amount. As
my successor, Chris Jones, once put it, the winteesidence is as marginal as the Buddhist
priest who occasionally visits the jail. To pretgmai have an overview when you exist at

such a peripheral angle would be silly and dishbnes
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Eventually | connected the dots back to Tony Pamkbose interviews often centred
on ellipses that made his subjects fascinatingddffidult. Hence, | probably had holes on the
brain when | returned to the troubling notebooluliet-points and fragments. But now | fed
in the novelist Alan Burns’s imagistic guidance: pfcture in every line — | want to get a
physical picture’ (Burns, interviewed in Firchovg74: 59).

| also had the good fortune to chance upon Maryisooks Why Did | Ever(2001a), a
novel whose 200 pages contain 536 brief numberettbes. Most of the novel's ‘action’
occurs inside the ellipses between sections, amigt gradually do the facts of Money
Breton’s life emerge’ (Hallett, 2002: 329). The 88 protagonist is a Hollywood story-
doctor in danger of losing the plot following thege and torture of her son.

As this brief summary suggeswhy Did | Everis built around a huge back-story,
filtered to the reader through Money'’s fracturedumatised consciousness — and disrupted
and intensified by the ellipses that surround tigaettes. In an interview witBomb
magazine, Robison reveals that the novel was {pliggrally, assembled’ (Robison, 2001b)
from fragments scribbled on index-cards as a resptmpersonal crisis. (‘I was having more
than difficulty’ [2001b]). As such, its holes andjnettes seem to be connected to traumas
suffered by both the characters and the writer.

By patching its void with a series of floating, erfttangentially-connected (and
occasionally confusing) fragment&/hy Did | Everis reminiscent of what Molly Andrews
describes as ‘traumatic testimony... marked by whabt there: coherence, structure,
meaning, comprehensibility’ (Andrews, 2014: 37)isThotion suggests that meaning is
generated from absence as much as from contenthe G&mpty silence ... in the darkness /
Between stars’, as R.S. Thomas puts it in his pdéim Negativa’ (Thomas, 1993: 220).

Thomas searches for God in the darkness betweestatss an approach that puts him

in line with many of those who have followed tha negativajncluding perhaps Robison,
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who is described as having ‘a Roman Catholic bamkgs’ (Whitney Hallett, 2002: 325). In
an interview on KCRW Radio, she listens quietlyWishael Silverblatt describes her work
as gesturing towards a God that may not existcandedes that much remains ‘submerged’
(Robison, 2003) in her fiction. However, she takggrage when her elliptical work is
described as minimalist. Instead, in an onlinerinésv, Robison says she prefers the term
‘subtractionist... That at least implied a little@ff (Robison, 2001b). It's easy to see why
Robison would want to evade being classed as amaligt when one encounters the list of

complaints against that literary mode, neatly sunsed below by Frederick Barthelme:

a) omission of big “philosophical” ideas, b) nobegh history or historical sense, c) lack of (oomg)
political posture (expressed as ease with the ®)ltd) insufficient on-page thinking resultingliaoil-
in-bag characters, €) commonplace descriptiondgbant on brand names, f) drabness of “style”, g)
moral poverty (Barthelme [no date]).

How to distinguish between ‘minimalism’ and ‘sulafiianism’? In her KCRW
interview, Robison suggests it's more than a qaesif editing out words. Rather than
simply subtracting language from her evolving drashe describes a tendency to re-write
from scratch. Hence, the ‘effort’ towards subtratis part of a general tendency to pare the
fiction down to its essence.

In choosing parts to stand for the whole, and uaingnimum of exposition, Robison
operates like many writers of ‘flash’ fiction, wiend to privilege the foreground over the
background, and to prioritise character, imagemyglage and situation over the plotting that
is favoured by writers operating with longer forrRabison makes ironic commentary on this
in another fragmented novéne D.O.A., One on the W&009), which follows a
Hollywood location scout around the ruins of posttiiha New Orleans. When her assistant
tells her, ‘I never understood why the backgroursdismportant anyway’, the scout replies
that it ‘entertains the eyes’ in the absence otispeffects (Robison, 2009: 124). To add to
the irony of this metafictional element, the nogetaturated (literally) in the pain of the

disaster’s aftermath, with New Orleans itself reztlito fragments and gaps.
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Barthelme is quoted on the jacket of Robison’s 18&del,Subtractionas saying
that Robison has a ‘peculiar squinted view’, and torks well to describe the brief, often-
static tableaux that flare up from her fictionnh@ny of her stories and novels, the characters
are immobilised or uncertain in the face of disagtes a personal disaster iWhy Did | Evey
but Hurricane Katrina forms the backdropQaoe D.O.A., One on the Wand several of her
short stories take place around earthquakes andstoThis tendency to present stasis in
response to crisis is illustrated in Robison’sstCare’, in which the protagonist says:
“Jack tells me I'm just walking through life. Hags | ought to start changing”(Robison,
2002: 223). But when one of the characters asksdi@is supposed to change, the
protagonist confesses she doesn’'t know. Momenrgslhiis have earned Robison criticism for
using ‘wit, formal ingenuity and wacky angle... seagly to sanction worlds in which
people are unable or cynically unwilling to actaoe frozen in states of abdicating
adolescence (whether they be 25 or 60)’ (Bauerl)199

Robison’s approach can lead to dramatic inertgfritie, and this makes some of her
less dynamic work frustrating. However, the stegsharged with tension and relieved by

humour, and there’s a poetic compression of langaagl imagery:

The language is really the thing... it's restlesswing. Words, rubbing hungrily against each other,
taut and potential, up down and sideways on evagep. Shorthand to describe the rhythm of it—the
wry and twisty dialogue, the crooked shards of dpson, the gristly lists of harrowing facts and
litanies of sensorial particulars (Robinson, 2009).

Throughout her work, there’s a sense that Robissqisinting’ has caused her pain.
The light into which she’s staring can be toleraiganly short bursts of attention. In that
sense, Robison may well be the most literal piaggtr of ‘flash fiction’, a writer who stares
hard at a single point of illumination rather tredmelding herself from its glare.

The brief ‘flash’ of attention is bound to leaveaféness / Between stars’ (Thomas,
1993: 220), but these absences hold clues — &pbson toldBBombmagazine: ‘Oh, the

white spaces make sense, don't they?’ [2001b]) tlaisdeads me back to thea negativa
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which is linked by Sheldrake and Fox to a procasshich the soul grows by subtraction
(1996: 74). Sheldrake and Fox make an unusual pttenortify the contemporary practice
of science with Jungian ideas and mystical theal@dpey identify grief, praise, meditation,
and simplicity (74) as methods towards subtractimr.them, subtraction and the growth of
the soul requires ‘receptivity, an open hearttinig go...” (74).

While wary of the new age tendency in their thoughtendency which Sheldrake and
Fox themselves criticise for being too obsesseH light, and not honouring ‘enough the
darkness, the sinkings, the suffering, and theshad 22]), | felt emboldened by Robison’s
approach, and receptive to the ‘subtractionistgestjon that less could be more (whereas
many of minimalism’s detractors complain that lsseven less).

Therefore, | set to work on a new draft of my ‘nohbn narrative’, interested to see
if | could isolate the jail’'s images among a senésllipses. The aim was to find out whether
the prose could replicate my daily experience ibf g@ onslaught of disjointed images, too
riddled by holes to make sense. | enjoyed the ma®an this work, hacking out exposition
and leaving gaps to suggest meaning. It felt lika$ exacting revenge on the miseries of
incarceration. Using ellipses, visual rhymes, jprigtion, and collision, | aimed to create the

associations and ruptures described by Robisorridesdn theBombinterview:

Like the fact that the gas station is not in thél+a#'s kept separate, for several reasons. All litiee
sections are employed differently. They're meartidee different jobs. And that's as far as | walg ab
to go in providing a customary shape for the storlycan shade things however | prefer... Or, omit
anything the story really doesn’t need... | havede ® it that problems get solved and questions get
answered and that nobody wears a snowflake swiealaty. But I'm not obligated to the order and
sequence, or to the details or the whole that llevbave to try to authenticate if | were recountary
experience. These are some of the good reasonsok'@ news writer or journalist (Robison, 2003).

While tutoring me, Alan Burns once said his imagiapproach was informed by an
interest in cinema, and | shared this attracti@vjrg studied Film as an undergraduate.
Slowly, then, as | ejected the abstractions, | passibilities for the notes to become a

screenplay. Hence, | spent time re-writing the miater he experiment was a failure, but
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allowed me to discern a pattern of ‘shots’ andstund | drew an analogy with Kuleshov’s
experiments in montage-editing, described as &tyeof ‘collage’, in which: ‘meaning is not
inherent in any one shot but is created by theajposition of shots... by the relationship of
the images to one another’ (Shields, 2010: 115jerAbandoning the screenplay, | was left
with a collection of imagistic prose-fragments,iditut formless. | considered sealing the
fragments in a box, and releasing them like confafter the manner of B.S. Johnson, whose
novel The Unfortunatess comprised of chapters that can be read in ahgro

In her work on abuse, Herman explains fragmentafa response to trauma.
Traumatic memories, she says, are likely to ass&agments of the traumatic event in exact
form, with little or no imaginative elaboration’ @dman, 200139). For the traumatised
person, significance often ‘lies in what is missi(k).

Herman’s work concerns survivors, rather than geapa's, of terrible crimes, but her
insights are relevant. Although many of my studéatd inflicted appalling traumas, lots of
them were clearly in trauma. And this damage exdrzbyond the men’s minds, into the
physical landscape that surrounded them. Thantteetoe-building programme, the jail was
riddled with holes. | have already mentioned th@rswing pool, smothered under rubble, but
there was another ruin that lingers in my imagomatalthough | have never managed to write
successfully about it.

Within the walls, standing side by side, were tveof@ctly normal suburban semi-
detached houses. When | asked about these dwellings told that officers had raised their
families in them. The thought of children growing in a jail was one thing, but the
confusion that ensued when the houses were deradlishs something else entirely. The
dwellings evidently vanished while | was on holidagpd afterwards it took me weeks to

remember they’'d ever existed. By now the new wingee rising with startling speed, and
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when | enquired about the fate of the houses, lantvagueness. One officer told me | was
mistaken — there had never been any houses. Aadvaftds | started to doubt myself.

Now my essay entered a new phase. | had begulyibg to de-familiarise, because |
was in thrall to Schklovsky’s ideas and curiousidlibe possibilities posed by the
fragmentation in Juan RulfoBedro Paramga novel described as ‘a work made of less... a
study of continuous subtraction’ (Franco, 2006\vhich a series of ruthless ellipses
construct a deathly, hallucinatory desert for Rslftispossessed peasants.

However, some of these experiments made me anXidae | saw potential in
adopting Rulfo’s techniques to mimic the jail'sgraentations, | conceded there were limits
to my interests in experimentation.

Czeslaw Milosz describes the writer facing ‘a clkedietween the dictates of the
poetic language and his fidelity to the real’ (198B). The paradox, he says, is that he can

‘be faithful to the real things only by arrangirigem hierarchically’ (71):

Otherwise, as often occurs in contemporary proggrpoone finds ‘a heap of broken images, where
the sun beats’, fragments enjoying perfect equality hinting at the reluctance of the poet to neake
choice (71).

It's a criticism that could be made of the prisarepy of C.D. Wright, where the ‘perfect
equality’ of the shattered fragments takes ontdike quality that | find lacking in the
‘hierarchical’ organisation identified by Milosz f ©ourse, it may well be that this is exactly
the point Wright wishes to make, given her inteneghe divisiveness of jail. However, the
approach didn’t feel right for my own purposeseduired hierarchical arrangement, and not
only a ‘heap of broken images’.

In herBombinterview, even Mary Robison agrees to longingsaftraditional shape:

At times... | think the beginning-middle-end struetus very appealing and very comforting. It's
similar to north-south-east-west. Both of them h&dgknow where we are (Robison, 2003).
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If form is fiction, then the use of form should slyrbe as heart-felt as the fiction
itself, and the pleasure of narrative drive wasdeep for me to abandon. Where Rulfo used
ellipses to bold, experimental ends, gradually disting narrative conventions, | preferred
to orientate the reader, and to maintain a measuweherence. It was the old tug, | suppose
— the need to communicate with the community tased me, even though that industrial
world no longer exists, and its few survivors nesead poems.

In recognising that | valued narrative drive ovalllicinatory experimentation, |
decided to build more trees into the piece — esflg¢he cherry tree in the prison-yard. | had
made random mentions of the tree in the fragménisl saw its potential to become an
image that provided continuity. As a marker of ragseasons, the tree would impose
chronology, anchoring the reader in the ‘when’ dre‘where’.

Having positioning some fragments so that | hopey tvould gain resonance from
both the gaps and the prose surrounding theml|iseeld was allowing myself to re-order the
events in a new time sequence, so that the fragmesre patterned according to the
material’s inner demands rather than to maintaimptaral fidelity. Here again, | was learning
that the act of writing is as much of an eventha&sexperience that inspires it.

A similar search for structure is discussed by &gSaunders (2012). While working
as writer-in-residence in a university garden, Sigus supplemented her poetry with prose
that ‘relieved the poems of holding the whole resplaility of having to describe and
explain, and | think the poems became freer’ (2@0A). | recognised something of my own
process in this, and in Saunders’s discovery tfiae problem with such hybrid material is
that it doesn't fit the usual categories’ (210). I\ cross that bridge later. In the
meantime, | decided, like Saunders, to ‘follow #maual cycle of seasons... [as]... an

obvious and accessible structure’ (199).
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| now look back upon the linking device of the tegel its seasons with an odd
mixture of emotions. On one hand, it destroyed mgiwal intention of de-familiarising the
reader by replicating a prison ‘spin’ and playinighvwtime. On the other, | liked the
coherence created by the motif. As for the tresdfijtthat would prove valuable in adding an
extra level of coherence when | was finalising¢b#ection — as | explain in the final
chapter. For now, though, | end this chapter vhthftnal version of the piece | have been
discussing throughout. Shortly before publicaticmecided to split this work into two halves,
having originally conceived of it as a single pie€he prose stands here exactly as it was

published inThe Privilege of Rainin the two-part structure that | now feel wasiatake.

The privilege of rain (part I)

| stopped him in mid flow.

“Don't say it again. Please,” | said. “Please daayat the end of the daggain.”

He picked a string of skin from his thumb.

“It's a cliché,” | explained, confident in my rolewas the jail's new Writer In Residence. | hamne
here to help men like him with their self-expressio

Banged-up prisoners shouted from the opposite viogvnstairs, canteen orderlies had started dishing
soft-boiled potatoes onto tin plates. The air was with steam. Everything seemed to smell of layraofrd
oranges.

“And what would you know about the end of the ddy® said.

| looked at him and he seemed to smile, so | joinebut it wasn’t that kind of smile.

“At the end of the day,” he said, “is when a stngoses the door on you. When you hear this
stranger take away the key on a chain, and thésligh out. When you start fretting whether youskld see
you through till dawn. You're staring through thar, trying to picture the kid you’ve not seenhiree years,
trying to remember what she looks like, her faes,dyes. Wanting to make up a nice place for hévean,
not just this dingy corner of your head. But you'taoncentrate; you're on edge, waiting for sonmgh- some
scream, or a bell, maybe just water in the pipbecause the guy in the next peter is addictedushiihg his
toilet. And you wonder how lontiis night’s going to be. Worse still - Summer. Dayetshing out, on and on.
Hour after hour, standing at the bars - swearirthasky, for it to go dark. Already dreading tiextday and
the one after that...”

| fingered the keys in my pocket - two keys for #ight gates that lay between the street and me.

“So I'll ask you again,” the prisoner said softtyhat exactly is it that you know about the endhaf

day, mate?”
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Advice came thick and fast when | was appointedddk at HMP Nottingham: “Don’t ask what they did”...
“Prepare for frustration”... “Sit near the door”... “D raise anyone’s hopes”...

But nobody warned me about the smell.

Imagine a building which has housed 130 prisonkidag, every day, for the same number of years.
Imagine a place with no female scents — which syaily of men, of their food, their hair, their gits: a place
where smells are sentenced to life.

Add to the sourness of the air the shrieking aftén tins, keys chattering on chains, the gratfng o
chairs, banged-up men roaring. Hem the sound itbrrwire, bleach it with sodium light, clotheritmylon.

There’s nowhere more real than a prison. Naturgiigrefore, jails are factories of fantasy, whéee t
lathes spark with anecdotes, jokes, tall stories, Henial. Prisons are a good place to sendtarwBut nobody
except the writer wants to be there. And the thimew to the writer — the body-tastes you smuggte-care old

hat to the inmate, who dreams only of ringing ardwmall, walking in a straight line, sleeping witls ldoor open.

*

On my first day, in December, under a sky as psilia prison’s faces, | set three inmates to aritiescription
of a chair. | told them to try to evoke the unmenéd person who normally sat in it.

Two of the men wrote about chairs with massivésrol padding and pillows, chairs as places to
sprawl. The other man wrote about a chair withpstiand dials, and a plug.

It was my first lesson.

A lifer told me his dream. He was digging with baends through dry red earth.

“All this dust sifting through my fingers. But Elkep on digging and digging... until | start to realis
there are white bones in with it, in with the di$tindreds and hundreds of them, very white. Tinjtevbones
in these handfuls of red dust, all slipping thromgh fingers.”

At his back, the winter moon was brilliant and land yellow in the sky above the prison.

He stared at me. “This dream,” he said. “What do think it means?”

| coughed, covered my mouth. As | started to spkalcut me off.

“I'll tell you what | think,” he said, and he tued to point at the blazing sky. “I think it meahslbeen
to Mars. Either I've travelled to Mars in this ljfer | was once there in a past life.”

| searched the side of his face for the joke, ¢bnothing.

“The Red Planet,” he said, still gazing upwards.

The sky — it was always the sky.
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Jets hung their trails like bunting over the priséfandering aimlessly, | found a gardener staring
upwards. He pointed at the white trails of vapdReminds me of the ‘fridge in my old house,” hedsai
“Exactly the same colour of white.” He gave me sderéliser, grey and soft, like putty, in a thifaptic bag.
“Put it on the garden at home,” he whispered|tlifthis eyes to check for guards.

| lived under a flight path in a big city. That sonar, blue cornflowers sprouted from the fertiliser.

Jets roared low over the garden.

A lot of the time, it was the usual stuff that atimg tutor gets used to:

“Use yourownwords, not this 18 Century language”... Maybe try it without so manyeatives...
Don't think about it — follow your pen...”

All year, | kept at it, preaching that the readkthe poem is the poet. It's in the reader’s hedrtre
the poem’s action takes place. Don’t crowd youdezaDon't poke her in the chest.

Some prisoners simply wanted lessons in gramntlaer® help writing letters. Two or three were
labouring over novels. A few sought advice withdkedgocuments.

A man with scarred hands and a wide smile wantetbrmeite to his girlfriend for him. “Only it's
embarrassing,” he said.

“If you're in love, that’s great.”

“Okay,” he said shyly. “Write this. Writé[hank you for them knickers you sént

| brought sonnets to my evening class, mentionedwvdy they bend two-thirds of the way through, ato
changed feeling. The men listened, fairly intenfedv of them seemed to enjoy the idea ofitbkte,the
change. One of them, soft-voiced, with boxer’ssfisepeated the word quietly, as if it was a tabi®
mentioned Shakespeare, how they loved his wordswitunderstanding them. We discussed the rolewfds
in poetry, the power of music.

All the while, prisoners shouted from behind bamghe remand wing. Unlike lifers, they were banged
up in the evening, so they stood at the windowssdiudited, some to their friends, others at eneriag.some
called to women standing in wait beyond the walls.

Each night, as it went dark, the shouting grevdéruTonight, something seemed to be animating the
shouters more than usual, but | was unable to stetd. It was a general din, like Atlantic rolleFe noise
sometimes scared me — the way it kept on, its ¢gpiaec growing deeper and rawer, and deepeningnaga

That evening, our talk veered off, the way it ofted. | don’t remember theolte All | remember is a
mention of Byron mingling with the roar of the mierthe remand wing, and that roar somehow comisigle)
to the classroom.

Everyone in the room had started talking at theestime.
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“The Bomb. Do you know what is planned for the falkhe Bomb?” one of the men asked me, wide-
eyed. He ran his fingers backwards and forwards theetable, as if there was Braille inscribed ¢her
message | couldn’t understand.

He said, “They will kill us. The first thing theews will do, when the Bomb falls, is they wiltdion
all lifers.” His fingers halted on the table. Hedd me with brown eyes, not unkind, but wild. “Téés a
cupboard in this prison with an execution gun jhhe said. “You didn’t know that, did you? Theyl\iut us
to death rather than see us escape into the i@ui@tid fall-out.”

It was intentness | saw there on his face, as duld smell and touch the events he foresaw. & w
thinking like a writer, drawing on the senses.

“No-one will be spared,” he said. “These are thetS. You ask your mate, the Governor. Maybe he
will tell you the facts. That there are death sguaditing to put us to death.”

It was quiet in the room again, but, across thd yiarthe remand wing, the roar had kept up.

| took a breath, moved on. Talked about the conmedttetween sonnets and romance. Talked about
love.

In the tea-break, no-one threw a kettle of boilivager, as | had read in bad books and heard ingoss
Nobody sliced anybody. Nobody buggered anybody. tWhppened is this: the men sat down and ate Iéscui
I'd fetched in, and drank coffee that tasted ofraspand one man asked if | wouldn't bother with Slammy

Dodgers any more, on account of how they cloggehisifillings.

Once, near Christmas, | escorted a prisoner betwaegs.
“It's years,” he said, studying the stars, “simeeas outside in night air.”
Another time, a prisoner laughed at my umbrellaesBis when it rains during a dry summer. There’s

soot in it, then. You can taste the dirt. It's reahn. Why would you want to keep out somethindf’ea

Change was coming to the prison. Two new wings Weiag added to the original Victorian structureill®
shrieked and hammers clattered. Yellow-helmetedtcoction workers picked their way past JCBs, tejend
piles of bricks.

Soon, remand prisoners were to be moved into thejal lifers allocated a separate wing.

| remembered advice I'd been given on my first:d&@pn’t change anything too quickly. In jail,

change is a threat. Go easy.”

He had shot two people. In prison, they taught tamead and write, and he was angry at how the Nepers

were describing him. “They callin me a Gangsta,’sh&l. “I's a pimp, but | ain't no Gangsta.”



195

He wept when he told me his murders - two by-stamghot dead in a fight over drugs and girls. “I
didn’t mean for that to happen, man...”

| tried to get him to see Chekhov's law: a guthia first act always goes off in the third. “If ybadn't
taken a gun to town, it would never have happened.”

He looked stumped.

He told me about his childhood in the Caribbeaigjinto the hills to hunt for land crabs. Theyrave
delicacies for tourists. But the hills were fulltefrors: snakes in the prickly undergrowth, andaeéghts, and
the Rolling Calf, a feared ghost - half-man, hadbt - that made a noise like a rattling chain,ingrolose.

On one of these trips into the hills, a youngrfddurned himself to death on a makeshift lamp.

When | pressed the prisoner to tell me more abbmuirtcident, he shrugged. Next day, | took him a
print-out of his hunting stories. He stared atpaper with wonder. He had small hands, and hekehagpntly.
He was well-liked in the prison.

| found myself thinking about my Grandad. How hewgd Christmas presents with a knife, and

always folded up the wrapping paper to save fot year.

At Christmas, as | prepared to steal away, thebgdlame quieter. | asked a lifer about this. | sdigxpected
trouble.

“Think about it,” he said. “You miss family, yowdwgot no family, you feel jealous of blokes missing
families - it's all the same: you just need timahimk. In the end, you want what everybody wawpts: want a
quiet life.”

Down at the end of the wing, two prisoners weneftaly threading glittering gold and silver stream

through the suicide netting.

The privilege of rain (part Il)

My writing career was going badly, | had little nayn After New Year, | booked into a city centre fahag
house, the cheapest | could find. My room was pdimauve, with a red lampshade and a bright buib. T
television was tied by a chain to a metal shelfhimh up the wall. The bed’s mattress was sealdldl avplastic
sheet. | woke up in the middle of the night, swegatiNext door, there were loud banging noises, fllence.

Breakfast was a lump of colourless scrambled eggshot, then suddenly cold. | paid up fast and
walked to the prison. It was Thursday. It rainedrgvl hursday in Nottingham. My shoes leaked.

At the bottom of the hill was a vast bakery. Theet smelled of bread, and something fruity, maybe
currants. All the way up the hill, smelling thiswdfh and yeast, watching vans go in and out, sdkisljes of
white-capped workers, who reminded me of the oiekeih the prison kitchen, | worried about that Bme

Would you get tired of it? Was it possible in thierld even to grow sickened by the smell of bread?
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An ex-squaddie told me about the guy he’'d killedle/bn active service abroad. “A maniac. He camasat
howling, swinging a blade. There was nothing etsatf the two of us stiffed him. | felt the blo@sh my hands,
he was brown bread. He was brown bread, mate.”

At the end of the man’s bed, two joy-riders swappettles of hooch. One of the men farted. They
giggled, pleased with their system. The bottleseWassoed with little ropes so that they could uspended
from the bars on the outside wall if unexpectedtois popped in.

The ex-squaddie looked at his hands. He spokequagtly. “Later, when | reported what we’d done,
the officer was furious. ‘You mean you've come hiréell me you stiffed a Chink?’ he said. ‘Oughthiiave

tipped him in the briny,” he told us. It was theppawork, see. The paperwork we’d put him to.”

“Who?
“The Writer In Residence,” | said, ashamed.
“In where?”
“Residence.”
“So you live here, do you?”
“I just teach,” | said. “I teach people to write.”

“Fiction? Fiction’s a lie. Have you come in heoetéach us how lie?”

Inside the prison, there was an old swimming poeérlooked by the squinting windows of the Segregat
Unit. Officers had pinned a sign to the wall: “NQRNING OR ROUGH PLAY". At one end of the pool was
a statue of Buddha.

The pool was no longer in use. Men often stoati@bars of the Segregation Unit and stared at its
dark water. Rumours said that the pool was keoa reservoir for putting out fires.

In April, ducks flew in to rear their young. Baitwas a bad Spring. As | left the jail one nighgéalv
ducklings struggling on the tips of huge brown wave

They didn’t make it. Grown men with long criminalcords wept. The mother duck wandered through
the prison flower beds.

A few days later, RSPCA workers came in, and agmf prisoners helped them to fit a ramp to the
pool. The ducks hatched another batch of youngghvbirvived, and then flew away again into the flast
places of Eastern England.

One man told me he was looking forward to thetunre
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The prisoner said that he had spent most of laskiking out cliff-tops, fields, bothies, the heshgees. He
described his love of storms and camp fires. | imed his face lit up by the flames, and the darkredghe
wilderness on his back.

“I remember the smoke off the peat,” he said. ‘#dito breathe in big draughts of it. It smelt like
whisky.” He told me about dancing to fiddles ina@d hut, told me this as he picked boiled potatmgsof a

slot in a tin plate, lights blazing in the yard.

The nights were shrinking, the world growing bigggain.
The joker stared out into the city. “I hate thisdi of the year,” he said. “You remember what'’s out

there. You can't hide from it anymore, it's theeeihg you.”

I was finding out about my freedom. | had the miigtrty a job has ever afforded me: | talked (amdiags, in
libraries, a greenhouse, the gym) to men with chiegte the size of mine but legs far skinniemwdis like
stalking the a giant galleon that was forever angshe hill, its decks laced with wire nets, saikver rigged,
the crew within sight of a port which was always ofireach.

| found a library book calleGreat Walkswvhich hadn’t been borrowed for five years.

Staff talked about “going on the wing”; time wagrtfi. They named it “stir”, and it never moved.
Cells were “pads”, as if they’d cushion a fall,p@atch a wound, or launch them.

I had come “inside” and found the edge.

Burn was what everybody wanted.

“You go mad without “baccy,” a man explained. “Bds in here’ll smoke anything. ‘'S why bananas
are banned. They used to dry the skins and smeke. tlellow yellow. Tweet tweet tweet.”

“What's the weirdest thing you ever smoked?”

“Hair.”

“Did you feel anything?”

“Only the roots, when | pulled it out.”

In Robin Hood country, with the outlaws, my thoughirned often to the handful of trees that haénakot in

the prison. They were cut off from Sherwood by dl viyond which there was no longer a forest.
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One of the trees, a weakly sapling, was closeddttdpping shed’, where men had once been executed.
I never found out what kind of tree it was, althbume of the men referred to it as a sicklly asim& men said
there were bodies at its base.

“Even after they'd been killed, they couldn't esedp

My favourite tree was the cherry blossom in thémyard. In Spring, it burst into flower, dark
branches sagging under the new weight.

“The last curvy thing in this whole place,” sighedolleague.

| told him the last lines of my favourite poem, Bdessing’ by James Wright, in which the poet
suddenly realises that if he breaks out of his boésll burst into blossom.

Later, they drove a metal pole into the earthdethe tree. Workers mounted a camera on top of it.

“Rape,” the men called it.

Afterwards, nobody knew what had triggered it. Sa@aiel it was dust in the custard, others a chamgjeei
visits regime. In one way or another, everyone kldthe prison’s re-building programme, which had
transformed the routines that men despised, aratirepon.

Whatever the cause, plates went flying and punalezs thrown. The Governor ordered everyone to
their cells. All work and education was cancelléde men went to their windows, and roared.

The cherry tree was in wild bloom. At a loose dngtpod in the yard and gossiped with my boss.
Without anyone to sweep up, blossom had pooledhi grifts against the inside of the wall. Nearbsgrkers
were fiddling with the drains. | watched them wattkinking about that other world below, where mdmsr
and skin floated free, into the sewers, to the sea.

It brought to mind the yard cleaner who willinglicked up shit parcels thrown from cells, justisatt
he could feel the wind on his face.

“Look,” said my boss, suddenly.

The workers had unrolled hoses.

“They’re sorting out water cannons,” he said.

It was a beautiful day, warm breeze, blue skye-tyipe of day on which you know the world will end.

We sloped back to the Education Block, and waited.

A long time later, word came down that one ofitien wanted to talk about his A’ level in English.

We went to the yard and stood in that incomingevaf/shouts, trying to get the prisoner’s attention

“Thank God,” he exclaimed when, finally, he saw‘lise been trying to swot up, but it's bloody
impossible with all this noise. | can't think sght.”

The roar grew louder, some of it directed at us.

“But | was wondering -” he shouted, “I was wonaeri- the ghost ilamlet do you think he’s an
actual ghost? Not that | believe in ghosts, antl Bat do you think Shakespeare meant him to beertiwan
just a symbol of guilt?”

| don’t remember what | said. | probably fumbléd just remember hearing someone call me a

bastard, and two men begging for pens. And darlkdgiesibehind the bars, asking questions | couldsivar.
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Somewhere under the roar, a desperate man wasrghdiargaret!”

“What?”

His call came again: “Margaret!”

| stood in the dark prison yard, listening.

“What?”

“Margaret!”

“What?”

“Margaret!”

He must have been standing at the bars, the weorarwhere beyond the wall. Like them, | could see
nothing. All that remained of them was their grief.

“Margaret!”

“What?”

They were still calling to each other as | cametbrough eight gates, into the street.

“Margaret!”

“What?”

And as | climbed onto the bus back to my boardiogse...

“Margaret!”

“What?”

“Margaret...”

Later, when things were calmer, | found one offilisoners staring through the bars of the new wiing, the
street beyond. He was a small man with a quiet grid | felt he had been badly led in life. “Seemething
you like?”

“My house.”

| laughed. “Got your eye on a bit of property, 'eh?

He nodded.

“Don’t you think you should try to find a placersewhere further away?”

“Y’ what?”

“When you get out,” | said. “A clean break, softloeave this place behind.”

“Why would | want to do that?”

“Well, when you're free, you can live anywhere.”

“You're not right bright for a Writer in Residencare you? That one with the blue door. That's my
house. | live there.”

We stared through the bars.

“Your house,” | said.
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He looked at me like | was the world’s most stupidn. “I should have straightened the curtains,” he
said.

In the new lifers’ wing, one of the men proudly sleal me his view. “I can see the whole of Nottingliane
beamed.

| didn't tell him what a forbidden map would shewthat the city he’d lived in for years lay in thther
direction, and his view was of drab outer suburbs.

Days later, he was still staring in wonder throtiggh bars.

| wondered where his grey eyes had taken him — dekioh streets? Into whose arms? In which

Nottingham?

On holiday, in Wales, a summer storm swept thétafpis. We took cover under an ancient stone and/etie
sandwiches, watching a fox forage for seagull’'ssagghe rocks.

Later, in a churchyard, we put our hands on agbyew trees that bled red sap, and then walkedhdow
a valley where we heard the locals still obserfedJulian Calendar.

Finally, tired out, we crested the shoulder of lwioor and caught sight of our cottage in thetgafe
of the valley, far from the sharp blue stones efffneseli Mountains, stones which the ancientsjoadried for
their star-temple at Stonehenge.

Back in prison, | listened to where the rumoursl $a been. | wore my tan skin furtively, like

something stolen. | was full of secrets: of oceadh stars, and ancient calendars, and the tremhlmgf a fox.

A disabled prisoner had punched a governor and baead off to the Segregation Unit. The likelihoeds that
he’'d be ‘ghosted’ — spirited away to another jail.

In the weeks before throwing his punch, the mahbeen writing vividly about his life, but the dies
were darkening under his eyes, and his smile hatdtlospark. | went down to the Seg, full of fording.

His bare cell overlooked the prison swimming pétd. was stripped to the waist. His only furniture
was a mattress and a cardboard chair. | noticedeheacy of his shoulder blades, the whitenegdsothin
arms. A smile blared from his face. “I fucking sedkhim one,” he said. His hands moved like wingheaold
me the story. I'd never seen a man more joyous.

As | left the Segregation Unit, | was struck kg/high ceilings, and tall windows, and the late sien

light that flooded the buildingsrace was the word in my head.
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On Guy Fawkes Night, the loop of the year almoshgiete, | dragged a bag of paper and pens from my
evening class, and hurried away to the staff room.

The prison’ssterile area a zone of high security, where no-one was alloteecenture, winked with
tiny fires — rockets and Catherine wheels burniagio the dark places beneath the wire fence.

The prison was quiet. For once, there was no-btieeeabars, no-one yelling. The only sounds came
from the bonfire-builders on the other side of wadl. Every day, after dark, the jail's neighbotiesd no choice
but to endure the roar of the prisoners. Now, @mdhe night of the year, they had licence to sesdiorks
pluming into the yard. Their missiles fizzed ofétfences and spun in daft circles over the asphalt.

They were giddy with revenge, laughing and shouitingne manner they’d learned. All evening they

went on with it, firing their rockets into the cembf our silence.

When | described the fox I'd seen on the cliff tap&Vales, | was told to open my eyes. “There’sxadomes
here” the prisoner said. “Watch for him at dawn, ybs&e him. He slips out from under the EducatioocB!”

Two other men verified the story: “They built tlice across the line of his ancestors’ pathss@he
bastards couldn’t keep him out even if they triddt with the biggest fence in the world”

One man said he had seen the fox with a pigeds mouth. “Like it was grinning,” he said.

That made them whoop.

Foxes and ducks. Wild, resourceful creaturesdjwin their own terms, inside the walls.

The prisoner who was close to the end of his sertbad gate fever. Time had slowed down, he couse®
any end to his sentence.

“I dreamed | got out, and the outside was justséiime as the inside. Jesus Christ, | was hammening o
the gates to get back in!”

His friend still had a year to go. He shook hischédlo. Get to them gates, and, me — I'm dust.”

| told him that was a beautiful image. He only siged.

| arrived at HMP Nottingham shocked at how prislatténs the senses: the giant metal pole of a isgcur
camera disrupting a blossom tree’s curves, thiadHin of the swimming pool with trash and a blaesd tree. |
had some heroic mission to use poetry to re-awtiesenses of men denied colour and flavour.

| left the jail on a bus, happy to hand silver coio a stranger who bore me no malice. From a ngovin
window, | saw the everyday miracle of a cat. Gstigittered with rain. | had a key in my pocket.

It occurred to me, as | looked back one last tithat | was seeing inside from the outside — froe t
same place that prison had allowed me to view my life (Swann, D. 2010: 38-42, and 53-59).
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Chapter Nine

‘A Choir of Trees’: Discovering the ‘Voice’ of a Paetry Collection

This final chapter explores ways in which a coll@etmade of many disparate pieces needs
to find its own holistic ‘voice’. It describes hovstumbled upon notions of ‘voice’ that
proved helpful in allowing the completion of a bablat I'd been working on for a decade.

During the time when | was trying to solve my ‘sdsained’ confusion, several
friends recommended that | should publish two beekse of prose, the other of poetry —
but | wanted to stay true to the process of conjposiand to those weird ‘doublings’ of
prison-life, where endless stretches of ‘prose’meeced by sudden stabs of ‘poetry’. No
matter how different, the pieces had emerged flmgrsame struggle, and it felt important to
remain faithful to that.

Ultimately, the breakthrough in how the book shdwdpresented followed from a
chain of poetic thought that had its roots in #@i€g location, Sherwood, the legendary home
of Robin Hood. This was the geographical refergmmiet that allowed me to find guiding
metaphors of ‘forests’ and ‘choirs’. And those npétars uncovered thematic links and
organising principles that released the one ‘vodavhat had seemed like an impossibly
diverse body of work.

To what extent does a poetry bawsdeda coherent theme? After all, most readers dip
in and out with little regard for the writer’'s sadrorder (Gundy, 2006). Yet Gundy warns
against ‘massive but haphazard accumulations’ (20Dpof work — and he suggests that
‘during the time devoted to sorting out and arragga manuscript all sorts of other
undercover but necessary work may be happeningls(44).

When | asked the poet Jo Shapcott about ‘themer afteading at the University of

Chichester in May, 2011, she identified a trend #ie has discussed elsewhere:
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There is a lot of attention paid to how the boolaid out, in what order the poems come, whichirikh

is relatively new. Even when | published my firsiolk in the 1980s there was not so much attention to
that — my poems just went in chronologically. Batnit's almost like writing another poem on a
bigger scale. And you do find that they resonatéspeak to each other, and you can group them if
you like to intensify a certain theme... (Herbert120183)

Mimi Khalvati echoed these thoughts at a mastasscin Crete in 2007. She
suggested treating the projected book as ‘one p@ehdlvati, 2007) with each of the pieces
acting as lines or stanzas. ‘Always sacrifice tagto the whole,” she advised. ‘Don’t put a
poem in just because it was published.’ Look farets in length and form, Mimi said — ‘and
also for tension between subject matter and forat.nBake sure it isn’t a mish-mash.’
Instead, there ought to be ‘a recognisable iderditgertain feel'.

She recommended an assessment of the work’s keeydsa'lf one of your strengths
is narrative, then that helps you to shape thectlin around stories.’” Also: ‘just as each
poem will have a central image, so too will the bas a whole’.

Although | hadn’t mentioned | was writing aboygd, Mimi suggested he Blood
Choir by Tim Liardet (2006), an imaginative record of uthor’'s experiences as writer-in-
residence at Europe’s largest young offendersbpri# its achievement of both coherence
and variety, Liardet’'s book has much to teach amyessembling a collection. Its seven
sequences are spread fairly evenly, separated bp@®age poems and a solitary two-pager.
The collection culminates in ‘Ground Bass’, a sagp monologue by a Russian serial killer,
where Liardet examines the obsessive interestileni crime, ‘a new sort of wilderness’
(2006: 63). Of the one-pagers, seven are contempsoanets — while the non-sonnets are
shaped into couplets, quatrains and three-linegai these are distributed carefully so that
Liardet avoids repetition — or of what Norman Duisisaid by Beckian Fritz Goldberg to
have called ‘peeing elephants on opposing pageddf@rg, 2006: 45).

| was fascinated by how Liardet entwined his prisgperiences around subject

matter that stood at a remove from the instituttarot only accommodating a Russian serial
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killer but descriptions of the foot & mouth virusat struck the area around the jail. | noticed
how he managed to incorporate these elementsangamic fashion, without sacrificing the
book’s narrative or thematic intensity.

The book’s overall design is strong, starting witla cover. Its reproduction of a
detail from Goya’s painting, ‘La Romeria de Sanlii&’, immediately cements an image of
the ‘blood choir’ as a densely packed group ofe@gqtie figures, some staring out towards
the reader as they sing. Inside, three epigrapfage the collection, one attributed to Goya,
in which he describes how ‘the artist avoids becma ‘servile copyist’ by uniting ‘in a
singular imaginary being circumstances and charsethich nature presents distributed in
many’ (2006: 7). This contrast between reportagkaahseemed peculiarly apt for a former
newspaper hack now trying to find himself as a poet

The epigraph prepares us for Liardet’s insisteteinapt to make sense of clumps and
accumulations of matter — not just the boys ofghson ‘choir’, with their ‘opera of yawns’
(27), but also ‘the pyre in the centre of the whodath’(38) where ‘the latest load of
slaughtered beasts slides and shuffles off’ (3@hasuthorities deal with foot & mouth.
These pools of fleshy imagery wash into each othetangerous proximity. And there is a
similar porousness about the jail, which struggpeepel invasions from ladybirds, wasps,
and the substance like ‘nuclear ash’ (38) thatesetbn every prison-ledge’ (38) after piles of
animals are incinerated.

‘How to make a book instead of a collection?’ (Bra2l006: 37).The Blood Choir
confirms that books can be bound not just by irtliel poems and their placement but also
by elements such as art-work and epigraphs. Fdirdté¢ime, | had an inkling of how
poetry, prose, and images could fit together ammbime a true book. Additionally, | was
struck by the power of a good titlehe Blood Choimalludes to a conglomeration of flesh —

and also prepares us for rough music.
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Mostly, the voices of the ‘choir’ are mediated hgrdet, or by the persona that
represents him, a witness represented in Ken Sikélfashion as being ‘on the brink of zero
hour’ (Liardet, 2006: 22). In ‘The Echoists’, awgigling teacher describes a lesson where his
students ‘began by repeating all my words’ (23gjrttecholalia’ (23) made grotesque by
being ‘struck in the key of an old man’s falsettoaks’(23). This first-person account of a
traumatic teaching experience pulls back from regmer by saving the final stanza for a
reflection upon the slippery nature of languagelfts lake of ‘undrinkable water’ (23). That
baffled late shift into the reflective mode is tyai of a collection in which language is often
passing ‘out of human hearing’ (22), like the ‘ilet@ble’ (22) scream that accompanies the
teacher’s subterranean journey in ‘The Vaults’.

Although they deploy naturalistic devices suchraming narratives and descriptions
of character and place, e.g. ‘McStein had a fagal and mannerly sense’ (31), the poems
are saturated with anxiety about our ability to enstind and represent excesses of human
behaviour (and by a suspicion of our hunger to twmbn horror). Therefore, the collection
can’t remain content with the acts of witness founmdonventional reportage and
autobiography, which depend upon a more securemofiempirical ‘reality’.

In the long final poem, ‘Ground Bass’, Liardet alka soloist to emerge from the
choir, granting a monologue to the Russian sefil@rkChikatilo. Elsewhere, first-person
voices such as Loy’s in ‘Loy’s Return’ are qualifiby speech-tags. Here we hear only the
speaker as he addresses an institute in Moscowewalnetalicised note informs us that he
has been sent for ‘psychiatric evaluation’ (61% & bold move, since the dramatic
monologue releases us from the jail where modtetbllection has been based. But
‘Ground Bass' is like the earlier poems in presegvd measure of space between speaker and
reader. Although the poet is no longer presentt@s a mediator, he gives the speaker grand

alliterative formulations such as ‘final enfilad€2) and allows him to liken himself to ‘the
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stump in the mist/even your rainswell cannot diglkid62). Through this elevated language,
Liardet signals that we should read Chikatilo’sceoas not a naturalistic transcript, but as a
literary creation, and this helps to draw the mogak into the orbit of the other poems,
where the language is similarly heightened and dexnp

Another reason why Liardet’s work can summon stitefigm the various angles of
approach (rather than becoming ‘baggy’ or diffusehat the variance in subject matter is
under-scored by themes connected with the temptagaad frailties of our mysterious flesh.

How best to explain this thematic coherence? A gead of thinking about this is

provided by Jo Shapcott, who distinguishes ‘subjeatn ‘theme’:

... the difference may be ‘subject’ has got that *suriefix which means ‘down’, that ‘theme’ does not
have. So maybe the subject is the place where ybthp theme: theme lives inside the subject but is
more than the subject, which is like its house feetr; 2010: 179).

| didn’t discover this insight into the nature tieme’ until I'd finished my book, but
it serves as a guide to my thinking as | approactieat felt like the make-or-break year of
2008, a decade after I'd finished my residencyl &arching for coherence between my
prison-pieces, | now knew that the jail wasn't egloubeing only a ‘subject’ (rather than a
‘theme’). Somehow or other, the prison-house regban occupant — an animating force. It
needed the invisible skeins of matter that bindesole works.

In retrospect, Liardet’s book was valuable in allogvme to understand that a
collection of poems is a ‘choir’, where individyzieces require the correct setting. But | had
to travel further before stumbling upon the metaghat guided me towards completion.

The experience that changed everything was a pigge to D.H. Lawrence’s old
home at Kiowa Ranch in the Sangre de Cristo Monastaear Taos, New Mexico. Lawrence
had been born in Eastwood, not far from HMP Notiang, and I'd been fascinated for years

by the ‘savage enough pilgrimage’ (Lawrence, 19R&8) that had taken him to the States.
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Still, I can’t claim | was expecting anything span the morning my partner and | made
the long drive up to the only home he ever owned.

Yet some days open like a flower, and this wasadrieem. That summer, | was
suffering from a painful back injury which madentpossible to sit up, so | was lying
awkwardly in the rear-seat when my partner stogpecdire-car and told me to look out.
Ahead of us, a cougar was crossing the track, @asegh for us to study its slow, powerful
strides — and for me to recall Lawrence’s poem ‘Ntain Lion’ in which “Two Mexicans,
strangers’ carry ‘A long, long slim cat, yellowdila lioness’ (Lawrence, 1977a: 401) into the
Lobo Canyon, allowing Lawrence to record ‘her btigtniped frost-face’ (402) and to lament
the ‘gap in the world’ (402) that the hunters hapened.

Later, at the ranch, there was no sign of actiatly a notice explaining that the
steward had died. Otherwise, we were alone witlsisime and birds. | stood beneath the pine
tree (immortalised by Georgia O’Keeffe’s paintinghder which Lawrence had written, and
felt something like electricity flowing into my bgd‘There was a curious allure to the place,
a magnetism’ (Shukman; 1997: 76). So said the ldeaty Shukman after first visiting the
place, and | felt it too.

That half-an-hour was perhaps the closest I'll yadrto the ‘shivers of energy
[across] ... my living plasm’ (25) that Lawrence sh@experienced beneath the tree, which
he described as ‘a guardian spirit’ (Lawrence, 1243. He proclaimed that ‘old Pan is still
alive’ (24) in the ancient wastes of America, aikdried the god to a tree, ‘a strong-willed,
powerful thing-in-itself...” (24).

Eventually Lawrence praised his time in New Mexaso'the greatest experience from
the outside world that | have ever had’ (Lawrerd®&¥,8: 142), giving him a glimpse of the

‘vast old religion’ (145) — the ‘thunder-life, dlife, earth-life, sun-life’ (147) that
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Nottinghamshire had lost or never known. He relistie ‘savage, unbreakable... spirit of
place out here — the Indians drumming and yellingua camp-fire’ (Lawrence, 1962: 790).

Although modernity has continued its relentlessahnal gained a sense of the ‘big
unbroken spaces’ (790) that Lawrence described\eygtars earlier. ‘Something stood still
in my soul, and | started to attend (Lawrence, 1948) -- that was how Lawrence put it,
and | knew what he meant. In the Sangre de Crisiarithins, among the eagles and bull-
snakes, where coyotes yelped in the canyons,ghewias as strong and clean as any | have
ever known. ‘Something stood still in my soul, dredarted to attend.’

That was the day that turned a pile of poetry andginto a book. Afterwards
Lawrence’s search for some ancient life-force nmeatese to me. He had sought the same
thing in nature that he yearned for in art and huitgaFor Lawrence, free verse ought to be
like a ‘bird... on the wing in the storm, its veryckering depending upon its supreme
mutability and power of change’ (185). And so, tthee poems within a collection. Together,
they establish relationships with their surroundingy strong collection is a forest or a choir,
all the parts working together and against eachrathways that create an overall ‘voice’.

It is strange to suggest that ‘wilderness’ showdeéhpushed a prison-book towards
fruition, since a jail is far removed from mountsiend eagles. But, for me, the prison felt
like a zone ‘outside’ society’s boundaries, a plegparated by ‘something intrinsically
surreal’, as the prison-teacher Richard Sheltontg@007: 174). Etymologically, the word
‘bewilder’ is derived from the Anglo-Saxon verb lder’, meaning ‘to lead someone into the
woods and get him lost’ (Gonzales, 2004: 165).drftgbeen ‘wildered’, far from it. On the
contrary, | was among a tiny minority free to coamel go from jail. And, later, | realised that
my ‘journey into the woods’ (Yorke, 2014: xviii) ddrought me close to the ‘dark but life-
giving secret[s]’ (xviii) that John Yorke identiieas being the central project of traditional

narrative. However, in the early days, ‘wilderesliain accurate word for how | felt.
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Those high places in New Mexico now sparked fresdmps by fusing the prison with
natural imagery that | could never have planned,athrilling period followed when |
absorbed new notions of ‘wilderness’ into my thimkiabout the prison, including those

proposed by the poet and eco-critic Don McKay:

...not just a set of endangered spaces, but the ibapéall things to elude the mind’s
appropriations... To whategreedo we own our houses, hammers, dogs? Beyondirledids
wilderness. We probably experience its presence afte in the negative as dry rot in the basement,
a splintered handle, or shit on the carpet. Buktli®also the sudden angle of perception... the
sharpened moments baikuand imagism. The coat hanger asks a questiomrthehair is suddenly
crouched: in such defamiliarizations, often arrahlyg art, we encounter the momentary
circumvention of the mind’s categories to glimpees thing’'s autonomy — its rawness,dtgende its
alien being (McKay, 1995: 21).

Strangely enough, | had a moment with some coajdrarwhile working in the
prison. They were hanging together on a rail inrgdtten corridor that was about to be
closed off for the reconstruction work. One of Hangers was white, the other black, and
both were naked. My colleague, the photographeesidence Mike Usiskin, took a picture
of them that | included in my anthologgeyond the WallThey returned to mind when |
encountered McKay'’s stimulating essay. In a plaber& no-one owns anything, where do
we draw the line? Does the wilderness begin atéfiedoor? Or does it extend within? And
what of the old wing of the jail, with its acressylinters and rot? This was a place with an
‘alien being’ so strong that ordinary domestic akgdike coat hangers stood out in violent
relief, taking on a ‘capacity... to elude the mindjgpropriations’ (McKay, 1995: 21). Little
wonder that prison can seem like a wildernesshatrit lends itself to those ‘sharpened
moments ohaikuand imagism’ (21) that release us into the wildsyetaphor.

That mysterious contact with Lawrence’s wilderniead set in train events that
enabled me to find a final form for the collectidinis process began shortly after the
inspiring visit to Kiowa Ranch when | had the gdodune to meet Clare Dunne, an English
artist living in Santa Fe. She kindly allowed mematch her making wood-cuts, and | found

the process so fascinating that | was still thigkabout it days later while staying at a cabin
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in the forests of northern New Mexico. Hiking irettvoods, | realised I'd been under the
influence of trees for weeks, and began to dwelDanne’s art, itself dependent upon trees.
The tradition of wood-cutting struck me as straggelevant to prison-life in
Nottingham, perhaps partly because of afl @8ntury chapbook | had seen in which images
of Robin Hood illustrated an outlaw ballg&shton, 1882: 356-9). The arduous process of
cutting wood with knives and gouges reminded megetffharming inmates | had taught, and
of an enigmatic phrase that Ken Smith had foundezhwith meticulous care into a desk
inside HMP Wormwood: ‘TIME IS WHAT IT IS’ (Smith,987: 9). | was struck, too, by the

violent nature of the tools and terms used by firacers of the wood-cut:

The ordinary Stanley knife, fitted with a thick,awy-duty blade, is an excellent tool. It is helther
with an overhand grip, as you would hold the end sfick to deliver a blow, or grasped as a dagger
held for a downward thrust. (Rothenstein, 196&)11

Yet wood-cuts require delicacy too, a quality | lsd&b encountered in jail, where some

inmates accomplished miracles of self-improvemeairest almost impossible odds:

[The] specific structure — the grain and ringsha wood and in the block — often contain in themwes|
a spur to composition in forms, but [the] hardresd intractability also set bounds to its sengitivi
And yet it's the reputed inflexibility of this matal which has stimulated the artist... to overcome
these limitations and even, like the Japanesdidit & delicacy from it (Rumpel, 1974: 11).

Now that | thought of it, trees were all over myspn writing — ‘my tree-book, really’
(as D.H. Lawrence describ&entasia of the Unconscioud,awrence, 1977b: 43]). In the
long prose-piece, ‘The Privilege of Rain’, I'd chad together a jerky series of fragments
using the image of a cherry tree changing throhghseasons. The job of gouging holes in
the text now struck me as a close cousin to wodtlrgl where meaning is created by the
removal of portions of the original material. Whamentioned some of these things to Clare
Dunne, she proved enthusiastic, and there follcaveexciting period when we collaborated
on fusions of art and poetry, producing new workasponse to each other’s efforts. There

were also strange moments of coincidence, partigulamy reading. For instance, | found
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an odd comparison between jails and forests in @hreenovel Falconer— a description that

tallied with my memories of the Victorian wing alvi? Nottingham:

The light in the prison... reminded Farragut of sdorest he had skied through on a winter afternoon.
The perfect diagonal of light was cut by bars aedrwould cut the light in some wood, and the
largeness and mysteriousness of the place wathikiargeness of some forest... where a succinct
message was promised but where nothing was spakéehédvastness (Cheever, 1977: 152).

Out hiking again under the trees, and buzzing Wighassociations that were forming,
| decided to divide the collection into three sewst: ‘seed’, ‘sap’, and ‘stump’. The words
attracted me for their multiple meanings, referriadpoth trees and states of mind. And |
liked the journey implied by that sibilant listfrom beginning to end, from acorn to axe.
More important, the words acted as organising fplas, exerting a gravity that attracted
certain poems and prose-pieces, enabling me t@pdhmupieces in a manner that felt organic.

For a long time, | had wondered how ‘to make, pfla of poems, a speaking whole’,
as Louise Gluck describes (1997: xiv) the challeofgghaping a collection. Now, suddenly,
far from its origins, my prison writing felt moréké a forest than a collection of trees, more
like a choir than a gathering of voices. | locaseécific parts of the book where | needed to

chop clearings or plant new saplings, and expeeeige thrill described by Miltner:

One of the exciting discoveries that emerges fregembling and revising a collection occurs when we
find that the unified body of our work suggests rpvems (Miltner, 2006: 25).

Deep in the process of ‘flow’ described by Csikgmghalyi (2002), and with
wilderness set in opposition against prison, |Itiedt book had gained an ingredient that the
poet Bernard O’'Donoghue once identified for my MAdents as the most essential element
in any writing: ‘two things pulling’ (O’Donoghue 988). In this final stage of composition,
the jail sometimes fused with imagery from the ratworld, producing poems like ‘When it
rained’, ‘Sherwood’, ‘Cursed earth’ (all reprodudsglow), and prose-pieces like ‘No need

for rivers’ (included earlier) and ‘Acorns from tharest’ (not included, for reasons of
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economy). All became possible because | now knevbtiok's shape. For Csikszentmihalyi
(2002), this is a state of mind in which ‘events linked... in terms of an ultimate goal; that
there is a temporal order, a causal connectiondsithem’ (2002: 216), and where there are
‘recognizable patterns directed by a final purp@2&6). The result, he says, is a sense of
meaning and order. After a decade of struggle,d géad to experience this urgency of flow

and direction. The poem ‘Sherwood’ was the firseteerge in this period:

Sherwood

There ain't a tree for miles
but they call it a forest

‘cos a forest don't need trees;
it just needs hunting.

Well, then — bang on.
They rode that one to ground.

A hundred screws on your trail
and nothing to hide behind.

Call it a forest, mate.
Call it hunting country (Swann, D. 2010: 29)

This poem emerged because | was now, literallyg eimy ground, as Csikszentmihalyi
implies. With the forest implanted thematicallydany confidence in dramatic monologues
growing, | decided to find out what a prisoner wbalake of the echoes between jail and
wilderness. The speaker is invented, and thesesneede never spoken. | aimed, instead, for
a composite voice, one that spoke with the bludenaes familiar in jail — but that mixed an
inmate’s no-nonsense vernacular with the wildecigseof thinking | had also encountered.
My aim, | think, was to achieve the expressivednerence’ that had impressed Tony Parker
(Parker, 1973: 6), and to dismiss associations walterness while simultaneously using
them as metaphors. In this, there’s a cognitiveatiance that reminded me of prison.

‘Cursed earth’ emerged from the same growing cemiog about territory:
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Cursed earth

Buggerthorpe, they called it then,
a few acres of bog on the city’s rim.

You went there for a whore or a fight.
You went there if you'd fallen

through a crack in your own life.
That's where they marked out the jail's plot:

high on the moor, where all water stopped,
on earth that bloomed with thorns and gallows —

there, where men dangled for their misdeeds
and the living came in search of crimes

to ease their freedom, like the killer
who rolled dice until his victim’s purse

was done, then reeled over the wilds
in search of a stream to wash his hands,

finding only the truth of a stagnant pool,
finding a woman'’s face in the swamp (Swann, D.,(2&b)

In my research, | discovered that the low moor afjfBorpe, where the prison was
built, had been infamous in Nottingham as ‘Buggenple’, the city’s cursed outer-quarter —
and this fused with something I'd read about Japéngre folk culture was said to regard
areas of stagnant water as bringing energy tota‘Nare’ and ‘moor’ are connected
etymologically, and this linkage helped to guide toweards the image of the murdered
woman in the pool. | have my editor Naomi Foyleitank most, though — for the poem
originally ended on the word ‘gallows’, until Naowisagreed. ‘There’s more down there,’
she said. ‘Dig a bit, Dave.’ Her use of the word)*drought to mind a man using a shovel —
and, although | discarded that image, it allowedton@iscover the murderer.

I’'m grateful to Naomi for releasing the fiction wet inside me. By including an
individual character, the poem becomes a ‘murdiadian free verse. In as much as the
man in the poem will never be free of his crimeréis an echo of the character Loyal Blood
in the novelPostcard by E. Annie Proulx, which | read while workingjail. Having

murdered his wife, Blood wanders America, doingsjtimat resurrect the murdered woman.
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In one, he digs up dinosaur bones for a fossilectdir. In another, he descends into a Hell-
like mine, the Mary Mugg (hamed, appropriatelyeati woman).

My increasing interest in the musicality of vowelsds guided me to the suggestion
in lines 10 and 11 that crime may ease freedonrddyu The strong ‘i's and ‘e’s in those
lines were, | think, suggested by the poem’s eqplédtern of sounds. The word ‘crime’
emerged from assonance with ‘fight’, ‘life’, anddh’ — whereas the ‘ee’ in ‘freedom’
contrasted with the strong vowel-sounds in ‘acrediore’, ‘jail’, moor’, and ‘bloomed’.
These lines also created a convenient hinge, emghltransition from setting to character, so
that the poem could find the depths my editor hazbaraged.

‘When it rained’ was one of the last prison-poemsadte, after realising that the book

would carry the word ‘rain’ in its title and beanénd-tossed tree on the cover:

When it rained

They tried to pull him in that day,
but he lingered
in the yard, gulping every drop

he could get. It was summer-gear,
the rain soured by soot

and sly with town buildings,

hints of smoke and the breath

of drains, a tang of tyres

and old coats and cooling towers
and train’s brakes:

each a rumour, each a taste,
everything pouring into his hunger.
It took five men to pull him

from the fence. One screw for each
of the years since he was last wet (Swann, D. 228D:

The poem recalls a prisoner I'd met who yearnedteroutdoors, and my aim was to evoke
his appetite for nature in a place that didn’t eafow rainwater to touch an inmate’s skin.
These new poems emerged organically, having beggested by material I'd already

generated — and by the sense | was gaining ofdalfection’s shape. In this stage, | was
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concerned with structural symmetry, and with biigdine work’s disparate components,
using some underlying pattern that avoided randasin&s such, when thinking again about
Robin Hood, | followed organising principles suggelsby Liardet’sBlood Choir and

planted ballads in each of the three sections.

In this last stage of assembly, | tried to baldinee verse against formal poetry, first-
person narration against third-person, poetry agarose. By distributing the forms, | was
seeking to create variety and tension. Simultarngplg/as thinking of the book’s ‘arc’, a
journey from seed to stump, from my ‘green-nesgrupntering the jail, into states of
weariness and hope, to a final position of baffletheegret, relief.

My hope was that the narrative would follow a pédtough the forest before
emerging with a new perspective on the other sidthat sense, | was thinking of prisoners
in my classes who had been serious about rehaipigjtthemselves — and of gaining safe

passage from the darkness of the forest.
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Conclusion

There is one other world where time operates dgas in prison. According to Dava Sobel,
that world is Mercury, and the planet’s slow ratatcombines with its close proximity to the
sun, to make ‘the years hurry by while the dayg dnafor ever’ (Sobel, 2006: 39). Life on
Mercury is grim, and extreme. Time refuses to pgassuddenly the prisoner’s life has gone.
Where it faces the sun, rocks melt in the heat. i&/ttee planet turns away, everything
freezes. | saw both sides of Mercury: the ice-biothe warehouse-jail and the furnace of the
Victorian prison-house. Neither was designed tgsupgrowth or meaningful life.

The poet Benjamin Zephaniah, a former prisoners sagt TV shows liké&orridge
miss ‘the boredom of it... [and] the smell... | meaauycan never capture that’ (Jewkes,
2006: 140-1) — and it's the boredom of jail thatks with me now, all these years later,

particularly the effects noted by Norman Doidgd oohey’sBoredom: A Lively History

Nothing speeds brain atrophy more than being imflizeli in the same environment: the monotony
undermines our dopamine and attentional systentsattio maintaining brain plasticity (Toohey,
2012: 176).

Doidge says that experiments on rats have prowadehriched environments strengthen the
brain’ (176), and | take some comfort in remembgtime small enrichments that writing
created. However, | share Toohey’s anger that lmoned put ‘to the service of social utility,
a utility that benefits no-one’ (101). And | conimto worry that ‘if you're not careful, men
go through their sentences with their deepest probluntouched’ (Campbell, 1987: 157).

In the introduction, | said | wanted this thesieiglore what writing can do for a
prisoner, and what prison does to a writer — amolple | have succeeded in identifying
challenges that both the men and | were force@mndront when writing in, and about, jail.
Imaginative thought, and rehabilitatiazgn occur within punitive Victorian jails, and within

the stifling conditions of ‘warehouse’ jails — ndtional prison policies always prioritise
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security, and subordinate the activities of ederasind creativity. What's more, any attempt
at rehabilitation must survive the onslaughts atldom, violence, and fear.

Links between these difficult emotional statesexplored inThe Canala novel by
Lee Rourke (2010) in which boredom and desire saaieilar ‘urge to do something’ (33).
Rourke finds ‘sheer beauty’ (33) in the intensityle boredom he evokes, but, in the novel’s
climactic act, the same ferocious emotion propssagers to kill a swan.

There is a line iMhe Canakhat has haunted me: ‘I've often thought we sesality
in places and not in ourselves... Itis only... wheacgpbecomesthing to us, that we truly
feel real’ (155). Was that why | had gone to pri3dm feel real? Certainly, my fear of the
jail's thingfelt real. And it was fear that kept me awakehiattstagnant place. | faced it
whenever | went through the gates, and it fadeg whien | was busy with some task.

If, as Toohey says, it is limited to a ‘transiestate (2012: 106), boredom can be ‘a
beneficial emotion, warning us away from potenyiatiuch more damaging situations’ (51).
In that respect, boredom shares something with &sathe travel writer Geoffrey Moorhouse
discovered during an arduous Saharan journey.

Moorhouse understood that fear was useful in ptioigdim from ‘purely physical
danger’ (Moorhouse, 1975: 17). However, dangerseawhen it became ‘the most corrosive
element attacking the goodness of the human spinich, untouched by fear, finds itself
always in a natural movement towards its fellowls)( It is for this reason — the need to
move towards his fellows — that Moorhouse refusesntd his desert-journey prematurely,

even though it has nearly killed him. If he gives he:

...will be pursued by it to the end of my life, alvgagunning away from the subject of my fear. And
this would not be fear of death by thirst and dehtidn, or fear of being lost in a wilderness aficalt
would be fear of encounter. Nothing more. Feammioeinter with a person, a task, with anything lat al
intimidating that might cross my path (215).

Fear of encounteranother phrase that has haunted me. And thexagain, too:

wilderness. I've been advised that prison and wildes make an awkward fit in any
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discussion of creativity, and | can see the samsleat. Yet it was wilderness whigaveme

my prison-book. And it was fear of being lost (aten) in jail's wilderness that helped me to
find working methods that ultimately made me a evraif poems. So it feels right to return to
the wilds, very briefly, in this conclusion.

The wilderness of jail is home to a great ‘feaentounter’. In a place where most
have come adrift from their families, homes, arasjaany encounter is likely to begin in
suspicion and warines&/ho am | speaking to? What does he want? Who’'shiwafe These
are among the questions a prisoner will ask himgkeén meeting someone new. In such
circumstances, some will despair over their diseation from humanity — while others may
seek dangerous new connections, in compensati@eBults of these disconnections and
connections include suicide, self-harm, depresslauiny abuse, gang-violence, and a deeper
induction into crime.

The writer Claudia Hunter Johnson has rejecteatinemon notion that conflict is the

primary narrative force. Instead, she proposes that

...underlying any good story, fictitious or true -aisleeper pattern of connection and disconnection.
The conflict and surface events are like wavesubderneath is an emotional tide — the ebb and flow
of connection (Hunter Johnson, 2005: 3).

This ‘tide’ was to become one of my themes whemrtidasg jail. But, when writing about
the marginalised and the vulnerable, | neededrteneber the sorrows of the men’s victims
and family-members, and to balance empathetic matagainst work that incorporated ugly
realities. In trying to write the ‘real’, | came tmderstand, literally from the inside, that the
facts would get me only so far — and that the ‘redends to the process of composition, so
that a poet must stay alive to the dynamic postésicreated by the act of writing, and not
merely rely upon the recording of events (no mdttev remarkable those events may strike

him/her as being). The point is made, eloquentthie poet Stanley Kunitz:
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If the terrain were familiar, the poem would be dlea birth... the path of the poem is through the
unknown and even the unknowable, toward somettlang/fich you can find a language. It is that
struggle, of course, that gives the poem its tensdfahe poem moved only through the familiar, it
would be so relaxed that it would have no tensimnmystery, nothing that could even approximate
revelation, which is the ultimate goal of the po@funitz & Lentine, 2007: 89).

Eventually, | came to agree with Wendy Lesser éhabem may enjoy the same
relationship to journalism as a skilful pencil-sietloes to TV images. Rictures at an
Execution Lesser sees a ‘stupidity’ (Lesser, 1995: 149hercamera’s ‘failure to look away’
(149). The truth conveyed by a skilful drawing, siags, ‘is not verifiable as fact’ (158), but
it contains ‘the human dimension’ (158) which rechirs that ‘it's not just the moment itself
that constitutes the death penalty — it's all thoseible moments leading up to the
execution’ (257). In other words, a drawing (likeegry) can restore ‘social context’ (170)
and ‘reality’s complex range of truths’ (131).

In my case, that ‘complex range of truths’ demanalembmmodation in poetry’s
tight, intensifying confines. And if my aim was ot as a witness, bringing ‘news’ from
jail's closed world, then poetry allowed me to rftde how | understood the concept of
‘news’. Further, by sentencing this ‘news’ to thaeseall jails known as sonnets, ballads, and
villanelles, | discovered that form could think fme. Consequently, the detached journalistic
perspective in my prose-accounts was counterpolntggtbems narrated by ‘blood-selves’,
capable of fictionalised vantage-points.

Eventually | found a path that allowed me to bridge journalistic and the poetic.

But the task was exhausting, and it was years eéfoould face the ‘encounter’ that
Moorhouse had understood as an antidote to feadu@tly, though, | have been drawn back.
In March 2014, | joined a protest at HMP Pentoevdbainst the Government’s decision to
restrict the size of parcels entering our jailsisTgetty change, apparently unsought by
prison-guards, has since been rescinded. But, tAffeneasure was announced, writers
gathered at the jail to decry limits imposed oniagmer’s store of books — and his/her

potential for ‘human flourishing’.
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Standing on a hectic junction opposite the jaVatched as guards idled in the
gateway, and puzzled drivers slowed down to cla&kQne driver shouted we should, ‘Bang
“em up and throw away the keys.” Another staredmaaacingly in the eye. Meanwhile, one
protestor, wielding a bag of books on World Wassppke over the top of the Poet Laureate
to tell me he’d have preferred Pam Ayres. As al thas happening, a few obscure shapes
stood watching from the bars beyond the high \ildey were too far away for me to make
out any features, just as our society prefers it.

More recently, I've returned for a day of workshapshe prison-library of another
over-crowded Category ‘B’ jail, HMP Lewes, as pafrtPenned Up’, the first Creative
Writing festival held in a UK prison (Lewes Liveterature, November, 2015). Going in, |
watched as the main-gate creaked open, disgordmrg@ truck. Recalling the man at HMP
Nottingham who’d said he was ‘going out with thelish’, | wondered idly whether anyone
had managed to smuggle themselves on-board. Asuitiepassed, | saw its cargo: hundreds
of lobster-pots.

The shock of re-entering an ancient, decaying prisd me to forget this odd sight
for several hours. In the meantime, | got to waidting reading and writing exercises,
listening as the students offered their analysisn&inmates were sleepy, others alert. There
was a boastful man, and one who was extremelydegifecating. Whereas the man sitting
next to me seemed very watchful, his neighbour afgekto notice nothing. One student had
read more than 200 books in a calendar year, anith@nhad broken a similar number of
bones during his career as a bare-knuckle fightartbe total didn’t include bones in his
hands ‘because everybody break those, don't they?’)

| detected suspicion towards the inmate who haititéded the workshop, but any
aggression was held in check, perhaps out of re$pethe librarians, who had created a

good stock of books and a calm environment. Thaaksy to their efforts, the sessions
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passed peacefully and productively, reminding neeagain of the potential of literature
and writing ‘to awaken [the prisoners’] interestimatters other than their own captivity’, as a
doctor in a wartime prison camp is quoted as sagognma, 2012: 262).

Of course, the day was marked by the usual frustrat One of these was described
by a prisoner who’d signed up to study A’ Levelsd avas now being shipped out to a prison
that didn’t offer A’ Levels. This new prison woulek far away, he said — too distant for
friends and family to visit. His whole adult lifee’d craved a chance to improve himself, and
now this... Afterwards, when | mentioned the man'secto the librarians, they shook their
heads, as prison-employees often do. What senserdake? Only the non-sense served by
‘the failure of prison’ (Foucault, 1979: 272).

Just as the librarians were about to escort me timoligh the seven gates that
separated the library from the street, | rememb#redruck. Had | been seeing things? Did a
cargo of lobster-pots leave the prison? The libregismiled guardedly. They took me to the
workshops, and let me peek in through the barsevm littered with nets and plastic cages.
The makers of the lobster-pots had returned to tetlis, but it was easy to imagine them
crouching down to thread the nets through eye-hbkefore tying up the ends. They were
paid 80p an hour, | was told, and produced mogt@®pots used in Southern England.

Outside, | rode home through tippling rain. Theendas long and dark, but I ignored
the temptation to put my "bike on the train. Ifsom does anything positive at all, it makes
you appreciate your freedom. | spent the journegdeoing what it must be like to labour
over those cages. To spend another endless daypgrdlle prisons for other creatures.

In Garland’s analysis, summarised in Chapter Twihisfthesis, the ideologies of
neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism derive enemmy fa ‘fear of strangers’ (2001: 153), a

phrase that takes on additional weight as | whig ¢onclusion in December, 2016, after UK
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citizens have been frightened by the spectre ofigration into leaving the EU, and US
voters have voted for a sociopath who has prontsédild a wall to keep out strangers.

Throughout the thesis, | have favoured approadiesseek to repair harm rather than
exacting retribution or simply ‘warehousing’ offeard. To that end, | continue to be attracted
to Hoyle’s belief that ‘Restorative justice is atractive prospect for those who do not
subscribe to the “criminology of the other” and wjearn for a more humanised response to
crime’ (Hoyle, 2010: 40). Or, as Todorov puts itot to punish but to restore relations that
should never have been interrupted’ (2010: 66).

By creating a more positive educational environnvatttin jails, and by using
literature to play some small but important roleehabilitation, | believe our society would
be safer, and that money currently wasted on peapiag a ‘spiral’ of incarceration could be
put to more useful purposes.

Should Hoyle’s ‘humanised response’ be coming, itieaking its time. But if
something as beautiful as the cherry tree can toss a UK prison, then who is to say what
kind of ‘human flourishing’ may be possible? Thaliénge will be for the rehabilitative
imagination to renew itself, and to oppose compgetieo-liberal and neo-conservative
philosophies, as Alison Liebling suggests. Whernregsst the ‘fear of encounter’, we meet
individual people rather than glimpsing vague ot — and, perhaps, gain a chance to learn
something about the stranger who lives in all auls

In closing, | would like to mention one final priswisit. Last year, | obeyed some
impulse to return to HMP Nottingham and make auiirof its outer-wall on a long summer
evening. While taking this loop, I tried to bloclatall memories, and simply concentrate on
a place that has occupied so many of my thouglésttre last two decades.

| was struck again by the noise. Banged up in ttedls, men were shouting down the

wings to friends and enemies. This shouting neaviiays sounds hostile, but | remembered
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a teacher reporting that he’d once heard two pesoroaring cookery tips at each other —
another example of jail's banal surrealism, andrainder for me of an observation made by
the writer Charles D’Ambrosio after discoveringé®bkmashed in the walls of a Russian
orphanage: ‘What the boys did wasn’t vandalism..t bizde in the wall was about their hope
for love. It may have looked destructive, but itswaally an act of restoration... they sought
and found proximity’ (D’Ambrosio, 2004: 170). Althgh prison is full of violence and
damage, it also plays host to dreams of conneeatnoitranscendence — and its rough voices
sometimes do more than fulfil the clichés and mtigies of tabloid journalists and right-wing
politicians.

Still, listening to the din made by the men on thanmer evening, | wondered how |
could ever have imagined that my students hademritbgether in silence. It had felt like that,
though. It had felt like silence when we wrote dgrour evening classes.

As David Toop says ‘silence has pretensions towdnelsbsolute’ (2004: 44). But
absolute silence is an impossibility, not leastaose our bodies are hives of acoustic activity.
So perhaps the ‘flow’-activities described by Czistmihalyi provide our best hope of
finding the quietness of mind that creates oppatiesifor reflection, education, and self-
knowledge.

There was something else that evening, somethstruiggled at first to make sense of
as | studied the jail's harsh profile. Then, slowlworked it out. There had been more re-
building work, this time involving the Victorianrsictures where | had started my job. The
mouldering wing | had known — a building that hadrked with the pains of imprisonment
for more than a century — was gone. All that remaihit now is carried inside this thesis and
the book | wrote about it — and within the memoraeas imaginations of the prisoners, staff,

and visitors who survived it.
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