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The Homeless Offender 
DOUGLAS GIBSON 

IN TUE y , 
stat EAHS smce the war, 
'{lra~t- the, White Paper on Penal 
.. cr' ICe m a Changing Society, 
inc:::e, has increased and is still 
lnay aSIng ", \Vhatever our critics 
Itl'e t

Stty 
the causes of this increase 

ContrO I a lreat extent outside the 
'l.'hel'e

o 
0 the Prison Commission, 

nnd have been both downward 
sin uPWard movements in crime 
fooft} 1~45; and it would be ItS 

fo l' t't I or us to claim the credit 
bhm Ie former as to accept the 
PI;I't e f~l' th~ latter. Yet for some 
PI'Operl tlns problem we can 
Stati ,Y be held responsible. nello S~)Cs published in the Annual 
sion r of the Prison Commis. 
on e~~ for 1950 show that just 
8!) lie l' cent of men and 
Starpel' cent of women of the 
Ill')' Clttss diRcharged from all sOns' 1 
to P' In 05G had not returned 
end rls~n under sentence by the 
PI'obl

o 
1050. The crux of ow' 

of tl em, however, is the treatment 
is s lOse who do come back. It 
cnc omeWhat birrrrer thltn the 

oUra ' "" Sllgge glOg figures 11bove might 
IlG 71l3t , for WeU over haH of the 
llU~in persons received into prison 
irnpl'i~ 1050 i.mder ~entenc,e. of 
Ot' onment, correctIve trammg 
kno\l,~l'eVentive detention were 
itnpr' to have served sentences of 
then:sontnent previously. Amongst 
known Ilre to be found what is 
ent r I~S ,the hard core of persist
SUgge eCldlvists. All the evidence 
of th sts that a very large number 
eithc~Sb recidivists are homeless; 
"'hat CCaUse they luloVc no honH! 
bl'oke(lvel' ~l' because they have 
It \Vo ~~l\ links with their families. 

U be disingenuous to pretend 

that we have the answer to this 
difficulty, Yet attempts have been 
made to deal with it, and I want 
to Ray a few worus about one such 
uttempt, without however making 
any inflated claims for it. 

The problem of ~ischarge is one 
that starts at reception. The home
less prisoner is himself sharply 
Itware of his situation; the help 
one gets from him is almost nil. 
The answers 011 interview are 
vague unil evasive: "I don't know. 
I expect I will move off to the 
Smoke; I know a few people down 
there." 01', "I thought of settling 
in this area, I've been told there 
are plenty of opportunities ~.P 
here." It cnn be even worse: 1 
don't think about it. Let's get my 
time done. something will tl1l'n 
lip-it always dol'S." These replies 
arc not meant to be unhelpful; 
they are the exact feelings of the 
homeless man; he has no ideas, he 
hits uo real affections ana he has 
no hopes for the future. 

It WitS to try to meet the needs of 
men of this sort and to give them 
a better chance tlutt tho "Friends 
of Wakefieltl" sclwme was founded. 
Its aim is to establish for the homo
less llIltn It relationship :with a 
fl1mily which will tl'Y to mnke con
tltOt with him ana providc for him 
nn oaRis within the <1esert which 
fttees him upon discharge. 

The pmcticu') application of tho 
scheme can be Recn below. 

If a prisoncr agrees to take part 
in the scheme: 

(1) A family I-Iuited to UIO lllan '>I 
hackground, temperament and 
nceds if! Relected, 

(2) With the man's conscnt pal'tlcu-
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lars of his "case" aml his needs 
are sent to the host. 

(3) LetterR are exchanged between 
them, 

(4) A visit hI arranged if pOflsihle aud 
Ilesirable 

(5) The prisoner I-\pcl1l1s his home
leave with the falllily. 

In conjunction with the Asso
cin,te, nOl'uHtIly the Pl'Obntion 
Oflicer, tlwy plan, during thiH 
period of hOllle-Jc~ltve, fOl' tll(' 
mau'H uiHclmrge. They seek Rllitahle 
employment HO that on t'elt'n8e he 
will Htart work at 011('<', anll HuLl 
suitable IWCOlllll\Otlation KO that 
there' i8 It definite place to live on 
the night of diHCillll'ge, fol' lIlen Htill 
leave prison wiih It tm\'d WUtTHllt 
and only five to ten shillings in 
their 110clwtH. AIt'('llUY fifty fltlllili(,R 
UJl nn<l dowl1 tIle ('OlIllLt-y pal,tic'i
pate in the S(·)H'lllC. 

In uiseuHHion of thh! Re1ICl1W one 
it'l alwnYH as)(('t!: "\VllO Ilrc theH(' 
p('olll<, w Ito bIke lIlen~" 'rltey 
Itppenr to us to Le ol'dinat'Y 1l(,01110 
who Hl'e intel'e!ltcd in thC'il' follows 
to thC' degt'ce that they 111'0 willing 
to offer them for a fow tlnYR the 
hORpitality of theit· own ltollJ('R in 
order to help the ofl'endenl to 
ItUjUHt mol'(' ('!lRily !Lnd at thiR 
bewildering time to he given sOllie 
comfort Ilnd fri(\llUlSliip whi('h 
othel'wit'.e tll('Y woulll he denietl. 
Most of our Ihiends m'e fttmily 
poople with children Il.nu the \'lLst 
majority have somo knowledge of 
!>ocia.l work either throLlgll tho 
churches 01' through reading Emu 
listening to talks on the problemH 
of tho after-cure of tho prisonel'. 

At the stlll't of this new venturo 
we suggested to the prisonel' tlmt 
he might like to muke use of slIch 
It scbeme to help him plan foJ' 
relense. The response to this WlIS 

mixed. lIe felt It very natural 
snspic.ion: "\Vho l11'e tho people? 
Why do they want to hL'lp me:>" In 
1l111ny cases thero was nn immediato 

refusal even to discuss the possibil
ity of their taking part. It "'11~ 
too tied up with prison ant ',' 
with myself aR a pl'iKon oflicittl t~ 
be anything but It meket 01' a )]1et1!1~ 
of "ke<,ping tahs on him" fifter • 
release. But· on reflection the J)1f\l1 
l'l'tmnc'<1 :lnd lii>!C'UHSC'd tll(' sch~l11~ 
in gl'C'llt<'l' lleLllil !Lnd th<' pOSS)ult 
benefits Ill' llIight del'iw~ froJll it. , , 

It WIlS fJ'oll! thiH unelLHY CO
lllt Il\'omiHe t1mt we mado Ollt' ill'S 

apP!'Ollch 1.0 the people outsi~c., 'til 
In olle (,UH(~ ollly, n.fteL· the InltJ 

('ol'l'espon.\ellce Imd tukCll phl,C~' 
Lhe contact IJro\'cu so unsnih;fl1 J' 
tory that leave wus cancellc t 
heCttllse neither Pttl'ty felt th~r 
any good would result (1'0111 thel 

('ontinlll'(l l'C')lltionship. 
At th<, U;ne of wl'itinr' twenty· 

'" thC H(>ven 111<'11 will have l1HPI1 n 
Ach(,IlH' in tlla pnst eighteC 1 
months, These include e\C\',CJ 

COI't'C'C'tivc Tl'ltinN's, three Tt'I1 I11 j 
alll<' Oruinal'if'l-I !iva ('x_Dorstli 

, '!I kC' inmntes (all w('J'e C.T.s Itt \ ~l Jl 
field) ('10\,(,11 "tlll'S (not in PI'lt>~,O' 
berot·t', lJUt all eOl1vict('d) t\ n 
ex·nppt'o\'('ll sohool. It will he 60(1) 
fl'om the ehlHR of ofl'<'nuer that fl. ; 
including the Htnt's, lll.d b(>en 1'1' 

dillieulties h<'fore, though so1110 If c . 
only minor offcn£'os. Seyen of t I'e 
group hau been Illarried Lut ,,'c1 

eithpl' divor'ct'll or scpa1'lltcd; the 
l'Qlllltindel' were single men. Naill' 
whell dischargo Wu.s mentiOJ'lrti 
had allY fixed ideas 01' plans. 't 
had resigned themselves to fOl'f~c 
theil' home· leave and would htl

f 
r 

left prison with little hopo a 
their futUl'e. I 

J n an Itssessmen t of the practi~r, 
vnlne of the scheme it is too only) 
to be catpg'ol'icn.l, but we nlll 

I 

perhaps, be permitted to draW SOll~~ 
conclusions from the effects "~ 
hn,vo seen. 

During tho ttdtml home-lott"C 
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period t 
uiffi 1 wo cnses have caused some 
stOl~u ty. One of the yonn,g C.Ts. 
Il('! ' £1 fl'om his host on the day 
TIll' \HtR to \'('!tUl'l1 to'-'t11e pl'iRon. 

R was 1''' tIt ' hc. ~-por et 0 me and when 
nUll~}~" tl~X('<1 with t hp theft he 
npol ,cd It and wrot(' It letter to 
maI10~~HC1 f~l' his lapf\C'. Another 
Ih . ft IllS leave host aftl'l' two 
h~) ~tl1d \\,pnt to It girl-ft'iend who 
I'et lOught might IIPIp him IIp 

1I1'11t'd t }' ' day of ' ° liS llOSL on the lt1st 
111td ,It, leave, made llis apologies 
Th' Ie Ul'nt'd to pl'ison ill time, 

IS Ill"n ' , Del'1:)o " was lL vel'y se1181t1\'e 
iu n and had boen uncomfortable 

a('Cellt' I ' h -, lllg t liS kind ltnd fl'il'lltlh' 
OSPltalitv f l' I 0' . cllut J 0 liS lostS. n dIs-
"!,f(' tJ' flll'tl' ,11K man ,'('fuscd nny 

It , Ie" assistance and retul'l1ed t~ 
eh~Otll111~()11 lodging hOll"l' in l\T an, 

, .. N'In I ' f ' 10«1rt' ne el'enel' to the PI'l\'ltte 
!!l\p.,y~gS whieh ('ou la hllsP hN'l1 
I"" P tc>d fOl' him. All twpnty-seven 
"'-11 1'('t ' u1'ne«1 f!'OllI leavCl on tinlC'. 

Dpo ' , left tl n I elo,\.s(' onl' of ill(' number 
ing Ie ('ountl'Y Itnu is now telLeh
l'etu~~ the Continent. The remainder 
lelt\,(,nh,1 to tho ltl'eftS in whi('h their 
th!' ad ue('l1 Kp(~nt and took lip 
Ille"nt':('OlnJllodat.ion and ('llIploy
Thl' t1lilt had bl'l'1I fOllnd for them. 
in It ~e of tIl(' C, TK, left th0 di .. tl'iet 
lef\,\'I~lltttel' of daYA !tnd disllpppnrcd, 
aboutlg no tmee of theil' when'
"l'm "I, All thl'{'e got into further 
1.1 lClllt' , 
Pl'is lca and nl'e now back in 
onl~on after lllwing been ILt liberty 
also ~ few weeks. Pour others have 
and een convicted since discharge 
tenc:re serving further prison sen
the Ins., These seven failures are in 
Itntl ttln Psychopathicpersonnlities 
to est lC!y, found it quite impossible 
\\lith to,bl,lsh any sort of relationship 
dist ' hell' leave host. Two left their 
l'etu~~ct aftet' n. few montlls nnd 
ll1et ~e~ to fripnds whom they had 
qllcn~1 NA.ke1l.eld pt'ison and FmbAe-

y got into troublc again. 

The degree of support such a 
scheme as this affords is insuffi
cient for this type of man wbo 
appears to (hift hack to prison 
almost willingly. Their only 
companions seelll to be ex
pl'isonel's and their friendship 
seems to provide a l'ellttionshill 
which nothing we otTer can OllIla!. 
The only hope for this class of 
inallo(lWtle person lies in tll<' leavo 
hOAt being [1 perROll of great I:lem;i
tivity IWU with n. great deal of timo 
to gi \'e to the caso. N ormnJ 1'elations 
are 1I0t enough, These peopl(~ 
,'eqllil'e cOIli:ltant support and with
Ollt it coll<1p>;(' almost nt once, 

However Rome resultA have 
givpn gn'at encouragement. One 
youlig C.T. ha.A b('en in his work 
anll lodgings for a year, has heen 
promoted nt work /lnd is in t 1\(\ 
proeesi'! of getting his own !lat !lnll 
fllrni1ur(', ITo is in close touch 
with his hOAt ftnd the support and 
ft'iendship of the scheme appear to 
proyitle the stimuli he needed. 
Another young C.'J'. has just 
completed his licence. This has 
been n. year of almost constant 
crisis; jobA were thrown lip at tho 
Rlightest pretext, the police were 
accnsed of delihemte persecution 
Ilnd threatR of yiolenee ofrel"l'<i ItS 
every fresh difticulty !trose, It IlfLA 
been the patienee aOll tact nOll 
aho\'<, all tho inherent unsolfiRh
ness of the host and the Associate 
that supported this man, It is too 
endy to say if this ttvoidance of nn 
open clash with authority can last 
but olle CltD hope thnt something 
has been learned and II. uegree of 
maturity obtained which would not 
otherwise havo been possible. 

The Sllceess of tho schomo lies 
in the mpport that is established 
botween host !tnd prisoner. If they 
al'C nble to tnlk tog-pther and 
ilisclIss things freely, - continuing 
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even when troubles arise, then 
they seem to overcome the minor 
difficulties which can often be the 
beginning of the road back to prison. 

The n'!coholic is a problem quite 
on his own. Three haye used the 
scheme and one has returned to 
prison after a year of difficulty. 
Alcoholics are better catered for 
by Alcoholics Annonymous who 
have kindly entered the scheme 
and are maintaining close contact 
with all men who use it. Their 
support is given both during leave 
and on release. 

It has been possible, in two 
cases, to get the ex-prisoner to 
accept pRychiatric treatment after 
release and, in the case of one, 
this was accepted by the court as 
a condition of probation when it 
was suggested by the leave host, 
who himself appeared in court. 

\Vhat the scheme hl~S done so 
far is infinitesimal. If out' main 
purpose is "to instil in men under 
onr Cltre the will to lead a good nnd 
useful life on release and to fit 
them to do 80" then we must 
<lepena on individual case work 
ILnd the devoting of much time to 
the homolcss and inndequate 
person. For years men are isolated 
behind walls, living in It setting 
that is geared to sllch 11 slow pace 
that it seriollsly hampers their 
nbility to reltdjust. Yet we talk as if 
11 sentence is something which, 
il)SO facto, must he bencllcial. 

Trnining is tho foundation on 
which we build, but for what 
purpose? \Ve isolate men miles 
from their homes and familieR. 
We still give far too few letters; 
atnd visits are looked upon as 11 
privilege! ACt e)' cltre is the one 
thing men fear to talk about and 
we eneOL1rnge an almost ostdch· 
like attitude to the problem. 

The main burden of the after 
care of those men falls on the 
voluntary society, much abused 
nowadays but still the only l'efug~ 
for hundreds of men on their fir~ 
night out of prison. They do thIS 
neither for profit nor for anY 
suspect motive but because theY 
care for men as individuals ilind 
not as cases. 

Until we ourselves do bette!' 
our criticism might well be aimed 
inwards and not at those who are 
already giving It service nO one 
else seems to wnnt to tackle unlesS 
it be endlessly to discuss or 
criticise. 

This scheme is in SOUle small 
measure designed to meet It rOlll 
need. 'Ve require fltl' mor~ 
11ddrel:!ses of willing people to offe

1
r 

hospitality. \Ve need more researe I 
into the problem of the 10l\n 
who cannot establish a VI1I11able 
l'ellttionship with his fellow meIll' 
Above all we necll more cll,refa 
planning for discharge. N 01'1111tn 
Honse, the new hostel Itt Liver-
11001 nnd the \Vakefield 8chcOlC 

are small Itttempts to cope with 
a very l!trge problem. As long I1S 
friendless nnd inadequatepcopll 
lenNo prison uncured fol' nnl 

unwanted they will come bn,c1{, 
not because they wnnt liS but 
becans(> it is the only place whero 
security cltn be found. 

Merfyn Turner the first 'VardeD 
of Norman lIouse once said thltt 
when a. homeless man is dischal'i;ed 
from prison ho needs four things: 
Accommodation, money, n. job to 
go to nnd n friend; and of thcse 
fonr, he added, the la.st is the lllOS~ 
i mpol'tant. If we have }Citl'P 
nothing else from our wOl'k with 
thiEi scheme, it has confirlllcd 
the truth of thltt statement. 
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