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After Care and the 
Blackfriars Settlement 

Dr. H. M. HOLDEN 

'. Why After Care? 
THERE ARE SEVERAL possible atti
tudes which we can take about 
prisoners who have completed the~r 
sentence and are about to be dis
charged. and to some extent these 
will depend on the view which we 
have had of them when they were 
still in prison and of the function 
of prison itself. 

Some for example hold that the 
aim of prison is punishment. that 
criminals having offended against 
society have to pay the cost. and 
that unless they are made to suffer 
there will be no deterrent effect 
and hence little to prevent them 
offending again. Others view the 
problem as one of reform-of re
education towards a more socially 
acceptable mode of life. 

Others again may feel that 
while tho primary role of prison 
is to protect society from the dep
redations of the criminal popula
tion some latitude may be shown 
in their treatment in prison and 
that a humane approach is likely 
to show better dividends after
wards than one of rigid discipline. 

All would. I think agree t?at 

ideally a man's experience of iIl1~ 
prisonment should be aimed ~ 
preventing him offending agal~ 
and thus keeping him out 0 

prison in future. 
Unfortunately we all know 

only too well that this is far froIll 
the case and that while the 
majority of men undergoing Ii 
prison sentence are first offende~s 
with whom their first sentence is 
also their last, there remains a very 
large minority who offend repeat; 
edly. often in apparently the mOd 
stupid and pointless ways. an d 
who return to prison again an f 
again. It is this 'hard core' who of 
course make up the population ° 
our maximum security prisons. 

What is to be done to prevent 
these men from returning. to try to 
break into this vicious circle? !O 
many people it seems that e 
more often the man offends the 
more difficult it becomes for hiJll 
to adapt himself to life outside the 
prison walls. Of course. it is often 
hard to distinguish between cause 
and effect. Is this inability to sur
vive outside prison due to soJlle 
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inherent character problem or 
~ould it be that each experience of 
Imprisonment itself renders it 
harder for the individual to sur
Vive in a free society? There are 
some men whose whole lives have 
been spent in prison-like insti
tutions. whose childhood was 
spent in childrens' homes or 
orphanages under strict surveil
lance and who have never learned 
how to cope with any other kind 
of existence. Such people may be
come very anxious indeed when 
thrOwn into a competitive "free" 
World. Lacking the basic experi
ence of family life in childhood 
they find close personal relation
Ships difficult and usually lack 
friends. The only kind of life they 
are familiar with is life in an 
institution. hence they may wel
come the security and anonymity 
Which they find inside a prison 
a~d find it impossible to cope 
With the world outside. It is hard 
here to distinguish between cause 
and effect. all that one can say is 
that for such people each ex
perience of imprisonment confirms 
and solidifies a pre-established 
pattern of behaviour. 

In recent years there has been 
a movement to try to give more 
s~pport to ex-prisoners on . their 
diScharge. It has been recognized 
by all who have studied the prob
lem that the most difficult period 
for a discharged prisoner is the first 
few weeks after his discharge. 
Some of these difficulties are very 
~eal and material ones. others are 
Illternal. that is. problems of 

adjustment for the man himself. 
All of us know how nnxious any 
sudden change in our surround
ings and our way of life makes us, 
for instance the anxiety of the 
first few days after joining the 
armed services until one gets used 
to the atmosphere and the routine 
and finds one's own place in the 
army structure. 

But for the returning ex
prisoner there are additional diffi
culties. He finds himself, rightly 
or wrongly, to be a marked man, 
to bear the shame and disgrace of 
being an 'ex-con'. After all, few 
employers will willingly employ 
an ex-convict with a record of 
dishonesty if others are available. 
Many, having no families will 
have no homes to go to, no 
friends to tum to and no means 
of support, often they are sus
picious of authority and in any 
case are afraid to ask for help. It 
is hardly surprising that so many 
fail to make the grade and land 
themselves back in prison. 

It was to assist such men that 
the D.P.As. and the Prison Wel
fare Service were started up and 
they of course provide invaluable 
help in such material matters as 
finding lodgings and jobs for ex
prisoners who apply for them. 

The shortcomings of these 
organizations are however very 
considerable. Firstly they lack 
funds and staff, especially trained 
staff. Secondly, although they re
ceived financial support from the 
Treasury, the State assumes no 
responsibility for their organization 
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and running and thirdly, the 
majority of ex-prisoners feel so 
disillusioned about "Welfare" that 
few will go to them for help. The 
D.P.As. attempt to deal only with 
ex-prisoners' material welfare
with the immediate practical 
necessities. The men and women 
whom I am talking about need 
more than this. Many are utterly 
demoralized by life outside the 
security of prison, they need sup
,port, guidance and above all 
friendship 

The recent report on after-care 
drawn up by a Home Office Com
mittee fully recognizes these prob
lems and has attempted to solve 
them by proposing that in future 
all prison after-care should come 
under the wings of a greatly ex
panded Probation and After-care 
Service. 

All discharged prisoners will be 
entitled to help under this scheme 
and their problems will be dealt 
with by trained case-workers who 
will be prepared to help not only 
with the purely material welfare 
of their clients but also to support 
and guide them through the very 

-difficult period of readaptation to 
life in a free society, using for this 
purpose all the skills they 
have already learned as "Case 
Workers." 

Most people will I think wel
come these proposals in principle 
at least, although there is disagree
ment as to how effective this new 
body will be. But is it enough? 
Perhaps the most important fea
ture of imprisonment is the sense 

of isolation from society that !S 
experienced by the prisoner. ~bis 
of course is intended. The criminal 
by his own acts is said to have 
forfeited his right to citizenship· 
As a result the community e~' 
eludes him and hands him over 
bod y and soul to the prisO? 
authorities. He loses not only hiS 
rights as a citizen but also so manY 
of the attributes that mark him out 
as an individual with a role in the 
world. It is hardly possible for hilll 
while in a prison to feel any sen~e 
of purpose; he is cut off from bis 
family if he has one, and can do 
nothing whatever to help them. If 
he was the breadwinner then he 
can do nothing to stop them star\" . 
ing. If he had a useful job then he . 
will have lost it. Not only this but 
the whole emphasis inside priSO? 
is to strip the individual of hl~ 
indentity. He now becomes one 0 
the herd, a name, a number 
indistinguishable from hundr~d~ 
of others going through idenUca 
routines. If he had initiative and 
enterprise outside prison he will 
not find that they are welcoIll" 
attributes inside it, indeed his best 
chance of "getting by" will be to 
make himself inconspicuous, to 
conform to the imposed pattern ...... 
"to do his bird easy" and as fat 
as possible to lose his sense of 
personal identity. In other words 
the qualities that are needed by ~ 
prisoner to "keep his nose clean 
and avoid trouble are exactly the 
opposite to those required by a 
free man in a free society. III 
prison there is no point in worrY' 
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. f ~~g about your life outside,. eve!l 
'. I you know that your famIly IS 

b~oken up, that your wife is living 
WI!h another man and that your 
children are being neglected as 

.; there is absolutely nothing that 
You can do about it so what is the 

I point of worrying! Under circum
~tances like these worry becomes 
~ntolerable, so your only way out 
If you are to remain sane is to 
avoid thinking about it. 

" Now on discharge all this is 
~brupt1y changed, the ex-prisoner 
as to quickly unlearn all these 

patterns of behaviour. In prison 
he has learned that as an indivi
~ual he is of very little importance. 
1 his is not an easy lesson to un
:arn. After all it is true, whilst 
e Was in prison the community 

had lost all interest in him and all 
r~sponsibility for him. Very few of 
: e general public have any know
e~ge of life inside prison or any 

WIsh to know. They are content 
to "leave it to the experts". 

This of course, applies not only 
to prisoners but to the prison 
~dIllinistration and the prison staff. 
l hey are set an impossible task in 
?lj fashioned dilapidated build
lUgs under conditions of gross over
croWding. The prisons are under
staffed and the officers poorly paid 
Considering the responsibility of 
their work, and there are few re
Wards in the work itself. They 
cannot often expect thanks from 
the prisoners themselves while the 
general public remain on the 
Whole completely apathetic and 

indifferent provided that their 
pockets are not touched. 

How is our ex-prisoner going 
to adapt himself to his new con
ditions? Suddenly faced with over
whelming responsibilities which 
when in prison he had avoided 
because there was no point in 
doing otherwise. who is going to 
help him to unlearn these prison 
lessons and help him to face these 
responsibilities and above all who 
is going to represent the com
munity to show him that' he is 
indeed an accepted member once 
more with a role to play and with 
an identity of his own? 

I am doubtful if the probation 
service alone can do this. They are 
bound to be regarded by the ex
prisoner as belonging to the same 
camp as the prison staff. Further
more they are not truly represen
tative of the general public; they 
are another set of "experts" and 
are regarded as such by the ordin
ary man-in-the-street as well as by 
the prisoner. 

The A.C.T.O. report recognizing 
this stresses the importance of 
work being done by voluntary 
organizations with ex-prisoners 
and hopes it will be possible to 
integrate these into the After-Care 
Service. One of these is the Black
friars Settlement Scheme. 

The Blackfriars Settlement 

The work with prisoners at the 
Blackfriars Settlement grew up 
spontaneously. The ~ett1ement was 
and is involved in numerous social 
activities in the region of South-
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wark using for these purposes 
almost entirely voluntary helpers. 
laymen from all walks of life who 
had a desire to help their fellow 
men. The Warden of the Settle
ment soon appreciated the special 
problems of discharged prisoners 
and with the aid of a generous 
grant from the Nuffield Founda
tion. a special project was set going 
to help and support selected ex
prisoners on discharge from three 
London prisons. Penton ville 
Wandsworth and Holloway. 

Our aim from the beginning was 
to try to help the ex-prisoners feel 
that they had a place in society 
and to offer friendship and sup
port rather than material comforts. 
Since those with the greatest needs 
are likely to be repeated offenders 
who have spent much of their lives 
in prison we decided to concentrate 
our efforts on recidivists rather 
than first offenders. We recognized 
that this would not be an easy task 
and that many, if not most. of our 
clients would be embittered men 
who were highly suspicious of our 
motives and might tend to regard 
offers of help in the first place as 
a "soft touch." Few of our clients 
have had much experience of dis
interested friendship and we did 
not expect them to respond with 
gratitude to such offers. 

OUf voluntary helpers or 
"associates" are drawn from many 
different walks of life. We have 
recruited them largely through 
advertisements in weekly maga
zines. Their motives for wanting to 
become associates are mixed but 

most have. I think. a feeling that 
had their own circumstances be;n 
different. they could very eaSi Y 
have become criminals themselves. 

Before they are accepted as 
fully-fledged associates they are 
asked to attend a course of eve~" 
ing and weekend lectures and diS" 
cussions. Some come to this course 

. ue expecting to be taught a techniq d 
for dealing with ex-prisoners an 
feel that what they are being aske?, 
to do is akin to "social case work. 
These will be disappointed. 1?e 
training that we offer is quite lll" 
formal and in spite of some pres' 
sure from the associates the!ll" 
selves no attempt is made to tu.~ 
them into professional sO~iat 
workers. No one as yet knows .1 US

d what makes a good associate an 
there is no blueprint available 
to model them on. They come to 
us with greatly varied experien~es 
of life and with widely differIng 
gifts. All we do is to give the~ 
some indication of the kind 0 

problems that men leaving prison 
may have to face. some ideas. as 
to the kind of personality dIffi; 
cuI ties that many recidivists sufIe 
under and allow them the 
opportunity of meeting and talk' 
ing to qualified associates whO 
have had experience with e~' 
prisoners and who are willing to 
share this experience. 

Our aim is to allow new assOci' 
ates to act as freely as they a~ 
able to within the limits impOS.! 
by their own personal and faIll

W
; 

commitments with whatever sk 
they have at their disposal. We try 
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to help them see that they are 
dealing with human beings rather 
than cases. In our view this is 
essential to the success of the enter
prise. Our associates do not pose 
as "experts in after-care" because 
they are not. The relationship that 
grows between them and the men 
they are trying to help is within 
certain limits a spontaneous one. 
There are no rules or regulations 
as to how they are to behave. they 
are ordinary people. members of 
the community wanting to help 
those who have been cut off to 
feel accepted once more and pre
pared to shoulder some of the 
responsibility for doing so. 

During the training course there 
an? always a number of drop-outs. 
Chiefly I think from those who feel 
such freedom to be intolerable. 
This is inevitable and may 
perhaps be the best method of 
selection available. Those that 
Survive the course are asked to 
attend a selection panel before 
they are finally accepted. Our aim 
here is to prevent either the pris
Oner or his associate from getting 
badly hurt. Although we have no 
blueprint for an associate there 
are some people who enter upon 
this work for reasons-which they 
may not themselves be aware of. 
Which are likely to prove unhelp
ful. Men or women for example 
Who are more concerned with 
their own gratification than with 
benefitting ex-prisoners. or those 
Who undertake it merely out of a 
sense of guilt. We try to prevent 
SUch people from becoming associ-

ates. Approximately one half of 
the original applicants are turned 
down for one reason or another. 

There are. of course. certain 
limits which are imposed by the 
Settlement on Associates for the 
protection of themselves and of 
their ex-prisoners and of the pro
ject itself. We insist that no 
associate should be actively in
volved with more than one ex
prisoner at anyone time. This is 
a very necessary restriction. Our 
associates often feel inclined to 
break it but our experience is that 
ex-prisoners can at moments ~f 
crisis be very demanding on theu 
associates' time and energy and 
that it is unfair to the associate 
and his family if he is over
burdened by the relationship. He 
cannot give of his best under these 
conditions. 

Another rule we work is that 
the organizer of the scheme 
should be kept informed of all 
major events. It is he who co
ordinates the whole project and 
his role is a vital one. Associates 
are obliged to submit written pro
gress reports to him every three 
months and he is always available 
to give support and practical 
advice to associates in difficulties. 
He has wide experience of other 
social organizations which may be 
able to assist a man in difficulties 
and on occasions he can provide 
material help from the resources 
of the settlement. It is important 
in our view to maintain a balance 
between allowing the associate 
freedom to act as he feels best 
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while ex~rcising some control over 
the whole scheme. 

The organizer also is responsible 
for the selection of ex-prisoners. 
The actual method of selection 
varies in each prison. all proposals 
are made through the Prison Wel
fare Officers and the prisoner is 
then interviewed by the organizer 
who explains the idea of the 
scheme to' him. If he seems in
terested and is judged suitable 
the organizer then selects an 
associate from the 'pool' of those 
waiting and introduces both to 
each, nther. Ideally the prisoner 
and his associate should meet well 
jn aQ vance of his discharge and 

, get a chance to know each other. 
In practice this often proves diffi
cult. However. the aim is that the 
associate should at least be avail
able to meet his prisoner at the 
prison gates on the day of his dis
charge. From then on they are 
on their own and no one can fore
cast how thlngs will go. It may 
happen sometimes that in spite 
of apparently sincere intentions. 
contact with the ex-prisoner is lost 
after their first meeting. This can 

:. be a bitter blow to an inexperienced 
: associate and repeated experiences 
of this kind tend to make him feel 
cynical about the whole project. 
For this reason we are careful 

, when selecting prisoners to choose 
only those that seem to have a 
genuine wish for help and to ex
clude those who are so unstable 
that even if they seem, to want 
help now one can be reasonably 

,certain that their views will be 

quite different tomorrow. Selection 
is no easy matter since we do nOJ 
want to exclude those who nee 
help most and accept only thO?: 
who can really manage without I ' 

's At the Settlement itself there I 

a short-stay hostel which can ta~~ 
up to six men. This acts as a ha 
way house for a selected few who 
have nowhere to go on discharge 
and who are felt unlikely t~ sur; 
vive in a free community wlthoU 

this intermediate step. 
What happens next is a matter 

for the individual. No two ca~e~ 
are alike and nobody can predlC

h what is likely to happen. Eac 

associate will act in different waYJ 
according to his own nature an, 
each ex-prisoner is also an indr 
vidual. In some apparent,Y 
successful cases the relationshiP 
is a short lived one; after finding 
his feet in society the ex_prisoner 
may want to manage on his own 
and contact may cease after a fet 
weeks by mutual agreement. II 
other cases a much deeper rela
tionship develops and SOJll~ 
remain actively involved with eat 
other for several years. The ro e 
taken by associates is equall~ 
varied. A few adopt a rathe

e 
authoritarian role as if they wet

ll probation officers but more ofte e 
the relationship is an informal o~ s 
much on level terms. Some pair 
meet only on neutral territorY 
such as a cafe or a "pub": so~~ 
associates open the doors of .thds 
homes for their new-found fnen,~ 

, and a few have them to stay IS 
their homes for long periods. Po 
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in any other friendship there are 
no rules. and any limitations on 
~~ degree of intensity of a friend
s Ip are imposed by the individual 
concerned. 

Having explained our intentions 
an:! sometliing of the way ,the 
scheme operates it is necessary to tv something about the results. 

e make no startling claims. in
deed I am doubtful whether our 
Project in itself has any noticeable 
~~ect on the statistics of crime. 

ere are two great difficulties 
'When one comes to assess results; 
firstly the question of what criteria 
one Uses. what yard-stick one 
llleasures success by. and secondly 
the .. difficulty in making com
ParIsIons with a similar group of 
~en who have not had associate 
a ter-care. 

. On the first of these difficulties 
It might be said that the obvious 
llleasure of success is whether or 
nOt the man is sentenced again. 
~eally it is not so simple. The fact 

at . a man does not get re
~onVlcted might simply mean that 
e has become more careful and 

expert in his 'profession' of 
~urglary and thus avoids detec
IOn. Conversely. the one who is 

Convicted more often may not 
necessarily be more dishonest but 
111erely less careful or perhaps 
more gUilty. In any case few of 
OUr associates are primarily inter
~S.~Cd in reducing the country's 
rune rate or even in the moral 

reform of their clients. They are 
concerned to offer friendship to 
someone whose life has until now 

been a misery both to himself 
and to others. to try to bring 
some happiness through the 
possibility of friendship and to 
show him that there may be 
more satisfactory ways of dealing 
with life than the one he has 
chosen until now. It is very 
difficult to estimate success or 
failure when one is dealing with 
such vague ideas as these. 

The second difficulty is a tech
nical one. Even if it were possible 
to construct a yard stick for 
measuring success it would be use
less until the results could be 
compared with an exactly similar 
group of ex-prisoners who have 
not undergone prison after-care. 
This is very difficult. firstly be
cause our ex-prisoners are them
selves a specially selected group 
and secondly because the average 
prisoner who does not receive 
after-care has no wish to be re
minded of his prison experience 
and would not take kindly to 
enquiries about his way of life 
after his discharge. 

We cannot, therefore. make any 
claims that our project is going 
to empty the prisons. AU we can 
do is to suggest that on humani
tarian grounds alone it is worth 
while and that it seems also to be 
a reasonable hope that if a man 
who has been heretofore an out
cast from society can be helped to 
restore his self respect and to feel 
that he has after all a useful place 
in the world. he will be less likely 
to offend again. 
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