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"THE MAINTENANCE of strong family 
ties, we are confident, is of the 
utmost importance in planning for 
the rehabilitation of offenders." 
Few would refute these words of 
Lord Stonham, spoken in the 
House of Lords last November. 
Yet, if a family has no roof over 
its head or is split up under several 
roofs, as may be the case if the 
children are in care of a local 
authority, how can such ties 
possibly be maintained? 

It was this consideration which 
brought into being the St. Leonard's 
Housing Association three years 
ago with the specific objective of 
providing good accommodation for 
a temporary period at reasonable 
economic rents for selected ex
prisoners, their wives and children. 

The need for this provision 
needs no emphasis. Almost every
one experiences difficulty these 
days in finding furnished flats or 
houses but for the ex-prisoner and 
his family this is particularly diffi
cult. He probably has no claim on 
a housing list; he will have no 
means of paying an exorbitant 
rent; he will very likely find him-

self a marked man and have 
difficulty in gaining employ~~nt. 
What chance has he of reunIting 
his family and making a home for 
them? If he lacks a home and t~e 
support of a united family and. IS 

frustrated in his attempts to gl~e 
his dependants what he feels IS 
their due, it is not very surprising 
if he succumbs to other pressures 
and returns to crime as "the easY 
way out". 

The· St. Leonard's Housing 
Association, therefore. sets out to 
provide houses and flats which offer 
civilized amenities and are provid,ed 
with basic furniture and eqUIP' 
ment; they are freshly decorated 
to look inviting and cheerful. Th.ey 
are inevitably small, for otherWIse 
the rent which would have to bd charged would put them beyon 
the reach of those for whom they 
are intended. Besides. it is not the 
intention that the families should 
settle down in them for life: the 
idea is that they should provide Ii 
stepping stone to something more 
permanent. 

To help reduce the overall cost 
and allow the association to keep 
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rents as I " Use ow as possible, It makes 
can ?f voluntary labour, where it 
Ver '. tn carrying out the repair, con
hous~on. and decoration of the 
fina e~ It acquires. Apart from the 
the nClal .value of this there is also 
D, socIal value. The Prison 
P ... partment of the Home Office is 

Pr~pared to let selected serving 
rlsoners . . ea . assIst m a voluntary 

l'taclty in this work at week-ends. 

t. Us each working party consis-
IngOf . . 
of h UnIVersIty students, members 
in t~ ~~eh youth groups, nurses 
cam atnmg and members of work 
serl orga~izations, also includes 
asp ng pnsoners. An important 
red eet of this scheme is that it 
isot~.es the prisoners' feeling of 
res; lon, helps to boost their self 
and ee.t and hope for the future, 
reta.glves them an opportunity to 
ma;n Or develop their skills. They 
One not personally ever occupy 
but ~f the association's premises, 
tho a .least they know that some-
fe:I~~ IS ~eing done to help their 
an pnsoners. They are given 
With opportunity to meet and talk 
on e students and other volunteers 
WOrt~Ual. terms and to assist in a 
time While project. At the same 
Party the. other volunteers in the 
mind gam some insight into the 
Whie~ and lives of the prisoners 
broad ~annot fail to have a 
UPon ehnmg and humanizing effect 

t em. 

alo~~ COurse, bricks and mortar 
priso cann.ot ensure that the ex
crimener Will not resort to further 
United o~hat his family will remain 
been' u~h of his life may have 

spent In institutions; he may 

not have learned to accept the 
give and take of family life. Both 
he and his wife may suffer from 
instability resulting, in the hus
band's case very often, in an 
inability to hold a job down for 
long. His wife may be incapable of 
managing a house on an uncertain 
income or even of spending a 
regular income to the best advan
tage. Immaturity, lack of training 
and skill in home management, ill
health and nervous strain lead t9 
family neglect and breakdown. 
Work of rehabilitation by trained 
social workers has, therefore, to be 
carried out with such families not 
only during their tenancy but 
often before they set up again as 
a family. This can begin with the 
husband while he is still in prison 
and with the wife and children 
wherever they are living prior to 
his rejoining them. In this way 
some preparation can be made for 
the new life which faces both of 
them and a foundation is laid upon 
which they can be helped to build 
in the future. 

So the St. Leonard's Housing 
Association not only provides a 
house but also the essential social 
support the tenants need. either 
through or in conjunction with the 
Probation and After Care Service, 
which is the responsible statutory 
body. In north-east London, where 
the association's work first began, 
the Family Service Unit has also 
brought its skill to bear. 

Although it has been necessary 
to adapt Family Service Unit case 
work techniques to the special 
needs of the ex-prisoner reunited 
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with his family. generally speaking 
the difficulties encountered bear 
close resemblance to those faced 
by social workers everywhere. The 
main source of difficulty seems to 
be found in their reactions to 
asking for and recciving help. This 
is well illustrated by the following 
extract from a report to the 
association from the Family Service 
Unit workers: "A family will 
suddenly be thrown together again 
with all its old problems and some 
new ones too. Money is short; 
work has to be found; children 
have to be cared for; a home has 
to be built. Sometimes the offer of 
a tenancy is the first real chance 
the family has had-the stakes are 
high. Added to this, as the prisoner 
looks forward desperately to the 
date of his release, freedom is often 
thought of in terms of indepen
dence from scrutiny and super
vision. Society also cherishes an 
anxious hope that the prisoner may 
'stand on his own feet', so that 
even when help is offered realisti
cally to the family and accepted. 
a good deal of strong feeling 
is likely to exist among its mem
bers. Such people. like anyone 
else, have varying capacities to 
handle this within themselves, and 
varying methods of doing so. Some 
adopt the policy of a passive defen
sive attitude. taking everything for 
granted, others exhibit a brittle 
facade of appearing to cope 
whilst in fact escaping crucial un
resolved difficulties; another in its 
very collapse may be taking a step 
towards greater ultimate stability. 
We have very recently seen a 

husband throw up a job he b~d 
with his brother. placing his family 
in great financial difficulty. BUJ 
we had also noticed how be ha 
been using his brother's existence 
in the house to avoid facing uP. to 
his wife and his marriage on whlC~ 
the future must rest. What looke 
like a step back was in fact a step 
forward". 

Here the association is faced 
with a dilemma. The homelesS 
ex-prisoner and his family. whO 
require a long period of care before 
stability can be achieved. are the 
people most in need of assistance. 
But. as already explained. the 
association's scheme has a shOrt
term objective-to provide tempo
rary accommodation-as well as 
long term objectives. It is difficult 
to reconcile these, especially if the 
need for long term care manifests 
itself in irregular rent payment, for 
the viability of the scheme depe~OS 
very much on the regular recelRt 

of rents. In these cases the assoCI
ation has to find Qoints of tolerance 
between its obligations as a landt lord and its avowed purpose. 0 
making a significant contribuUOIl 

in the field of rehabilitation. :No 
complete solution to this problefll 
is possible; each case has to be 
assessed on its own merits and SO 
the association has sometimes tf be more limiting in its choice 0 
tenants than it really wishes to be. 

Apart from making use of 
specialized family case work belp 
in its rehousing scheme, the assoCd ation also encourages intereste 
and sympathetic neighbours to 
befriend the families it accorn-
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modate s as well as to accept 
respon"b'l' , SI I Ity for practical service In th 
hou e way of making fiats or 

I ses ready for tenancy, 

seh~ north·east London. where the 
Ion me has been running the 
P gest. such a group of interested 
o~O:~e caT?e into being as a result 
COn 'dat mIght otherwise have been 
ha~ e~ed a completely negative 
the fI nmg, ~he tenants of one of 
pa tats decIded to have a little 
th~i; a?d accordingly they invited 
was frtends of former days, There 
th no alternative for they were 

e onl f' • result y fiends they had, The final 
seal w~s a celebration on a grand 
stre:t ~hlch ended in a fight in the 
Urb 10 the early hours of a sub· 
a g~~ Sunday morning, There was 
the n a~ commotion and many of 
aga' elghbours were up in arms 
atioInst the family and the associ· 
into ~ f~r h~ving introduced them 
tant ~Ir mIdst, One local inhabi. 
the' owever. remained outside 
famne~eral clamour-the offending 
ado r s next door neighbour, She 
tabl P ed the attitude that regret· 
and e t~ough the incident was. she 
were e rest of the community 
had d partly responsible. for they 
befr' on~ nothing to prevent it by 
the~e~dIng the family and making 
in nta eel at home in their new and. 
ment n§hrespects. strange environ· 
gath~r' e Immediately set about 
sYm ;ng ~round her a group of 
loeaf thetIC and understanding 
futurteoPle ~ho w~re prepared in 
'fhe •• i~ reChfy thIS shortcoming, 
this r rten~s of St. Leonards", as 
train~douP ,IS now known. and the 

socIal workers complement 

each other in their after care effort. 
The work of the association in 

north· east London no longer reo 
presents its full activity, As its 
service has grown. it has been 
necessary to decentralize the day 
to day management of its property 
and set up branch committees to 
undertake this. Apart from the 
committee in north· east London. 
there is a second in south·west 
Midlands and a third in Lincoln· 
shire. Others are likely to be set 
up in the near future. 

The branch in London is the 
oldest and. while each one will 
surely develop its own character 
and to that extent vary from the 
rest. as the first, it inevitably can· 
stitutes a model. In June 1964 the 
Beacontree Branch Committee. as 
it is called. was formed to take 
over management of the initial 
properties in north·east London 
and to develop this unit to its 
planned strength of 20 homes. This 
committee represents the profes· 
sional, religious. business. local 
government and voluntary interests 
of the community and as an indio 
cation of its enthusiasm and drive 
it already has seven properties in 
its care. One is in process of can· 
version into two fiats. one is in 
preparation for occupation by a 
single family. and the remaining 
five are already in full use. Nine 
families are at present in occupa· 
tion and already some are showing 
very encouraging signs of a 
return to stability. Reactions on 
entry vary but one tenant was so 
de1ighted by the quality of his flat 
that he soon set about laying out 
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the garden. Moreover. his wife 
asked if there was anything she 
could do to help the scheme. As 
her own contribution to the com
munity. she is now caring for a 
small coloured child while its 
parents are at work. 

The skilful selection of the 
tenants is vital to the success of 
the scheme. In Beacontree. the 
Principal Probation Officer. the 
east London Family Service Unit 
Organiser and the Hon. Secretary 
of the association form a selection 
board which considers applications 
from prison welfare officers and 
other sources. The demand for 
homes is far. far greater than the 
supply of houses and often the 
most needy families have to be 
turned down because it seems 

unlikely that they will be able t~ 
respond to the chance being offere f 
them. The present limitations ? 
the scheme-few houses mostly 111 
fairly well-to-do districts at higher 
rents than the average ex_prisoner 
can easily afford-make this unfo{ 
tunately necessary. This must e 
discouraging both to those re
quiring accommodation and' t? 
those trying so desperately to find It 
for them. Until more and more neW 
branches are formed and the money 
is forthcoming to obtain manY 
more houses. this frustrating sit~a
tion will remain. but a beginnill.g 
has at last been made and it IS 

hoped that when the scheme ~e· 
comes more widely known ItS 

progress will be accelerated al1d 
its service rapidly increased. 

--------------------~~~~~~~~---------------------
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