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Norman House 

An approach to Homelessness 

MERl<'YN TURNER 

OLD DILL was the criminologist's 
dream of an "inadequate". He 
Was forty, looked sixty, and from 
photographs he produeed lIP 
R('emed to have looked E'ixty nIl 
his life. lIe was small, lithe, and 
apologetic for his existenee. lIis 
father was a sailor, his mother a 
drunkard, and Dill claimed to have 
heen driven to stealing to feed 
his younger hrothers. lIe had 
Wanden,d, stolen, sold mf\;tcheA 
an(l lavender, and Old Moore's 
Almanacs. lIe httd Ii Y£f<1 in hOAtelA, 
U('('eption Centres, nnd disuAed 
huildings. Since the age of fifteen, 
he hn<1 spent more time in puni
tivl' establishments of one sort or 
another than he had in fl'e(' 
RO('iety. lIis criminal record WitS 

distinguished by its length. lIe 
eouhl not have hoped to mttintain 
himself on the proceeds of his 
Offences. lIe had stolen from his 
landlord when he WitS living Itt It 
small hostel. lIe had stolen news
PapC't's from Itn unl1ttendC'd stand, 
bread rolls from n, balwry, and 
Choeolate fl'om It sweet shop. He 
hltd two eonvietions for loitering 
with intent to steltl from motor· 
('ltr!:!, both of which he vigorously 
(Jenied. 

Idke most Jlwn in Ilrh;on. he 

disliked his place th!"re Itnd IOllged 
fol' freedom. "\Vhen I come out 
this time, my friend", Dill wrote, 
"I'm going to settle down, get 11 

steady job, and a room to live in. 
Hostels Itre no good Itt nIl, my 
good friend". Dill survived for not 
more than three months nfter 
evC'ry release. Four letters he 
wrote are almost dupliclLtes, 
distinguislmhle chiefly by the date 
of writing null the variation in the 
length of pri80n sentence. "I'm 
sorry to slty I've found you again 
my friend, but not in the right 
plltc(', but the wrong plewe, my 
fripnd. The Judge this time gave 
me six months. But never mind, 
God is good, my very good friend"; 
The continuing goodness of God 
WitS as certn,in as Dill's determina
tion to settle down, and to live 
"like other people live, If I llltd It 
pInee to go to W IWll I come out 
this tinw, these places (prison) 
would never see me no more, my 
good friend". 

Dill wrote his last letter from 
prison in 10513., lIe dkd suddenly 
in 1050. nut !luring those thrce 
ycars he ltC'hieved his mnbition to 
live like other pC'ople live. lIe 
found It job which WitS within his 
CRIlitcity, and he hiM it. As 11 
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cinema attendant he may have 
been the least esteemed member 
of the staff, but he believed that 
he was as important It memher of 
the tel1m I1S the manager. lIe 
found private lodgings, and he 
stayed there, lIe slw(·d, and 
bought clotlll:'s, and IW(juir'ed It 

steady gir'l-friend. She was an 
immature middle-aged wonuUl who 
looked with pride to Bill ItS her 
hero, Bill, with equal pride lookf'd 
on himself aA her mentor. 

IIis funeral vms ItS undis
tinguishccl I1S his christening, 
Like ull inade!luates, he hnd 
fought an unequal fight without 
ever questioning its jne!llmlity. 
nepelt~(>(l failure, therefore. "('
lIulirled It mystery. The hope of 
success llllty have been dimmed 
with time. But it was never 
extinguished. There was alwaYH It 

next time, when there would be It 
place to go to, somebody to accept, 
to support nnd sustain him, nnd so 
help him to show that he WItA no 
differf'nt after all from otherH who 
settled succesl:olfully and happily 
in society. 

There were only three of 
us at Dm's funeml-the priest, 
Dm's girl, and I. The priest 
could be excused for thinking 
thl1t Old Dill WitS just another of 
society's lonely, forgotten men, 
resting now in the chilling Itnony
mity of a 1l1rge London cemetery. 
Ilis girl WitS morc concern£'d with 
tomb-stones. As for me, itS I looked 
down on the mnchine-produeetl 
coffin-paid for out of Bill's OW1I 

sl1vings-I couldn't help smiling a 
little as I thought how impol:olsibly 

pompous he would have been if he 
had realised that he was one of 
the architects of Norman I1ouse. 

rt WitS men like Old Dill whO 
ht'ought home to me as It visitor 
at on£' of the J.Jontlon pris 0 nl:ol , the 
crippling lutlldiel1p for the offemlC'I' 
of having nowlwl'e to go to Oil hi~ 
discharge fr01ll pril:olon, and no 
family 01' friends who could exert 
It stahilising influence upon hilll, 
JJotlging houses gave shelter. The 
ASHiHtan('(l Doanl stood the co~t. 
The J.Jahour Exchange might offer 
a job. But while the help given 
might prevent an illunedil1te 
return to pril:olon, it did nothing to 
intpgmtp the offender in society, 

N orlllan House WttH Itll'f'atly I~ 
fact when Olll Bill ('ltlHe out of 
prison for what WitS to be the last 
tinw. For the llf'Xt five monthl:ol he' 
Ii V('d at the house, expl·t'ieneing 
for the first time for lllany years, 
if not for the first timc ever, whitt 
it is to be respected and valued, 
and nccepted, lIe belong£'tl now in 
It family of fifteen people, most 
of them men with n similM 
backgl'otmd to his, It history 
of tleprivntion, repeated social 
failul'c, Itntl many imprisonment!! 
as the penalty for it. Soon he had 
saved enough to buy It suit. He 
had his photograph taken to 
eommemomte the event. For Bill 
it WitS a great oec-asion, It signified 
/~ triumphant emancipation froJll 
Charity /lnd Patronage. And there 
were pc·ople to 8111ll'c his pleasure. 

\Vhen he 1110v('(1 into lodgingl'l 
the pattern of his liff' WI18 Rf't, 
From then until his df'ath he 
llHtintltim·tl hi8 1'0lltil1l" nlw/t)'l'l 
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calling at the house at least twice 
eVery_ week. 

DUring its first five yenrs, 
nhnost two hundt'Nl men lived nt 
Norman House. Some were older 
than Bill, but llIost were younger. 
Few had known nnd liwd with 
Loth parents. Some hau known 
neither, nnd had lived in public' 
all their lin's, ft'om the orphan
nges of theil' chidhood to the 
Pl'isons Hnd the lodging hOUHC'S, 
the reeeption ('('utrps nnd the 
°Pt'n road of thpit' Intel' yC'IU'H, But 
thf'l'e were other!!! who'd had It 
better start in HfC'. Theil' intel
ligelleu Wit!!! higher than Itv('rl1ge, 
'rh£'y Imd done hf'ttel' in school 
nnd in work, They were !!!killed 01' 

kellli-skilled workerH, FOt, 0111 Bill 
Itnd othel'H like him, their failul'l! 
Was inexcmutble, 

All the Ilwn \V liD li \'C·d Itt tlw 
hOllHe in the first fivC' yeal's 
"('spontl('d to itH Wlty of life, The 
falllily \ntH nevel' higger thlln 
fift£'{'n memh('l's, nnd no two, 
howevpl' similarly tlwy might 
ItlWe been psychintrieully clas
kified, hore !)uffieient ItflinitiC's fOt' 
them to he tr£'ated nli\w, 

l'he \Vltl'den uud his wife 
tlellutnded It social nnd econolllie 
(\(lllality. Everybody WitS required 
to WOl'k for his living, the only 
('Xception in the eyeH of the 
o/fende),s nnd nn.lve visitors being 
the \Vurden. The life of the house 
"'as lived on the gl'Ouwl flOOl', ill 
the kite hell, the dining room 
"'here nIl nte tOg'£'the)', Itnd the 
~itting ['o~m. There WitS no {'Heape 
ItllawNl hom human contact. It 
'lln,~' IHtve ('llllH£'ll nn norn nN' 

and irritation, and sometimes 
emotional outburst. But the 
whole concept of Norman House 
centred in the helief that 
failure in the sphere of 
human relationships underlies 
criminal behaviour, and that for 
UlHny o1Tenders, learning to live 
with people iH the fit'st step in the 
prOC'l'SS of personal adjustment. 
"Going Stra.ight" is not a 
llH'clmnicul adheren('e to u non
delinquent wny of life, It is the 
outeon\(' of attaehment to people. 
So fltr as the inatiequntes who 
lived at N orllllln HouHe are 
('oneerned, their ('ondition of 
Ho('ial iHolation in the past made 
Iw('C'ptlthlp living meaningle!!!s 
hecause there was nobody to 
Ilppl'ove tho hehaviour. 

Crime ('mtsed while the offenders 
Ii \'tId at the houso h(,(~ltuHO crime 
had become meaningless. Men who 
1uLll been Iteeepted hy the family 
they hnd joill£'t1 l'eHponded hy 
living in the WItY the family lived, 
Crimo IWVl'r pl'N!('ntl'l1 u Jll'ohhllJl 
hC'OUUHe it WI1S frequently the leust 
of the men's problems, Even those 
whose criminal h('Jlltviolir H('elll(>d 
to he more psychologically 
JIlotivntpd thnn that of the low
grade inndequate, acquit'ed It 

telllpomry nud superficinl ('outrol 
ov(>r their tendencies nud 
impulses, possibly h£'CltUse the 
emotional involvements which 
they could no longer eBenpe gn,ye 
thf'1lJ an outlet which hltd prC'
viollsly hC'cn fOllnd in criminal 
bf'hllViolil'. 

The pl'O('el:!8 of At'owing-up iu It 
fllmily is neyel' {'IISY, and not II.! I 
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who fail find themselves in 'Prison. 
But to create an artificial family 
of people with problems, and often 
a long history of failure, offers no 
prospect of peaceful growth. The 
men who came to Norman House 
were selected, for not all homeless 
men in prison want to live what 
may well be for them an entirely 
llew way of life. Others who shmv 
a desire are so disturbed that 
living nt Norman lIouse could do 
little to secure a satisfactory and 
lasting adjustment. The homeless 
men who were Iwcepted in the 
first five yenrs were those who 
wanted to settle;' nnd who showed 
some ability to achieve it. In the 
first y('ar nlmost all the men came 
from Due London' prison where 
thC'y wem visited r('gularly by the 
\Vttrdeu. By the fifth year less 
tluLn one-half cnme from that 
priRon, the majority being 
Iwcepted, therefore, on the 
l'C'cOIllI11('Il(lation of Rocial workers 
directly nnd indit'('C\tly connected 
with the ('ourts and pri!wns out
Ride TJondon. The final dE,eiRion 
Htill remailH'd with the \VItl'<len. 

This dpwlopl11ent hrought its 
own difficulties. In particular it 
)'evelded the defC'C\ts of 11 coldly 
scipntific cln,Rsifieation of ofTen
del'S, and statistienJly d('tprmined 
pl'ognoHPs, on the one hand, nnd 
on the otl}(\t· thC' defects of tho 
g<'lwrOUH, compassionate, uncrit
ieltl aRRe.,sm('lIt which WItA built 
on hopo. 'rho Ill'ocesA of living in It 

family sometimeR rnad<, nonsens£> 
of clasRifi('ations, aud ItlwltYs 
)'ev('aled diffenmc(lR to omplutHi.,(, 
that tlH'l'(> is 110 tlividinf:{ lint' 

between sickness and health. 
normality and abnormality. 

N orman House has beeIl 
criticised for its selectivity-its 
refusal for example, to accept 
alcoholics, or pathological gltn1b-
leI'S. Originally selection had been 
made according to the offender'S 
desire to settle outside prison. nnd 

his ability to succeed with the 
help Norman lIouse offered. But 
experience qui.ckly showed thl1t 
there was a group aspect alsO 
to the offender's resC'ttlement. 
Individual therapy remained 
important. But it was fully effee
tive only when it recognised th(' 
therapeutic force which the groUP 
exerted. ] t WILS clem' tlmt the 
offender who stool1 to f:{ltin th(' 
most in a climate of thiR nature 
was the inadequate. It watS not 
suit<,d to the nepds of the 
nlcoholic, 01' the patholog ic'LI 
g'11mbler. 

The group did not operate 
tll£'mpeutioally hy It('cident as it 
were. The prison scene may have 
improved g'rC'utly in the 111:;t 
decade. But it is /Still divol'('ccl 
from rcality. It is the nrtificin,Jity 
of the priHon cnvil'Onment tlu1t 
induc(>s in tho prisoner It fl1h;C 
Hense of wC'll-beinf:{. For the 
inadequate in particuhU', fl'pedoJ1l 
is no philoHphical ooncppt. It is 
the right to live as others live
working, loving, Il,wl watching the 
telly. Looked at within the four 
wlLlls of his (·.ell, it is It simple 
life, ILna eminently IteceHHible. "If 
I can work in here for two-nnd
ninepeuee It week, I'm sUl'e I CIlIl 

work outsidp rOt' 11 fivel· ... But I~ 
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Week out of prison takes the shine 
away from freedom, and life 
becomes real again. 

So the work of Norman Homle 
became the responsibility of 
SUPPorting, persuading, pushing, 
ftud sometimes bullying men to do 
what they had llromised them
selves with such easy facility when 
they were in prison. This in turn 
ulade a heavy demand on the staff. 
It was the degree of theil' 
availability that determined the 
therapeutic force of the group. 
Some men may have complained 
thl1t they were "under a micl'o
RCope". It WILS their needs that 
shaped the treatment in the same 
Way that deprived children 
demand attention. The parallel 
between them WitS always a dose 
one. It was revealing, Illso. that 
those who complained of the 
tl'en,tment were not only thmlO 
Whose need for it was gr£'lLtest. 
hut who were nlso the quickest to 
feel the loss of it when they 
moved into private lodgings. It 
Wns 11 sad day when John Smith, 
with his long history of wayfaring 
and petty crime returned to the 
house nfter three dlLYs in lodgings 
to ask; "Plense can J como back 
again?" It was It child who spoke, 
confessing fL chihl's need for 
SUpport and protection. 

During the first five years, ouly 
one man went bltck to prison 
While he lived at the house. But 
almost one-half of the total failed 
to maintain their progress when 
they left. They tended to leave 
their jobs, lose their' lodgings, 
wander from the neighbourhood, 
anel in flome cafles to return to 

prison. This indicated that the 
inadequate at least needed to live 
for longer at Norman House than 
the four months that had become 
the average length of stay by the 
end of the fifth yeat·. It also 
indicltted that the step from the 
house into society was too severe. 
To meet the need for continuing 
and decreasing SUPPOl't. Norman 
House is !tbout to open its own 
boarding house. 

A study of the first two-hundred 
men to pass through Norman 
House indiclttes that the greatest 
contribution the house can make 
lies in the field of inade(lUl1cy. It 
Cltn help the neurotic and the 
mentally ill. nut it cannot resolve 
their condition. It supports the 
sexual ofIender, for example, so 
that he is available for psychiatric 
treatment. nut unless treatment 
is Jlursued l'£'nlisticnIly Itnd 
intensively, experience shows that 
even two Y£'lLrs at Norman House 
does not afIect his basic condition. 

The needs of the illlulequlttl's 
approximate more to the needs of 
children. They need nfIection nnd 
the security that comes from know
ing it is not affected by wlmt they do 
or do not do. They neell f1ttention. 
In short, they need the discipline 
of nny healthy, well-ordered. 
happy family. And that is what 
Nor'lll/tn House is peculiarly w(>11-
qualified to give. 

Nor1llan ][OIlSI', The First Pi!)" Yt'flrs, 
a short ohjective report, is available 
from Norman House, c/o 24 IIarbel'ton 
Hoad, London. N .19. : 28. 6<1. (postage 
paid) 
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