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Visiting Dartmoor 

Help for 
Prisoners' Families 

HELEN HORTON & ANNE WRIGHT 

THE Dartmoor Accommodation Scheme is the name given to the overnight stay 
centre in Princetown for the families of the inmates of Dartmoor prison. Dartmbor 
is one of the least accessible prisons in the country and is no longer served by any 
means of public transport. It also has an unfortunate reputation which, though out 
of date, still creates mUClh anxiety amongst wives planning their first visit, This, as 
well as the growing concern on the part of the Prison Welfare Department over the 
increasing number of broken marriages amongst inmates, led to the setting up of 
a management committee to look into the possibility of a local site for a family 
centre. It was not before time that an overnight stay centre was opened in Prince· 
town in July, 1974. A survey of 46 different families using the Centre in the first 
nine months showed that 56 per cent were undertaking a journey of up to six hours 
in order to visit and a further 37 per cent were travelling for up to 12 hours. 44 per 
cent of the families were visiting as frequently as they were permitted to, i.e. once 
a month, while a further 24 per cent were visiting at two monthly intervals. 74 per 
cent of families were travelling with children, mostly under the age of five years. 
Similar figures can probably be produced by other prisons. The need for more 
visiting facilities is common to many and over the last few years several centres; 
have been established. 

LOCAL HOSTILITY 

From the beginning, the emphasis of 
the scheme was on local and voluntary 
involvement, despite the statutory pro
vi!\lon for such centres contained in the 
Criminal Justice Act, 1972, and a Home 
Office grant was administered by the lay 
management committee and supple. 
mented by donations from voluntary 
bodies and local people in order to 
cQver the capital outlay. Due to the 
hostility towards the scheme felt by 
some Princetown people, much of this 
support in cash or kind came from the 
wider Devon area. Princetown is a small, 
bleak place in the middle of the moor. 

Its population of 1,800 consists of local 
people and prison officers and their 
families. The prison dominates the 
village and at regular intervals through. 
out the day its life spills into the streets 
as officers leave work to go home, to 
their club in the square, to the shops, 
and public houses. Due to the isolated 
position and insular nature of the com· 
munity it is difficult to be free from the 
prison's influence. It is not surprising 
therefore, that the suggestion of setting 
up a Centre for families did not meet 
with whole-hearted approval. A small 
group of prison officers, however, most 
of whom did live in the village, resisted 
the pressure from their own colleagues 
and local people to carry out the neces· 
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sary conversion work to the local \ 
Methodist church. Sadly, the inmates I 
themselves were not involved in the ,I 
practical stages of the project. 

" 

THE HOSTEL 

Five families and a resident house- i 
keeper can be accommodated at any I 
one time in the single storey buildiOgj . 
The physical structure of the hoste ? 
has greatly affected the development 
of the scheme. The appointment of ,a I 
resident housekeeper in the first place I 
was something of an accident ratbe~ 
than planned policy and her inforJIla I 
approach developed essentially froJII II 

lack of separate living facilities for b~t ' 
which brought her into contact w.It t 
visitors all the time, whether by sharlo~ 
the cooker or watching the same 1 
programme. She is responsible for tbe , 
day-to-day running of the Centre, > 

having a basic housekeeping role td 
perform in providing adequate boat ~ 
and lodgings and in creating a wa~Jll, . 
welcoming atmosphere. Families enJo; , 
the privacy of separate bedrooms b~. 
they share a lounge, kitchen and bat 
room and are expected to cater ~or I 

themselves. This sharing of commuolt~ 
facilities brings them into continUa . 
contact with one another and thuS tbe 1 

Dartmoor Centre has evolved a stroog i 
element of self help whereby wives a~: i 

able to rapidly break through t. e \ 
barriers of fear. isolation and prejud,C

d I 

and to offer one another friendship aO " 
encouragement. Many wives have collld r, 
mented on their feelings of isolation aO

n f th:ir inhi.bitions while staying with SJl1~. 
chIldren In conventional bed and brea t I 
fast establishments. Some visitors}JI I 
the Centre are able to meet others I d 
the same boat" for the first time aO I 
where families have become socia~Y I 
is~lated (a problem for many), t ~ , 
children have an opportunity to ~ee r 
and mix with other children. AU kl.

nds .. 
of subjects are covered in conversatJ~Jli I 
nutrition, children, marriage, sex, Soc~lIe • 
Security, etc., and ideas and advlCs f 

exchanged. The Centre, however, differ, 
from a prisoners' wives group in that. 
the combination of people is differ~Og 
each night, each personality havJIl" i 
something to contribute; it serves ~Il 
introduce wives to the idea of being ~ I. 

a group and hopes to encourage the t ,i 
to join one in their home areas. Mos 
visitors are known to enjoy meetiJl~ l 

other people at the hostel, some contacy 
each other between visits and rosll 
travel together. r 

The role of the housekeeper has neye, 
been rigidly defined, thus offerlll s 
opportunities for adapting to the needd of the visitors. Although she is employe 
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Helen H . houscke orton IS a social worker, who was 
lion SChcper of the Dartmoor Accommoda
now w c~e as a training placement and is 
Depart or ing with the Social Services 
CounCi~ent of Gloucestershire County 

as a prob ' for ad ,~tlOn ,a ncilliary , this is largely 
house;lnl tratl ve convenience, and the 
aUto eeper enjoys a high degree of 

no my (h ' bein e can t remember ever 
hav i~ told strictly what to do!) whilst 
Sel'v' g the support of the Probation 
lherl~e ,to back her up where necessary. 
Pris

o 
~ close co-operatIOn with the 

keepe~ el,rare Department, the house
Prl'SO acting as a link between the 

ner's r 'I ' ties, b am,l ~ and the pnson authori-
an is y explaining the internal mech
ViSit: of the prison to bewildered 
knowrs and, where appropriate making 
of fa \~O the authorities etc, the need s 
rnentml les concerning visiting arrange- , 
aroll s. The presence of the hostel lias 
01'11 sed an interest among some priso n 

cers in th r 'I Priso ' e am I y as pects of a 
enco ner s welfare and this is an 

lira ' that ,glng development. ]t is accepted 
the re I tance will persist by some to 

Concept I the I ' as a w 101e, by other to 
townOC~tlon of the Ce ntre in Prince
Co " lit it is hoped that a peaceful 

-eXlsten ' , COnti , ce IS po Sible and that 
som nlllOg contac t will break down 

e of the barriers which remain , 

'f1-1E: VISITS 

, ou~ ~ACRO report of 1971 pointed 
reeei le lack of information wive 
faci l'~~ about vi iting and the poor 
'fhe lies which prisons offer to families. 
crow~ramped visiting rooms at over
half ed, local priso ns and visits of 
enee an ,hour's duration are the experi
to D Which many wives bring with them 
eneedartm?~r_, But hav ing once experi
are Plea VISit In Da,rtmoo,r prison ,m?st 
visi t' asantly surprISed With the eXisting 

Ing arrangements. Visiting is in two 

sessions, morning and afte rnoon which 
if taken on the sa me day, only req ui r~ 
one visi ting order. The wife may see 
her husband for three and three quarter 
hours on one day 's visit wi th one hour 
less at weekends. The visit ing room, 
althou~h mall , is pleasant and rarely 
full, prISon officers on duty are di screet 
and courteous, earning the praise of 
many wives who tend to be tolerant of 
them- " they' re only doing their job" , 

Jt is worth noting that despite the 
growing awa reness of the problems 
f~cing prison,e rs' families and the pro
vIsion of a Wider range of services such 
as prisoners' wives groups, most families 
at Dartmoor rely on the traditi onal and 
in~orma l sources of support (relatives, 
neighbours and friend s) with only one 
r~s?ond~nt to the survey discuss ing her 
VISits With a prisoners' wives group, 
This close contact between the ho use
keeper and visitors ha been seen as a 
great strength of the scheme as it has 
contributed to a grea ter under tanding 
between the two than would otherwise 
have been possi ble. It is probably 
unusual to achieve the kind of frank
ness in discussion, care of premi ses and 
response to a postal questionnaire that 
the Centre has achieved in such a hort 
time, This success might be due to the 
lack of formal rule , control being 
discreet , implicit and fl ex ible so that 
the Centre is able to offer something 
to the individuals who may have been 
hostile and uncommunicat ive in a more 
authoritarian setting. There have been 
only two incidents which have given 
c~ use for concern ; one in volved petty 
pilfermg, the other inadeq uate care of 
children. Many of the other visitors have 
been good managers, caring and co n
cerned for their children and with a 
high degree of self-respect, Many look 
upon their stay at the Cen tre as a 
holiday, and a welcome break from 
the routine at home, and some evenings 
the pent-up tension erupts into hilari
ous hi gh spirits, It may be that many of 
these women behave quite different ly 
at the Centre from home , 

CONFLICTING AIM 

Some guide lines for the d ve lap
ment of the hou ekeeper's role emerged 
through the perception of visitors dis
closed in the survey , Visitors fe lt th at 
thei r personal life was the housekeeper's 
concern and that she shoul d be aski ng 
about personal matter , yet 42 per cent 
did not ex pect her to provide any help. 
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In spite of this, 80 per cent found the 
housekeeper helpful when they dis
cussed per onal matters with her. 
Perhaps this confusion arose over 
differing interpretations of the word 
':help", with visitors making a distinc
t IO n between emotional support and 
practical ass istance, 

The main focus of the Centre's work 
has been to contribute towards a con
structive visit for a ll concerned. This 
has been di ffic ult to define . For a wife . . . ' 
a constructive VISit may be solely " to 
see the release of tension off his face 
seeing me- that's all the satisfaction 
] get", For a child it may be the slow 
realisation that the strange man he has 
been visiting since babyhood is coming 
home to be a father to him. For the man 
in prison it may be a reassurance that 
h~ s wife and children are sticking by 
him , providing him with a welcome 
link with the outside world, as he 
promises to "go straight" and become 
a home-centred man in future. A " con
struct ive" visit may bring a husband 
and wife closer together as they realise 
their need for one another but this 
c1o~eness may only ex ist during the 
perIod of the man's imprisonment. For 
the prison staff, a constructive visit 
ensures subdued and relaxed visiting 
rooms, fewer demands for transfers and 
w~.'ra~e v i ~ it ,;rom pri oners, producing 
a qUiet nick , The prison chaplain and 
t~e welfare staff yet aga in may have 
different views on what a constructive 
visit should be, 

In the light of these conflicting ai ms 
pr ison visiting becomes a far mor~ 
subtle busine than many reali se, It 

Anne Wrighl is a graduate in Social Admini
stration who was, for 12 months, house
keeper of the Dartmoor Accommodation 
Scheme and is now a Community Education 
worker in Sussex. 
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might also be considered n kind of 
game, the rules of which are perceived 
and observed by all concerned. Visits 
are part of the "marking time", which 
characterises a prison sentence, a period 
during which life s~ands still for the man 
inside. Regu'ar v:sits can ensure that 
lhe family will be there on release but 
little consideration is given to the kind 
of family life which may follow. W.ves 
visiting the Centre over a period of time 
were seen :0 be becoming more indepen
dent as they became accustomed to 
running tbeir fam:lies' affa'rs and be:ng 
both mother and father to their children. 
Some became very competent and even 
admitted lhat they were better able to 
cope, knowing exactly where their 
money was coming from and no longer 
being anx'ous abou: their husbands 
being "out with the boys and possibly 
up to no good", However, being aware 
of a husband's need to feel indispensable 
to his wife, many insisted on keeping 
their new-found competence and inde
pendence 10 themselves, managing to 
present themselves on visiting days as 
sufficiently vulnerable and in need of 
ma'e support, whilst not giving their 
husbands any undue cause for alarm! 

FRAGILE FRONT 

Any tensions which a particular visit 
engenders are rarely manifest in the 
hostel. One becomes aware of the 
carefully prepared, so met mes exceed
ingly fragile front, which is worn like 
an overcoat during the visit. Most 
wives are dignified, self-possessed, or
ganised and slightly subdued during 
their stay. Some wives were prepared to 
discuss this phenomenon in more detail 
in structured group discussions. It 
became clear that what is happening is 
that the artificiality of the visiting 
system, the type of relationship it 
permits, the location of Dartmoor itself, 
combine to elicit an artificial response 
from the visitors. At times this may have 
extended to their relationships with the 
housekeeper as well; perhaps the most 
frank discussion was that which took 
place between visitors after the house
keeper had retired to bed. The reticence 
shown by wives in supporting change at 
the Centre is more easily understood if 
seen in this context, with a visitor 
striving to present the "correct" impres
sion in order that her idea of a "con
structive visit" is achieved. 

There is no doubt that the existence 
of the Centre in the village takes pre.;
sure off the prison staff in the visiting 
room, with families arriving at the 
prison more re~axed, having met one 
another the evening before. Wives 
making their first visit are less anxious 

and the atmosphere in the visiting room 
is frequently very congenial and lively. 
Visitors who might have felt hostile 
towards authority are able to leave 
after their visit w:thout the same degree 
of disenchantment that they might 
otherwise have felt. Repercussions are 
felt throughout the prison, with many 
men feeling more relaxed about their 
w:\es visiting lhem. Detailed informa
ton about travel, visiting arrangements 
and the Centre's facilities are given to 
eve:-y prisoner on arrival a~ Dartmoor 
through the prison welfare staff. 33 per 
cent ofv:sitors staying at lhe Centre had 
first heard about it through the man 
they visited with a further 44 per cent 
receiving informafon initially through 
the Prison Welfare Depar.ment. 

The total of 65 families using the 
Centre in the first nine months opera
tion is a discouraging figure if compared 
with a total prison population of over 
450 men. But it must be remembered 
lhat many men do not wish their 
families to visit them in Dartmoor since 
they believe that this may diminish 
their opportunity to obtain a transfer 
to a prison closer to their home. Most 
mm at Dartmoor are advanced into 
their criminal careers and for many, 
mari iage and family life have broken 
down at an earlier stage. There are 
others whose wives prefer to visit 
anonymously and to make arrange
ments through the Prison Welfare Serv
ice or independently to stay outside Prin
cetown. Only one visitor to the hostel has 
been known not to return because she 
felt conspicuous entering and leaving the 
building. On the whole it is wives and 
children who come to the hostel, not 
parents and other relatives or friends. 
All of these different wishes must be 
respected and the scheme has not sought 
to direct aU visitors to the Centre. 

EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 
Efforts are made to encourage visitors 

to return and although this is not neces
sary in most cases, in some the house
keeper and other residents have a crucial 
role to play in helping a visitor to decide 
whether or not she wants to continue 
to come and to establish a regular pat
tern of visiting. Carol is a good example 
of the way in which the sympathetic and 
supportive environment of the Centre 
can be used to advantage. Her first visit 
to the hostel was also her first to Dart
moor. She had not known what she 
would find and had a great deal to talk 
over in this respect and was obviously 
relieved to discover a friendly attitude 
at the Centre. She was 19 years old and 
had been married to the inmate for a 
year, most of which he had spent in 
prison. Their daughter whom she cared 
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for a lot was five months old at the tilll:' ~ 
Carol herself was on probation but s ~ i 

~aw her officer, a man, infrequently an 
did not find him in sympathy with her i 

current difficulties, many of which werr I 
concerned with the day-to-day care. 0 , 
the baby. She was living with her fan1l1hY, 
with whom she did not get on. S e , 
found it difficult to join groupS and 
make friends and did not go out Jl1UC

l
h, 

partly because of the baby and a sO 4 
because she feared getting into troubh!e 
or meeting another man. FroDl t IS 
visit she was seeking emotional suPpobrt 
from her husband, who appeared to e 
immature and irresponsible, and an 
undertaking that he would be ip nO 
more trouble. It was likely thAt sh~ • 
would be disappointed on one or bO\ 

counts, leaving confused and upse i 
possibly not to return. In the norllla

d course of prison visiting Carol wo~1 
not have necessarily had an opportunIty I 

to share her feelings with anyone. 
Prison welfare officers do not see 
families as a matter of routine, onl~ 
on request, nor is information abou 

visits conveyed to agencies in the hO~e 
area. It remains to be seen if t ~ \ 
Centre's intervention can help Caro 

in the long term. 

The Centre is still trying to deterDlin~ i' 
its future role. Can it do more to preveD 

prisoners' families from reverting to 
their pre-sentence pattern of behaviour, 
after the men's release, as most are 
known to do 1 Certainly some of tbe 
changes which a wife experiences could " 
make the adjustment more difficult on I 

release unless both partners are awa~e 
of and able to honestly face what IS 
happening. Many of our visitors look 
forward to the release date with sonte , 
trepidation. Perhaps nearer to this tint be 
it would be constructive to direct bot 
husband's and wife's thoughts awaY 
from the pretence which exists throuS,b 
the sentence towards a more realistIC I 

assessment of the future. Other wiveS 
who visit the inmates with long sen" I 

tences to serve find that planning fo~ a 
release date can be a futile and frustratIng 
experience; they have special difficultie~ 
which merit further thought, not leas 
how they can try to understand tbe 
effects of protracted incarceration o~ ha 

man. The structured discussions WhlC 
have taken place are essentially differ~nbt 
from the informal conversation WhlC 
occurs giving the wives an opportunity 
to examine more closely the implica" 
tions of imprisonment and to develoP 
an awareness of their own circunt" 
stances. There would seem to be roo!l1 
for development along these and other 
lines within the experimental nature of 
the project, necessarily involving II 



PrO Ison Service Journal 

\ freater commitment on the part of 
a~th sta~ a.nd visitors towards defining 
,~ achlevmg a more "constructive" 

VISit D' . h . urmg Its first year the hostel 
o;~ been trying to establish an identity 
int Its own, independent of the different 
Ve erest groups involved. It would be 

, ot~y easy for it to collude with one or 
th er group which would perpetuate 
th e present visiting system and inhibit 

.. ta~' eXploration of new ways of rehabili-
+ng a prisoner with his family. 

as here are strong reasons why society 
pI a whole should be concerned to ex
w~re Such new ways and innovate 
So ere Possible. The family can be a 
pr~rce of security and stability to a 

, frosoner on his release, and support 
car m them may be the best kind of after
to ~~.hat a prisoner receives. Attention 
hel IS during a man's sentence may 
chifct the prisoner and may prevent his 
soc' ren falling into the same anti
thelal behaviour pattern. The ethos of 
the ~en~re has always been to support 
to ~~Ily unit and to encourage wives 
cas;lslt. their husbands, but in some 
real's ~lvorce may be seen as a more 
the IS.h~ alternative, although none of 
Co ~Isltors were known to be seriously 
knnsldering this. Two, however, are 

i' shjown to have terminated the relation
thiP and have ceased to visit. Where 
onf toes arise the resident worker can 
Sol Y • elp the wife to work out her own 
accUhon whilst helping her to take into 
l'h OUnt the inmate's point of view. 
mae housekeeper, being on the spot, 

., th/ ~e the only person familiar with 
vis't elrc~mstances surrounding family 
mal S which agencies in the home area 
sta Y dnot be in a position to fully under
mon . Thus the family Centre at Dart
oft o~ has a unique role to play by 

). as e.fln.g support and friendship as well 
at~nslght and expertise, in a relaxed 
vis'tOSPhe~e which does not overwhelm 
an~ Ors With an air of professionalism 
ene authority. It must also continue to 
soc?urage a more active support from 
enolety for the family unfortunate 

.• pris~~h to have one of its members in 

r ~----------------
'" CRIMINAL JUSTICE IN BRITAIN 

Ceotral Office of Information Referenc 
Crill' Pamphlet, 1975 65p 
Serie~"a~ Justict' in Britain is number 129 in a 

\1 OtJiee 0 pamphlets produced by the Central 
Servie of Information for British Information 
iOtrod es, . If I ever need a quick, readable 
Previo ue:lon to any of the 128 subjects covered 
this bUS y, I shall now know where to look. 
servie Ook!et .deals with criminal law, the police 
offeoJ' Cr,tmmal courts and the treatment of 
haOdrers m a concise and interesting way. Its 
is an Ing of statistics is particularly skilful. It 
the ee~eel\ent introduction for anyone new to 
refreshlrninal justice field and a very good 
kOOWledg:,or those who already have some 

R.M. 
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Dear Committee • • • 
AN OPEN letter by a serving prisoner to "Them"-one man's attempt to convince 

those who wield great power that something very important is happening to him. 

WHAT I wish to address to you now was 
originally intended to be addressed 
solely to the "Category 'A' Committee". 
I had prepared a statement in such a 
form as to show that I was addressing 
several persons. If in addressing it to 
you, I were to change that form, I 
believe that it might distort the content 
so as to make it less emphatic; and for 
that reason I would like to address it 
to you now in its original form-with 
the hope that it does not come into 
conflict with formality to an unforgiv
able degree:-

How does one go about convincing 
someone of what is the truth con
cerning some matter? More especially 
that truth which a man affirms of 
himself, which he needs and wishes 
others to know? 

If a man claimed such-and-such to 
be a truth of himself one-unless one 
were convinced by virtue of an intimate 
knowledge of his truthfulness-might 
cough in a doubtful sort of way and 
wait for him to provide that substance 
which would show that indeed such
and-such was true. It would be proper 
of us to do that, for most people 
recognise that merely saying that some
thing is true is a poor way of showing 
that it is so. 

If, however, the man has little more 
than words to make tangible the truth 
about himself, what is he to do? When 
in his mind he is painfully aware that 
actions speak louder than words-and 
bemoans his lack of actions-he must 
choose between the alternatives of 
saying nothing or saying something. 
The first will achieve nothing; the 
second might achieve something of 
what he wishes to achieve-which is, 
some acceptance by others of what he 
accepts to be true of himself. Therefore, 
though bemoaning his lack of actions, 
he must speak his words with a depen
dence upon them to carry conviction; 
with a hope that they themselves become 
mouths that speak truth; that truth 

independently of the man will so put 
them together as to reveal, make tan
gible, that pattern of which we should 
be persuaded to say, this could only 
have been knit together with the thread 
of truth. 

The difficult task lies before me of 
persuading you all that within me 
something is at work which makes me 
look around at life and myself in a 
much better and clearer way that I 
could before. I shall try to carry out 
that task to such length and in such 
detail as my ability will allow. 

When I observe that Something at 
work within me, I am reminded of 
someone being healed by physicians. 
Something of the sort I believe is 
happening to me: I am in the process 
of being healed, becoming-being put 
back together into a newer and more 
rational thing. That Something is made 
up of a number of things working 
together as a whole. Some of them I 
can rerognise clearly, but only vaguely 
the others. Education and Logic-the 
physicians if you like-are clearly 
recognisable; and what besides I see 
are values which before I could never 
see, either because of the darkness of an 
absolute evil, or because of that other 
kind of darkness brewed in an earlier 
environment of influences, experiences 
and limited views of life, all of which 
confuse the mind and give it false light 
to make shadows of what is right and 
true and valuable. But whatever the 
truth of it is-the darkness is going; 
much of it has gone: life and the World 
are in better focus now. I see more 
clearly. This I affirm and even though 
affirmations are poor evidence for the 
truth of what is affirmed, don't they 
still count for something? Yet, in time, 
something will show itself I'm sure. As 
through the process of education I dis
cover more those enlightening values of 
life which promise to bring one into the 
warmth and flow of ordinary human 
existence, as soon will there be seen a 
more positive show of what I affirm. 
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