AMIMB VISIT TO HMP DARTMOOR 7-7-2010
HMP Dartmoor lives alongside its history and reputation. Its grey granite jumble of buildings stands out starkly over the village of Princetown, in the middle of Dartmoor. The moor is gloriously scenic in good weather, grim and forbidding when the famous mists descend. (We have all read or watched “The Hound of the Baskervilles”).
The prison was built in 1806 to house French prisoners during the Napoleonic Wars. They were joined in 1812 by Americans captured in the American War of Independence. The latter were said to be more difficult to manage than the French, and indeed 7 were shot by militia during a riot. Prisoners of war had previously been housed in hulks in Plymouth Sound. These were redundant warships which were often unsanitary, leaking, disease ridden and overcrowded. They cost £18,000 a year to maintain which was too great a drain on the exchequer.
The Duke of Cornwall’s land agent Sir Thomas Tyrrwhitt suggested building a prison. This would solve the hulk problem and provide the Duchy with rents and labour to develop farming on the moor. Sir Thomas laid the foundation stone on March 29 1806. The prisoners helped to build their own accommodation consisting of cold open halls where they slept in hammocks. The prison was built to house 5,000. There were soon 2,500 in residence, and numbers rose steadily until at one time there were 10,000. Naval doctors attended them; a Doctor McGrath saved many lives by his care and kindness, but many died and were buried in shallow graves outside the walls. Prisoners later helped to build the parish church in Princetown, and the bones were dug up and reburied there, half in the French section and half in the American. Sir Thomas Tyrrwhitt and Captain Oswald Every, the only governor to die in office, are also buried there, alongside many warders and local parishioners. 

Prisoners augmented their meagre basic diet by trading artefacts they had made out of bone, hair, straw, paper and wood, with local people in “The Market Place” just inside the gates. Over the main gate is carved “PARCERE SUBJECTIS” (“Spare the defeated”), not “Abandon Hope all Ye Who Enter Here” as I had been told.
The prisoners of war were eventually released or repatriated and the prison was closed. In 1850 it was reopened, starting with 185 prisoners, as a criminal prison. Some prisoners were brought in a carriage from Plymouth station, others were escorted on foot. The log book records that one such group and its escort perished in deep snow on the journey. The corporal escort would not deviate from his orders to deliver the prisoners with no delay. The regime was harsh, and the warders were armed until 1956. Flogging was the main punishment, breaking stones their “purposeful activity”. There would be up to 70 working parties out on the moor, clearing land to bring it into cultivation. The prison managed 3,000 acres of farm land in its heyday.
Escapes and absconds were frequent, all were carefully recorded in a ledger. Surrounding residents were warned by whistles. Very few prisoners achieved lasting freedom; the majority were recaptured quickly by the armed pony patrols, perhaps grateful to be rescued from the moor which was even bleaker than the prison.
The water supply to the entire prison was filtered from the high moor into a pond which can still be seen outside the gate. The decorative valve house by the pond will soon be restored by prisoners as an historic building.

Despite HMP Dartmoor’s fearsome reputation, and some famous inmates, it has never been a category A prison, although many high profile offenders were imprisoned here, including Eamon Devalera, Prime Minister of Eire and “Mad Axe Man Frankie Mitchell” (who was not mad, and who never damaged anyone with an axe.). When classification started in 1966 it was category B.  It is now a category C Adult Male Training Prison.

So, what of today’s prison?

I was one of the 7 AMIMB members who were privileged to spend the day there. The previous and following weeks were hot and sunny, but on the 7th July, the moor and the prison were shrouded in cold white mist and drizzle. Our welcome by 4 of the 8 strong IMB who spent the day with us, and staff and prisoners alike, was warm, and our tour was well organised and informative.

After coffee and introductions, we were taken to “Story Book Dads.” This valuable scheme, whose patron is Terry Waite, was founded at HMP Dartmoor by Sharon Berry whose work was recognised this year with an OBE. Graham Osborn, one of its trustees, introduced us to the two paid staff and some of the 9 prisoner editors, and told us of the development of the scheme. 90 prisons, one in Australia, are now involved, as are British forces overseas. The technology is sophisticated, but “Woodie”, who showed us how it’s done, had never used a computer until 18 months ago. He showed us how they help prisoners with literacy difficulties, how they add sound and visual effects and illustrations, and how the CDs and DVDs are finished and decorated ready for postage. This scheme seems to make a major contribution to the prevention of re-offending by creating or preserving strong family ties. It is funded only by charity.

F and G wings form the Vulnerable Prisoners’ Unit which houses most of the prisoners who are over 50 years old. The oldest is 78. They have an Older Prisoners Forum, the first in the country. The forum chair who must be in public relations on the outside, gave us an able presentation on its work, and the “Idiots Guide to Leaving Prison” he had helped to produce. Just under 200 prisoners live here, almost entirely separate from the others. There are sex offenders, and others who cannot tolerate or be kept safely on normal location. They have a gym timetable and their own work and exercise facilities. All live in single cells with integral sanitation. One cell is adapted for a disabled prisoner who told us he is given all the help he needs. Some prisoners are employed as “Buddies” to give necessary help to others. The wing is bright and clean, but rather bare. There are no communal dining facilities here or on any of the wings, but they have 2 hot meals a day.  Prisoners here must co-operate and get on with each other or leave the wing.
There are approximately 80 foreign nationals in HMP Dartmoor of whom 7 are past their release dates. Some are willing to go back to their countries of origin; others are unable to do so. Many languages are spoken, and while many can cope with everyday English, most need help with presenting their cases on official documents and to UKBA. The prison uses “The Big Word” system of translation which gives them access to native speakers of their languages.
The CSU, which we did not visit, has 8 cells, and is close to Healthcare which has no inpatient facilities. GOOD boards, which Healthcare regularly attends, are chaired by a governor. A recent initiative has been introduced whereby a personal governor allocated to any prisoner who has been in CSU for more than 30 days. This governor then leads the strategy for the reintegration onto the wings of “their” prisoner.
We were invited to the opening of the new POA “Don Wood” training suite, by the governor, and we met Colin Moses, national secretary of the POA. We appreciated the invitation to the official lunch which followed where we were able to talk to senior staff and union officials. After lunch we met Mr. Corcoran the governor who told us of the challenges of governing this remarkable prison and of his positive plans rectify what was criticised in the recent HMCIP report and to meet the government’s latest cuts in funding. This may mean closing one wing and doubling up in cells but no final decision has yet been made. The fabric of the building is especially challenging as granite becomes porous after 100 years, so damp and poor ventilation are ongoing problems.
The Farm was the heart of HMP Dartmoor for over 100 years. It has shrunk now from 3,000 acres to 40. They still keep 60 sheep and 16 cattle, and gain work experience and qualifications on local farms, with which the prison has good relations. All men working outside the walls are officially on daily ROTL. Paul Freeman the manager is committed to training men for modern vocational qualifications in an impressive range of skills including Telescopic Handling, Abrasive Wheels, Grass Management, 360% Digger and Pedestrian Controlled Tractor. He has an excellent record in securing employment for released prisoners. His latest plans include using the men’s acquired skills to make the nearest part of the moor into a leisure and picnic area for the general public. His enthusiasm was infectious. He has only 2 assistants and scarcely any clerical support. Here, as in every other prison I have visited, it is the vision and enthusiasm of individual staff members which makes the real difference.
Visiting HMP Dartmoor presents difficulties to many families. There are 4 buses a day and prisoners come from a wide area. “Choices” provide support services to help maintain family links and to support prisoners and their families. They also run a fun supervised play area in the visits hall and help fathers to relate to and to keep contact with their children.

The Resettlement Unit is particularly impressive. It looks homely, but the regime is demanding, providing a sound basis for successful rehabilitation. Men do their own risk assessments and sentence plans. Many work locally on day release on ROTL. 
We finished the afternoon in the museum—surely the only one in Britain operated by the Prison Service. The curator showed us round the comprehensive and fascinating exhibits, telling the continuous history of this famous, or infamous, institution. The Prison Reform Trust has suggested turning the whole prison into a heritage centre!
There was so much more: This was a most valuable and interesting visit. There was so much to observe, to learn and to apply to our own work. We were most grateful to the governor for permitting it, to the IMB for giving their time and interest so generously, and to everyone we met for their courtesy and help. Most particularly, we thank David Atkinson of the IMB, HMP Dovegate for arranging this and the other excellent training visits throughout the year. 
KATE CARTWRIGHT,     HMP WOLDS.
