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Writing Lives: Voices of prisoners in HMP Lewes has arisen out of a collaborative
project involving the University of Sussex, Mass Observation Archive (MOA), East Sussex
Library and Information Services and HMP Lewes. 

Funded by the University of Sussex to look at “Using Materials from the Mass Observation
Archive to Elicit Prisoners’ Subjective Understandings of Everyday Life”, the project team
comprised Dr Lizzie Seal, Dr Bethan Stevens and Dr Tamsin Hinton-Smith (University 
of Sussex), Kirsty Pattrick (MOA), Abigail Luthmann (Library and Information Services),
Emma Bach (Prison Librarian, HMP Lewes). 

Working with poet Evlynn Sharp to facilitate creative writing workshops in the prison
library over a period of four weeks, the research team chose material from MOA
comprising two themes: belonging and time, and two forms of writing: letters and diaries.
Evlynn used this material as the basis of focused writing exercises inviting responses 
by prisoners and also members of the team participating in workshops. 

Emma and her team made sure of a supportive atmosphere in the library so each
session could offer participants a safe and secure space in which to write out of their
personal truths. Participants deeply concentrated during the exercises and people shared
their writing and their feelings. One man states: ‘If you had to ask what people got out 
of this, you know, I would have to say, this was about confidence.’ 

Participants of all ages and diversities offer their writing in this book, which represents
each man’s voice in its honesty. A participant remarks: ‘I think everybody who has written
has been honest, very, very honest, and it’s heart-warming.’ 

With gratitude to all the men for taking part in the workshops, and thanks to officers
and staff in HMP Lewes for their assistance during the project. 

Writing Lives: Voices of prisoners in HMP Lewes
A collaborative project with the University of Sussex,
Mass Observation Archive at The Keep, HMP Lewes,
East Sussex Library and Information Services 

Further information from: Dr Lizzie Seal
School of Law, Politics and Sociology, University of Sussex
E.C.Seal@sussex.ac.uk

Design and layout services for Writing Lives kindly donated by Jarrod Pearson, Director,
Woking Print, The Print Works, St. Johns Lye, Woking GU21 7RS
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FOREWORD TO WRITING LIVES
By Jo Lupton

Creative writing gives students an ability to express their thoughts, feelings and
emotions. In a custodial setting it allows a certain sort of personal freedom, which is a
valuable tool for offenders who are serving long sentences. In addition, it can be used to
channel aggressions and frustrations in a constructive way, and to be able to chart
emotions and feelings about incidents and situations can be extremely powerful.  

Similarly, when in the throes of creative thinking and design, people could be sitting on
Brighton beach rather than in the confines of a small cell. Creative writing allows
offenders to develop their imaginations, which can help to focus on the positives that can
be gained from any situation. It can also help them to come to terms with their actions.

I have recently taken part in a creative writing course at HMP Lewes attended by some
very likeable and colourful characters. I was extremely impressed by the quality of their
work and the respect for each other. I have attended a number of educational classes
and courses in the last 20 years and this one stands out for me as I could see the
sincerity, determination and motivation of all attendees. It was a very positive
experience, and I see the inclusion of creative writing with the use of a ‘writer in
residence’ as a necessity in any custodial educational curriculum. 

I want to thank all those who participated in this collaborative project including the
librarians and course tutor for their continued dedication and commitment to changing
lives at HMP Lewes.    

Jo Lupton
Head of Reducing Reoffending
HMP Lewes  
September 2014
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INTRODUCTION TO WRITING LIVES
By Fiona Courage

When Mass Observation was founded in 1937, it recorded the thoughts, 
beliefs and experiences of people’s lives, enabling men and women to share 
their opinions and feelings with both contemporary readers and audiences 
of the future.

In the age of the internet it is too easy to believe that social media can 
reveal the full range of experiences of contemporary society. However, 
this project has shown that there is still a necessity for a quieter and 
more reflective way of recording the ‘self ’. 

The work in Writing Lives by men in HMP Lewes shows how empowering
creative writing can be when used to reflect on lives, providing the space 
to consider, reflect, and transform the way we understand our own life stories
and the world around us.

Fiona Courage
Head of Special Collections and Curator 
of the Mass Observation Archive
September 2014

The Mass Observation Archive specialises in material about everyday life in Britain. It
contains papers generated by the original Mass Observation social research organisation
(1937 to early 1950s), and newer material collected continuously since 1981. The Archive
is a charitable trust in the care of the University of Sussex. It is housed at The Keep as
part of the University’s Special Collections. 

For further information: www.massobs.org.uk 
Please contact by email: thekeep@eastsussex.gov.uk 
or telephone: 01273 482349.
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COMPARISON
By Greg

I compare my life in here
To winter.

There is no warmth anywhere.
There are too many storms,

With people arguing 
About nothing

Or screws talking to you
In a way no one would speak to me

On the out.
The **** I hear people talking,

Feels like winter showers 
When you hope they will stop,

And you just want to shelter yourself
Away from it.

The isolation of being inside,
Feels like those dark winter nights

When you feel like you don’t want 
To do anything at all.

My life in here
Compares to winter.

3 Writing Lives
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DEAR MADAM
By Luke

My name Luke.
I am deaf and need get work something day.

I like deaf people,
Make me good turn,

And work through anything. 
Good work.
I can do that.

I feel strong doing thing at outside.
I like learning cook for deaf people,

It most better for me.
There at outside lot deaf in Brighton or Kent.

I in prison very hard. 
And I get work all right.

My family are love me all time
To see me every week, 

Only one travel 1 hour’s train.
I hope I go to a Ford prison.

I get work hard 
Doing thing. 
It my life.

When I release prison
I will get work something
Doing work; friend, family,

Anything. 
It my life.

I hate prison, make me sad,
Miss family.

I at a deaf school in Brighton.
I was very hard,

So I no more crime,
Get job, stay out,

Make me good doing.
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LETTER ABOUT MY BROTHERS
By John

When I was a young boy
My mum lost 4 sons 

And I always ask her, What happen to them
But she would not tell me cos she always cry

And would say, Son, it’s too hard to say 
What had been going on…

When I was 19 year old  
I had a tattoo of the names

And I didn’t know who they are 
I will miss them 

And would like to visit the graves 
And I’ll always think of them 

For the rest of my life
God Bless, Boys, and RIP

And Love you 
For ever and ever
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LETTER TO MY FATHER: HI DAD
By Keith  

What happened to us? I still wonder why this had to happen 
and if it would be different if you were still alive so I could talk 
to you, or more like you were there to tell me before I asked.
It’s funny because there’s not a day that goes by when I don’t 
think about you, like at my last football game, and how much 

respect I had for you but never told you. There’s a part of you 
that lives within me to this day, and will do so for evermore. 
You were my teacher and friend, and I only wish I had the 

chance to thank you for everything you do for me, and I can be 
the father to my children as you were to me.

LETTER TO MY MUM
By Courtney

I’m writing to let you know I find it hard to forgive you in 
regards to putting me in care from the age of 14. Sometimes 
I ask myself can a mum really love a child she does that to? 

I mean, I know I was hard to deal with, me having ADHD, OCD, 
and I think now a personality disorder and also being in company 

with organised criminals.
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OFF SCHOOL
By Jamie

I remember 
When my dad died.

I was 13
And took time off school

To see him 
At the Sussex County Hospital.

It was Friday.
And when I got home,

He died at 5.30pm.

PREVIOUS
By Jamie

When I first came to prison 
This time,

I was stressed and worried 
About the trouble I was in,
And how long I would get 

Because of my previous convictions.

I had stayed out of trouble
For two and a half years,

Then here I am,
Back here 

Doing three years for something 
I had no control over.
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TIME
By Norman

Doing time – the expression often used 
By inmates/prisoners/convicts, etc., 

About their sentence.

However, time is the same, it never varies. 
1 sec., 10 secs., 1 minute, 1 hour, 1 day, 

It is always multiples of the same – 

The only difference is what 
We as individuals do with that time.

Thinking, reading, watching television, 
Playing games – doing crosswords – 

The choice is virtually endless. 

Time never varies – but some people say 
They never have enough time – 

If you want something done by someone 
Always ask a busy person – they’ll find time, 

The lazy person is always too busy.

We all have a limited time,
We don’t know exactly how long it will be, 

So fill whatever time you have left to the full – 
Don’t waste it.
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GOVERNED BY TIME
By Greg

In this isolated place 
And thinking about time,

There are important times 
You look and wait for.

Your next time up in court, 
The next time you might get a visit,

Or for the lucky ones,
The time when you’re released.

But all those times could be times 
To enjoy or regret.

You’re governed by time in this place,
And you have time to reflect on things,
Which you wish you maybe had time 

To change or put right.

My time here is a waste,
But I’m looking forward to the time

Where I’m back with my kids,
To share all those memories,

Which will always be with you,
Which will always be

A time you’ll never forget.
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LEAVING
By Jason

I remember leaving after that big row because after a 
hard day’s work I came home and you said you were 
going to shop, and I babysat until 11.30pm, which I 

wasn’t happy about but let it go…

I left for work at 5.30am and came back at 8.00pm 
and you done the same again, which led me to walk out 

the next morning, I had to take two days off work as I had 
to find somewhere to stay, I’m sorry for that but I felt we 
were going round in circles as you never had time for me 

or the boys, but now time has gone, you have become 
a great mum and I wish you happiness for the near future, 

glad we can stay good friends.

BELONGINGS
By Jason

The most belonging
I would take with me

Is my family
And my future

The less belonging
Will be everything else

That I leave behind
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BELONGING
BY Keith L

I remember leaving home,
My head bloodied,

My jaw broken,
My nose bleeding,

My bag open
With my clothes hanging 

Out from it
Having been stuffed into it

During the momentary cessation
In the tirade 

Of anger
From him.

I remember standing
At the bottom of the hill

Looking around 
In all four directions,

Not knowing
Which way to go,

But knowing
Back was not an option.

The last family
I really belonged to…
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BOX OF BELONGING
By Courtney

I would take a pot of joy
I would take the best of memories

I would take pride
And this is all I would need

For my box of belonging

WORKBOOK
By Courtney

Soon I will remember the 9th of January 2015.
A nice morning, I predict.
It will be based on the fact

That one would have spent 2 years in custody;
When you are a young man of 23

That’s like a lifetime.
I can and will concede my time in custody

That’s similar to a book,

And I’ve had many chapters 
Within that book,

Some good most bad,
But maybe it’s all soon to be

A distant memory,
You could call it a soon-to-be

Forgotten story.

In regards to belonging,
Somewhere…that for me

Is the comment.
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LETTER OF TODAY
By Greg

Today is a day that started as normal,
Sound of keys…

Another day I’ll hopefully forget.

But this is the time
When I can think of you

And not listening to the stupid arguments,
The boasting of past achievements

Of crimes committed,

Or the idiotic behaviour of people
Who you’d thought you’d seen

At primary school.

But this is the moment
I cherish knowing

You are there
And that’s all I need…

A DAY (extract)
By Ryan

There was a day… 
When I first bought my first car…

I used to love going fast
Round roundabouts…

It seemed that I was invincible
And nobody could catch me
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BELONGING OR NOT
By Norman

Evacuation – only for those over a certain age. Wartime evacuation 
in 1944, aged 8, to an elderly Aunt’s house in Peterborough, with 
my Mother. My Father stayed behind to continue working in a 

munitions factory. My first day at the new school, I didn’t belong – 
I spoke with a London accent not Northants. I was asked to read 
a passage from a book – praised by the Teacher. I was a year ahead 
of most of the class – I definitely didn’t belong and never did for 

the 4 months I was there.

DEEP HEART’S CORE – HARRIS
By Norman

Turn left at the telephone box was the instruction –
No sounds except seagulls and the gentle breeze –

Turned left over the barren incline –
And then wonder upon wonder – 

The view – out of this world,
Gold sands – and azure blue water –

It was heaven on earth.
We sat in this car for 20 minutes or so

And just took in the beauty –
The pattern of the sea and sand changing

All the time –
No end to experience –

No speaking,
No moving,

Just lost in awe.
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DISTANCES
By Stephen

At this distance, 
The world seems so far away,

Things you take for granted
Taken away,

Kept away from you;
Unable to see how much you lose,

You don’t realise
Until it’s already lost;

If only, 
What if,
Could I, 
Should I,

Why didn’t I – 

So many questions,
Enough to drive you mad;

Sleepless nights,
Sleepless days,

Not a lot of sleep,
But none needed,

The distance is the punishment,

The things, the people,
The life we miss,

We long to see again.
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MAKING A JOURNEY
By Ellis

Moving on is hard to do,
Making that change.

Stopping doing all those things
You always do.

You adapt, you overcome,
You live in the moment – 

Separating yourself
From your emotional restraints –

You just do it.

Why mourn that life
You used to live?
Why regret things

Out of your control?

You can’t change the past,
Only influence the future.

REFLECTION… (extract)
By Ellis

Looking through the bars,
I see the world passing by,

And I feel cut off, isolated…
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FROM MAY TO JULY  
By Keith L

May 23
No window, just a vent and plastic
Divide me from the outside sky.

May 29
A window at last!!
Opens either side, 

Not far,
Only 2 or 3 inches

Between the edge and the wall,
Enough to see the sky 

Over the buildings.

June 6
The window

I despise.
A slit to remind me 

Of what I miss,
The sun beams through 

Hurting my eyes
As I peer through,

Eyes squinting,
It’s all a blur.

I return to my rack,
And close my eyes,

And I can still see the sun
Hurting my eyes.

July 6
I don’t look out of the window any more.

It hurts too much with the memories.
How will I feel in a month,

A year,
2 years?
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The Writers:
Norman; Keith L; Jason 
Keith; Courtney; Ellis
Greg; Luke; Jamie
Stephen; John; Ryan 

Writing Lives: Voices of prisoners in HMP Lewes
A collaborative project with the University of Sussex,
Mass Observation Archive at The Keep, HMP Lewes,
East Sussex Library and Information Services 

54078®Writing Lives 20pp Booklet:Layout 1  8/6/15  14:21  Page 1



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 15%)
  /CalRGBProfile (ColorMatch RGB)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Uncoated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue true
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


