Myself- So, first off, what’s the new book about?
Erwin James- It’s a collection of columns from the Guardian which covers a period of the last 30 months or so of my time at the end of a 20 year prison sentence. It’s called the ‘The Home Stretch: From Prison to Parole’, and that’s basically what it does. It covers my time from being in secure, closed prison conditions and my transfer to open prison conditions. It covers a period when I started to go out of prison after 17 years, and begin to go back into the outside world again, and test the water.

What’s the difference been like changing from the old incarceration stories into more about open life- first open prison and then ‘A Life Outside’ column?

It’s about what I’ve discovered. It was very odd. I came out of prison after so long, and then having changed so dramatically on my own, and matured- I was in my mid-twenties when I went to prison, and came out when I was in my mid-forties. So my own perspective of life had changed. And then there was some kind of superficial changes in the world outside. It looked pretty much the same if I’m honest. People looked very much the same. There’s new technology, like cash machines, for example. Embarrassingly, I was very cautious when I first used a cash machine because I didn’t really know what I was doing. I’d been using a mobile phone- in open prison, we’re allowed to use mobile phones, but they’re kept in the gate. When you went outside the gate to work, you got to take your phone with you, so that was quite a new thing, everyone having mobile phones. Everyone on the train, you know, having loud conversations on the train was totally alien to what I remember 20 years ago. Now, people are quite happy to discuss personal conversations openly. That’s fantastic, seeing people walking down the street using hands-free sets. That was really quite disconcerting. It was kind of small things like that that was a bit strange. But the weirdest thing was treading paths that I’d treaded over 20 years ago. You know, as a younger man who had not a very good lifestyle, a kind of directionless kind of guy. Not much going for him. Certainly to be walking those same paths, having matured and grown, I think I’m quite a capable person. It’s quite like being a ghost in a way, looking at an old lifestyle.
What difference did writing the column actually make to that? As you had been in prison for 20 years and then all of a sudden once you started writing the column the changes seemed to come thick and fast, moving to open prison and then being released completely. Did you hold back at all when you wrote that, or really put yourself out there in them?

Well, not really. I just wrote. I just chronicled my observations really, my feelings, and I was really chronicling that. It’s a column not really about me; I didn’t set out to write about me, or my life in prison. It was to try and open a window into an odd way of life that I was experiencing. It’s primarily my purpose to write it in the first place that I didn’t feel that people knew enough about prison life. There’s a lot of misconceptions in the media about prison life. If you watch television or films, or hear people commenting about prison and prison issues- I thought it was very frustrating because they don’t really know what they’re talking about. There’s misinformation here. So when the opportunity came to write this, it was my opportunity to open a small window. When it came to writing ‘The Home Stretch’, I thought this is an unusual experience to get out of prison after 18 years before I started to go out of the prison on a part-time basis. I don’t think that people really understand what that’s like. So I had an opportunity to describe what that’s like, to share this experience. Just to add to people’s knowledge that there are people to think about; about prison issues, crime and punishment if you like. People need more information before they form their views and opinions, you know. I’ve been looking back when I was writing ‘The Home Stretch’. When I wrote ‘A Life Inside’, I started to look at the consequences of going out; there was a real sense of openness and freshness.

There’s a noticeable difference between the first set of columns and the second set. The first book is very much almost like descriptions of other peoples stories. But there is quite a change, especially with ‘A Life Outside’ column about how you see the world personally……

……….I think there is more of me. On a practical level, I wasn’t in prison so much in the open prison. So where I’d try to talk about life around me and I’d talked about it as an observer. I have been forced really to explore my situation from a personal perspective. I’ve been forced to simply because there’s a physical difference between a closed community where I knew everybody and what was going on. When I started to go out, it’s not quite so easy to- what I’m really describing is what I’m seeing through my eyes and my response to what I think. So that was change. I suppose it was quite subtle, but I still didn’t want to talk about me really. But if I wanted to continue with this exercise, obviously I had to, you know. There’s no way around it.
Considering the change through open prison brought you back into the real world more slowly- was there still a break where you really could feel free? Does it come when you arrive at open prison, or do you notice a big change once you finally come out the other side of that?

I mean, I didn’t really feel free if I’m honest. Not ‘til the last day, when I walked out. The interesting thing was I didn’t think there was much of a change. I’d been going out so regularly- I’d been going out four days a week for a year or so, I think. When I first started going out it was one day a week, then it was two days a week, gradually building up you see, it’s a gradual assimilation, or integration. And you can imagine the anticipation, the excitement after being released after 20 years. I’ve been going out so regularly now, and I’m working—I’ve been working in an office—I was a regular commuter. The actual walking out the gate was just the most incredible experience. I can barely describe to you how that felt, walking out the gate for the last time. The difference is massive, between being in prison on a part-time basis, and then released—it was a massive difference. I thought it would be quite difficult, to be honest with you. The first couple of weeks were euphoric, it was a wonderful feeling. But gradually the reality, that this was now permanent. That was amazing, not having to go back to prison. Cos even when I was out for days at a time [from the open prison], I’d still have to go back to prison at night-time. So not having to go back was an incredible feeling.

How free does the outside world feel after that? You had mentioned in some ‘A Life Outside’ columns how it wasn’t as free, people are trapped in their own way in the outside world.

I’m amazed by how free you are. When you’re in prison you hear about how it’s like a police state. When politicians talk about ID cards, border control, and all this type of thing; in prison, these things sound exaggerated, and it sounds a bit like a police state. You know, cameras everywhere, you can’t move without the police or the government monitoring you or controlling you. Once I came out I realised that you’ve got a fantastically free country. And I know there are lots of subtle controls and some not-so-subtle. But the fact that after 20 years I’m allowed to wonder basically at will. I’m allowed to go to work; basically no-one asks me, no-one bothers me. I have to go and see a parole officer once a month. He says to me, ‘any changes, everything ok?’ and I say ‘yes, I’m fine.’ If there are changes or problems I can tell him. But they’re not on my back, on my case. So it is quite free. But freedom’s a funny thing. You’re only really free—I mean, financially, if you’ve got less money, you’re less free. If you’re out in the open, you can come and go as you like. But you can’t really, because you‘re limited by how much money you’ve got. Your economic circumstances, your family circumstances, if you’re ill. There are a lot of things that determine what is freedom. I’m lucky because I’m quite healthy, I’ve got a job, and I’ve got freedom of movement. Freedom is very much a relative thing. I mean, at the moment, I’m not allowed to go abroad.
Are you allowed to vote in the election?

Yes, I am. I’m going to vote for the first time in my life. I’m hoping to write about it in the Guardian, actually. The lifestyle before I was a prisoner, I never voted because I didn’t have a fixed address. And I didn’t really understand how important a vote was.

Are you ok doing that? Do you know what you have to do?

I’ve had a polling card, so I’m just going to follow the instructions to go the polling station. I just join the queue, I suppose.

They’re so used to people who haven’t voted before, that they’re to questions about it…

That’s reassuring. The thing is—the ironic thing is—before I went to prison I had no idea how important voting was. I thought it was for people who had jobs, and lived at home with their families, people that I never felt—I never felt a part of society before I was in prison, I’d never had an education. When I was in prison, I got a good education, I got myself a degree, I studied politics, and philosophy, psychology...and I just came to realise how important the vote is.
What do you think of the idea of giving the vote to people who are still in prison?

Well, my view is really quite simple. When you’re in prison, all responsibility is taken away from you. And that’s not a good way of facilitating change in people. One of the most important things in life is managing responsibility. And one of the most responsible things a person can do is cast a vote. There’s two issues here. It’s about civil rights, and it’s about responsibilities. And I think that a prisoner given the role is given great responsibility, and they should be encouraged to embrace responsibility, and it would encourage them to understand why that’s so important. It would have the effect also of making politicians more wary of using prisons in the political sense, which too often they do. Political rhetoric is too often disingenuous, as far as prison is concerned. It might make them just think a bit more carefully about how they use prisons in a political sense.
Just to go back to something you said a minute ago…that from inside prison the outside world can sometimes look like a bit of police state. How realistic is the view of the outside world from inside prison, from things like television and visitors?

Basically, that’s what your view comes from. Television, newspapers, radio, and visitors, obviously. You build up a view of what the world is outside. But when you do go out, in all honesty I didn’t find it that much different. I was different; I was looking through different eyes. You know, cars had changed, fashions had changed. But it wasn’t as different as I was expecting it to be. But I’d forgotten just how free and open our society is. I know there’s cameras and police around, but you can travel for miles and not see a police car. If I walk around town I won’t see a policeman. I go London, and join hordes of people, and we’re all free to go up this street, or go up that street. If we want to talk to each other, we talk to each other. I hadn’t realised just how free we are.
So had the view from inside prison made the view of the outside world almost paranoid?

Not paranoid, but certainly concerned. You want to be free, but there’s the idea that there’s still a great deal of control out there, it’s oppressive. I don’t feel oppressed at all since I came out.

Things like crowds, vast crowds of people. Is that scary after being inside for so long?

When I first got the train, I was in for a shock. It was going in to the city, and I was really quite paranoid. Because out of all the people packed in, no-one’s talking to each other. And I felt really conspicuous, a convict on the train. But obviously no-one knew that. I felt like an alien, looking at all these people and feeling really self-conscious. Obviously I was the same as them, a stranger to them. In a crowd of people, I did feel like I was from another planet, I can only describe it as that. It’s frightening that with all this knowledge of society—you know the traditions and the cultures, but you’re an alien. There’s a disconnection. I’ve been out of prison eight months, but there are times still when I feel like a secret observer. I’m in the crowd, and they don’t know me. I’m in amongst them. I find it really stimulating being out and sometimes I have to pinch myself and think, ‘did I really do 20 years in prison?’

After eight months, is there anything you miss about prison?

That’s an interesting question. The funny thing is, I made a life for myself, I lived. When the euphoria of my release as died down, things that I liked to do, routines I hadn’t realised I had. I love listening to music, I love listening to the radio, Radio 4. A lot of things that I did had gone. Imagine living in that town, and you’re not unhappy living there, but you’re not happy either, you just get on with it for twenty years. And then you moved, you were forced to move to a somewhere nicer. But you miss the old place because it’s familiar.

How long had you been inside before you decided to really go after things like courses that were on offer?

A couple of years. The first couple of years were really finding my feet. I had encouragement from a few particular members of staff, one in particular—the psychologist—who encouraged me to go in education classes which I did for myself. And that was the path I chose. I enjoyed learning. It was like there was a big dark space in my head and finally someone had stuck a light bulb on in there. I do feel that I can tell you that prison is destructive; it’s not a helpful place to be. I benefited, but I feel like I benefited despite of….like I survived. I got achievements out of me to help me in the outside world. I don’t think prison is conducive to success or rehabilitation.
So do you think that prisons still have a place to play in the rehabilitative process?

I do. I’m a great believer in rehabilitation, but I think it’s just got so big and unwieldy. There’s so many issues and so many difficulties, and not enough resources. There hardest part is that a lot of prison officers and we read the popular newspapers. And often they read the harsh line that they often promote, so often they have attitudes about people in prisons. Sometimes that’s not so helpful, sometimes they’re downright malicious. But amongst them, you get your good guys too. You get prison officers who can see that people in prison are People in prison and they shouldn’t be labelled by their crime. What I’ve found is that if there’s enough good system that work in the system—not that I’m saying there’s bad people working in the system, but there’s people with good attitude working in the system that everyone has potential to be something more. There’s some people who don’t want to change and that’s far enough, but there’s a lot of people in prison who do want to change and do want to come out and be contributors in society, and I think that society doesn’t always help with a hard attitude. And I’m not blaming anyone, like this week, that young lady who was stabbed in the neck; it’s very hard not to feel strongly towards whoever it was who did that. 

Do you find that as well as a crude view of ‘prisons work’ on the right that there’s also a problem on the other side, of a bleeding heart liberal view? Do you encounter any problems from that?

I do, actually. They can get it wrong too. I don’t think it’s about compassion or pity, or certainly not pity, but not necessarily compassion for people in prison, but some kind of understanding of why ….you don’t know me very well, but I wasn’t born bad. I’ve done bad things in my life. I was a reckless, careless person. I didn’t have any interest in how my actions affected other people before I went to prison. I’ve got friends, people who are close to me, I’m a neighbour…and I don’t think people close to me will pass me in the street and think ‘he was a bad sort, he was in prison, he looks like a criminal.’ There’s obviously something that’s had to develop and grow in me to become someone with values which I’d never had- someone with morals. And it’s not about being soft on prisoners, but it’s not about being hard on prisoners either. As a child I got a lot of brutal punishment, I assure you, it did me no good. It didn’t make me a better person. I know that if you just want to punish a person for doing a crime, then that’s too simple. You’ve got to find out, why’s that person like that? People are not like that, people are not born bad. They might be born with an abnormality in some way, but that’s another issue. How we become who we become I think is a fascinating issue.  I found some photos of me as a kid. I didn’t look like a bad kid actually; a bit cheeky, a bit naughty, but I was a happy kid. Certain things happened to me as a kid but by young adulthood I was not a particularly nice person. 
How did the Guardian column originally come about?
I was always in prison what seemed to be a natural writing ability. I got a reputation as a letter writer, helping people write letters, and I contributed to a prison magazine, like a camp scribe. I’d write for any publication I could within the prison system. And I wrote for The Independent in ’94, a couple of articles. My probation officer, his neighbour was a writer, he’s an author called Roland Bennett. Roland and I through my probation officer had a correspondence. And then he heard that somewhere in The Guardian was looking for someone in prison to contribute, and wrote that I might consider writing for that. So I wrote a few pieces for the editor, and he said yeah, we’ve got to do some work on this but it’s got potential to be good stuff. And then I had to work hard to produce something that was publishable and go out.
How’s it been having the support of the paper, especially over something like when the PCC criticized it?
I was really pleased about that, really encouraged about that. Although I’ve got to be honest with you, because they didn’t criticize it, they criticized The Guardian publishing an article by John Williams…

(John Williams was an inmate with Jeffrey Archer who The Guardian had paid for an article, which the Press Complaints Commission subsequently complained about)
Am I right in thinking that the other broadsheets then supported what The Guardian did?
Yes, yes they did. Well, they didn’t support the John Williams thing; they supported The Guardian in regard to my contribution. When they [the PCC] criticized about John Williams, The Guardian said ‘wait a minute, what about Erwin James?’ They said they couldn’t see any problem with my contribution.

So what was it like having across the board support from all the papers?

It was really encouraging. I don’t think they were supporting me particularly, but they were supporting a principle, and I thought that was really an intelligent decision. Because this has to be considered on its merits, a prisoner’s voice is as important as anyone else’s. Because often all these debates go on, but the person in prison isn’t really taken into account. We don’t really know what goes on, what works in prison? You can have a view, but until you are in there and on the receiving end of policy, and practice, and opinion then you really understand it from the inside view. And from that respect, the prisoner’s voice is heard. Not in a sensational way, I’m not saying that just because someone’s in prison that they should write for a newspaper, a lot of it is about their own merits.

In that case, what sort of role do you think the column has had on the prison debate so far?

I don’t want to sound pompous or anything, but from the feedback I’ve had so far, it seems to have been really quite healthily received. It seems to have really helped people to think about the issues in a more informed way. It appears to have helped people to understand the issues a little clearer; I’ll go as far as saying that. I think that you need to talk to other people in the prison industry to see if it’s had an effect. In the prison journal there’s been a couple of fantastic reviews. Martin Narey, who’s the Director-General of the Prisons Service, gave me a really nice quote for the inside of the ‘Life Inside’ book. He said something really nice like I’d done a remarkable job. It’s been accepted by the establishment. Sometimes I’m a bit naïve about how much impact it’s had. I’ll go to a meeting somewhere, a conference, and people see my name badge and people seem to know. It’s only been five years in a national paper.
…

I did a question and answer thing on the Guardian website last year after I got out. In fact I was asked to do a lot of things after I got out of prison, and I’m not a media person, I turned everything down. Television, Newsnight, all these things. But I agreed to talk to the readers of The Guardian to answer questions, and there were loads of questions.

What role do you think other views of prison in the media have had, things like Buried, or even Bad Girls?

I thought it was very good, I thought it was one of the most realistic portrayals of prison life ever seen on British television.

We are talking about Buried, aren’t we?

We’re talking about Buried. Bad Girls, its good fun, isn’t it? But that’s about it. I think a lot of what they do in Bad Girls probably does go on, but in prisons it’s mostly monotonous, sameness day after day, with moments of high drama. Great explosions and exciting things happening, like violence. But basically it’s lots of mundane things. There is no colour; it’s very drawn out, the colour.

What is the future for the column itself now?

I don’t see a long term future for it to be honest with you. I’ve been doing ‘A Life Outside’ now for eight months. It’s a huge difference writing ‘A Life Outside’ to ‘A Life Inside’. I hope I might just give a flavour of what it’s like to be out after 20 years. I don’t see it lasting much more than, I don’t know, probably….if I’m honest, my last column will probably be around about—and I’m giving you an exclusive here—probably the anniversary of my release, I imagine.
When’s that going to be?

In August. You’ve got to be honest; you’ve got to be realistic. But I’m going to keep writing for the paper on various things. I’ve got various ideas bubbling about. It’s been a great opportunity for me. Having gone into prison, not very well educated, and to come our writing for The Guardian newspaper is amazing, isn’t it?

It’s been great to read ‘A Life Outside’. I remember—it must be a couple of months ago now—reading about you bumping into Ricky Vance again?

Oh, Christ yeah….that was amazing. I’ve not seen him since, but we exchanged numbers. Can you imagine that? I was going through a busy crowd of people, and suddenly I felt my arm grabbed. And at first I felt a bit threatened, but I turn around and it’s him. And the first thing he said to me was, ‘I’m cleared,’ and can you imagine how important that was to him, after the beatings he took in jail? And then suddenly there he was. And I said ‘yeah, I know,’ cos I’d read it in the paper, you see, and he didn’t know we’d read it in the paper. God, that was a blast from the past. They’re pretty extreme experiences, really. 
