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Oxford Homeless Pathways (OxHoP) provides a
range of services for homeless people aged
22+. O'Hanlon House provides emergency
accommodation and resettlement
programmes for up to 56 homeless people,
and during the day it provides services such as
cooking classes, art, and help with budgeting.
Julian Housing provides second-stage
accommodation and support for individuals
who are willing to work to a clear plan of
action fowards independent living.

OxHoP's Service User Board is formed of
residents of O'Hanlon House and Julian
Housing. It meets monthly to discuss issues
relating to their experience of being homeless
and using OxHoP's facilities, and helps inform
OxHoP's policies.

At one meeting there was a lengthy discussion
of how we can help influence the way the
general public views homeless people. The
group felt that the most powerful messages
come from hearing the stories of people who
are experiencing homelessness.

From this discussion, the “My Story” project was
born. A volunteer offered to help pull it
together, along with Tara and Tracy from the
Service User Board. The volunteer met with
willing participants, giving them a series of
“prompt” questions to get them going, for
instance:

e Asachild,Iloved...

e My favourite job was...

e Ifl could change one thing...

Some people chose to write their own
accounts. Others preferred for the volunteer to
write it up for them, after a long conversation
with her. The results speak for themselves...
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Andy's-story

When [ interviewed Andy, he had been living
at O'Hanlon House for a month. Before then
he had been sleeping rough for a month
during the coldest March in fifty years. Andy
runs the art group at O'Hanlon House. The
pictures show some of Andy's murals.

The only thing that | really want to talk about is
my son. His name is N, he is three years and
ten months old, he's a mini-me, he's a star, and
he's gorgeous. It's a love- love relationship: |
adore him and he adores me. He's what
keeps me together, alive, sober. He keeps me
from self-harming. He's my world. Not being
with him is the hardest thing in my life at the
moment.

When | was at home, before me and the ex
had our difficulties, | used fo sleep on the
couch. And it didn't matter what time N got
up — it could be four in the morning — he was
my responsibility. He's firing, but he's a joy to
be with. He's like a sponge at the moment.
He takes everything in. Sometimes he has his
naughty days and will push somebody over,
but that's because he's been pushed first, and
he just doesn't take any crap off kids. But the
teachers love him to bits. He's so infelligent
and articulate, and quite artistic like myself. |
can't put into words how much | love that little

guy.

| had such a shit childhood that I'm probably
over-compensating in my love for my son. We



grew up in the west end of Newcastle with

absolutely no money, not like these kids today

that say "lI've only got one X-Box". That's why
I'm quite good at art, because we had to
make our own entertainment.

I've been trying for kids since | was eighteen.

I'm forty-six now. | was with my first girlfriend for

nine years. She had an ectopic pregnancy
and lost most of her womb, so she couldn't
conceive.

Then my first wife and | were together for
seventeen years. There was nothing wrong
with her, nothing wrong with me, we just
weren't compatible. We even tried IVF.

My second wife conceived immediately. |
was forty-two, and it was the happiest day of
my life. | was with my second wife for three
years. After we broke up two months ago, |
was living on the street for a month and she
wouldn't let me see N. Eventually | gotinto
here [O'Hanlon House], and I've seen him
three times in the last month.

My Story

| saw N today, picked him up from school. |
went to mediation, and that was where his
schoolis. His mam has not been very
cooperative about the break-up and about
me seeing him. She keeps changing the
goalposts, saying what I've got to do. I'm
tfrying to stay sane, trying to jump through all
the hoops, just so | can be with my son. It's not
always easy and sometimes | do slip up, but...
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On Saturday I've got arrangements to take
him to Pitt Rivers and another museum. | was
meant to go to hers and spend all day there,
but she's not comfortable with me being at her
house — my house. She's got to be out by
eight o'clock, so I've got to get to the house at
half seven. That's not a problem, but I've got
to take my son out at eight o'clock when |
could have stayed there, let him have a lie-in
in his jimmy-jams. She does bend the rules in
her favour. Even at mediation, it's "you're not
going to see your son, you're not going to see
your son". She was supposed to see me at
mediation a couple of weeks ago but she
cancelled. | found out from her only on that
day. But I'm not going to slag her off.

| come from Bicester. When | became
homeless this fime, there was no sort of Social
Services or anything. It was March, | was on
the streets, it snowed for four days, my tent got
arip init, and the snow was coming in. | was
wet through and I was really ill. 1 was blue and
my feet had started going white, | was so cold.

So I gotin fouch

with the 'l was blue
Salvation Army,
which is the and my feet

nearest thing |
had to salvation.
The girl from the
Salvation Army
paid out of her
pocket — not the
Salvation Army's
pocket, hers — to
put me in a Premier Inn. She thought that |
might have died that night, said that | was
going to get frostbite.

had started
going white, |
was so cold.'

When | got to the hotel | ran a bath and
stayed in there until my feet started uncurling.

| couldn't even sleep in the bed, it was so
comfortable and so warm. The next morning |
had another bath, and then | was back on the
street.
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In Cherwell, they've got a 'no second night
out' policy, but they don't have the manpower
to police it. They have one person to cover all
of Cherwell, and one person can't verify
somebody, it has to be two. So the ordained
minister from the Salvation Army got me into
Simon House for two nights, and then they
found me a bed here.

This is the second time that the ex has done
this to me. The first time was twenty-one
months ago. She uses the law to her
advantage. Soif | furn around and say "Look,
you've taken all our wages off us again”, she
puts it around that I've been abusing her. She
cannot even prove that I've been doing that:
yes, we've raised our voices, but I've never hit
her, ever.

That time | left her with the keys when | went to
work, finished my job, asked if she wanted me
to pick anything up and she said that she
wanted a packet of cigarettes. | came home,
and the house was all locked up, a suitcase

packed up, the kid's foys in boxes. | knocked
on the window and the police appeared:
"You've got to move away from the premises".
She got taken to a women's refuge.

That morning | left to go to work, | had a job, a
wife, a kid and a house. | knew my job was
finishing that day, and so did she, and by two
o'clock when | got back | had lost my job, my
wife, my son and my house. Bang. I'd never
been homeless before then. | spent that
Thursday, Friday and Saturday living rough in
the garden, with it peeing down even though
it was June, thinking that she'd b coming
back. | had no idea where she was. | had no
clothes or anything.

So on the Sunday | decided to break intfo what
| thought was my house. | popped the
window. One of the neighbours phoned the
police and told them that they thought
someone was breaking info the house. This
big burly policeman came info the house as |
was having a quick shower and arrested me. |
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had bank statements, everything, to show that
the house belonged to me. He brought me to
the station where they de-arrested me,
brought me back, and said "If you're going to
live there, you're going to live there". So | got
back through the window, but the Housing
Association woman came around and said
that | had to leave. She was dead supportive,
but she said that | didn't have the keys, didn't
have the tenancy, that I'd have to leave.

| couldn't cope for two weeks. What had
happened to my life2 Everything was there,
and all of a sudden it was gone. Afterwards
I'd look at the house on a regular basis when
I'd go past it to visit a mate. And about six or
eight weeks later | knew that she was back at
the house. She had an injunction against us at
the time for God knows what.

| was seeing a mental health worker because |
was cracking up at the time, and she said that
| could write fo my son. | couldn't contact my

wife, but | could write to her via my son. And

then my wife said that she'd meet me, we met
up, she invited me back to the house, | saw my
son and that was fantastic. But | read some of
my post while | was there, and there was stuff
from a payday loan company from whom |
had previously taken a loan, saying that |
owed £800. While she was in the refuge, she
had taken out a loan in my name for £550,
and the interest had built up. She screwed us
over. That was the first time.

'That morning | had a job, a
wife, a kid and a house. By
two o'clock | had lost my job,
my wife, my son and my
house. Bang.'
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This time, | was on Employment and Support
Allowance, which had built up over two years,
and | got two grand. | bought her a car, paid
off the bills. Two days later she threw us out.
This is the second time she screwed us over the
money.

I've always been interested in art. As a kid we
didn't have computers, so it was a case of
colouring in things, and then | started drawing
on walls, not graffiti but murals. | used to draw
cowboys, Indians, dinosaurs. At school |
passed my arf O level with a double grade A.
| didn't go to art college: | had the grades to
getin, but my mam was on low income, used
to work at the pub and drink all her wages.
There was no way she could finance me, so |
had to get a job, and that stifled my career in
art.

I've always had jobs, kept the money coming
in. I haven't got any qualifications or
confidence to work in art, but I've had a
couple of jobs on the side painting kids' murals

and plaqgues for walls. | had a website for that:
it might still be there if the ex hasn't cancelled
it.

Andyz Artworkz. I'll draw anything that anyone
wants. For my son | first did a wall of teddy
bears, then a jungle landscape, then a
Spiderman wall, and the latest has one and a
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half walls of Cars and one and a half wall of
Toy Story. It took us months to do because |
was working atf the time. But there are so
many lithographics now, they put me out of
business. You can get a full wall mural on
computer that would cost £300 if | was doing
it.

| run an art group here. Nobody turns up. | sit
at the table with all the art gear around me,
drawing or doing whatever | want fo do. | can
do ceramics, anything. I'm really good with
my hands. Their loss.

I'm not working because I've got complex
needs. Complex needs is only two hours per
week but it's intensive, for eighteen months. It's
hard to explain. When you're a kid, when
you're five or six, you can grow one of two
ways. You can grow straight up into a decent
human being or you get split up one way or
another. Complex needs sorts you out and
gets you up there again at some point. I've
got loads of hang-ups and used to self-harm.

All I really want to do is get out of here, gef on
my feet, get my own flat, and have access to
my son. The yelling here goes on until twelve,
one o'clock in the morning. I'm on Tramadol,
50mg, it's a very light sedative. Most of the
residents here are self-medicated, whether it
be through drugs or alcohol. Don't get us
wrong, we'll have a drink, but I want to
function as a human being. Some of the
people here are in the wet room from eight
o'clock in the morning. I'm always up at about
six, go for the papers, but this girl this morning
was in the wet room with a can. It wasn't just
lager, it was one of those special brew things.

I've got loads of hang-ups
and used tfo self-harm.’
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People don't believe how much N keeps me
together, how much sunlight he is for me. My
ex knows that. She's a confrol freak and uses
that. She knows exactly which buttons to
press. She knows that I'm trying to get control
of my life, but she wants to control even the six
to eight hours that I'm with my son. I'm trying
to keep my life fogether, and hers together,
and my son's together. | don't want to be
bitter about it. I've got something to live for.




| first saw Lee when he was moving into
O'Hanlon House. He had been on the streets
for several weeks. During that time, his friends
suggested that he should take his clothes off
while he slept, so that when he put them back
on again in the morning he would feel the
benefits more. He also took his new frainers off
because he had blisters. His clothes and
frainers were stolen while he was sleeping. He
had kept his trousers on, and checked into the
hostel in those. This interview was carried out
six days later.

I've never really excelled at anything. I've
always just been very average. I've never
worked. I'm registered disabled.

| come from Chesterfield originally, then
moved to Sheffield, Nottingham, Grimsby,
Lerwick in the Shetlands, then all the way
down to Margate, all overreally. | went to
Lerwick because an ex-girlfriend had family
there. The holiday turned into a stay.

| used to have a really bad drug addiction,
and used to shoplift to fund it. | used to get
caught and get put into prison. When you're
in prison they can send you anywhere,
wherever there is space. Then when you're
released from prison, they put you in the local
area. That's why I've got about a lot of places.

Like here, | got out of Nottingham Prison about
two and a half weeks ago. The people in



‘You get to the
point where
you get so
cold out there,
you think to
yourself, if | was
in prison now
I'd have a bed,
a TV, akettle!
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Nottingham told
me to come to
Oxford, O'Hanlon
House will give
you aroom. So |
came down
here, thinking
that it had all
been arranged.
Once | got here
and knocked on
the door, they
said that half of
Oxford needs a
room as well.
They pulled the
wool over my
eyesin
Nottingham. The
minute | leave

that prison gate, I'm not their problem no
more, you know what | mean?

| got the train to Oxford, had never been here
before, found O'Hanlon House by speaking to
homeless people and beggars. | thought that,
with me being registered disabled and out of
prison, I'd be a priority need but no. | have no
local connections, and they're big on local
connections around here. I'd also have
problems getting council accommodation for
the same reason.

I was on the streets in Oxford until a few days
ago. It felt like a lifefime. | literally had to sit
and beg for something to eat. That's when |
had everything stolen. That was the first fime |
was on the streets in a town where | didn't
know anyone. In other places | knew the area
and the people.

| started shopliffing again just to get something
to eat. | got caught. | thought that they
wouldn't let me go, but they did. You gef to
the point where you get so cold and that out
there, you think to yourself, if | was in prison
now I'd have a bed, a TV, a kettle, a gym, I'd
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be doing things every
day. Is that so bad?

' It's better than being
People can on the street. | think
chcmge the that's why the prison
population is so
way They massive. The
look and homeless life is so bad
that it's better to be in
what They prison. | know
Thil’]k, but people in prison
where, when it gets
they can't close fo their release
chanae date, they will
g deliberately assault a
what's staff member just fo
L. | get extra time,
inside. because they're so

scared of getting out.
They're
institutionalised.

Drug addicts just get shunted away, they're
freated like the lowest of the low in the system.

There's more drugs in prison than anywhere
else because all of the dealers are there in
one place. If 'm on a methadone prescription
I'm OK, but if I'm not | just start using again.
That means I'm into crime again, which | don't
want to be. You get out of being
institutionalised by having stable
accommodation, having a good support
network around you, just having a decent
standard of living.

I'm the way because | am because of my
childhood. It was quite bad and | don't like to
talk about it. | got sexually abused by my
father when I was 18 months old. He got sent
to prison for that for eleven years. That's why |
don't talk about it. When he's up for parole,
they write fo me and ask me whether | think he
should be paroled. But | think that he should
stay there for the rest of his life. They say that
he's changed, but a leopard don't change his
spots. People can change the way they look
and what they think, but they can't change
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what's inside. After an act like that, | don't
think that it's possible. It's too late.

My mum has never really talked about it over
the years. It's just something we never talked
about. | knew where my mum lived, but she
moved house while | was in prison and I've lost
the telephone number. | don't really get on
with her boyfriend. [From now on, when Lee
refers to 'dad’, he means his mother's second
partner]. I've got my dad's number, and |
could ring him and ask him whether he has her
number. | talked to him about eight months
ago, before going info prison.

My dad's a self-made millionaire. | had a
brilliant start, lived on a posh farm, private
school, everything. My dad sfill lives there. He
rents houses to people and he put me into his
houses. They got burnt down when I was in
hospital. My dad said "that must be your
friends". | don't know who did it.

He has tried everything. He paid for rehab,
but | ended up running away from there. He

gets very frustrated with the way | am. It got
to the point where | just thought that | didn't
want to put no more shame on the family. So |
moved away.

| had a younger
brother, Martin,
who died of an
overdose on
October 12th, two
days after his
) . twenty-first
\ birthday. We were
) close as kids, then
kind of drifted
apart, but the last
few years before we died we were quite
close. That's something else we don't really
talk about.

My mum and dad never got married, but had
a common law relationship. When they split
up. my dad pulled a fast one on my mum. The
morning that they went to court, he offered
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her £250,000 just before the frial. My mum took
it and spent it in about a year.

I've beenin a lot of hostels. Some people in
this hostel are friendly, but a lot of them just
keep to their own little crowd. Everyone's
complaining about the TV being turned off at
night. It's on from 10 in the morning until 11 at
night. Why shouldn't it be on all the time?
There are no TV sets in people's rooms. You
can buy one if you want. O'Hanlon House is
quite relaxed about who can drink in its wet
room. In other hostels only long-term
alcoholics signed off by the doctor are
allowed to drink. But here people who just
drink for any reason can go there. It's a bif like
walking around a pub, and causes problemes.

| live on the top floor now. When | moved in six
days ago, | was on the ground floor, but they
moved me up. | share a room with young lad,
who has never been in a hostel before. | chat
with him. He's OK, a bit timid. 1 had a
nightmare last night, woke up screaming, and

he thought he was being attacked. It scared
the life out of him.

| don't know whether I'll be moving out soon.

I had a nightmare last
night, woke up
screaming.’



Marcel livesin a car and uses O'Hanlon
House's daytime facilities. He has an
outstanding case with the European Court of
Human Rights. He wrote most of this on his
own laptop. His story comprises several parts.

Being homeless is hard work. You're trying to
hold your life fogether, hold your dignity, just
survive basically. Every minute of
homelessness there's something to do: you're
thinking about food, appointments, your
personal hygiene. Things get stolen off you or
broken. You have to set certain things aside
and prioritise the important things.

Luckily for me, | have been rough sleeping in
the same spot for six years. | have been using
a car rather than a tent. It gives you a little bit

( |
b~ <l
. P

of security. You can lock the car up, and lock
personal items in it. It is stronger than a tent. It
handles severe weather conditions much
better than a tent. Because of its wheels, it is
about six inches off the ground whereas a tent
is on the ground, so there is no escape from
water cascading down the side of it. The
damp proofing of a tent is very poor, so the
water can soak through. Human beings
cannot generate enough heat from our
bodies to deal with this moisture. | have
survived for this long remarkably well just
because of this difference of six inches.

The caris not heated: | just use it as
somewhere to leave things. Nobody has
challenged me for that space. In property
law, you can change the boundaries of your
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property. So

1 2 when | was
A F:C]I’ gI.VGS 7o evicted, |
a little bit of quickly

arranged with

security, and my neighbours

handles severe that | could
move my car to
weather their parking
conditions space. That
gives me a little
much better bit more
! security.
than a tent. Y

| did not buy the

cartosleepin. |

bought it so that
| could take my children to the seaside. But
when it looked like | would be evicted | started
putting things in the car: socks, T shirts etc. On
the day that the police and bailiffs broke the
doorin, they pepper-sprayed me. So my eyes
were stinging, my skin was on fire, but |

managed to grab the car keys. | rushed into
town to address the accommodation
problem, to fill in the paperwork with the
council, to go to the police station because it
was common assault to pepper spray me in
my own home. When | got back, they were
sealing up the flat: covering the window and
front door. | managed to pull a couple of
bags out. Over time | just dug in, kept grinding
out the paperwork in the back seat of the car.

| have a clothes basket on the front passenger
seat, my laptop and papers on the driver's
seat, a few bags in the boot well, and my
duvet and sleeping bag on the back seat.
Another sleeping bag, folded up, acts as a
pillow. | curl up on the back seat. When |
want to stretch out, | open the door and put
my legs out. | place things in a strategic basis
so that | can find them easily.

They have tried to take the car off me
because they said it was abandoned. But |
am still the legal owner, and the car is several
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Marcel's car

metres away from the road, so it's called "off-
road parking". Every year, to keep that carin
that spoft, | have to fill in a Statutory Off-Road
Notification and give it to the DVLA. The car
cost £4000 and I've got my money's worth off it
— it has kepft alive me for six years.

Many people, when they become homeless,
try to gain squatters' rights fo commercial or

17

residential property. For me it was different.
Because | was an owner, the neighbours
already knew me, | had the edge. If's like a
game of chess, it's checkmate. They cannot
interfere with me if | move the boundaries. The
neighbours know whose car it is. They may not
understand the full situation, but they know
what's what.

There were lots of offers to bring me cups of
teq, let me use their toilet. People sympathise
with you. But if you're in bed at one o'clock in
the morning and want to use the toilet, you
haven't got their front door key. You wouldn't
knock on the door and ask to use the toilet.
So it's about managing your systems. | use
public toilets, restaurants, pubs, businesses.

For showers | use the public swimming pool
which opens at six o'clock in the morning. You
can swim, but mainly | use it to clean myself. A
bunch of kids use the swimming pool early in
the morning, so | get in quickly and get out of
the way. Showers and quick and efficient.
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Although I'd love a nice long soak, it's just
about keeping clean and presentable.
Dealing with all the appointments that | do, in
and out of offices, | need a casual but smart
appearance.

When my benefit isn't frozen, | use public
launderettes. When my benefit is frozen, | tap
into public assistance like the Gap, which is
now decommissioned. They used to provide
hot meals, an opportunity to shower, an
opportunity to wash your clothes. Here at
O'Hanlon House there are showers, and they
provide breakfast or you can make your own
hot meals free of charge.

You can get one hot meal per day here, at
lunchtime. But if you have a busy day and
don't want to stick around, then you'll miss
that. There's a microwave that we can use: it
works beautifully. MacDonald's in town opens
early in the morning, and homeless people use
that quite a lotf. It has a toilet, and if you have
money you can get a hot drink or a meal. It
also does a loyalty sticker scheme. That's

where | got my coffee this morning before |

came here.

When | first came across MacDonald's, there
were confrontations between the staff and
some of the homeless people, because the
homeless people were trying to sleep on the

sofa upstairs, but
the business
managed to
combat that
problem. | use
MacDonald's
because it gives
me access to a
newspaper, hot

drinks and a meal,

a toilet in the
early hours of the
morning when the
public toilets are
closed, and a
place to sit and
work, be it doing

The
neighbours
know whose
caritis.
There were
lots of offers
to bring me
cups of tea.'



the crossword or reading the paper. The staff
gets to know you. They leave me alone.

| also use the fown hall, again for toilets and
mirrors and hot water. It's nice to have some
hot water running over your hands. It thaws
the fingers out. The nicest thing that someone
did when all this was unfolding was to allow
me to fill my plastic bottle with water from the
tap in the men's toilet during a bank holiday.
That was a really nice thing and | appreciate
that chap. Now | normally get water from the
boat house, but the water there isn't that safe.
It has a hot spot where the water heats up, so
you've got to remember fo run the tap for five
minutes before using the cold water.

When | first started, the library was a haven
because | did not have a laptop. Computers
there are first-come-first-served. | had a lot of
work to do: letters to write, paperwork to get
out. But the use of computers there is very
competitive. To get the best of it, you have to
rise early and be in at nine o'clock on the dot.

My Story
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It's like being in college where there is a lot of
competition for the IT room. This piece of work
that | gave to you, the maijority of it was done
in the library, then | finished it off on the laptop.
| printed it out in the library. Printing costs 20p.
If you make a mistake, they don't forgive you:
you still have to pay the 20p. So it's advisable
to always check before you print.



O'Hanlon House also has a computer service,
but | find that their software sometimes isn't
compatible with mine. For what | do, | need
Office 2000. Maybe in the future, the
O'Hanlon House management will upgrade
the system. People are using more and more
technology, and it gives them that ability to
turn out better work, and deal with their own
issues better.

kokk

'Hey life is full of opportunity,
things comes along when you
least expect it

My Story
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As a child I had a lot of freedom not many
problems mother in a different country my
father was there for me brother and a sister
aunts and uncle lots of school friends living in a
hot country in the Caribbean and I still like and
hold that freedom.

Came from the Caribbean in the seventies to
the UK as a teenager. Went to secondary
school, from there into technical college, then
full time employment. The opportunity of
university did not come my way. | returned to
college at the age of forty to do foundation
Law, graduated at the end of year. | moved
on with life as one would expect to do, in
frying to regain employment but my problems
was still there and the fluidity.

As an adult I have not found that perfect job:
satisfactory income with a nice home and a
car this has being elusive. But then that's
understandable that things have not been
straight forward but | hope it's never too late.
Hey life is full of opportunity, never say never
because things comes along when you least
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expect it. | was not looking for fame and
fortune but at this stage | have not ruled this
out.

| became homeless when thing fell apart
around employment and the breakdown of a
relationship. | was seeking help from the
system that was in place to help! | had
responsibility to maintain to my children. You
cannot pause time when they are growing at
a fast rate. That's just the way life is.

Homelessness turned my whole world upside
down. It was like someone had pulled the rug
from under your feet and | was falling trying to
catch hold of anything that would prevent
this. It was like that Kipling poem watching
everything you gave your life to broken.

| could not envisage homelessness. | know |
was dealing with complex issues in a
sequence and hoped things would settle
down in fime. But homelessness was like a
thunder bolt out of the blue: | did not
understand it. | was struggling with things.
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Luckily for me, | seem to have done the right
things and it came together for me.

How would | describe my period of
homelessness in the county of Oxfordshire?

Well one has to
say that it was
never easy. |
was cold
sometimes,
hungry, wet,
when | get
caughtin the
rain or snow
and broke
“meaning out
of money”. |
hate borrowing
or begging
although | saw
others doing it.
I had to hold
myself esteem.
I would

'Homelessness
turned my
whole world
upside down.
It was like
watching
everything
you gave your
life to broken.'



sometimes give them a pound for coffee if |
could spare it.

One has to have self discipline not to go with
the flow of things depending on circumstance
and ambitions.

I have always had a zero tolerance of illicit
drug use and never goft info it so it did not
make a big difference for me. Alll had to do
was to keep my head down and press on with
what was necessary. Old friends soon drifted
away because they did not understand the
state of affairs. Alcohol | could not afford and
| did not have a drink problem to cope with
like some of the others who find themselves in
homelessness.

For one thing when you are homeless you
cannot worry about new materialistic things
too much. All that matters is that you keep
yourself tidy as best as you can. That is the
most some people would expect when you
are in a difficult situation. | think having a cool
head and good sense of humour can help
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you, but not everyone has this ready at hand
to be used.

The circle of friends that you form around
other homeless people can be a compelling
factor on how well you survive. For instance
you could feel a bit of peer pressure to follow
others into doing what they may see as normal
behaviour without thinking through the whole
effect upon your well being. It could seem as
a bit of fun at the time but later you might
regret it. This is known as egging on someone
or encouraging.

| found a form of entertainment by having a
little flutter on the horses in Ladbrokes and it
got me out of the cold some days, but | would
not encourage this fo anyone. | was just doing
what it fakes to survive in my situation.
Gambling can be addictive to some people,
and others just hate losing money.

Homeless people can be seen as aggressive.
Sometimes my biggest challenge is to keep
my cool in the mornings. For example when
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speaking to others in a loud voice it may seem
as shouting or yelling. This only encourages
the same response, or invading their space
when talking to them can make others take a
defence position.

When | was homeless | took the leading role.
Why?e Because | simply did not want to spend
any amount of fime in this position as it can be
a controlling factorin life.

| found | had torise to the challenge. There
was something to explain at an academic
level to make the academic circle
understand. However their decision that is

'Homelessness does not have
to hold you back or confrol
your satisfaction.’
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made in a court room and can have the most
diabolical effect upon you. This was not going
to be easy, however my education back was
not the best on paper. | did not let this stop
me. | held my head just above water and
contfinued with the gruelling task that was
ahead of me.

| would have to look at my positivism in the
whole episode as a person.

Being homeless does not have to hold you

back or control neither your satisfaction nor
whatever the circumstance is. We all have
different problems! We just have to find the
right response that is going to help you out.

When | was homeless | disliked being made to
feel institutionalized. | know rules and policy of
the hostels had to be there to protect staff
and ofher vulnerable service users within the
environment. | liked when | was given choices
and freedom to do things that made me
maintain my individual independence. Most
of us can make informed choices.
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And that is the best preparation you can hope
for. | did not go out seeking this. It came in a
string of different things unfolding around the
legal system. | just battled the way forward. |
had no idea it would end on the road where it
is foday. If it brings that change thenitis a
welcome one that is well overdue for the
country and is refreshing.

This is not something you would want to
experience twice in a life fimel Like | say,
opportunity knocks in life when you don’t
expect it. | could not imagine my good luck
at this stage of life has turned the corner not so
much as in good fortune but the place and
academic height of commutation to bring
about a good conclusion in holding the
largest case in the country “yeap”.

This is something that will drive you round the
twist in no uncertain terms. This is an area
where others don't tread. It is only for the
brave that venture. For me it is one in a million
opportunities. | did not expect it, | had no
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training for what was ahead of me. It is by
chance and poft luck. Life is the best masterin
this one.

If I had to change one thing in a country that |
lived in at present it would have fo be the
legal system.

Yes, | have had the knock in every possible
way you can imagine and | have survived: not
an easy task in front of everyone. One word
fitting is humongous to describe if. Life
teaches me everything | know.
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Marcel went on a balloon ride for his 50t
birthday

One of the ways to

balloon! Yes, |
managed this as a
Homeless person
living and sleeping
rough in the town.
Yeap, you have to
say this is something
special and cool.

A question that might come to mind how it did
happen for me. Well, | had to work hard to
achieve this and save all my pennies. That
simply means it was not free.

| wanted something to remember about the
town that was positive while | was dealing with
Homelessness and the issues that surrounds the
environment of homelessness.

see the best of Oxford
City is from the sky by
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Was it fun2 Yes.

It was a beautiful sunny evening that we left
off from the field next to the Ice skating ring
just off the Oxpens Road. Before we lifted off
we all had to take part in opening up the
canopy for the hot air to be blown in by some
blower that was placed at the open end of
the balloon.

When it was upright all sixteen people climbed
into the big basket. The pilot for the event was
very cool under all that excitement that
surrounded him. Some of us were taking
pictures. Then when the wind was right the
mooring rope was released, and we just
driffed straight up over the top of the first
building effortlessly and majestically. Yes, it
was quite something to remember.

When you are airborne everything looks so
different in the fown. All your worries and
cares just seem to float away. The aerial view
was spectacular. The balloon kept turning
round and you could see everything for miles



over the land. We drifted on the wind at
around six to eight knots sometimes.

There was champagne at the end when we
landed. It was one experience of a lifetime to
remember. This helps me to be more of a
positive person. It came at the right time just
when everything was going wrong.

Would | recommend this to someone? Yes.
Did | enjoy myselfe Yes. Would | do it againg
Yes. It was money well spent in my honest
point of view. | needed that one thing that
would stand out in the multitude of
homelessness within the town.

' needed that one thing that
would stand out in the
multifude of homelessness.'
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Marcel took part in a three day canoe trip
organised by Restore in autumn 2009. The trip
was paid for by Sarah Eckersley in memory of
her son.

For the last two Fridays | have spent on the
river tfraining how to paddle a canoe safely
with a group of twelve people. On Friday 25t
of September during the team brief we were
all told the destination of where we are going
to be dropped off for the start of a
considerable distance of twenty five miles (25),
outside Oxford in a place called Lechlade to
start the journey of paddling for three days
back to Oxford Donnington bridge at the boat
house.

Then there was a change of minds to the start
at a place called Tadpole Bridge, just off the
A420 towards Swindon at Bampton. Tuesday
was the last day of training at Donnington
Bridge. It was a bit hectic with all the check of
the equipment, tents, clothing and so on.
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Everything went well and everyone was happy
with what they had to take in their canoes for
the trip. The next day we all had to meet at
Manzil Way Restore to board the taxi to take
us to the starting point which was Tadpole
Bridge just off the A420 towards Swindon at
Bampton. Then it was a short drive and a walk
to the canoes. It was good to see everyone
turning up on time and that was a good start.

The morning of Wednesday was light rain but it
stopped to give way to a little sunshine. All six
canoes goft off fo a good start on the river.

We made a very good pace to the halfway
point to have lunch. We all ate lunch at
around twelve thirty 12.30am. It was provided
by Jed and Mark. They were the captains of
the trip. Lunch was very nice. Jed made a
shelter to stop the rain from a short shower.

Then we confinued on our journey down the
River Thames, on our way to our first campsite
which was at Northmoor Lock near ash copse
on the Thames.
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The lock had a big weir on the river that gave
a huge sound of rushing water as it passed
through the lock. It created energy and
sound as if it was a gigantic waterfall inside the
country side near the village of Appleton.
After the canoes were moored we all set
about putting up tents for the night and an
evening meal was made while others played
a game of rounders nearby. As the night
closed in and the clouds were high the full
moon did not appear until late.

——
Paddlesport

Performance Awards

*

1
Yanivard

Awarded to Marcel Thorbourne
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Thursday morning There were some men enjoying fishing. They
we got up went to had caught several fish which were of some
| told the the local vilage reasonable size, and | instantly recognized the
) shop to buy a fish as a rainbow trout. So | asked the man if |
ca pTCIIﬂ that paper. When we could have one and he kindly agreed to let
returned to camp me have a fish. | rushed back to the canoe,
I had a fresh we had a very well and told the captain that | had a fresh fish: not
fish: not just @ prepared breakfast just a fish it was a rainbow trout. | then set
) ) of eggs, bacon and about to clean it and place it in a bag for
fish, it was a sausages. Then we transport to camp.
; acked the tents
rainbow zwoy. Shortly after We set off on our journey which took us past
tfrout. we set off in our Pinkhill Lock and up to Swinford bridge where
canoes to paddle we then set camp for the second night. We
down to our second had dinner and | set about making a camp
camp site, the next fire. | then prepared the fish for baking in the
point on the river hot charcoal. Everyone had a taste of it, and
was Farmoor Reservoirl We moored and had it was lovely. We also had a briefing on what
lunch. After we ate, | went for a walk onto the was expected on the last leg of the journey
reservoir while the others sat talking. The sight backinto Oxford. We were fold that we
on the reservoir was quite breath taking: would be making a very early start on this
serene blue water stretched for miles in all occasion and every-one was happy with the
direction. decision.
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Friday morning dawn break 2nd of October
2009: the last day and the last leg of the
journey. We got off to a good start after a
cold night. Everyone was looking to see the
banks of Donnington Bridge where all that
training had taken place, and the end of an
adventurous journey navigating a stretch of
the Thames river without any major incident.

I, for one, was getting a bit tired. My arms
were hurting a bit from paddling. We made
one last stop at Port Meadow for lunch then
we headed straight into Oxford to Donnington
Bridge. We arrived back at 2.00pm, unloaded
the equipment and my property, said thank
you fo the person who sponsored the trip, and
after a quick team brief we split up to head
home.

High points of the trip:

Jed: To see Marcel running down the hill from
the direction of Farmoor Reservoir with a fish is
hand.
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Kris: While canoeing on a stretch of water we
came up to some cygnets. They did not quite
master the art of flying and as one flew off out
of the way of the canoes and tried to land, it
crashed in one of the low branches
overhanging the river just above David's head,
neck first, and ended up in the water.

Andrew: He loves how the group came
together “the togetherness” and how
everyone was having a good time.

Paddy: He liked the supportiveness of
everyone and especially Kris's support for
putting up with his mood swings.

Marcel: To see the group overcoming their
differences and disabilities, and putting all
their best efforts info achieving and
accomplishing their total goals of arriving back
to Donnington Bridge on time.

Marcel: A conversation coming from Kris's
canoe that some institutions inside America



believe in the twenty first century that white
men are three times better than black men at
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doing some things. Af this stage my front man,

Rob, put in a few quick strokes on his paddle
to move ahead of their canoe so that | was
not drawn into the conversation. Thanks to
Rob for that quick thinking: because my of
nafure, | could have said the wrong thing and
nothing was going to spoil his trip down the
Thames with me. He was having a good time
and that's all that mattered for him. He did
not care about colour or race. In his book we
started out as equals and we completed as
equals.

Mark: To have acquired this fime in mid
autumn when the weather can be wet and
windy sometimes chilly (femperamental). The
group was blessed that we had three days of
sunshine.

Group: We all thank Sarah Eckersley for
sponsorship of the group in recollection of her
son.
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John Roche is Marcel's neighbour. Marcel
suggested that | should interview John about
what it is like to have a homeless person as a
neighbour.

| have known Marcel for 23 years. He had a
flat in our block of flats before he lost it six
years ago, and he sfill lives in the same area in
his van. My parking space is the next but one
to his, so | see him often and he tells me what is
happening in his life.

None of us really understand what happened
tfo Marcel. He was ejected from his flat, | think
because of mortgage problems, but | think
that other things happened as well with the
city council and the police. | think that Marcel
would like to get his flat back from the city
council, but it has been sold so | don't think
that will happen.

When Marcel lost his flat, several of us were
concerned and wanted to help him. One
neighbour allowed his van to stay in her
parking bay. Sometimes it gets very cold and



we were very worried. I've invited him in, but
he says that he has warm blankets and duvets.
He seems to have a very strong constitution.
From time to time we bring him food or have a
meal together. A few days ago we had a
meeting of our prayer group and | gave him a
plate of food and a glass of wine in his car.

He's been there, summer and winter, for six
years now. He is very clean, and there is never
a pong from him. He doesn't accumulate
rubbish. A shop allows him to shower, and he
also goes to the city swimming pool. He
recently helped me fo lift the battery out of my
car. Some people see him as a kind of
informal night watchman: there are no thefts
or ladies of the night around our flats, where in
the past that did happen. A few people in the
flats are not very keen that he is there. Once
some people — notf from the flats - attacked
him, and he had to go to hospital about his
knee. But most people don't mind and | have
no complaints.
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John took this photo of Marcel in his
handsome Armani suit at their block of flats

Marcel collects copper and aluminium. He
strips out the metal from old microwaves
which people give to him, and sells it to a used
metal merchant. It gives him a little money. It
also keeps him busy and is a positive thing. He
also studied law for a while in Ruskin College
and has an ongoing European court
challenge. | have never seen him with a beer
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bottle or under the influence of alcohol, and
he has a puritanical dislike of drugs.

Marcel has had a lot of adventures. A lot of
people know him and come around to see
him. He has friends. He used to go to a
betting shop because it's warm in there and
he can sit there. He's attached to a church
and gives the odd homily there, as a homeless
person. He goes for long walks. Sometimes he
sleeps in the woodland behind us. Once,
when he was coming back from a walk, he
found someone hanging in the playing field
from the goalpost. He had liaisons with various
ladies in different parts of his life, and has

‘Marcel sees living in the van
as a challenge, and takes a
real pride in it.'
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several children and grandchildren. He
particularly loves his youngest daughter. He
has a romantic yearning to get back to his
roofts, in the West Indies.

Marcel used to be a very quiet person, almost
dour. But he has changed since living in the
van. He has become extrovert and cheerful.
He never indulges in self-pity. He sees living in
the van as a kind of challenge, and takes a
real pride in it. He sees himself as a step
above those who live rough or in sheltered
accommodation. You could say that
homelessness has been the making of him. It's
almost as though he was on a perpetual
psychological high. And if he is on a high and
not harming anyone, why not?

He's very proud of how he has managed, and
rightly so.

| do hope he finds a flat soon. It is an
embarrassment, in a civilised country, that
after six years Marcel living in a van that he
has not found proper accommodation.
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l'initially interviewed Martin for a different
reason, as an example of learning leading to
improved earning power. Martin was also
willing to be interviewed for 'My Story'.

| was a very chaotic heroin addict. All
throughout my addiction, I'd look at people
walking down the street, and | used to think
that | wanted to be like those people. [ just
wanted to be normal, not to have to worry
about going to prison, | didn't want to look like
a bag of bones, | didn't want any of the crap
that comes with it. And there's been fimes in
my life where I've thought that there was no
hope for me. What I'd like to say to anybody
who might come across this story is that there
is another way. There really is. It's doable if
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you really, really want it and if you're willing to
listen to the people who work in this field, and
do what they say. They want to do the best
for you. I'm a great example of somebody
that's gone from absolute shit to success.

As a child, my home life was quite difficult. I'm
the youngest of five. My father was an
alcoholic and my mum was very fragile. It was
pretty normal behaviour for me as a kid to
have drugs, drink, crime and quite a lot of
violence around me. | was moved from home
to home as a result of my dad's drinking. | was
very shy and didn't have many interpersonal
skills. | was the type of kid who would
withdraw and just stay in the background. |
wouldn't get involved with people.



'‘My dad
would come
around drunk,
demanding
to see his kids,
smashing the
house up,
hitting my
mum'.
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My mum and dad
divorced when |
was about five.

He wasn't allowed
near the house.
That was a really
bad time for me. |
felt that my dad
had been taken
away and blamed
my mum for that. |
was too young to
understand the
underlying issues. |
thought "You've
got rid of my dad,
now | haven't got
a dad. You found
a replacement

whom | don't like." But now, looking back, |
can see beneath that. It was a very, very
chaotic relationship, and | can understand
what an effect it must have had on her.

| learned to behave in the way that my siblings
and the people around me did. What |
thought was acceptable was not going to
school, maybe drinking or smoking cannabis,
going out thieving. When my parents
divorced, my older brothers were put into
local authority care. | was put info care when
| was about ten. | was allowed to go back
home on weekends. When | went home, my
dad would come around drunk, demanding
to see his kids, smashing windows, smashing
the house up, hitting my mum. My dad died
twelve years ago as a result of chronic
alcoholism: he went from being about twenty
stone to being eight stone on his death bed.

| stayed in boarding school until | was about
fiffeen, at which point | ran away. The crowd
that | started hanging around with then were
older than me, in their twenties. They were all
info smoking cannabis quite heavily, taking
other drugs like LSD and amphetamines, and |
got involved in that kind of thing. That was the
beginning of eighteen years of chaotic
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addiction. Af eighteen | was infroduced to
heroin, and once | fried the heroin it felf like
the answer. It made me feel better. It pushed
down all the feelings that | had. It took away
the confusion and made me feel accepted.

To feed my then-addiction to heroin, | started
shoplifting and stealing from cars. It wasn't
long before | got arrested, and then arrested
again, and again, and eventually | was sent to
prison. In between the ages of eighteen and
thirty-two, | spent about nine years in prison.

I'd go to prison, I'd get myself healthy, and I'd
think about how much | wanted to be a
normal person — | just wanted to get up in the
morning, go to work, have a nice home, have
a girlfriend, have this, that and the other. But
then I'd get out of prison, go back to the same
areq, everyone would be doing the same
thing, and because | didn't have any positive
relationships around me, I'd gravitate towards
that same thing. It's where | felt accepted.
Looking back, | didn't have the life skills to do
my own thing.
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Prior to coming info rehab, | had two jobs in
my life: one on a fruit and veg stall, and one
on the railways. | worked as a trackman for a
couple of years, on railway maintenance. |
really liked it. It was a good time in my life. |
was clean. But there was still something
missing. | hadn't done the mental, emotional
work that | needed to maintain that kind of
thing.

I'd relapse because the vast majority of the
people around me were doing it. I'd be
committing crime, I'd have warrants out for my
arrest, I'd be on the run from the police so I'd
never stay in one place for more than a
couple of days. | knew that once they caught
me, I'd be going straight back to prison. And
there was a part of me that was glad because
it was some sort of safety. The responsibilities
of having to deal with things would be gone,
I'd get fed, and I'd have a roof over my head.

| can't count how many times I've been
homeless. I'd get released from prison. They
give you money when they discharge you, but
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I'd have nothing else in place. I'd go back to
the area that I'm originally from. I'd have to
stay with friends: I'd sofa-surf, or sleep in the
back of vans or the back of shops, or maybe
stay with a girl for a little while. But | never had
somewhere | could call home.

When | was homeless, I'd use that as an excuse
to go info 'sack it' mode: "what's the point?2

I've got nowhere to live, I've got no money, no
job, I've got a crack habit, I've got warrants
out for my arrest, ah sack it, | might as well
carry on with what I'm doing". But deep down,
| was crying out for somebody to help me. |
always harboured this feeling of wanting to be
something better, of knowing that | was
something better, but just not being able o
getit. | always really, really wanted to stop
what | was doing, but bottom line was that |
just didn't have the strength. | had to gef to
the point in my life where I'd say "OK, my way
doesn't work, somebody else show me".

| went to rehab the first time in 2008 and spent
eight months there. The emotional and
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psychological stuff that | was having to deal
with just proved too much for me. All the staff,
and all the people | was doing the tfreatment
with, were telling me that I'd relapse, go back
to where | was, and absolutely hate myself for
it. But I'wouldn't listen. | thought | knew best.
Looking back,

it was just
avoidance: | .
was scared of | C1|WC1YS
making the harboured
changes. . .

this feeling of
So yeah, I ran, .
and they were WOnng to
apsolutely be something
right. | did .
everything they better but JUST
said I'd do. | .
went into self- not belng
destruct mode able to get it
for a while. |
committed
more crime
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than I'd ever committed, took more drugs than
I'd ever taken, all in an effort to bury those
feelings and make myself feel better. But
nothing worked. | just had this burning desire
to make myself better.

When | went back to prison after that time, o

detox, | threw my hands up. | said "Right, I've

tried my way and it doesn't work. ['ll do
whatever it takes."
As | was getting

' said "Righf, ready to leave
: . prison, | applied for
've tried my funding for
i residential drug
way and it rehabilitation. |
doesn't chose the Ley
' Community in
work. [l do Yarnton because it
whatever it was away from
- where | had grown
takes. up, and the

brochure made it
look like a holiday
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camp. It turned out to be anything but that.
But while | was there, | got to the bottom of my
problems, picked up some tools.

| left after 14 months, prematurely, against
advice, and went to Oxford because that was
the city that was closest to the rehab centre.
The original idea had been to relocate me to
the area where | came from, in Derby. That
would have been really detrimental to me.

Because | left prematurely, | had no
accommodation in Oxford, no local ties, no
job, no positive relationships, and nowhere o
live. Going back to the Ley Community wasn't
an option: the local authority that had been
paying for my treatment had pulled the
funding. So | was prefty much on my own.
The first night in Oxford, I slept outside
O'Hanlon House, and | got a bed at O'Hanlon
House the next day. | was there for five
months before | got moved to my own place.
| knew just what | wanted, but had to jump
through certain hoops to show that | was
stable.
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It's at O'Hanlon House that the penny really
dropped. | looked at the environment that |
found myself in, saw that the majority of
people around me were using, and | thought
that if | wasn't really really careful, if my resolve
wasn't super-strong, it would be hell living
there. So with that in mind | kept myself really
busy. My boundaries around drugs were
absolutely solid: | wouldn't tfouch anything.

Pretty much from day one | tried to involve
myself in voluntary work. | worked for Scope. |
did some voluntary work for the drug services
in Oxford, for Smart, Lifeline, Litflegate Street,
Howard House. | did a paid job at the coffee
shop aft the train station and | worked at a taxi
rank. | had a support worker called Aaron and
he was spot on. He said to me "You come
across as quite stable and focused. What do
you want to do and how can | help you?" He
suggested that | should go to Aspire, which
provides training and work placements. At
Aspire, | did a few online computer courses, as

well as some gardening and recycling. | did
another computer course at Crisis.

Then | did an NVQ Level 2 mentoring course at
Oxpens College. | was on benefits, but Aaron
helped me to get the funding through SMART
Learning. The course took about ten weeks,
three days a week. Then | did some training
about professional boundaries and
confidentiality, and another course about
harm minimisation with SMART, two days a
week for five months. In addifion to that, | was

'When the mentoring course
was mentioned, | thought
that's right up my street and
will take me towards what |
want to do.’
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a frainee for a day a week at Aspire and was
volunteering for a day a week at SMART, so my
working week was pretty full.

Initially, | fook the courses mostly to stay busy. |
wasn't really bothered what | was doing, as
long as | was doing positive things. But when
the mentoring thing was mentioned, | thought
absolutely: that's right up my street and will
take me towards what I want to do. The same
was the case with the harm minimisation
course. On completion of the mentoring
course, | was trusted to lone work: | was taking
people to rehab, supervising them on outings.

| started to do kung fu a couple of times a
week as a night-time activity after doing
voluntary work or college during the day. |
needed something that was good for me
physically and mentally, so | joined a kung fu
academy in Cowley almost two years ago
now. | also like a good game of chess. |like
reading, and I'm pretty into fitness. | do quite
a lot of running.
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Then about a year ago, | applied for a
complex needs support job at Eimore
Community Services. | was unsuccessful. But |
thought OK, I'm not going to give up, | really
want that job. So | thought about what | could
do to further my chances of getting the job
next year. Because one of the areas they
deal with is mental health, | started
volunteering at the mental health charity
Restore. I've been there for about eight
months now.

| went for the Eimore job again this year, and |
gotit. I'm delighted. I start early next month.
I'll be a complex needs support worker. I'll be
dedaling with people with multiple issues:
chaotic drug and drink use, mental health,
homelessness, sex work, asylum seekers. It's
about identifying those needs and addressing
whatever we can, or signposting the client to
partnership organisations. Il probably be grey
by this time next year!

I've got my own flat now. It's absolutely
beautiful. I've painted it from top to bottom.
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I've got brand new carpets. | feel such a
sense of pride when | walk in that front door. |
think "This is mine. This is mine." This is the first
time ever I've had my own flat, I've got no
frouble with the police, I've got no addiction
to drugs, nobody wanting to break my legs.
Sometimes | wake up and | think "wow".

The changes I've made from, say, three and a
half years ago are just enormous. Three and a
half years ago, | was in prison. My mum wasn't
speaking to me because | was an absolute
nightmare when | was out there. | had no

decent relationships, no friends, just associates.

The only reason they wanted to know me was
because | might have drugs or money, or |
might be good at grafting [extortion]. | had
nothing: nowhere to live, no money, no job. |
had absolutely nothing.

| went to rehab, came to Oxford, stayed
absolutely focused, and now, three and a half
years down the line, | have my own flat, I've
got a few really good mates that really care.
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I've got my own flat now. |
feel such a sense of pride
when | walk in that front door.
| think "This is mine. This is
mine."

If they give me a bollocking, it's because they
care. And l've got ajob. That's been the icing
on the cake. | remember all the fimes | sat in
prison and said to people "I'd really like to get
a job in the services and give some of my
experiences back, and hopefully tell other
people that there's another way." And here
I've been offered a job as a support worker.
It's absolutely brilliant.



eter's story

Peter told me his story when he had been
living at O'Hanlon House for two days. He
expected to move to more settled
accommodation shortly.

As a child, I loved football. | played for my
primary school — Caldicott School in Abingdon
- a couple of times. My friend picked me, we
went up to Carlswell School, and | gave six
goals away. Instead of stopping the ball and
passing it, | just kept kicking it out. Then |
played for my secondary modern. My
teacher played for Wallingford Town. He said
that you've got to work hard to get onto a
team and | became a defender. We played
in Didcot, and | played against someone with
my [unusual] surname.
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| gave up football after six months or a year
because my dad was a milkman and | used to
help him on weekends. | did that from the
age of eight to 13. We used to play football
on Saturdays. My teacher said you can play
football or do the milk round. So | said to him, |
love football, but | also love meeting the
customers on the Saturday. So | gave up the
football. | played again for a little while when |
was fourteen, a few games. The last time |
kicked a ball was at my cousin's.

| used to yodel as well. My dad learned me to
yodel when | was eight years old. Two Swiss
girls learned him to yodel in the air raid shelter.
You just sing a little song: "Oh down in the
valley the children will sing, oh up in the
mountain the bells they will ring".
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My dad said you've goft to sing from the
diaphragm. I'd be delivering milk with him,
from Abingdon to Radley, and we used to
yodel on the way back some days. We'd try
to yodel as long as we could, coming back
from Radley. In secondary school, when | was
eleven, my mate would scare me. He'd say
"Petey yodels and I'll beat him up". But he was
only joking. A girl in class said "why is his nostrils
moving?" when |
was yodelling.

‘We used to
yodel on the
way back from

I've been singing
since | was young
to all the records
on the radio.

: . : When | was 20, |
dellverlng milk. learned all these
We'd try to Slim Whitman

songs, used fo
bring the needle
back on my
dad's LPs. |
learned 25-30

yodel as long
as we could.

42

Slim Whitman songs, two lines at a time. | went
to see Slim Whitman at the Apollo Theatre four
times. The last fime was 1987. He's dead now.
He's really good. He can hold his yodel for a
long time. | can't do that.

| went into the pub when | was 20 and my
mate had a party. It was packed in there. He
said "can you start singing?" and | ended up
on a chair, singing. They had a collection for
me, £7. 1 was in the Royal Albert Hall once,
and my mate says "Start yodelling", so | start
yodelling and by the end they're all clapping.
My mate asks if they can book me in, and the
man there says that they have a space free
for the week after Frank Sinafra. He was
joking.

Then | learned to play the guitar. A school
teacher at Lower Radley learned me to play. |
said "how long do | have to play to become
good?" and he said an hour a day. |learned
to play Elvis songs, played atf the Seacourt. |
went to the talent contest 'Search for a Star'in
Oxford in 1982. | was singing an Elvis song, but



| didn't win anything, neither did my sister or
brother. Then | entered intfo a talent contest,
but | went and sang the wrong song. | should
have yodelled. Then | entered into another
talent contest in front of the Magdalen Street
cinema in Oxford in the eighties. |
accidentally furned the mic off halfway
through. In High Wycombe | entered another
one and | didn't win it.

Then | entered in Great Yarmouth, Caistor
Holiday Camp. That was the best one. | had
a good backing, they got used to me after a
few minutes. There was 12 acts that night, so |
goes on, lovely backing with Elvis, and | furns
the mic off again. | just carried on. | got 62
points out of 90, came joint fifth out of 12. At
the end | got the scoresheet out of the bin.
The judge had ripped it up and thrown it out,
but | pieced it all together again, with the
names of all the singers.

When | used to sing, I'd put up my collar like
Elvis. There was about eight girls and boys,
they used to call me Elvis. They ripped the
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‘There was about eight girls
and boys, they used to call
me Elvis. They ripped the
buttons off my shirt, called
"Elvis, Elvis". But | like to be
modest.

buttons off me shirt, grabbed me legs, called
"Elvis, Elvis". But | like to be modest.

I'm the oldest of nine. | have five sisters and
three brothers. My mother had three sets of
twins, in 1957, 1959 and 1965. She lost the third
set. They was born at seven months, lovely
blue eyes they had. Sad, isn'tite Il be 57 in
May.
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My favourite job was the milk rounds. | did that
after | left school, in Abingdon. Then | went to
Oxford where they gave me a job as a
yardboy assistant groundsman. But when my
dad got the sack | lost all my confidence. He
and | are both Taurus, get upset easily.
Suddenly in 1976 | was picking up four pints of
milk, and counting them on the doorstep. And
then two years later, doing a round in
Kidlington, | ended up rubbing a 50 pence
piece in my finger. | phoned up Abingdon
Coop and said "can you send my brother Joey
out". He's three years younger than me. He
came all the way from Abingdon to Oxford to
help me. | went back on the milk round four
fimes, and it was taking me six hours instead of
four.

Then | couldn't go back to the milk rounds. |
went to see a hypnotherapist. She got me
listening to these tapes. Three years later, in
1979. 1 went to High Wycombe. | told Express
Dairies the truth, but they let me work for them.
But then one day | was £26 short, this bloke
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must have taken it. They sent me home to
checkif I had it, and on the way home | saw
this bad accident in town. And | just thought
that | wanted to go back home to Abingdon.
So | left the bedsit and went home.

I've had a lot of different milk rounds over the
years, but my work record is bad. I've only
done 12 years of
work out of 37. Ifl
was working | was
alright, but when
it gets to winter
and I'm not
working, | lay in
bed for 18 hours a
day.

Now I'm on
tablets that even
out my mood swings, two a day, a sedative.
They help me. I'm stable. Once a man came
tfowards me and | told him to stay away from
me. | nearly got in trouble for that, nearly got
put on a behaviour warning. | said "I'll tell you
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what, I'm going to commit suicide now". But
the tablets help me.

I was in O'Hanlon House a few years ago, got
to the resettlement floor, but got depressed
and didn't clean my room. They sent me to
Simon House to get help. | was there for six
months, and then got into sheltered
accommodation in Cowley Road. But | lost
that after eight months.

| came back to O'Hanlon House two days
ago. | don't have aroom. I'm sleeping on the
floor. They let me in because of the cold
weather: the council decides when it's cold
enough to allow people in. If the council
decides that tonight isn't cold enough, I'll have
to go on the street. | went to see my doctor
today, and he said because I'm under the
Mental Health, he didn't want me being on
the street. Normally you've got to be on the
street for one night, they've goft to see you
sleeping, lying down, and then they try to get
you in here.

I've got an interview coming up with Mind
housing, and hopefully I'll move in there.
Everyone's trying to help me.

'‘Now I'm on tablets that
even out my mood swings.
They help me. I'm stable.’
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Phil was never fully homeless. He lived at
O'Hanlon House for about eighteen months,
and has been living at Julian Housing for
eighteen months. Phil walks with a limp.

As a child, | loved going to school, playing
football, mixing with my friends, and being with
my mum and dad and sister and brother. We
had Betsy the whippet and Patch the Jack
Russell, then they died and we got Betsy and
George the greyhounds, and a budgie and a
ferret. We used to take turns running the
greyhounds and whippets, taking them for big
long walks through the University Parks, up to
Summertown and back along Marston Ferry
Road. | love animals. My favourite animals
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are pigs. I've got between 150 and 200 pigs in
my room: my room is covered in them.

| went to Oxford Boy's School. | loved it, loved
learning. | loved geography and chemistry. |
loved playing football and cricket and rugby,
went to after school training.

I left school in 1979. My first job was washing
up in the Wolfson College kitchen, then |
worked at Don Miller's bakery which is now
British Home Stores, then on building sites, also
at Kentucky Fried Chicken cutting up and
serving chicken. | enjoyed that: we got
freebies — chicken and spare ribs. I've also
done a bit of shop work, at Sainsbury's on
Heyford Hill, at the B&Q in the John Allen



' got run over
when | was
twenty. The
part of my
brain that
conftrols my
right leg was
damaged.
They caught
him but he
claimed
immunity. If's
life, isn't ite’
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Centre in Cowley,
in the Tesco's in
the retail park by
Blackbird Leys. |
moved between
jobs alot. At the
fime, you could
finish one job on a
Friday and have
another one on
the Monday. You
can't do that
nowadays.

My first girlfriend
from Cutteslowe
and | had a kid
together, K, born
in 1982. Then |
had a girlfriend
from Barton. Then
| got married in... |
can't remember...
1982 | think. It was
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so long ago. Her name was D, but that's all |
can remember really. That didn't work out so |
got back together with the girl from Barton
and we had my second daughter S in 1983.

| got run overin 1983 when | was twenty. | was
walking across the road. Someone told me
that | went about 100 foot up in the air,
bungee jumping without a rope. The guy got
out of his car, stopped to see what he had
done, and sped off. They caught him but he
claimed immunity because he was from a
different country. It's life, isn't ite I'll be on his
conscience for the rest of his life. He'll be
wondering whether | regained consciousness
or whether he killed me; and if | regained
consciousness, what condition | would be in. |
haven't met him —I'd like to, but it's the past.

| received brain damage: the part of my brain
that controls my right leg is damaged. | don't
know how long | was unconscious for. | spent
the next four years at Rivermead rehab,
getting physiotherapy twice a day. I'm on



My Story

mobility and disability allowance. |loved
working, but all good things come to an end.

| got married to P in 1996. We would have
been married 18 years this year, but that's life.
The only good thing from my marriage is my
four lovely children: D, J,Tand L. Dis
seventeen now, J is fiffeen, Tis nine and L is
seven. When | was drinking, | kept having girls
- K, S and D - and when | stopped drinking |
had boys. That'sit. I'm not having any more.

All six of my kids live in Oxford. | see K and S
now and again. K had two kids herself, and S
had two. | see S's kids, but K doesn't keep in
touch with me. She has her own life, though if
we see each other in town we'll stop and
speak to each other for an hour. | see the four
younger ones once or twice a week, when |
feel like it, just to keep in touch. The frouble is,
whenever | go to see them it's "Dad | want
some money, Dad | want some money". I'm
the sort of person that can't say no. I'm going
to see them tomorrow, and I'll give them a
fiver each. That'll keep them quiet for five
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minutes. My little boy L, he's got his head
screwed on. He's got a little money box, and
whenever | give him money he puts it in there.
I'l be paying for D to have her hair done on
her birthday, that'll be £18. | get on with the
kids, just not my ex-wife.

When | was married to P, | had my own mobile
home at Sandford. | did all the decorating,
got central heating put in, brickwork, fencing.
Then we got a council place in Rose Hill, and
then things started to go downhill.

My ex-wife was talking fo someone on
Facebook and they met up, and it went from
there. They got together. Somebody else told
me. | took an overdose of ibuprofen.
Someone found me and got me to Warneford
Hospital, and they gave me this chalk stuff to
drink. When | got out, | fook another overdose,
and again | got brought to hospital. When
they let me out, | went to see my doctor, and
he got me put in O'Hanlon House so that they
could keep an eye on me. | left my wife and
kids at the house. When | was down at
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O'Hanlon House, the other guy moved in, but
the kids gave him so much hassle that he
moved out again.

| was at O'Hanlon House for eighteen months,
about three years ago. It was OK. A lot of the
time | was on the computer, sitting watching
telly, sleeping, doing a bit of drawing now and
again. Sometimes I'd go to the paper shop at
quarter to six in the morning, take the papers
back, sit and read the papers for half an hour.
Breakfast was from half past seven to half past
eight, and then I'd do the activities during the
day, or walk downtown or walk along the river,
do a bit of sleeping. Nighttime I'd be in the
wet room from about seven o'clock to about
ten o'clock. | gotin arutf there, got in a hole
with no rope to pull me out again.

Then | got put into Julian Housing where there's
no wet room. | share a house with five other
people. It was difficult for the first few days,
but | thought to myself that | wouldn't go down
that road again: | wouldn't have alcohol every
night. So | just stopped it. Nowadays | get
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plenty of food, | have my tea and coffee, my
telly, my Gameboy, my hi-fi. | come to

Scrabble on the
Tuesday,
computer class
on the Friday,
we have
meetings now
and again, they
do frips and
talks, visits fo the
museum. That
doesme. I'm

happy.

The way | look at
it, the bad stuff is
in the past. I've
got my own life
now. l've got my
independence,
I've got to look
after myself. |
take each day

'My ex-wife
was talking
fo someone
on
Facebook
and it went
from there.
Somebody
else told me.
| took an
overdose.'
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as it comes now. |love being on my own.
When visitors come by, it's like "OK, you've had
your cup of tea now, tada”.

Focus. When people say to me "l can't do this"
or"l can't do that", | say to them "You can't be
bothered, you're not focusing on what you
can and can't do". People ask me if | want
anything from the shop, and | say to them that
I'd rather go by myself. I'm so independent.
Every morning | walk from Divinity Road where |
live to the Tesco to get the papers, and my
milk, and a bit of shopping now and again.

Because I'm on mobility and disability
allowance, if | went back to work, I'd be worse
off. Plus, if you work, you have to pay Julian
Housing £150 per week. So I'd basically be
working a week for nothing, and I'm not
prepared to do that. I've done a bit of
volunteering, and that was OK to start with,
but then | got bored doing the same thing and
just thought "ah, why go there today?".
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I've got a lot of tattoos, all over the place, on
my arms, chest, back. | got the first one done
when | was seventeen: a dagger with my
name on it. That cost me £10. I've got a Man
City one, a flying pig on my chest, some
girlfriends' names, two or three each of my
children's names and lots of my name. In case
| forget my name, | can just look at my hands.

I had my ex-wife's name as well but it's been
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blacked out. They've all been done in Oxford,
and a couple in London. Some are home-
made, what | done myself.

| like watching football and wrestling. | like
playing with the computer and my Gameboy.
| like being my own boss, being on my own. |
like talking to people, meeting different
people. |like to smoke roll-ups. | have a nice
baccy tin that | bought at the market. I'd like
to win the lottery. | dislike ignorant people,
people who take the mickey out of people
who aren't as important as they are, and some
of the youth of today. | hate people who

'If | could change one thing,
I'd get rid of my disability
and my brain damage.’
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don't have
any manners
—what does
please and
thank you
coste | dislike
being
disabled: if |
could
change one
thing, I'd get
rid of my
disability and
my brain
damage. But
that's life.

'‘People collect
cats and dogs.
I'm going to be
different. Il

start collecting

pigs.'

One day | went to a second-hand shop on the
Cowley Road and | saw a pig. And | thought
"People collect cats and dogs. I'm going to
be different. I'l start collecting pigs." Since
then I've accumulated pigs upon pigs upon
pigs from second-hand shops. There's two or
three second-hand shops on Cowley Road,
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five in Cowley Centre, there's some
downtown. | pop in there once or twice a
week. On Sunday I'm going to go to the car
boot sale at the Kassam Stadium. | haven't
been there yet.

I've got a pig on my ftelly, it jumps around and
goes chgr chgr chgr chgr [pig grunting noises]
as it jumps. That's my biggest pig. My smallest
one is about one and a half inches long. I've
got six shelves full of pigs, some on my felly,
some where my tea and coffee is, some on
my unit. Someone was saying that I'd better
stop or else I'd have no room left.

| don't eat bacon any more. I've never seen a
live pig, but | know that there's a farm place in
Oxford that has pigs, and | have a friend from
school who | think has pigs. If | won the lottery,
I'd buy myself a large bungalow - | need to
have a bungalow for my disability — build a
little sty out the back, and get myself a pig. It
would be the little pot-bellied kind. I'd get my
brother to do the brickwork for me. I'd call my
pig Porky and walk it along the road on a
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lead, take it info the pub with me. I'd settle it
down in the corner and give it some pork
scratchings.

One night when | couldn't sleep, | drew a
rough sketch of my dream bungalow. I'll have
a fireplace, and I'll panel board the wall
above it. Then I'll paper the rest of it. I'll build
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some shelves for the pigs. Some of the pigs
can go around the living room on units. When
| lived in the mobile home, | did the papering
and then had a board around the middle and
one around the bottom. | might do the same
again when | get my own place.
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Phil's story, 25

.

Phil was in prison for 35 of his 60 years, mostly
for drug trafficking. When linterviewed him,
he had been out of prison for five years and
living at O'Hanlon House for about a year. Phil
is a born story-teller, and he fascinated me
over five long interviews with his stories of
prison life. However, after reading my write-up
of his interviews, Phil decided that he wanted
fo write his story himself. Maybe that was
because | excised about 95% of all his fucking
hell's, leaving only about five per page. He
got a calligraphy set through a special fund,
and gave me the following story to include in
this booklet. | edited out the most pungent
parts of this contribution, foo.
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A debt list is what a Drug Dealer as wrote the
names & amount of money what is owed to
them, when they let people have the drugs
they require, and they pay at a later date.
This debt list is a great evidence fucker for the
old bill. ' have met & come across so many
people convicted in Court by the dreaded
debt list. Even I'm not exempt from this.

k3kk

I was given six years imprisonment at Exeter
Crown Court in 1999, for possession of Heroin &
with infent to supply. After receiving the six
years, | was moved from Exeter Prison to
Dorchester Prison, where Dorchester Prison
allocated me to for the first time a Category C
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Prison. Normally | end up in Category A
dispersal prisons.

I was allocated to Guys Marsh Prison, just on
the outskirts of Shaftsbury in Dorset. | arrived at
Guys Marsh Prison & | was put straight info the
segregation unit. | had never been to Guys
Marsh Prison before. | couldn't work out why |
had been placed in the segregation unit. The
Deputy Governor attempted to explain to me
that Guys Marsh Prison did not want me in their
establishment, so | thought why the fuck didn't
they say this whilst | was sfill at Dorchester
Prison. The reason why | was immediately
placed in the segregation unit was my
reputation for causing and being in frouble
had preceded me. Unknown to me at the
time, | would learn that | knew the majority of
the screws there from Category A Prisons. The
screws were at Guys Marsh Prison because
they were near retirement.

A Principal Officer (P.O.) who knew me
convinced the governor to give me a chance
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on normal location, on the wing with other
prisoners, on the condition that | gave my
word | would behave myself. As the P.O. was
putting his neck on the line, so | was moved
from the segregation unit to the induction
wing. This was totally a new experience for
me: being amongst other prisoners, walking
from A to B in the prison without screws, dog
patrols, being handcuffed to a screw to stop
me atftacking other prisoners, or climbing on o
the prison roof and smashing the roof up. |
have been on three prison roofs, protesting &
smashing them up: Parkhurst Prison roof,
Gartree Prison roof & Dartmoor Prison roof.

Being on the induction wing, you're on this
wing for approximately one month, then
allocated to another wing where you will
probably remain until you finish your sentence.
| soon learnt the rules in a Category C prison
are totally different from rules in a Category A
Prison. The rules in a Category C prison are
petty, trivial & pathetic, i.e. (1) not allowed o
walk on the grass, (2) when going from A to B,
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the prisoner must go straight from A to B, and
not go anywhere else.

The next thing thing | learnt was | had to get a
job in the prison. To be moved from the
induction wing, you had to have a job. Fuck
me, | don't work when I'm on the outside, in
the normal world. I've never worked in prison.
If | was put in a prison workshop against my
wishes, | made fuckin' sure the prison regretted
making that decision to put me in a workshop.
I'd make sure the workshop was closed, i.e.
putting incendiary devices in the workshop &

' had to get ajob in the
prison. Fuck me, | don't work
when I'm on the outside. I've
never worked in prison.'
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they go off after the workers are back on the
wing. Now | find that | have to get ajob. |
tried every fuckin' workshop - laundry, wing
cleaners. The answer | received from all of
them was, under no circumstances would 'the
shop instructor' have me in their workshop.
Another screw | knew said | have to sell myself.
Most of the screws that knew me said "l was
well past the fuckin' sell by date". | couldn't
get ajob in any of the workshops.

| had been on the induction wing for about
twenty weeks — the normal length of stay as |
said was four weeks on the induction wing. |
was in my cell, locked up, when the cell door
opened, and an old screw, Jesus, he was well
past the retirement stage — this old screw, |
knew him from Gartree & Parkhurst — said he'd
give me a chance to do the course he ran, a
course doing Braille for the blind or people
with partially impaired sight. | thought a
fucking' course. The old screw said, there's
only eight people doing the course. He said
tea & coffee was there to be had when the
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inmates required it. It's a clean, tidy workshop.

I'd earn money to spend in the prison canteen.

But the selling point to me was, when the old
screw said to me, | know you can do this, plus
it will get you out of the cell.

All the other shop instructors, screws,
governors, said to the old screw, "Are you
insane, having him in your workshop". The old
screw's response was "He's given me his word
that he will behave himself." The old screw
had faith in me.

At the time of me starting this Braille course,
the Home Secretary who is in charge of alll
prisons was David Blunkett, who as you know is
blind, and had a great interest in the Braille
course. This was a new project — the Braille
course — and it was easier than | thought, &
the old screw was correct, | could & did learn
how to do it. It kind of came natural. Braille is

all about six dots, in a block. By that | mean,
L ]

like this . Forsingle characters A ~B
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~C ~D etc. Then they take the
most popular words, like, and, the, then, that,
which are abbreviated info their own
characters. By that | mean, instead of writing,

and, the, this, that in full, the dots were placed

in different positions. And wouldbe -~ * . So
instead of writing each letter separately, the

most popular words were abbreviated.

Another word, the *

or that would be

| was copying books for sighted people into
Braille for the blind. | found it interesting &
fascinating. | gotright info it. | could write
Braille, but | couldn't read it, like the blind do
with their fingertips, sliding over the raised dots.
It's unbelievable to watch a blind person read
Braille. So when a book was completed, the
old screw had to get it proofread, to see if
there were any errors, spelling mistakes etc.
The old screw had a blind pianist who played
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atf the Albert Hall. He'd played in front of the
Queen. He would every six months come to
the course at Guys Marsh Prison to proofread
the books we had completed. | got on great
with this guy.

| think | had been doing the Braille course for
about four to five months, when the old screw
announced that the Right Honourable David
Blunkett would be coming to Guys Marsh
Prison to visit the prison. Of course, him being
blind, it was obvious that he was going to visit
the Braille course. Fuck me, that's when the
sheer panic from the governor to the ordinary
screw down set in. The governor asked the old
screw running the course, would it be possible
that | wasn't at work in the Braille course shop,
the day the Home Secretary David Blunkett
visited. The Governor was fuckin' terrified that |
would do something whilst the Home
Secretary was there. The Governor was
shitting it.
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The old screw wouldn't have it. He actually
stood in my corner fighting for me , which was
aredl first. The old screw, even he on the day
of David Blunkett's visit, was showing signs of
nervousness, and had to ask me "please
behave myself". | said | would. | thought fuck
me, it can't be that hard for me to behave
myself. But at the same time | was trying to get

I thought fuck me, it can't be
that hard for me to behave
myself. But at the same time
| wass trying to get rid of the
little seed in my head saying
to me what a perfect
opportunity to get revenge
on this governor'.
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rid of the little seed in my head saying to me
"He treated you terribly when you arrived at
this prison — what a perfect opportunity to get
revenge on this Governor." The nearer the day
of Blunkett's visit, | suppose | could see and
smell the fear from all the top fuckers who ran
the prison, because all those fuckers who ran
the prison all believed that there was no way |
could behave myself.

The day arrived, and David Blunkett arrived at
Guys Marsh Prison, armed police, sirens
wailing, police helicopter. Fuck me, he must
have had an entourage of af least fifteen to
twenty people with him.

So I'm at my Braille typewriter doing my thing,
when they all arrived. Even the Black
Labrador came with him. I'll never forget this
as long as | live. The governor asked one of
the other inmates to get a bowl of water for
the fuckin' dog. Even the Black Labrador got
freated with more respect than the inmates
received.
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Better was to come, when the governor
realised David Blunkett was talking to every
inmate individually. By this fime I'm just
watching all this, the chit chat. As David
Blunkett got nearer to me, you could actually
see the fearrise on the governor's fear chart.
Then Blunkett was there, within touching
distance. The old screw made the
infroductions. Blunkett said to me "how long
have you been doing the course". | replied
four to five months. Did | enjoy it. | replied
"veah". Then one of the followers asked me,
what my sentence was for & how long had |
received, how long | had done of it. The
Governor was hanging on the edge of a cliff -
& he must have thought phewl!!! — nothing can
go wrong now. How fuckin' wrong can one
be.

The fatal question was asked by David Blunkett
himself — "Why was | doing the course and
what did | expect to get out of it". My answer
just came out, | said, | was convicted of
possession of heroin with intent to supply. The
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debt list of everyone's name & the amounts of
money each person owed me sealed my
conviction. So I'm here on the Braille course to
learn Braille to write my debt list out, to fuck
the old bill. But knowing my luck I'm having at
the moment, I'd probably get nicked by a
blind fuckin' copper, that would be able to
read my Braille written debtf list. Fuck me, |
even think the Black Labrador stopped
panting. All | could see what Blunkett's mouth
opening and shutting like a goldfish. The
home secretary was in complete shock. Even
the entourage were fuckin' speechless.

After the Home Secretary had left, that's when
the fun started. On the No. 1 governor's
instruction, | was taken to the segregation unit,
where the No. 1 governor spoke to me. All he
kept saying was "l knew it would be you (me).
I knew it..." The final words from the No. 1
governor to me were "I'm having you
transferred to H.M.P. Dartmoor as soon as an
escort van is available."
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An hour later a P.O. came to my cell & said
"You're not going to Dartmoor because
Dartmoor refuses to accept you, because
you've adlready been on the prison roof there &
caused over two million pounds worth of
criminal damage." | started laughing: | was
thinking "You're fuckin'right P.O.". | then said
fo the P.O. "It was even better when the judge
on the Dartmoor roof trial fucked up the
sentencing & it ended up that | received no
prison sentence, as the judge thought | was on

'‘Dartmoor refuses to accept
you, because you've already
been on the prison roof there
& caused over two million
pounds worth of damage.'
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remand for the criminal damage to Dartmoor i Bundlay 2 June 2013
Prison's roof. But | got bail from the Crown “« o dodt Lot 4 P o afaz%)sé
Court & had been arrested for drug trafficking: W/j;‘%t ety ﬂ%‘“‘ aved & ] M‘}%
that was what | was on remand for, not the ’%.7 i e bl ;ﬂ it 'l %émt
. . " A EL~ T & Sme
criminal damage to Dartmoor Prison roof. T do Gt /,‘./Z’ig % Lvunded
Now that did piss the prison authorities right off Rebtioen Ui " ot W i
- all that damage to the prison roof, & all the ; ma:/;;’;‘ N"'/"’W 2 ks G
screws' fuckin' lies, they spoke from the witness @t Uy 1999, %&W 2’2‘””" § wsf siloat
. 7;, W’  / {dviag rreveed
box to make sure | was convicted & would % um B - A7’u E
receive the longest sentence they could try to ‘i;m AW/% g@*l‘. e €
get the judge to impose on me. Butin the end ! a % ﬁ;f ; Mﬁ«zm He
. . wfas N fre’ -/ amoel al
the judge fucked up the sentencing. Haha, %;f &?f i dsaht ok ’
'nesk Aﬁ‘ -/ Eundidit

my luck had changed that day."

prison gate enfrance "ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE,

ABANDON ALL YE HOPE" - Eh! %% @7%;;5’%% "Wi
I was eventually transferred from Guys Marsh :%M;ﬁi o &‘;ﬁ%&mém
ge:s A Y

Whoever carved in the stone above the main %cﬁff'
iuds

Prison to Horfield Prison in Bristol...
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Ricardo's sic

Ricardo lives in Julian Housing.

As a child, I loved leaving London and going
to the seaside or zoo, or on a frip to the safari
park. |like the idea of leaving London and
sightseeing. London mostly looks the same
once you have been raised there. It felf like
being free for the tfime | was away from
London.

When | was a child there was abuse in my
family. | have a big family of my own, plus lots
of aunties and uncles. | suffered having sexual
abuse done to me which had a very bad
effect on my life.
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I've had many jobs in my life. So far I've
worked in construction. I've worked as a
minder or protecting people. I've worked as a
chef. The funny thing is the best job I've ever
had, or the job | felt most at peace in, was
when | worked on a farm. | did it for a year.
My job was feeding the pigs and cleaning out
their pigpen in a tractor. On the farm there
were cows and lambs. Different people were
responsible for their part. For some reason |
love animals and loved working with them.

I've always been good at sports: football,
athletics, table tennis, tfennis, snooker. What |
think I'm best at is people, vulnerable people.
I'm able to feel sorry for them or have
empathy, and | am able to understand what
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they have been through and what they need
to change their lives.

| became homeless when | became addicted
tfo drugs. This happened very late in life for
me, when | was 30 years of age. | was able o
go cold turkey by myself and become clean,
but fiffeen years later when | was 45 years of
age | became addicted to heroin again. | did
not inject but | smoked it. Because of this | had
to move into Simon House so | could sort
myself out.

When | was living in Simon House, | started
volunteering for the Gatehouse and also
volunteering for St. Aldate's Church. | never
had done anything like that before, as | was
more interested in making money, chasing girls
and basically getting into all sorts of trouble.
What changed is | stopped drinking and
taking drugs, and my mind became much
clearer.

| like when the public, women and children
are able to live with freedom, without children
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being abused. | like when the wealth in this
world trickles down to those without money, so
that they can make a life for themselves,
better themselves.

| hate the greed in the world and the violence.
It destroys everything it touches. Look at the
world now: wars all over the world, people
trying to killinnocent people and themselves,
to say that they think things are not fair. All the
wildlife, i.e. lions, elephants, tigers and the fish
in the sea are slowly being exterminated by
mankind and his greed.

If | could change one thing in the world,
instead of mankind using their knowledge and
skill to think of new ways of spying and killing,
making new bombs and guns, they would use
the energy to geft rid of diseases like AIDS,
cancer and to get rid of world poverty and
hunger.
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Sal lives at O'Hanlon House

If I could change on thing, | would change the
speed of light. A mere patent clerk had an
idea that is probably the most famous
equation EEMC2. But due to friction, gravity
and quantum interference. We are
challenged by math.

I would not use this skill fo usurp the past, but
would use it fo explore the universe at the
'time' to explore is more than a frillion trillion
trillion years.
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When | interviewed him, Scott lived at
O'Hanlon House.

I've had such an interesting life that | should
probably write a book about it. | was born in
England, but | lived in South Africa for most of
my life. When | was 18 months old, my dad
from Northern Ireland fook me and my mum fo
South Africa to join the army there. When |
was two, he got killed in Angola, but we
stayed on in South Africa.

As a child, | loved animals. My mother worked
near Kruger National Park for about two years,
and | would see lions, zebras, cheetahs,
baboons, hippos. | kept snakes and different
kinds of scorpions. | had a green mamba
snake without knowing that it was poisonous,

65

used to just let it wind its way around my arm. |
loved chipmunks, and once smuggled a baby
chipmunk to South Africa. | caught i, put itin
a tube and smuggled it in fied to my jeans — |
was only about eleven years old, which is
maybe why immigration didn't notice it. But |
hate spiders: still do.

| lived through the changes from the
apartheid regime. | started my schooling
under de Klerk, and finished under Nelson
Mandela. | was in Standard 6 when Mandela
came in.

My mother met my step-father when | was
about 12 years old. When I was 14, | accused
him of sexually molesting me. At the time, my
mother was pregnant with my step-brother,



and it was hard for her to have me around
then. So she pushed me away so that she
could have a life with my step-father. Also in
South Africa they don't have the dole, so she
couldn't leave my step-father. When | was 14,
she sent me to Kenya to work outside Nairobi
in a stud farm with the horses. A few months
later the owner saw my passport and realised
that | was only 14, not 16 like my mother had
said. She sent me
back to live with
my mother. When

'My mother | was 16, my
mother sent me
pushed me live in a bedsit in

Port Elizabeth. |
came to England
when | was about
20.

away so she
could have a
life with my
step-father'.

In South Africa, |

used to go off by
myself for a while.
| iked my ganga,
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and went travelling to places where people
had never seen a white person before. The
little kids would shriek and run away when they
saw me. Once | went missing down there for
six months, walking through the hills. Every
night, people would roll out a reed mattress for
me and feed me a meal made of local
vegetables grown in the hills. | just ran away
from everything.

But | felt that in South Africa, since the blacks
have been in power, there is discrimination
against white people. So | came back to the
UK — fo Margate - in 1999. South Africais a
beautiful country with beautiful weather, but
materially England is definitely a better place
for me than South Africa. I've also been to JFK
in Queens, Toronto and Oslo. Oslo was my
smuggling days: | was smuggling khat for the
Somalians. Khat is legal in England because
it's a natural substance —it's a bundle of twigs -
but it's illegal in Norway, and | was importing it
fo Norway. | ended up in jail for a few months
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for that in Oslo,
and then they
deported me
back to
Heathrow.

'‘Once | went
missing for six
months. | just
ran away from
everything.'

When | was in
Margate, | lived in
a one-bedroom
flat with my ex-
girlfriend. | gotin
with a bad crowd
there. Ihad a
mate from Liverpool who got me down the
wrong road.

In 2003, | got run over by a car in Folkestone.
Some fellow didn't like me and hit my leg really
badly. | knew who it was, and he got arrested
for it, but all the witnesses disappeared before
the frial. |1 was in hospital for a long time: had
to have the muscle moved from here to there,
got skin grafts, had a metal pin put in, and
that leg is still shorter than the other one by

about aninch. | have aninset in my shoe and
| sometimes need to use a crutch because my
back hurts from having legs of different
lengths. I'm hoping that the doctors will break
the bone again and make it longer. | don't
want to have legs of unequal lengths for the
rest of my life.

| went back to South Africa a few years ago,
but didn't get on with my mother and step-
brother. | got thrown in prison there for nine
months. In prison, there would be stabbings
and rapes every week. The only reason why |
didn't get stabbed or raped there is that |
spoke Afrikaans. | got through that sentence
by being taken into the 26 gang. There are
two gangs in the South African jails that are
always fighting against each other: outside
the 26 gang works in the daytime, and the 28
gang works at nighttime. | was the first white
British man to ever be made an incizwa in the
26 gang. | was a france for six months first: |
was cleaning and sweeping the cells,
cleaning their plates for six months. When |



became anincizwa, | got a bed. | don't think
that you can get a prison any worse than the
South African prison | was in. | wish that had
never happened to me.

I've got a gang tattoo: "only god can judge
me". | could also get a '26' and a rising sun
tattooed on top of it, to show that I'm a
member of the 26 gang. The rising sun is
because of the gang's daytime work. The 28
gang tattoo would have a sun tattooed
downwards. The tattoo isn't made of ink: it's
made of a plastic bin, melted down into a
liquid.

When | came back from South Africa three
years ago, | went to the night shelter in
Canterbury. But that night shelter finishes at
the end of winter so you have to go on the
streets. | slept on the streets there for three
and a half months, and then a friend told me
about Oxford. | lived rough in Oxford for six
months, and then | got an exemption to move
to O'Hanlon House. If you don't have family
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connections
to Oxford,

youneed an 'Living rough
exemption to

use the was a total
services here. nigh’rmore. |
Living rough sold the Big
was a total

nightmare. | Issue, begged
sold the Big

lssue, for food, slept
begged for in shop doors.
food, sleptin

shop doors,

lived that

lifestyle.

Everyone who sleeps rough has some kind of
habit, and | had a bad heroin habit.

I've been living at O'Hanlon House for about a
year now. | was af Simon House for two
months but didn't like it there. | felt that they
were treating me unfairly. They were always
at me. Every time I'd walk in, they'd be there



with a breathalyser, and they had loads of
rules. | couldn't cope with that. Inthe end |
got kicked out because | threw my crutch at
the wall.

Moving here is the best thing | ever did. I'd be
dead by now if | hadn't come to Oxford. I've
been clean now for two and a half months
and am doing OK.

I'd like to move into a place of my own.
Because | speak Afrikaans, | could learn to be
a franslator. Afrikaans is similar to Dutch, and
Dutch is similar to German, so maybe | could
learn to franslate from those languages as
well.

My Story
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'‘Moving here is the best thing
| ever did. I'd be dead by
now if | hadn't come to
Oxford.'
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Bimon Reid's

Simon has lived at O'Hanlon House since
January 2013. The first time | met Simon, he
was pafching fogether parts of different songs
info what can only be described as a tapestry
of poetry. Simon has a beautiful voice and |
was mesmerised. This interview is from the
second time we met.

As a child, | loved to go to adventure
playgrounds, go canoeing, have the social
service staff there, go out and socialise. | grew
up in Oxford but went fo a government-run
school in Bournemouth. It was quite an active
school. Those were the best days of my life.
Government tried to do more things back
then: there were more community centres
where they'd offer food and have discos on
weekends.

story
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They still have these kinds of things, but people
have kind of moved away from that. | look at
children nowadays and | see them hanging
around, not having anywhere to go and being
a little bit aimless. It would keep people
preoccupied and out of crime.

These days people are rushing to grow up and
aren't really giving themselves a chance. You
can run ahead of your life and get lost. You
should nurture your youth and grow up nicely.
That makes a beftter person out of you. If
we've got a good start, we can all succeed.
But having that at the beginning is very
precious.

I was good at sports, the decathlon. I'd do
long jump, high jump, 100 metres, 200 meftres,
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relay. We sailed and canoed a lot because
we lived by the sea, and we did potholing,
mountaineering, lots of activities like that. I'm
OK academically and am quite analytically
minded. When | got older, | matured more to
things like law. But I'm quite lazy. | don't like to
wear my brain out, working overtime. | like to
keep it af a tick-over rate.

My mother was Roman Catholic. My father
was a black Freemason, and his side of the
family is quite wealthy. | come from that

'‘My father damaged me a bit
as a child. He said that | was
too clever for my own good.
He said that | looked good.
He'd also say that | was a shit.'
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bloodline and feel that. To be successful in
life, you've got to hold your head up high and
be counted.

But my father drank and was, not heavy-
handed, but a bit rowdy. He damaged me a
bit as a child. He said fo me when | was a kid
that | was too clever for my own good. He
said that | was quite intellectual, and that |
looked good, and that I'd do well at Oxford.
He'd also say that | was a shit.

When you get brought up by Black people, if
they see someone who might be more gifted
or who wants to do something, they don't
know what to do with you - like my father
didn't know what to do with me — or they just
won't allow you to. That's why my father was
like that, | think, because he didn't want me to
aspire to be better than him or too high up in
society.

Maybe because Black people haven't aspired
in the world like white people have, they
consider themselves as second-rate citizens.
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They might say that if you haven't done
anything by the time you're eighteen you're no
good and they'll put you on the rubbish heap.
You've got Mandela and the riot in Lagos and
Mugabe - they shouldn't be given too much
responsibility because they think they don't
deserve if. They'll squanderit. Someone will
run off with the money even though others will
suffer.

People should sit down together like the
United Nations. Psychology is of the essence.
If you have all those bodies in there, finely
tuned psychologically, if anyone there is at
fault they need to take their retirement: thanks
but no thanks any more. All those brains could
come together to make a master brain, and
really move forward with beauty and grace.
We have got that already, but it needs to be
nurtured and built again. We don't want to
hear about corruption in the government. The
people in government are lovely people. If
there was a set of guidelines that was followed
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by everyone, then everyone could work on
being happy.

| was brought up Roman Catholic but my soul
is a Muslim soul. You know, Mus-Lim is just our
heart and soul. Our world is predominantly
Christian: the houses, hospitals, the way they're
built. There's a lot of power in institutions.
Religion has caused a lot of problems, war,
segregation. We're very cosmopolitan here in
England and different skin colours live
harmoniously together. But what I'd like to see
is some of those people dispersing and making
change, moving forward. We should keep the
culture in place but show each other brotherly
and sisterly love.

| didn't do my A levels and didn't do very well
at O levels. | didn't like my exams. So | just sort
of left school, which my parents weren't very
happy about. | worked in stocktaking,
logistics, at Unipart, mostly warehouse things. |
worked in restaurants, catering, hotels, doing
porter work or waiting.
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Then | worked for the County Hall as a
machine room technician doing night shifts,
back in the days when you had Winchester
drives, when everything was binary, and you
had to program the computer system to get it
to work. | used to load up software for County
Hall and businesses in the Oxfordshire area. I'd
sit there and play guitar with another guy and
chill out.

They moved me up in County Hall, but my new
boss was set in his ways. When | was born, |
was one of the few mixed race people in
Oxford. My boss wasn't racist, but he thought
that there were traditions that should be kept
up with his workers. | kind of respected that. |
left because | thought that | couldn't get on
with my career there and move up to
management level for years. My dad really
wasn't happy. He thought that the boss was
racist. | couldn't explain to him why | didn't
think he was. It was a matter of work ethics, of
fradition, of people being first on the list. That's
why | started my own business.
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Because | had a reasonable education, |
thought to myself "Have fun, live in the fast
lane, and then do something to accumulate a
lot of money, buy a house". | thought that |
should go either into food or into human
resources. | became a managing director of
my own recruitment company on Cowley
Road. | found out what I lot | could learn when
| started my own business: law, legislafion,
marketing, promoting the company.

' became a managing
director of my own
recruitment company. | was
doing something valid in
society, doing things by the
rules.’
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I was doing something that was valid in
society, doing things by the rules. People
would come to me to do a few week's work.
For instance they might want to buy a car and
needed to get some money. | ran the
company all above board, which was great: |
made sure that my accounts were straight
and my taxes were paid. I'd contact the Job
Centre to make sure that things got deducted
if people were earning over the 16 hour per
week margin, but I'd also give them a letter to
say that their benefits should be reinstated
when | had no further work for them.

At the end | had a contract with RAF Benson
for about 30 people. | was promoting and
advertising the work. | had got together 10 or
15 people, and over tfime | would have goften
the 30 people. That was for ten years at least.
I was going to get a minibus, take people to
work and pick them up, make it easy for
people to jump in the bus in the morning and
get to work. | was going to have stuff in the
van like cheap sandwiches and drinks so that
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people could take those to work with them. |
wanted my workers to have money, so that
they could take care of their responsibilities
where they lived. | subbed them and things
like that, to make sure they were happy. It
was a bit of a family kind of business.

| was making quite a lot of money. | wanted
to make two or three million by the fime |
knocked it off, so that | could leave my kids
with something. They could each have a
house, and inherit what they might from their
father. | would have used a lot of the money
that | would have made over the last fifteen
years to build a multicultural centre. | would
have helped to fund O'Hanlon House, and
Helen and Douglas House, and medical
research. | think that if you hit something at
the beginning, at its foundation, it will blossom.
It's like feeding a flower with water.

| am quite a loving person, and when | was
young | had relationships. When people are
young they want to do things quickly, marry
quickly, and that was all a bit foo quick for me.
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With my children's mothers, we'd meet each
other and fall in love, and everything was
going to be good. Their families liked me.
Then they'd want to settle down, but | didn't
have any money. They said that they had
money, but | wanted to earn it myself. I'm
quite proud. But they got upset if | didn't marry
them. That was a bit of a bummer.

I miss my children. | want them to grow up
and do the things that | loved as well.
Character building is very important with a
child. That's part of being a parent, keeping

'‘Nothing had really gone
wrong until then in my life.
And then it all went boom
right in front of me.’
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them from going astray. Everybody has fo pay
their way in life. Some things are free and
that's nice, but in life you need to be
responsible for yourself.

| was at my peak when | was a recruitment
consultant. | was all geared up to make lots of
money, get married. Nothing had really gone
wrong until then in my life. And then, fifteen
years ago, it all went boom right in front of me.

It was bereavement that got me into using
heroin. |lost a couple of children in my life
when | was 32. My girlfriend was taking heroin,
but she lied to me and didn't tell me she was
taking it. But then it was too late and she was
taking quite a lot. She didn't die but the
children were born prematurely, twin
daughters whom | really wanted. That led to
me having a nervous breakdown, and then |
got schizophrenia.
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It was bereavement that got
me into using heroin. |lost a
couple of children. That led
to me having a nervous
breakdown and then | got
schizophrenia.'

| ended up living on the street for about three
years, and then two years more. | was a bit
here and there. It's OK. | weathered it and
didn't really lose my health. | had sleeping
bags and you can get comfortable, you can
get warm. You can find little places that you
can, you know...

| don't have an addictive nature and don't use
a lot of heroin. But if | could change anything
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about my last 15 years, | would have stayed
away from drugs. | had years when | didn't
take any drugs, but now | have to do it every
day, just a little bit fo get me up and about.
I've met a lot of friends through drugs, and it
would be hard to turn around and say that |
didn't want it around my house. My family are
quite strict about it: they say that | shouldn't be
doing drugs and I've fallen from grace
because of taking heroin. But people who
take drugs are not scum. They are not the
lowest level of society. They're real human
beings like we are. Don't look at them with
prejudice.

I've been celibate for the last fifteen years,
and | haven't worked except for some building
work for friends, just so that | could say o
myself that | really was trying. It's a nightmare
not having done anything for so long. My
daughter says that | should start a business
again, but I'm not as psychologically well or as
strong as | was back then. I'm older and it's a
tougher environment.
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[ like singing, and have been doing music
today. | wasin a few bands, and they said to
me that | had a good voice. But it was the
poetry that | wanted to master: the song and
the way the lyrics flow with it. I'm not so much
into R&B or reggae, but | like loads of stuff:
Lloyd Cole, Depeche Mode, the Clash,
Donald Fagen, the Hats, the Blue Nile and all
that. That's what | grew up with. | could have
written some songs, made some hits, made a
lot of money from i, but | didn't do that. When
| sit down with a guitar, all my stuff is original. |
can meet someone, spend a month with
them, and sing a song about their character
and their ways. But it wouldn't be personal, it
would just be an analogy of that person.

Homeless people used to be good to me
when | was a child. | remember them: they
were always good to me. A lot of homeless
people | know love to socialise and we should
have more of it. It would be nice if we had a
multicultural centre that people here could go
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to and get soup and whatever. You could ask
them to put a quid in the pot.

If I could change one thing, I'd get rid of war
and nuclear bombs. We need to learn to
negotiate with each other. We don't run
around in bushes

any more.

We've got

responsibilities. It was the

We've got

meaning. The poeTry that |

fabric of war wanted to

should have

been eroded master: the

away a lot

sooner. Man song Ond

and woman the way the

needs to strive to .

do that. lyrics flow
with it.'



My Story

I have four or five children and at least one
grandchild. | wish them all the best.
Unfortunately I'm not in regular touch with
them, but | hope that they'll come and see me
one day. | think I've seen a couple of them
but they didn't say much. One of my little girls
was on a TV advert, and | think that one of my
sons is at Oxford. | would like to include my full
name and photo in my story, in case they
want fo know more about me.

I'd like to say to future residents of O'Hanlon
House: | wish you all the best, and people here
who might not always be here are thinking
about you. Try to be a good person. Always
be happy with what you have or don't have.
Don't strive foo much because other people
will be there to help you.
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Tracy lives in Julian Housing. Just before Tracy
told me her story, she had received a thank
you letter. She had given a talk to thirty-five
teenagers several days earlier, and the school
had written to thank her, enclosing a cheque.
She had also recently found out she had been
offered an interview at Marks and Spencer.

I wouldn't change a thing in my life even if |
could, because then | wouldn't be here now.
Maybe I'd be better with money, as I've
always been bad with that.

| have four daughters: F and C by my first
partner, and K and T by my husband. Kand T
were adopted when T was just a few months
old, but adopted by the same family. | didn't
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see them for twenty years, until T contacted
me out of the blue. | told T it was her dad's
and my fault. We could not get along
because he was violent, and that's why Social
Services got involved and put them up for
adoption. | didn't want them to be adopted
but I realised | was selfish, and they would be
better off being adopted.

I am in regular touch with F and C. Three of
my daughters are pregnant at the moment, so
by the end of the year | should have eight
grandchildren, four of each. Butf | don't feel
like a nan —I'm only 45.

My second marriage lasted only a few months.
Five weeks after we were married he went
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with a woman from Cardiff. | got home from
work at 11pm at night to find them talking on
the doorstep. My husband was tall and strong.
As | was really having a go at the woman, he
picked me up and | kicked the back window
of her car. She had to drive back to Cardiff
with the broken window.

'‘When my marriage broke
up, my friends invited me to
move in with them, but they
split up and | still moved. |
slept outside O'Hanlon House
for one night and then got @
room on the second night.'
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I moved to Oxford in 2008. When my marriage
broke up, my friend invited me to move in with
them, but they split up and | still moved. |
arrived in Oxford, and went to sleep down by
the river, across from the Head of the River
pub. But two lads found me and took me to
O'Hanlon House. | slept outside there for one
night and then got a room on the second
night, then | moved to Simon House after five
months and spent six months there. | then
moved to Julian Housing and have been at
Julian Housing for four years. | haven't looked
back since.

My support worker is keen for me to
understand why | lie about money, to get to
the root of my problem with it. | have rent
arrears with my old council and am paying it
back £5 per month, and will probably pay until
| die.

I've been engaged to my boyfriend for four
years. He is homeless, and has pancreatic
cancer, diabetes and other severe medical
problems, so he might not be around for much
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longer. We can with me. You're meant to have a dog to start
talk about with and move into Julian Housing, not move
'Iv\y dog BOby anything, and he to Julian Housing and then get a dog! |
. isn't violent at all. aftended a scary meeting and made my case
is the only He used to be a for keeping her. | explained that Baby would

heavy heroin user,

homeless dog but has given this
in the UK to all up in the last
month or so.
get her bronze
. | have a dog

and silver called Baby, and
Kenne' Club she is the only

. homeless dog in
certificate.' the UK to get her

bronze and the

silver Kennel Club

certificate. Baby
is a purebred Staffie. Someone brought her
outside O'Hanlon House when she was a
puppy, saying that a family member was
allergic to dogs. I've had her nearly four years
now. | had to attend a special meeting at
Julian Housing to make a case for keeping her
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give me areason to get up and go out, and
would provide companionship. They let me
have her as a special situation. | got funding
to pay for the dog fraining classes, and am
now taking Baby to gold level classes.

| started by saying that | wouldn't change
anything about my life. Well, maybe I'd
change my appearance and be slimmer and
more beautiful.
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O'Hanlon House is at the end of a short cul-de-
sac. Itis a four-storey building with a white
plaster and red brick frontage, and beige
sides. But it's the people and dogs in front of
the building that give it vibrancy. On a
pleasant affernoon, a dozen residents will be
clustered near its entrance, joking with each
other, yelling at their dogs, holding drink cans
and monologues. They are a scruffy bunch,
wearing more clothing than seems necessary
given the weather. The dogs are jolly, bouncy,
barking, with a predominance of bull terriers.

Go past the groups of people, who are much
too absorbed with each other to hassle you.
Press the button marked 'visitors' and someone
from the front desk pushes a button that allows

you in. Walk in and there's a briskly efficient
person behind a low screen. As well as vetting
who comes in, they are fetching a glass of
water for a resident, checking video screens,
and explaining to an irate resident why they're
not allowed to do something. Behind you, a
queue forms. "I'm from the My Story project”
you explain, and the desk person opens a
second door that lets you intfo the main part of
O'Hanlon House.

O'Hanlon House has a central atrium that goes
to the ceiling. In the central area of the
ground floor are six round tables near the
kitchen area, a group of comfy chairs around
a low table, a table tennis table, and a couple
of long tables at the other end. Set around
the central area are the kitchen, a laundry
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room, a library and IT room, a wet room where
alcohol is allowed, and a few residential
rooms. All of the doors here are green. The
next two storeys have metal balconies and a
walkway overlooking the atrium, with
residential rooms behind the walkway. The first
floor doors are red, and those on the second
floor are blue. The third flooris a glassed-in
administrative area.

| ask Peter or Lucy or Nell behind the desk to
hold my backpack for me — no need to tempt
fate — and take with me a folder that holds
some cards, consent forms, a Dictaphone,
camera and pen. | put one card on each
table in the room, and then sit down with the
rest of my stuff. It is épm and dinner will be
served in half an hour. The residents are
starting to come out of their rooms,
congregating for dinner. This is the best time
to interview them.

What seems like a threatening and chaotic
environment is sometimes exactly that.
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O'Hanlon House

People get angry, accusations get made, the
room echoes with yells. There are no soft
furnishings, so sounds reverberate. But sitin a
comfy chair for long enough and the rhythm
of the place becomes more familiar. The old-
timers hang around the food serving area and
joke with each other. Two young men play a
desultory game of table tennis. A few people
sit at a table, staring at its surface. Dogs
cavort.
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Over time, the residents become more
familiar. One old gentleman waves hello
every time but doesn't want to talk fo me.
Someone else nods hello. The same man in
the same ancient cowboy hat sits at the same
table every time I'm there. But the woman
from last time is no longer around: she has
moved on to Julian Housing, or in with friends,
or is back on the street. O'Hanlon House's
population is fransient, in for a few days or
weeks or months, and then on to other things.

| sit in the comfy chair and write down my
observations. Dinner tonight is beans, bubble
and squeak, bacon, apples, ice cream and
cake. A bearded man talks to a young chap
in a blue jean shirt. A handsome toothless
older man comes in wearing a white knitted
hat.

Then one of the residents who has been
reading the notes that | left on the tables
comes over fo me. He asks "so what's this alll
about?". | explain that | propose fo tape him
talking about his life, type up the results, pass
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them to him, and if he is then willing, his story
will be put on the O'Hanlon House welbsite and
maybe in a booklet. | say that he can start
anywhere he wants and stop any time he
wants. And he starts telling me his story.

Running the My Story project

| have always been curious about how
homeless people end up homeless, and in
putting stories to the faces that | see in the
streets. That said, | was never brave enough to
sit down with someone homeless and ask
them about their lives. | was always worried
that | would get sucked into their lives, be
asked for money, have people become
dependent on me, the whole mess of if.

So when I was invited to work on the 'My Story'
project in January 2013, | leapt forit. | had
volunteered with Oxford Homeless Pathways
to take homeless people to hospital, and had
just finished an excellent course on how to do
that. Previously, | had taken some counselling
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courses, and so understood about asking
open guestions, leaving silences, and not
offering well-meaning advice. Also, as a six
foot tall middle-aged woman, | don't feel
easily threatened. At the closing interview for
the hospital course, the volunteer coordinator
asked whether | would run the 'My Story'
project, and that was the start of it for me.

A month later, | met the Service User Group,
which comprises residents of O'Hanlon House
and Julian Housing. Two women from the
group were particularly keen to work on the
project: Tara and Tracy. | met with Tara in a
cafe shortly afterwards to discuss how best to
engage people. Between us, we devised a
leaflet to recruit interviewees.

Over hot chocolate, Tara explained why |
should not include some of the more pompous
starter topics that | had thought up: "Now | try
to..."and 'l get help from...". These topics
suggest that the interviewee should change -
conform to some social norms or aspire to a
different kind of life - whereas mostly they are
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dealing with their present circumstances
without needing or wanting to change. Tara
suggested the topic "If | could change one
thing..." which proved to be popular with the
interviewees. The final leaflet read:

TELL YOUR STORY - WEDNESDAYS 6PM

Things that you might want to say:
. As a child, T loved...

e My favourite job was...

o I'vealways been good at..

o A bad time was when...

o I became homeless when...

. When I was homeless I...

o Ilike/ dislike ...

o If I could change one thing...
e anything else you want

You can write your story down or tell it fo us and
we'll type it up. You can then decide if you are
willing for your story to be made public on a
website or in a booklet. Riki will be at O 'Hanlon
House at 6pm every Wednesday, or contact...
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Tracy was the other member of the Service
User Group who was particularly interested in
the project. She didn't want to interview
people but volunteered to be my first
interviewee. Tracy was wonderful: | pulled out
my laptop in the little office that we had been
given for the interview, she started talking, and
after two sentences she said very honestly that
she couldn't cope with me typing stuff out.
She then told me her very moving story for
more than an hour while | madly tried to
memorise what she was saying. After the
interview, | started to cycle home, but then
stopped by the side of the road, sat on the
pavement (it was cold, early February), and
scribbled down everything that | could
remember of the interview. On the way
home, | bought a Dictaphone, and used that
for all subsequent interviews.

After each interview, | asked interviewees to
sign a consent form allowing their stories to be
made public. Once the stories were written
up, we checked again to make sure that

interviewees were happy for us to use their
stories. This was not easy to do, as they have
busy lives, move on quickly, and frankly often
have better things to do than read the write-
ups of their interviews. But once we had
permission, we put their story on the O'Hanlon
House website.

Interviewees chose whether they wanted to
include their full names or something else; and
whether they wanted their story to contain a
photo of them or something that represented
them like a sun or an animal.

Many of the interviewees had a very
distinctive 'voice': an accent, rhythm of
talking, or phrases that they used a lot ('do you
know what | mean?'). When writing up the
interviews, | fried to keep that 'voice' but still
make the story readable. | excised a huge
number of curses, and often moved the
contents of the stories around to make them
more coherent. | converted some sentences
info more 'proper' English. | wouldn't want my
own spoken words turned directly into writing!



Where some of the stories seemed almost too
strange to be true, | tried to check the facts;
and | confirmed the spellings and locations of
various courts, gangs, and prisons. | learned a
lot about the penal system in the process. In
all cases, the stories were consistent with my
(admittedly limited) research. In any case,
these are meant to be people's "stories”, how
interviewees want to present their lives, not
necessarily a factually correct document.

| had expected the interviews to be fraught,
and for the first few | armed myself with paper

tissues (either for myself or for the interviewee).

Instead most of the stories were told in a very
matter of fact, un-self-pitying way: "this is what
happened to me, and this is who | am”. This
may have been because we were sat in a
public environment, with a lot of commotion
around us; or maybe the interviewees had
already told their stories many fimes or
‘processed' them in advance. Overall | was
impressed by how willing the interviewees

were to share their stories with a total stranger.

My Story
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The interviewees are not particularly
admirable or delightful, and | wouldn't want to
be on the bad side of most of them. But they
are all fascinatingly different and have a wide
range of skills and interests, just like any of us.
Many of them have also had to deal with
things that could easily knock any of us down:
the death of a baby, divorce and associated
money problems, mental illness, and in many
cases truly impressively poor parenting. Many
of the interviewees were struggling to
overcome a heroin habit, and | suspect that
heroin will overcome several of them in time.

I had to get a Criminal Records Bureau check
to be allowed to do the interviews, because
the residents of O'Hanlon House are classed as
vulnerable adults. That was a shock: | had
always been scared of homeless people, and
here | was being treated as the scary one. |
hope that the stories do a similar job of making
readers think afresh — and maybe more
sympatheftically - about homeless people.
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| was very impressed with the OxHoP staff.
They work with people who have beenin
prison for anything from murder to heroin
trafficking, with large chaotic people who own
large chaotic dogs. They have to break up
fights between residents, and handle constant
accusations of unfair freatment or inadequate
service. The next morning, they sit down at a
table with the person who yelled at them the
previous evening, and they fry fo organize a
plan for dealing with that person's legal
problem, family difficulties, health complaints
or drug addiction.

Most of us, confronted with someone who
accuses us of being unfair, or who demands
something now when we are doing something
else, would snap back or brood on this for
days. | would. The OxHoP staff deals with this
every hour with dignity and humour.
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| ended up caring about all of the
interviewees. | was sorry when they were
clearly unhappy, and happy when they
moved on. | hope that their lives work out the
way that they would like them to.



When you see a homeless person, do you wonder about their lives?

Meet twelve of your Oxford neighbours who are or were homeless. Phil
collects ceramic pigs. Marcel lives in his car and went on a balloon ride
for his 50t birthday. Tracy’s dog achieved a silver Kennel Club
certificate. Simon got schizophrenia after two of his children died. Martin
overcame a heroin addiction to become a mental health worker. They

and others tell their stories here.

What non-celebrities say:

‘The stories neithersentimentalise nordemonise the homeless people, and
don'tiry fo squash the narratfives fo fit some pre-detfermined theory or moraiity,
butleave them as unftidy mixtures of accidents, bad luck AND unwise /
improvidentresponses. They promptcomplacent ‘successful’ people fo
ponder if I'd been dealt thathand, wouldl have played it any bettferg'™

Roger Levett

"Marcelis amazing, so resilient, and Phil is so non-bitter. The stories are all very

inspiring and it'shumbling fo read.” Amanda Root
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