with other issues besides bereavement. We
arranged supervision and met regularly to
exchange ideas, discuss difficulties and
support one another.

A counsellor visited the prison on the
same morning each week, offering a

possible three counselling sessions, though

one or two clients per morning was the
norm. We had to follow the prison
procedure for entering the prison and
going to the room made available to us
each week, which was very near the
entrance. We could not move within the
prison unaccompanied and we could be
searched. The counselling room was very
stark, with three chairs and a small table,
brightly lit and with a small glass panel in
the door to permit observation. A prison
officer fetched the clients and sat outside
the room while we were counselling. We

did not have personal alarms, but we never :
felt threatened and found most prison staff :

friendly, helpful and understanding.

We learned that most counsellors are
nervous before starting work in a prison
setting. To ease their fears, we would
arrange a visit to the prison to learn the
entry procedure, see the room, meet the
liaison officer and experience the atmos-
phere. We also supplied typed instructions
of the procedures to follow.

The majority of clients were helped by
the counselling and were very grateful for
our support, often saying they would
recommend it to others. Occasionally a

client might find it too difficult to return to

the prison environment after a session,
especially the first one, if painful feelings

of loss had been explored. This could result

in a cancellation of the next session.

After the service had been running for a
couple of years, we were invited to take
part in an open evening at the prison, the
purpose of which was to inform prisoners
and officers about all the types of support
available to them and give them an
opportunity to meet the volunteers and
find out what counselling is about. We
have also recommended books on bereave-
ment for the prison library and have
helped design a leaflet describing the
support available to bereaved prisoners,
which is circulated throughout the prison.

OUR EXPERIENCES

Losing a loved one whilst in prison can
have a major impact on a prisoner. They
may feel many emotions, particularly
anger and guilt, which they do not under
stand. The anger can be expressed in
undesirable ways against other inmates
and prison officers. As prisoners are

isolated from their family and friends, they
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¢ cannot grieve with them and so begin to

© accept their loss and move on. Many men
 believe that crying and expressing sadness
: is weak and, particularly in prison, they do
© not want to appear vulnerable. The unex-

¢ pressed sadness can lead to depression and
in extreme cases, suicide. To escape painful

i feelings some prisoners may turn to drugs.
© I have been surprised how often

. bereavement has been the indirect cause of
 the criminal offence. The pain of loss has

: been expressed in extreme anger and

© violence. Alcohol and illegal drugs are an

: escape from painful feelings of loss and

© maintaining a drug habit leads to crime.

{ One client said:

© Its better to talk about it than keep it in.

Keeping it in builds up and it gets worse. ;
¢ have been able to play our part in the

: rehabilitation work at Coldingley and have
: recently been asked to return. We hope

© that, as a result of our experiences, other

. bereavement agencies may be encouraged

: to work in this field and many more

: prisoners will be able to ask for counselling
¢ and support following bereavement.

Because of my loss I went downbhill,
committed the crime and ended up in
prison. I would advise anybody else who
had gone through what I went through
to see a Cruse counsellor.

: As bereavement counsellors, we provided a
¢ safe environment where the prisoners
¢ could work through their feelings, under-

. stand their actions, and begin to accept
their loss and move on. In the words of
¢ another client:

It’s been invaluable to me. It’s enabled
me to open doors I never thought could
be opened. See things I never realised. 1
think about where I'm going wrong. If [
don't deal with my past I'm not going to
have a future. It's my bereavement
counselling and drug counselling that’s
keeping me going,

When transferred to another prison, this
. client asked for counselling again and was
: told it was not available.

This work can be challenging but the

reward is in seeing the changes in the
¢ clients and hearing their optimism and

hope for the future. We feel privileged to

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Dear Editors

I have just read The Lovely Bones by Alice
Sebold. David Trickey (Bereavement Care
2003; 22[3]: 46) says that it is unlike anything
else, because it is told from the point of
view of the deceased. Well...almost!

In 2002 I read The Great Blue Yonder by
Alex Shearer, a Macmillan children’s book.
This too is told from the point of view of
the deceased, 12-year-old Harry, killed in a
bicycle accident. In the ‘other lands’ to
which he has gone he is able to visit earth
unseen and unheard, to see how school and
home fare without him. Sometimes he is
being mourned, sometimes life goes on
very well without him. To his dismay there
are no memorial plaques on his desk,
cloakroom pegs etc! Eventually the school
plants a tree for him, he makes peace with
his sister, and he comes to terms with no
longer being alive. So he moves on to ‘the
great blue yonder’ whither go those who
have completed their unfinished business.

This is a subtle and sensitive tale that
speaks the language of children of Harry’s
age. For this reason it may well be useful in
education about death. I thoroughly
enjoyed it and it often made me laugh. I
think perhaps I was more convinced of the
authenticity of the thinking of 12-year-old
Harry than I was by that of 14-year-old

Susie of The Lovelv Bones. Her thoughts are

remarkably mature, though it has to be
said she grows up in the course of the story.

Readers, do read The Great Blue Yonder as
well. It’s great!

MARY BENDING

Bereavement Supporter

43 Elmdale Gardens, Princes Risborough
Bucks HP27 ODL, UK

Dear Editors
In January 2003 I was invited to train a
group of 25 health professionals and

i volunteers in Goa in bereavement counsel-
: ling skills. Afterwards some of the course

members decided to create a community-led
bereavement service, within the respected
Goan-led NGO (charity), Sangath Child
Development and Family Guidance Centre.

Goa is one of India’s most developed states,
an increasingly multi-cultural, urban-based
society with a population 64% Hindu, 31%
Catholic and 5% Muslim and other religions.
The influence of 450 years of Portuguese
rule, migrations along its seaboard and
tourism have combined to give it a relatively
cosmopolitan and westernised culture.

The new service has been planned by
Goans and, with the help of a small team of

: volunteer experienced bereavement trainers
{ from the UK, we now have an excellent

{ programme and a committed group of 13

: trained volunteers. We are now in the

process of setting up Sangath UK which will
enable us to raise urgently needed funds.
However, we need more volunteers in Goa
and more trainer volunteers from the UK.
So, if you think you might have the right
experience to offer as a trainer and are

prepared to pay your own way, please

contact us for more details. We also welcome
hearing from others about other bereavement
services set up in less developed countries .
Finally, our UK-based group are always keen
to come to meetings and talk about our work.

PHILIPPA WEITZ

UK Coordinator

Cope with Hope, Sangath Bereavement
Service, 26 Church Road, Portslade, BN41

i 1LA, UK. Email: pweitz@pwtraining.com



