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Since her daughter suffered
a self-inflicted death in Styal
prison five years ago,
Pauline Campbell has been
a tireless campaigner for
penal reform. She has her
education and professional
background on her side. But
as Ciara Leeming finds, she
also has the fearlessness of
one for whom the worst has
already happened.
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For Pauline Campbell, there can be no
turning back. Five years after her daughter
Sarah swallowed a fatal dose of anti-
depressants — a day after after arriving at Styal
women'’s jail in Cheshire — the former college
lecturer has become one of the country’s most
outspoken penal campaigners.

Sarah's passing marked a turning point in
Campbell's life. She had lost her only child in
tragic —and preventable — circumstances,
leaving her alone. And her eyes had been
opened to a crisis unfolding in Britain's female
jails, where drug addiction, mental illness and
self-harm are endemic.

Most of her time and energy is now spent
campaigning about unjust sentencing and
inhumane conditions in prisons. This month,
charges following her arrest at a demonstration
outside Styal — where she stood between a
prison van and the gate — were dropped before
trial, but not before she was dragged through
several preliminary hearings.

“Inaway | feel I've locked horns with the
establishment —and by that | mean the prison
service, the police, the Crown Prosecution

the NHS, and going on to teach health service
administration for 14 years at a college. She
had Sarah when she was 36, after suffering
four miscarriages, and took early retirement on
health grounds aged 44.

She believes the odds were stacked against
her daughter from the start. During the
pregnancy she was on medication which she
later discovered should not be taken during the
first trimester — drugs she now believes
damaged the developing foetus. Almost from
birth there were signs that things were wrong
with Sarah. Diagnoses were mooted: minimal
cerebral dysfunction; mild atypical Aspergers'
Syndrome; biologically-determined
behavioural disorder; the clumsy child.

Campbell and her husband split up when
Sarah was a toddler and she saw her dad for
the last time when she was four. This was just
the start of her problems.

“In my opinion she had a longstanding and
unresolved grief about the loss of her father.
She was sexually abused for several years when
she was a little girl. She was bullied at school.
She was raped aged 15 and developed clinical

“It was clear to me she probably would die in
prison - in fact, it’s fair to say | went into a state

of anticipatorygrief.”

Service and the court service,” she tells The
Big Issue in the North when we meet in a
bland Chester hotel.

“It would be wrong for me to ignore what
happened to Sarah. This campaign is the
biggest challenge I've faced in my life. And if
they think I'm going to go away, they are sorely
mistaken. |'ve gone so far down this road that
there can be no turning back.”

An engaging speaker, Campbell holds steady
eye contact and makes her points powerfully,
using our first names for effect in the way that
teachers do so well. The long leather coat she's
wearing for our interview belonged to her late
daughter, and the suit was bought for her
funeral. It's a poignant way of holding her
memory close — as is the campaigning.

Campbell, from the leafy Cheshire village of
Malpas, had a feeling that Sarah would die in
prison. Just three days before her 19th
birthday, the teenager — who had a history of
self-harm — was returned to Styal after a tough
six months spent there on remand.

Now considered a “grass”, having given
evidence against her co-accused, she was
terrified. Less than 24 hours after arriving at
the jail, she took a quantity of tablets — despite
being on suicide watch. She died several hours
after slipping into a coma —the third and
youngest of six women to die from self-
inflicted injuries at Styal in just 12 months.

Sarah's inquest later heard that she told
staff what she had done but was left alone and
dying in her cell while they decided what to do.
Time was lost while officers argued over who
should call an ambulance and looked for
handcuffs, and paramedics were held up for
eight crucial minutes at at the prison gate.

Before her daughter ended up inside,
Campbell, now 60, had little interest in
prisons. Born and bred in Cheshire, she had
worked in local government before moving to

depression. There were all kinds of other
issues, and as an unsupported mother | was
constantly overwhelmed with what | was
having to deal with."

Despite this, Sarah was intelligent. A
talented artist, she excelled at karate and was
an LTA-rated tennis player. But at 16 she
began smoking cannabis and quickly moved
on to heroin, becoming physically dependent
before her 17th birthday.

She had an abortion and moved out of
home. It was during these dark days that she
and an older woman, Kim Woolley, hassled
pensioner Amrit Bhandari for money on a
Chester street, only for him to suffer a fatal

Campbell (left) wearing her daughter's
leather quote and the suit she bought for her
funeral. sarah (below) died less that 24 hours
after being returned to Styal
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heart attack. Assuming he had fainted, the pair
made off with his briefcase. They were charged
with theft of credit cards and murder, and
Sarah ended up on remand. The charge was
later reduced to manslaughter.

At Styal, Sarah managed to kick heroin for
good — something Campbell is proud of. But it
was then that her mother discovered the
realities of prison life. During her time in
custody, Sarah was often locked in her cell for
23 hours a day. Self-harm was a way of life.

“I'll never forget some of my conversations
with her during my visits," says Campbell. “[
remember sitting in the visiting hall and she
said to me: ‘You know, mummy, Styal Prison
needs closing down.’ And | looked at her with a
very heavy heart and said something to the
effect of: ‘Yes, Sarah, | think you are right.'

“If you want to find out the reality and how
to put things right you need to speak to those
who know — and top of the list is the prisoners.
But they don't have a voice."

Records show Sarah's self-harming
increased sharply in custody, with 27 recorded
incidents including seven attempted hangings.
So when she was sent back to prison to serve a
three-year sentence in January 2003,
Campbell was under no illusion about what
could happen.

“It was clear to me she probably would die
in prison — in fact, it's fair to say | wentintoa
state of anticipatory grief,” she says. Campbell
was informed of her daughter's death by
phone, hours after the event. It did not take
long for her to channel her sense of outrage
into a powerful personal campaign.

“Other grieving parents seem to descend
into depression, or take to the drink or become
nervous wrecks. Not me," she says. “It takes a
lot of energy to keep someone depressed.
Sometimes | am depressed but at the
appropriate times | rechannel that energy.”

Just seven weeks after Sarah's death, she
travelled to London to speak at the annual
general meeting of Inquest, a group that
campaigns against deaths in custody. As the
deaths continued at Styal — on average one
every eight weeks throughout 2003 — and
other women's prisons in England, she became
a fixture on the campaign trail. By June she
was demanding an independent public inquiry
into the Cheshire prison —a call that she
repeated many times as the months went on.

Sarah's death came during a terrible year for
the prison service. In 2003, there were 14
self-inflicted deaths in women's prisons—a
record high. The following year there were 13,
after which the numbers began to drop,
although last year they began to climb again,
with arise of 166 per cent.

It didn't take long for Campbell to strike on
the idea of direct action. By spring 2004, she
and her supporters, including former prisoners
and relatives of inmates, were holding vigils
outside prisons each time a woman died a self-
inflicted death. So far they have held 28.

At those, Campbel| has been arrested 15
times and charged on five occasions but each
time the case has been dropped.

She knows she is at an advantage to many
prisoners' parents when it comes to getting her
message across. She is educated and her
teaching background enables to put her views
across clearly. She has a computer, a car and is
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