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For Anthea and our family 

If I’d ever read a book like ‘Prison Island’, I wouldn’t have written it. 

 

CHAPTER  1 

   

   The helicopter throbbed its way over the choppy blue sea towards the Island.   ‘Lots of 
seaweed’, shouted Harry Dawlish to his guard.   The big man’s voice was deep and bore the 
local south western accent:  ‘Yeah.   They imported it.   Loads of surface mines hidden in it.   
It may be a long swim but it’s an extra deterrent’.   And it would be a long swim, thought 
Harry.   They’d been in the air twenty minutes and still no sign of  Prison Island. 

   ‘You know much about it?’ asked the big guard.   With the proximity enforced by the 
handcuffs Harry couldn’t avoid the damp putty stench of sweat breathing through the baggy 
white shirt that told him the man hadn’t showered all that recently.   The blubber was moist in 
the sunny summer warmth. 

   ‘I know the little the Regime have allowed out’, answered Harry.   ‘The prisons were full to 
overflowing and they were too hard up to build new ones so five years ago they hit on the 
idea of an island – at least you don’t have to build walls.   What sort of prisoners are they?’ 

   ‘Half and half political and psychos.   The Regime decided to save money by closing 
psycho wards and letting them loose … ‘Care in the Community’.   It means you go down the 
pub and a bloke comes in and you don’t know if he’s stopped taking his meds and got a 
carving knife under his coat.   What did you do then?’ 

    ‘Not a lot.’ 

   ‘How long have you got?’ 

   ‘Ten years.’ 

   ‘So what did you do?’ 

      ‘I was Middle East correspondent for The Record.  Up and down the old Mussolini 
Highway.   In Cairo I heard that Defence Secretary, Malger, was skimming armaments deals 
with the Egyptian Government.  Before I could write it up, I was arrested by our military 
police and held at the embassy until they flew me home and placed me under arrest.   Malger 
resigned for personal reasons and is now a director of a defence supplier.’ 
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   ‘Tough.  By the way, don’t mention what you did on the Island.   It’s one of their rules.   
Nobody does.’ 

   Harry shrugged.   He was a fit thirty four and six foot with misty blue eyes severely short 
fair hair, and a weathered tan that had a permanent look to it.    He’d played rugby for Leeds 
University’s first fifteen and the coach had said more than once that he reckoned Harry was 
the best fly half of his generation.   After leaving Leeds with a good degree in Journalism 
he’d subbed in a couple of provincials before moving to The Record.  

   ‘There she is’, shouted the guard.    ‘More like the Canaries than a prison if you ask me.’  
And on the horizon Harry saw Prison Island.   It was bigger than he’d expected, and, as they 
approached, it was indeed like a holiday island under the sun.   He saw a long coastline of 
beaches where gleaming silver surf creamed and swooned onto the pale sand.    There was the 
occasional palm tree.  There were some lazy swimmers and people sunning themselves on the 
beach on their own, in pairs, or in groups.   Beyond the shoreline there was a hinterland of 
rocky cliffs lending on to a mix of woodland and areas under cultivation worked by men and 
women dressed alike in pale blue tops and jeans, some in pale blue shorts.   He saw earthed 
up ridges for potatoes and four foot raised beds separated by brick paths.   And there were 
orchards, and fields with goats and sheep and ranks of glass houses gleaming in the sun.  He 
also got a glimpse of three groups of twenty or so log cabins on the inland edge of the shore.   
Out to sea there were a number of wave and wind turbines and he could also see wind 
turbines inland.   The south-facing roofs of the cabins had solar panels. 

   Ahead Harry saw the concrete landing strip beside what was presumably some kind of 
command centre.   Unlike the cabins these buildings were of red brick and of different sizes. 

   As they landed, the guard unlocked Harry’s handcuffs.  

   ‘Right, matey, you’re on your own now.   Behave yourself.’ 

   The pilot turned and addressed the guard: 

   ‘Coming for a drink?’ 

   ‘I’ll catch you up’, said the guard, ‘after I’ve dropped this one off and found someone to 
unload the stuff’. 

   The guard led Harry along a brick path to a plain bungalow-style building and opened the 
door. 

    

  Harry found himself in a spacious open-plan room the size of the building with a wall-long 
picture window looking out on to woodland.  Two of the other three walls were whitewashed 
with shelving containing files, magazines, and books, while the fourth  was full of 
whiteboards  featuring charts and graphs and scribbled post-its and in the middle of the wall 
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there was a big map of the island.  It was wider east to west than it was north to south.  
Shown on it were groups of cabins, woods, and areas under cultivation. 

 

   In one corner there was a sink and the drainer next to it had mugs drying on a rack.  To the 
side there was a table with a fridge below it. The floor was of heavy duty cork and easy on 
the feet.   There were two sizeable wooden desks each with a stack of trays, a scatter of paper, 
and a laptop.   Behind one a young man was staring at his screen, holding his mouse in 
suspension.   Behind the other was a black woman who rose to greet him.  She was thrush-
breasted, statuesque, strong features.   Both were wearing the denim outfits he’d seen already. 

   ‘Hi, Rapper’, said the guard.   ‘Harry Dawlish.’  And he handed her a docket book which 
she examined and then signed. 

   ‘Thanks, Chaz’, said the woman.   ‘Danny’s in the warehouse with some spuds for you.   
Anything for us?’ 

   ‘Some food and drink’ said Chaz.   ‘See you later.’ 

   ‘Have a seat’, she said, smiling, and Harry swung his rucksack on to the floor and sat down 
in the simple chair facing her desk.   She was a handsome woman, in her mid- thirties with 
warm brown eyes the colour of conkers amid a cascade of careless black ringlets.   

   ‘Welcome, Harry.   My name’s Rapunzel but they call me Rapper.’   She shook her black 
mane of curls by way of explanation.  Her voice was neutral and warm.  He reached across 
and they shook hands.   ‘Hello’, he said.  Her clasp of his hand was enthusiastic.   The young 
man came over.   He could have been a student. 

    ‘I’m Imran’ he said, and they shook hands.   ‘Can I get you a drink?   Herbal or fruit tea, 
water, juice?’ 
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   ‘A mineral water be fine’, said Harry. 

   ‘Fennel tea?’   Imran asked Rapper. 

   ‘Please’, she said.  

      Imran put the kettle on and then took a bottle of water from the fridge and brought it to 
Harry.   He unscrewed the cap and took a deep swig. 

   ‘Not long to lunch’, said Rapper, ‘but I’ll be able to set the wheels of your induction in 
motion.   Here’s some bumf for you to take away’.   And she handed him a ring-binder with 
the map of the island on the cover. 

   The warmth of her welcome bore no resemblance to the chilly officialdom he’d expected.   
Her voice told him little about her.   It carried no recognisable accent. 

   ‘We’ve got a dozen empty cabins’, she continued, ‘in different communities around the 
island.   You’ll see I’ve highlighted them on the cover.   Oh … Rowan to the east isn’t started 
yet.’ 

   And Harry saw that the map showed several groups of dwellings with the names of trees 
over them and red dots indicating vacant cabins. 

   ‘No rush’, she went on.   ‘There’s accommodation here in the Village.   All the 
accommodation is self-catering.   There’s a supermarket too.  You can spend your first week 
here if you want.   Take your time finding where you’d like to be.   They’re named after trees.   
Each has twenty or so cabins.   So far we’ve got Beech, Larch, Oak, Elm, Ash, Poplar, Fir, 
Willow, and Aspen.   There’s at least one vacancy in each so you’ll have a good choice.’ 

   She paused and tentatively sipped her hot fennel tea. 

   ‘How do they vary?’ asked Harry. 

    ‘Islanders with the same skills tend to gravitate towards each other.   Oak is mainly 
musicians, there are some sporty types in Willow, and Ash is virtually an artists’ colony.  The 
builders are in Larch and the growers in Elm. The fisherfolk are in Fir – for some reason the 
fishing’s better to the south.  The others are odds and sods.  There’s movement between them 
so your choice won’t be final.’ 

   ‘Any writers?’ asked Harry. 

   ‘So that’s what you do?’   He nodded.   ‘There are a couple of poets with the artists in Ash’, 
she replied.  ‘There’s a questionnaire in the induction pack asking you what skills you can 
contribute and what you’d like to train in.   We have several apprenticeship programmes.   
You’ve got ten years, haven’t you?’ 

   ‘That’s right’, he said. 
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   ‘So ... no rush then’, she smiled. 

   ‘How many prisoners are there?’ 

   ‘We don’t use the word ‘prisoners’.   We prefer ‘Islanders’.   Across the water they’re 
‘Mainlanders’.  You’re the hundred and forty second.’ 

    ‘I must mention the things that are banned on the island because they can come as 
something of a shock to the unsuspecting.   Brace yourself.   No means of transport beyond 
the bicycle  ...  they’ve got a block on emails and mobiles in and out – we can’t even email 
each other.   You could get yourself a laptop for writing but no Internet.  ... No drugs 
including alcohol, tobacco, and caffeine ... no meat, no fish – we catch fish but only for 
export to the Mainland - no sexism, racism, or ageism.’ 

   Harry took it commendably in his stride. 

   ‘How do you police it all?’ 

   ‘Police’ replied Rapper delicately, ‘isn’t quite the term.  That’s MT ... Mainland Thinking.  
I’ve been here since the place started up five years ago and Meeting has only had a dozen or 
so issues to deal with.  Meeting is held on the first of every month and it’s just a matter of 
how many turn up.   For an interesting agenda just about everyone comes. Oh, by the way, for 
people with addiction we’ve got counsellors and therapies’. 

   ‘’Counsellors’ is odd for a penal colony.   Professional misconduct or what?’ 

   ‘Nothing like that’ she said.    ‘They’re volunteers from the Mainland.  Voluntary service 
here rather than military call-up.  Then there are retired people who like to pass on their 
expertise, and volunteers who just like the sound of the place. There’s something very 
important I must stress.   We were founded by a man we call Primo.   He became Governor 
after a couple of years.   His first idea was that a visitor shouldn’t be able to tell who were 
prisoners and who were guards.  So we all dress the same.   He then thought that no-one 
should ever reveal their crime.   I must stress this.   Never say ... never ask.’ 

   Harry took a swig of water. 

   ‘’Rapunzel’, he said.   ‘Unusual name.’ 

     ‘Every new arrival is invited to invent a new name ... make a new start.  Most just have the 
one name.   And only one of a name is allowed.   Primo insisted on that.   He wanted us to 
feel special, individual.’ 

   ‘Reckon I’ll keep mine’, he said.   ‘I haven’t done anything wrong so I don’t need a new 
start.’ 

   ‘Right’, she said.   ‘There are twenty or so like you.’   She sipped her tea.   ‘You’ll have 
seen something of the island as you flew in.  It’s surrounded by beaches to the north with 
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largely safe swimming so long as you don’t swim out to the surface mines.  To the south 
there are cliffs and rockfalls.  Inland you probably saw that we have lots of woodland and 
arable areas where we grow potatoes, oilseed rape, soft fruit, and all sorts of flowers for 
export to the Mainland plus salad and veg for our own needs.  And then there are the apple 
and pear orchards – loads of them.   You noticed the palm trees?’   Harry nodded.  ‘We’re 
lucky to be blessed by the Gulf Steam and we’re far enough south to have ten months 
Mediterranean and just two months temperate.   All year round growing, with the aid of glass 
houses.   We grow enough for our own needs and for export to the Mainland.   Chaz has just 
dropped off stuff for the shop and he’ll take back loads of spuds ... different strains.   The 
Regime have done a deal with us.   They poured money into the place to set us up and we’re 
supposed to move forward to self-sufficiency by the tenth year ... that’s five years’ time.   
Their grant goes down by ten per cent a year so it’s self-sufficiency or starve.   You probably 
noticed the wind and sea turbines and the solar panels.   We’ve also got an offshore desal 
plant.’ 

   ‘You mention artists and musicians ... how do they contribute?’ 

   ‘Haven’t you seen our arts and crafts on sale on the Mainland?  Haven’t you seen our logo 
everywhere?’   She pointed to the log-cabin logo on his file.   ‘And you must have seen our 
‘I’m an Islander’ tops and loads of pottery and paintings.’ 

   ‘I’ve been in the Middle East for the last five years.’ 

   ‘Forgiven’, she smiled.   She drank the last of her tea.   ‘O.K. for a quick look at the 
Village?   You can leave your bag here.’ 

   ‘Love to’, said Harry, warming to her. 

 

   Behind the admin building there was a huge array of bicycle stands and bicycles.   The 
bikes were standard, robust mountain bikes. 

   ‘No-one actually owns a bike’, she explained.   ‘There are plenty to go round.   Oh, and we 
have an internal postal service.   We call them ‘bikers’.   By the way, post to and from the 
Mainland is banned so along with the ban on emails we’re completely out of touch.’ 

   Beside the landing strip stood the warehouse like a small aircraft hangar.   Inside she was 
showing him the chill room when a skinny, middle aged black man entered pushing a trolley 

   ‘A new Islander, Danny’, said Rapper.   ‘Harry and you are both keeping your names.’ 

   They shook hands. 

   ‘You innocent, too?’ asked Danny. 

   ‘That’s right.’ 
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   ‘I reckon we all are.   If ever you’re at a loose end, remember ole Danny in the warehouse.   
I’m just shifting twenty crates of stuff to that shop.   I need all the help I can get.’ 

   And Danny loaded four crates on to a pallet then picked them up on his forklift truck and 
rumbled away. 

   ‘Cue to see the shop’, said Rapper. ‘And, by the way, that forklift truck is the only 
vehicular transport on the Island.’     

   The shop turned out to be a medium-size supermarket ... there were half a dozen shoppers 
idling along the aisles ... two check-outs ... just one in use ... an old feller skinny as a cyclist 
with a goatee and glasses. 

   ‘I’m Harry.’ 

   ‘Rasputin’ stated the man.   They shook hands. 

   ‘What do you use for money?’ asked Harry. 

   Rasputin answered in an old Geordie voice:   ‘Merits.   You’ll get a smartcard that registers 
what you earn and what you spend.   No overdrafts!’ he grinned. 

   A customer arrived, a pretty young woman with fair hair, with a basket of food which she 
unloaded on to the conveyor.   Harry watched as Rasputin racked up the prices. 

   ’37 Merits, Ms Monroe.’ 

   And Ms Monroe inserted her smartcard and tapped in her pin. 

   The next building they entered was the vast sports hall, big enough for the three tennis 
courts plus a fully equipped gym, a basketball court, and three pool tables as well as a shower 
and toilets area.   A huge black man was doing clean and jerk with weights like tractor tyres.  
There were the white lines of courts on the floor ... Harry saw nets for tennis and badminton.. 
and there was a game of pool in progress ... two young men wearing the standard pale blue 
top, pale blue jeans. 

   ‘I’m impressed’, said Harry, ‘but why on earth should the Regime have spent so much on a 
load of criminals?’ 

   ‘For one thing they were aware that the eyes of the world’s media were on them and, let’s 
be frank, after abolishing Parliament and elections they don’t get all that many opportunities 
to appear liberal.   And also, even with the initial investment, the long-term costs are way 
below those of ordinary prisons .. especially when we become self-sufficient.   An expensive 
initial investment that pleased the watching world and will pay for itself in time.’ 

   Next she showed him the big hall that served as a meeting room and refectory. ‘We call it 
‘the Caff’,’ she said. There was a servery with compartments of hot and cold food and a view 
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of the chrome and tile kitchen beyond. And cutlery and bowls and plates. There was chatter 
from a dozen or so people eating in twos and threes. 

   ‘Most meals are eaten at home but people can arrange to eat here –  just book it the day 
before up to six p.m. – and we always have a meal all together after  Meeting.   I’ve booked 
us in for lunch at one.   And everyone helps with the washing up.   If you decide you want to 
eat here at the last minute you take pot luck on there being any food left ... you can only come 
after two.’ 

   One building remained in the Village.   It was built of grey stone blocks with windows high 
up where a second storey might be.   She led him through the solid wooden door.   There 
were a dozen rows of wooden benches with kneeling cushions on them.   At the far end was a 
wide table decked out with a white table-cloth and a group of medieval-looking wine glasses 
painted in archaic colours which glowed with the lit candle each contained.   In the front row 
sat a lone woman reading: from the back the long brown hair was young. 

   ‘The Temple’, she whispered.   ‘No services ... just turn up when you feel like praying or if 
you just want some peace, meditation ... whatever.   There’s only one rule ... Silence.   Oh, 
and that’s Mermaid.   She’s doing her shift as helpmate.   She keeps the candles lit, and she’s 
there for someone to talk to in the adjoining room or maybe to go for a walk with.   There’s a 
helpmate here 24/7.’ 

   ‘How long’s a shift?’ 

   ‘It’s just four hours in every occupation.   There are three shifts a day:  nine to one, one to 
five, and five to nine.   Primo had seen the effects of eight hour shifts on the Mainland.’ 

   ‘But how do you get by on just four hours paid work a day?’ 

  ‘Compare our expenditure with that of a Mainlander:  we build our own homes, we don’t 
need holidays, no cars, no expensive clothing or furniture, our energy’s cheap and renewable, 
we make our own entertainment, our food’s simple.   And four hour shifts means people can 
work way beyond Mainland retirement age.   A lot of them work as helpmates.’ 

    They returned to the Caff.   Harry surveyed the options and went for a fresh green salad 
with tomatoes and chunks of goat cheese. To follow there was just a fruit salad with yoghurt.   
Rapper chose the salad with hot grilled aubergine garnished with melting cheese and the fruit 
and yoghurt. 

   The food was perfect.   After a few moments Rapper said ‘There must be lots you want to 
know.   Ask away’. 

   ‘Yes, lots’, said Harry.  ‘One thing ... It’s great the way you muck in and everything but 
surely, as Governor, you know everyone’s crime.   So it can’t be all that level a playing field.’ 

  ‘I’m not the Governor,’ replied Rapper.   ‘I’m an Islander.  


