EPISODE 1 TRANSCRIPTION

EVA:
Welcome to Liberation Amplified: a collective sound, a podcast by the Prison Transparency Project.  Across Canada, Argentina, and Spain, we look at how truth travels, how accountability is demanded, and how the rights and freedoms of incarcerated people are defended. Here, we gather many voices. Scholars, people with lived experience of incarceration. Friends and family on the outside, grassroots organizers, NGOs, legal advocates, journalists and artists, oversight agencies, and so many others. Together, in solidarity, we aim to build bridges of knowledge and resistance.

This podcast maps the voices of those who fight for liberation every day. Those who organize, who create, who imagine otherwise, who refuse to give up. We pay tribute to the power that already exists. And we are here to amplify power and organization.
I’m your host, Eva Danielson, Project Manager for the Prison Transparency Project, PTP for short, and a co-producer on this podcast.
Today we have a very special episode, the first in a two-part series about the Prison for Women, in Kingston, Ontario. Our narrator is Deeana Deal, an advocate and researcher, a consultant for the Prison Transparency Project, a law student, and much more. Deeana will guide us through the experiences of Fran and Heather, two women who experienced incarceration at the Prison for Women, which we often refer to in this episode as P4W. Throughout the episode, we’ll also hear the voice of Natacha Guala in conversation with Heather, Fran, and Deeana. Natacha is an Argentinian researcher, lawyer, and current postdoctoral Fellow with the PTP. We want to mention that some of the audio has background noise, due to recording conditions. Also, these are real-life testimonies that can be uncomfortable or hard to hear at times. However,  we hope that you’ll stay with us to hear the important stories being told.
So, without further ado, I’ll hand the mic over to our narrator Deeana.

DEEANA:
P4W, Canada’s only prison for women from 1934 to 1995, finally closed in 2000. For decades, women imprisoned there reported abuse, neglect, and inhumane conditions. Justice Archambault condemned it as “disgraceful” in 1938 and in 1977 the MacGuigan Report called the facility “unfit for bears, much less for women.”
Women endured sensory deprivation, electroshock therapy, and forced drug experiments. Between 1988 and 1991, at least seven women died by suicide—six were indigenous.
In 1989, “creating choices,” a government report, recommended that P4W be closed. 
In 1994, after women had protested the worsening conditions, an all-male response team stripped and shackled them for six hours. Leaked footage of the abuses caused national outrage. The 1996 Arbor report finally led to P4W’s shutdown.
Today, the prison still stands in Kingston—unmarked and ignored.
P4W remains a painful symbol of how Canada treats incarcerated women, especially Indigenous women. It is a silent witness still waiting for its story to be fully told.
Fran and Heather did not know one another before becoming prisoners at P4W, however, they became acquainted while incarcerated there. We asked them about their initial perceptions of the institution. 

FRAN: 
I was very young my first bit in the prison for women. I was 18 (...)  I was more or less the baby of the institution, people were much older than me. In fact, back then we didn't have a lot of women incarcerated, not in the federal system. We had maybe 40 to 60 women at that time. That would have been back in 1973. I went back in 1983, and that would have been 10 years difference. 

When I was first in there, we had tables out on the range, we used to all sit at; when I went in ‘83 that was all cleared and gone, they took them right out of the institution but I'm just speaking for myself, my time in there. I didn't really have a big issue being in there, because my first bit, it was like an experience to me. My second bit was like, I'll make the best of it. So I chose to work while I was in there and get involved in recreation and, yeah, I cooked while I was in there.

Back in the ‘70s? I don't know. I think I was, I didn't know if it was fear or excitement, I felt to be honest because it was like wow, holy shit walking up to the doors. It's like wow.  I didn't know what to expect.  

I didn't know what to think, I didn't know what to think, like I'm going into a federal system, what is there to think about? I'm here. I got to make the best of it. (...)  It’s gonna be an experience, I’m not here forever,I know I'm getting out in a couple years, so, you know, I'm not going to fucking become institutionalized and I would never let myself become institutionalized. No. No. I just adjusted while I was in there, that's the word I would use, I adjusted it very well. 

I think it was just me because I stood up for myself, I didn't back down from nothing in there, you know, so they called me “unpredictable”, Security did, because they just didn't know how I would react to things and that's how they labeled me in there. But if there was a situation I fucking stood up to it. I didn't hide from it, I wasn't going to let nobody bully me because I knew if I allowed that my whole bit I'd be bullied. So no,  no, even though I was young, I still I had to stand up for myself and I did.

HEATHER: 
For the first two years of my sentence, I didn't do anything, I really didn't connect with people, I just sort of, I had some friends that I made, but I was just really quiet and just kind of sat back and watched everything happen around me

Well, I know that when you're going in for your first time, especially, right, you're just, you're numb, you don't feel anything. When I was sentenced, I was completely numb, you know, and they always say, you know, this person was sentenced at their trial and they had no remorse because they weren't in tears, you know, and that's not necessarily true. It's because you're completely numb. You know, you can't, you've just gone through a lot. Well, for me personally, you go through a lot and all this stuff was brought up and you've had no time to deal with it and then you've got a life sentence, you know, to deal with and you can't. So you just sort of shut yourself down and then you get inside and, you know, it just, I think for me, the first two years just took time for that numbness to wear off for the most part. When my reality started to kind of kick in, I started losing control. I was getting into fights, I was being thrown into seg and I was getting into fights with staff and guards, not with the women I was doing the time with because I just, I couldn't accept it, right? So even though I knew I had to be accountable for it, I still couldn't accept it. My circ stances were, like there was a lot of tra a and abuse and there was a rape when I was 17 and I was mutilated. So I took the guy to court and he walked away and I kind of shut down after that and I stayed shut down. So whatever I experienced after that just kind of just added to the, you know, the impact of what had happened and I wasn't able to really feel anything other than hurt and pain and stuff. And I got high and I was drinking and I was dealing with it that way. 

DEEANA: 
Many people give little thought to the devastating effects that incarceration has on women, their friends, and families. These are long-lasting traumas that persist well beyond a woman’s mandated sentence, remaining for decades, and endure generations after her release. 

FRAN: 
What was disturbing was the emotional stuff, the stuff I saw, the stuff I had to deal with in there. 

Yeah, that's kind of what's fucked up and that'll be with me for the rest of my life. You know when you go next door to fucking cut someone down off a rope and they're dead, that stuff does not leave you, you know, that stuff becomes post-traumatic stress disorder, and you can never get rid of it, you'll get through it, but you'd never get rid of it…

It might have me physically but they'll never break me mentally, 

HEATHER: 
You know, I was there when the women were hanging themselves and, you know, people were being thrown into seg for nothing. And you're sitting in your cell and you've got this hole in the wall, this vent, and then on the other side you've got another vent to another cell, which is segregation, and you've got a really good friend on the other side and you know she's hanging herself, right? So you're screaming and you're yelling and you're crying and you're raging and you're rioting and you're trying to get the attention of the guards to go into segregation. But, you know, they don't, right? So it was a really difficult, difficult time. But at the same time, I've got friends that I still have to this day, like Jan and Fran. We met inside in the 80s, right? So we'll be friends until we're dead, basically. 

Uh, well, you know, if you've been inside for a certain amount of time, the people that you connect with the most are people who've been inside. So you can't, when you're on parole, uh, you can't have friends who are also on parole, because they think you're up to no good, right? (...), just, you know, you're, you're limited, uh, with how you can live your life. You've still got you've still got these conditions that will always be on you. And if at any point, you know, the parole board says, well, we're not quite sure what you've been up to. We think maybe you've been up to this. We don't necessarily have any proof, but we don't need to have proof. So we're going to pull you in and you get to restart and not restart your time, but you're getting pulled back. So you're losing everything that you've, you've worked hard for being out. 

We had, we had the old tunnels that would go down into the kitchen and,  , into the, like the gym and the wing and stuff like that… 

There was a small area of the older part of the prison and it was the old segregation like the old hole, which was actually a hole. You had the hole in the floor. That's where you, where you went to the bathroom and they had, uh, gravestones,  , from women that had passed, uh, behind the walls and they were buried, uh, on the ground somewhere, probably like under, under the prison.  , so that was, uh, that, that was kind of an eye-opener. The older part of the prison, like the so-called historical part, the front part, it's still open. You can still walk down a range,  , not walk down it, but on the outside, right? And I think that's what you were asking about too, Deanna, is just like, you know, because it's, you know, because it's, it's so hard, you know, and, and prison, it's a prison, so it's not going to be a soft place by any means, but it, it was a very, very hard on your nerves, very hard on your spirit, you know, very, very hard on your body. It was just a really hard and cold environment to live in, and to deal with things. And you couldn't really deal with anything either, you know, because you couldn't open up to deal with anything, because if you opened up, then you're vulnerable to this, this cold environment that would eat you alive, right? So there was no real rehab of any type inside to kind of help you get through your days.

DEEANA:
Living within those walls is wounding. Although each woman  does their own time, it is an experience, by its nature, endured collectively. Survival depends on establishing bonds of solidarity, alliances, and resistance. In some cases it is endured through love… but always through friendship. The resilience comes from the bonds that extend beyond the confines of prisonerhood.    

HEATHER: 
You connect because you have to, right? You connect because,  , you have been thrown into a circ stance or a society where, you know, you're, you wouldn't normally be together or be friends on the outside, but inside everything's been basically stripped away. So you connect because you have to, because you have a common goal, you have a common ground, you have a common enemy, especially, right? So you, you have common fights, you have everything is pretty much the same, you know, and, uh, with little kind of individual, differences, of course, but, we had that. I think just from what I've been told by women doing time in GVI, that's one of the big differences is in P4W, it was open. We, we, we weren't set. Well, we were separated. We were segregated to a certain extent, but for the most part, you had all of one range. Your doors opened.

I remember once,  , and I, I only vaguely remember, I think it was like a new year's or something, and we were talking about it, uh, at the last prisoner’s justice day, and we're laughing because we wanted to stay up till midnight and celebrate new years. And nobody was drinking. Nobody was getting high. It wasn't, it wasn't like that. It was just, we wanted to stay up till midnight together as people together and celebrate. So we rioted. That was our way of doing it. So we blocked off the common room and we wouldn't let anyone in. And we drank our tea and drank our coffee and watched TV. And, and, uh, and we stayed up till midnight and they let us go back to our cages and they didn't let us out for days after, right? We were in lockdown, but we did get that, that New Year's midnight celebration ends, right?  There were a few riots that I was in while I was there. Yeah. 

FRAN: 
Yes, my clique.  I didn't really get involved in groups. I had a girlfriend in there and I stayed with my girlfriend, I did my time with my partner. We started the relationship in P4W, but the relationship came out to the street, this is how we're gonna come all about how the P4W shit started. Okay, so she died…I got out in 89, we had a car accident…

I was out of but I got out in 89 and she would have got out in 90

Every night we had phone calls, you know, you keep the relationship until she got out. I waited for her to get out.. That's why I stayed in Kingston, I was waiting for her…

She kept me pretty grounded in there. She was a total opposite of me.  I come with a violent history and she was so non-violent, so her energy with me taught me how to be a better person.

DEEANA:  
Eventually P4W closed. On one hand it was an end to a decrepit eroding institution…  But on the other hand, closing P4W opened the door for many more Institutions across Canada to open their doors leading to even more women and their families to suffer the devastating consequences of a system that inflicts lasting harm on those subjected to its conditions. 

FRAN: 
Everybody gets out, but the fucking stay out is that that's where the work is, you know.  And like I say, I wish there would be more outlets for the women here as far as housing and job wise go because I honestly believe if they have jobs  and have housing, they're not going to return back to jail.  And even the people that are out, instead of putting them in jail,  why don't they fucking put them to work somewhere  instead of putting them in jail and punishing them?  Like women don't need to be punished. They need to be healed.  That's the difference, you know.  And that's what I'll always end on. Women don't need to be fucking punished. They need to be healed, you know. 

Okay, I'll tell you. I was against the new institutions. I was probably one of the few, and I'll tell you why. Because the old system was falling apart, but still it was a different system.  And I knew, I already saw the fucking plans  for the new institution before I even left, okay? And what they were like little,  I've never knocked on one, I've never been in them.  But what I saw on paper were little fucking cottages kind of set up.  I think there was five of them at that time.  This is out in the other institution.

Okay, these kids didn't fucking get it.  They all fucking screamed and voted for this new prison. But what they didn't fucking see, and I couldn't tell them because I was shown in confidentiality. I couldn't fucking say anything. On paper were all these fucking units, but the security was fucking high. The security was unreal.  And I thought, you just fucking wait. They might hold hands right now, they're lesbian couples. But when they get to that fucking new institution, they're not gonna be allowed to be together. And that's exactly what fucking happened. 

Because I thought, if they think they're gonna go  into a better system, they're fucking wrong. They're gonna go into a max security system.  And if they think they're gonna be  having girlfriends in there,  well, boy, they're under illusions. Because when I saw,  you're not even allowed to hold fucking hands in GVI.

HEATHER: 
I'm not sure, you know, like it was the only women's person, right?  , people know that,  , people were separated from their families,  , and families had basically no money to come and visit, so they didn't have that, that opportunity to visit their, their daughters or bring their children down to visit their moms. We did have like, the little houses inside for, uh, conjugal visits, so, if you were behaving, you were allowed to have a conjugal visit, but for the most part, you know, they held that against you. So,  the legacy of P4W, it's something that should never have been built in the first place, right? There should never be a prison, as far as I'm concerned. 

DEEANA: 
August 10 is Prisoner’s Justice Day. Advocates, ex-prisoners, family, and allies gather across Canada to pay respect to and remember those that suffered and died under the watchful eye of the government staff within federal and provincial institutions. 
At the grounds of P4W a group of ex-prisoners gather to sit in circles of equality, share stories, and heal by remembering their lost friends and lovers. These powerfully resilient women are THE P4W MEMORIAL COLLECTIVE, led by women who experienced life within the walls of P4W. Their goal: to build a memorial garden where others might come and remember all who have died at P4W and those who died in institutions across Canada.
Today, we heard from two of the collective’s members: Fran and Heather. They have more to share—about organizing, about resistance, and about the long, ongoing work of repair.

EVA:
Thank you for listening to this episode of Liberation Amplified, a podcast by the Prison Transparency Project. You can visit prisontransparencyproject.com to learn more about this project spanning Canada, Spain, and Argentina. We work to bring together academics, human rights organizations, formerly incarcerated people, communicators, and many others. The PTP is made possible through funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and is also supported by and headquartered at Carleton University.
We want to extend our deep gratitude to Heather and Fran for sharing their experiences, feelings, and reflections on life at P4W. Without them, this episode would not have been possible. We’re grateful also to Professor Lisa Guenther, who introduced us to this incredible group of women. In our next episode, we’ll hear more from Fran and Heather about the formation of the P4W Collective, and the work they’re doing to create the P4W Memorial Garden, so the stories and experiences will not be forgotten. 
This episode was co-produced by Deeana Deal, Natacha Guala, Quimey Martinez Magarzo, and myself. The music in the episode is taken from a song called "You Will be Missed", written and performed by Robert Campbell, talented friend of and advisor to the PTP.
I am your host, Eva Danielson. Please join us for all our upcoming next episodes, where we’ll continue to uncover the truths behind prison walls and amplify voices that are too often silenced. Until next time. 



