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can turn to for help when all else fails them. By reading this book those 
families can prepare for the difficulties they face, knowing that others 
have faced them before and have found ways of coping, managing or 
simply surviving.

For those of us who do not find ourselves in this frightening situation, it 
brings a world of enlightenment and understanding of the difficulties that 
prisoners face and reminds us that human rights should be for all of us—that 
they should be respected and supported.

Paul Wolf
US Attorney at Law
Washington DC

Not everyone understands the motives of a person who defends 
criminals. Criminal defence is one of the least respected areas of the 

legal profession, which says a lot. 
Many people see little difference between criminals and their advocates. 

The advocate is thought to be, at best, subversive. At worst, they are likened 
to a co-conspirator with a PhD in crime, promoting crime, getting rich 
through the loophole-ridden legal system—and all this undoubtedly at the 
taxpayer’s expense. 

So what are we to make of a person who does this kind of work for free?
It must seem a strange kind of charity to those who believe summary 

judgments and medieval punishments are the only things criminals can 
understand. It’s the kind of work normally expected of the idealistic and 
well-meaning, but woefully naïve. 

Yet the reader of this book will soon realise that its author is not naïve. She 
considers her views to be conservative. As an advocate for scores of prisoners 
locked away in the dungeons of the world, Kay Danes probably knows as 
much about this subject as any academic. She’ll bring you to the dungeons 
and tell you stories right out of a gothic horror novel. Yet her characters are 
not the evil sociopaths you might expect. Their families, also trapped in a 
world of hopelessness and despair, are ordinary people just like you and me.

It may appear that the author has deliberately chosen extraordinary cases 
to evoke the reader’s sympathy. Having worked with Kay Danes for several 
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Most of us lead quiet, peaceful lives in our safe suburban surrounds. 
On occasions however, individuals can find themselves trapped 

in a terrifying situation beyond their control, where their lives may be at 
stake. In moments like this, we are prone to making promises about things 
we will do should we ever become free of that situation. For those lucky 
enough to be freed and allowed to resume a normal life, many simply put 
the drama—and their promises behind them. A few, however, keep their 
promises. Kay Danes is one of those people.

While Kay was imprisoned with her husband, in Laos in 2000, she made 
a promise to her fellow inmates that—if she ever escaped the dreadful 
suffering and imprisonment that they endured—she would assist others 
who are imprisoned, rightfully or wrongfully, to ensure that they and their 
families would not be forgotten.

Since that time she has been the driving force behind the now world 
-renowned the Foreign Prisoner Support Service (FPSS) and has dedicated 
herself to assisting not only those in prison, but their families as well. She is 
well aware of the fears and anxieties of the families from her own experience 
and she is also aware of the difficulties of coping with foreign legal systems 
and governments who have no commitment to human rights.

Australians should all be proud of the work that she is doing.
Families Behind Bars reflects the experiences that she has had over the last 

ten years and is intended to assist those who are detained overseas. While 
there are some high profile prisoners, such as David Hicks and Schapelle 
Corby, who attract the attention of lawyers and at times the support of 
the general public, for each high-profile prisoner there are dozens whose 
stories are equally tragic but who remain unknown to the public or whose 
fate the public ignores. For those people and their families particularly, it 
is important that they have a point of reference, a book and a person they 
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in international cases. Attorneys specialising in international law most often 
work in international trade. The field of international criminal defence is a 
small niche. Add to this the unique combination of countries, languages and 
charges involved, and it should be clear that there may be no attorney in the 
world competent to handle the foreign prisoner’s case. 

Court-appointed lawyers may be overworked, uninterested, unable to 
establish a relationship with the defendant or too constrained by the politics 
of the system in which they work. Even if they’re inclined to do so, a court-
appointed lawyer may not be able to speak to the family except in a three-
way call with the family’s interpreter. It’s possible to find a good lawyer, but 
international cases are far more difficult than domestic ones and, unless the 
court-appointed attorney takes a special interest in the case, it may just be 
too difficult for the amount of work required.

Consular officials may be able to help, both in ensuring the health of the 
prisoner and—under the Vienna Convention—in assisting the prisoner to 
find an attorney. In practice, this kind of assistance varies from country to 
country and may be influenced by political considerations having nothing 
to do with the prisoner’s case. Diplomats are in a difficult position, because 
not only do prisoners ask them for help, so do local prosecutors who need 
the assistance of their counterparts in the prisoner’s home country.

For the curious and sympathetic reader, this unique book will show 
how the lives of entire families have been consumed trying to rescue their 
loved ones from impossible situations. For lawyers, foreign prisoners and 
their family members, it’s a survival manual, full of indispensable advice. 
Other than this book, or an organisation like the Foreign Prisoners Support 
Service, there is really nowhere else to turn for help. 

The people in this book are real. Until now, their stories were not known 
to anyone outside of their immediate families. Not a lot of people would 
have listened to them. Kay Danes listened, and has discovered a subject that 
no one else has ever really written about, especially in such depth. 

What is it like to be a prisoner in a foreign prison where you cannot 
speak the language, cannot understand the situation you are in and no one 
you know, not your mother or even your lawyer, has any idea how to help 
you? What is it like to be the one waiting at home for that phone call in the 
middle of the night that changes your life forever?  

years now, I can vouch for the fact that many of the people who contact 
her do seem extraordinary. In this line of work, the extraordinary becomes 
the norm. After learning the details of scores of these cases, it becomes 
apparent that there are many people in foreign prisons deserving of our 
sympathy and help.

Some are guilty; some are not. Some are trapped in a bureaucracy or by 
a diplomatic dispute. Others are too poor to bribe officials with an entirely 
different concept of paying a debt to society. For the guilty, we may still 
find cases worthy of our sympathy. One particularly compelling category 
is that of the drug mule—the desperate or foolish person who risks their 
life for a few thousand dollars by swallowing a stomach full of packaged 
drugs then crossing an international border. If they survive the risk of toxic 
overdose, they may still face life imprisonment if caught in the act.

Most of these people are lucky enough to have families who support 
them. Families are the prisoners’ first line of defence. They provide not 
only the material, but also the moral support so necessary to the prisoner’s 
physical survival. They also bear a heavy emotional burden of worry and 
grief and share in the frustration of dealing with what may turn out to be 
an impossible situation. 

Day-to-day issues like access to drinkable water, nutritious food, medical 
care and the use of the telephone and mail can be serious if not life-and-
death problems for the foreign prisoner. Weight loss and illnesses like 
hepatitis and cholera are commonplace in some prisons. Normally, the food 
and medications a prisoner can receive are restricted, both as a punishment 
and because of the fear that the food or medications contain illegal drugs. 
There may be no way to avoid contaminated food and there may be no way 
to get medical assistance or life-sustaining medications.

Another serious problem is to find a competent and honest lawyer in a 
foreign country who can speak not only the defendant’s language and the 
language of the foreign court, but will also refrain from sending every 
caring member of the defendant’s family into bankruptcy. Due to the inbred 
corruption in many legal systems around the world, it can also be difficult 
to find an attorney who is not compromised by his relationships with the 
judges and prosecutors where he works. Some may view these relationships 
as beneficial, but aside from the illegality of bribing foreign officials, who will 
you turn to when a bribe doesn’t produce the promised results? On the issue 
of competence, perhaps one in ten criminal defence attorneys has experience 
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Kay and I met at Brisbane Airport and by the time we touched down in 
Bali we had become friends. Kay visited Schapelle on May 26, 2005—the day 
before her verdict—and although she has never publicly told anyone exactly 
what she said to Schapelle, her words are credited with the amazing strength 
and composure shown by Schapelle after she was handed a horrific 20-year 
sentence. I saw Kay a few hours after her visit to the prison and she burst into 
tears, such was the toll it took on her to step back inside an Asian prison. But 
Kay did it to help someone else and that is typical of Kay Danes. 

We have spoken frequently on the phone since that trip and, while it is 
mostly to do with Schapelle’s situation—with Kay doing a great deal behind 
the scenes in co-ordinating the Corby support group—she has often spoken 
of other prisoners in other parts of the world and the toll it has taken on 
their families and friends. I have listened with sympathy and frustration 
and, occasionally, I’ve suggested to Kay that she write about these people. 
The result is Families Behind Bars, an unusual book that looks at how tragedy 
can strike a family in an unimaginable way. 

Since becoming involved with the Corby case, I have a far greater 
sympathy for families of those incarcerated in dreadful prisons around the 
world that are light years away from the standards of Australian jails. As a 
tough old police reporter, I used to think, let them rot, but having now 
seen them living in hell and seen the toll it takes on their families who 
are guilty of nothing, I have changed my mind. I realise that the work 
Kay does for these families, and the battles she has fought with foreign 
powers to improve conditions and visits for these often forgotten prisoners, 
is phenomenal. She is not really interested in their guilt or otherwise, she 
is more concerned about offering help, even if, on some occasions, it only 
amounts to a shoulder to lean on and an ear for people who often have no 
one else to turn to. 

Kay’s story takes readers to hellholes all around the globe; it allows them 
to meet ordinary people thrust into extraordinary situations, riding a roller-
coaster of emotions as they learn how people cope with a world that was 
alien to them until their loved one was arrested. Some of it is inspirational, 
some of it will make you cry, but through it all, there is Kay Danes doing 
what she can.

I know firsthand of the pain the Corby family has been through and it 
is raw and powerful. Kay is working behind the scenes with some of the 
Bali Nine prisoners and their families. I have met some of these people 

Tony Wilson
Chief Police Reporter
The Gold Coast Bulletin

Only a crack Hollywood writer could create a scenario of such sheer 
and enduring hell as the one Brisbane couple Kay and Kerry Danes 

found themselves in at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Living in Asia, Kay had created a successful personal security business 

while Kerry was beginning to come to grips with life after a career in the 
Army. Suddenly, all that was gone in a twinkling when Lao police kidnapped 
Kerry and later snatched Kay as she tried to flee Laos with her children in 
December 2000. The next 10 months were filled with the horrors of life 
in Phonthong Prison, dealing with physical and mental torture, a corrupt 
government and a tough battle from behind bars to gain their freedom, 
facing trumped up charges and even having to undergo a shambles of a trial. 
They saw terrible human rights violations in the gulag that was their prison, 
carried out by a paranoid and ruthless communist regime. They were lucky 
to survive at all.

Having gained their freedom, Kerry returned to the Australian Army 
while Kay battled to come to grips with her terrifying ordeal. Meeting 
a number of people in that horrible Lao prison, who did not deserve to 
be there was part of a life changing experience for both Kay and Kerry. 
Naturally, they had no previous first-hand idea so many people were locked 
up unfairly. Even those who were guilty did not deserve such inhumane 
treatment in sub-human conditions.

Apart from looking after her family, the treatment of people in prisons 
has become a cornerstone of Kay’s life which she embraces without any 
remuneration, kudos or expectation of anything other than a thank you 
from the families she deals with. Families, more often than not Australian 
ones, who all have the same thing in common—a loved one locked up in a 
foreign jail somewhere.

It was in the pursuit of this cause that we met in May 2005. As a journalist, 
I had followed the Schapelle Corby case from its inception in October 2004, 
finally becoming personally involved in the plight of a fellow Gold Coaster 
I believe is innocent.

The Corby family had asked Kay to come to Bali and talk to Schapelle in 
Kerobokan Prison about how she dealt with life in an Asian prison. 
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during my visits to Kerobokan and I have some inkling of what they are 
living with. Yes, for the Bali Nine, their offspring are guilty, but to see the 
bedrock despair of a parent whose son is facing a death sentence is a terribly 
sad experience. 

Amid all this is the indefatigable Kay Danes, dispensing help, humour and—
sometimes even hope. She has an amazing plethora of stories: a father who spent 
26 years in jail for a crime he didn’t commit;  a family who learnt their son was to 
be executed by firing squad and were expected to buy his body bag beforehand; 
a sister grieving for justice for her brother jailed for life without parole. 
Families Behind Bars is real life drama at its most potent, from one of Australia’s 
top social justice ambassadors.
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Introduction

Families Behind Bars is fascinating, terrifying and heart wrenching to read 
and a poignant wake up call for everyone. It is about the resilience of 

families who endure despite the odds. It explores the journeys of families 
from all over the world who have experienced the trauma of having a 
loved one detained in a foreign prison. It’s about how these families have 
coped and haven’t coped. These are real life accounts that are uniquely 
inspirational, shockingly heartbreaking and will make you appreciate how 
fragile our lives really are. We may, without any warning, be plunged into a 
roller-coaster of despair. What happened to them may happen to you!

This book covers a broad range of topics that impact on whole communities. 
Most importantly this book reminds us that no matter who we are, the 
principle of rights and justice are worth defending. We are sometimes very 
quick to judge others. We condemn them before we know the facts or 
truth about a matter. With arm chair critics a plenty, there will always 
be varying opinions on a person’s guilt or innocence, but what is worth 
remembering, is that for a society to remain humane and righteous, for the 
sake of protecting the integrity of society, it becomes vital that a person is 
dealt with justly, in a fair and transparent way. That the legal, human and 
civil rights of a human being are stringently defended. After all, the very 
concept of justice is not about what he said or she said but rather, the moral 
rightness based on ethics, rationality, law, natural law, religion, fairness, and 
equity, along with the punishment of the breach of said ethics. 

When someone is detained in a foreign prison there is inevitably a family 
member agonising behind the scenes praying that justice will be served. 
If their loved one is guilty, then they have a valid expectation that the 
punishment should be reasonable and proportionate to the severity of the 
infraction. Equally if their loved one has been wrongly convicted, they have 
a valid expectation to seek justice through an equitable appeals process. 
Without rule of law there would be chaos and anarchy. It helps keep the 
balance in society. It’s worth defending. It’s one of the cornerstones of 
a vibrant democracy. It is one of our most precious inalienable rights as 
human beings.  
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1
Choices
Life doesn’t always  
turn out the way we expect

In December 2000, in defiance of international law, my husband Kerry, 
then the managing director of a British security company based in Laos, 

was abducted from his office by secret police. His captors stole him away to 
an undisclosed location. Their aim: to get a credible witness to support their 
illegal nationalisation of a US$2 billion sapphire-mining company—Gem 
Mining Lao (GML). If Kerry Danes said GML was unlawful, then the 

international community in Laos would believe him. No one would ask any 
questions and the rag-tag group of corrupt government officials would get rich 
quick. But when their attempts at brutality failed, I was next to be targeted. 

The Lao secret police thought that with his wife, Kay, in custody, Kerry 
would have no other choice but to sign a false statement and they’d get rich. 

Little did they know Kerry Danes had spent the last 20 years in service to the 
Australian Special Forces, the elite Special Air Service Regiment (SAS). He 

was extensively trained to resist interrogation. 

Taking the job in Laos had given my husband Kerry an opportunity 
to clear two years of long service leave from the Australian Defence 

Force (ADF). This on the back end of his return to Australian from military 
operations in Kuwait. The Army Chief of Staff granted him approval to work 
in the communist state of Laos, so long as he didn’t train anyone in Special 
Forces Tactics. It would almost be like a sabbatical away from the hectic pace 
and danger of SAS life. At least, that is what it was supposed to be.  

I worked at Lao Securicor with Kerry as his administration manager and 
I planned on staying with the company up until December 2000.  Kerry 
was due back in Australia on 4 January 2001, at which time he would decide 
whether or not to return to military service or to join me in Bangkok, where 

To put the world right in order, we must first put the nation in order; to put the 
nation in order, we must first put the family in order; to put the family in order, we 

must first cultivate our personal life; we must first set our hearts right.
—Confucius


