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The High Down group is part of the Prison 
Reading Groups (PRG) network, sponsored 
by the University of Roehampton and gen-
erously supported by Give A Book www.
giveabook.org.uk and Penguin Random 
House www.penguinrandomhouse.com If 
your prison doesn’t have a reading group, 
encourage your librarian to have a look at 
the PRG website www.roehampton.ac.uk/
prison-reading-groups

The group has met monthly since March 2015 
with ten members and a short waiting list. 
There is fantastic support from the librarian 
Kathryn Walter and her staff and the sessions 
are lively and enjoyable.

Early on we read three classics: 1984, The Time 
Machine, and Treasure Island. 1984 provoked 
some intense discussion, though when I com-
plained about its lack of women, one member said 
that what I wanted was a novel called Big Sister.

Something contemporary was needed for a 
change, so we chose Will Self’s Shark - a hectic 
rush of a book with no chapter breaks, which 
we all found quite a trial. ‘A panic attack on a 
page,’ one man said, which perfectly sums it up.

In August Kathryn arranged a prison visit 
sponsored by PEN from Nell Leyshon, who 
discussed and read from her new novel The 
Dipper. The reading group were present in 
force and Nell commented that she had never 
had such perceptive questions.

In October we read Patti Smith’s acclaimed 
memoir of her life in New York in the 1960s, 
Just Kids: it’s a fascinating account of a life lived 
for art, which benefi ts hugely from Smith’s 
photographic recall of clothes, rooms and people.

The lure of Penguin Classics was still strong, 
however, and November’s choice was Brighton 
Rock. Quite a few of the men found its por-
trayal of the seedy Brighton of the 1930s 
powerful, though one noted shrewdly that it 
read as if Greene had gone slumming it with a 
notebook. The awareness of mortal sin heaped 
on 17-year-old Pinkie didn’t convince every-
body, either. But - glad we’d read it!

We often conclude by reading two or three 
poems from an anthology called Poem for the 
Day. We don’t tend to discuss individual 
poems in great detail, but just relish them. 
Recent reads have included ‘The Rubaiyat of 
Omar Khayyam’, Yeats’ ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, 
and Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Raven’.

The group is also massively enjoying choosing 
short reads from Penguin Random House’s 
very generous donation of a complete set of 
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Penguin 80s. Everybody took two initially and 
we had a swap session last meeting, with all 
the books spread out on the fl oor and genuine 
excitement as we passed them round and 
made recommendations.

Among the fi rst distribution, Gogol, Herodo-
tus and Chekhov found new fans, as did The 
Yellow Wallpaper and The Tell-Tale Heart. 
One disappointment - ‘The Communist Mani-
festo’ was not at all what its reader was ex-
pecting, but it has prompted an interest in 
manifestos generally which I’ll try to follow up on. 

The format is really popular, with the opportu-
nity to get a taste of a writer you might other-
wise never pick up. One man, a great fan of 
Gulliver’s Travels, went away with ‘A Modest 
Proposal’, and I’m really looking forward to 
hearing his opinion of it.

Don’t judge a book 
by its cover, not this 
one anyway!  It is 
adorned with 
depressing symbols 
of the stereotypical 
northern English 
town; smoky 
factories, fl at caps, 
whippets and, of 
course, pies. But it 
probably is safe to 

judge this book by its title. Read it aloud a 
couple of times, and if you still can’t see the 
funny side then the chances are you won’t 
appreciate the book very much either. On the 
other hand, if the title tickles your irony 
receptors, you’ll probably fi nd yourself 
chuckling from cover to cover.

Maconie was born and raised in the north of 
England before his work as a radio and TV 
broadcaster ‘exiled’ him to the south. In ‘Pies 
and Prejudice’ he revisits his old stomping 
grounds in search of his ‘inner northerner’. 
The writing sparkles with wit and passion as 
he tries to separate reality from stereotype. To 
whet your appetite, here are a few tasters of 
Maconie’s dry humour:

• ‘The Vikings have had rather a bad press’;
• Durham is ‘horribly undaytrippable’ from 
Heathrow;
• Covered shopping arcades resemble ‘some 
nasty hybrid of a tomato grower’s poly tunnel 
and a Center Parcs’;
• Spectacular views will ‘stop you mid-suck 
on your Murray mint’.

You get the picture. Maconie even suggests 
that Geordies should staff the Samaritans’ 
helplines because their accent ‘is proven to 

turn people’s minds away from the gas oven’. 

So this is an enjoyable read, even if you don’t 
know (or care) where Wigan is and have never 
eaten black pudding. You might even discover 
in passing that the subject matter itself is quite 
interesting. For instance, did you know that 
Crewe has a crater named after it on Mars? Or 
that working men’s clubs were founded by  
philanthropic employees with a booze free 
recreation venue ‘where more serious matters 
could gradually be introduced’? Maconie 
notes wryly that the patrons worked up such a 
thirst during their gradual introduction to 
serious matters that alcohol soon had to be 
permitted. 

On a more profound subject, did you realise 
that the well-known ditty ‘On Ilkley Moor 
Baht’’t’ is actually a serious meditation on the 
cyclical nature of existence? Nope, me neither. 
Armed with such a fount of valuable trivia, 
you will doubtless be welcome in pub quiz 
teams throughout the land. And, who knows, 
you might also fi nd yourself suddenly getting 
the urge to visit Liverpool, Manchester, Bury, 
Keswick, Newcastle, Chester or Slaithwaite ... 
where?

Maconie has been described as ‘the new Bill 
Bryson’ and ‘an heir to Alan Bennett’. Having 
enjoyed ‘Pies and Prejudice’ I can see why. He 
writes skilfully, with a down to earth honesty. 
I’ll leave you with his laconic summary of the 
north-south divide: ‘I’m not sure that north-
erners is geographical. It’s philosophical….. 
It’s about realising that an afternoon’s snow is 
an excuse for sledging, not a state of 
emergency.’

Sheer poetry! Read and enjoy.

Prisoners who can read 
teach prisoners who can’t
The Shannon Trust Reading Plan (Turning 
Pages) is a simple & effi cient way of  
helping people to learn to read.

If you would like more information on how to 
become involved, as either a Mentor or a Learner, 
contact the Reading Plan Lead in your prison (ask 
a Shannon Trust Mentor who this is) or write to: 
Shannon Trust, Freepost RTKY-RUXG-KGYH 
The Foundry, 17-19 Oval Way, 
LONDON SE11 5RR.

ShannonTrust

TurningPages

Left to right: Just Kids by Patti Smith, Brighton Rock by Vintage Greene, The Dipper by Nell 
Leyshon, Shark by Will Self

Pies and Prejudice 
by Stuart Maconie
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Our Prison Law Department can assist prisoners under Legal Aid for a number of issues including:

• Recall (IPP/Lifer and Determinate)
• Parole (IPP/Lifer and Determinate)
• Independent Adjudications

We assist prisoners throughout England and Wales offering competitive fixed fees on all other 
General Prison Law matters including Re-Categorisation and Sentence Planning.

For further information or assistance please contact 
Matthew Smith or Nicola Maynard

Reeds Solicitors  Freepost RTSX–ETXE–SUKX
1 Cambridge Terrace  Oxford  OX1 1RR

01865 260 230
www.reeds.co.uk


