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The High Down group is part of the Prison 
Reading Groups network (PRG), sponsored 
by the University of Roehampton and gen-
erously supported by charities including 
Give a Book www.giveabook.org.uk
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.
PRG has also worked with National Prison 
Radio to start a radio book club. If you 
have access to NPR, listen out for details 
and ways to take part. 

The High Down 
group is relatively 
new. At the initial 
meeting we dis-
cussed some ambi-
tious reading plans 
- Gogol, Shake-
speare, Daudet - 
but agreed to start 
with something rel-
atively light, which 
everybody had 
heard of!

We chose Jerome 
K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat, and in the 
fi rst meeting proper decided that this was one 
book which didn’t live up to its reputation - 
endlessly facetious and habitually going off at 
tangents.

So for the second choice the group veered to 
the far end of the fi ction spectrum and settled 
on George Orwell’s 1984 as a mood-changer. 
It’s another book which everybody has heard 
of, and which most of the men had encoun-
tered at some stage.

It was a successful choice, even though it 
meant going from a book with too many jokes 
to one with none at all. The group was held by 
the claustrophobia and hopelessness of 1984’s 
dystopian vision, and related it partly to Or-
well’s own failing health at the time of writing.

They were also fascinated by the vision of a 
totalitarian system which denied the individual 
any privacy or freedom of thought, and linked 
this to the disillusionment with Soviet com-
munism felt in the late 1940s.

We had a very engaged and spirited discus-
sion, touching on contemporary issues like the 
surveillance society, and life in a prison, and 
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Shared Reading

The Reader Organisation is an award-win-
ning charitable social enterprise working to 
connect people through great literature. In 
weekly sessions, a practitioner reads aloud 
a short story or extract and a poem. Anyone 
in the group may choose to read too: some 
do, others don’t. In this way, connections 
are made with thoughts and feelings; some 
people refl ect on these privately, others are 
more vocal. Either is fi ne. The emphasis is 
on enjoying the literature.

how even Orwell’s prophetic abilities could 
never have anticipated TV programmes like 
Big Brother or Room 101. And we felt he 
couldn’t have foreseen the vastly consumerist 
world we now live in, which might have cush-
ioned Winston Smith’s dissatisfactions.

Everyone except me found the novel credible 
and absorbing. Playing devil’s advocate, I 
mentioned the dinginess of everything sur-
rounding Winston Smith - raw gin, horrible 
food, dirty corridors - and why, I asked, don’t 
we ever get Julia’s point of view?

“What you want,” said Tony, “is a book called 
Big Sister - she’d be out there with her mop 
and dusters, cleaning it all up.” So in the end 
there was a laugh to be found in 1984.

We’ve also got into the habit of ending each 
meeting by reading one or two poems from 
the terrifi c anthology Poem for the Day [which 
has a poem for every day of the year] and 
discussing them very briefl y.

Next time we’re doing H.G Wells’s The Time 
Machine and I can’t wait to see what this lively 
group will make of it.

I have been running this group for a good 
while now - nearly two years. It’s in a hostel, 
where the turnover of residents tends to be 
quite high, so I will only ever read with people 
for a couple of months. This week, there is a 
new member, S. This is nothing unusual in 
itself, but S is very standoffi sh with me, loudly 
declaring that he is going to have a kip.

I glance down at 
the extract from 
John Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress 
that I’ve bought for 
us to read. 
Published in 1678, 
the language is 
really old fashioned, 
and I begin to 
worry that I’ve got 
no hope of getting 
S interested with 
this. Deciding to 

give it a go, I read the fi rst bit where we meet 
Christian, a man who has had a terrible vision 
that his world is to come to an end.

“In this plight therefore he went home, and 
refrained himself as long as he could, that his 
Wife and Children should not perceive his 
distress, but could not be silent long, because 
that his trouble increased: Wherefore at length 
he brake his mind to his Wife and Children; and 
thus he began to talk to them: ‘O my dear Wife’, 
said he, ‘and you the Children of my bowels, I 
your dear friend, am in myself undone by 
reason of a Burden that lieth hard upon me; 
moreover, I am for certain informed that this 
our City will be burned with fi re from Heaven; 
in which fearful overthrow, both myself, with 
thee my wife, and you my sweet Babes, shall 
miserably come to ruin.”

‘Oh great, a story about God. Don’t try and 
push that on us’ objects S. I agree that it does 
feel strange to hear people talk in this way 
nowadays and ask what we make of the 
‘Burden’.

B says ‘It was always the man’s job to look 

after the family - it was his responsibility. If he 
reckons the world’s going to come to an end, 
then he’s bound to be worried for his family.’ 
There is strong agreement amongst the group 
that this would be the case. P adds, ‘That’s 
why he’s worried, cos he sees it all on himself 
to fi x it all’.

I re-read the line ‘I am for certain informed 
that this our City will be burned with fi re from 
Heaven. Fire from Heaven?’ I ask, emphasis-
ing how unbelievable this sounds. ‘Surely Hell 
has the fi re?’

‘No’ answers B, ‘They say that don’t they, like 
fearing God but in a good way. That would be 
scary though, thinking God’s annoyed with 
you!’ says B, half laughing, half shuddering. S 
is rolling his eyes, making his annoyance and 
disapproval clear.

We continue this thought when Christian tells 
a wise man called Evangelist his biggest fears.

“Sir, I perceive by the book in my hand, that I 
am condemned to die, and after that to come 
to Judgement, and I fi nd that I am not willing 
to do the fi rst, nor able to do the second.”

We spend a long time over these lines, trying 
to untangle their meaning. To my surprise, S is 
looking down at the page for the fi rst time. I 
don’t draw attention to it, and ask the group 
as a whole how it would feel to be Christian at 
this point. S jumps straight in, saying ‘he is 
worried about his life and the way he has lived 
it. It can’t be over yet…’ while still focusing on 
the page. P agrees, saying ‘We don’t know 
what he has done before this’.

S looks up to P, and nods.

S seems to be a different man to the one who 
told me he was planning on falling asleep at 
the beginning of the group. He is focussed 
and connected - not just to the text we are 
reading, but to those around him.

I can’t know for sure what happened with S 
for him to say this - and I didn’t ask. It wasn’t 
important for S to share - it felt big enough 
that that this experience happened at all. I 
can’t help but feel that reading something so 
far out of our comfort zone helped to nurture 
this moment, causing us to shift out of our 
default way of being into a place of shared 
human experience.

J D Solicitors
Malthouse Chambers 

30 Walsall Street,  
Willenhall WV13 2ER

Serving the East and West Midlands

• Parole Applications and Reviews
• Licence Conditions and Recalls
• Categorisation and Transfers 
• Cat A Reviews and Lifer Panels
• Sentence Planning and H.D.C.

For free professional expert advice.
You can ring, write or e mail us with all your

prison law issues.
Please call our Prison Law Team:

01902 632123
24hr Emergency No: 07971 194 042

jdsols05@yahoo.com

Prison Law Specialists

Parole?
Recall?
Adjudication?
OLLIERS SOLICITORS CAN HELP
Life Sentences 
IPP, MANDATORY, DISCRETIONARY, AUTOMATIC 
LIFE SENTENCE PRISONERS - ORAL & WRITTEN REPRESENTATION

Recall
PAROLE BOARD REPRESENTATION

Adjudications
CONTACT: JEREMY PINSON or TOM CAWLEY
FREEPOST NEA 13621, MANCHESTER M3 9ZL
0161 834 1515 


