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HMP East Sutton Park is an 
Open Prison for women, with 
residents ranging from young 
offenders to retirees, and a 
capacity of just under 100.

The reading group has been 
running since March 2015 and 
usually has around 10 attend-

ees (10% of the prison’s population!). The ladies 
are a mixture of reading abilities and interests, 
and from a very wide age range. Many fi nd that 
prison allows time to get back into reading, 
and the reading group has stretched them with 
a variety of diff erent genres and styles. We have 
read some Fantasy fi ction, some non-fi ction 
and some modern classics, all of which have 
generated interesting discussion. The members 
choose the books during the monthly session, 
with ladies oft en suggesting books they have 
always wanted to read but never got around 
to.

Our recent discussion of The Color Purple 
showed how varied reading tastes are, and 
everyone really got a sense of how a book that 
one person loves might not be another’s cup 
of tea at all, and vice versa. 

Some found the language very diffi  cult to make 
sense of and it didn’t capture their attention. 
However, others loved it:

“I liked that the scene was set right from the 
start. Because of the diary format, written ‘Dear 
God’ it felt like she was whispering or talking to 
herself. It showed how Celie lacked the confi -
dence, at the start, to speak out.”

“The character develops really well and you fi nd 
yourself rooting for Celie. She suff ers so many 
hardships and you fi nd yourself wanting her to 
stand up for herself.”

“There were moments of great humour, espe-
cially around the character of Sophia who you 
can’t help but like for her indomitable spirit.”

“It was an interesting snapshot of an historical 

time and place.”

“I really enjoyed this book, even more than when 
I read it the fi rst time when I was younger, be-
cause I felt I understood it better with age and 
experience. I loved the way the characters de-
veloped over time and changed. It must have 
been really shocking at the time, portraying a 
sexual relationship between 2 women and deal-
ing with incest, domestic violence, poverty and 
life in a post-slavery world for black Americans. 
Celie developed into a stronger character 
through her relationship with Shug Avery, and 
her husband came round to a much more bal-
anced way of seeing life so that they could even-
tually even become friends in later life. Celie did 
eventually get some justice for all her suff ering, 
but not through seeking redress. I found the way 
the story developed really uplift ing and I actu-
ally felt proud of her.”

The ladies who hadn’t liked the book enjoyed 
listening to the discussion of it, and some said 
they would go back to it and give it another try 
having heard such positive reviews. This oft en 
happens - another reader’s enthusiasm for a 
book can be infectious and some ladies have 
seen the book with a fresh eye aft er hearing 
somebody’s glowing description of how much 
they loved it and why. I enjoy sharing my love 
of literature with such an engaged group and 
it is defi nitely one of the highlights of my job!

Victoria Barnett is a librarian at East Sutton 
Park

The East Sutton Park group is part of the 
Prison Reading Groups (PRG) network, 
sponsored by the University of Roehampton 
and generously 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 also worked with National Prison Radio 
to set up their book club. If you have access to 
NPR, listen out for details and ways to take part.

Promoting reading and reading 
groups in prisons

Reading Group 
Round-up 

Victoria Barnett

ZMS SOLICITORSZMS SOLICITORS
Prison Law specialists serving prisons throughout the Midlands. 

• IPP/LIFER ISSUES •• IPP/LIFER ISSUES •
• PAROLE APPLICATIONS •• PAROLE APPLICATIONS •

• CATEGORISATION •• CATEGORISATION •
• ADJUDICATIONS •• ADJUDICATIONS •

• JUDICIAL REVIEWS • • JUDICIAL REVIEWS • 
LICENCE CONDITIONS •LICENCE CONDITIONS •

• RECALLS •• RECALLS •
Contact Simon Mears - Prison Law Specialist

ZMS Solicitors 11 Bowling Green St, Leicester LE1 6AS
0116 247 0790

Free advice & representation under legal aid

I’m very pleased I wasn’t a 
member of the jury for this 
author’s trial. What would you 
do with an armed bank robber 
who claimed that the motiva-
tion for his crime was “to 
eradicate world poverty and 
stand against all oppression”? 
Jackley proclaims himself a 
Robin Hood fi gure with a mis-
sion “to steal from the rich 
and give to the poor” yet free-
ly admits that he can only 
manage the fi rst part of this 
goal: stealing from the rich 
turns out to be much more 
satisfying than giving to the 
poor! 

Of course anyone who has 
spent time on a prison landing 
will have heard many similar-
ly unbelievable explanations 
of what drove a person to com-
mit their crime, and we soon 
learn to take them all with a 
large pinch of salt. But in 
Jackley’s case I have a sneak-
ing suspicion that there is a 

grain of truth in his account, 
at least insofar as that he 
started out with good inten-
tions. His philosophy on life 
is so naïve and idealistic that 
you simply can’t imagine him 
inventing it in order to justify 
his crime. He fully believed 
that he could use the proceeds 
of his bank robberies to found 
“The Organisation” which 
would serve as an antidote to 
consumerism and global cap-
italism and become “the last 
hope for mankind.” You just 
couldn’t make it up!

Jackley’s attempts to buy a 
Glock pistol in America land 
him in various US jails, where 
he experiences the mental 
torments of segregation, tear 
gas, ankle chains, ineffi  ciency 
and corruption from the au-
thorities, and grief from dys-
functional fellow inmates. Not 
so diff erent to British prisons 
then! The account may be dis-
turbing to those who are un-
familiar with the jail system, 
but will no doubt reassure 
prisoners here in the UK that 
“things could be worse”.

Like most of us who end up in 
prison, Jackley has had his 
fair share of personal trials - a 
schizophrenic mother, an un-
settled childhood, bullying 
and isolation, the death of his 
father, rejection by the one 
girl he loved. Most of us grad-
ually face up to our own indi-
vidual challenges, and work 
through them to fi nd a meas-
ure of happiness in spite of 
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Just Sky
by Stephen G D Jackley 

Review by Vera Woodhall (Prison Supplied)

them. Jackley however de-
votes all his energies into 
tackling the entire world sys-
tem instead. His desire to 
“make a diff erence” is almost 
akin to a religious or philo-
sophical goal, except that he 
has no solution to the paradox 
that he is himself part of the 
problem. At one point he does 
realise that through his own 
attempts to improve the world, 
“more harm had been caused 
than good”, but even by the 
end of the book he seems more 
focused on solving humani-
ty’s problems than on tackling 
his own. 

This is an enjoyable read, es-
pecially in relation to some of 
Jackley’s amateurish attempts 
at crime: breaking into a char-
ity’s offi  ce believing it to be a 
bank, trying to cut through a 
barred window with a bat-
tery-powered angle grinder 
when the battery runs out, 
faking documents to show he 
is an American citizen but 
forgetting to disguise his 
British accent, wrapping a 
gun in tinfoil in the belief this 
would defl ect the x-rays from 
an airport scanner … you get 
the picture. But on a more im-
portant level, ‘Just Sky’ gives 
an insight into how idealism 
can blind its owner. Jackley 
admits that he viewed himself 
at this time as “the hero: a 
fighter, a revolutionary, a 
rebel - anything but a crimi-
nal”. I’m guessing the judge 
saw it somewhat diff erently, 
as Jackley was sentenced to a 
further 13 years in a UK prison 
when he was fi nally returned 
to our shores. But that’s the 
subject of his next book …

Just Sky by Stephen G D 
Jackley £8.99 (Amazon)
ISBN-13: 978-1519158376

   Jackley devotes 
all his energies into 
tackling the entire 
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to ‘make a difference’ 
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