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The Heathfi eld group is part of the Prison 
Reading Groups (PRG) network, 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 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.

Boris Johnson’s Dream 
of Rome has two 
themes: it is a celebra-
tion of the astounding 
achievements of the 
Roman Empire, and a 
damning critique of the 
modern European 
Union.

Johnson studied Clas-
sics at Oxford in the 

Bullingdon Club days before he became more 
famous as Mayor Boris and possible contender 
for future Tory leader. He knows his stuff and 
the book is full of fascinating facts about eve-
rything from engineering works to recipes. Did 
you know that the aqueducts of ancient Gaul 
(modern France) could be as long as 75 kilo-
metres, and that they had an unwavering 
gradient of 0.04, or 25 metres in every kilome-
tre? Any less and the water wouldn’t fl ow; any 
greater and the pressure would burst the pipes.

As Johnson tells it, the success of the Empire 
revolved around the ability of the conquerors 
to make those they conquered want to be 
Roman: to dress, worship, speak and eat like 
Romans. The example offered by the book is 
garum, a kind of fi sh paste made by mixing 
whole small fi sh with blood and guts and then 
leaving the disgusting mess to fester in the sun 
for a couple of months. But what is most re-
markable about garum was its apparent ubiq-
uity: garum containers have been found all 
over the Empire, from Italy and France to 
Spain and North Africa. Johnson comments:

What does this teach us? It shows the phe-
nomenal conforming infl uence of Roman cul-
tural preferences on the world they conquered. 
Across the Roman world, people were becom-
ing conditioned not just to want Roman citi-
zenship, but to adore the same foul-smelling 
fi sh mulch that the Romans put on their food.

Perhaps the nearest modern equivalent is the 
cultural domination of the United States 
through McDonald’s and Coca Cola.

Johnson suggests that the Roman Empire col-
lapsed under the joint pressure of Christianity 
and Islam. Despite their differences, Christians 
and Muslims shared a refusal to be assimilated 
to Roman ways. 

The book makes the comparison between the 
Roman Empire and the European Union but 
only to stress the differences:

In many ways the European Union can be seen 
as the inheritor of the Roman Empire, an 
attempt to unite this vast and disparate terri-
tory in the way the Romans did, to create a 
single market, a single currency, a political union.

But for Johnson the idea of being ‘European’ 
cannot compete with the nationalism of 
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round-up
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This month’s report comes from Heathfi eld, one of two 
reading groups that PRG supports at HMP Wandsworth

Shaun Lawrence reads at Holbeck House 
probation hostel in West Yorkshire. 

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.

member states and their citizens: ‘the incorri-
gible desire of people to govern themselves, or 
to be governed by people of their own race, or 
from their own language group’.

All in all The Dream of Rome is almost guaran-
teed to spark lively debate and both book and 
author got the Heathfi eld group going. Most 
agreed that Johnson is ‘a funny, clever geezer’ 
who writes with easy wit and humour, as 
when he describes a battle between the 
Romans and an ancient Germanic tribe:

It was the habit of the barbarians to bring their 
women up to the line of battle so they could 
be ready to scavenge the corpses and to give 
encouragement. If a barbarian retreated or 
was beaten back, it was standard for the wives 
to bare their breasts in a kind of Sun Page 
Three exhortation to the troops. ‘This is what 
you are fi ghting for!’ they would cry, and the 
barbarian would pick up his sword, wipe the 
blood from his nose, thank the girl for remind-
ing him and run back into battle.

Someone commented that ‘You can just 
imagine him at Westminster wearing a toga’ 
which made us all smile. But views of Johnson 
as a politician were sharply divided between 
his admirers and those who thought the book’s 
humour masked some more contentious views 
about race, class and the modern world.

This week’s session at the hostel took place 
amongst a very small group made up of two 
residents, Andy and Steve*, and one member 
of staff. We read the deceptively short and 
simple-looking poem ‘A Time To Talk’ by 
Robert Frost, which led to some quite lively 
discussion about location, relationships and 
more topics besides.

Both Andy and Steve have been residents at 
the hostel for a while, and are relatively new 
to the shared reading group. During the 
session they both took things at their own 
pace, at times working together and sharing 
their ideas as they tried to understand exactly 
what was happening in the poem. As is often 
the case, they both initially felt unsure of the 
meaning, but by re-reading a few times 
myself, and encouraging Steve when he 
offered to read aloud as well, a sense of 
meaning started to become clearer. There was 
a lot of discussion about the time period that 
the poem was set, with suggestions ranging 
from Andy’s initially vague “it’s the olden 
days” to Steve’s more defi nite “around the 
fi rst world war” which he decided on “because 
they’ve not got tractors” in the fi elds; this was 
the one that the group settled for.

The time period in which the poem was set 
was to become important when the conversa-
tion then moved on to the “hoe” mentioned 
in line 7; what exactly was a hoe and what 
was it used for?

“I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 
Blade-end up and fi ve feet tall, 
And plod: I go up to the stone wall 
For a friendly visit.”

On realising it was a hand tool for weeding 
and turning the soil, both Andy and Steve 
began to speak about how the workman 
might be “connected with it” in some way 
beyond the just the act of holding it - as Andy 
said “it seems important to him”. As they 
explored this idea they both began to talk 
about what they saw as a very direct, almost 

personal, relationship between a workman 
and his tools, especially if the poem was set in 
a time when those tools weren’t so readily 
available as they are today. Think about how 
the lack of DIY superstores would affect you if 
you relied on hand-tools for a living - that’s 
what was happening in the group at this time. 

Steve thought that the worker in the poem 
sounded as if he was “proud of it [his hoe] - 
that’s why he stuck it in the ground like that” 
which then led the discussion on to thoughts 
around the actual cost of tools at that time. 
Andy was particularly aware of the fact that 
the tools were a means to an end - literally “a 
way to makes ends meet by earning money” 
- and he thought that workers would have 
more respect for their tools “at that time” 
than they would have nowadays, since the 
tools were how such workers made their liveli-
hood and would have “cost a packet then”. 
These very thoughtful comments were offered 
with next to no input from me as the group 
facilitator - I just let the discussion fl ow - and 
both the group members reached the decision 
that the worker would have been “proud and 
respectful” of their tools and the work they 
did with them.

The conversation then moved on to the 
location in the poem, which isn’t clearly stated 
and so left quite a lot of room for discussion. 
Steve was quite certain that the speaker was 
on a farm or in the country somewhere 
because of the hills mentioned, but Andy 
suggested the place “could be a graveyard, 
with the wall around it” and the workman 
could be “tending to the graves”. This put the 
poem in a different light for us all, with these 
locations being very different - one was a 
place of beginnings and growth while the 
other was one of endings and memories. The 
group also thought the connection between 
friends was good, and remarked on the way 
the worker took time out from work - maybe, 
as Steve said “marking where he’d got to” 
with his hoe - to talk with a friend. Andy 
thought that taking time out might mean the 
worker earned less as “he’d do less work”, but 
that it was “just as important because friends 
are important”. Quite a meaningful end to 
our reading of ‘A Time To Talk’.

*Names have been changed to protect identi-
ties.

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 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


