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The Pentonville 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 and the Booker Prize 
Foundation www.themanbookerprize.com
If your prison doesn’t have a reading group, 
encourage your librarian to have a look at the 
PRG website www.prison-reading-groups.org.uk

Promoting reading and reading 
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The report this month comes from Alex 
Manolatos, volunteer facilitator at HMP 
Pentonville. The group recently read 
Misha Glenny’s Nemesis and a week 
later enjoyed a visit from the author.

Glenny’s account of politics 
and society in the favelas of 
Rio de Janeiro focuses on the 
life of one inhabitant, now 
known universally as Nem, 
as he gradually becomes the 
most powerful man in the 
district, challenging even the 
authority of the government. 
Ultimately he is arrested and 

accused of murder and corruption, but dealing 
with him now may be as fraught with difficul-
ties as when he was a free man…

All the members who attended the reading 
group meeting had read the book so we were 
able to have a good discussion all round.

One reader thought the first half, which deals 
with Nem’s family circumstances and with the 
history of the Rio favelas, was a little rambling, 
but he found the second half about the power 
struggles Nem faces very exciting. Personally, 
I wanted to know more about the history and 
social developments within these lawless areas 
of Rio.

Most of us found it extraordinary that the 
Brazilian government has such a complicated 
law enforcement system, with three entities 
each with little trust in the competence of the 
others. As well as this, there is the problem of 
corrupt policemen who Glenny says are easy 
prey to bribes because of their lamentably low 
salaries. More information about the govern-
ment’s strategy for dealing with the corruption 
would have been interesting.

We talked at length about whether Nem is vil-
lain or hero. On one hand he was clearly a 
murderer running an illegal organisation. On 
the other hand we are told that he managed to 
reduce the level of violence in the favelas and 

that he helped to make improvements to the 
education of its inhabitants as well as to health 
care. Most readers, I think, agreed with 
Glenny’s view that Nem had on the whole an 
ameliorating effect on his society. I was amazed 
the government had got to the stage where they 
were too frightened to intervene.

Nem’s early years, growing up in a family strug-
gling to make ends meet is a key part of the 
book, in part explaining why he got involved 
in the cartel. Some readers wondered whether 
he fell into the organisation naively, or wheth-
er he would have been plainly aware of the 
implications of accepting money from the ‘don’.

Misha Glenny gave a good talk a week after our 
meeting. The audience was especially taken 
by the author’s liberal attitude towards his 
anti-hero, and his interest in Nem’s childhood 
and the events that led to his criminal activities.

Misha told us that he was in the process of 
securing the film rights to Nemesis and that 
they would be filming in situ in Rio de Janeiro 
soon. Some members expressed an interest in 
taking part as extras should they be released 
in time!

Misha Glenny
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Memoirs of Her Majesty’s 
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by Dr Gordon Cameron 

Review by: Noel Smith
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as a child?

24 Tor Hill Road, 
Torquay, Devon TQ2 5RD
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Would you like to have a 
Christmas message to a loved 
one printed in the paper? 

Please send in your message 
(maximum 25 words) and we will 
publish it and send a copy of the 
paper to them. 

Be sure to include your name, number 
and prison and their name and full 
address. If your loved one is in 
prison please either post the 
message or email lf@insidetime.org. 
Closing date 18 November. 

Send your entry to: Inside Time 
‘Christmas Message’ Botley Mills, 
Botley, Southampton SO30 2GB.

Laying my cards on the table 
straight away, I am suspicious 
of who this book was written 
by and what its agenda is. 
When I asked to interview the 
writer I was told that ‘Dr 
Gordon Cameron’ is a pseudo-
nym and that the real writer 
cannot be interviewed in per-
son. In the publicity package 
for this book we are informed 
that ‘Dr Cameron’ is now 
retired, but on asking why 
there will be no personal 
interviews, I was told it was 
because the ‘Dr’ was in fear 
of losing his job. Hmmm.

The book itself reads like a 
rant from a dozen Daily Mail 
readers, and, right from page 
one it insistently peddles 
r ight-wing myths about, 
yawn, ‘holiday camp prisons’, 
and the London rioters appar-

ently only committing crimes 
so that they get into our great 
prisons where they live the life 
of Riley! 

Apart from the fact that there 
are spelling mistakes and that 
the whole thing could do with 
the scrutiny of an editor, the 
narrative itself is just not inter-
esting. The writer fails to back 
up his fanciful and outra-
geous theories with any evi-
dence, even claiming that 
prisoners, especially ‘junkies’ 
love prison as it is more luxu-
rious than their lives outside.

I’m not sure who his target 
audience would be as he delib-

erately sets out to alienate 
what would be the core audi-
ence for books on this subject 
- prisoners and their families. 
By insulting his readers and 
perpetuating the kind of spite-
filled rhetoric beloved of sec-
tions of the tabloid media the 
good ‘doctor’ appears to have 
shot himself in the foot.

This book is a wasted oppor-
tunity to reveal the pathetic 
state of healthcare in our pris-
ons, and instead takes the 
easy and well-trodden route 
of demonising an already dis-
enfranchised minority. I have 
written dozens of book reviews 
over the years and, yet, never 
have I had to review a book 
that is so without merit that I 
cannot find something good 
to say about it. This is one 
such book.

My advice - do not waste your 
time or money on this.
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