
Prison Reading Groups (PRG) run over 
100 groups in more than 70 prisons na-
tionwide. Groups choose what they 
read and are given new copies to keep 
or pass on to others. Meetings produce 
lively debate and difference, from ‘best 
book ever - FACT’ to ‘I’d rather eat my 
own eyeballs than read this book again.’ 
To celebrate all this book talk, here’s a 
snapshot of recent feedback about very 
different books.

The Standford Hill group tackled Bill Bryson’s 
A Walk in the Woods, an account of his 2,200 
mile hike along the US Appalachian Trail, the 
longest continuous footpath in the world. It’s 
full of bears and bobcats and rattlesnakes, 
and Bryson encounters them all. Think Bear 
Grylls but funnier.

‘Really enjoying this one and it makes me 
laugh’. ‘Made me think about my travels when 
I was younger.’ ‘When I’m released, I’ll be do-
ing a walk somewhere myself.’

At Thameside, the group was reading J D 
Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy, a memoir by Trump’s 
vice-presidential running-mate in the coming 
US November election. Vance grew up in rust-
belt Ohio and ‘hillbilly’ Kentucky. It’s the sto-
ry of a white working class family and culture 
torn apart by economic collapse, opioids and 
violence, and how Vance himself escaped.

Most of the group recognised Vance’s experi-
ence of the effects of poverty, absent parents 
and domestic violence, and how they stack 
the odds against achievement. But one mem-
ber had turned it around by studying in prison 

Insidetime November 2024Jailbreak 40 www.insidetime.org

With thanks to PRG and Give 
a Book volunteer, Erin.

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) 
was created in 1999 to set up, 
support and fund informal 
reading groups in prisons. We 
now support more than 100 
groups in over 70 prisons 
nationwide. PRG is part of 
Give a Book.

Finding a Good Read
A column to help you find intriguing books

American 
Classics 
The debate about what is, or 
could be, ‘The Great American 
Novel’ has raged for over 150 
years. What, or who, could 
represent a country so big 
and diverse? 

Fights with giant sea crea-
tures; Herman Melville’s 
M o b y - D i c k ,  E r n e s t 
Hemingway’s The Old Man 
and the Sea, small town 
j u d g e m e n t ;  N a t h a n i e l 
Hawthorne’s The Scarlett 
Letter, absurdist war satire; 
Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 and 
a young woman’s descent into 
mental illness; Sylvia Plath’s 
The Bell Jar show the hugely 
varied topics of just a few of 
the most famous contenders. 
There are so many more!

Some of the older books con-
tain outdated, insensitive 
cultural depictions and racist 
language as used when the 
books were written or set, 
highlighting some of the com-
plexities of the US’s history.

Younger readers
Younger doesn’t always mean 
simpler! Mark Twain’s The 
Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
a n d  A d v e n t u r e s  o f 
Huckleberry Finn mix child-
hood excitement with satire. 
Coming-of-age traditions 
overlap with wider social and 
political issues in To Kill a 
Mockingbird (Harper Lee), 
Little Women (Louisa May 
Alcott), Roll of Thunder Hear 
My Cry (Mildred D.Taylor), 
The Outsiders (S. E. Hinton) 
and Catcher in the Rye (J. D. 
Salinger).

Complex families 
Following generations of fam-
ilies (and friends) is a clever 
way to show social change 
over time. The Corrections 
(Jonathan Franzen), American 
Wife (Curtis Sittenfeld), The 
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Erin Dutch House (Ann Patchett) 
and A Visit from the Goon 
Squad (Jennifer Egan) all do 
this well.

Race and immigration 
Since the US declared inde-
pendence, it has been known 
as a nation of immigrants. 
Americanah (Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie), Brooklyn 
(Colm Toibin) and On Earth 
We’re Br ief ly Gorgeous 
(Ocean Vuong) examine some 
of those contemporary expe-
riences.

The country’s early growth 
had many costs - to indige-
nous populations and to 
those brought against their 
will to build and farm. Killers 
of the Flower Moon (David 
Grann) covers the murders of 
Osage Nation people, who 
were killed for their land and 
resources.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Harriet 
Beecher Stowe), Invisible 
M a n  ( R a l p h  E l l i s o n ) , 
Between the World and Me 
( Ta-Ne h i s i  C o ate s)  a nd 
Beloved (Toni Morrison) look 
in different ways at slavery 
and its ongoing impacts.

Not the American dream 
Dreams of freedom, equality 
and opportunity brought mil-
lions to the US over the years. 
Not everyone’s dream comes 
true. 

Stories of poverty, addiction 
and violence have made great 
l iterature including The 
Grapes of Wrath, Of Mice 
and Men and East of Eden 
(John Steinbeck), and The 
Colour Purple (Alice Walker). 
Revolutionary Road (Richard 
Yates) depicts a quieter but 
devastating middle-class life 
of disappointment and frus-
tration.

More hope and optimism is 
found in candid memoirs The 
Gla ss Ca st le  ( Jea nnet te 
Walls), The Basketball Diaries 

(Jim Carroll) and Hillbilly 
Elegy ( JD Vance), and in 
recently-celebrated Demon 
C o p p e r h e a d  ( B a r b a r a 
Kingsolver) and Where the 
Crawdads Sing (Delia Owens).

Dystopia 
When real-life misery isn’t 
enough, imagining a post-
apocalyptic US can take 
things to a new level. The 
Road (Cormac McCarthy), The 
Handmaid’s Tale (Margaret 
Atwood), Fahrenheit 451 
(Ray Bradbury) and The Plot 
Against America  (Philip 
Roth) all show worlds lacking 
freedom and joy.

Jazz age 
Remembered for Prohibition-
busting parties, fabulous out-
fits and some mobsters, the 
jazz age showcased joy. The 
G r e at  G at s b y  a nd  T h e 
Beautiful and Damned (F. 
S c o t t  F i t z g e r a l d )  a n d 
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes 
(Anita Loos) highlight the 
darker, funnier sides of the 
era. The Sun Also Rises 
(Ernest Hemingway) shows 
the post-War lives of the peri-
od’s Paris-inspired authors.

Road trips 
A road trip is a classic stereo-
type of American culture and 
a great device to take readers 
around the country. On The 
Road (Jack Kerouac), Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas 
(Hunter S. Thompson) and 
Lincoln Highway  (Amor 
Towles) combine scenery 
with countercultural reflec-
tions.

- first for a degree with the Open University 
and then a PhD. The response was unanimous 
- ‘Respect’. 

There was lots of discussion about Vance’s po-
litical rise and his total turnabout from de-
scribing Trump as ‘the opioid of the masses’ to 
becoming his running mate.

One of the Brixton groups tackled journalist 
Ben Judah’s This is London, a firsthand ac-
count of the city ‘as seen through the eyes of 
its beggars, bankers, coppers, gangsters, car-
ers, witch-doctors and sex workers… in the 
voices of Arabs, Afghans, Nigerians, Poles, 
Romanians and Russians’.

The book opens at Victoria Coach station - ‘the 
entry port’ as one member described it, and 
everyone agreed on how powerful the scene 
is: ‘it feels like you’re really there’. There are 
lots of Londoners in the group and there was 
recognition and surprise in Judah’s detailed 
accounts of different parts of the city - from 
iconic shop fronts to the local mosque and 
Muslim burial practices.

At Wormwood Scrubs the ambitious group 
took on Catch-22, Joseph Heller’s monumental 
1961 book about war. It’s a furious satire that’s 
also very funny. The tone made it tricky for 
some, but others loved it - ‘the farce, the satire, 
the piss-taking’. One member had read it 
twice; ‘Second time round much easier, you 
can hear him laughing as he’s writing it.’ And 
reading passages together in the group made 
it work for everyone. The comparisons with 
prison didn’t go unnoticed - the bureaucracy, 
the mad logic of rules and regulations; the 
endless catch-22s of prison regimes. 

Not long ago, one of the Bullingdon groups 
read True Grit, a book made famous by two 
film adaptions, one with John Wayne in the 
1960s and a later version with Jeff Bridges and 
Matt Damon.

It’s a Western with a difference. The story is 
told by 14 year-old Mattie Ross, who is on a 
mission to find the man who killed her father. 
It was a great hit with the group, who found 
Mattie fascinating - full of fearlessness and 
skills rarely found in traditional Westerns and 
least of all in a female character. ‘She weap-
onises everything - her education, her religion, 
her accounting skills.’ True grit indeed.

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) was created in 
1999 to set up, support and fund informal 
reading groups in prisons. We now support 
more than 100 groups in over 70 prisons 
nationwide. PRG is part of Give a Book.

Prisoners who can read 
teach prisoners who can’t
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: 
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