
insidetime June 2026Jailbreak 40 www.insidetime.org

The ReaderThe Reader

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) was created in 
1999 to set up, support and fund informal 
reading groups in prisons. We have set up 
more than 75 groups in over 50 prisons 
nationwide. PRG is part of Give a Book.

Maggie Gallagher

The Reader Organisation is an award-winning 
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 
reflect on these privately, others are more 
vocal. Either is fine. The emphasis is on 
enjoying the literature. 

Please note that all names have been 
anonymised. 

With thanks to Give a Book and PRG volunteer 
Maggie Gallagher

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

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: 

Freepost SHANNON TRUST

TurningPages

Don’t accept an inflated 
benefit figure.
POCA (2002) expertise:

  Benefit challenges
  Financial analysis
  Expert reports

Mark Holdsworth – Forensic Accountant
 mark@beyondforensic.com
 020 3576 3911

71–75 Shelton Street, London, WC2H 9JQ

Trusted by defence 
solicitors. Legally aided 
cases accepted.

CONFISCATION PROCEEDINGS?

Classics of American 
literature
Ask a bunch of Americans to suggest the best 
known works of American literature, and you 
could guarantee that they would come up with 
at least some of the titles listed below. They’re 
certainly the ones that people will remember 
being made to read at school. The selection 
below is mostly from the 20th century with a 
few earlier ones – you could say they’ve stood 
the test of time!

Top of the list might be The Great Gatsby by F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, the story of Jay Gatsby, a 
young, handsome man of fabled wealth, living 
the life of the super-rich in ‘The Jazz Age’ in 
1920s America. There’s feverish fun and lavish 
parties in huge mansions. But the question is 
always there: who really is Jay Gatsby? 

The Catcher in the Rye’s unreliable narrator, 
Holden Caulfield, casts a spell over readers 
right from the start where he tells us he’s not 
going to bother with all the usual biographical 
details of where he was born and who his par-
ents were ‘and all that David Copperfield kind 
of crap’. J. D. Salinger’s coming-of-age novel is 
poignant and bittersweet and really packs a 
punch with its devastating ending.

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee was an 
instant success on publication in 1960. A tale 
of growing up in the Deep South with racism, 
poverty and childhood innocence at its very 
heart, it’s an unforgettable masterpiece. 

Catch 22 is the often hilarious but perplexing 
story of combat pilot and anti-hero, Yossarian, 
who is trying to find a way to avoid fighting. 
It’s not just the madness of war, but also the 
madness of the war-machine bureaucracy 
which Joseph Heller satirises so perfectly. 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved is the Pulitzer Prize-

Walking to the Pipe Unit, spring is in the air, 
apple blossoms are appearing on the trees that 
the residents took care and time to plant last 
year.

The regular group congregates in the bright 
airy recreation room. The session starts with 
me introducing the poem ‘There Will Come Soft 
Rains’ by Sara Teasdale, written in 1918.

There Will Come Soft Rains
Sara Teasdale

There will come soft rains and the smell of the 
ground,
And swallows circling with their shimmering 
sound;
And frogs in the pools singing at night,
And wild plum trees in tremulous white,
Robins will wear their feathery fire
Whistling their whims on a low fence-wire;
And not one will know of the war, not one
Will care at last when it is done.
Not one would mind, neither bird nor tree
If mankind perished utterly;
And Spring herself, when she woke at dawn, 
Would scarcely know that we were gone.

“This poem could have been written today,” 
comments Adam.

We reflected on the lines: 
‘Not one would mind, neither bird nor tree, 
If mankind perished utterly.’

George thoughtfully asks the question: “Would 
the world be a better place without mankind?”

People differed in their opinions, “Human 
beings are necessary for the advancement of 
mankind,” said one.

Andy asks: “Does mankind deserve its place 
on Earth when we seem hell-bent on destroy-
ing it? Why can’t we all share and not be so 
possessive and territorial over land that 
belongs to everyone?”

“Power and greed!” was the collective response.

George spoke about community and how peo-
ple from the Global South must pull together 
to survive. “[Often], these people are happier, 
as they have a connection with their commu-

winning story of a slave mother in the Deep 
South, her memories of her lost baby and her 
escape north to freedom. It’s an intimate por-
trait of what it means to have no freedom, not 
even over your own body, and to be subject to 
the terrifying cruelties of others. Told with 
poetic language and magical realist imagery, 
it grips the reader’s emotions.

A nineteenth-century classic, The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain tells of a 
boy, Huck Finn, and his journey down the 
Mississippi River in the company of a runaway 
slave, Jim. By turns comic, tragic, picaresque, 
then stirringly adventurous, it’s a thoroughly 
enjoyable novel full of richness and symbol-
ism.

Jack Kerouac’s On the Road is a fictionalised 
memoir from the 1950s about two young 
American men who take to the road and rest-
less adventure through sex, drugs, drink and 
jazz. It’s a wild blow against ‘the American 
Dream’.

In Cold Blood isn’t fiction, but reads like it. 
Journalist Truman Capote reconstructs the 
seemingly motiveless murders in 1959 of four 
members of a Kansas family. It’s a portrait of 
the society in which both killers and victims 
lived, and a psychological study of the minds 
of the two young killers. Unputdownable!         

Edith Wharton is the pre-eminent chronicler 
of America in the Gilded Age, that turn-of-the-
century era when America’s population and 
economy grew exponentially and vast for-
tunes were made, often by hitherto penniless 
immigrants. Snobbish ‘old families’ struggled 
against the influx of newcomers who elbowed 
them aside in the rush to get rich. Pulitzer 
Prize-winning The Age of Innocence is a bril-
liant Gilded Age depiction.
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nity; they all work together for the common 
good. We might feel sorry for people who don’t 
have modern amenities, but [do] they feel sorry 
for themselves?”

We moved on to a short story by Ray Bradbury, 
named after Teasdale’s poem, and written in 
1950. The story is set in August 2026 in 
Allendale, California; a nuclear event has dec-
imated the family who lived in a completely 
automated house. The AI in the house contin-
ued on with its functions long after the demise 
of the family.

I found it interesting that Ray Bradbury includ-
ed the poem within the text of the story; it felt 
as if he was comparing nature to the AI, which 
would both go on oblivious to humans being 
removed from the picture. This was his vision 
of how life would be in August 2026. We spent 
some time comparing and contrasting the way 
he had predicted life and how life actually was 
in the spring of 2026. We discussed how the 
threat of nuclear warfare is still a concern pres-
ent today.

The group reflected on how automation and 
AI were destroying life: “What will we have to 
do when everything is done for us by machines, 
sit on the couch and watch them?” The group 
laughed at this, but then after some discus-
sion, we reflected on how jobs were disappear-
ing. “Remember when people put petrol in 
your car, and bus conductors walked up and 
down the bus selling you your ticket and offer-
ing advice on your journey?”

One resident commented that he had seen 
somewhere that drones would be delivering 
your food to your doorstep. When someone 
told him that’s already happening, he looked 
astounded: “The world has gone mad!”

We discussed how AI can be used in the med-
ical field and be more effective than humans 
when detecting diseases such as cancer, due 
to the sheer volume it can process. One resi-
dent commented on how any scientif ic 
advancement can be used for the greater good 
but also has the potential to be used for immor-
al or unethical purposes, citing the splitting 
of the atom and its original purpose, but end-
ing in the most heinous kind of warfare, talked 
about in the story.

As the session was drawing to an end, I closed 
with a question for the group to ponder on: “I 
wonder how the world will look in 2096?”


