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‘ I F  Y O U  O N LY  R E A D 
T H E  B O O K S  T H A T 
E V E R Y O N E  E L S E  I S 
R E A D I N G ,  Y O U  C A N 
O N LY  T H I N K  W H A T 
E V E R Y O N E  E L S E  I S 
T H I N K I N G . ’

H a r u k i  M u r a k a m i



Human Libraries are a growing, international movement that 
started in Denmark in 2000. 
They aim to challenge prejudice by promoting social contact and dialogue. Similar to how a traditional library works, 
the Human Library participants act as ‘human books’ seeking to share knowledge and understanding derived from 
their own lives and experiences. Visitors at can consult this Catalogue and get a glimpse into the stories of our 
nine human book participants. With the support of library helpers, visitors can approach one of the human book 
participants and engage in conversation with them in one of the ‘reading areas’. 

The aim is that each of the human books gets the chance to be heard, to share their stories with the public, and to 
answer questions they wish to or are able to answer. Through this opportunity to look more closely and interactively at 
the perspectives of former prisoners, visitors can learn from their complex lived experiences.

By the end of the conversation, we hope, both visitors and human library participants will feel enriched from this 
dialogic, human exchange. We also hope that, by conversing with and understanding the perspectives of those who 
have been punished, people who are often socially marginalised and unheard, visitors can actively consider and 
question how truth, justice and human histories are produced and often (mis)represented in the context of criminal 
justice. For the Human Library organisers, this event is a plea for us to challenge our current overreliance on criminal 
justice, to recognise the agency and subjectivities of those we punish, and to consider more transformative, social 
justice approaches.

This Human Library is curated and facilitated by David Kendall, an independent consultant with vast experience of 
work in and out of prisons, and draws on research findings and the arguments put forward by Anastasia Chamberlen, 
Sociologist at the University of Warwick, in her upcoming book Embodying Punishment: Emotions, Identities and 
Lived Experiences in Women’s Prisons (Oxford University Press, 2018). The inspiration for this Human Library was 
shaped by a collaboration between Ana Chamberlen and Charlotte Weinberg, Executive Director of the arts 
organisation Safe Ground, an award-winning charity providing educational and rehabilitative programmes in and out 
of prison. Safe Ground challenges people and communities to do relationships differently. Through drama, dialogue, 
and debate, they seek to enhance empathy and encourage expression, developing self-awareness and promoting 
social justice. A number of Safe Ground’s alumni are taking part in this Human Library. 



1.  Browse this Library Catalogue to see what stories and themes are shared by this particular group of ‘human 
book’ participants. There are nine stories you can browse. This catalogue contains a brief ‘book’ summary, 
introducing you into bits about each of our participants’ backgrounds and prison memories. These summaries 
also hint at the kinds of knowledge you can learn from each of them. If you are unsure, please consult with one 
of the library helpers who will be happy to advise you on the kind of questions that are appropriate to ask our 
human books. Like real books, each human book can offer a particular range of knowledge, which is presented 
in a unique way. And, like written books, there’s lots to learn, but no book has all the answers. Also, like all of 
us humans, these nine individuals have complex lives, emotions and perspectives; remember, there may be 
things they don’t want to share. 

2.  Determine who you might want to chat with and see how you might identify them in the room.  Our library 
helpers will show you to one of the ‘reading’ areas where you can chat. 

3.  With the library helper, approach the person you want to chat with, introduce yourself, and engage in 
dialogue. Some questions you may start with include: ‘tell me a bit about your background’, ‘how did you 
develop an interest in poetry/art/etc?’, ‘can you tell me a little bit about prison life?’, ‘what was it like for you 
after leaving prison?’. You can ask specific questions related to the book summary in this Catalogue. Before 
ending the chat, you may want to ask, something like ‘what are your plans for the future?’; ‘what do you want 
me to remember about you?’ 

4.  You should aim to spend between 5 to 15 minutes with each human book. Feel free to chat with more than one 
human book, but make sure you return to the Library Catalogue area before engaging with another participant. 

Listen, engage, empathise and try to understand. Please be respectful.

I N S T R U C T I O N S  F O R  U S E



I’m excited and anxious as the day approaches. And then when I am finally out it’s a bit overwhelming. 
Things are different. Ordering in McDonalds’ is like Argos now! And all my ideas of what I’m going to do 
when I’m out, they’re a bit much. You can overburden yourself.  What I notice, what I see, really see, is the 
difference in my family. At first they’re happy I’m back, and I know they were disappointed in me when 
I went away, but now I can see they’re scared I will go away again. In prison, even with regular visits, 
you go a bit cold. You see it in others but I hadn’t noticed it in myself. My mum had a brave face on her 
when she visited. In prison I’d thought it was about me having the strength to get through.  On release I 
realised how strong everyone else had been.

Steve Newark works in the construction industry, and is currently writing his autobiography. 

R E L E A S E



HMP Grendon is a different kind of prison. You have to be ready to open yourself up. Learn to trust 
people. It is the only prison in the country run on therapeutic community principles, and even the prison 
service regards it as a bit suspect.

Listening to someone disclose their experiences for the first time, but especially those whose crimes 
are seen to be heinous, can be an emotive, and very powerful experience. My introduction to Grendon’s 
Intensive Therapy Program was something of a baptism of fire. Each session starts with the wing 
chairman calling the community to order before handing the room over to the person, who has elected 
to talk about their personal experiences. They may elect to give their “Life Story”, or talk about what 
occurred in the execution of their crime. As I listen to a group member open up on an event which has 
had traumatic consequences for all involved, I watch the group members shuffle uneasily on their chairs, 
hear their intake of breath as sensitive details are revealed, (perhaps for the first time), and I take stock 
of my own dilemma. I am all too aware of my circumstances, of the level of in-depth disclosure required 
in which to enable me to put my story into perspective and to perhaps, find some peace within.

Martin Carroll is a qualified Horticulturalist, enjoys reading history, politics, and anything to do with 
wildlife. He is about to start a Level 3 Education & Training Award.

G R O U P



After visits that day, the energy on the wing changed dramatically and a few of the girls sat with me in 
one of the rooms crying as they tried to resist the temptation that had been brought into the protected 
confines of our unit.  

Someone’s mother had brought in some heroin. As more and more women on the RAPT (Rehabilitation 
for Addicted Prisoners Trust) unit found out there was a fresh supply of drugs, tensions soared and I 
decided, at the risk of being labelled a grass, that I had to tell someone who could help. The female 
officer came onto the wing and I told her, in front of the other women, that heroin was available, and it 
needed to be removed to preserve the integrity of the wing and the vulnerable women living on it.  As 
she left, I felt sure that we were on for a wing sweep and search and that maybe it was even a serious 
enough incident for the sniffer dogs to make an appearance.  Nothing like that happened. Nobody came 
to help us that night, or over that weekend.  Many of the women used heroin that weekend. Nobody 
mentioned that I had broken the prisoners code by telling an officer about the arrival of the heroin, a 
risky move on my behalf. And there was more to come.

Marie-Claire O’Brien is a prisoner engagement specialist, and founder of New Leaf Initiative CIC. She’s 
also a student at the University of Warwick. 

H E R O I N  A R R I V E S



There was an awakening, but I don’t want to get all religious on you. All that came later. First came the 
sentence. Like hand grenades each word the judge speaks is hurled into the courtroom, and the clock 
on a wall is a ticking bomb. I cannot speak as I am marched between guards down dark stairs into a cell, 
cold and stark. My barrister enters, requesting we should consult, and I know it’s not his fault, but anger 
makes me want to reach out to wring his neck.  I’d developed a hard shell around the shy me. There was 
no love around me. 

Then came the two dreams; one full of terror that had me screaming, the other full of love, and that’s 
when I changed. Now I had the courage to let down the façade. I didn’t want to hold the prison within 
myself no more.  Emancipation from mental shackles and walking as a child in prison took Herculean 
strength. The same strength used lifting dumbbells.  I switched to stamina and perseverance. I retrained. 
No more scamming prescription drugs to zombie my way through. I used time in prison to grow, like a 
butterfly emerges. At first its wings are delicate, but it soon learns to fly. I was down the library reading. 
Reading psychology, reading philosophy, trying to find the words to express my feelings and ideas. 
Winning a Koestler Award for my poetry amazed me, because I’d thought people like me don’t win 
anything.  

I flew into the community under a guiding light of inspiration buried deep inside and now I share it with 
those in need.

Jason N. Smith is a poet (his first collection is Beyond Words) and has performed his work at the 
National Theatre, Wolverhampton Arena Theatre, and Stoke City Football Stadium. He performs spoken 
word in young offender institutions, schools, and colleges on the themes of rehabilitation, self-identity, 
and positive belief.

D R E A M S



I was never the kind of person to get into trouble, but there I was sewing tracksuit bottoms in a prison for 
foreign nationals. Did I mention I was British? The first prison I was put in they asked me to choose what I 
wanted to eat the night before from the menu. Next day I go to the canteen and they tell me they haven’t 
any of what I ordered left. They’d run out. I was told you should have come earlier. How was I to know? 
Sewing tracksuit bottoms wasn’t great. Make a leg and pass it on. There was an older Nigerian lady next 
to me who used to help. She had a bad back, so I would sew a few extra and put them in her basket. One 
day, just for a laugh, I sewed a bee into the bottom of one of the tracksuit’s legs. People saw what I had 
done and laughed. Those clothes go to all different prisons. Quite a while later I’m sent to a different 
prison.  I’ve got my enhanced, so I don’t have to wear prison clothes anymore. I take my prison tracksuit 
down to the laundry, and when I take it off I find the bee in the trouser leg! I don’t know how long it had 
been there, but I knew then it was all meant to be. I’m not angry or bitter like many. I know now what I’m 
going to do with myself.

Brenda Birungi is an emerging young artist and poet. As Lady Unchained she is a workshop facilitator, 
and founder of Unchained Poetry, a new artistic platform for ex-offenders.

T O  B E



Be careful what you wish for. I loved prison. It was the boarding school I’d always wanted to go to. 
It was where I found stability, where I was free of responsibility, where I made great friendships, 
where I found my faith, where I found I had a talent for art.  It gave me structure and discipline, and 
rid me of my addiction. Be careful what you wish for, I say. When I was younger I wanted to be a 
prison governor. Imagine that. That was my aim; I was going to be a prison governor. I’d always been 
fascinated by the criminal mind. Before I went to prison I was in a hotel room, drinking two bottles of 
vodka a day. Alcoholism and desperation had taken me to that room.  I didn’t know what was to come 
after. In that room I felt safe. I’d already created my prison. In a crazy way I had to go to an actual 
prison to free myself.

After a long career as a business coach, Lesley Graham now works as Front of House Administrator 
for the Guildford Diocese. She is a regular speaker at prison reform events.

W I S H E S



I’ve always been dodgy, and it’s very difficult to get out of being dodgy. That said, I never expected 
to be sharing a cell with my eldest son.  It was a stressful situation. We hadn’t expected to get sent to 
prison. At worst we were told we would get a community sentence. We’re not bad people. I’ve never 
done anything serious. I don’t want that kind of person looking for me, banging on my door putting 
my children in danger. Then there I am in a cell with my son. His wife is about to have their child, and 
he’s in this tiny cell with me. He smokes, I don’t. It builds up, and he punches the TV, smashes the 
kettle. I have to press the alarm. When the officers arrive they say can’t you calm him down, you’re 
his father.  And being his father I’m protective.  The same with his brother on the outside. I wasn’t 
there for him, and that was stressful for him too. I beat myself up every day about it. But my son who 
is in prison with me, he’s not streetwise, he’s not aware of what people can be like. How they can use 
family against me to get what they want. I want to keep him away from drugs, to help him. He’s moved 
to a different prison. I get to talk to him through the imam, and we have father-and-son chats prison to 
prison.

Bobby Iby works as a mentor for New Leaf CIC.

F A M I LY



I never expected it. The court process had been going on for literally years. And then one Monday 
morning the police are at the door. One of my children is starting her new school that day, and 
the police and the DWP are banging on the door. They say you must have been expecting this but 
I hadn’t. So who was going to look after my family?  My youngest has just about forgotten, all the 
phone calls, the visits, but the others will still panic if a police car pulls up nearby. And that’s the 
thing. Whatever else I am first and foremost a mother. Prison wasn’t awful to be truthful. It was boring. 
I could make sure I got the decent jobs, and there was a family day every month. But it had a huge 
effect on my family. My eldest had to come home and take care of the younger children. None of them 
trust people in authority any more. That’s what’s I’m left with, the effect on my family.

Amanda West is a theatre director, and campaigner, working with young people at risk of offending.

M O N D A Y



I was sentenced on a Friday afternoon, and had to return and give myself up, to go to prison on the 
following Monday.  My dad drove me away from court, and I remember turning to him and asking 
“Should I kill myself? Will that make it less painful for you?”  He nearly crashed the car. I’d never 
expected to be sent to prison, and I had this huge anxiety hurtling around me. That’s what stays with 
me now. The anxiety. The constant chest pains. Everything changed in that court. The rug was pulled 
out from beneath my feet. It took away my trust in people. In some ways it was easier when I got 
to prison. The anxiety was always there but at least I wasn’t an important person. I wasn’t famous. I 
could disappear. In one prison I could get to the gym regularly, so I could keep myself fit. In another 
we had less access to the gym, so the anxiety would kick in. If I couldn’t exercise I would die! I had 
to find ways of dealing with the anxiety. I’m not someone who needs to interact with people all the 
time.  I would observe. Prison is made up of tiny relationships between prisoners, between staff and 
prisoners, but they were often just what people hoped was true. Saying that such and such an officer 
would help them gave them a feeling of power and security, but it wasn’t based on how things really 
were. Inside we, the prisoners know everything that’s going on in that world. You are a part of it, and 
the world is small.

Rachel Tynan works for a major retailer, and also runs prison/university partnerships in London.

C H E S T  P A I N S
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