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‘One prisoner wrote asking
t‘or books on “Chinese Phi-
A he Chinese Way

" and anything
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“T would like to ask for a

Western book,” wrote anoth-
er. “I'am thanking you all
for the past books you have
sent me. They sure help me
pass the time.”

“Will you please send me
adictionary with a ‘zillion,
zillion’ words in it? I am 60
vears old and have been in
prbpn 23 years, with life to
go,” another wrote. “But I
can read even the smallest
print.” \

The requests for diction-

aries changed Zach Cromie’s
mind,

Ctomie, a student, began
volunteering with the
Appalachian Prison Book
Project (APBP) at WVU,
which sends free books to
inmates in an attempt to
decrease recidivism, he said
he had a few reservations.

“That was part of the rea-
son I didn’t expect to become
seriously involved with the
project, because when I start-

away

ed I didn't feel
providing materials to
hours "he said I

buut’s‘éﬂboan
attempt at rehabilitation,
.Once I started getting the
letters, I got emotionally
involved and it just went
from there.”

Cromie is now one of the
longest-serving volunteers
of the project. He'’s worked in
one role or another for
almost five yeu's.

But the project got its
start in 2004, in professor
Katy Ryan’s graduate Eng-

lish class on American

Prison Literature.

“The students and I were
studying the importance of
books to people who are in
prison, and I told them that
as far as I knew there was
not a projeet in West Vir-
ginia that provided free
books to prisoners,” Ryan
said. “We did some research
and found out there were
none in West Virginia and
very few in this region of
the country. So, we carved
out a'six-state region that
needed access to reading
materials and moved our
studies into the community”

Ryan said two years were
spent gathering donated
books, raising money for
postage and finding a work
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space at the Aull Center.
Then, volunteers began to
get the word out.

“Within a few weeks we
were receiving letters from
Arizona, Texas and Califor-
nia,” Ryan said. “Word of
mouth is a powerful thing.
Very quickly we were inun-
dated with letters, Right now
we receive about 80 letters
every week.”

Prisoners participating
in the project request a kind
of book they would like to
read, and then the volun-
teers fry to match the request.
Ruleés do apply. and many

facilities do not it hard-
b;ck books. Vol$:rs send.
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books directly through the
mail with a small note and a

request, that the prisoners
share the books with agmrs ;
While paperback dictionar

ies are the most requested
book, Ryan said the group
especially needs westerns,
books on health, history and
GED preparation guides.
“The books allow the
inmates to have something
productive to do,” said
Rebekah James, WVU §tu-
dent, who volunteers with
the project. “As one inmate
who was locked up in his
cell for a great majority of the
day mentioned, he would
either read or sleep. Read-

- textbooks

topics such: as
bxol‘dﬁy cégw help with their
studies. Mainly, I believe this

program can be used as a

opportuniti
ik A ight mothave

Pmtously ‘had.”

‘The project has run on

| funds from the WVU Public

Service grant, but finding
mﬂey to keep the project

. going is a particular chal-

lenge. Mailing the books
alone costs about $4,000 a
yea. ?_-and' the project has
fundraisers, such as ohe at
‘the 8OZO coffee shop on High
Street on April 30, which fea-
tured live music and read-
ings from the letters the proj-
ect has received. Neverthe-
less, the year will be hard.
“Many prison book proj-
ects, there are about 25 in the
country, have to stop oper-
ations temporarily or per-
manently because of lack

of funds,” Ryan said. “We '

have not had to do that, but
this next year is going to
be rough.”
| James said at times, she
gets frustrated with the min-
imal resources available for
funding the program.

“I have sometimés gone
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great program limited by
money. We are always run:
ning out of dictionaries, and
it saddens me to have to put
letters in alarge stack of
unanswered letters unnl
more dictionaries can be
purchased or donated.” &

The project religs on i
core base of 20 voluatee
who do everything ﬁumope
ing and logging letters ang
responses, grant writing, col:
lecting books, matching
books to prisoners and l'ug~
ging them to the post oﬁ‘ice tq
be mailed.

“APBP is made up of a
great group of pegple who,
for different reasons, believe
that prisoners should have
access to books,” Ryan said.
“It is a great joy for me to get
to know others at the proj:
ect and to 'do this slmple
thing of putting a book in
the mail. The letters mighf
speak for themselves in
terms of what people gef
out of the books we send;
Our work space is full of
thank“you cards, drawings;
pencil sketches. I have no
doubt that every book that
makes its wpy msxde is read
and rer



