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THE EDGES OF LIGHT 
John Middlebrook 
 
When entering a darkened room  

I know by heart,       
I close my eyes to seek the lamp;  
my feet and hands 
move from memories of their own: 
  they find the switch and click it on. 
 
In this tangible space, nothing is foreign.     
There is the light by which we see  
 and the light by which we know.    
 
Though the night sky, in the largest room of all, 
  plays tricks with this code: 
conjuring fiction in constellations of myths, 
neatly displaying the local stars and moon 
  on its canvas of black. 
How adroitly night disguises its depth, 
as it holds back 
  the clearest view of all there is. 
 
It takes the brilliance of sunshine to expose 
the mossy walls in the well of my knowing:    
 
As I reach into the sky and explore,  
        each time, the edges of light,  
heaven’s steadfast silence remains as certain  
as it was on that crystalline day of childhood  
 when, lying in a cradle of grass, 
I saw and believed an inner flash— 
as full and complete as the ceiling of the world— 
 telling me this field of endless blue     
is the most tangible grasp I will have of it all. 
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STASHING PABLO NERUDA IN MY BASEMENT 
Todd Doan 
 
I hid you from the sunlight 
with the damp walls of tomorrow, 
where I took sketches of your grey 
skin and estranged hands, 
prying the corpses  
of mouse children from traps. 
 
You would whisper prayers into their ears— 
         using soft lips to send them off 
into corners, where pillaged 
piles waited with stiff faces. 
 
You spoke in tongues while carving  
strange letter into your arms 
with fresh nails, 
         thinking of nothing but 
the promise of yeast. 
 
And the torn boxes with faces 
spilled out in puddles of fire, 
faces of people I knew (and didn’t know)  
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CICADA CARAPACE 
Cara Chamberlain  
 
has false eyes  
and helicopter  
windshields  
where the true ones  
rode  
thorax stripes  
and plain brown  
abdomen  
five or six legs  
touching  
but how do they cling  
to the bark  
a ruptured  
prison where  
the adult came out  
jolting hotward  
a lucky shill  
of sunlight  
and gold  
to rattle a pocket  
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AFTERIMAGE 
Cara Chamberlain  

 
from oak leaves    the sharp-shinned hawk  erupts  
head and shoulders   pushing hard    through  
murderous intent    the small birds    still  
in talons-beak    argue even die   unaware  
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B4 Rosa, 
Mixed Media Collage 
36” x 58” 
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LETTER #1 
Claire Kiefer 
 
Dear Stan, the sky’s hanging lower than usual 
over the outstretched pier tonight. I try 
 
to appease it, sing and toss nickels  
upward.  Still it looms, the only thing  
 
present in this stark landscape.  I dip my feet 
in the ocean, stir up seaweed. It’s a drowning  
 
pool in there, a mess of fish & plankton. To hurl 
into the fevered current.  My lover’s 
 
leaving me. He’s out to examine 
the world, spin circles around  
 
all the beautiful statues.  There will be 
armfuls of honeyed leaves and I know 
 
he’ll hear the sweetest music.  One day it will 
swarm his ears like angry bees and drive him 
 
home.  To me, the whole earth  
just blurred by its largeness.   
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GYPSY STRATAGEM 
Claire Kiefer 
 
I’m going to China and I thought 
 you should know I’m bringing you 
 
inside my poison ring.  The plan 
 is to empty you into oolong, furtive 
November.  One trick of the wrist 
 
 over the Yangtze River & you’ll be 
in the blood, will 
 
 sprout up with crops.  The orangest 
pepper.  I’ll be a quiet witness 
 to the reddening sky, fists full 
of ginger, ready to bow down 
 at the Great Wall and finger you 
into the mortar.  No one 
 
 will hear the bells clanging from behind 
parted clouds, no one will notice the orchids 
 bronzing in their pots.  
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SAN QUENTIN AT DAWN  
Claire Kiefer 
 
seems to rise above its usual place on the bay, 
hovering huge & swollen.  Inside,  
 
a tornado of blue.  You are the chosen people, 
stun-gunned inhabitants of earth.   
 
Laugh with me.  Show me the buried needles, 
all your metal funerals.  Sweet rebirth in Indian ink, 
 
this terror credo.  What comes after this?  Pictures 
as windows, letters stretch across the world.  Promise me 
 
you’ll swim as hard as you can.  Such love 
throws off balance.  The difference between one 
 
and three, wallpaper and concertina.  The dawn 
announces itself, bright sun king, yellow net 
 
cast over the marina.  Oh for this dark island 
to be sinking.  Look toward the west, toss a bottle 
 
seaward so the wreckage will part. 
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American Greed, 
Digital Media Collage 
30” x 20” 
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THE FUNERAL 
Timothy Kercher  
 
I was as much of a ghost as the actual ghost  
in the funeral procession. Now I imagine Charlie  
riding the limo with his spirit, his body  
two cars up. Who would want to be alone  
with his own body at a funeral? My body,  
on the other hand, is halfway across the world,  
and my mind only enters the procession  
after my wife tells me of it, following 22 hours  
of traveling from Connecticut  
to our home in Tbilisi. I attend only in words  
read by my grieving wife at the funeral  
and in another poem on the back  
of the bulletin, written a week before when Charlie  
was still alive, the two poems she carried  
on the flight to Connecticut where Charlie  
clung to life just to see her. When she arrived  
her mother recited these poems about Charlie dying,  
read them to the not-yet-dead man.  
And in this I felt part of the whole  
procession, and when my wife tells me what  
it was like, I’m there again, the real world  
put on trial in my mind where I travel with  
everyone else in the funeral procession, his competitors’  
oil trucks lining the streets with their drivers  
standing on the sidelines, saluting Charlie’s passing  
one last time. And although I didn’t see  
the burial with Navy officers  
shooting into the air and folding a flag for Charlie’s  
son Billy, I see another version,  
Charlie alive riding in the limo with his wife,  
children, and sisters. And who’s to say  
it didn’t happen this way—there’s no  
denying the mixture, maybe Charlie  
playing music at his own funeral  
or Charlie driving the limo to bury  
his own body—the only death is in words,  
when we say gone. When we say dead.  
When we forget to say a name. 
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KIGALI JOURNALS, 2006 
Christina Olivares 
 
* 
 
Christene asks Nancy and I if we are saved. Christene is the receptionist at the church 
compound where we live these weeks in Kigali. Shy of her question, we tiptoe around the 
answer. She invites us into her room, makes us coffee. We begin a spontaneous language 
instruction. She teaches us words in Kinyarwanda, Nancy teaches us those same words in  
Yoruba and I translate into Spanish. Bread, coffee, earth, love, fucking. I ask for a French 
lesson and Christene gently refuses, wondering if there is a language in Cuba that does 
not come from Europe. So I rack my brain for those diamonds, like the word for okra, 
quimbombo, that vary island to island, and it is the closest I can come to fulfilling her wish, 
to locate Africa in another colonial language. 
  
* 
  
We walk down the streets and children touch us. Light, like this. Pass through a sea of blue 
and khaki-clad middle schoolers, surrounding us as mist, a feathery storm of inquisition and 
shy gazes.  
 
* 
 
Sonia is a filmmaker who chooses to remain in Rwanda although her sister and aunts 
moved to Europe after the genocide. She raises her daughter here. Western visitors in 
Kigali, it’s all for genocide. We live in a fucking tourist’s museum. But out in the country, 
there are other sites: whole churches filled with piles of bones, skulls, desiccated corpses 
covered in eroded clothing. Murambi Church, once a mass grave site, is now filled with 
separated bones. Skulls, polished and cleaned, on one pew, femurs on another pew, and 
the whole place is spare and brilliant, whitewashed walls in daylight. A display table of 
more bones sits where the pulpit sits.  
 
There are other memorials, more touristed, videos and machetes hung behind glass, 
photographs of the dead, and Sonia whispers over beers how she avoids those places 
because they provoke in her a raging mournfulness. In Murambi I am with my family, with 
all the families. I am peaceful there, more than I have ever known.  
 
* 
 
Tonight, Nancy washes my hair. I lean against the concrete wall, wary of how the rotted 
paint flakes under my fingernails. Funk from our skin razes the air around us. I feel like a 
child, red dust peppered into skin, feet and legs sore, a grit that has not for days left my 
teeth, cheeks, hair. 
 
The sink is a granite trough fixed to the wall that separates us from a courtyard where 
Christene is hanging clothing. She hums. Staccato music in Kinyarwanda, and just beyond, 
the silence that deafens the countryside at night.  
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Her touch, competent, gentle, reminds me of being little. Of playing with my cousins in the 
hydrants, playing at war, then holding hands on the way back inside the apartment. 
 
* 
  
A man invites us to visit. As he kneads dough for bread, he points to a dark spot on the 
wood floor where he lay for three days, drinking his own blood to stay alive, after his 
neighbors broke into his house and murdered his entire family. After the war, he came 
back home. So did his neighbors. They apologized to him, and he says he has forgiven 
them. I wonder what is an apology, what is forgiveness. When the bread is done we eat it 
with our hands. When we leave we look but do not look too hard for his neighbors. I see a 
girl out front playing a hand game with another girl.  
 
* 
 
John touches my face with two hands after a workshop and turns my cheek right, then left, 
inspecting as if dissatisfied with something he sees. Says, “Why are you yellow? The others 
are light like you but in the sun you turn a dark yellow, not pink. Why?”  
 
In Rwanda I don’t see ambiguously brown children, creamed lighter brown skin and kinky 
tufted hair. Black people. White people. A handful of others. But really nobody mixed.  
 
I tell him my mother is white and my father is Cuban. That while my father is light-skinned, 
his own father is dark-skinned. Mathematically, this adds up to my turning yellow in the 
sun. 
 
It spreads quickly that I am Cuban-American. The idea of the little island still standing 
against imperialism relaxes people with me, as if free health care and a good education 
are personality traits I can take credit for. John invites me over for dinner. There, he 
teaches me to season goat and we play for hours with his fat-faced baby nephew.  
 
* 
 
During the genocide, the capital city of Kigali was thousands of mass graves and 
roadblocks. Today it is noise, smoke rising from colored rows of shacks and open markets, 
people carrying yellow jugs to and from the distant water tap. The smell of the fry place 
where I was introduced to honey brew. A group of children roadside teasing the littlest, no 
older than five. She runs to me and touches my arm, then giggles and runs away. I 
understand it wasn’t teasing but a dare. She has bright, midnight-colored eyes, and her 
fingers are softer than butter and rain. 
 
I can’t imagine the monsoon rains that fall each spring here, or the warm coin smell of 
blood, fluid mixed with mud. I imagine my feet passing through what used to be, and my 
mind shifts open for a second, and I think I see, then it shuts blank. Foreign. 
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* 
 
During the prison visit, Noemi and I meet. He was ten when he took a friend’s life, and 
then another and another, with a machete. He says, softly, matter-of-factly, I wasn’t 
thinking.  
 
We weren’t thinking, explain a group of men, uttering low over each other, reaffirming 
one another. It’s an explanation. It is not an excuse.  
 
I think about how often I stop thinking. Erase one thought to preserve another. Set up a 
boundary around one memory to allow another to make and then tell a story, 
uninterrupted.  
 
*  
 
Why am I here? Because here is a mirror.  
 
The red, red earth. Strange birds with unfamiliar songs. Trees littering flowers and so much 
heat. We are on a hill, facing the city. During a thunderstorm I dig my feet into the mud 
and the cold beer in my mouth is comforting. I am changing. I know the price of changing, 
at least at first, is a blind, deep silence. 
 
* 
 
Gacaca are the community tribunals, held in town centers, logs on a dirt floor for sitting, 
wooden railings for leaning, where people, mostly women, testify to harm done, murders 
witnessed. I do not understand why our group, full of white people, goes there. As if it is 
television. As if our curiosity is relevant. It is common knowledge here that the French 
funded the genocide to hold control over parts of the Congo, and white people are still 
suspected of being spies. I go stand outside, holding rigid to breathe. A keening builds 
behind my teeth. An old woman with cataract eyes stands beside me, and we turn to see 
each other’s face. The rain begins and as she turns her ear to listen I follow, do the same. 
Eventually her daughter will find her and tug her away, but not before she taps her own 
heart, and says in the direction of either the rain or me, God is in here.   
 
* 
 
Kigali memorial: In one room, pictures clipped, hanging with no covering, curling inwards 
or laying flat. Skulls arranged beneath certain glass, bones arranged beneath other glass. 
Red pink blue clothing, mud-stained, shreds of cotton, pieced together in the outline of a 
bodies, also pinned behind glass. Rows of pictures of the dead when they were alive 
clipped together, ceiling to floor. Uncovered. When you walk through, your breath, and 
the trail of your body’s air, parts and shakes them a little. Nobody has to tell you not to 
touch them.  
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* 
 
There are long cracks in the earth, dried in drought, mirroring our minds.  
 
There are long rivers in the earth, memory.   
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HAVANA 
Christina Olivares 
 
 
I. Sea Wall 
 
The sea wall is the dividing line between Cuba and what is not Cuba. We gather, from all 
over the city, curl up on the wide ledge. Every night. Tonight the moon is full of sun and 
rising into the dark sky. My hands are full of sugared papitas. Closing in on the edge of 
shore, a boat whistles close, and I remember that this often makes people think about 
escape. A girl who likes girls slips her tongue against my earlobe while I dream about my 
lover. She reminds me of rain—husky vivid wind. But the night is so clear that instead of 
papitas or kisses I put my hands out and gather the stars. I hear them, glass dreams 
beating on an old wind. It reminds me of something outside of my mind’s reach. The sea is 
a body that holds all of us. Hidden in her mouths, a wild singing.   
 
II. Tin wall 
 
They warn me he’ll throw bottles, cut me with a machete. Say he’s mal de nervios, fundido, 
loco. Ways of saying crazy. The colonial mansion he lives in has two bright holes the size 
of elephants, one a missing door, one a missing window. Each has propped against it a 
large rusted sheet of tin, stolen from some abandoned construction site, a signal of 
protection, but air and light and thieves slip in anyway. The neighbors say that he sold the 
iron on the windows, sold the doors, sold the glass, sold the appliances, sold the flooring 
my great grandfather had so diligently laid, sold the light fixtures, even sold the bathtubs. 
Later, he whispers to me, the communists said once, we can heal you if you work for us. You 
are going crazy because you have not submitted to the triumph of the revolution.  
 
There is one working door: hinge, padlock, knob: I know how these things go: you may not 
enter around the tin sheath. What pretends to be a wall must actually be treated like a 
wall, so I knock on the door. He answers, he’s been spying from the inside since he heard 
me talk to the neighbor. I show him pictures of the family through a slat in the door. He is 
my grandfather’s brother, he recognizes the faces in the pictures. He folds them carefully, 
like identification papers, inside a worn plastic bag that doubles as his wallet. I enter. The 
house is empty except for what’s decayed and what’s growing. He stacks empty plastic 
bottles by the door. He hides his machete inside the stove with no mouth. 
 
He writes a letter to my father that ends with, olvidate todo. He folds it carefully and slips 
it between my fingers, like this.  
 
His mind is a dismantled house. Before, he was a nuclear physicist. People have theories. 
When he smiles, all his teeth are missing.  My touch goes through his eyes, threads along 
the rapid pulse of his heart.  
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III. House 
 
Mess of flies and stink of offering in the cramped backyard, animals for sacrifice in cages.  
In the babalawos’ room, blue-blessed walls, sharp hunger of meat frying, beads and 
knives and bones and feathers and books. There are eight of us. A corner is stained in a 
long thin red streak, floor to ceiling. 
 
There is a baby girl, scrubbed clean, her head is too heavy for her neck, she is Sunday-
polite in her lace jumper, her lace booties, her hair taut and oiled into three even braids. 
She is sick, so sick that when people pass they become quiet, so sick the jumpy stray 
wanders inside to lay beneath the chair where her grandmother sits. Her grandmother lifts 
my hand to join with hers and the little one, and we rock her together and wait in the heat 
as if for execution.  
 
The next day, after ceremony, she is healed, there is no trace, there was no medicine, it 
would have been a miracle, but miracles are treated as ordinary fact in this house.  
 
At some point they mashed coconut and put it against our heads. And we stood in circles 
of sunlight, quietly. Somebody wept and it pulled strings in our bodies like an old quiet 
thing. Hidden in our mouths, a wild singing, like this. 
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Picking Up the Pieces, 
Digital Media Collage 
20” x 16” 
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WALK WITH ME WHEN NOTHING PERPENDS 
John Paul Calavitta 
 
1.  
  
walk with me when nothing  
perpends  
the wilderness within me  
 
I fear an obscure answer 
see that your ghost  
attends me  
  
your serpent spirit  
stepped from a symbol  
 
I hate my ruler because he will not 
break me 
show me the mirror that will 
break me 
 
only the happy can come and go  
 
 
1.2.  
 
I can’t believe it ended  
let me leave it on the mantelpiece  
looking East  
 
the coast that lies behind the eyes  
all but this one 
shall feel the warming of the world  
  
wrap cities in mutual belief  
the mermaid will rise to you 

the hour you sink to her  
 
golden fleece on your sleeve  
(wreck like a rock 

       in my mouth)  
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1.3.  
  
like the train I must learn my station  
and stop a while there  
we are automata. 
 
let me hide my restlessness 
at your bedside.  
  
you rode down on the spinal  
throes of a mastodon.  
 
let flesh grow over 
victims of crashed astrology.  
 
the monsters settle  
back into their sleeping metal.  
 
all things are lost in genera.  
 
 
1.4 
 
leave your head and home,  
when I step out, you will step in.  
 
I'm not the man for you,  
my stranger.   
 
what's it to me if angels freeze  
I tell you that gods die.   
 
how shall I speak of mystery  
with a gun and a pound in my hand. 
 
this silent ghost goes by  
but cools the rotors of the stars.  
 
postman with a black letter   
slipped through a letter box.  
 
you tear to an anger of poems 
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1.5  
 
show the winner he was wrong 
the killer with a bull's hair on his belly  
drag the bright corpse away  
 
just by crossing the short sea  
you find the answer sitting there  
 
I shall never recognize  
the lies that I should tell 
 
memories called up from the ground  
smile to see their blood  
 
as he gored his god  
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What Democracy Looks Like,  
Digital Media Collage 
30” x 20” 
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FEATURED ARTIST 

 

NAJEE DORSEY 
MIXED MEDIA ARTIST 

 
 

ARTBYNAJEE.COM 
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THE ARTIST 
 
 
 
NAJEE DORSEY is a self-taught figurative artist with a broad following particularly in the 
North. A native of Blytheville, Arkansas with roots in Louisiana, Dorsey draws intimately on 
his recollections of life in the deltas for his brightly colored mixed media paintings and 
sculptures. His rich compositions are compelling vignettes of Southern life.  
  
Dorsey started painting at the age of 5 and sold his paintings to his encouraging mother 
to buy candy. He earned a partial scholarship to the Memphis Academy of Art, but was 
forced to drop out because he could not afford it. In 2005 he made the decision to commit 
himself to creating art full-time. In the years since Dorsey has some 17 solo shows and 
participated in a number of group exhibitions. 
  
Dorsey has been the recipient of awards that include a 2006 Patrons Purchase Award 
from the Polk Museum of Art. Dorsey’s Work will be found in the collections of Charles H. 
Wright Museum (Visions of our 44th), Syracuse University, the African American Museum in 
Dallas, TX; the Marietta Museum of Art, FL; and Liberty Bank and Trust Company in New 
Orleans, LA. His work can also be found as cover art for literary journals, Books and Fine 
Art Catalogs. 
  
Najee Dorsey is the Founder of Black Art in America (BAIA). BAIA is the leading global 
social network & resource for African American visual artists, collectors, industry leaders, 
and art enthusiasts. 
 
Partially inspired by the Occupy Movement, Najee Dorsey's mixed media series 
"Resistance," pays homage to the myriad of methods that individuals have used their 
voices and bodies to fight against the power structure. Art renditions featured include 
Haitian Freedom Fighter Toussaint L'Overture, a Native American man bearing arms and 
an ode to unsung hero Claudette Colvin. By using protest signs, digital media and multiple 
colored mixed media, Dorsey both thematically tells stories and aesthetically conveys 
commentary on the current economic and social condition in America. 
 
View more works from the “Resistance” series at: www.artbynajee.com 
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Tha B.S.,  
Digital Media Collage 
30” x 20” 
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Change the World – Get in the  Ring, 
Digital Media Collage 
14” x 32” 
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caroline, 2012 
Acrylic and Oil Pastels on Wood 
21 3/4” x 30 1/8”  
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INTRODUCTION 
Randall Horton 

 
The day after Troy Davis’ execution by the State of Georgia, my friend Becky 

Thompson, who teaches at Simmons College in Boston, called and left a voice message, in 
which she was crying and badly shaken after another African-American life had been 
taken under a cloud of circumstances by the American prison system. Given the 
overwhelming doubt surrounding Troy Davis’ conviction, all points of rationale would lead 
one to believe Davis would have been taken off death row. However, since Clarence 
Thomas and several other Supreme Court Justices differed on the issue of clemency, the 
United [State]s of America allowed the poisonous injection, and now Troy Davis is memory 
manifested as tragedy. The Prison Industrial Complex, which according to Michelle 
Alexander’s The New Jim Crow, takes its name from the mass privatization of prisons in the 
1990s, coupled with mandatory sentencing laws during the Reagan era, has become a 
prison model many have considered obsolete, archaic and in many ways, barbaric. But 
more than that, the mere fact America is still executing people in the Twenty First Century 
illustrates how little America embodies the “In God We Trust” ideals it routinely brands on 
its currency.  

 
Tidal Basin Review has always been drawn to political issues, such as Arizona’s 

highly-controversial anti-illegal immigration law, SB 1070, and the actuality of the Post-
Black and/or Post-Race concepts as it pertains to the United States of America. Part of our 
mission is to create a space for artists to express and explore their respective ideologies 
in various mediums. Troy Davis’ execution and, subsequently, the state of the Prison 
Industrial Complex, have garnered the keen attention of the Tidal Basin Review editors. 
We are left with no choice but to confront in bold language the complex issues around 
crime and subsequent punishment in America. If one can tell the state of a nation by the 
literature it produces, then we want to examine what it means to be living in a nation that 
cannot seem to solve the socio-economic, and perhaps psychological problems that often 
intersect with the word “prison.” Prison is an interestingly awful place, which I began to 
study as one if its “guests” for almost five years.  

 
First, on a fundamental level, we need to acknowledge the basic elements of the 

conversation to be had in these pages. At the core, as a society whose moral majority 
claims Christianity, our foundational construction is built on a dichotomy of good and evil. 
We, as a “so-called” civilized society, base our moral tenets within this paradigm, 
understanding that evil must be punished and not rewarded. What becomes muddled in 
this paradigm are the basic questions: What is evil? How do we as a society distinguish 
good from evil? What are the gradations of evil? How, if possible, do we as a society 
convert evil to good? Generally, people who violate laws, or commit crimes are lumped 
into a group, which can be considered along the vein of Nietzsche’s “malus” or the “black” 
or the “plebian” thing (Nietzsche). In other words, something, once good, is labeled “bad” 
for the greater benefit of the moral majority. Our nation’s crime and punishment morality 
stems from (US) being made to feel better than the people we incarcerate. I bought into 
this fantasy, and when I was released from prison, I often thought everyone else was 
better than I. It was not until I went back to school and earned degrees that I fully 
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understood everybody has a skeleton or two in their closet. Everyone has done something 
in their lives of which they are not proud. The difference between them and me was I was 
arrested, tried, convicted and subsequently, incarcerated. I kept asking myself “Why are 
these people considered to be better than me?  Why must I be framed as forever 
untrustworthy and not be allowed to vote? While I understood certain laws applied to me 
because I had been incarcerated, I questioned the ethics of laws that mandate internal 
above ground damnation for those who have paid their debts to society. What nation 
“under God” and “indivisible” is this? Prison is bad, but to live in the jail cell of a 
hypocritical nation is worse.  

 
Considering the warehouse-like mentality of our society’s social construct, the idea 

of prison is a difficult truth. Justice left in the hands of the blind and insecure further 
cripples the progress of humanity. I spent a lot of time in the hands of guards who failed 
to relate to me culturally, or even on a basic human level. If we are to believe Reginald 
Shepard who says, “…blackness as an identity, assumed or imposed, is a social construct, 
just as whiteness is. But blackness is the marked construct, while whiteness is the default: it 
fades into a privileged invisibility (47),” then it’s safe to say the guards of Roxbury 
Correctional in Hagerstown, MD where I once was held only saw me as the marked 
construct of our society. Our differences were as wide as the Mississippi River, and it was 
shown in their daily interactions with me. Consequently, I saw a lot of black and brown 
men busted and abused, beaten and broken down with nightsticks for something as simple 
as asking, why? I once witnessed a young man abused, no more than 18 years of age, for 
politely asking a correctional officer why he was harassing him. The boy had done nothing 
and everyone in the dayroom knew it. Fifteen minutes later, the Goon Squad 1came and 
got the boy, and we did not see him for almost two weeks. During that time, he was taken 
to an empty cell and beaten mercilessly until he passed out. He then sat in the infirmary 
until his wounds and bruised bones healed, and only then was he allowed back into 
population. This act is not an uncommon one to witness behind bars. 

 
The larger issue with this incident is that no official governing body will ever 

accept my account of the events, on the inside or the outside. On the inside, I would be 
viewed as a seven-time convicted felon and inmate, and my word would mean nothing to 
those in position of authority. On the outside, I would be viewed through the same lens and 
my testimony in any court of law would be immediately dismissed on the basis of my 
record. They would say I made it up, but I am very clear on the physical and mental abuse 
I saw meted out by the correctional officers. This is yet another residual effect of the 
Prison Industrial Complex, as it marks you forever in this country. I find this to be the 
ultimate irony for a country not only built on the backwash of an English aristocratic 
society, but a country dubbed as the “cradle” of second chances. 

 
When I was in my PhD program at SUNY Albany, I met a young El Salvadorian 

woman who was getting an undergraduate degree in English. Our lives intersected 

                                                 
1 Goon Squad: refers to a group of correctional officers who are known to operate outside the 
prison boundaries in their so-called discipline of the prisoners. The mission of the Goon Squad is to 
correct an inmate’s behavior through torture and violence.   
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because of prison and the struggle to reinvent ourselves. I will never forget when she told 
me that she knew I had been to prison by the way I carried my shoulders.  That was our 
intersection, our common ground: prison. We both were trying to use education as a tool to 
be productive citizens. After graduating from college, Angela could not find a job 
because of her felony conviction. The circumstances around her current detainment are 
much too long and too involved to detail here, but I will say, I believe wholly in her 
innocence. As a survivor of the streets and prison, you develop the skill of reading people 
in order to preserve your own precious life. Since her recent incarceration, we have been 
and continue to correspond. Angela writes: 

 
Here’s another thing that has me boggled about the system: the 
crimes don't fit the time. Why are people getting so much time for 
drugs and people with violent offenses receive far less? How 
come mules 2get bullshit charges and bullshit time and conspiracy 
with intent to distribute holds a mandatory minimum of ten years? 
What people don’t realize is if we don’t take the crazy plea 
deals the prosecuting attorneys offer, then if we’re convicted at 
trial, the time more than triples. We are caught in a no win 
situation. Why is it when you take a plea you forfeit your rights 
to appeal and to put in motions? What happened to due process, 
and why is it that when people cooperate, the prosecutors always 
trump the charges? I really feel like prisons are a business more 
than a way to control society or the uncivilized of society. And 
how do they expect to reform people when once we come out it’s 
hard to be accepted? I thought by getting a degree obtaining a 
job would be easier, but it wasn’t, it was still difficult. I often had 
to work two jobs to subsist. How do they expect ex-cons to 
reintegrate into society when they are forever seen as outcasts 
and treated even worse than the disabled? 
 

Angela recalls her arrest:  
 

The tactics used to manipulate people to talk are outrageous. The 
police will tell a criminal anything to get them to talk. I remember 
when I got arrested. It was only five days after my plastic 
surgery. Can you believe those bastards wouldn’t give me my 
medication because they wanted to interrogate me first? They 
wouldn’t even give me Tylenol. I was on fire, and they didn’t give 
a fuck. They wanted a hotel room number and I didn’t know it, so 
they kept pressing me. They put this form with the Miranda 
warnings and didn’t let me check the last “no” box until they were 
done pressing me for information. They kept telling me they have 
performed miracles for people in the past; that all I had to do 

                                                 
2 Mules: During the 1980s when Miami and the Caribbean became hubs for worldwide drug 
distribution, women were used to carry drugs strapped on the body through airports.   
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was give them the hotel room number, but I really didn’t know it. 
So, they took me to the hospital after I passed out during 
interrogation. There I got served medication that would hold me 
over until I got to Rosie’s 3on Riker’s Island. Those bastards made 
me suffer. When I got to Rosie's, the prison officials thought I was 
strung out on heroin and treated me like a fiend. I didn’t get any 
meds for days. To say I didn’t have the strength to walk, eat or 
shower would be an understatement. Just when I thought I was 
going to be released after three weeks of torture, the feds came 
and got me. Now, instead of facing 8 years I was facing 10 to 
life, and here I am, still fighting for my fuckin' freedom over 
drugs these motherfuckers know weren’t mine. 
 

I know many like my friend whose debt to society continues long after they are 
released from prison. With that said, I want to be clear that I am not against law and 
order as I find it a necessity. However, I do take issue with the disproportionate 
incarceration numbers of black and brown people, police brutality, racial profiling, legal 
impropriety, and especially the death penalty. Throughout the maturation period of 
America, these themes continue to resurface in each epoch in an attempt to become a 
more civilized society; yet, with each passing year, we continue to prove our moral 
majority is morally lacking. Also, the Prison Industrial Complex is the cash cow that keeps 
on giving. One example of this would be the very institution where I teach, the University 
of New Haven, which has become a beacon of light for all interested in Criminal Justice. 
Each year, students flock in record numbers to study with some of the brightest minds in the 
field of Criminal Justice. Through the many shows about criminal scene investigations on 
almost every public broadcast and cable channel, we have been able to capitalize on this 
unofficial marketing tool for people interested in higher education and a professional 
career in said field. But, this phenomenon begs the question, where are the degrees and 
educational strategies for recidivism avoidance and keeping people out of jail instead of 
in? 

 
I do not have all the answers, but I know what I have seen and witnessed in terms 

of brutality. I have been laid facedown and sprawled spread eagle-style on 14th Street 
N.W., Washington, DC with an undercover police officer’s boot heel pressed against my 
neck and a nine millimeter’s barrel pointed at my skull. I had done nothing but walk to the 
laundromat to wash clothes. I “fit the profile” is what they told me. I have also been taken 
to Gwinnett County Jail (Greater Atlanta area) for not wearing a seatbelt. When I 
questioned the police and asked “why I was in jail instead of getting a ticket,” the guards 
threw me in a cell naked and turned the air condition on high until I nearly froze to death. 
But, of course, the officials will tell you I made all of this up.  

 
What I hope for is a new way to look at an old problem. We leave justice in the 

hands of those who will never understand the human and social condition of the person in 
the system. There has been an arrogance running through the veins of America since the 

                                                 
3 Rosie’s: Refers to a building on Rikers Island named for a fallen police officer. 
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pilgrims arrived and Native American’s pulled them up by the bootstraps. America 
enslaved, used Christianity as a way to continue that enslavement, and now we have just 
said, “Fuck it, let’s be God.” Although we cannot solve every problem with an issue of 
Tidal Basin Review devoted to the Prison Industrial Complex and Capital Punishment, we 
and our brave contributors can continue and encourage the conversation. Hopefully, this 
will be a spark to light the fuse that will brightly illuminate the problems we Americans 
face with our own legal and prison systems.  
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BLACK BOY TURNS THIRTEEN  
darlene anita scott 

 
boogie men don’t hide in closets, under beds,  
camouflaged by night’s dark imagination. 
 
they infiltrate ranks, prowl streets, 
attack the fearless.  suckle life 
 
the way new mamas fear the family cat might  
when their babies are babies 
 
cripple the fuck you swagger   
folks fake to get by. 
 
wave and smile at you 
cruising parade routes;  
 
make the world safe for boys  
with swaggers and mamas  
 
who consider the contradiction; 
hand you the playbook still. 

 
suspect: 
each inch you grow makes you a little more so. 
 
brown, shady; six feet of shadows. 
contraband dangles loose between spread legs; 
 
dignity emptied from pockets onto the curb; 
an alibi.  you are not guilty. 
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THE LAST SUPPER, 21 SEPTEMBER 2011 
darlene anita scott 

I. 
Some days I’m wishing for a date to come and some days  
I’m not wishing for a date.  Now that it’s here,  
I’m willing to accept it, you know.  

4:00 p.m.: Two chicken fried steaks,  
smothered in gravy with onions;  
a triple bacon cheeseburger; cheese omelet  
with hamburger meat, tomatoes, onions  
and jalapeños?  Fried okra with ketchup;  
a pound of BBQ with half a loaf  
of white bread; fajitas and  
Blue Bell homemade ice cream?   
That’s a whole lot of food. 

Lawrence Brewer does not eat any of it. 

 
5:45 p.m.: We're fixing to execute the guy and 
maybe it makes them feel good about what 
they're fixing to do. Kind of hypocritical, you 
reckon? 

 
The court having sentenced defendant  

Lawrence Russell Brewer on the twenty fourth day  

of September 1999, to be executed. 

 
6:14 p.m.: Larry gave his family a cracked smile, 
a tear  
barely come from his right eye. Lip trembled. A 
little old sleeping medicine, coughing, then snoring. 

 
6:21 p.m.: Lawrence Russell Brewer is dead. 

 
22 September: Effective immediately,  

no special accommodations will be made.   

They will receive the same meal served  

to other offenders on the unit. 
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II. 
This will not be my last meal. 

4:00 p.m.: The standard they call it: Grilled 
cheeseburgers, oven browned potatoes, baked 
beans, coleslaw, cookies, grape drink. 

Troy Davis does not select nor eat the offering. 

10:30 p.m.: You ready? 

The court having sentenced defendant  

Troy Anthony Davis on the third day  

of September, 1991, to be executed. 

Despite the situation you’re in, I'm not the one who killed your son,  
your father, your brother. The incident that happened that night 
 is not my fault; I did not have a gun.  Look deeper into this case  
so that you really can finally see the truth.  

11:04 p.m.: He was blinking fast. Squeezed his eyes right 
tight.  They fluttered—the pentobarbital.  Looked sleep.   

11:08 p.m.: Troy Anthony Davis is dead. 

 
MacPhail’s son smiles. 
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THE POST-POSTMODERN PLANTATION: RACISM IN THE PRISON INDUSTRY 
Page Getz 

 
While crime rates have gone down, incarceration rates have gone up in America. 

Sentencing laws have become more draconian, sending people to prison for longer terms 
for lesser crimes. According to a 2006 report by Reuters, “more people are behind bars 
in the United States than in any other country. China ranks second with 1.5 million 
prisoners, followed by Russia with 870,000” (Vicini 1). Government has responded by 
siphoning public funds out of the schools, the greatest crime deterrents, and by building 
more prisons, the greatest crime generators, making the United States the leader in the 
number of persons incarcerated with 2.3 million (Liptak 1). No community is more 
represented among the incarcerated population than African Americans. Though they 
make up about 13 percent of the national population, they account for half of the number 
of incarcerated men and women in the U.S. This disparity has implications that haven’t just 
isolated an entire race in a fatal alienation; it has determined our very elections. There 
are three enduring legacies of slavery that the U.S. justice system has maintained through 
the incarceration of African Americans: the exploitation of labor, disenfranchisement and 
the dehumanization that comes as a consequence of families being separated. The result is 
the devastation of families, the total hijacking of the electoral process and a system that 
breeds a cross-generational class of slaves. 

 
All of the studies find the same disparities. According to the U.S. Department of 

Justice, “African Americans are nearly five times more likely to be incarcerated than 
whites and nearly three times more likely to be incarcerated than Latinos” (Itkin 72). 
African Americans are more likely than whites to be arrested as a result of racial 
profiling. Among those arrested, African Americans are more likely to be convicted. 
Among those convicted, blacks are more likely to receive longer sentences than whites for 
the same offenses, particularly drug charges, though drug use trends among races are the 
same. 

 
The United States has never stopped conspiring to deprive African Americans of 

the right to vote. Today, through a practice of racial profiling and disproportionate 
sentencing, one more time, black people are losing the right to vote. An estimated 3.9 
million Americans are disenfranchised, including one million who have already completed 
their sentences. Of those, 1.4 million, or 13 percent, are African American, representing 
36 percent of the total disenfranchised population (Itkin 73). According to the Sentencing 
Project,4 conducted by Human Rights Watch,5 “In two states, our data show that almost 
one in three black men is disenfranchised. In eight states, one in four black men is 

                                                 
4 Established in 1986, The Sentencing Project works for a fair and effective U.S. criminal justice 
system by promoting reforms in sentencing policy, addressing unjust racial disparities and practices, 
and advocating for alternatives to incarceration.  For more information on this organization, go to: 
http://www.sentencingproject.org  
5 Human Rights Watch is one of the world’s leading independent organizations dedicated to 
defending and protecting human rights.  For more information on this organization, go to: 
http://www.hrw.org 
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disenfranchised” (Kornblum 203). That’s seven times the national average of 
disenfranchised voters. The same study found that no other democracy besides the U.S. 
disenfranchises convicted offenders for life. Many democratic nations, including Denmark, 
France, Israel and Poland, permit prisoners to vote while incarcerated (Itkin 73). 

 
As courts pressure offenders to plead guilty in exchange for lesser sentences in 

order to save the cost of trials, offenders, particularly young ones, often don’t grasp the 
lifelong consequences of early incarceration. For the poor and minorities who rely on 
public defenders, as employees of the state, these attorneys have no incentive to explain 
these consequences. In defense attorney Andrew Shapiro’s words, “An eighteen-year-old 
first-time offender who trades a guilty plea for a non-prison sentence may unwittingly 
sacrifice forever his right to vote.” (Rosen 4) At this rate, Human Rights Watch predicts, “If 
[the] current trends continue, the rate of disenfranchisement for black men could reach 40 
percent in the states that disenfranchise ex-offenders” (Kornblum 203).   

 
 Many of the original laws that determined what crimes should result in 
disenfranchisement have roots in the post-Civil War era, following the passage of the 
Fifteenth Amendment. Lawmakers targeted crimes that were perceived to be more 
common among African Americans. According to the Yale Law Journal, “between 1890 
and 1910, many Southern states tailored their criminal disenfranchisement laws, along 
with other voting qualifications, to increase the effect of these laws on black citizens” 
(Shapiro 537). 
 

Who benefits from the disenfranchisement of black voters? A 2002 study by the 
University of Minnesota and Northwestern University found that because poor and 
minority voters are predominantly Democrats:  

 
Felon disenfranchisement played a decisive role in U.S. Senate elections in 
recent years. Moreover, at least one Republican presidential victory 
would have been reversed if former felons had been allowed to vote, 
and at least one Democratic presidential victory would have been 
jeopardized had contemporary rates of disenfranchisement prevailed 
during that time. (Uggen and Manza 777) 
 

 
 This was never more evident than in the 2000 election. That year in Florida, 
record numbers of African Americans turned out at the polls, over 80 percent of 
registered black voters. Of those, “nine out ten voted for Al Gore” (Palast 32). This trend 
is consistent with another study that found “93 percent of felons of all races favored Bill 
Clinton in 1996” (Palast 37).  
 

In the months prior to the election, George W. Bush’s brother, Governor Jeb Bush, 
ordered 57,700 voters, the majority of them black and Latino, to be “weeded out of the 
voter registries in Florida” (Palast 11). His brother was declared the winner by 537 votes. 
Another 40,000 voters, who were allegedly former felons convicted in other states, were  
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dropped from the polls. This incident occurred although the Florida courts ordered the 
governor’s office to stop interfering with the voting rights of ex-convicts from other states, 
because by state law disenfranchisement does not apply to former felons convicted in 
other states. That law was ignored. In Florida, the state that ultimately determined the 
election, according to Greg Palast’s investigation, “we put the number of voters wrongly 
barred from voting at over 90,000, [who were] mostly Blacks and Hispanics, [and] by a 
wide majority, Democrats” (Palast 13). 

 
Among African Americans, incarceration statistics consistently correlate with a 

negative impact on education. Uneducated black men become incarcerated black men. A 
2004 study by Princeton University and the University of Washington found: 

 
Combining administrative, survey, and census data, we estimate that 
among men born between 1965 and 1969, 3 percent of whites and 20 
percent of blacks had served time in prison by their early thirties. The 
risks of incarceration are highly stratified by education. Among black men 
born during this period, 30 percent of those without college education 
and nearly 60 percent of high school dropouts went to prison by 1999. 
(Pettit and Western 151) 
 

A more recent report by the New York Times found the numbers were increasing.  
In that report, we find these sobering statistics: 

 
In 1995, 16 percent of black men in their 20's who did not attend college 
were in jail or prison; by 2004, 21 percent were incarcerated. By their 
mid-30's, 6 in 10 black men who had dropped out of school had spent 
time in prison… By their mid-30's, 30 percent of black men with no more 
than a high school education have served time in prison, and 60 percent 
of dropouts have. (Eckholm 38) 
 

 One result of these facts is that a lot of African American families are left without fathers. 
 

During slavery, plantation owners systematically divided slave families to maintain 
an atmosphere of dehumanization in order to keep them disempowered. In his biography, 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass writes about his life as a 
slave:  

 
My mother and I were separated when I was but an infant— before I 
knew her as my mother. It is a common custom, in the part of Maryland 
from which I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a very early 
age. Frequently, before the child has reached its twelfth month, its mother 
is taken from it, and hired out on some farm a considerable distance off, 
and the child is placed under the care of an old woman, too old for field 
labor. For what this separation is done, I do not know, unless it be to 
hinder the development of the child's affection toward its mother, and to 
blunt and destroy the natural affection of the mother for the child. This is 
the inevitable result… (Douglas 1-2)  

GETZ  ∫  44 



Similarly, not only does incarceration separate families, but inmates are commonly 
placed in facilities that are so far from their communities, their families can’t afford to 
make visits. Families who lose fathers to incarceration often lose the breadwinners in 
homes that were usually economically disadvantaged already. Many of these indigent 
families often don’t have cars. The financial burden of losing the additional income can 
mean the remaining parent is forced to work longer hours and can’t take time off for 
visitation. Without access to visitors, inmates become demoralized, more alienated from 
society, and are more inclined to recidivism. The impact on their children is even more 
devastating, often setting them up for a life of crime. 

 
African American children of incarcerated fathers face a perfect storm of social 

inequities that lead to an inevitable gravitation to crime. Children of incarcerated parents 
are already alienated in schools, which increases the likelihood of delinquent behavior. 
According to a 2009 Sociological study by Northwestern University:  

 
Results with national survey data reveal that net of selection factors, 
paternal imprisonment decreases the educational attainment of children in 
emerging adulthood. While this pattern is found across race/ethnicity, the 
results in combination with disproportionate minority confinement suggest 
that parental incarceration is a mechanism of social exclusion of these 
groups. (Foster and Hagan 179-194) 
 

Rather than address this disparity through the schools to ultimately prevent crime, 
the system’s economic priorities reinforce it by diverting resources to prisons rather than 
schools. According to the Justice Policy Institute, "From 1984 to 1994, California built 21 
prisons, and only one state university...the prison system realized a 209% increase in 
funding, compared to a 15% increase in state university funding" (Ziedenberg and 
Schiraldi 1).  In the 1990’s, California spent $400 million to construct the Los Angeles Twin 
Towers6 to serve as gateways to these 21 new prisons. The increasing prison population 
cost California taxpayers nearly $5.3 billion to build them and an additional $4.8 billion 
annually to run them (Beiser 1). The national trend is similar although not as extreme. 
Many states are adopting sentencing policies similar to the California Three Strikes Law 
that is responsible for generating so many prisoners.  

 
What prisons are also generating is, virtually, free labor. In some cases the work 

is forced. In 1994 Oregon passed a ballot measure requiring all state prisoners to be 
involved in work programs. Today’s prison labor is a far cry from the chain gangs of the 
past. Prison labor camps aren’t making license plates for the state anymore. Companies 
can now “insource” prison workers. Inmate labor is contracted out to private industry,  

                                                 
6 The Twin Towers Correctional Facility is a unique complex built on 10 acres of land with buildings 
that contain just under 1.5 million square feet. Twin Towers consists of two towers, a medical 
services building, and the Los Angeles County Medical Center Jail Ward. The towers, which have 
been constructed using an efficient Panoptic design, to house maximum security inmates and a large 
portion of the county's mental health inmates. 
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making criminals a hot commodity. According to Corpwatch,7 “The prison industry now 
employees more than half a million people -- more than any Fortune 500 corporation, 
other than General Motors.” (Light 5)  

 
 Massive profits from prison labor leave no incentive to minimize the inmate 
population. According to a government sector trade magazine, by 1980 Federal Prison 
Industries (UNICOR8) profits increased by more than 400 percent, to $117 million. Five 
years later that number more than doubled, to $238.9 million (Glover 10) In 2002, profits 
reached $678.7 million, including $400 million in production for the Department of 
Defense. (Urbina 1). Meanwhile, prisoners are paid as little as 17 cents an hour to $2 an 
hour in some private prisons. (Pelaez 12)  So, companies can exploit prison labor for less 
than they can outsource jobs to some of the world’s most impoverished nations. The inmates 
pay taxes, social security and a long list of prison fees that reduce their paychecks to less 
than sweatshop wages.  One former prisoner writes: 
 

For private business prison labor is like a pot of gold. No strikes. No union 
organizing. No health benefits, unemployment insurance, or workers' 
compensation to pay. No language barriers, as in foreign countries. New 
leviathan prisons are being built on thousands of eerie acres of factories 
inside the walls. Prisoners do data entry for Chevron, make telephone 
reservations for TWA, raise hogs, shovel manure, make circuit boards, 
limousines, waterbeds, and lingerie for Victoria's Secret – all at a fraction 
of the cost of “free labor.” (Davis 16) 
 

This new slave workforce is wreaking havoc on the economy, because 
manufacturers can’t compete with a company that can produce more on the backs of slave 
labor, putting them out of business. Like outsourcing, prison labor (insourcing) accelerates 
the decline of the American economy. They are nothing more than corporations that 
compete to find the cheapest labor markets to exploit so they can undersell their 
competitors just long enough to put them out of business.  

 
According to the Spokane Spokesman-Review, “in December 1995, Omega Pacific 

laid off 30 workers in Redmond, Washington earning $7 an hour plus benefits and 
instead moved the jobs to the Airway Heights Corrections Center near Spokane, WA., 
where the state pays five workers to supervise some 40 prisoners who make $6 an hour” 
(Sowa A1). That sounds high for prison wages, but little of that money will make it into the 

                                                 
7 CorpWatch is a non-profit investigative research and journalism to expose corporate 

malfeasance and to advocate for multinational corporate accountability and transparency. We 
work to foster global justice, independent media activism and democratic control over corporations.  
For more information on this organization, go to: http://www.corpwatch.org  
8 UNICOR/Federal Prison Industries is a proven program that reduces recidivism and helps provide 

a safe and secure corrections environment. It is a critical component of the Department of Justice's 
comprehensive efforts to improve prisoner reentry. By providing prisoners the skills they need to 
join the workforce upon their release from prison; UNICOR reduces recidivism and helps to curb the 
rising costs of corrections. To learn more about UNICOR, go to: http://www.unicor.gov  

 
GETZ  ∫  46 

http://www.corpwatch.org/
http://www.unicor.gov/


worker’s hands. One inmate, Albert Delp, works 40 hours a week, but by the time the 
government makes its deductions, he only makes $60 a check (Sowa A1).  Companies cut 
overhead by letting taxpayers cover the wages of supervisors, because prison guards 
oversee the work and by moving facilities into prisons, they don’t have to pay rent. 

 
These labor programs claim to provide training and job skills for inmates that they 

can later use to return to the workforce once out, but most of the jobs are low skill and 
many of them only prepare inmates to work in sweatshops and warehouses. For work that 
is higher skill, many of the companies that “insource” to take advantage of cheap prison 
labor won’t actually hire them once they are out and have paid their debt to society, 
because they are felons. And when ex-felons can’t find jobs, they resort to crime and 
again return to the pool of prison labor.  

 
Who benefits from the business of prison? Who benefits when African Americans 

lose the right to vote? Who benefits when African Americans become virtually free labor? 
Who benefits from a system so dehumanizing it creates a regenerating class of more 
disenfranchised free labor? Republicans benefit at the polls. Private Industry benefits from 
the cheap labor. The prison industry makes a profit from the slavery while still receiving 
public funds. Federal and state policies are constantly twisted to exploit the most 
vulnerable, sentencing them to a culture of poverty that breeds crime.  

 
Economic disparities perpetuate more disparity, and this inequity is growing. The 

gap is ever widening, via social prongs of government, tax breaks and corporate 
subsidies for the rich, while social programs are cut, diverting youth from rehabilitation 
and job training programs to prisons. Too often the criminalization of poverty succeeds in 
manipulating public perception of the poor. It dismisses an entire class of citizens, because 
it disassociates the crime from the social conditions that generate crime. The result is yet 
another generation lost to racism. 
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INVOLUNTARY. LOSS(Y). PRIVACY. 
Stephen Flemister 
 
The term antisocial has become one with several meanings, many defining myself. With 
some voyeuristic interest, I peer through windows of the digital lens. I’m not clear as to 
what I’m looking for, but I find some things, some people less foreign. 
 
This body of work is a collection of portraits culled from public images of familiar faces 
and expressions. The correctional centers database has become one of the greater 
sources of reference, returning subjects who are most familiar to me. While looking 
through these databases, I’m reminded of memories of relationships, admiration of 
characters, and beliefs held firm, which all were shaped by our social interactions. 
 
The paintings and mixed media works in this exhibition examine concepts around 
“identification;” the idea of “identity” as profile, as token, and as the symbolic or 
compressed representation of the self. They are the stripped-down abstracts of family 
members who are, in a sense, “lost” or caught in the web of the public domain. With this 
collection of works I record and tell stories of individuals present merely through memory 
of mind and machine, to question the freedom of privacy, and to create a new identity, or 
illuminate one that’s unseen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A native Chicagoan, Stephen Flemister received his BFA in Interactive Arts and Media 
from Columbia College. His art making is a study in the parallels between present day 
technology and traditional studio art practices. Stephen has exhibited at Dittmar Gallery, 
the Silver Room, and the Hyde Park Art Center, to name a few. He was a resident in the 

Hyde Park Alliance for Arts & Cultureʼs (HyPa) “Here and Now” Pop-Up storefront project 
and the “Simply Perfect” Pop-Up Art Studio, sponsored by the Chicago Artist Coalition and 

Patrón. Stephenʼs work is included in numerous public and private collections. For more 
information, visit www.stephenflemister.com 
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PRISON * 
Marilyn Buck 
 
no grass 
no trees 
no children throwing stones 
into puddles 
no laughter 
no tears 
 
no peace 
no silence 
no world of colors 
no sun 
no moon 
no weather at all 
 
Living without 
blowing winds 
gentle rains 
day or night 
my internal clock 
is deprived of nature's power 
 
There is only the beat of my heart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Prison by Marilyn Buck is reprinted posthumously by permission of City Lights Publishers, 
which published Inside/Out, a collection of the author’s work in May 2012. "Prison" was 
published in the 1995 pamphlet On Self-Censorship. 
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CLANDESTINE KISSES* 
Marilyn Buck 
 

for Linda and her love 
 

kisses 
bloom on lips 
which have already spoken 
stolen clandestine kisses 
 
a prisoner kisses 
she is defiant 
she breaks the rules 
she traffics in contraband women's kisses 
 
a crime wave of kisses 
bitter sweet sensuality 
flouting women-hating satraps 
in their prison fiefdoms 
furious 
that love 
cannot be arrested 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Clandestine Kisses by Marilyn Buck is reprinted posthumously by permission of City Lights 
Publishers, which published Inside/Out, a collection of the author’s work in May 2012. 
Clandestine Kisses was previously published in Conspiracy of Voices (1990), reprinted in 
Concrete Garden (1995), 25 Years of PEN Writing (2000), and The Fire Inside (2001) and 
is on the web at http://marilynbuck.com/clandestine_kisses.html 
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DANCING WITH JUSTICE: GDC ID 0000657378 
A. H. Jerriod Avant 
 

If I must dance with you to live again in this raw night, let it be to the tune that 
takes me to the limit where I survive. It is not the labored, skillful clockmaker 

who dictates time, any more than living in the South makes you God. The macho   
will force his stance as I wish peace on the reeking motive of his dance. Here, my 

 

heart, older than I, aged by 4 looming threats of death, beats still a soulful plea 

chanted, pacing song in unison on somber’s edge. Yours, Death, is a dimly lit dirge in  

disguise as Lady Justice, charged with impersonating truth. Yet, we must dance. It 
is in dedication to my song, that I move, peacefully to duel this lethal path 

that throbs against your still bloodthirsty Machine. Grinding in place, set to 

a foul backdrop of what was briefly our past. A modern day Sam Hose, lynched an 

hour east of him, same mob present, riot gear, high-powered rifles, grenades. Any  
 

closer resemblance would be the passing about of my heart. In this dance, men, mad 

with triggers, can’t disturb my song. My cloak of peace diverges from your phobia.  

The night; yellow, pus-filled fear, tucks neatly in the heart. Tight hands of Molotov 

cocktails would’ve justified your armor, but this dance burns enough. Murder, a mai 
tai, dirty, slipped underneath my skin,  

while we refuse to drag  

          the disinclination of race from under our beds. 
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DWAYNE* 
Brian Gilmore 
 
 
 The first time I was inside of a jail, I was a first year law student. I was working as 
a student-attorney (a clinician) in the District of Columbia School of Law’s (now David A. 
Clarke School of Law) Juvenile Justice Clinic. Our clinic provided free legal representation 
to juveniles incarcerated in the District of Columbia and I had, along with another student, 
“picked up a case,” as lawyers say in the trade.   
 

This was the early to mid years of the city’s crack era, so the flow of juveniles and 
adult men into the criminal justice system, in all of the cities, black and blue, in the U.S., 
was as thick as wool. Back then, the nation’s drug war, that so necessary and misguided 
part of the prison-industrial complex, rounded up thousands of black men, young to old, 
every day, like sheep headed for slaughter. Most were busted holding small quantities of 
crack cocaine and, for many of them, it would be a long time before they were “off 
papers.”  

 
On my first jail visit, my co-counsel, another student I shall call Matthew, and I had 

been instructed to go into the holding cell area beneath the jail to speak with our client, a 
young black man. Our supervising attorney and professor, Joe Tulman, a cagey veteran 
of the criminal justice trade, gave the charge. From what I observed, the whole affair 
seemed routine to him. I figured he must have been representing criminal defendants for 
400 years. But “Joe,” as we called him, was not old at all. So, upon his order, Matt and I 
descended into the holding cell area behind the courtrooms underneath the court, in hopes 
of helping our client get released. 

 
Matthew, white and from Southern Africa, was assigned as the lead student 

clinician in the case. I do not think race matters that much in these matters, but that day, so 
long ago, I remember looking at Matt and could see the situation had gotten the most of 
him. His face was pale, emotionless, stark, and rigid, as if he had been asked to walk a 
tightrope across a bed of hot lava. He seemed far too polite for the task at hand and he 
also seemed far too removed from a city like Washington D.C. to be effective. Crime is a 
constant in D.C., and black men in jail are a constant within that constant. I was not 
comfortable with a visit into the lock-up either, but I knew who was incarcerated and I 
knew they all looked like me. 

 
By the time we entered the jail, one could probably understand Matt’s 

apprehension with the scene. It was order within disorder. A train station where no one 
could leave and where everyone had to have two or three escorts. At every moment, 
guards moved about with the black men who were incarcerated. Some of the detained 
were in street clothes; others wore the customary orange jumpsuits having been brought to 
prison from the larger city DC Jail out by the river. The young men had no shoestrings in 
their shoes, or belts in their jeans or khakis. The prison takes these away so the men will 
not attempt harm to themselves; at least, this is what we were told. Most of the men were 
frowning and distressed, even if they were veterans, because even those who did not mind 
the place minded being told what to do.  
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Yet, the sight of all of these black men was hardly as unforgettable as the jail’s 
sounds, the rhythm of incarceration. Slamming cell doors. Buzzers buzzing. Yelling. 
Shouting. Men barking at other men. Guards yelling. Guards talking to other guards. 
Chatter, more banging, more buzzing. And all throughout, the guards stay stone-faced. 
They had been here so long, it was as if they were cyborgs. 

 
Show me your ID. Okay, go ahead. Do your lawyer thing. I know. I see the suits. The 

pen and paper. You are important. Make it quick.   
 
Buzzer. Entrance opens. Enter. Close. The rhythm. 
 
Our client, I soon learned once we found him, was a West Indian kid named 

Dwayne Winston. He was not from Washington D.C., but nevertheless, he was in the 
system, because the system for a long time had been efficient at snaring young black 
boys, and Dwayne, though he was fresh from the West Indies, was black. Our purpose for 
coming to see Dwayne right before his disposition hearing was to get him released. The 
only way to do that was to find relatives or friends who would take him. We also needed 
to know what grade he was in, his level of education, because we wanted, if we could, to 
show the system that he deserved to be free. I know; we were crazy.  

 
But who can’t do that, I said to myself as we walked into the place. This should be 

quick. But the system, that cruel place, is not normal. 
 
Dwayne Winston, we soon found out, spoke in an almost incomprehensibly thick 

patois. He was distrusting of us, but willing to talk, and all that he said to us that morning 
might as well have been Russian, as opposed to an English-based West Indian patois. I 
look at Matt and he looked at me, and we knew we were not going to get this kid 
released.  

 
Dwayne’s patois was compounded by the rhythm: the banging of cell doors, the 

buzzing of security entrances letting individuals in and out of various areas, and the 
guards shouting instructions. Residents yelling and talking. Orderly chaos. Madness. To his 
credit, Matt kept asking questions, and took notes; we both did, but it was mostly a waste.  
Joe, our esteemed supervisor, would have to fix this. When the guards came to tell us we 
had to leave because court had begun, this is what I knew.  

 
We strolled out slowly. I observed a despondent look in Matt’s eyes, but I felt 

good because the sound dominating the holding area had finally stopped. Court was 
about to begin. The judge was taking the bench.  

 
After that first encounter with Dwayne and the jail, I got to see the other kind of 

jail for Dwayne and many other young black men like him: a group home. I was assigned 
the task of keeping track of Dwayne as he waited for trial and making sure he was 
informed about his case. I would drive out to the group home, in the Adams Morgan 
section of town, where he was housed. That, too, was a lesson, but more of a lesson now 
due to the passage of time. The lesson is easy to see when I recall it now, because I was  
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overwhelmed by the sheer number of black men housed there. The message was subtle 
but real:  

 
This is your place, boy. This is where you are to go. This is where we want you to be.  

We would rather you do this than do for yourself any day. We need to know where you are, 
always. Slave passes. Remember that. We need to know where you are, what you are doing. 
You have your slave pass? What did Hoover say? They’re not dangerous because they have 
guns; they’re dangerous if they can feed themselves. Do for self. Free Breakfast Program. 
Can’t have it. No way. No how. Why else do we spend so much money on incarceration. Do 
you hear me? We say fix this, but we don’t mean it. Too hard to let go of it. 

 
When Dwayne was locked up, there were nearly 1 million people incarcerated in 

the United States. A disproportionate number were African-Americans. Many were 
mentally-disabled, had learning disabilities, and grew up poor. Today, the numbers have 
doubled depending upon which report is consulted. The African-American numbers have 
skyrocketed, as well. At the same time, criminal justice budgets around the country have 
exploded, while education buckets have stagnated.1 

 
The message here, of course, speaks loud and clear: You don’t keep burning toast 

unless you want to burn it. You don’t keep leaving the coleslaw out to spoil unless you 
don’t like coleslaw. You can say all day you want to paint your house and paint it well, 
but if you don’t paint it, it won’t be painted. 

 
The declaration by those who say they want black boys and men to avoid 

involvement with the system is just that – a declaration. It is empty rhetoric. It would be 
more honest to simply say, we do not know what should become of black men.  Or, we think 
they should all be in jail, or under state control. We do not like them. They rob people. Sling 
dope. Rape people. Drink too much brew, smoke too much chronic. They are a confused 
bunch, lock them up. 

 
Many believe this but just will not say it, except under their breath or to someone 

they can trust in the privacy of their homes. But, it is said every day. The jail is full of black 
boys and men. Everything to bring about this result is in operation. Surely, this is a 
problem, but it is more of a problem for the black men, who keep believing someone else 
is going to stop this cycle while they are not trying to stop it themselves. Someone needs to 
tell them the truth: People do not like you. If they did, they would be telling you the truth.  
For me, this is, in a nutshell, what Dwayne presented 20 years ago. The system Dwayne 
entered is still in place and has not been changed at all; I see none. 

 
 When I began to visit Dwayne after his release, I encountered many other young 
black men, who were entangled with the system. The group homes I witnessed were huge 
facilities full of black boys. I could tell they had little esteem or confidence in their 

                                                 
1 National Association for Advancement of Colored People, “Misplaced Priorities: Over Incarcerate, 
Undereducate,” 2011 April, Web 12 March 2012, 
http://naacp.3cdn.net/01d6f368edbe135234_bq0m68x5h.pdf 
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intellectual abilities. They were not yet 18 years old and the chances of them living lives 
of purpose, meaning, and freedom were very slim.  
 

To its credit, the group home in the Adams Morgan section of the city where 
Dwayne was housed, was well run. The young men had a quiet place, secure and free of 
drama, but also a place where they had services. Someone cared about them, if only 
loosely, but that was about it.  

 
Although the group home was well run, it was not going to help them change 

directions. There was no noise like in the jail, but the facts still hit you in the face when you 
visit a group home: This is how it is supposed to be, the place seemed to say; this is a 
logical by-product of the current system. 

 
As I finally understood it, Dwayne was from Antigua and had come to New Jersey 

to visit family. He and a cousin drove down to Washington D.C. to see other family for a 
few days. He was in his cousin’s apartment when the police (the Narco squad) rushed the 
unit and arrested everyone.  

 
Dwayne had almost finished school back in Antigua, though he had no idea what 

would happen after that because, as he had told me, there was not much on the island but 
tourism, and he had no connections. He was really trying to figure things out, he said.  The 
group home didn’t even seem bad to him. He had food and television, an occasional 
visitor, and all kinds of official people coming by to see how he was doing or what he 
needed.  

 
The staff was well-trained and it always got me to thinking about all of this 

money being devoted to housing these young men and all the money used to get them 
here. It is almost like they could look at a list when some of these young black men arrived 
in the system, and say, “Welcome, we have been waiting for you. We already have all of 
your information. What took you so long?” That is how constant it seems at times. 

 
Derrick Bell, the late law professor and writer, argued in his famous essay, “The 

Chronicle of the Amber Cloud,” that it really is about priorities when it comes to black men 
and the path to prison. The essay imagines an “amber cloud that descended upon the land 
without warning” that eventually inflicts the nation’s most prosperous families with “Ghetto 
Disease,” a condition that caused once “alert, personable, and confident young people,” 
to become “lethargic, suspicious, withdrawn, and hopelessly insecure.” Their behavior, 
according to the essay, “mirrored that of children in disadvantaged communities in the 
U.S.,” the “ghettos, barrios, and reservations.”2 They began to commit serious crimes and 
join gangs that resulted in violence in the suburban communities where they lived.  

 
Bell’s essay, a fantasy parable, is written for effect. Eventually, he notes that 

“Ghetto Disease” becomes the focus of a significant part of the nation’s resources through 
the public and private sector. The sacrifice to stop this scourge on the nation must be 

                                                 
2 Bell, Derrick, “And We Are Not Saved,” Basic Books 1989, 12 March 2012. 162-163. 
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shared by everyone. A cure for the condition is discovered that will cost $100,000 per 
person. The nation, as a whole, is receptive to this sacrifice, but when leaders of minority 
communities, who have long suffered from the same problems, seek the cure for their own, 
they are rebuffed and denounced. 

 
The real point of Bell’s essay is this is not our (black people’s) nation. How could it 

be? Most Americans are not deeply disturbed by the system as it is because if they were, 
they would really be up in arms. In 2010, people filled up town hall meetings over health 
insurance. In 2011, the streets where filled with the “Occupy” movement over the issue of 
economic inequality. No one has ever filled up the streets because millions of black men 
are going down the toilet via the prison system. This is really because the nation, for the 
most part, could care less.  

 
If it did, there would be sacrifice. The system would not blame the black boys for 

winding up in prison; it would blame the system and destroy it. But, the system now feeds 
on itself. And this is the system: prosecutors; lawyers; judges; guards; clerks; food 
companies delivering food to the prisons; social workers; probation officers; and parole 
officers. Thousands upon thousands of people who comprise an economy within an 
economy, a system within a system, a society within a society, depend upon the system, for 
everything.   

 
How can we end it?  
 
Just stop.  
 
Stop?  
 
Yes. Stop. Like Miles said to ‘Trane, take the horn out your mouth. Stop. That is all. 

Dismantle the system. Blow it up.  
 
Who?  
 
Us. We. We have to. The system has to be allowed to die. Do it now. 
 
No way. What would I do? 
 
What would you do? 
 
Yes. 
 
You would help them live.  You wouldn’t live off of them. 
 
I don’t. 
 
You sure? 
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Well. 
 
I don’t. Well…  
 
Not long after I began visiting Dwayne, at the group home, he vanished. I was 

happy he made his move. I never got the impression he belonged in the system, but there, 
he was trapped, and wasting away. He had come and gone to and from the place for 
weeks. Then one day, he just didn’t come back. Word among those at the group home was 
he probably went back to New Jersey and had been thinking of leaving the country 
again, if he could do so. I never saw or heard from him again. 

 
Dwayne, if he got himself together, is probably close to 40 years old now. He still 

falls within that age group of black men, who are more likely than the rest of the 
population to be entangled with the criminal justice system, in some capacity. If he has 
been infected with the “amber cloud” disease, no cure is forthcoming. He cannot be saved 
and, really, no one wants to save him. Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t 
know, we are saying.    

 
Who’s afraid of the devil? 
 
The devil. 
 
Who? 
 
Take the horn out your mouth. 
 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* The fictitious names, “Matthew” and “Dwayne Winston,” are used by the author to 
protect the interests of the actual people. 
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PENITENTIARY #1 
Brian Gilmore 
 
the orange jumpsuit. 
the blue business suit. the black 
robe. the polo shirt. khakis w/ 
handcuffs attached, keys 
hanging, shackles, nothing like 
a man in shackles, something medieval, 
offensive, uncontrollable. 
 

the blue business suit. other blue 
suits. casual dress. quiet chatter 
like in a hotel lounge, four star, 
places. cues. begin 

 
like leon isaac  
kennedy, one of  
the worst movies of all time 
enduring like the rocky horror picture  
show, don’t read the  
reviews, vomit. stop showing  
“too sweet.” he’s nothing, jayne  
ain’t vanessa del rio; 
but this is  
 
the orange jumpsuit. the blue business suit. 
the polo shirt, khakis, handcuffs attached, keys 
hanging, shackles, nothing like 
a man in shackles, something medieval, 
offensive, uncontrollable; 
 
this is a netflix instant.  
remove it from your 
queue. 
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jasmine, 2012 
Acrylic and Oil Pastels on Canvas 
36” x 48” 
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GARGOYLE BOY: CHAPTER 2 
DaMaris B. Hill 
 
 

 
Gargoyle Boy is an excerpt from my novel Willows of the Spring.  The novel is a 

bildungsroman story that explores the relationships women share in the delicate 
gestational period of adolescence. In kind, it fictionalizes the oppressions and 
opportunities that emerged as a result of the Women’s Suffrage Movement in the United 
States. The Great Depression created conditions for criticism and compromise within the 
Movement.  

 
The novel’s protagonist is a fourteen-year-old girl who is being rehabilitated at 

the Girls Industrial School of Kansas during the late 1930s for promiscuity. Katherine 
Perish, affectionately known as Kat, is the daughter of a Lutheran minister and pious 
mother. Her mother is a prominent member of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. 
Kat’s friends are her eighteen-year-old cousin Agnes and Agnes’ seventeen-year-old 
boyfriend Paul. In chapter one, “When the Saints Go Marching In”, Kat, Agnes and Paul 
sneak out to a Kansas City juke joint to drink alcohol and listen to jazz music. Kat indulges 
in a sexual act with an ethnic band member and is discovered by a disapproving Agnes. 
While attempting to sneak into her parents’ home before morning, Agnes is caught. Intense 
questioning results in a confession from the cousins. Kat is punished with solitude and a 
home school education with her parents as her teachers. Agnes is not permitted to attend 
Oberlin College in Ohio and must attend Cottey College in Missouri. Distraught by her 
circumstances, Kat attempts to runaway and is once again found indulging in sexual acts. 
Her parents decide to commit her to the Girls Industrial School of Kansas for rehabilitation. 

 
The novel addresses the relationships women share across race barriers and 

generations. With an emphasis on sexuality and reproductive rights, the story charts 
processes of self-discovery alongside other girls at the Girls Industrial School.  The story is 
further complicated by the political, religious, racial, and environmental climates of Kansas 
during the 1930s. Inspired by the glorious achievements of women in Kansas’ history, 
Willows of the Spring resonates the harmonies of the jazz era and promises of third wave 
feminisms.   
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KANSAS STATE DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS – JUVENILE SERVICES 
CHARGE SHEET 

I. PERSONAL DATA 

1. NAME OF THE 

ACCUSED  

Katherine Anne Perish  

2. NICKNAME/ALIAS 

Kat 

3. DATE OF 

BIRTH 

July 4, 1923 

5. ADDRESS 

1582 College Avenue 
 

6. CITY, STATE 

Topeka, Kansas  

7. GUARDIAN 

Joseph Perish 

7a. HERITAGE 

Native White 

American 

8. MARITAL STATUS 

Married, Gwendolyn Anne Perish, Native White 

American 

9. RELIGION 

Lutheran 

10. SEX 

Female 

11. RACE 

White 

12. HEIGHT 

5’1” 

13. BODY TYPE 

Normal 

14. HAIR 

Red 

15. EYES 

Brown 

II. CHARGES AND SPECIFICATONS 

16.CHARGES 

Katherine Anne Perish is incorrigible and habitually disregards the commands 

of her father, mother or guardian, and leads a vagrant life, and resorts to 

immoral places or practices, and neglects or refuses to perform labor suitable to 

her years, and to attend school. She is known to indulge in the immoral 

practice of fornicating with strange and married men and is therefore in 

constant conflict with her parents and the commandments of God. She was 

admitted at the request of her father and mother, the Rev. and Mrs. Joseph 

Perish of Topeka. She will be released within one year of this date or when she 

has demonstrated to the authorities of GIS, the superintendent, that she has 

been rehabilitated (or when the superintendent has determined she is fit to 

reenter society)     

   
FIRST OFFENSE SECOND OFFENSE THIRD OFFENSE 

III. PREFERRAL 

17a.  NAME OF ACCUSER  

Rev. and Mrs. Joseph Perish 

b. RELATIONSHIP 

Parents 

c. ADDRESS OF ACCUSER 

Same 

d. SIGNATURE OF ACCUSER 

Mrs. Gwendolyn Perish 

e. DATE 

November 18, 1936 

18. PROPERTY DETAILS 

One pink dress, one pair black shoes, on silver cross necklace, one pair of white stockings, 

undergarments, intake portrait 

AFFIDAVIT: Before me, the undersigned, authorized by law to administer oaths in cases of this 

character, personally appeared the above named accuser this __18th__ day of ___May_______, 19 

__36__, and signed the foregoing charges and specifications under oath that he/she is a person 
subject to the law and that he/she either has personal knowledge of or has investigated the matters 

set forth there in and that the same are true to the best of his/her knowledge and belief. 

 

      __ Mrs. Gwendolyn Perish___                           __Mrs. Lula Krieder____ 

              Signature                                   Signature 
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May 18, 1936 

 

Dear Father, 

 

I am here at the Girls’ Industrial School. Mrs. Krieder says I am morseful. She means it to 

mean I am ashamed of myself and aim to do better.  You were only doing what God and 

Mother wanted.  Please forgive me. People say we are in the last days on earth. Maybe 

that is why the Devil has indeed possessed me. I want to be the young lady everyone 

wants me to be. I may deserve to be here.  Ms. Lula Krieder seems most interested in me.  

I will read my Bible and pray every day.   We have church services every Sunday. Local 

ministers rotate sermons. There are Methodist, Baptist and two Lutheran Sundays. Ms. 

Krieder says the first and the third are for Lutherans.  I am sure with Ms. Krieder’s help, I 

will be released from this jail for girls and the Devil’s grasps.  Please forgive me.   

 

With All My Love, 

 

Kat 

(LETTER RETURNED UNOPENED MARKED RETURN TO SENDER.) 
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May 18, 1936 
 

Katherine Perish. 

 

May the evanescent light of Ms. Krieder shine upon you, grant you grace and this world 

mercy. I pray she make a sweet angel from ruins of your chastity and devilish behavior.  

Your father has still not recovered from the anguish he ensued when finding you 

fornicating with Tim Smith, whom is already married, who’s young wife is with child and in 

a God like manner as the Divine Savior intended.  Your feminine purse is a den of savage 

lust and charred with Hell’s flames. The Lord says in Proverbs that a wise daughter makes 

a glad father, but a foolish one is a sorrow to her mother. Your father and I are trying to 

shape you into a young lady and present you to the world, but it is obvious that we cannot 

do it alone. Why do you let the Devil use you so?  Ms. Krieder is a sovereign woman of 

God and is gifted in rehabilitating wayward girls.  Try to learn something while with her. 

She has assured me in writing that she has taken a special interest in you and will be 

personally monitoring your progress. You would do well to obey her at all times. 

 

Sincerely,  

Mother 
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May 18, 1936 
 

Cousin Agnes, 

 

Are you in good health and spirits?  I am not. The morning kitchen staff is white and the 

evening is colored. So the breakfasts are only seasoned with salt, but the dinners are 

gravied. I don’t have the stomach for them.  It flips all night.  Come dawn, I do not have 

any friends.  I make my bed because it is inspected. I dress in a uniform to make myself 

presentable. The scripture reading is announced along with a quote from some important 

people, mostly women. Ms. Krieder is really fond of Mrs. Roosevelt.  She says it’s a shame 

that the President isn’t a Republican. She has a huge portrait of her above her desk chair, 

she cut the president out. It is the first thing you see when you enter her office. At meals we 

all say grace.  Only Christians have to memorize the scriptures daily and the housemothers 

ask questions to be sure. One girl hates scripture so they ask her everyday and when she 

doesn’t know the housemothers report her. And Mrs. Krieder makes her kneel in front of 

the dinner tables holding a Bible in each hand. Ruth says that she is feeble minded so she 

can’t read.  I believe her.    I try not to forget them. After breakfast we go for our 

morning lessons, reading, writing, and arithmetic until lunch.  I never eat it all am afraid I 

will lose my figure. The fat girls do extra exercises. So I only have fruit until dinner.  We 

are modern and learn industry ways.  There are some music and instrument lessons. Mrs. 

Krieder says this makes us ladies. I want to be a songbird. Can you teach me to make my 

lips perfect red? 

 

Love, 

 

Kat 
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May 19, 1936 
 

Mother, 

 

I do not wish to speak to you ever again. This will be the last letter from me.  

 

Good Riddance, 

Kat  
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May 19, 1936 
 

To My Most Respected and Loving Mother and Father, 

 

Ephesians 6, verses 1-3, says “Children obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right. 

Honor thy father and mother.” I will do as God instructs me to do. Mrs. Krieder is 

encouraging me to be a kind and loving young lady, as God intended.  I will. I love it 

here. The staff and young ladies are so pleasant and Mrs. Krieder is wonderful.  I 

apologize for my poor behavior. Mrs. Krieder is a wonderful educator.  She teaches us to 

begin everyday with scripture and prayer. She is the model matron and truly a fine 

example of WCTU, the spirit of Eleanor Roosevelt, Susan B. Anthony and the Republican 

Party.  

 

I am eating well and getting plenty of physical activity. I am constantly indulging in God’s 

word.  I am learning all lessons satisfactorily and volunteer in the Superintendent’s, Mrs. 

Krieder’s, administrative offices.  I am becoming a model young lady thanks to her 

guidance.  

 

We recently had a Memorial Day celebration. We played for the disabled veterans of 

the Great War. The orchestra played an extended version of the Star Spangled Banner 

and God Bless America. They are quite good.  The brass instruments played When the 

Saints Come Marching In and the colored girls sang.  It was all performed in front of the 

Main House. The community was very grateful. 

 

Your Loving Daughter, 

 

Katherine Perish 
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May 23, 1936 
 

Cousin Agnes, 

 

I don’t have any friends but you. No one will talk to me, even through Mrs. Krieder told 

them to be nice. She is a WCTU crony, which is supposed to be a good thing. She has a 

special interest in me because of Mother. I am not speaking to Mother because you are 

not going to Oberlin and you shouldn’t either! I won’t write her until you are at Oberlin. I 

promise. I can’t believe Father didn’t make her write them back and take you. Mrs. 

Carbutt, my housemother who looks like she’s swacked and is an ugly heifer like my own 

mother, told Mrs. Krieder that I was not reading mail from Mother. Now Ms. Krieder the 

old hag forces me to read the letters from my mother aloud. And then she tells me what to 

write back. She says my handwriting is poor. I want to say no shit, but she pinches really 

hard and I don’t.  She has her secretary Miss Fessler type them for me.  Miss Fessler is only 

a year or two older than you. She is not as smart though; she spends most her time 

giggling with Mr. Briad, the clerk. I think they are in love like you and Paul. I want to be in 

love with anyone, but stinky George. His younger brother told me he wets the bed.  He’s a 

baby. I am a modern lady. He is not for me.  Have you been back to Kansas City?  Have 

you seen Harlan? 

 

Love,  

 

Kat 

 

PS 

I hate it here! 
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June 3, 1936 
 
Kat, 
 
I miss you so much. It is busily boring here in Topeka.  I have not been to back to Kansas 

City or listened to so much as a raggy phonograph since we were last in that clip joint. It 

was worth it! No, I have not seen Harlan.  My mother slept in the bed with me, as to make 

sure I didn’t sneak out for the first week. My father kept encouraging her to return to their 

bed, but she wasn’t ready to have any bastard grandchild running around the house she 

said.  My father then promised to nail my windows shut and did the next day. Not even 

Paul’s dong to cool me off. What made you go back stage with Harlan?  He’s older. What 

if he is married? No one could blame you. That music makes us all way too free.  It speaks 

to the animal is us. Grrrrrrrrrrr! You’re a kid and didn’t know any better.  And that is 

exactly what I told Paul and isn’t mad anymore. I reminded him of his sins and all the ones 

I saved him from.  

 

Paul wants to get married, now more than ever. What should I tell him? At first he was not 

permitted to come over, but my mom agreed that he could visit Sunday afternoons only.  

She told your mother “better a harlot, than a spinster.” And then my mom followed that up 

with a smirk and “Surely you understand?”  Your mother’s face was red. My mom began 

asking how old your mother was when she married your father.  I snickered and your mom 

only got madder. She exploded and says loud enough for all the women in bible study to 

hear that she would not let her daughter be a whore in her own house and looks directly 

at me.  I would have smacked her for you and I, but she stormed out.  Tim’s wife burst into 

tears, her mother chasing behind her the whole way out the door. Even at 13 with that 

gorgeous green eye, you are prettier than her. Yes, I am forced to attend to Bible study 

and be a youth leader for the glorious Women’s Christian Temperance Union.  Be glad 

that you are not here. There would be no escaping the meetings.    

 
Your Cousin, 
Agnes 
 
PS 
 
The scar from our adventure in Kansas City manifests memory. It heals.  
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June 9, 1936 
 

Dear Father, 

 

If you do not want to be near sinners like me, I understand.  I want to say sorry for my 

behavior. Sometimes the Devil takes over me.  I attend church every Sunday. I listen to the 

Lutheran ministers most. I do not tell them about you for fear I will embarrass you.  I pray 

you find it in your heart to forgive me. I am not speaking to Mother. She writes me weekly. 

I do not want to read them, but I think the housemother, Mrs. Carbutt told Mrs. Krieder that 

I didn’t to read them. So I am made to read her letters aloud in Mrs. Krieder’s presence. 

Then she makes me write back in the chair outside her office. She dictated to me whatever 

she thinks I leave out.  She said that it was obvious that I hadn’t paid much attention in 

school.  I will try not to annoy her.  She said that she would have her secretary Miss Fessler 

type them over and send it out for me.  I thanked her. You would have been proud. Please 

forgive me. 

 

Your Regretful Daughter, 

 

Kat 
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June 10, 1936 
 

My Loving and Beautiful Daughter Katharine, 

 

I received your lovely letter and read it with joy. Just as Jesus, I wept.  Your kind words 

really touched me and I was pleased to know that you are so happy under Mrs. Krieder. 

Then I read your letter to your father aloud. He still refuses to correspond with you.  If you 

do not change your ways, you will become one of those fatherless daughters.  

 

I cannot believe you had to go before Mrs. Krieder and made to read my letters. You 

might truly be the Devil’s child and I pray that God and Mrs. Krieder deliver you from 

whatever has possessed you.  (You better not read this part aloud. I am growing 

increasing tired of your behavior and I am hating you just as much as you hate me. To Hell 

with you Katherine and your Devilish ways) I love you and hope to see you soon. 

 

Regards, 

 

Your Mother, 

Gwendolyn Perish 

Women’s Christian Temperance Union of Topeka 
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June 15, 1936 
 

Dear Rev. and Mrs. Perish, 

Joyous greetings and good love to you my WCTU sister!  God reminds us in Proverbs 

chapter 22, verse 15, that “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of 

discipline drives it far from him.”  In our case, her.  Katherine is where God intends, our 

Girls Industrial School. I am taking very good care of her. She is progressing as well as 

can be expected, considering her limitations. She does well to read the daily scriptures 

and is constantly prepared to share her reading with the girls in her cottage or classroom.  

First Lady Roosevelt says "I think, at a child's birth, if a mother could ask a fairy 

godmother to endow it with the most useful gift, that gift should be curiosity."  Katherine is 

surely curious. She hasn’t missed a reading yet.   I foresee her being quickly rehabilitated 

and a fine member of the WCTU.  She is in good health and exercises regularly.  She eats 

good wholesome meals. I am sure you will be glad to know she works in my administrative 

offices strengthening her commercial industry skills, such as filing and running errands. 

Soon she will learn to type. Until then I have asked my secretary, Fern Fessler of WCTU 

Beloit’s daughter, to type all her letters to you. Katherine is pleased. She detests her 

handwriting.  I think she is eager to meet your approval.  She is doing splendid and shall 

return to you soon. 

 

Sincerely,  

 
Mrs. Lula Krieder  

Superintendent 

WCTU Kansas, member 
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June 21, 1936 
 

Cousin Agnes, 

 

Put some honey on your scar. It is so hot that I have decided that I can’t take Hell not even for all 

the liquor, dongs, and jazz music west of the Ole Miss River. I will pray for your strength and that 

you can pry your windows open. I must turn away from the Devil’s temptations.  Please tell me 

how I can be more like you. What do you do with the WCTU so the Devil will never return to me? 

The minister preached about the end of the world.  He says it is near. In church, I asked 

forgiveness for not honoring my parents. We prayed about it. Even in all the heat, they are 

making many improvements to the buildings. There are men everywhere. One of the boss’s looks 

like your father, Uncle Charlie and another young worker looks like George. He is not fair 

looking, but mannish in a way that would have interested me before God touched my heart and 

cleaned my soul. Mrs. Krieder is really strict. I go to her office every day after my lessons. She 

has taken an interest in me so she notices anything I do.  She says I will soon have my monthly.  

She is such a real bitch. She made Genevieve cut my hair. She is one of her favorites.  But Jenny 

that’s what we call her cut it choppy and one side was at my chin and the other closer to my ear. 

We think she needs glasses, but won’t wear them because she is too pretty. So Mrs. Krieder had 

Mary to fix it. Mary is big. She is so strong.  She does all the carrying and lifting even when men 

are around.  She cut my hair far above my ears to even it out.  And then had to cut it some more 

for styling. Dear cousin I look like a boy (tear drops begin to smear the page) I hate it here.  I 

look like a boy, an ugly gargoyle boy.  I am so ugly that Mrs. Tobias heard me screaming from 

the salon and tried to comfort me. She told me to get a pass to her sewing workshop on Monday.  

She says that she will have some barrettes made for me and they won’t take that long.  She told 

me to wear a flower in my hair.  I did. The girls laughed at me.  Jenny yelled hey Bud at me. 

Then Mary said no Buddy and patted my shoulder mannishly.  All the girls laughed.  Ms. Tobias 

says the barrettes will help me look like a girl again.  She said in a few months I could have hair 

at my shoulders, but it will be a bit shorter because of regulations. She asked Joan this girl in my 

cottage gave me a pair of barrettes to wear until Monday. I am so grateful to her.  I look less 

like a boy. Pray for me and my virtue dear cousin. Pray that God is merciful for my sinful past. 

 

Love,  

Kat 
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June 22, 1936   
 

To My Most Respected and Loving Mother and Father, 

Mrs. Krieder is an excellent teacher and Superintendent.  I hope you enjoy my typed 

letters.  She is helping me to look more like a modern lady. My hair has been cut and I 

where a modern uniform.  Mrs. Krieder says First Lady Roosevelt would love it.  At Mrs. 

Krieder’s request barrettes are being made for me. 

 

Rev. Ezekiel Martin, the local Methodist pastor, preached a marvelous sermon last Sunday.  

He spoke about the hot temperatures and dust bowls and the end of days. He preached 

from Daniel chapter 3, verses 17: “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver 

us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thine hand, O king.”  I was 

really moved by his sermon. I am starting on a new foot.  Along with the teachings of Mrs. 

Krieder, I should soon be rehabilitated. I hardly ever have urges to fornicate. I am being 

rehabilitated and cured of society’s poor influences with God and Mrs. Krieder’s help.  

School is informative and exciting. I learn many things that will aid me in reentering 

society. Thank God for Mrs. Krieder, she is truly a great servant of God, civil society like 

Eleanor Roosevelt and the Republican Party. 

 

Your Loving Daughter, 

Katherine Perish 

PS 

Every Friday night we watch a picture show that stimulates the mind and senses.  I, along 

with all the other girls, enjoy this form of recreation. 
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June 19, 1936 
 

Hi-de-ho Kat, 

 

Agnes told me that you asked about me. I miss you around. I am fine. I am sorry to her 

what happened to you. I forgive you for what happened in Kansas City, Missouri.  Hey 

what else do we go for?  Agnes told me about the school or jail and has sworn me to 

secrecy.  Who knew you were still sweet on my cousin Tim? His marriage is a flop. At first 

his wife moved back to her folk’s place.  She wasn’t paying any attention to Tim’s pleas.  

My mom and some women convinced her to go home. She says she is still going to divorce 

him, but we all know its baloney. Her and the baby crowded in with her folks in that one-

room shack.  No one can mention your name out of courtesy, of course.  I’m sure you are 

still all glam even with a boy's cut.  Well at least your father didn’t catch you with Harlan. 

 

Your Pal, 

Paul 
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DEFENDING SWEET 
George Higgins 
 

In 1925, Ossian Sweet, an African American physician, defended his newly-
purchased home in a white neighborhood against a mob trying to force him out of 
his Garland Street address in Detroit, Michigan. Even though a white bystander was 
shot and killed, Dr. Sweet and his family were eventually acquitted by an all-white 
jury of murder charges in what came to be known as the Sweet trials.  At age six, 
Sweet witnessed the lynching of a neighbor, Fred Rochelle, who was set afire.   

 
 
To be there at the beginning 
That’s the insufferable fantasy 
In a clearing surrounded by fronds 
A circle if you will is the arena  
In which innocence is meticulously  
Slaughtered in a ritual so common 
The particulars of each variation  
Need hardly be expressed but reside 
In us like some unbidden voice  
From some deep cellular memory 
To first be able to recognize 
And then be able to break that impulse 
To desecrate the things we touch 
As when Abraham took Isaac up to Moriah 
For instance would blame the very heavens 
We look up to the sky for an answer 
For stage directions and hear only 
The whisperings of the river Peace 
Ossian Sweet to have been there 
To have been there when Rochelle screamed 
And fire curled around his legs 
To have been there an hour before 
And instead of allowing you to watch  
To have walked you up the riverbed 
To your parents’ home 
Through the thickets of flashy palms 
To have held you by the shoulder 
And left you at their door 
That would be defending 
That would be my peculiar fantasy 
That is what I would call defending Sweet 
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WORDS FROM THE EXECUTIONER 
Stephanie Gibson 
 
It is early in the morning on February 3, 1998, and I am on my way to Huntsville, Texas, to 
join other activists outside the prison where Karla Faye Tucker is about to be executed. 
Since the reinstatement of the death penalty in 1977, Karla Faye is only the second 
woman to face execution. But because her name and countenance are both prettier than 
Velma Barfield’s, because her crime is less mundane, and because she has quite publicly 
found Jesus, she’s become the center of a media circus.  
 
My plane takes off from BWI in darkness. I am exhausted; my denim jacket is over my 
head so I can sleep. A lot of people have jackets over their heads.  It looks like the hold of 
a museum charter – covered statues being ferried to their next exhibit.  The plane is quiet.  
Business travelers, folks returning home with children, and people going to executions are 
all sleeping. 
 
While I am in the air Karla Faye is awoken and given clean clothes. At 6:06 AM, Central 
Time, she declines the opportunity to shower and at 6:14 she declines to watch television 
when asked if she wants to watch the news. Instead, she writes a letter.   
 
I meet seven other people at the airport and we drive a little over 60 miles to Huntsville; 
an enormous Sam Houston statue on the highway waves us on. It’s just before noon when 
we turn off onto the Huntsville exit. At this moment Karla Faye is “crying for the first time.”  
 
We roll into town and after a couple of miles we pass the prison on our right. It is already 
a media fest. From the road I see a field of satellite dishes planted on top of sound trucks. 
It looks like there are hundreds of them. I know that's an exaggeration; later I lose count 
at about 19.  
 
The street leading to the prison – called The Walls – is blocked off. A few cops mill 
around. And the media are making themselves into a carnival. Other prisoners are held in 
this unit; the women’s death row is about 185 miles away at the Mountain View Unit in 
Gatesville. The men’s death row used to be housed here, but in the 1960s they were 
moved to more secure housing in Ellis Unit, about 16 miles away. So all that remains here 
of death row is the execution chamber. When a death warrant is issued, the condemned is 
transported to The Walls a few days before his execution date and kept in a solitary cell 
near the death chamber under a 24-hour death watch – an officer making note of 
everything the inmate does. A suicide watch. Women are kept at the Goree Unit, just a 
stone’s throw from The Walls. Karla Faye had been flown in from Gatesville to Goree just 
the day before her execution. 
 
When we arrive at the appointed protester area we are outnumbered by reporters who 
are beside themselves looking for people to interview. I sit on the ground with a friend 
trying to grab just a few minutes of quiet to collect our thoughts. But the media won’t have 
it.  They line up in front of us as if queuing for a bus. Every protester not on a cell phone is 
giving an interview – all four of us. It is about 12:30 PM. Karla Faye is praying with the 
Goree Unit chaplain. 
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Just before 1 PM Karla Faye is removed from her cell in the Goree Unit and taken to a 
van for transport to The Walls. The trip takes nine minutes. By 1:15 she is in the screened 
off holding cell just down the hall from the execution chamber. 
 
Throughout the afternoon the crowd balloons to critical mass. By 4 PM every inch of space 
the police have allotted to us is taken up with an anti-death penalty protester, a pro-
death penalty protester, or a spectator (some of whom are actually chanting “we are 
neutral”).  
 
The Execution Procedures of Inmates Sentenced to Death orders that “Shortly after 6:00 
p.m., the door will be unlocked, and the inmate will be removed from the holding cell.  The 
inmate will be taken from the cell area into the execution chamber and secured to a 
gurney. A medically-trained individual (not to be identified) shall insert an intravenous 
catheter into the condemned person’s arms and cause a saline solution to flow.”   
 
At 6:30 a chill falls over the crowd as up the hill we see a string of people being led 
single file across the street toward the prison door. At the appointed moment, the warden 
is alone in the room with Karla Faye. He asks for her final words, she gives her soul to 
Jesus and he places his hand on her shin – his signal for the technician to start the lethal 
drug cocktail ending in Sodium Thiopental sluicing through one of the tubes. During the 
suspended minutes when the witnesses are inside the crowd sinks into silence. 
 
After the witnesses emerge, the crowd seems to wait for permission to dissipate. We have 
been glued together for the entire afternoon; very slowly people begin to wander away.  
First the people who didn’t care, then the pro-death penalty protesters disappear into the 
dusk. The press still hover like wasps. Many of the people involved – lawyers, relatives of 
victims, relatives of Karla Faye, friends, prison officials – are being interviewed live. Dale 
Brown (Karla Faye’s husband) and Ron Carlson (brother of Debra Thornton – one of Karla 
Faye’s victims. He had befriended Karla Faye and opposed the execution) and two of 
Karla Faye’s attorneys are sitting in tall director’s chairs doing a remote for Larry King. 
Bright television lights hurl stark shadows down on the street and up against the brick walls 
of the prison. TV reporters are lined up down the street doing stand-ups. 
 
The police tape blocking our access removed, I wander up the street to the four steps 
leading up to the tiny press building and sit down opposite Bianca Jagger who is waiting 
for her ride out of this god-forsaken place. We stare at each other but say nothing. Out 
of curiosity I sneak into the press building, but sneaking isn’t required. The single 
windowed room is empty save for a couple of techies disconnecting equipment. Inside it 
looks as though a fever has broken – papers are strewn all over the tables, cables lie as 
thrown, place cards indicating what organization was to sit where are buried beneath fast 
food wrappers and scribbled notes. 
 
It’s 1998, before cell phone pervasiveness, and every press organization has a landline at 
its little piece of table territory; I wonder if the lines are still live. The phone at the CBS  
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station by the door gives me a dial tone. So I make a call. I make another call. “I’m calling 
from the CBS phone in Huntsville.” The surreal scene billows through the phone line to my 
friend.  
 
I notice a similar folder cover strewn across the tables and poking out of the trashcans.  It 
is the press packet the Texas Department of Criminal Justice has prepared for this media 
event. A fat collection of Texas execution information, just like a press packet prepared 
for a product launch. It even has a table of contents, which it calls Execution Contents.  The 
left side of the folder contains Rap Sheet, Death Watch/Final Meal, and News Clips.  The 
Last Statement and Execution Time Frame will go out after execution.  Much more is on the 
right side of the folder; it includes Texas Women on Death Row, History of Texas Women 
on Death Row, Erica Yavonne Sheppard Rap Sheet (scheduled to be the next woman 
executed in Texas, the Public Information Office has misspelled her middle name), Death 
Row Facts, and at least ten other collections of information. Fascinated by the complicity of 
the Texas DCJ in the media circus, I swipe one of the packets.   
 

### 
 
The packet mesmerized me and a few months later I began calling Department of 
Corrections Public Information Offices asking to see their execution press packets. I 
randomly called nine or ten states, and I received eight replies before people started 
telling me that they, here in the late 90s, put all that information up on their brand new 
websites.  
 
In the olden days, before information was corralled under uniform menu headings, people 
sent things through the mail and by fax. Documents were copied multiple times until their 
text bled out from itself into thickened letters, barely readable, indicative of both great 
interest and a refusal to retype.  
 
I found in my quest that two kinds of information were routinely provided: some 
background on the condemned and schooling on the execution procedures, with variation 
only in attention to detail. Most states gave a verbal snapshot of the person they were 
about to kill: some provided the original arrest report, others a brief bio, some even wrote 
up a detailed summary of the case history, others gave only a scant listing of relevant 
statistics. Random bits of information in each quiver could be last meal menus, witness lists, 
copies of actual execution orders, media policies, lists of pardon board members, 
upcoming execution schedules.  
 
The information, whether presented as an official press kit or simply as a sheaf of loose 
papers, gave the impression of order. Someone at the Department of Corrections had 
thought about this. A press kit implied, at least to the believer, that this was not a vigilante 
lynching, not a random chaotic event.  Rather it had been thoroughly researched, 
thoroughly prepared for, and will be thoroughly controlled. 
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### 
 
In the few cases where a web address was included with the information, that address 
now points to an error page. Much – most – of the information I received is not to be 
found on any state’s website today. Here is some of what I learned. 
 
North Carolina sent a booklet (The Death Penalty and North Carolina Department of 
Correction). Even in the 90s, North Carolina used a two-drug cocktail, omitting the 
Potassium Chloride that’s now become so controversial. The booklet broke out the cost:  

 
Cost of Lethal Injection 
 
12 each  60cc syringe@.40 each   4.80 
  6 each  10cc syringe@.12 each     .72 
  6 each  1000 ml saline@.71 each  2.13 
  3 each  I-V tubing set@.63 each   1.89 
  3 each  I-V set (needle)@6.87 each           20.61 
  3 each  I-V stopcock@.123 each             14.76 
12 each  Thiopental sodium 5 gm. 100         148.96 
  ml@37.24 each 
  4 each  Pavulon 5 ml@12.72 e          152.64 
 
 TOTAL                  $346.51 

 
Arizona provided a thin sheaf of papers about each inmate executed. The “Death Penalty 
History” attached to each one listed the total number of executions since 1910 (72) and 
methods (Hanging – 28, Lethal Gas – 36, Lethal Injection – 8), and listed each name and 
time of death. It was typed in an ordinary businesslike typeface. The couple of pages 
composed individually about each inmate are rendered in the bizarrely playful Comic 
Sans typeface. Arthur Martin Ross, executed April 29, 1998, requested “Lots of macaroni 
& cheese, lots more macaroni & cheese.”   
 
Arkansas’s info, in a snowy white folder, included a four-page Media Policy on Executions. 
Within the policy is mention of where the phones are located – the lobby of the visitation 
center and a pay phone at the Armory Tower – and a circuitously ridiculous statement 
about printed materials the state will supply. “Written information will be supplied to the 
media of pertinent information that is routinely provided.” The execution procedures state 
that “[t]he inmate will wear a white prison uniform and socks (no shoes) for execution 
following a shower.”   
 
Washington State had special terminology (still used today). The ISDP – Inmate Subject to 
the Death Penalty – is referred to throughout the execution protocol. In case it’s not 
completely clear there’s a “DEFINITION: ISDP - inmate sentenced to the death penalty.” 
All mail to the ISDP was to be inspected by the Associate Superintendent who “will screen 
and exclude any items which would threaten the order and security of the institution with  
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regard to the ISDP.” It’s hard to tell whether the very next point was a nod to the 
humanity of the person being executed or one more instant of control. “Mail intended to 
harass the ISDP will be considered a threat to the orderly operation of the institution and 
restricted.” 
 
Florida had scripts. A script for briefing the press, a script for answering frequently asked 
questions, a script for entering the witness room. “In a few minutes we’ll go into the witness 
room. Just before 7:00 a.m. (NOTE: time may change) you’ll be asked to remain seated 
and silent.” The writing was sloppy: verb tenses wandered all over, fragments littered the 
page, the imagined audience sometimes changed with each sentence. The rushed attempt 
to cover all their bases led Florida officials into a freshman writer’s trap. A twisty poem. 
“Prison officials will strap him into the chair – leather arms, legs, chest waist. He will be ask 
last words? Microphone-speaker. Chin strap, metal headpiece, black veil, leather. Attach 
electrode to cap. Prison Personnel will ask Gov’s office if any stays/reason?” Only an e.e. 
cummings layout could improve on it.  
 
As might be expected all the state lists of the executed provided, at the very least, name, 
gender, and race. Maryland’s list uses the abbreviation AA for African American. The list 
began in 1923 and uses this abbreviation throughout. I am more comfortable with 
Florida's “C” for Colored than with the notion that Maryland went to the trouble of 
practicing revisionist history for political correctness here of all places.  
 

### 
 
I read about many last meals and reviewed several death watches (including Karla 
Faye’s). These are the symbolic methods used to idealize executions, make them almost 
literary. Prison officials attempted every possible strategy to separate themselves from 
the event. My final call was a young man I got on the phone in a state I will not name.  
 
He was audibly new in his job. Although he’d worked in the DOC for a time before he 
took the position, and he was in a state that had regular executions, he clearly hadn’t yet 
thought about this part of his new job.  “We usually only issue press releases about things 
we’re proud of,” he puzzled when I asked for his death penalty press kit. His voice, 
pained and tired at my request, even in his first few weeks, revealed that some part of 
him was just starting to imagine the struggle ahead.  
 

### 
 
At the close of 2011 one finds four brief press releases about the 9/21/11, execution of 
Troy Davis on the Georgia DOC website. They are dated 8/19, 9/3, 9/7 and 9/14, and 
they all include essentially the same information: Troy Davis is scheduled to be executed, 
he was convicted of murdering a police officer, and a few random facts regarding 
Georgia’s death penalty. Downloadable PDFs provide the history of Georgia’s death 
penalty and a roster of the current death row. No press release announces Davis’s actual 
execution.  
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JUST US 
James E. Cherry 
 
My country greeted me  
with a Bible in one hand, a rope in the other, 
dragged me from slave ship to plantation, 
tied a noose around the neck of Blackness 
with cotton fields, a new name, white Jesus. 
 
After freedom, cops and Klansmen 
firebombed my home, pulled me over 
on the side of the road in the middle  
of the night, terrorized Blackness  
with curses, gunshots, gasoline, 
tied a gin fan to the Constitution 
and tossed it into the river. 
 
Today, the State  
straps me onto a Gurney, injects murder  
into the veins of Blackness,  
calls it capital punishment 
or sometimes justice 
administered from the same old tree, 
my ears, eyes, genitals 
keepsakes from the American Dream. 
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THE WORLD 
James E. Cherry 
 
 
Outside, the world 
gathers in supplication, slogan, song, 
the voice of an ex 
FBI Director, former President and the Pope 
caught in the swell of its chorus 
to heft your name  
upon the tip of the wind. 
 
The sweet refrain reaches the ears 
of Washington D.C., gives pause 
to those who weigh such matters 
before the sound of their robes fade 
down narrow corridors, swallowed 
by the hum of silence. 
 
At 9:02 p.m., nothing remains 
except the echo of your pronouncement,  
a wail of grief and the faint moan 
of justice trampled  
and bloodied underfoot. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHERRY  ∫  85 



JUSTICE FOR ALL 
Alex Stolis 
 
 
 
 
Stanley Baker, Jr. #999157 May 30, 2002 
  
 
I don’t have anything to say. I am just sorry about what I did.  
 
  
Remember your first taste  
of the body of Christ. Its brittle snap,  
a dry throat, then silence. Unrepentant  
and ready to bring back to life  
 
that once upon a time:  
 
when a kiss meant nothing  
when we were aware yet unconverted  
when a lifetime was crammed into a two room apartment.  
 
Forgiveness may need flesh and blood  
but for some of us, being lost  
is the only heaven we’ll know. 
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Shannon Charles Thomas  #999213  November 16, 2005 
 
  
I am nervous and it is hard to put my thoughts together. Sometimes  
you don’t know what to say.  
 
  
This time of year  
the fields are brown,  
unplowed and lonely. 
 
A bird sings to no one,  
an armless scarecrow  
sways, watched closely  
by a stray dog. 
 
Did you know that fallen  
angels can still dance  
on the head of a pin;  
 
that sadness is the same  
color as dried blood.  
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James Clark  # 999095  April 11, 2007 
 
 
Uh, I don't know, Um, I don't know what to say.  I don't know.  (pauses)  I didn't know 
anybody was there.  Howdy. 
 
 
Down on Michigan Street women don’t faint and the boys  
 
who want to be men smoke from the same flame. The night 
 
lasts longer in the west end; there’s so much less to lose. 
 
The whisper and hiss of stubbed out cigarettes, the streaked 
 
mascara and broken promises carried in faded jeans. A back up 
 
plan waiting for an emergency. No one’s heard of the under 
 
ground and convenient is just another name for the girl 
 
with spiked hair and a pierced lip. God’s forgotten about his  
 
promise to stop the floods and we’re drowning, our lungs fill 
 
with the past: lock ups, shut downs, every drop of flat beer 
 
spilled on parquet floors. This corner of the world cuts into  
 
what little time we have left, leaves us with clenched fists, 
 
dry mouths and not enough words to quench our thirst. 
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Larry Wooten   # 999269  October 21, 2010 
 
 
No sir. Warden, Since I don't have nothing to say, you can go ahead and send me to my 
Heavenly Father.  
 
 
 
I dreamed my bones were laid out in a field of yellow like a newly pressed suit 
of clothes waiting for the holy ghost to fill in the blanks. There were black birds  
sitting in a crooked tree, startled away by the gravel dust kicked up by a speeding 
pick up. The room is stuffy. It is gray and cool. No rain yet. The window is opened 
a spider web shatters. The wind, a low whistle, shakes us awake and there are lies 
to unpack. We know living in the right of way doesn’t make a person straight,  
know that even when the sound is off you can still feel tremors from the music  
and when we dance it’s a slow motion suicide note.  
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James Richardson #867 May 23, 2000 
 
 
Goodbye, Mama. Goodbye, Donna. 
 
 
You’re stopped on the corner  
of a dead end block.  
 
Down and out of smokes,  
the last of a minimum wage  
 
paycheck burns a hole  
in your attitude. A gun street  
 
girl throws you that look,  
a crowbar that pries open the last  
 
of your sympathy. You reach  
for a memory to stand-in for the truth  
 
Hear the high whisper of a train,  
decide you have the strength 
 
to stop the world from spinning.  
The horizon buckles, a stoplight  
 
stuck on green blinks dot dot dot 
 dash dash dash dot dot dot;  
 
you’re stranded beyond the limit  
of your convictions.  
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jobari, 2012 
Graphite on Paper 
22 ¼” x 30” 
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AN EXAMPLE OF GOD’S MORBID SENSE OF HUMOR* 
henry 7. reneau, jr. 
 
shanked in prison 
two days till parole 
bellyful of laughs 
God’s on a roll 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* An Example of God’s Morbid Sense of Humor previously appeared at newsreview.com, 
arts & culture, poetry on January 13, 2011 and was subsequently published with 
permission of the author. 
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REASONS LIKE BIRDS 
Paul Shepherd 
 
  in memory of Fred Parker 
 
Now from this pale room I hear  
The whispers of some senselessness—  
But they are wrong, my knife 
reached inside of a man 
And I heard him thinking hard, 
The heavy way he folded on my arm. 
 
My reasons.  Like birds.   
 
I had walked that day, all day 
With something sharp stuck in my throat. 
 
I would kill for that too,  
For small change, or an afternoon 
Of hardened gray desires and 
The certainty of a knife that tells 
Everything at once. 
 
It may have been the man himself, 
Who said no words, who only turned 
In a hallway to turn away again, 
But we both saw into my empty day. 
And we may have both had known— 
But mainly we were just there. 
 
What bothers me is not that he is dead 
Or that I am asked to answer. 
In my hand that day I held good reasons 
And let them go across the sky. 
 
I do not have a window here or I could point 
And tell you why. 
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SOMETHING COME LOOSE 
Paul Shepherd 
 
There is nothing more pure 
Than pulling the trigger 
Holding the breath then 
 
Hearing the heart beat 
And inbetween the inbetween 
The eye gets tight 
 
And the bloodless finger 
Pulls home 
Steady tick tck 
 
The best shots 
Never anticipate 
The recoil or hit 
 
But there is a greater love 
When the heart goes black 
With too much blood 
 
And a thousand years 
Of hatreds rise 
And cross the eyes 
 
And every thing is one 
Until the only word that matters 
Is spoken by the gun  
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IN THE NAME OF TROY DAVIS: A YOGINI’S PLAINTIFF PRAYER 
Becky Thompson 
 
 I am just back from a beautiful yoga practice, my body soaking in the teacher’s 
sophisticated suggestions, her subtle cues. I come home high and grateful only to hear that 
the state of Georgia had executed Troy Davis the night before, a man who, until the end 
insisted on his innocence, his initial trial a travesty of justice. Tears ache out of me, 
wondering how we can make sense of this act that people all over the world protested—
the Pope, Desmond Tutu, Jimmy Carter—a premeditated murder that thousands stood 
against, that was, by any measure, wrong. Amidst my questions I remember the activist 
Howard Zinn once saying that he made room for despair on alternate Tuesdays from 
2:00-2:30. This day is my Tuesday.  
 
 A friend, a fellow poet and activist calls, hears the sadness in my voice as we ask 
each other, what can poetry do? What can yoga do? What can prayer do? What can 
organizing do? What can anything really do?  Nothing will bring Troy Davis back. Nothing 
seems to be slowing the abuse of children. Nothing seems to be stopping the destruction of 
the earth. How can I, in good conscience, keep writing, keep practicing, when, on this 
particular day, I cannot see how yoga, how poetry, how anything helps?  
 
 The great Chilean poet Pablo Neruda once said that what scares a dictator most 
is the poet, a claim that makes sense given all the poets who have been imprisoned 
through time, the passion of their words enough to justify their exile.  Might poets and 
yogis across time and circumstance be able to incite such prana, such life energy, nurture 
such inner peace, practice such grounding postures that we might, even for a moment, will 
non-violence, the very first principle in the Yoga Sutras into a worldwide practice? Might 
that energy initiate a wavelength where the taking of human life would simply be 
considered inconceivable? Today I ask this, in the memory of Troy Davis and all the brave, 
humble people who tried to make sure that he is still living, and breathing with us, right 
now.  
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YIWARA 
Sally Ann-Hard 
               

In celebration of the life of Barry Bilal Adams 
January 8, 1948 – March 27, 2005 

  
you say you are a living fossil 
I say you are a furred fish  
dark tallow smoke 
careening along the underbank 
sliding through time  
with nothing to keep from drowning 
but a duckbill 
 
shackled at night they took you 
from prison to prison  
a carcass carried across borders 
 
you claim you have a jungle inside you  
but I say you are the bush where I come from  
the trees self-ignite to sustain  
you’re a stringy bark banksia 
cadmium yellow wattle 
lighting up over and over 
 
Eighteen years for someone else’s crime 
How much justice can you afford they ask 
 
You live underwater   
close your eyes and ears 
on your heel a toxic spur  
amulet concealed under glossy fur 
 
I say you are a platypus acrobat of survival 
half in half out of water Darwin’s proof  
swimming in shallows  
stained with tannin from tea trees 
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AM6504 
Sally Ann-Hard 
 

for the women in the waiting room, State Correctional Institution Graterford, PA 
 

I take a numbered metal tag from a stack 
wait for your name to be called 
searched for contraband 
gum, Kleenex, breath mints  
my hand stamped for entry 
the number and time of arrival  
printed on your permission slip 
to the visitor’s room.  
In front of a backdrop palm trees, surf, corrugated sand 
your right hand around my waist  
my hands clasp your left hand. 
The photographer says relax, smile. 
We buy coffee, chips and chicken wings 
from the automat, the tokens imprinted 
Today Is My Lucky Day. You balance 
the tray on your knees, share the food 
Enough, Babe? Opposite, a woman 
is stroking her husband’s crotch 
a toddler asleep in his arms. 
I hear the honk of Canada Geese  
on their way south, then north, south.  
After next month you tell me  
only twenty five more weeks 
Please don’t cry this time you ask.  
I marvel that no matter how many times   
you hear the geese, not see the curve of wings 
or imprint of their V in the sky 
you still care they come back, and still wait 
for the sound. I think of you in your cell 
turning the calendar given to you 
by the Salvation Army 
checking the sky each day 
for the language of clouds. 
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WATER 
Sally Ann-Hard 
 
you submerge yourself 
first bath in eighteen years 
slaking a long held thirst 
moan as I wash your back 
and wonder when were you last touched 
in the place between your shoulders 
your skin a desert waiting for rain 
hot water soaks my clothes the floor 
you surface a seal 
the dark bloom of your cock floats 
I missed so many things in prison you say 
water drips from your lashes cheeks chin 
and I can’t tell if you are crying too 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HARD  ∫  98 



THINGS YOU CAN NEVER TELL MOM 
Simone Jacobson 
 
your memory 
has mirrors in it 
and you are  
 
afraid to look 
there, a bullet! 
his toddler skull sliced 
 
Just a boy, you too 
knew the navy uniforms 
and Irish gang symbols  
 
checkered squares orbiting  
fat, red foreheads. They advanced, 
triggers pulled. can’t  
bring back children 
     
 Scream or cry 
you didn’t, even 
when stifled sounds burst 
inside a muffled confession   
 
lips sewn shut – a scene 
rising in its own cacophony: 
shattered glass, blood and bone.      
 
Can’t – ever – tell – her 
that shriek you know  
(you know) was a boy 
once, when Adulthood  
bore her name. 
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JAIL CONVERSATIONS * 
Simone Jacobson 
 
After your call, I have to choose 
where to begin. I fold your clothes, 
hurl a tear chinward and cradle  
the holding cell number. Memorize 
automatic cues from robots who cannot 
hear me scream. Wolves pant poison: 
 
His girl ain’t wait for him / she in the world 
straight hoe’in. 
 
You are etching a love letter 
on a cement wall, desperate  
to silence the wolves. 
A tribe of mothers wailing, I am 
all the women who have ever loved you. 
I am the father floating away, 
sometimes sending 
apology funds. 
 
His girl ain’t wait for him / she in the world 
straight hoe’in. 
 
I will be here, in the bed  
your absence made 
when you return. 
But, please. Promise 
you won’t let me die 
trying to give you life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Refrain remixed from “Get Down” by Nas. 
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DAY OF RELEASE 
Sarah Marcus 
 
They’re driving through the Alleghenies with three hours left of the seven hour drive. When 
they were younger, they used to talk about hiking the Trail, how many bears they’d see, 
what plants were safe to eat.  She used to say he wouldn’t even make it to Cheat 
Mountain. Now, she’s thinking about the baby, places a hand on her stomach, and asks him 
if he ever hurt anyone in there.  
 
My mother sent me a package, the regular stuff: blue sweat suit, socks, underwear, other 
prison approved items. We had these boxes with padlocks for personal things. Any of the 
four hundred inmates in the dorm could break them open.  
 
When I woke up in the morning, my first week in N block, my box was open, half of my stuff 
missing. I asked guys if they’d seen anything, but no one wants to be a snitch. 
 
 
She pulls in to a gas station that looks like a barn. She’s uncomfortable with the new 
weight. Her hips hurt, and she’s had to stop four times now. He sighs at her, impatient, but 
doesn’t say anything. He looks at her hard as she walks back to the car. She’s so much 
older, the lines on her face, the darkness around her eyes, even her hair looks older. She 
pushes herself back into the car. The wind picks up and all the trees move. 
 
Then, this old guy, I don’t know why I trusted him, I just did, pointed to a three hundred 
pound man. The old guy said that he’d seen young white guys like me before. He said that if I 
didn’t do something about it, I would get owned the rest of my time here. He said guys like 
me will always get their shit taken, family’s extorted, they’re a dead man here. 
 
He handed me a sock. Heavy and stretched out at the place where the toes should be.  
 
They pass a Susquehanna River town. Looking outside the driver’s window, she’s getting 
nauseous, the blurred trees rushing by, the steep escarpments. There’s lots of dead deer 
on the side of the road, so many that she doesn’t know if they’re road kill or game hunter’s 
dump. The surviving deer in the distance wait for them, heads turned in anticipation. As the 
car passes, she turns around to watch, one runs wildly onto the highway. The others wait. 
He says, fuck, baby pay attention. And she asks, how did you know it was really that man 
who took your stuff? 
 
I didn’t. I watched him and waited for hours. I made sure we were away from the cameras,  
away from the two guards, I came up from behind him, he never saw me, and I hit him with 
that lock as hard as I could in the back of his head. He fell, unconscious, blood everywhere.  
 
A few people saw me do it. But no one snitches in N block, and no one fucked with me there 
since.  
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Before the guards came, I looked in his box and found my stuff and took it back. I didn’t 
have a choice. I never saw him again. I know he didn’t die. 
 
The sun begins to set on the rugged Appalachians. By the time they reach Virginia the 
leaves are beginning to change. She thinks about the unspoiled wilderness before them, 
her valleys, the railroad lore they were told as children, endless crossing paths. Nearby 
six waterfalls drop from a deep gorge, girded by hemlocks and oaks. They stop the car 
and rest at a canyon overlook. She wants to ask him how he knows, but instead she asks, 
were you scared? And he says, the first time. 
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HOME 
Sarah Marcus 
 
She thinks of him in prison, imagines him  
violent afraid this will turn her on. 
 
The hole is more than a holding place, more  
than discipline or protection. Each goodbye  

 
a broken bone. She says take me or take me, I am going  
with you. Sacrifice means she hasn’t seen him in two  
 
weeks and when he fucks her, she bleeds for two days.  
He asks if he’s hurt her. No, she always says no. 
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THOUGHTS IN THE AFTERMATH OF AN EXECUTION 
Melynda Price 
 
Within weeks of finding out I was pregnant, I knew in my heart my child would be a boy. 
By the time I reached the sonogram in the twenty-fourth week when the sex can be 
verified, I had already chosen his first name. I named him James for my mother’s third 
brother and my first substitute father. In the first twenty-three weeks, this child and I were 
forced to have deep conversations that take some parents into adulthood to share with 
their children. A swirl of troubling genetic tests, faltering hormone levels, cross-country 
moves, and concerns about the reception of friends, family and colleagues to an unwed 
pregnancy—even to a woman in her late thirties with two advanced degrees and a room 
of her own—forced my developing boy and I to have many heart to hearts. I was elated 
when science confirmed what my heart knew. In less than twenty-four hours that elation 
would transform into intense worry. 
 
My son was conceived in Texas, a place where my family has lived in relatively the same 
place for nine generations. Texas is the place where my family’s home and labor and 
blood are built in the soil, where their race had for most of those generations determined 
their destiny. James was also conceived in “the field” or what social scientists call the 
places where we conduct our research. For just one year I had returned to Texas to 
immerse myself in this place where my intellectual efforts, if not my body, are always 
toiling. I visited death row. I attended hearings. I sat next to lawyers who were my 
teachers and models for how to be a lawyer and the ability of lawyers to change and 
save lives. I read. I wrote. I conceived a child. 
 
Despite being submerged in the history and sadness of the death penalty, I had not 
connected that part of my life to the part that was about to be a parent until the day the 
sonographer said, “it is definitely a boy.” Happiness became worry when I thought about 
the black men I had met in prisons, jails, and other unproductive places over the years. I 
thought about how easy it can be for black men to be caught up in a system that does not 
value their survival or preservation. I thought about the first day he would be pulled over 
by the police for performing the ordinary task of driving an automobile. I thought about 
the intra-racial contests of masculinity that have led to young black men being, at times, 
their own worst enemy. I thought of how, because he is my child and will surely have my 
mouth, the public school system will try to pathologize what I know to be precociousness. I 
thought about my father who only learned the grown up art of parenting a few years 
before his death with his 14th child and 3rd son who was too young at his death to fully 
benefit from his late maturation. All I could see were the negative statistics on the lives of 
black men I trade on in my professional life. 
 
I was once asked by the poet Nikky Finney: what I would save with the work I do? If I 
could save anything with my work, it would be those first hours of elation without the 
gradual worry for the physical and mental health of the black man in my womb now born. 
I thought about that day when modern medicine confirmed what I knew from mother wit. I 
would save the world, if I could. I would save it for my son and all the other black men, 
women and children, high yellow and pitch black whose mothers have the right to have  
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their burden of worry free from the concern that their children’s blackness will make them 
vulnerable in ways our arms and love will not be able to protect them. 
 
Despite my work on the death penalty and mother’s desire to see the world remade, I was 
relatively silent in the debate over the execution of Troy Davis. I said very little. It is 
known that I oppose the death penalty. I have structured my life’s work as a legal scholar 
who studies the death penalty in Texas around this single view among the many that I also 
strongly hold. I was silent because I have spoken in the past and nothing happened. 
 
I listened to the coverage of the pending execution of Troy Davis all evening as I 
prepared dinner, fed my young son, bathed him and read books. I looked into my son’s 
tiny black-man-to-be face and cultivated thoughts of baby elephants and dinosaurs and 
fluffy fictional characters as the State of Georgia prepared to execute a man once a boy 
like him.  In the days and years this case has been discussed in the media and on social 
networking platforms, I did not say much because of my skepticism about the prospects of 
this man who presented a substantial amount of evidence that suggests he was not guilty 
of the crimes for which he was convicted or at the very least, he was tried under a cloud 
of unfairness and injustice. 
 
Sometimes when people are hopeful I do not want to be the one who dashes those hopes. 
I do not want to be the bearer of truth. I have watched my mother be a truth bearer all 
my life. Because of her work as a nurse, friends and family—mine, hers, and ours—have 
always sought her advice in a medical crisis. I have watched and listened to her tell the 
truth to sick relatives and friends in the face of the hopes that things might go a different 
way. I have sometimes judged her for telling the truth even as I grew to appreciate the 
steadiness of a woman so fixed on telling it. I sometimes wanted a mother who cooed and 
soothed and just said everything would be ok. My mother believes the truth is soothing. 
She does not do this to remove or dash hope because my mother also believes in prayer. 
But she takes on the burden of telling the truth, I believe, because she knows that it can 
also be useful, freeing. I have never wanted this burden, but in this instance seemed to be 
mine. 
 
I too have hope, but years of observing the implementation of the death penalty in this 
country have weathered and weakened the ties that hold me to the sense that justice 
triumphs injustice. I do not pray like my mother. I do not assert that what I am writing is the 
truth. I am saying that when you know too much about how a thing works—like what my 
mother knows about the human body—you cannot un-know it. 
 
I know that the machinery of death is powerful in this country. It is the result of hundreds of 
years of repression and control and good and bad attempts to maintain order. Capital 
punishment as an area of legal study intrigues me because it engages all these issues and 
the Constitution as a fundamental handbook for fairness and justice. But, when one 
believes the Constitution is a living, breathing document, as I do, you have to acknowledge 
the limitations of all things that inhale and exhale. There is an inexactness to the way the 
corporeal structure of justice works when interacting with human capacities, particularly the 
human ability to bring harm to its kin. 
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While watching the coverage of the execution that night and reading responses on social 
media, I also fielded phone calls and text messages from hopeful friends and family who 
wanted know what I thought was going to happen. Despite the seeming impulse of social 
network users to share their every motion/emotion, I have found it an easy place to be 
silent. To do nothing. To allow all kinds of slights to go unchecked. To keep the 
hopelessness of too much information to yourself. But, for the friends and family who 
called, I had to say something. I am my mother’s daughter and when someone I love or 
care for asks I am compelled to tell the truth or at least some of it. 
 
I told them that I had two major concerns and no hope of salvation…in this case and 
many. In the aftermath, I share those concerns with you. Not to dash hopes but to frame 
the events as many sustain their efforts to work against the death penalty. 
 
My first concern was the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996 (AEDPA 
often pronounced a-dee-pa). This act severely limited the ability of federal courts to 
intervene in state court decisions and imposed limits on the ability of the court to review 
new evidence like that in the Troy Davis case. AEDPA completely changed the rules of 
habeas (or the ability of individuals to receive help from the federal courts when state 
courts have treated them unjustly). A conservative Congress was acting to prevent 
“activist” federal courts from, in their minds, circumventing the right of state court’s to 
impose the death penalty for murders. That Congress did not think about the innocent 
whose live are spared from further review. Or the innocent whose lives are taken. They 
only sought to streamline—really speed up—the path from the courthouse to the execution 
chamber. 
 
AEDPA was signed into law by President William Jefferson Clinton who, along with a 
Republican majority in Congress, put in place laws that have magnified the incarceration 
rates of black people in this country to epidemic levels. I mention this fact because it is 
important to note that Democrats and Republicans have stood for and against the death 
penalty. I also mention it as a warning to the next person with lips who utters the phrase, 
“Bill Clinton was the first black president,” within slapping distance. My hand is raised. To 
them and also to those who assert that there can ever be a system controlled by human 
beings that can assure with reasonable certainty that we will never execute an innocent 
person. 
 
It is the overwhelming evidence of innocence in the Davis case that I think has really driven 
the community response unmatched in death penalty cases for at least a decade. In black 
community, the issue of innocence is particularly salient because of our history of lynching. 
The strange fruit of southern trees ripened again with execution of Troy Davis. A new 
generation of black people now have a lynching story to link them to the painful past of 
this form of racial violence.  
 
Laying black bodies on the altar of state power is an old story in this country. The new 
part of the story that I shared with those who voices were tinged with a desire to hear that 
everything would be ok is that innocence doesn’t always matter. How can the world be ok 
when you know this is the truth of the criminal justice system? 
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My second concern on that dark night was a case called Herrera v. Collins decided by the 
Supreme Court in 1993. Leonel Herrera was Mexican-American convicted of capital 
murder in the State of Texas.  I make note of his racial background because it is important 
for current struggle to abolish the death penalty to acknowledge that not only black 
people were/are lynched and executed. After Herrera’s conviction, evidence surfaced of 
faulty eyewitness testimony similar to Troy Davis. The Supreme Court makes clear in the 
Herrera decision that actual innocence is no guarantee of relief. The court basically says 
that its job is to police the process. Did you get a fair trial? If no, then we can help you. If 
yes, then whether you are actually innocent or guilty is not important. Once you have had 
a fair trial, you are legally guilty. Legal guilt has meaning separate from actual guilt. 
Whenever I tell people about this case and the Court’s decision, they are perplexed 
because it goes against everything we are taught in popular culture about criminal justice 
system. But Herrera v. Collins stands as good law even after over 130 people have been 
exonerated in capital cases since 1973. 
 
I was born in 1973. Although I chastise my students for it, we all mark time by our births. In 
my lifetime we have seen the resurgence of this horrific form of punishment with no clear 
end in sight. Watching the righteous fight for Troy Davis, I think might have be signal of a 
new day. I have to hope that it is.  
 
As a mother, I now mark change by the birth of my son and the rebirth of my commitment 
to make the world anew for him.  One does not go through the process of creating human 
life without being different from before after. As I watched the news coverage of Troy 
Davis’s execution, I looked at this child I have known for a relatively short period and 
what his loss might mean.  I thought of the mother of this man and others like him. There 
was a time in Texas that execution protocol did not permit anyone outside of the 
correctional staff to have physical contact with death row inmates. This meant mothers 
could not hug their sons before executions. I do not know what the rule is in Georgia.  
Another black mother’s son still beyond her reach and the reach of justice. 
 
I knew I could not save Troy Davis, but I hope that my efforts and the collective efforts of 
those who work against the death penalty will save others and along the way remake the 
world in a just image. 
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BURY ME A MAN 
Aaron Samuels 
 

a villanelle for Troy Davis 
 
bury me a man 
square your chest against my chest 
then bury me again 
 
build a guillotine in my seat, let the public stand 
let nothing weary rest 
bury me a man 
 
dig black roots deep, water the sand 
don’t allow the sun set 
then bury me again 
 
i am no drone, but I build with a thousand ants 
beneath the rocky sediment 
bury me a man 
 
and i will come back for you, a cratered hand 
no longer concerned with innocence 
then (i dare you) bury me again 
 
i rotted years above; i will rot as long or more within 
because this fertile soil will not forget 
they buried me a man 
then buried me again 
 
9/21/2011 
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TROY DAVIS: STANDING WITH MY FRIEND ON DEATH ROW 
Jen Marlowe 
 
In mid-October, I received a letter from my friend, Troy Davis. I had just returned to my 
home in Seattle after nearly three months on the road, and, as I sifted through a pile of 
bank statements and junk mail, there was Troy’s letter, dated July 27 and waiting for me 
all this time. I sat shivering on my front porch, though the late afternoon sunlight was still 
warm, and held the envelope, staring for several minutes at the neat, almost childlike 
cursive penmanship of my name and address. I was unprepared to be receiving this 
communication, and uncertain if I could bring myself to open it.  My friend Troy Davis was 
dead now. He had been executed by the state of Georgia three weeks earlier. 
 
I first learned about Troy in July 2007. Democracy Now! host Amy Goodman was 
interviewing Troy’s sister Martina, who spoke about her struggle to save his life,  as well 
as her fight for her own life. In 1991, Troy had been convicted and sentenced to death for 
the 1989 murder of Savannah police officer Mark MacPhail. In 2001, Martina had been 
diagnosed with stage-four breast cancer and was given six months to live. When I heard 
her speaking on Democracy Now!, Martina had already survived six years beyond her 
prognosis and Troy had just survived Georgia’s first attempt to kill him. The execution had 
been stayed less than 24 hours before it was to take place.  
 
Martina was clearly a force of nature—her feisty, indomitable spirit came through 
strongly over the interview. I wanted to learn more about the brother whose life she was 
fighting for. I found Amnesty International’s report about Troy online and read about the 
specifics of his case, my incredulity growing with each new bit of information. No physical 
evidence linked Troy to the murder, and seven out of nine key witnesses had recanted 
their testimonies. Multiple witnesses signed affidavits asserting that they had been 
pressured by the police into saying that Troy was the shooter. Other individuals had come 
forth implicating Sylvester “Red” Coles—who happened to be the very man who gave 
Troy’s name to the police following the murder. There seemed to be no case left against 
Troy Davis, who had steadfastly proclaimed his innocence. How could he be slated for 
execution? Wasn’t the death penalty supposed to be reserved for the most certain, most 
egregious, of cases?  
 
I found a website with Troy’s address in prison and jotted him a card expressing 
solidarity. He wrote back a few weeks later, and our friendship grew through a steady 
correspondence over the next year. I told him about my work as a filmmaker, and he 
suggested that I make a film about Martina. He told me stories about his teenaged 
nephew, De’Jaun and newborn niece, Kiersten, and I shared with him my adoration for my 
own young nieces and nephew. He wanted to know more about my work, so I sent him a 
copy of my first book, Darfur Diaries: Stories of Survival. In every letter he expressed his 
optimism that he would one day walk free and when he did, he would work side by side 
with Martina fighting injustice. He would take her to every one of her doctor’s 
appointments, he wrote, and sit by her side through each chemotherapy treatment. Though 
always upbeat, small details of life on the row crept into the letters. He wrote of air so 
thick and steamy, he could cut it with a knife. He mentioned a cockroach that dropped 
from nowhere onto his arm. 
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In September, 2008, Georgia announced once again its intention to kill Troy. This was now 
Troy’s second execution date. As the hours and minutes marched towards 7 p.m.—the time 
that Georgia had determined to put Troy to death, I checked for updates obsessively, 
glued to my computer and phone. How could I focus on any other work when I knew my 
friend was in a tiny cell next to the execution chamber? How could I do anything at all, 
when Troy’s family, having already said goodbye to him, were waiting in the prison yard, 
and his lawyer was sequestered in the death house, preparing to watch his client die?  
 
Thankfully, ninety minutes before that scheduled execution, I got a call from another 
supporter. The U.S. Supreme Court had granted Troy a stay. I sat with the news for a 
minute, absorbing it. He was safe for a time, but he wouldn’t be for long. It was not 
enough to write Troy letters in prison, or to sign and circulate petitions. I had to do more, 
all that was in my power, so that Troy could come home. He had a teenage nephew to 
guide and advise. He had a baby niece to bounce on his knee. 
 
I did not know that in the near future, Troy and I would speak over the phone on a 
sometimes daily basis, developing nicknames for one another and cracking jokes.  I did not 
realize that I would visit him several times on death row, where he and his family somehow 
managed to transform concrete blocks, iron bars, barbed wire and guard towers into 
warmth and humanity. I had no idea that three years later, nearly to the day, on 
September 21, 2011, I would be standing with Troy’s family and a crowd of other friends 
and supporters in the prison yard in Jackson, GA as the state of Georgia did what they 
had tried and failed to do on three previous occasions: strap Troy onto a gurney, insert 
IVs into his arm and inject toxins into his bloodstream that first numbed him, then 
paralyzed him, then stopped his heart. 
 
The tragedies were set in motion months before September 21.  On March 28, the US 
Supreme Court denied Troy’s final appeal, ending hope for relief through the court 
system.  Newspapers carried headlines about Troy’s execution date being imminent. The 
March 31 editorial in the Savannah Morning News, which came to the Davis’s home each 
morning, opened with, “It’s time to stop playing the broken record known as the Troy 
Anthony Davis appeals process.” In other words, it was time, already, for the execution to 
go forward. On April 12, Troy’s mother Virginia sat down in her living room, slumped over 
in her chair, and departed this world. There was no discernible cause of death. Martina 
said she died of heartbreak. Her mother was unable to endure a fourth execution date. 
(Troy’s third execution date, in October 2008, came within three days before it was 
stayed.) The funeral was both a tribute to Virginia and a call to action. Reverend Dr. 
Warnock, the pastor at Ebenezer Baptist Church where Martin Luther King Jr. once 
preached and an active part of the campaign to save Troy’s life, delivered an 
impassioned eulogy. The best way to honor Virginia’s life, Reverend Warnock said, was to 
fight for Troy’s. 
 
I was in the Savannah airport the day after the funeral with Laura Moye, Amnesty 
International USA’s death penalty abolition campaign director. “I’m not going to another 
Davis funeral,” she said with steely resolve as we mounted the escalator leading to our  
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respective gates. She didn’t have to explain her words. She had been working with 
Martina for a dozen years and had been a leader in Amnesty’s campaign for Troy for the 
past four.  Martina’s health was more precarious than it had been since her diagnosis ten 
years ago. Troy’s execution date could be set any day. 
 
I woke up every morning the summer of 2011, trying to remember why I was feeling such 
dread and then, remembering, opened my laptop to check if Troy’s execution warrant 
had been signed. No warrant meant I had at least one more day to organize. I could 
reach out to more lawyers and clergy, asking them to add their names to Amnesty’s sign-
on letters. I could make another video, I could write another article. 
 
Two execution warrants were signed in Georgia over the summer. I was disgusted with 
myself for feeling relief that it was other human beings—not Troy—who would be killed. 
According to the AP’s Greg Bluestein, during the June 23, 2011 execution of Roy 
Blankenship, “Blankenship jerked his head toward his left arm and began rapidly blinking. 
He then lurched toward his right arm, lunging twice with his mouth wide open as if he were 
gasping for air. A minute later, he pushed his head forward while mouthing inaudible 
words. His eyes never closed.” I read the lurid description with hope that maybe, just 
maybe, this botched execution would stop Georgia’s machinery of death before it 
reached my friend.  
 
As the summer wore on, the anxiety dug deeper. It was with something almost like relief 
that I greeted the September 6th text message from Kim Davis (Troy and Martina’s sister): 
“They just set Troy a date for Sept 21st.”  At least now, the waiting was over. At least now, 
we could spring into action.  
 
The next two weeks were a haze of organizing frenzy, with Amnesty offices in DC and 
Atlanta serving as the hub. Support cascaded in from every corner of the globe. We were 
going to stop this execution. Any other outcome was unimaginable. 
 
Troy’s clemency hearing in front of the Georgia Board of Pardons & Parole was on 
September 19. No decision was announced that day. Laura and I were in the car outside 
the Davis’s hotel in Atlanta the morning of September 20 when she got the text message 
from a member of his legal team: “Clemency denied.”  Laura ran into the hotel to tell the 
Davis family. An hour later, Wende Gozan-Brown (also with Amnesty) and I were on our 
way to Jackson, GA. We had learned minutes earlier that we were on the list Troy had 
compiled the previous week—the twenty-some people who could visit him on his final 
days, and say goodbye.  Preparations for the execution were already underway. SWAT 
team guards lined the perimeter of the prison.  Our names were verified at a check-point 
set up at the entrance. Wende and I sat outside for an hour as the prison ran a security 
check on us.  
 
By the time our security clearance was finally processed, we had less than thirty minutes 
with Troy. We were separated by thick Plexiglass preventing any physical contact, and 
had to use phones to communicate, allowing us to speak only one at a time. Troy’s words 
were rushed. I had the sense he had worked out in advance what he wanted to say. He  
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appreciated all I had been doing, he told me, especially the videos—he had heard about 
them from many people. He had been shocked to learn that clemency was denied, but he 
was still fighting, and needed me to keep fighting too. There was almost a businesslike 
quality to his voice. Troy, of course, had been through this before—he had said goodbye 
to friends and family on three previous occasions. No, of course, it wasn’t over, I assured 
him, and yes, of course I would still be fighting. “Send my love to your nieces and 
nephew,” Troy said. There was much more I wanted to say to him. But there was no more 
time. 
 
The next day, Laura and I joined the 150 or so protesters inside a roped off area of the 
prison yard, surrounded by media on one side and armed guards on the other three. 450 
more supporters were at a church across the street with the family for a press conference 
and prayer vigil. The family would come to the prison grounds just before 7 p.m. As the 
Hail Mary appeals for a stay were rejected, first by the County Court, then the Georgia 
Supreme Court, a helicopter circled overhead, its large blades slicing the air loudly. This 
was no press helicopter. Kung Li, also with Amnesty, sent me text messages from the press 
conference and vigil: 
 
4:01 p.m. “Martina sounded strong. She was magnificent. Press literally fell over 
themselves trying to get a better shot.” 5:48 p.m. “The place is packed. And pissed off. 
And joyous all the same time. Absolutely amazing.” 6:06 p.m. “Five full busloads of 
students on their feet with Ed DuBose. (president of NAACP’s Georgia State Conference) 
Oh wow he’s on fire.” 6:23 p.m. “Whole church walking up the hill, two by two in silence.” 
6:26 p.m. “Sending off the family into the prison grounds.” 
 
Inside the prison grounds, the protesters were angry and chanting.  “No justice! No 
peace!” But as the Davis family entered the roped-off pen, with De’Jaun pushing Martina 
in a wheelchair and three-year old Kiersten crying, “I want to go home!” in her mother 
(Troy’s youngest sister’s) Ebony’s, arms, an astounding transformation took place. The 
crowd of angry, chanting protesters organically morphed into a human corridor for the 
Davis’s to walk through, profound sorrow and respect rippling down the lines. The corridor 
then closed itself into a circle, wrapping the family with love, song and prayer. The SWAT 
chopper continued to hover overhead.  
 
More texts from Kung Li: 6:43 p.m. “All 450 lining the Hwy. (across from the prison) 
NAACP asked for silence. Some chanting.” 6:44 p.m. “SWAT teams are wound up tight.” 
6:59 p.m. “Half the crowd on one knee, the other half with fist in the air.” 
 
The circle closed even tighter around the Davis family, and the praying/song rose in 
volume and intensity, peaking in pitch and fervor at 7 p.m.—the scheduled execution 
time—when a rumble began from across the highway. Within seconds, the rumble spread 
into a low, guttural roar and exploded into a shout: TROY GOT A STAY!  
 
“Hold on, wait, we don’t know if it’s a stay yet!”  
 
Ebony grabbed me, erupting into tears. “Oh Jesus! Oh Jesus!” 
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Chaos, elation, confusion, and tears coalesced into hard-focused prayer once we learned 
that there was not a stay, only a delay until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on the appeal. 
The last vestiges of light disappeared as 7 p.m. turned to 8 and then to 9 and prayers 
turned into sitting, and waiting, and waiting. 
 
Texts from Kung Li: 8:42 p.m. “Ridiculous show of force by 100+ officers. Crowd turns 
back to them.” 9:51 p.m. “125 CERT team officers in formation on the road.” 
 
Martina, dignified as royalty, sat in her wheelchair in the center of the prison grounds, 
watching Troy’s lawyers in the far corner of the pen. She would know from their posture if 
news arrived and whether it was good or bad. Kiersten instructed a group of college-
aged girls with moves she learned in her ballet class, at one point darting underneath the 
ropes outside the pen, where men with automatic rifles ringed the perimeter. I had a 
moment of panic—surely the guards wouldn’t hurt the little girl? 
 
At 10:30pm, I turned to Laura, trying to grasp the meaning of the information that Ben 
Jealous of the NAACP had just imparted. The Supreme Court had rejected Troy’s request 
for a stay. “The execution is going to happen now, effective immediately?” Yes, Laura told 
me. They would begin to kill Troy, now, effective immediately. 
 
The memories after that are disjointed: 
 
De’Jaun and his cousin Earl, sitting together in the corner of the pen, heads bowed and 
silent.  
 
A young woman grabbing me in a fierce hug.  “Do I know you?” I asked, trying to see her 
face in the darkness. 
“No, but you looked like you were hurting.” 
 
Laura getting into the center of the circle, next to Martina. “It has been a privilege and an 
honor to stand by this family!” Her blue eyes flashing, rage and love in her voice in equal 
measure. 
 
Were they leading him to the execution chamber at this moment? Strapping him to the 
gurney? Was he saying his last words? 
 
Laura put her arm around me stiffly. She had been tough as nails throughout, and needed 
to maintain that, for now. “Don’t crack me, Marlowe.” 
 
It was over. I left the pen, walked up the small hill to the prison exit and hesitated, 
momentarily stunned by the militaristic display of over a hundred SWAT team officers. 
“Keep moving!” an officer barked. I crossed the highway through columns of black-clad 
full-on riot gear. This human corridor bore no resemblance to the one that wrapped the 
Davis family in its embrace just a few hours ago. 
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I pushed through the hundreds of protesters on the other side and sat down on the 
embankment, alone in the cover of shadow. I did not want anybody to see me break 
down. 
 
I cried for Troy--for the Davis family--for the state of Georgia, the MacPhail family, and 
this country. I cried for all of us, as the helicopter circled loudly overhead, blades violently 
chopping the night sky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MARLOWE  ∫  115  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE EXONERATED. 
 

 

WORDS FROM EXONERATED DEATH ROW SURVIVORS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



NOT IN VAIN: R.I.P., TROY DAVIS 

Ron Keine, Exonerated Death Row Survivor #9 

 
Many who have been exonerated from death row across the country have experienced 
the horror of watching cellmates hauled off and killed by the State. Cellmates they had 
grown close to by life’s circumstance. 
 
Imagine the shock and horror of this.  
 
Think about how you would feel if this happened to your best friend.  
 
Think of someone who you have intimately shared the last ten years with, 24 hours a day, 
365 days a year.  
 
You know each other's secrets, loves, hates, and opinions on all things and issues, big and 
small. Think of big, tough men reaching out to you to help them prepare to die, and you 
know there is nothing you can do to stop their impending murder.  
 
Think about the searing pain of having to listen to grown men crying like children into their 
pillows, fighting to remain strong and face death with an iota of dignity intact. And all you 
can do is sit there, powerless to do anything about it. It is also a grim reminder that your 
own execution date is near. 
 
When Troy Davis was executed by the State of Georgia, it was as if I was on death row 
with him, sharing those bonds, feeling the helplessness – for I was once on death row, too. 
 
Seven witnesses claimed that Troy Davis, a black man living in the racist South, did not kill 
a white police officer. Two said he did. One of those two, many people believe, is the 
probable killer who got a light sentence for testifying against Troy.  
 
Still, they killed Troy. In the end, they did not even care if he did the crime or not. The 
State wanted revenge for the death of a police officer.  Troy as a public sacrificial lamb 
would do.  
 
As I read the news about Troy's execution, my eyes welled up. I thought about my own 
time on death row. I was nine days from facing the same fate as Troy, but then my 
innocence was proven. I also thought of Sonya (Sunny) Jacobs. Like Troy, she and her 
husband Jessie were also convicted of killing a police officer. Like me, she was finally 
found to be innocent when it was discovered that the main witness against them was the 
real killer.  
 
Sonia was released, but it was a bittersweet victory. Again like Troy, Jessie was executed. 
It was one of the most horrific state executions ever carried out in the United States. It took 
him 15 minutes to die in the electric chair. His eyes bulged from his head. His hair caught 
on fire. All the while he was screaming in excruciating pain.  
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Troy Davis, like Jessie, was not the first innocent man to be executed, and he will not be 
the last. Troy has joined the ranks of other innocents executed like Charles Hudspeth, 
William Marion, Larry Griffin, Rubin Cantu, Carlos Deluna, and Cameron Todd 
Willingham.  
 
I am an exonerated death row survivor. When they killed Troy Davis they killed a little 
part of me along with him. They killed a little part of each of the surviving 140 
exonerated death row survivors. They killed a part of the justice system that is supposedly 
based in fairness and replaced it with moral turpitude. They killed many Americans’ faith 
in the criminal justice system. They killed the hope of hundreds of thousands of clergy, 
politicians, former presidents, lawyers, and ordinary concerned citizens around the world 
who pleaded and protested to spare the life of Troy Davis. 
 
We cannot let Troy's death be in vain. Too many people fought too long and too 
tenaciously, only to have an arrogant and corrupt system casually extinguish his life. 
Instead of continuing to kill a part of our humanity every time we kill a Troy Davis, we 
need to kill the death penalty.  Justice against it must be swift, unmerciful, and final. We 
owe Troy, and those who came before him and those who will come after him, nothing less. 
On the gurney, moments away from death by poisonous needle, he asked that we all 
continue the struggle for human dignity. We must honor Troy's request and march forward.  
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A BRIEF APOLOGY TO TROY DAVIS 

Jeremy Sheets, Exonerated Death Row Survivor #95 

 
Ending capital punishment is a dream 
 
I share with millions unseen. 
 
Voices unheard by government ears 
 
This battle has continued for too many years. 
 
Facts and stats designed to deceive 
 
Words of God twisted by those whom believe. 
 
Fighting for a cause that should not be 
 
In the land of the “Once was” free. 
 
If I could stop this 
 
 If I were smarter 
 
A man like Troy Davis wouldn’t have to die a martyr. 
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FOR TROY ANTHONY DAVIS 
Delbert Tibbs, Exonerated Death Row Survivor #11 
 
What I do not know 

What I do know, for sure 

What I feel 

I will deal with the last thing first and that which is worst, what I feel 

I feel really bad, Troy, really bad 

Sad, too, about what the State of Georgia did  

although they had so many more humane options 

They displayed such a flagrant lack of Christian charity 

 or charity by any name, blame is always easy to 

Find but that system showed such a lack of mind-fulness or any sign 

 of the light that is thought  to be  

The concomitant of right thought which is the parent of right action. 

 What I do know, for sure, is  

That Georgia has behaved this way before when issues of color and of life and death 

have come before Her burdened bar. 

I think of Warren McCleskey and others ---sisters and brothers for whom the Woman 

With the blindfold removed the damn thing from her eyes, then made her decision. 

what I do not know  

Is who killed Officer MacPhail 

And I am of the opinion, strongly held, that neither does the State of Ga. 

Or an even worst possibility is that they do know but decided to go… with you because 

they held  

You for more than twenty years 

and what  “self-respecting  public servant” could ever admit to a mistake of such gross 

negligence and incompetence. 
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We may never know, for sure, who murdered  

Officer MacPhail but we know for sure who murdered you - niceties of language be 

damned.  

Again, to say what I feel.  

I personally believe you were innocent as charged 

I feel you were too real to have lied all these years 

and even laying on that death gurney 

yet you proclaimed your innocence and had friendly 

Words to say to the family of the man that they took your life for.  

Again, I feel that your life that was sacrificed 

Will be a loud call to all who stand for fairness and justice. 

I know that your death will move millions more to say No! 

as they did for you. 

You showed the world how a man could die with dignity and calmness 

at the hands of people who seem to know neither. 

you were brave and beautiful, My Brother, and you gave us the courage to fight on until 

that better day 
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PRISONS, CHANGE, AND FIGHTING GIANTS 

Kenneth Hartman 
 
 
It’s a funny thing what turns up in the dregs during a financial crisis.  For one thing, people 
all across this country found out that the various prison systems (local, state, federal, 
public, private, on-the-map, off-the-map) have eaten a great yawning hole in the 
government’s budget, a hole so big it’s swallowing up schools and home health care, 
hospitals and aid to poor families.  In fact, the numbers are upwards of 100 billion dollars 
a year, adding in the ancillary costs, and that number is set to keep growing as the impact 
of a generation of “get tough” policies come to fruition.  That’s real money by anyone’s 
standards. 

 
Another revelation that came out of the recent crisis, perhaps more surprising, is the 
stranglehold the strong arms of the prison-industrial complex have on the levers of power 
in this country.  Everywhere efforts were made to scale back the extent of the prisons, 
furious resistance resulted.  Only in a few states utterly devastated by the Great 
Recession were officials successful in achieving substantial prisoner population reductions.  
Instead, inside most of the prisons, teachers, librarians, chaplains, and other non-custody 
staff were laid off — the guard corps, thus far, surviving unscathed. 
 
But in all my 32 years of serving time in maximum-security prisons in the state of 
California, this is the first time I’ve seen fear in their ranks.  Even though the cuts have 
mostly hurt the rehabilitation end of the system, the formerly endless hours of overtime 
have dried up, and there is real talk of trimming down the number of guards.  The 
assumption among prisoners, born of years at the heel end of boots, is we’ll be eating 
bread and water before too many guards are standing in line at the unemployment 
office.  The tide has turned, nonetheless. 
 
The trouble for prison reformers will be the vast corpus of punitive laws written for the 
sole purpose of inflicting pain.  Deeper, the bizarre, ahistorical presumption drilled into 
the American populace that the purpose of prison is to literally inflict pain.  As the rest of 
the industrialized world moved solidly in the opposite direction this country began a mad 
descent into an open embrace of revenge policies.  The prison-industrial complex 
embraced the victimology movement, provided much of its funding, and pushed its 
proponents out in front of the cameras to obscure the real costs of mass incarceration.  
With the assistance of well-funded politicians, whole areas of human conduct were shifted 
into the area of the illicit.  The mere viewing of forbidden images, discussing unacceptable 
topics, supporting the wrong causes, any and all of these could result in arrest and 
imprisonment.  Serial drug users and habitual shoplifters were elevated to a level of 
dangerousness requiring lifetime sentences in the harshest of conditions.  This is the state of 
American corrections. 
 
Over the past couple of decades an unlikely, unholy alliance came into being that stymied 
traditional approaches to prison reform.  It’s rooted in the politics of unions; essentially, the  
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guards became Democrats.  And not just any Democrats but big money contributors and 
loyal spokespersons willing to shore up their weak tough-on-crime credentials.  Still worse 
for all of us trying to undo the unchecked growth of the system, the guards’ unions 
achieved acceptance by the other public employee unions.  Nurses and teachers, who used 
to shun the guards’ unions as their natural enemies, now march lockstep in the furtherance 
of unionism and self-interest.  Many of us in prison find ourselves in the strange position of 
rooting for Republicans who, at least, haven’t become as addicted to guards’ union 
money. 
 
And, to be perfectly clear to the newly starry-eyed reformers blinded by recent turns of 
events, when the money crisis is resolved those excessive, punitive laws will still be on the 
books ready to ensnare another generation of poor, urban, young men and women. 
 
The prison-industrial complex is back on its heels, having taken some serious blows.  But 
just as the laws underpinning its foundation remain in place, no one should become 
confused that the reformers won any of these scrums head-to-head.  Outside of a couple 
of exceptional cases related to medical and mental health treatment, the system hasn’t 
really lost any fights of consequence.  The wind’s gone out of their sails right now because 
the money supply dried up and only because the money supply dried up. 
 
Still, it’s a heady time, no doubt.  I can remember being rejected by mainstream 
publications for trying to use the term prison-industrial complex, way back in the ‘90s, at 
the start of the great building boon that ended up imprisoning more people, by any 
measure, than any country on Earth, ever.  This was the time when a steady, droning 
urgency to be afraid, bombarded free society.  Every talk show did the obligatory 
sensationalistic genuflection to the fear-mongers, and all the learned hands fretted about 
the impending generation of “super predators” prowling the hallways of the local 
elementary school.  The wave of death and destruction predicted never happened, and 
over the past couple of years, as if by magic, news shows rediscovered genuine 
reportage involving the local prison.  I’ve even heard apparently rational men, wearing 
suits and ties, clean-shaven, use the term prison-industrial complex without derision. 
 
It turns out that systems are as capable of being hoisted by their own petards as hubristic 
humans.  The relentless campaign by the guards to convince society they work in the 
earthly equivalent to hell itself, succeeded in disabusing the false notion that American 
prisons, by far the worst in the industrialized world, were “country clubs.”  As anyone who 
has spent any serious amount of time imprisoned here in the Land of the Free, as de 
Tocqueville reported on in graphic horror 176 years ago, our prisons are both brutal and 
ineffective.  The upshot of these revelations has been a push to expose the true nature of 
prison, particularly as a growing swath of society becomes directly impacted. 
 
Bad as they are, they do, nonetheless, provide lots of very well paid, very unionized jobs, 
as no less than Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York pointed out in a speech defending 
his closure of a couple of small prison outposts upstate.  He held his ground, but suffered 
withering attacks as a consequence. 
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This is the heart of the dilemma all of us working to defeat the prison-industrial complex 
have to address.  There is no obvious political gain derived from taking on the system.  
The Right will march out the victims’ rights advocates to tell their tale of woe and insist that 
the vengeance they crave must be shouldered by society entire.  Otherwise, they will 
argue with practiced rage, they are being re-victimized.  The Left will eagerly man the 
barricades with their new best buddies, fellow public employee union members, the prison 
guards.  Here, the minions of the system will tearfully ask to be treated like any other 
group of hardworking Americans who seek only to put food on the table as they protect 
the poor lambs of society from the foul beasts inside.  If not no win, this is a damned tough 
to win situation for any self-serving politician.  And it’s tougher still for anyone trying to 
change this dynamic. 
 
It bears repeating, over and over again, that the modest gains of the past couple of years 
are due to the government running out of easy money.  The laws that built the dismal 
empire have not changed.  Society did not wake up from its generation-long induced state 
of hyper-vigilance to the thug on the corner and blindness to the thugs profiting off their 
fears.  Any strategy that purports to lay out a plan for achieving real, systemic reform 
must stipulate to these unpleasant facts. 
 
In a similar vein, years of impassioned, well reasoned, and articulate appeals to morality 
failed to so much as budge the interest of the public.  Whether it was the grossly 
disproportionate incarceration of young minority members, or the obviously illegitimate 
disparities in the sentencing structure for different classes of drug offenders, or the 
growing, substantiated reports of abuse of prisoners by the aforementioned hardworking 
American guards, the only thing that finally resulted in the start, in the thought and serious 
discussion, of change was no more easy money. 
 
I started writing about the truth of prison back in 1992 after I had served the first dozen 
years of a life without the possibility of parole sentence for killing a man in a drunken, 
drugged-up fistfight.  In the years since, I’ve written a book, been published in 
newspapers and magazines all over the world, been interviewed on radio and television, 
and to this day I continue to tell the same story and urge the same set of responses to the 
prison-industrial complex.  This course of action has put me in the hole a couple of times, 
and it’s purchased me a certain measure of credibility.  What I write about and advocate 
for is the product of experiential knowledge, earned inside the fences. 
 
This current crack in the walls will only last for so long; it is not a permanent situation.  The 
markets will right themselves eventually.  Taxes will be collected again as the wheels of 
commerce lurch up and out of the ditch.  Capitalism ran off the road as it’s wont to do 
from time to time, but it’s not dead. 
 
Social reform in this country seems to require crisis.  Both the New Deal and the Great 
Society were products of turmoil and unrest.  Each transformed free society in ways so 
fundamental it’s hard to contemplate the modern world without their respective advances, 
from Social Security to the Voting Rights Act.  What is probably less well known is changes 
in general thinking wrought by these seminal moments in the collective history of this  
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country really didn’t make it into the prisons until years later.  Not until the ‘50s and the 
late ‘70s, respectively, did prisoners feel the impact of these social revolutions. 
 
I believe it’s possible to speed up the process of pulling the changes on the other side of 
the fences into the prison world, but we can be neither passive nor irrational.  We’ll have 
to use some tactical jujitsu against the power of the prison-industrial complex.  Most 
important, we’ve all simply got to figure out how to work together.  The system has 
exploited our divisions, not to mention our propensity to fall for all kinds of ruses and 
feints, to keep us arguing with each other all the way down into the maw of oblivion. 
 
There is nothing resembling a national prisoners’ union because we can’t get along 
between different sides of the same city, let alone on a national level.  And this isn’t just a 
problem of prisoners.  Different legal groups don’t get along, different civil rights 
organizations can’t see eye-to-eye, and every religious group seems to only be able to 
see us as a kind of crop to harvest.  If the Left is, more generally, a circular firing squad, 
then the prisoners’ rights/prison reform movement tends to stand in a similar formation, but 
wears blindfolds and calls each other names before blasting away. 
 
I remain convinced, even in spite of the above, achieving a more unified, coherent, and 
effective organizational resistance to the prison-industrial complex is possible.  There are 
millions of people directly impacted by prison, and many millions more indirectly affected.  
Using social media, electronic communication, and the power of numbers to overwhelm the 
concentrated few who have benefited, a genuine, peaceful movement to upend the system 
can be sparked.   
 
In my time inside the prison system I’ve learned that some tactics work better than others 
when the goal is to achieve real change.  First and foremost among these is the minimum 
requirement that prisoners be fully involved in the process, from the beginning, and that 
prisoners be included in leadership roles.  The traditional model of enlightened outside 
folks coming in to save the poor, benighted prisoners from their own folly and ignorance 
won’t work.  It never has worked.  Only in the world of prison, inside the sciences of 
corrections and criminology, is the vast experiential knowledge of the people most directly 
impacted virtually ignored.  This results in programs and plans written by intelligent and, 
usually, well-meaning people that are wholly ineffective.  Prisoners have to be brought on 
board from the outset of any plan to achieve systemic, long-lasting reform.   
 
I’ve also learned that fighting an opponent who is stronger and better organized is not 
impossible.  It is, however, complicated.  The most powerful tool, from my experience with 
combating the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, is outside scrutiny.  
The prison-industrial complex thrives in the dark, outside of the consciousness of free 
society.  Bringing in light, from a variety of sources, is the strongest, most effective lever 
with which to move the system.   
 
Groups interested in seeing real reform to the prison-industrial complex have to seize this 
great, unlikely opportunity to effect change.  They must shine as many spotlights on these 
places as possible.  Families and friends of prisoners have to overcome shame and fear to  
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publicly demand that their loved ones be treated with the dignity that all human beings 
are entitled, even human beings in prison.  Prisoners have to fight against the 
commodification of their own lives by raising their awareness of what the prison-industrial 
complex has succeeded in doing over the past generation.  Society has to find a way to 
reject the notion that only pain and suffering can rectify wrongs, or that policies of naked 
revenge are reasonable responses to victimization.  Both of these ideas are simply wrong 
and will never result in good outcomes — never. 
 
None of this will be easy, and none of this will happen overnight.  One of the prime 
lessons of my life inside has been that reformers tend to run out of gas once it becomes 
clear that their plans won’t come to fruition quickly.  Nothing inside the prisons happens 
quickly.  It’s one of the iron laws of this experience that change takes longer than it should, 
and it’s resisted more ferociously than it ought to be.  But, as the old adage in here goes, 
“It is what it is.” 
 
There are two basic conclusions to this assessment of the prison-industrial complex.  The 
guards and the others who have profited off of the misery of too many are counting on 
the current turmoil being a minor blip.  They are hoping, and planning, to restart the 
engine of untrammeled expansion once the heat of public disgust dissipates.  It’s not 
irrational of them to come to this conclusion because that’s what generally happens.  
People start working again, tax receipts start flowing in again, and pretty soon the public 
is more worried about what’s on the boob tube than what their long-term future looks like.  
The prisons recede into the fuzzy background noise of a harried life.   
 
If the right actions are taken, and if the advocates for change are willing to put aside 
their differences, and if all of us interested in seeing the prison-industrial complex 
dismantled can focus our energies and use all of the levers within our reach, I believe it’s 
possible to change all of this dark, destructive horror permanently.   
 
I offer one last lesson from my lifetime in prison that applies to this situation.  When you 
fight a giant and manage to knock him down you don’t offer him a hand up.  Too many of 
my friends on the Left have a tendency to assume they have to fight with the Marquess of 
Queensberry rules, and that to engage in a street fight would somehow sully their high 
opinion of themselves.  The prison-industrial complex will use whatever tactics it feels are 
necessary to win, no matter how dirty or unfair.  Please keep this in mind in the coming 
struggle, and don’t tie your own hands behind your back.  I assure you, from long and 
painful experience, they won’t. 
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LAST CALL 
Holly Bass 
 
 9/21/11 
 
 
excuse me 
what is it 
you say 
pardon me 
could you 
repeat the  
sentence 
please 
I’m having a  
hard time  
hearing  
the words 
I’m doing  
my best 
excuse me 
I said 
hard time 
hearing  
the words 
your sentences 
I hear sound 
but can’t make 
out what 
hello 
it isn’t very clear 
yes, a bad 
connection 
but don’t 
hang 
up, please 
I’m just asking 
could you please 
repeat the sentence 
did you hear  
my please 
I’m asking nicely 
I’d like to know  
what you mean 
when you say 
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innocent until 
proven 
I’m not trying to 
excuse anything 
pardon me 
I thought I heard 
you say  
something  
about a stay 
would I like 
you to stay 
can you hear me 
yes I would 
like that 
if you could 
stay 
I don’t want 
to be alone 
my hearing  
is getting worse 
every day 
I spend  
time 
having a  
hard time  
hearing 
I said 
hard time 
but I’m okay 
we’re getting  
down to the wire 
how many 
minutes left 
okay 
I don’t want  
you to go  
over your minutes 
but if  
you can 
stay 
that would 
be really nice 
this line 
isn’t very  
clear 
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but please 
don’t hang 
up yet 
you said 
you would 
stay 
please  
stay 
hello 
hello 
can you 
hear me 
pardon me 
are you  
still 
there 
you  
hello 
can you 
hello 
you said 
you were 
going 
to stay 
on the line 
with me 
did we get 
disconnected 
hello 
hello 
I think 
the line 
just went 
 
dead 
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A. H. Jerriod Avant, of Longtown, Mississippi, is an alumni of 
Jackson State University. Currently a graduate student in the 
M.F.A. in Writing program at Spalding University, his poems 
have appeared in Carpe Articulum Literary Review, Black 
Magnolias Literary Journal, “Bigger Than They Appear: Anthology 
of Very Short Poems” and are forthcoming in Pluck! Journal of 
Affrilachian Arts and Culture & Louisville Review. 
 
 

 
 
 

Holly Bass is a writer and performer based in Washington, DC. A 
Cave Canem fellow, her poems have appeared in Callaloo, 
nocturnes (re)view and Beltway. She studied modern dance and 
creative writing at Sarah Lawrence College before earning a 
Master’s in Journalism from Columbia University. Her current work 
maps the endless allure of booty—from Venus Hottentots to video 
vixens. Photo: YTanou Photography 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Marilyn Buck has been awarded three prizes by the PEN Prison 
Writing Program, including first prize for poetry in 2001 for her 
chapbook, Rescue the Word. In prison, she participated in a series 
of poetry workshops led, behind prison walls, by June Jordan’s 
Poetry for the People. 
 
Marilyn lived most of her adult life in controlled, restrictive 
spaces: from clandestinity, to prisons, to control units within prisons. 
Yet within those spaces, she developed a richly imaginative, 
expansive view of human liberation, and built a bridge to a 
world we hunger for but have yet to create. Through her writings, 
her relationships, and by the way she lived her life, Marilyn has 

left us a rare inheritance. The widely-anticipated collection of selected poems, Inside/Out, 
was published by City Lights Publishers in May 2012. Visit the “Friends of Marilyn Buck” 
tribute page at: http://marilynbuck.com 
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John Paul Calavitta is a PhD candidate in English and poetry at 
the University of Washington, Seattle, where he received his 
MFA in creative writing. His work has appeared or is 
forthcoming in Mudlark Review, Camas, Greatest Lakes Review, 
Elgin Pop-Up Poetry, The New Verse News, Willows Wept Review, 
and L.E.S Review.   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Cara Chamberlain is the author of Hidden Things, a collection of 
poetry. She has published short stories and poems in numerous 
journals, including The Southern Review, Spoon River Poetry Review, 
and Asheville Poetry Review. She lives in Billings, Montana, and 
teaches in the English Department at Rocky Mountain College. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 

James E. Cherry is the author of four books:  Bending 
the Blues, a poetry chapbook (2003), Shadow of 
Light, a novel (2007), Honoring the Ancestors, a 
collection of verse nominated for a 2009 NAACP 
Image Award and Still A Man and Other Stories, a 
collection of short fiction published in 2011. He resides 
in Tennessee and is preparing a novel and a collection 
of poems for publication. Visit him on the web at:  
http://www.jamesEcherry.com.  
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Todd Doan recently graduated from Bowling Green State 
University with a degree in Creative Writing. His poems have 
appeared in Prairie Margins and has won the Louis Cooper 
Book Award. When he’s not working on his writing, he is looking 
for a job. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Najee Dorsey, a native of Blytheville, Arkansas with roots 
in Louisiana, a self-taught figurative artist. Dorsey has 
been the recipient of awards that include a 2006 Patrons 
Purchase Award from the Polk Museum of Art. Dorsey is 
the Founder of Black Art in America (BAIA). BAIA is the 
leading global social network & resource for African 
American visual artists, collectors, industry leaders, and 
art enthusiasts. 

 
 
 

A native Chicagoan, Stephen Flemister received his BFA 
in Interactive Arts and Media from Columbia College. His 
art making is a study in the parallels between present 
day technology and traditional studio art practices. 
Stephen has exhibited at Dittmar Gallery, the Silver 
Room, and the Hyde Park Art Center, to name a few. He 
was a resident in the Hyde Park Alliance for Arts & 

Cultureʼs (HyPa) “Here and Now” Pop-Up storefront 
project and the “Simply Perfect” Pop-Up Art Studio, 
sponsored by the Chicago Artist Coalition and Patrón. 

Stephenʼs work is included in numerous public and private 
collections. For more information, visit 

www.stephenflemister.com 
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Page Getz spent a decade as a journalist in L.A., from 
the Los Angeles Times to radio before returning to school 
to complete a degree in creative writing. Ten of her 
poems and short stories have been published. Originally 
from Kansas, she settled in the Bay area, where she just 
finished a novel, "After the Revolution We'll All Wear 
Tiaras." 
  
 

 
 
 

Stephanie Gibson has been involved in the death 
penalty repeal movement since 1997, working with MD 
CASE (MD Citizens Against State Executions). She is an 
associate professor of communications at the University 
of Baltimore and chairs the Communications Design 
department. She has co-edited two anthologies on 
cyberculture and written numerous pieces on the death 
penalty and contemporary culture. Photo: University of 
Baltimore 

 
 
 

 
Brian Gilmore is a public interest lawyer, poet, writer, and 
columnist with the Progressive Media Project. His first book of 
poetry, elvis presley is alive and well and Living in Harlem, was 
published by Third World Press of Chicago in 1993. His second 
collection, Jungle Nights and Soda Fountain Rags: Poem for Duke 
Ellington (Karibu Books 2000) is an aesthetic biography in verse on 
the life and work of jazz master Duke Ellington. His poetry, fiction, 
and other writings have been published in The Progressive, The 
Baltimore Sun, The Utne Reader, In Search of Color Everywhere, and 
The Detroit Free Press. 
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Sally-Ann Hard’s work is published several journals including 
The Gwendolyn Brooks Journal of Black Thought & Literature; 
Turning Wheel, a Buddhist magazine; and Salamander. Medusa’s 
Laugh Press published her chapbook “Walk into Water” in May 
2007. She lives in Harlem, NY & has featured at many reading 
series in the city as well as 17 Poets in New Orleans.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Kenneth E. Hartman has served 32 continuous years in the 
California prison system, and is the author of “Mother 
California: A Story of Redemption Behind Bars” (Atlas & Co 
2009). He is a charter member of the National Advisory Board 
of Californians United for a Responsible Budget.  
(www.curbprisonspending.org)  Ken can be contacted indirectly 
at: kennethehartman@hotmail.com.  For more information see: 
www.kennethehartman.com.  
 

 
 
 

George Higgins’ poems have appeared in 88, Pleiades, Best 
American Poetry 2003, and Nimrod.   His manuscript “There, 
There” received an honorable mention from Steel Toe Books, 
was a semi-finalist for the De Novo Prize and a finalist for the 
Intro Prize at Bull City Press. He is a graduate of the Warren 
Wilson MFA program where he was a Holden Fellow.   
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DaMaris B. Hill is a doctoral candidate in the English-Creative 
Writing Program at the University of Kansas. Her work appears 
in: The Medulla Review, Meridians: Feminism, Race, 
Transnationalism, Blue Island Review, Shadowbox, Tongues of the 
Ocean, Kweli Journal, Telling Our Stories, Sleet Magazine, 
Reverie, Bermuda Anthology of Poetry, Warpland, Mourning 
Katrina, and Women in Judaism. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Born in Phoenix, Arizona, Simone Jacobson is a 
Burmese American writer, performer, and cultural 
worker. She co-founded Sulu DC in 2009 to support 
Asian and Pacific Islander American artists, and is 
organizing the 2013 DC APIA Spoken Word and 
Poetry Summit, a biennial gathering of artists and 
activists. She earned a B.A. in French Language and 
Literature at the University of Maryland and an M.A. in 

Arts Management at American University. Her writing has appeared in Beltway Poetry 
Quarterly and online at The Root, The Pinkline Project, The Lantern Review and The Couch 
Sessions. Her poem, “Mathematics and Mothers”, will be included in the upcoming 
anthology Bop, Strut and Dance: A Post-Blues Form for New Generations. Curator-in-
residence at Busboys and Poets and former managing editor for Words. Beats. Life: The 
Global Journal of Hip-Hop Culture, Simone lives in Washington, DC. Photo: Les Talusan 
 
 
 

Ron Keine, who served on New Mexico’s death row from 1974 
to 1976, is Assistant Director for Membership and Training at 
Witness to Innocence, the nation's only organization founded by 
and for exonerated death row survivors and their loved ones. He 
works to empower his fellow exonerees to become national 
leaders in the struggle for abolition of the death penalty. Photo: 
Sofia Moro 
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Timothy Kercher, originally from Colorado, now lives in Kyiv, 
Ukraine after living in the Republic of Georgia for four years, 
where he has been translating contemporary Georgian poetry.  
His poems and translations have appeared or are forthcoming 
in a number of recent literary publications, including 
Crazyhorse, Plume, Versal, and others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Claire Kiefer is a writer and teacher in San Francisco.  Born and 
raised in Georgia, she attended college at Tulane University in 
New Orleans, and then moved to California to teach at San 
Quentin State Prison.  Claire received her MFA in Creative 
Writing from San Francisco State University in 2007, and taught 
social justice and art to children of incarcerated parents at a 
public high school for several years.  She now works for Voice of 
Witness, a nonprofit book series that uses oral history to depict 
human rights crises around the world, and teaches a weekly 
poetry workshop at San Quentin. 

 
 
 

Sarah Marcus is an MFA candidate at George Mason 
University, where she is also an English faculty member and a 
staff blogger/reader for So to Speak. Her work has 
appeared or is forthcoming in Spork, Cimarron Review, Cold 
Mountain Review, Tawdry Bawdry, and Slipstream. She was 
also named a finalist for the Iron Horse Literary Review 2011 
Single-Author Competition in Poetry. 
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Jen Marlowe is an author/filmmaker/playwright and human 
rights advocate. Her books include The Hour of Sunlight: One 
Palestinian’s Journey from Prisoner to Peacemaker, and Darfur 
Diaries: Stories of Survival. Films include One Family in Gaza, 
Rebuilding Hope and Darfur Diaries. Jen is writing a book 
about Troy Davis and his sister, Martina Davis-Correia. Her 
website is www.donkeysaddle.org. Photo: Brian Miller 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

John Middlebrook lives in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where 
he manages a consulting firm focused on non-profit 
organizations. He has been writing since he was a graduate 
student at the University of Chicago, where he also served on 
the staff of Chicago Review. His poetry has recently appeared 
in The Meadowland Review. John's home on the web is 
http://middlebrook.wordpress.com/. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Christina Olivares received an MFA from Brooklyn College 
and a BA from Amherst College. She was awarded a 2010 
Jerome Foundation Travel and Study Grant for Emerging 
Writers to Cuba and a 2008/2009 Teachers & Writers 
Collaborative Fellowship. Her poem “Shining” was nominated 
for a 2009 Pushcart Prize. Her poems have been published in 
Palabra, Brooklyn Review, Acentos Literary Review, and nth. 
Photo: Emilie Boone 
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Melynda Price is a professor at the University of 
Kentucky College of Law where her research focuses on 
race and citizenship, the politics of punishment and the 
role of law in the politics of race and ethnicity in the U.S. 
and at its borders. She has been published in the Iowa 
Law Review, the Michigan Journal of Race and Law and 
other legal journals as well as the New York Times and 
Pluck! The Journal of Affrilachian Arts and Culture. She 
also blogs at: ivorytowerinterloper.blogspot.com. 
 

 
 
 

henry 7. reneau, jr. has been published in various journals and 
anthologies, among them, Prathamata; The Chaffey Review; 
Black Arts Quarterly; Blue Moon Literary & Art Review; Tule 
Review; BlazeVOX 2KX; FOLLY Magazine; The View From Here; 
The Ophidian; Black Heart Magazine; Suisun Valley Review; and 
Entering. He has also self-published a chapbook entitled 
“13hirteen Levels of Resistance.” Photo: Petia Yoveva 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

An award-winning poet, educator, community organizer, and 
published author, Aaron Samuels has performed his work for the 
last six years, consistently ranking among the top poets in the 
youth, collegiate, and national competitions.  As an artist, Aaron 
stresses the urgency for cross-cultural dialogue, teaching writing 
workshops at schools and community organizations across the 
country. 
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darlene anita scott is an insatiable daydreamer and so-so 
runner who loves Mike & Ikes. Her poetry has appeared in 
anthologies Homegirls Make Some Noise, Growing Up Girl, and 
Role Call and journals including Warpland, Bloodroot, and 
California Quarterly. Scott is currently working on a collection of 
poems imagining Jonestown Guyana, a spiritual community 
whose residents were coerced into suicide by their leader. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Jeremy Sheets sat on Nebraska's death row from 
1997 to 2001. He recently traveled with fellow 
exonerated death row survivors Clarence Brandley, 
Dan Bright, Greg Wilhoit and others on the multiracial 
Witness to Innocence Texas Freedom Ride to mobilize 
folks in churches, colleges, and cafes against the death 
penalty in the state that leads the country in 
executions. 
 

 
 
 

 
Paul Shepherd is the author of the novel More Like Not Running 
Away, winner of the Mary McCarthy Award and published by 
Sarabande Books. 
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Alex Stolis lives and works in Minneapolis, MN. He has had 18 
chapbooks published as well as numerous poems online and in 
print. The poems included here are from an unpublished 
chapbook Justice for All. The quotes used are the last words of 
real Texas Death Row inmates; the dates listed are the dates of 
the executions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Becky Thompson, activist and author of the upcoming book 
Survivors on the Mat: Yoga Musings for Healing from Trauma, 
teaches sociology and African American Studies at Simmons 
College and is the author of a recently published book of 
political poetry, Zero is the Whole I Fall into at Night.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Delbert Tibbs is the unofficial bard of the abolition movement in 
the United States. Since his exoneration from Florida’s death row 
in 1977, he has been busy as an anti-death penalty activist and 
published poet. Delbert works with Ron Keine as Assistant 
Director for Membership and Training at Witness to Innocence, 
and is currently writing his memoirs. Photo: Sofia Moro 
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