From Prison To
Kennedy Center Stage:

Starting over at the top

By
Dennis Sobin

Copyright 2010 by Safe Streets Arts Foundation,
1600 K Street NW, Suite 501
Washington, DC 20006 Tel 202-393-1511
Staff(@SafeStreets Arts.info

Front cover photo: Author Dennis Sobin incarcerated at the
Correctional Treatment Facility, Washington, DC (photo by Carolyn
Cosmos)

Back cover photo: Author Dennis Sobin performing on stage at the
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Washington, DC
(photo by Donovan Berry)



10.

11.

From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

Contents

A producer in prison  Pg4
The truth about prison life ~ Pg 24

Escaping prison through the arts
Pg 51

Resolving to return home a success
Pg 70

Surviving discrimination, homeless-
ness and probation officers
Pg 88

Getting a foothold and an audience
Pg 116

Origin of “From Prison to the Stage”
at the Kennedy Center Pg 137

First season jitters Pg 166
Crisis and jail between seasons Pg 192

Second season at the Kennedy
Center Pg 215

Returning to jail and more frontiers
to explore Pg 237



4 From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

Chapter One
A Producer in Prison

My friend and fellow convict Jim was the first to inform me that
my date of expected release held special significance for the planet. It
had nothing to do with the fact that I was returning to the so-called
free world after ten and half years behind bars. It was that the day,
January 6, was the Day of the Epiphany—a widely celebrated church
festival. It’s when the three kings arrived in Bethlehem to bring gifts

to the baby Jesus.
The word epiphany, of course, has a second, more generic
meaning. The dictionary defines it as “a sudden striking

understanding of something.” What would this forebode for my
return? As I sat in a bus terminal on January 6, 2003 playing my new
guitar, it started to come together.

The instrument was a welcome home gift from an outside friend.
Too bad I didn’t have a home to go to at the time. But I still had an
automobile somewhere in Washington, DC, though I could not
remember where I had parked it. No, it must have been towed, or
rusted away, by now. Probably towed. Nothing rusts away in the
nation’s capital. People and things get melted down. That happens
often. Recycling. Maybe the steel guitar strings [ was playing had
come from my car.

About the epiphany I was experiencing, it was the thought that
freedom is not so much a place as a state of mind. During my time in
prison I had learned to become happy; truly happy. I was limited in
where 1 could go, but not in what I could think. Before my stay in
prison, just the opposite was true.

My trial in a Bible Belt section of Florida in 1992 was a casebook
example of injustice to the extreme. Without facts or evidence to
convict me, the prosecutor told the jury to consider what was going
through my mind when I produced a documentary for cable
television. Its subject: clothes-optional beaches and resorts in the
state known for oranges and political outrages. The video was done
tastefully; it was wholesome. But the jury was asked to consider what
if it fell into the wrong hands? What if children turned on a television
or video player and watched?

In any other part of America, prosecuting someone for such a
work of media art would be absurd. But not in Pasco County, Florida,
where fundamentalist churches abounded and the resorts that I
captured in my documentary are both a legal embarrassment and a
closely guarded secret. The prosecutor himself, now in private
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practice representing defendants, scemed miffed that an over-zealous
vice cop had arrested me. But he was caught in a bind. He couldn’t
go against the police since they were on the same team. So he offered
me a plea deal that my attorney said I'd be crazy not to accept. I could
walk away with a small fine if I pleaded to a minor, mundane offense.
Trespassing would do. I wouldn’t, I didn’t and today, if I had to do it
over, I still wouldn’t. In fact I was so outraged at the time that 1
spoke out boldly against the prosecutor, the police and local
politicians in the press. I had taken my naive notion of America as a
free society to heart. But they were all twiddling their thumbs and
reading their Bibles while they watched this travesty unfold. This
was more than a town without pity. It was a place without common
sense.

The prosecutor didn’t like my words of criticism. So he moved
forward on all counts. He even added a few as he went along. 1
would not only be charged in state court with producing a potentially
hazardous video, but in federal court for not having all my financial
ducks in a row. I’ll be the first to admit that my bookkeeping was not
the best. But my dealings with people were always honest. Even the
prosecutor couldn’t find anyone who could claim otherwise. But
honesty and observing financial regulations are not always one and
the same.

So I went through two trials. Acquitted of most counts, I was
convicted of others. Throughout the ordeal, I felt as if I were being
chased by an angry mob, each member with a Bible in one hand and a
gun in the other. The barrage of bullets came at me like a hailstorm.
Inevitably, some hit. When the smoke cleared, I found myself on my
way to spending the next 10 years and 4 months of my life in state
and federal prisons serving consecutive sentences.

ks

One of the attorneys who wrote to me while I was in prison about
the injustice of my situation, said I wasn’t unique. “The criminal
Justice system in America is a cesspool.” He said this after reflecting
on some of his clients who had drowned in it. He had handled the
cases of death row inmates, some of whom had been victims of
mistaken identity. The government had made errors in condemning
them but was not about to correct itself. Better to bury its mistakes.

By the time I had gotten the letter from this sympathetic attorney, 1
had heard from other people on the inside and the outside about
mistakes. From fellow prisoners I got alarming tales, from outsiders I
got facts and figures to show that what happened to me is common.
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The United States is the world’s largest jailer. We can afford to put
millions in prison because of our great wealth. We do this because
there is paranoia in a multi-ethnic, multi-idea culture. Diversity
brings fear. Such fear can be overcome but the process is not easy.
Sometimes it is easier to confine those we fear—people who look or
act differently than the majority, who chose pot over booze,
commercial sex over romantic coupling, and self defense over calling
the cops. Because such individuals don’t think like the majority,
people often feel uncomfortable around them. Society puts them out
of sight so they’ll be out of mind. It’s an expensive way to handle fear
and prejudice. But a rich country can afford it.

Could it be worse? Certainly. We no longer have slavery, no
longer have lynchings, never had a Holocaust as in Europe, didn’t
have a revolution where we beheaded and executed our leaders. Even
the much despised George W. Bush was not harmed. Nor has his
black successor to the White House, Barack Obama. Not bad for a
country with a long history of violence, discrimination and hatred.

Still we send large numbers to jail. In one sense it’s a way to vent
our bigotries and frustrations. By having so many jails and prisons—
more than 5,000 across the nation—we have constructed edifices
telling citizens that we don’t live in such a free society after all. We
can’t hurt others, not even their feelings. That’s America; love it or
leave it. You leave it when you go to prison.

Whose feelings did I hurt to deserve such expulsion? The answer,
virtually everyone in a large swath of Florida who didn’t want its
shameful secrets revealed or its prosecutor, the elected keeper of
those secrets, vilified.

ks

My epiphany upon release from prison confirmed the insight I got
during my decade there. America is a free society largely to the
extent that people are free to get in trouble and be thrown in jail.
Think of it in terms of living on a flat mountain top, a plateau.
You're safe as long as you don’t wander near the edges. If you do,
you stand in danger of falling off.

In another country with a reputation for not being free, you have
fences all around the perimeter of that plateau. Citizens are restricted
in what they can read, what types of television they can watch, what
movies they can see, what politics they can practice, and the rules go
on. If you’re not used to living in such a country, you feel
intimidated, almost suffocated. That’s how visitors react.
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But the more one thinks about it, the rules there are clear, the
fences are as obvious as they are imposing. To fall off the mountain,
you’re going to have to do some serious scaling of the barriers around
you. In other words, unlike America, dropping off the side is not as
casy as wandering to the edges.

My friend Ben brought this point home to me when we played
music together in prison. He was my senior, a wise man who left a
highly successful life behind him. He had operated successful
businesses, making a comfortable living for himself and his family.
Ben was one of the first entrepreneurs in America to recognize the
enormous potential and profit of cell phones. He made his killing
during the early days, and then knew enough to get out when the
telephone giants entered and took over the field. It didn’t matter at
that point since Ben was able to bankroll other ventures in which he
also excelled. If you met the man you would understand why. Kind
and low-key in every way, people feel comfortable talking to him.
They sense his honesty, his underlying energy, his drive to make
friends and to make money.

I’'ve met few people in my life who have embodied more of the
American spirit than this hardworking, insightful, outgoing and
dedicated businessman. Ben loved America with all its flags,
traditions, history and affluence. And America loved Ben, bestowing
wealth and pride in him that made his tall frame walk erect, his head
held high. A strong influence on his children, they also excelled in
the American dream. One boy brought particular honor to Ben by
rising to major rank in the military. When Ben and I got out of prison,
he would email me about his son’s accomplishments. They weren’t
minor, as the military itself recognized. His officer son participated
in public forums, a well-spoken man full of ideals and determination.
Great at connecting with people, he was a significant asset to the goal
of furthering the ideas and standing of his country. A chip off the old
block in every way.

So how did such a model father and exemplary citizen as Ben end
up in prison for years, losing his wife, much of his wealth, and nearly
all of his sanity? His wife left him when she started and then stopped
drinking, meeting her new soul mate and sex partner at an AA
meeting. Ben’s wealth dissipated because he wasn’t able to manage it
in prison where rules about “not conducting a business” are firmly
enforced. His sanity slipped with the daily grind of prison life,
turning Ben from a patient man into a short fuse. I remember when
he yelled at a prison officer for no good reason. “I pay more in taxes
on the outside than your entire salary!” he screamed.
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What was Ben’s criminal offense that required him to turn in his
suit and tie for a shabby prison outfit? From being a taxpayer to
becoming a tax burden? From occupying a spacious suburban home
to living in a small barren bathroom, which best describes a prison
cell with its toilet, sink and bunk bed compressed into a tiny space?

Ben had pressed the wrong key on his personal computer.

That was it. I know it’s hard to fathom. If you believe that
America is truly free as Ben did, you would think that a person can do
as he wishes with his own computer. Even break it, as long as he
doesn’t do it over someone’s head. Even if he presses a key that will
destroy all of the data on his computer, what difference does it make
if the data was his?

Ben in fact hit the save button on his computer so he didn’t destroy
anything. The prosecutor said he should have destroyed what he was
looking at. Then he wouldn’t have gone to prison.

What kind of double talk is that coming from the mouth of a
powerful prosecutor? A person who can drag anyone into court. And
whose authority is so scary that he or she can convince most people
who are dragged there to plead guilty to something, anything,
innocent or guilty. Or risk a sentence of double or triple what is being
offered.

Who wouldn’t plead guilty to avoid that? I am the exception. Not
that [ am completely alone in my stubbornness. But the percentage is
small; in some regions of America as few as one in fifty defendants
insist on their right to a trial. Can we blame Ben and others for
pleading guilty even when they felt they weren’t? 1 couldn’t
understand them for being so gutless. But in the summer of 2008, five
and a half years after I exited prison, I followed their example. It
pains me to admit it, that I stood in front of a judge and pleaded guilty
when I knew I was innocent. But I was desperate to stay out of jail to
be able to produce the second annual “From Prison to the Stage”
program at the Kennedy Center. My sister had brought the action
against me after [ sought an accounting of my inheritance that she and
my son had stolen from me when I was in prison. She was anxious to
send me back.

So at the age of 64, I played the game for the first time in my life.
Saying I was guilty, apologizing for my alleged crime, assuring the
judge I knew I did wrong and that it would not be repeated. Then
falling on the mercy of the court. Instead of years in prison, my
sentence amounted to only days in jail; and I got time off for good
behavior. Did I feel good a few days later when I was free again?
Frankly, I was too busy preparing for the Kennedy Center to feel
anything. I now know why innocent people plead guilty.
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If what I did in communicating by email in a pleasant manner to
my sister was a crime, Ben’s action in pushing the save key on his
computer wasn’t anything but his own personal business. What did he
save? He saved images that he found on the Internet that were
considered to be “inappropriate.” What were those images? I don’t
know since Ben didn’t show them to me. He couldn’t because when
the police hauled him away they also took his computer. I suspect
they involved pictures of over-aged or under-aged individuals in less
than full clothing. Ben had been curious, so he looked at them. Can’t
a person in a free society do that? Even the prosecutor admitted that a
person can. But he said that the line is drawn when it comes to saving
such images, and Ben had crossed that line.

If that makes sense to you, you’re a lot smarter than Ben and me.
When looking at something on the Internet and you want to save it so
you can see it later, why not push the save button as Ben did? Who
would know this fine point of the law?

When a person pleads guilty as Ben did, the law is not questioned.
All one does is stand before a judge, lower his head, and say he’s
sorry. Ben said to me in prison, “What’s the good of living in a free
country if it means you’re only free to go to jail? Why don’t
politicians tell us how easy it is to wind up here? I love this country
but we need to stop pretending that we’re free. I'm not saying that I
want freedom since I know it can lead to problems in the wrong
hands. I just want to know what the score is up front. I want the
government to level with us.”

ks

A truthful politician is like an honest con man. The term is
an oxymoron. | once ran for mayor of Washington, DC on an honesty
platform and was trounced severely. I could hardly get the truth out of
my mouth about the absurdity of the drug war, the waste of using
police for morality enforcement, and other issues before my
opponents laughed as me. One of them was Marion Barry, the victor
in that election. He supported the drug laws though he himself was
using drugs at the time. When eclected, he became careless and was
caught in his hypocrisy. He got six months at the Federal Correctional
Institution in Petersburg, Virginia. The same place that I would be
headed a few years later.

I guess I was a hypocrite also in that election. While I opposed
drug laws, I didn’t personally use drugs. I had no problem with self
control, with abstinence. So why would I care about the laws that
force people to do what I did voluntarily? Laws that punish them if
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they can’t or won’t abstain from drugs, commercial sex, questionable
computer downloads or many other prohibited practices. Why
wouldn’t I, like other serious office seekers, want to keep these laws
in effect? What right did I have to go against majority rule? If the
bulk of the population wants a law, why speak out against it no matter
how wasteful or selectively enforceable it is? Particularly if my
behavior is not personally affected by it. Let the public have its fun
by locking up millions of people who are different than they are. It’s
their money to run expensive prisons for their neighbors who they
will be incarcerating.

Just like my coming around to pleading guilty to something I
didn’t do late in life, I learned my lesson on the campaign trail. When
I run for office again—should that occur-I will not give the faintest
hint of hypocrisy. If I again propose the decriminalization of drugs, I
will use them boldly on the campaign trail. And if I don’t use them, I
will keep my mouth shut about proposing something to upset the
majority.

When [ arrived in prison after the election, I was asked by inmates
who hadn’t followed my campaign how I did. I said, “I got 2,000
votes and 10 years in prison.” They were impressed, particularly the
short timers.

No more mixing honesty and politics for me. It’s too combustible
a combination; the one ingredient is incompatible with the other.

In one sense, Barry went to prison for his being too honest also.
He didn’t hesitate during the clection to tell people the truth in
private, including novices in the political arena like me. “You can
count on politicians to do just one thing,” he said, “and that’s lie.” If
I run again, I will not tell the truth. I have already spent enough time
in prison, having spoken more truth than most people convey in 10
lifetimes. I hope that my constituents will forgive me this small
exercise in survival.

hxix

Ben continued to love America when he got out of prison.
He understood it better after his experience. Though not a free
society, he considered it still a magnificent one. When politicians
speak of the United States being the capital of the free world, he
could now wink along with them. We are the wealthiest nation on the
planet. Perhaps material abundance and personal freedom are not
compatible with each other. How else to keep the poor and politically
unconnected in check except to have many of them locked up. That
means a multitude of pervasive, complex and often illogical laws.
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Should individuals become troublemakers they will be accused of
running afoul of them, and be removed from society. The wealthy and
powerful don’t have to worry. They rise above laws. It’s one reason
why people want to acquire riches, even if they don’t value the
trinkets money can buy. The person whom you are, rather that what
you did, can keep you out of prison. That’s why people strive for
success in America. The autos and airplanes are nice, but the greasing
of the system that money provides is better. Ted Kennedy didn’t go
to prison for drowning an extra-marital girlfriend. Richard Nixon
didn’t for burglarizing the Watergate, and Bill Clinton didn’t for
sexually exploiting an intern and then lying under oath about it.

Ben, on the outside, was soon back to his old entreprenecurial
self. A sadder but wiser man, he could have argued with his military
son about the shortcomings of America, as I did with my government
lawyer son. But he didn’t. As a result, Ben’s son sent his father to
glamorous places around the world. My son sent me to jail, albeit for
relatively short stays. Once for entering City Hall to testify at a
public hearing after he engineered a stay away order against me. [
was impressed as [ sat in jail, just as Hitler’s father must have been
impressed to see similar bold cunning and blind ambition in his
offspring. In Hitler’s case, the goal was genocide by gas; in my
son’s, patricide by law.

I was surprised that Ben didn’t at least resent a relatively new
development in America that restricted freedom. Statutes were
suddenly being passed mandating that certain categories of law
violators register with their local police departments, who would in
turn put out their photo, name and address on the Internet. This
would allow potential employers and landlords to reject them and for
vigilantes full of hate to track them down and kill them. That’s the
way it played out in a number of instances. The yellow Star of David
imposed by the Nazis on outer garments worn by Jews was in some
ways more merciful. At least names and addresses were not printed
in newspapers or scrawled on the walls of public buildings.

Affected by the new laws, Ben withheld judgment on them
for a while. He wanted to know whether he had enough pull to get
exempted from them. As it turned out, he had. So he remained silent.
He let his lawyer do the talking, and then only to get his exemption.
America worked after all. Why had he ever doubted it? You get
what you pay for in a capitalist society, whether quality legal services
or special exemptions. Ben was able to pay since he had set up a new
and successful business with another son.

Don’t think by the tone of this discussion that I am at odds
with Ben in any way. Or even with his capitalist philosophy. What is
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the alternative? Communism? We already know that it doesn’t work.
It’s not just a matter of history but common sense. If everyone is
going to be compensated the same despite unequal talent and effort,
most people will not exert themselves. If new inventions or
inventiveness go unrewarded, people will not think at all. They
simply will do mundane, repetitive tasks needed to get by. To hell
with motivation cuts and higher productivity. These things won’t
make a person any richer in a communist society.

You must understand that like Ben, I've had my share of
special privileges. That short sentence I received in mid-2008, almost
16 years after being handed my 10-year sentence, was not solely
because I pleaded guilty. It was because my standing and influence in
the community was high. The judge knew about the annual
extravaganza at the Kennedy Center that I produced, and also about
the successful Prison Art Gallery I had created. He knew too about
the classical guitar playing I learned in prison that got me publicity
and appreciative audiences. And most of what I did, I donated
without fee. I have never been materialistic, so this wasn’t a big
sacrifice.  What can money achieve compared to the friends one
makes when contributing to the public good?

In sentencing me to the few days in jail in 2008, the judge
said “I'd sentence you to a period of community service, but you
already do so much of that.” I was relieved because court-ordered
community service in Washington involves clearing trash from streets
and sidewalks while you wear a brightly colored vest identifying you
as a forced laborer. Its lettering tells the world that you are a criminal
compelled by the court to do this. People look at you as if you are
working on a chain gang, and the comparison is not farfetched.

Being on the same wavelength with Ben, more or less, I got
along well with him during and after our time in prison together. He
exited before me, which turned out to be a blessing. Shortly before
Ben left, I completed the recording of 33 songs for a CD I was
producing, Prison Tracks. It was done in secret at the prison with the
cooperation of sympathetic staff. One officer in particular was a
catalyst, providing a boom box for the project. The cassette player
was normally used for exercise classes in the prison gym, which I
attended. During one session of the class, I noticed that it had a
recording capability. By then I had been in prison for eight years and
never saw such a device on the inside. But here it was. An
opportunity I didn’t want to pass up.

I made arrangements with the amiable staffer to take the machine
to another prison building where the music room was located. My
prison job was to clean that room. For a few minutes each day I
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cleaned, and then spent several hours playing the guitars there. It was
a great job. Suddenly I would make it better by having not just a
rehearsal space but a recording studio.

One of the things that inspired me to do the CD was the
recent arrival on the compound of a master guitarist named Steve
Andrew. He’d won awards for his playing on the outside. Hearing
him play, I wasn’t surprised. Steve didn’t know it, but in listening, I
was auditioning him. Before I told him about the recording project 1
was planning, I wanted to see whether he would fit in. We played
some songs together. I concluded that we performed well as a duet.

I wanted the planned album to consist of instrumentals for a
few reasons. First, I knew that it would have universal appeal.
Without words, people of any language and culture could enjoy it.
We even included Christian and Jewish religious songs. Who’s going
to take exception since not even the word God is used? No words are
used since there is no singing. Also, no one can criticize the quality
of a voice since we kept it purely instrumental.

In addition to artistic reasons for making it an instrumental
CD, there were practical production ones. The recorder I was given
to use was not high quality, to say the least. It could minimally do the
job in recording the guitars, but couldn’t handle a voice with any
reproductive authenticity. It simply wasn’t good enough. 1 was
reminded of the early days of recording more than 100 years ago
when piano pieces were performed on guitar because the six strings of
a guitar, when plucked, rang clearly. Recording a piano with early
equipment produced a muffled sound. A voice recorded in the same
disappointing way.

A final reason for using two guitars—one played by Steve and
the other by me—was that we had only two recording tracks available
on the boom box and just two microphones that we were able to dig
up in the prison so we would use one for each track. Steve and I
positioned our guitars close to the mics. We first did a few tests to
find an appropriate sound level. That meant moving various distances
from the mics until there was good balance. Then we proceeded to do
the recording. If we didn’t like one of the takes, we erased it and did
it over. Here was the ultimate in live recording.

One of the reasons we erased rather than saved inferior tracks
was that we didn’t have a lot of tape to spare. Finding recording tape
in prison proved as difficult as locating the recorder and microphones.
Ben was vital in helping us acquire tape, using all his entrepreneurial
skills for the search. He located a supply of religious tapes in the
chapel, befriending the inmate aide there who catalogued and kept an
eye on the chapel tapes. Ben told him the importance of the project
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for which tape was needed, without going into detail. Inmates know
not to be too curious. It’s a sign of disrespect as well as a way of
putting oneself at risk if a project turns out to be problematic. In our
case, we were trampling over rules that said “no recording” in prison.

A tape was located, one rarely used in the chapel. It would
not be missed. I scratched the incriminating religious label off it.
Steve and I were now ready to record over the sermon it contained,
replacing the religious message with our guitar duets.

The recording of the 33 songs was done over a three-day
period. Considering that we only had the mornings available, that
was a lot of music to record. The afternoons were not feasible because
an unfriendly officer who sometimes entered the music room started
his shift at noon. We couldn’t take a chance of the project being
aborted. If that happened we would never have another opportunity
todoit.

We accomplished the three-day miracle because we were
well rehearsed. Steve and I had spent an entire month going over the
music. We must have played the songs we intended to record dozens
of times. When we finally got the boom box, the mics and the tape
for the recording sessions, we were ready to breeze through the tunes.
It helped that I could read music. I'm not talking about merely
knowing guitar chords. More than that, [ can read individual notes.
If you put a piece of music in front of me, I can play the melody on
the spot, despite never having heard the song before.

Steve was impressed. With all his guitar awards and
competitive wins, he couldn’t do it. I realize now that very few people
can play the guitar that way. Had I known that when I set out to learn
how to sight read in prison, I might not have tried. Sometimes it’s
best to approach a difficult task with blind optimism. I decided to
teach myself how to read music when I was sent to the hole for a few
months. How I got there is a long story which I have covered in other
writing. Most people wind up in the hole for hurting someone. I was
there for hurting the pride of the warden who tried to impose an unfair
rule on all of us, a rule I ignored.

While in the hole, I had books and writing materials. So it
wasn’t a big hardship. I had a catalog of music books from which to
order anything, thanks to the support of outside friends. I thought,
what good is sheet music if [ can only read chords? There’s no guitar
to use in the hole. In looking over the instructional books, I tried to
find one that would teach me how to sight read notes to play with a
guitar. But the catalog contained none. I thought this was odd.
Perhaps sight reading for guitar was such an easy task that no one felt
the need to write an instructional book on how to do it. Or maybe it
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was so difficult that few people attempted it. After all, the guitar is
not a concert orchestra instrument like the violin or woodwinds.
Players of those instruments have to sight read so that they can play
their parts precisely in ensembles. Guitar playing in bands on the
other hand is simply a lot of chords and lead riffs, which are largely
improvised. If the music has to be repeated for performances, it’s
generally done through rote memory. Even classical guitarists often
can’t sight-read. That doesn’t mean they can’t read notes, since most
of them can. But if they can’t relate the notes automatically and
instantly to the guitar neck, they can’t sight-read.

Constructing a paper guitar in the hole with a complete fret
board, I worked out my own system for sight-reading. I even wrote a
manual on how to do it, which I have since shared with others. When
I got out of the hole, I put my plan into practice. Indeed, practice is
the means to all music accomplishment. By the time I sat down with
Steve to record a year later, I was ready. Steve played chords while 1
played melodies. For the “breaks” or interludes within each song, 1
played chords while Steve did terrific improvisation on the melody.
Not able to read music, he was as creative as he wished.

hxix

Ben’s assistance in the production of the Prison Tracks CD did not
stop after he supplied the vital tape. Equally important was getting
the completed cassette off the compound and in the hands of Lee
Amirault. I approached Ben about handling this difficult matter. He
was in an ideal position to do it since he was leaving prison shortly.
His sentence was finally coming to an end.

Lee had completed his own term of imprisonment the previous
year; I would be leaving the following year. In fact, Lee and I had
been set to exit together, but good fortune came his way. He won a
victory when his lawyer appealed his case. The bulk of his conviction
was thrown out. The appeals court said that, as Lee had been telling
us all along, he was truly innocent. At least for the most part. The
higher court allowed a minor charge to stand, equivalent to
trespassing. We guessed that the appeals court had to give a small
concession to the trial judge. After all, these guys were in bed
together, and when out of bed they were on the golf course comparing
their putting and the positions of their balls.

When Lee found out about the appellate victory, he had cause to
celebrate big time. It almost certainly meant that he would leave
prison immediately. The final decision would be up to his original
judge who had to re-sentence Lee on the minor charge. We all
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congratulated Lee, very pleased that he had triumphed in his appeal;
happy that one of us had gotten justice. Unfortunately, his judge did
not share that view.

You’ve heard the expression, you give someone an inch and they
take a mile? Or, there’s more than one way to skin a cat? Or the term,
sore loser? All of these applied to Lee’s judge. He didn’t let Lee go
home for “time served,” which in itself would have been excessive
considering he had already spent years in prison for something that
warranted only a few months, if any, time. Instead, the judge in his re-
sentencing issued an unusually harsh sentence that would keep Lee in
prison longer. In his retaliation, the judge still had to follow the law.
So he could go just so far. That meant Lee would leave prison earlier
than if he hadn’t won his appeal but not much.

We stayed in touch when he got out. I was excited to learn that he
had followed through with his plans to set up a recording studio in his
home. He was waiting for the tape that Steve and I had recorded. He
would mix it and do the post-production work so that we’d have a
finished CD.

But I had to get the tape to him first. Mailing it to him was not an
option. Feeling the bulkiness of the cassette tape in an envelope, the
prison mailroom staff would almost certainly inspect and seize it. We
needed a surer way, and Ben was the answer.

When you spend years in prison you tend to accumulate a number
of things. Books, letters, legal papers and personal projects ranging
from art to prose writing. As a result, you usually carry a box or two
out the front gate upon departure. Ben could easily take the tape with
him when he left. There would be a brief examination of his boxes,
but so superficial that it would not be detected. 1 have no idea what
they look for in the possessions of departing prisoners. What could
possibly be taken out that is of any importance to the prison? Another
inmate concealed in one of the small boxes?

Ben agreed to do it. When he got home he sent the tape to Lee.
Lee’s modern studio, combined with his talent as a sound engineer,
led to a good quality CD, despite its humble origin.

hxix

Later in this story, both Ben and Lee show up again
prominently. They were important in making the Kennedy Center
show a success—Ben in the first season and Lee in the second.

In Ben’s case, he became a patron and helped fund the program. 1
admired him for doing that. It occurred to me, however, that it was
nothing new for him, or for that matter, other successful business
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people. It’s a long-standing American tradition. Everyone from
Hearst to Carnegie to Rockefeller have donated money to the arts.
Carnegic Hall was named after the famous industrialist for that
reason.

What had Ben’s patronage been before the Kennedy Center show?
Quite a bit. He couldn’t give money in prison for support of the CD
production or the concerts that Lee, others and I gave with our prison
band. There is no cash in prison; the only purchase an inmate can
make is with his commissary card. Functioning as a debit card it
automatically takes funds out of an inmate’s bank account. The
account can be replenished with money orders sent by people on the
outside.

Ben’s money wasn’t needed in prison where everything is free,
including food and entertainment. Band members are not paid to
rehearse or perform. And rehearsals can be intensive. Since the band
is not just playing for friends but for neighbors, the quality of their
music tends to be high. If not, they will be disappointing the people
closest to them, in essence, everyone in prison. You've never really
lived in a small town unless you spend time in prison. If you’re good
at something there, such as music, everyone knows about it. And if
you’re not, they know about that too. Word spreads faster than you
can say, “‘guess who escaped today?”

Ben helped the band in various ways, including attending
rehearsals where his comments and suggestions were helpful. They
led to better shows. The fact that Ben played some harmonica, one of
his prison accomplishments, gave him a feel for what we were doing.

He really shone, however, in the production of the Prison
Tracks CD. The tape he contributed was better than a pot of gold.
Even Carnegie could not have been more valuable to an arts project.
When Ben agreed to get the tape to Lee on the outside, he showed
patronage above and beyond the call of duty. Would Rockefeller
have done it, an individual by all accounts who might have ended up
in prison if not for his money to protect him? I'd like to think that he
would.

hxix

Lee figured prominently in the second season of the “From Prison
to the Stage” show I produced at the Kennedy Center after prison.
We had written several musicals on the inside together, sometimes
with the help of other theater-minded inmates. We intended to
produce the last one together when we got out. Not only did we
consider it our best work, but it was the only one still in our
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possession. The others had gone AWOL. Literally, they had flown
the coop with an inmate we had trusted. The inmate, Robert “Bo”
Avyers, was released from prison before Lee, Ben and me. His
sentence was only a few months. Of all of us, he had actually done
something to land him there.

Bo had fallen on hard times in Washington, DC, and couldn’t
figure out a way to rise to his former heights without resorting to
illegal means. In the prime of his career as a musician he had been on
the road in the backup bands of such icons as Elvis and Liberace.
“Liberace was very generous,” he told me. “Elvis was very dedicated
and took rehearsals seriously.” Bo proved his pedigree in two ways.
He knew his facts about the stars he claimed to work with, and he
played music so well that I could see why he was such an asset to
legendary showmen. A piano player and organist of the first rank, he
was unstoppable in the few months he spent with us. Also,
unstumpable. There wasn’t a song he couldn’t play. Mention a tune
and Bo would pick it right up. And if it was an obscure song, all you
had to do was hum a little and he’d play it.

After Elvis fatally OD’d and Liberace contracted a terminal
case of AIDS, Bo became small potatoes, though his big talent
remained in place. He joined a successful regional group in DC
called the Capitol Steps. They trusted his musical ability implicitly,
and Bo never let them down. They also trusted his personal integrity;
but that proved a big mistake. Bo wormed his way into the finances of
the group, and then robbed them blind. He told me in prison that the
devil made him do it, in this case the devil being his ex-wife. She had
wanted more than he could give her with his reduced earnings. So he
decided to supplement his income with embezzlement. Getting
caught with his hand in the cookie jar, it didn’t get slapped too badly.
Because Bo had a tangible victim whose limited damage could be
measured, the judge felt compelled to mete out minor punishment. In
the case of Ben, Lee and me, we had no victim except the
conservatism and sensibility of society. Our judges went overboard
to appease mass prejudice. In handing out punishment, the sky was
the limit.

Lee, fellow playwrights and I at FCI Petersburg had finished
writing our first three musicals when Bo arrived. These plays
featured original songs and dealt in some way with the prison
experience. The first was about contemporary prisons, the second
about past prisons and the third about prisons of the future. We had
fine-tuned these plays by doing readings of them to our fellow
inmates and then performing the songs we wrote for them. The
feedback we received allowed us to make improvements. Bo also
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proved helpful in that regard. He told us that he wanted to help
because he’d once written a musical himself. It didn’t go anywhere
but Bo did, unfortunately. Shortly after his play’s rejection, he
decided to give up efforts in legitimate theater and go for illegitimate
income.

Did his prison term help him straighten up and fly right? Had
he become a different person due to his months away from society?
Can anyone benefit from an absence of normalcy?

If anything, Bo left in worse shape than when he came in.
Sometimes when you lose your momentum on the outside, its hard to
get back into the groove. That’s a factor that helps create the
revolving prison door. A person who had problems on the outside
before coming to jail will have more when he or she leaves. The very
status of being an ex-prisoner is a problem. There’s also the chip on
one’s shoulder, the desire to strike back. I'm sorry to say that the
prison playwrights that Bo left behind, including me, were the people
he found most convenient to hurt. I guess he viewed us as powerless
since we were still stuck in prison.

Just as Bo had gained the trust of colleagues on the outside,
so had he secured our trust on the inside. He set us up and we fell for
1it.

Did he believe in the concept of honor among thieves?
Whether or not he did, he knew by the end of his sentence that he was
unique in our theatrical clique for being the only thief among us. As a
result he felt no loyalty. He stole from us just as he had taken from
Capitol Steps.

Perhaps even his modus operandi was the same. I'm not sure
how he got into a position to betray Capitol Steps but I surmise he
volunteered to help keep their finances in order. The group didn’t
look a gift horse in the mouth, but it should have. It might have
detected that there was a dishonest person lurking inside that animal.

When the same gift horse arrived in our prison, we too should
have scrutinized it. But in prison one tends not to question, much less
reject acts of kindness. There aren’t that many that come your way.
Bo said to us, “I’ll be released from prison next week. Let me take
your three plays and prepare them for production so you’ll have them
in a neat and presentable form. I’ll even musically notate all the
songs. That way you’ll have the sheet music; then your plays will be
complete.”

We knew that Bo could do all he promised. He was a good
typist and a great notater of music. It seemed like a dream come true
for us. Our only hesitation was that we didn’t want to impose on him.
“Are you sure,” I said, “that you're going to have the time to do it
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when you get out? There are three full-length plays here and some 40
songs.”

“I’ll definitely have the time. What else am I going to do
when I get out? I don’t have anything to go back to.”

We never found out if he had the time or not. Or if he did
what he promised. That’s because we never heard from Bo again. It
was tragic since we didn’t have a copy of our work that he took with
him. It just wasn’t possible to make a copy in the week that we had
before Bo left. The material was too voluminous and our copier
connections weren’t up to the task.

So our hard work walked away with him. When Lee got out,
he tried to find Bo, but the man had disappeared. I made the same
effort when I exited prison. By then his trail was even colder.

In the years I've been out of prison, I've kept an eye out for
Bo, and an ear open for our musicals. I fully expect to hear word that
at least of one of them is being produced, perhaps in a small theater.
That would be flattering; someone likes your material and thinks its
potential is great enough to steal it.

That in fact happened to me once before my prison days. 1
had struck it rich in the pay-per-call phone industry, making over two
million dollars in a single year. 1 was one of the first to introduce
social chat lines where callers paid a modest amount per minute to
join in conversations. The key to success was in promoting these
lines. I did that through a newspaper I published called Mer
Personals, which not only featured personal classified ads but
alternative articles like those in the Village Voice. 1 also produced a
radio show which promoted the chat lines. But my most creative idea
was to launch a TV series. 1 pitched it to a businessman in
Philadelphia to see if he wanted to be my partner. 1 didn’t have the
experience in this kind of production to do it alone.

When he didn’t get back to me I assumed he wasn’t
interested. It wasn’t a big disappointment since I already had a full
plate in my life. I guessed the idea wasn’t good enough to fly on TV,
in his opinion. What did I know about that medium?

One day I ran into a TV cameraman whom I knew. He had
just been hired to shoot a TV show, my TV show. He congratulated
me for having such a great idea that would now be seen by millions.
Stunned, I kept my silence. I wanted to pry more information from
him. “You're going to be at the shooting aren’t you?” he said. 1
assured him that I would and he told me where it was. I said I'd see
him there. On the day of the shoot I entered the set nonchalantly.
The man who’d stolen my idea was there in all his glory. He did a
double-take when he saw me, but only a small one. Being in show
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business he was obviously prepared for anything and he knew how to
put on an act.

There was no reason to confront him since my being there
spoke for itself. It would have been foolhardy of me to start a ruckus.
I had designed a boat that could carry us to an island of riches. To do
anything to cause the boat to capsize as the trip progressed would
have been self-defeating. Let the boat arrive at its destination. Then
we could argue about how to divide the treasure.

It never made it. The idea for the show—my idea—proved a
flop. The thief had done me a favor by taking it off my hands and
running with it. He ran right into a stone wall. Putting both his time
and money into the project, he saved me from wasting both.
Sometimes even our enemies can be helpful.

hxix

Had Bo done me and my incarcerated collaborators a favor? 1
believe that he had. Even if he did not produce the plays we wrote—
which I assume he didn’t—we benefited. Perhaps he threw them in
the garbage. As a thief, Bo would not have done that if he felt the
plays had value. He apparently did not think they did; and to this day,
I trust his judgment.

At the same time it was flattering that he stole them in the
first place. After all, theft is the sincerest form of flattery. [ would
have felt worse had he returned them. Or even sent us a note saying
that he had no time to type or musically notate them, as he had
promised to do. What interpretation would we have given such a
note? That our plays weren’t good enough to take up his time? That
there were higher priorities he had? What priorities could a newly
released inmate have who by his own admission had no plans or
commitments?

In assuming our plays were so good that a person of Bo’s
competence and connections would steal them, we felt more
motivated than ever to continue writing. That would not have
happened had we started to doubt the quality of our writing rather
than the content of Bo’s character. The next play Lee and I wrote was
our best, by all admissions. Eventually it would get its debut at the
Kennedy Center.

Maybe playwright Arthur Miller traveled the same stony path
before his work achieved great heights. 7he Crucible by Miller could
not have been written in a single draft. It’s too powerful and too
carefully crafted. It also happens to be one of my favorite plays. One
of the reasons is that it dealt with events similar to what I had
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experienced in Pasco County, Florida, when I was falsely accused of
an imaginary crime there.

The Crucible dealt with the bogus offense of witchcraft. It
covered the trial of 21 people who were convicted and executed for
such an offense in Salem, Massachusetts, a town in a relatively
enlightened region of the country that should have known better.

When you are dealing with a victimless crime, anything can
happen. People’s fears get exaggerated, particularly when families
and the protection of minors are involved. Sometimes, such
protection derives from guilt. Because people don’t do as much as
they feel they should for their families, they want to demonstrate their
commitment to them by hurting others. It’s like a brother who is not
kind to his sister but will punch anyone who looks at her the “wrong”
way.

My trial took place in 1992, exactly three hundred years after
the 1692 Salem witchcraft trials. Even though I’ve been exonerated
since then, I have yet to receive an apology from those who attacked
and prosecuted me. It took the town of Salem a long time to admit
and apologize for its mistake—in fact more than 20 years—for killing
21 innocent and harmless people.

I assume that will hold true for me. But first I have to die. If
not dead, I'd be able to sue for the injustice. How great would the
amount be? And did I really suffer?

Not according to my estranged son and sister who said in
correspondence to me when I was in prison that I wasn’t taking my
sentence seriously. Maybe they felt this way since I wrote to them in
ink, just as they used, not blood. Or perhaps they believed that
families left behind by the incarcerated suffer more than those who go
to jail. They could be correct about that as the next chapter will
argue. But why take that out on me? True, I didn’t take the
misdemeanor plea deal that would have allowed me to walk away.
All'T had to do was plead guilty to something I didn’t do. I know that
most people would have gone that route to avoid being locked up.
Maybe my sister and son would have done that. But in the end, I
knew I had to live with myself no matter where I lay my head at
night. I couldn’t do it.

The resentment by them could have come from thinking I
was showing off. Trying to put myself in the role of a hero. Maybe
they were dumping on me as a chance to topple the king. A son can
casily see his father that way. The same with a younger sister.
Whatever it was, it brought the two of them closer to each other.
They then cemented their bond by joining together to steal my
inheritance and savings.
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I wonder what became of the possessions of the witches who
were tried and executed in Salem. Did those who condemned them
share in the loot? A new play ought to be written on that subject,
perhaps called The Crucible Revisited. That would be something that
I’d like to produce now that I’ve made my reputation as a producer at
the Kennedy Center.



24 From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

Chapter 2
The Truth about Prison Life

People are generally surprised to learn that a person in prison
is less likely to be assaulted or murdered than someone who lives in a
typical American city. It’s even more surprising when you consider
all the idleness in prison. Inmates have the time to commit mayhem.
What they lack is motive and opportunity.

Most murders and attacks on the outside take place during
robberies or when illegal business deals go awry. In prison, there
isn’t much motivation to rob someone because inmates generally have
little to take. Even for the wealthy who go to prison, there’s a limit
on how much money they can have sent to them monthly. And it all
must go to their canteen account. With no cash to take, what can a
robber steal? Inmates carry the equivalent of a debit card, which also
doubles as their prison ID. The only place to use it is at the canteen
which is a tiny variety store with the barest of items. And prisoners
can go there just once a week depending on the living quarters where
they reside. Moreover, the debit ID contains the inmate’s photo. If a
prisoner tries to present one and doesn’t look like the person shown,
he will be escorted to the hole by the officers assigned to safeguard
the canteen. In the hole he will sit for a week or so until a sergeant or
licutenant comes by to ask questions. Unconvincing answers will
keep the person in the hole longer. The extended stay is called “being
under investigation.”

There is also “home invasion™ in prison. The burglar is
usually looking for the one possession that’s of some value and that
most prisons allow: portable personal radios. But these invasions,
though more common than robberies, are also rare. For one thing, a
cell is not easy to break into. Consider how difficult it is to break out
of one. Lockers are used in dormitory-style housing units. They are
generally secured by padlocks. To be burglarized in prison one
normally has to be carcless, forgetting to secure a locker or close a
cell.

How does an inmate lock his own cell? In some prisons he
has the key to it, though that’s rare. Usually he slides it shut when he
leaves and then asks the cellblock officer to open it—electronically or
by key—upon his return. In fact, prisoners spend most of their time
outside their cells in dayrooms, work details, recreation and other
activities. Only during lockdowns is occupying a cell a constant.

Even when radios are stolen, there’s a good chance they’ll be
returned. It’s the practice of canteens to engrave each radio with the
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name and number of the inmate who purchased it. When periodic
searches by officers are made of inmate’s cells for contraband, radios
are one of the first things examined for proper ownership. Here the
police are doing their job well, for which inmates who have been
robbed are grateful.

Robbery is rare in prison because thieves, like other
professionals, need a reason to practice their craft. Aside from the
adrenaline rush, there isn’t much reward in doing it in prison. On the
outside, a thief accumulates possessions that can be fenced, the
money then used to support a higher lifestyle. But in prison there
isn’t much difference in lifestyle between the rich and poor. All wear
the same uniform and have the same recreational and entertainment
options. One can’t get a car or a better apartment. Such options don’t
exist in prison. New furniture or wardrobe? The same.

There’s another factor that limits motivation to steal in
prison. Prisons are segregated by sex. Male prisons predominate
since over 90 percent of prisoners in America are men. In such
places, there are no women that men seek to impress by accumulating
possessions. Call it male liberation, albeit forced upon them. In the
free world, men often use their ill-gotten money and material items to
attract women. In a society where men are still expected to be the
providers of entertainment and to cover other expenses in the
seduction process, the cost can be high. It also depends on the caliber
of women being sought. In the case of Jackie Kennedy, when Greek
tycoon Aristotle Onassis sought her for his marriage bed, he had to
come up with several million dollars.

This is not intended to be a criticism of women. If anything,
our culture is responsible for it. Even in an age when women often
make more than men, the tradition of men shouldering the financial
cost of dating persists. Does this explain the higher number of men in
prison? It’s one of the factors.

Once incarcerated, there is no one to impress. There are only
prisoners of the same sex relating to each other. Sex stereotypes still
may exist when effeminate inmates are in their midst, but that doesn’t
lead to the same degree of role playing that takes place on the outside.
Gay sex, for the most part consensual, is generally engaged in among
equals in and out of prison. More extensive in prison because of the
unavailability of the opposite sex, it’s usually situational
homosexuality. For many men it’s satisfying since the cultural
baggage of one partner being the financial giver and the other the
taker doesn’t exist. As a result, the need to rob Peter to pay Paula is
nonexistent.
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Also, motivation for committing murder or an assault in
prison to enforce a business deal where a party reneged is rare. Let’s
follow one business prone prisoner from the outside to the inside to
understand why he was no longer motivated to continue his violent
ways. At least until he got back on the outside.

Robbie had lived in a neighborhood where there were plenty
of liquor stores but no drug store. But there were numerous drug
sellers. The better cars and nicer apartment furnishings in the area
were theirs due to their enterprising spirit. They brought money into
the community because affluent people from “better” sections of the
city and the suburbs came there to purchase drugs.

If not for their illegal wares, these drug merchants would
probably have been praised by the community. After all, the owners
of the liquor stores were mostly outsiders. When they sold their legal
but arguably no less harmful products, the buyers were local
residents. The money these residents paid for booze departed the
community, further impoverishing it. No wonder that the drug
merchants who caused the opposite to happen were often looked upon
as heroes. Young people like Robbie growing up in such a
community were particularly impressed by them. They had nice
clothes, flashy cars, and fine women. And like the heroes on TV and
in the movies, they also had guns.

The only downside to their existence was its tenuousness.
Retirement occurred at an early age due to police intervention. Since
the business of these merchants was not legal, it was subject to
closure by the police at any time. Most drug merchants went to
prison while they were still in their twenties. Others died at the hands
of those who wanted their money, their merchandise or their market.
An illegal drug business is ripe for such predators. Here’s where the
heroic side of their image comes into play. To beat the bad guys who
would take their cash or their customers, they have to be tougher than
them. They have to assume that the predators will be armed to the
teeth. For protection, they need the same level of firepower, if not
more. And a finger always ready to pull the trigger even when there
might be room for alternative action. Better safe than sorry; better to
kill than be killed.

With so many police in the community secking to entrap,
compromise or otherwise apprehend drug dealers, one would think
that there would be a measure of safety there. But that isn’t the case.
Unfortunately, the image that police have in such an arca—whether
justified or not-is that they are worse than useless.

Picture yourself selling something on a street corner when
someone snatches it from you and takes off running. You see a police
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car and wave it down, asking for help to catch the thief. The police
will want to know what was stolen from you. When you tell them,
they will make an arrest, but not of the robber. The cops will arrest
you. They will be too busy doing that to even fry to catch the thief.
And if for some reason he is caught, his punishment will likely be less
than yours.

A drug dealer must rely on himself to enforce honesty in
those with whom he comes in contact. The same goes for business
cthics. If a supplier proves to be dishonest, the drug merchant doesn’t
have many choices in what to do. He can’t sue the suppliers since no
court of law will entertain such a case. The police will be called to
take action against the person who sues. Courts are always anxious to
clear their caseloads. What better way to do it than cart away the
person who brought a legal action?

Robbie had an understanding of all this while growing up. It
made the drug merchants he saw seem like action figures of the first
order. Not only did they have to finance their own operations, but
they had to protect them. Other than guns and violence, there was no
way. It was a dangerous career path but an exciting one. And it was
lucrative. Anyone could see that by the money being made and the
things that the merchants were buying. Robbie imagined them having
huge savings accounts, perhaps equal to what Bill Gates had. He
didn’t know that most drug merchants have little beyond their cars,
clothes and female companions. These businessmen don’t save much
because they know that their businesses might not survive long and
that they themselves might not outlast them. Besides, any savings can
be confiscated and used against them by prosecutors as evidence of
their illegal gains. Better to spend everything one makes.

Still there was an attraction for youngsters like Robbie to
follow in their footsteps. The alternative was sticking with school,
which wasn’t thrilling. Even there violence existed as students
emulated their elders. If you were going to take a chance being
someplace where you could get hurt, you might as well as get paid
well for it. Nobody lives forever. And few people live as well as the
drug merchants in a neighborhood known for poverty and
unemployment.

Jobs that carry high risks have long held an appeal for young
men. During the First World War, pilots fighting in combat in the
newly introduced aircraft were dying in droves. Their life expectancy
was measured in weeks and months rather than years. They weren’t
even equipped with parachutes. But there was no shortage of men
applying to become pilots. The attraction of living well though dying
young was strong. The job could be a once in a lifetime chance to do
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something significant and dramatic, albeit dangerous. War creates
such opportunities. Just as the drug war does.

In Robbie’s neighborhood, some of the money pouring into
the community, thanks to the drug trade, found its way directly into
his pocket. He ran errands for the merchants, such as fetching coffee.
They tipped well. All the while he was observing and learning the
ropes. He also saw some of the violence and the bodies being hauled
away. It didn’t turn him off to the trade because it was what he
expected. Knowing that the merchant-warriors were armed, he
reasoned that violence and death were inevitable. That’s what you
expect in any war. It would not deter him from becoming a soldier in
it, just as risk for one’s life doesn’t discourage volunteers from
enlisting in the Army. The United States no longer has the need for a
draft even in wartime. Young men secking adventure and a steady
paycheck readily sign up for combat.

Becoming a participant in the drug war provides more than
adventure. It is extremely lucrative, even as one starts off as the
mercenary or “soldier” of a merchant. Such a combatant is paid well,
paid daily, and paid in cash. It’s combat pay and, even in the absence
of GI health care and educational reimbursement, it’s very generous.
Another advantage of wartime soldiering is that there are good
advancement opportunitics. They come about in a number of ways.
First, it happens through recognition that’s possible for demonstrating
bravery and good decision-making under fire. Heroes aren’t created
in peacetime, only in the heat of battle. Also leading to advancement
are openings that come when combat leaders die or are captured and
become prisoners of war.

Robbie, a smart and brave boy, moved up rapidly. By the age
of 20, he had his own operation. He saw plenty of action, both of the
financial and gun playing kind. During his two years on active duty,
he never had to kill anyone. But he came close. Once he caught a
thief who had found his stash. Robbie chased him and pinned him to
the ground. It turned out to be the same guy who had attempted to
steal from him before. What could Robbie do to prevent it from
happening again? He couldn’t put the man in jail for a cooling off
period. So he decided to kill him, his mood at the moment
unforgiving.

Then something happened that Robbie later regarded as a
miracle. His gun jammed, so that the murder could not go forward.
Shortly thereafter, Robbie was busted on a drug charge and was sent
to prison. He told friends he made there how lucky he was. “I could
have killed somebody. I could have taken a life when it wasn’t
necessary.”
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Although he continued to sell drugs in prison, he never came
close to fatally injuring another person there. The motivation to
commit serious harm on the inside doesn’t exist. For one thing, there
is a strong presence of officers. Unlike cops on the outside who often
solicit crime so they can entrap people, prison officers are focused on
preventing violence. They are peace officers in the truest sense of the
word. Their priority is saving life and preventing injury, not racking
up statistics on how many people they can collar, dangerous or not.

It’s not the outside cops fault since police departments are run
by politicians. The more people a political leader locks up, the harder
he or she seems on crime. Prison officers don’t even engage in
undercover operations. If they are on duty, they proudly and
conspicuously wear their uniform. There’s no guessing of who the
police are in prison. You know them on sight, just as you know what
their function is. Is it any wonder that prisons are safer than cities
given the primary duty of cops there to protect?

It doesn’t mean they ignore prison rules, including the
prohibition of drugs. But enforcement is done sensibly, never losing
sight of the cop’s role of safeguarding everyone, drug users and
nonusers alike. Unlike the outside, never is a prisoner charged with a
drug crime based on the word of an informer. A search may be
undertaken of the inmate’s belongings based on a tip, but unless an
illegal substance is found there, no further action is pursued. This has
an important two-fold result for inmate safety. Officers do not waste
time looking into past rule infractions or relatively harmless ones.
They are there to prevent people from hurting each other. In prison
there is less motivation for a drug merchant to kill informants since
the damage they can do is very limited.

There’s another reason for the low murder rate in prison.
There aren’t any guns there. Of course inmates can have them
smuggled in if they wish, just as they can drugs, cigarettes and other
contraband. But there’s no need. The officers do not carry guns. As
the gunless police force in Great Britain knows, if you give guns to
cops, some citizens will feel compelled to have them as well. After
all, police are human beings who can make mistakes. Allowing them
to be the only ones with deadly firepower is an encouragement for
them to become tyrants, or to support tyrants. Confiscating guns of
citizens and putting them in the hands of loyal police is one of the
first acts of dictators.

With a strong uniformed police presence in prison and no
guns needed for self defense or the enforcement of business
agreements, violence is low and usually non-lethal. In making this
discovery, Robbie, while continuing his drug trade there, felt he
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would likely survive his prison stay. That’s when he came to see that
the outside war was over for him, at least temporarily. He was now a
POW and would make the best of his time until release.

Outsiders often have inaccurate views of prison. On the one
hand they have movie myths in their minds. Through the Hollywood
lens, prisons are seen as being full of mayhem and treachery with
ample doses of sexual assault. The fact is that when violence occurs
in prison, it is usually a fist-fight or wrestling match, and almost
always non-lethal; and when sex takes place it is even less traumatic
in all but the rarest cases. There are enough horny men available so
no one has to be forced. In my 10 years in prison at some of the
highest security places, I never saw or heard of a sexual assault. Not
one. But I came across many liars in prison who would say anything
to get attention or special consideration. I became one of them myself
when I faked an illness that I knew would get me off an unwanted
work detail.

It happened at FCI Petersburg when I was assigned to an
undesirable food handling job. New men were given duties that
others didn’t want. Established inmates had contacts to pull strings,
but not me. I knew I could make such contacts but I needed time.
The first day I reported for kitchen work I told the staffer in charge
that I was recovering from hepatitis. It was a lie, and he suspected it
to be, but he couldn’t take a chance. He ordered me to get tested and
to come back after the prison clinic cleared me. That took two weeks
to accomplish. By then I had made contacts among sympathetic staff
and influential inmates to get the do-nothing job I wanted.

Film depictions of prison rarely go into the politics of their
operations. If they did, it would not make for lively entertainment.
Who wants to sit through two hours of gesticulating inmates
jockeying for special privileges and minor amenities? Perhaps if the
sexual component were included, a film would make for an explicitly
entertaining and educational gay movie. Even so, it wouldn’t have a
lot of class or variety. Prison surroundings are drab and the
copulators unimaginative, often first-time experimenters. At least
such a film would destroy the myth of extensive rape in prison.

While outsiders who think that prisons are exceptionally
dangerous places are in the dark, those who take the opposite view are
equally incorrect. Just because there’s little physical hardship doesn’t
mean there isn’t enormous psychological strain.

The statement is often made by prisoners who tout their
toughness that, “You can cage my body but you can never capture my
mind.” In fact there is little caging in prison. Inmates assigned to
cells are out of them most of the time. They are on work details,
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usually of their own choosing and almost always very light. Or they
are engaged in recreation. Or participating in activities in a prison
school, library, chapel, cafeteria or elsewhere.

Prison work details vary. They cannot be accurately
described as jobs because they don’t come close to requiring the time
or energy of conventional employment. Because wardens are under
political pressure to make sure that everyone works, all kinds of
“jobs” are created. If prisons are inventive at all, here is the area
where creativity shines.

A newly arriving inmate asks seasoned prisoners about the
different work details in the prison. Few work details will involve
much effort; just avoid the kitchen or the laundry where there is real
work to do. But even there, attractions exist. In food service, you can
cook gourmet meals for yourself and your friends. It’s the equivalent
of operating your own restaurant, take-out and catering business.
You can make money in prison doing this, and of course eat well.
You'll still have to cook for the chow hall, but once you get the bland
and basic institutional fare out of the way, you’re on your own. Other
inmates will help you. It’s not unusual to hear a prisoner returning
from work in the kitchen announcing all the delicacies in his
possession available to his cellblock or dorm mates. The kitchen also
prepares food for the staff dining room. Whatever they eat—from
shrimp to steak—is available to inmates who work there and to their
friends. Since there’s no cash in prison, it’s all done by bartering.
What an inmate has gotten or will get from the canteen will be traded
for the special food he either ordered or is being suddenly offered by
kitchen workers.

Another opportunity to prosper in a prison job involves
working in the laundry. Inmates there have access to the best
uniforms, jackets, shoes and more. For prisoners who want to look
fashionable—within the constraints of prison garb-it’s a virtual
haberdashery. There’s even tailoring so that clothing can be altered
to fit. Get yourself assigned to the laundry and you can do well for
yourself, bartering clothing services for the best food and anything
from the canteen.

There are two other categories of jobs for inmates who really
want to work. One¢ is in prison industries, such as Unicor in federal
prisons and Pride in Florida state prison. A prison industry
manufactures items that are purchased by government agencies, such
as office furniture, printing and of course that old standard, license
plates. Because of the influence of labor unions that don’t want cheap
prison labor to compete with free world workers, laws restrict what
prison industries can offer. For the most part, they can make items
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only for government agencies to purchase. Still, there is controversy
and a perennial movement to make prison labor laws more restrictive,
or to eliminate prison industries altogether. Supporters of prison
industries say that they are a good rehabilitative tool. They point out
that there is lower recidivism among such workers when they leave
prison. But this is misleading since prison industry workers are the
cream of inmates. Not only are they the ones who want to work, but
they are hand selected by managers from among the prison pool
Payment can be as much as a dollar or more per hour, not bad since
there are no living expenses for inmate workers.

Another option for real work at better than pennies per hour
exists in private enterprises that have set up operations in some
prisons. There aren’t many but a few prisons have them. These
manufacturing and service businesses range from airline reservation
phone banks to limousine conversion shops to clothing
manufacturers. They sell to the general public and have been
accepted by labor unions because they pay “prevailing wages™ for
equivalent work on the outside. As a result, the pay can be high, as
much as $10 or more per hour. But the inmates don’t get to keep
much of it. A large portion goes to the prison for room and board,
and another substantial amount goes into a victim fund, whether or
not the prisoner actually had any victims. Of the amount remaining,
most of it is put into a savings account that the inmate gets on release.
The small balance goes to the inmate to spend at the canteen or for
mail-order books.

Even such “real work™ in prison is not necessarily difficult.
During a year I spent working in a Unicor printing plant where we
churned out government reports, the 80 or so men there were mostly
idle. The general manager, who made almost a hundred thousand a
year in his government position, was incompetent. He ordered
incorrect paper, created poor production schedules and failed to
motivate and properly train staff. When the inmate workers saw him
scurrying around the plant trying to fix problems he had created, we
nicknamed this slight, sometimes verbally abusive man “the squirrel.”
Still, our pay was good, and for little work. Plus we had a chance to
get our own writing copied and printed. I slipped a small book I'd
written into a production run. It included an attractive cover, binder
and my own notice indicating that I was the owner of the copyright.
The manager didn’t see it, or he didn’t care. When he wasn’t
flustered with problems in the plant—such as having to dispose of
stacks of improperly printed government reports—he sedately sat in
his office surfing the Internet. The lingering odor of marijuana there
indicated that surfing wasn’t all he was doing.
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It was government work at its worst. Unlike outside
government operations where there is some degree of accountability,
this evaporated in prison. Just as prisons keep inmates from getting
out, they also prevent the noisy public and their political
representatives from getting in. ' You couldn’t ask for a better formula
for waste and idleness. Though I was rarely idle. Assigned to the
plant’s office, I spent most of my time doing personal projects with
the old but adequate computer that sat on my desk.

A friend of mine who worked at a Pride factory in a Florida
state prison had a telephone on his desk. While he couldn’t make
outgoing calls, he fielded incoming ones. A female customer struck
up a romantic friendship with him and called him often. There was
little else for him to do but talk to her until his next call came in. In
another part of the same factory—shipping and receiving—inmates
were also taking advantage of the lax oversight. Some were mailing
goods stolen from the factory to outside contacts. In exchange, drugs
were mailed to them, hidden inside incoming packages which they
opened at the factory.

We’re talking about the same inmates that the general public
perceives as going through hell as they sit in their barren cells day and
night. Such cell sitting is rare.

It’s true that most prisoners don’t have jobs where they can
cause much mischief, but those are not real jobs in any sense of the
word. An inmate might get assigned to a painting squad. He’ll spend
most of his days sitting around a paint shop with 20 other inmates in
the same squad. A staffer assigned to supervise them will rest in a
glass enclosed office, often fast asleep. One or two days each month
for a few hours each day, the men and their supervisor will venture
out on the compound to paint something. Perhaps a room or a
hallway. Requests for their services are rare. There are just too many
inmates in the squad to do a good job. They aren’t motivated and
they receive little or no pay their efforts. Plus they’re not anxious to
improve the appearance of the prison, particularly staff offices. A
common expression used after viewing a wall that’s been sloppily
covered by them, “Not bad for government work.”

Job assignments aren’t the only thing to take inmates out of
their housing quarters for most of the day. There are educational
programs that all prisons offer. Mention a vocation and there’s a
prison somewhere offering training in it. If an inmate wants a certain
type of training not offered by his or her prison, a request can be
made for a transfer to a prison providing it. Once, there was a wide
array of academic classes—from biology to accounting—but these have
largely been eliminated. Wiping them out came as a result of
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politicians” get-tough-on-prisoners policy. It started when prisoners
were eliminated from a government-funded program that allowed
colleges and universities to be reimbursed for the cost of providing
books and professors inside prisons. What remained were classes to
earn a GED high school diploma and vocational training.

Prisoners who sign up for a GED or vocational program are
exempted from even the most minor prison jobs. Attending these
classes is a good way to pass the time. Sitting in a sunny classroom is
more pleasant than hanging around a smelly paint shop, even after
you get used to sleeping in such a place. The classes are normally not
well monitored, and for good reason. Some of the teachers are fearful
of pushing the inmates too far. Others are compassionate and don’t
want to cause prisoners more stress than they already have. Let them
come and sit in the classrooms for as long as they like. If they’re not
disruptive, why rock the boat by challenging them to learn? Here is
the same type of thinking by teachers in many inner city schools.
This is not necessarily a criticism of either since the barriers they face
are great. In both settings, you're dealing with severely bruised
students.

Sometimes an inmate can sit in a prison school for years
before getting his GED, if he ever gets it. There are far less pleasant
ways to spend one’s time in prison. School is a good place to write
letters home, read novels, and make contacts with inmates in sections
of the prison that one would not normally encounter; a place to meet
old friends and co-defendants. That happens when they sign up for
school too.

Come the evenings and weekends and there’s more to do.
Spending time in the library, chapel or recreation yard are among the
choices. Any of them offers a diversion. A library has books, of
course. But there’s more there. CDs and DVDs are often among the
offerings. Like the books, they usually come from donated sources,
so the choices are limited. In some prisons where there is money
budgeted for library acquisitions, there are materials on hand highly
relevant to inmates. These include books about prison escapes and
movies that deal with the tyranny of political leaders such as Hitler,
Mussolini, Stalin and others.

Libraries in prison serve a function beyond a place to read
books and view movies. They are social gathering places for inmates.
They resemble a typical community library. In appearance, they
could even pass for a small branch library. The stacks are well
maintained by the inmates assigned to work there. The interior tends
to be clean and well lit. The only downside is that they can get
crowded. But even that can be an advantage in that conversation and
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exchange of bartered items can be made by inmates without close
observation by officers who might look in.

Part of the pleasantness of the prison libraries is that they are
almost always air conditioned, even in prisons where such is a rarity.
It’s hard to believe that prisons in the deep South, including many of
the newest ones, lack this modern convenience. But it’s true. As a
result, the quality and temperature of the air can be brutal. Keep in
mind that you’re dealing with buildings that are crammed with
people, where windows are small and rarely open. There are air vents
but the air pushed through them is often as hot as the air already in the
cells. When a prisoner can’t step outside to cool off at night, it
amounts to ncar torture.

In one prison that made the news, a vocational training
program was discontinued during the summer because of the heat. It
was a program that taught prisoners to train seeing eye dogs for the
blind. The dogs used in the program were affected by the heat. Word
reached the ASPCA about the plight of the canines. As a result, the
animal protection group declared the place unfit for dogs. The
inmates left behind lamented that there wasnt an equivalent
organization for two-legged animals called the ASPCH: American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Humans.

Before the nighttime count, often at 9pm, inmates can escape
the heat in the coolness of the library before returning to their housing
quarters. On those evenings, it’s less important what one does in the
library than to get there to cool off. On weekend nights when the
library is closed, the only option for reducing one’s body heat is to
take frequent cold showers. I remember taking five of them in the
course of a day. Once you cool off your body—or in the winter heat it
up with hot showers—it takes about two hours for the surrounding air
temperature to penetrate you. Utilizing cold showers during heat
waves is not just a matter of being comfortable. It helps avoid heat
strokes.

The ambiance of a prison library is set by the staff person
who is there to oversee it. I’ll describe the librarians in four prisons
where I lived for at least a year during my 10-year prison odyssey.

The librarian at Lorton Reformatory, Washington, DC’s now
closed prison located about 15 miles from downtown, DC, was a most
amiable man. Put him in a prison uniform and he would blend in with
mmates. He talked, looked and acted like most of us; which was a
good thing. It allowed him to relate, to communicate. There wasn’t
much that inmates could put over on this perceptive man.

To say he was well liked would be an understatement. The
men revered him. He was the father that many of them never had. He
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gave them advice, motivated them, placed books in their hands to
read. When the men received letters from home, they put them on his
desk. Then it was his turn to do the reading. After absorbing each
letter, hopeful words would come from his mouth. There was no such
thing as a bad letter from home in his opinion. Even when the news
was bad, there was a silver lining. “At least you haven’t been
forgotten,” he would say. “Your family’s attitude and situation may
leave something to be desired, but at least they’re alive. And where
there’s life, there’s hope.” You rarely found this worldly librarian
failing to listen and respond to anyone who sought his advice. There
was a chair next to his desk at all times. Inmates took turns sitting in
it, and no one was ever rushed out of it.

His standard means of connecting: “If [ hadn’t gotten a good
paying job in the government when I was young, I'm sure I'd be
sitting exactly where you’re sitting now. In fact, I might still end up
there if I ever lose this job.” It wasn’t idle talk since news had come
of the possibility of closing down Lorton. I don’t know what became
of this man when that happened. Did he embark on a life of crime to
make up for lost income? One thing I can say for certain: if he is
engaged in crime and you run into him on the street, you have nothing
to fear. He would never do anything to harm someone. His offense
would strictly be of the victimless kind. He told us so.

If a movie were made about this engaging and charismatic
figure, he could play himself. He had a natural way of being lively
and colorful. When I met another prison librarian a thousand miles
away at Hamilton Correctional Institution in Florida, I was reminded
of that Lorton stalwart. The Hamilton librarian had the opposite
qualities. The Lorton man treated prisoners as peers and spoke
respectfully to them. The Hamilton librarian treated us as if we were
devils sent to hell. Her role: to be Satan’s helper and keep the fires
beneath us hot. Her behavior was so extreme that it was often
comical. In short, she was a character. Picture a melodramatic silent
movie with a villain in it. She was that villain. Or the bad witch in
the Wizard of Oz, with additional poundage. This viperous librarian
provided enough entertainment to be her own sideshow in a circus.

She insisted that the library be quiet at all times, even when
packed with inmates. In maintaining this rule, she did not set a good
example. She didn’t just talk loudly but often yelled. It didn’t take
much to set her off. An inmate might be slouching in a chair or he
didn’t put a book back on the shelf neatly. “This isn’t a barnyard!”
she’d scream at the offender. “It’s a library!” No question that she
ran a tight ship; much more so than was necessary. Always assuming



37 From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

the worst in prisoners, she went out of her way to criticize and
denigrate us.

Each day the prison library opened at 9 am sharp. By then,
there were a half dozen or so inmates waiting to get in. A burcaucrat
of the first order, she timed the opening to the second. She had a
ritual for the men to follow while they waited. A white line had been
painted about 20 feet from the door of the library. Behind this line
the men had to wait. No one ever asked her the reason for this line.
Why invite further abuse by inquiring? The only thing I could think
of was that she didn’t want the front door crowded when she arrived
to work in the morning. Bad enough that she had to be in close
proximity to us devils all day long. She intended to keep us away as
she prepared to open the door.

One morning we stood behind the line with a threatening sky
above us. We hoped that the rain would not come before the 9 am
opening. You don’t get umbrellas in prison; presumably they can be
used as weapons. The hour came and the librarian peeked out from
her slightly opened door. She then looked upward and seemed
disappointed that the rain had not yet begun. We inched forward.
Then came the torrent. Not the rain but her harsh words. “Not so fast,
inmates! I didn’t give the signal to come in yet!” We suddenly
realized she hadn’t. We had failed to play the game by her ridiculous
rules, and we were now all in trouble.

“Behind the line!” she yelled. In our haste to avoid the bad
weather we had started toward the entrance before she had sullenly
waved her hand for us to come in, as she did each moming. Like a
high priestess sending a message to her obedient congregants, she
took pleasure in the act. She was like a dog trainer using a hand
gesture to get her animals to perform in unison. We had failed to
obey and were now in trouble.

But being in trouble in prison does not mean great hardship.
There’s no corporal punishment and you can’t be denied a bed to
sleep in, or three meals daily to eat. You might be prevented from
making calls home for awhile, but that’s about it. You can’t be
denied sending or receiving letters. They re part of your constitutional
guarantees. Here’s one reason why wardens don’t want to remove
TVs and other entertainment options from prison. These “extras™ are
the only things that can be denied to prisoners who fail to obey the
rules.

Of course if the violation is severe enough—such as punching
an officer-new criminal charges can be brought against an inmate.
But this isn’t an easy thing to do. Even if a prosecution is successful,
what will be the deterrent result for prisoners? More jail time? It’s
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hardly a punishment to give someone something he’s already used to.
What can you do to lifers? The answer is not much. In view of this,
it’s no wonder that prisons are run mostly by inmates who do largely
what they wish.

Prosecutions aren’t easy because whoever is prosecuted has a
right to put on a defense. Jurors often side with prisoners when they
hear about the life-threatening conditions and daily beatings that
guards inflict on them. It isn’t true, but it’s what jurors will hear.
Defense attorneys are as wily and manipulative as prosecutors. They
will not only present the myths that prisons are dangerous, but will
build on them.

Prisoners may not have much in terms of material
possessions. But they have their health and their minds. They also
have a lot of friends, an inevitable and unexpectedly pleasant
consequence of the prison experience. That’s not to say that most
people aren’t miserable being in prison. But misery loves company,
and friends on the inside are in abundance. If one of them is put on
trial for assault against an officer, the others will all come forward to
testify on his behalf. And they will say whatever it takes to convince
a jury that the defendant hit the prison officer in self-defense. Then
paint a broader picture of prison being full of violently sadistic
“guards.” There’s no reason for inmates not to lic. They get a free
trip out of prison to the courthouse to testify. And no retaliation can
be brought against them for testifying. That’s one good thing about
courts in America; you can speak your mind. A person can even libel
and slander someone on the stand and no defamation action can be
brought. It’s called witness immunity.

ks

We knew we were in trouble as we stood behind the white
demarcation line when the librarian yelled at us. I didn’t like the
prospect of what our punishment would be. The Hamilton librarian
didn’t have many choices of what to do with us. Our act of crossing
the line did not rise to the level of “writing us up” in a disciplinary
report, which could result in time in the hole. Even if it had, she
would have preferred to inflict more immediate harm. She therefore
slammed the door shut and left us outside waiting.

The wait wouldn’t be long, we knew, but then neither would
the rain in coming. She had to open quickly or she’d be in violation
of rules. The delay was an attempt to sweat us out, or more precisely,
rain us out. We saw her look out the window at the sky with
disappointment that it had not yet opened. Why was God favoring
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these fallen angels turned devils? The wait finally ended and she
opened the door. But before she could give her all-important signal,
the unexpected happened. The inmate at the front of the line
stumbled over the white marking. His face was full of amazement.
He hadn’t expected to do what he did. The act wasn’t voluntary; he
had been pushed by a mischievous inmate behind him.

The prank proved contagious and we all burst out laughing.
Her reaction was to scowl, then give another tirade. “What do you
inmates think you’re doing? You’re in prison and you need to act like
it! You’re here to be punished, not to have a good time!”

Says who? Not the U.S. Supreme Court which in a landmark
case about prison abuse declared, “People go to prison as punishment,
not to be punished.” The high court stated that it’s up to judges to
punish by jailing people, not the domain of prison bureaucrats whose
role is to help inmates get through the experience, and make sure they
don’t leave before their sentence is up. The acerbic but ultimately
comical librarian had apparently not read that decision.

Though perhaps her civilian assistant had. This was the only
prison library I came across that had too many librarians. One is
more than enough since inmates are usually assigned to prison
libraries to help as their work detail. They perform the necessary
tasks of checking books in and out and cataloging new ones.
Unnecessary functions, such as befriending inmates in Lorton or
befuddling them in Hamilton, are handled by the librarians. What did
the woman’s assistant do? Not much. He usually followed the
librarian around, looking meek and ineptly handling small tasks. The
man never yelled. In fact, he rarely opened his mouth. We speculated
that he probably couldn’t get a job anywhere ¢lse, that a politician had
put him there to do the man’s family a favor.

The only excitement he generated was the day he was rushed
to a hospital amid speculation that an inmate had hit him. It looked
that way to observers since he had dropped to the floor as he stood by
the door of the library at closing time as inmates filtered out. Had one
of them fatally stabbed him? Aside from the rarity of prison knife
attacks, and that such wounds are usually superficial, why would
anyone kill this inert individual? To do so would be redundant. We
wondered if he would come back to his job, whether or not he had
been hurt seriously. Clearly prison did not agree with him.

But he showed up the very next day as his identical lethargic
self. The truth was revealed by one of the inmates assigned to the
library. “When the medics came, they knew what was up. Still they
took him to the hospital to make sure he didn’t break anything in the
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fall. They knew what happened when they smelled booze on his
breath. The guy’s a fall-down drunk!”

Where else can such a person be employed? Here was the
perfect place for him to “carn” a paycheck and hide his condition. He
was hibernating from the world of genuine work.

ks

Further north, in the library at FCI Petersburg in Virginia, a
different woman held forth. Another harmless character, she could
have passed as a cross between a new age guru and a streetwalker.
She spoke like the former and dressed like the latter. Her looks were
stunning, her makeup flawless, her movements painful to watch for us
sex-deprived men; poetry in erotic motion. Inmates went to the
library to have a glace at this woman, take in her perfume, and
perhaps be favored with a word or smile. It was a sad admission of
how love starved we were. Imagine 1,000 guys sharing the same
girlfriend, and accepting it gleefully! I'm sure that psychologists
have a term for such a sick state of mind. Fortunately, there were no
mirrors in the prison, a common absence since glass can be broken
and become a danger. Had there been mirrors I think the men
suffering from this mass mania would have had difficulty looking
themselves in the eyes. I know I would have.

The well-educated woman was as smart as she was beautiful.
She knew the affect she had on men and how to handle it. Acting like
a glamorous movie star who had decided to run for public office, she
put herself on display, spoke when spoken to, and was quiet when
silence was more effective. Long ago she had figured out that a male
prison was one of the safest places for an attractive show-off like her
to work. There might have been a few dangerous ones in the mix, but
they were greatly outnumbered by the others. How does that differ
from the outside? Quite a bit. If a woman is being brutalized in the
free world, people who might be aware of it will normally not get
involved. They will call the police but then it might be too late. For
such onlookers, the woman is merely a stranger. Plus, they often think
that she might have brought the ordeal on herself. They could also be
fearful. The attacker might turn out to be violent to them.

In prison, none of these reservations apply. If any inmates
had seen her assaulted, they would have jumped into the fray without
reservation. After all, she was their girlfriend, irreplaceable in more
than one sense. Just as love is blind, so is fear when a loved one is
threatened. The attacker might be dangerous, but so is everyone in
prison, at least potentially. It comes with the territory.
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Still the goddess librarian knew enough to avoid being with
an inmate where she might be cornered. She usually made sure there
were several prisoners in her presence. That happened naturally as no
man wanted to be left out. Who could tell when she might dismiss
the others and ask a lucky inmate to remain? But you needed to be
there for that to happen. For her part, she’d dismiss everyone at once,
leading them all to an exit. They followed obediently, as if she were
beckoning. Instead of waving at them with her hand, she used the
wiggle of her rear, always tightly encased in a snug dress or
undersized pants.

The inevitable finally happened. She got pregnant. Men
stayed up into the early hours of mornings speculating on who the
father might be. I remember Ben’s crestfallen comment: “Poor kid!
How will it ever know who the father is?” Everyone seemed
embarrassed over this prospect except the librarian herself. She
continued in her job as if nothing had happened, even as her stomach
grew. Did she know something we didn’t? Was there a possibility
that she had been impregnated by none other than her own husband?

He was senior-rank officer working in the same prison. We
liked him almost as much as her, though in a different way. They had
similar traits: pleasant, hardworking, good-looking and professional.
We rarely saw them together, which was a sign of their admirable
independence and professionalism. But when they did cross paths,
we could see how devoted they were to each other.

What kind of library did she operate? Though I was there
often, I didn’t pay much attention to the books. Before you think ill
of me for being overly fixated on this female, I will explain.

I received many books mailed to me from the outside. They
were superior to the ones in the library because they were newer. Yet
there was something in the library that attracted me there besides my
girlfriend. It was a bank of typewriters on a long counter for inmates
to use, available on a first-come, first-serve basis. A prisoner who
wanted to use one went to the inmate clerk on duty and presented his
picture ID issued by the prison. It boldly stated one’s status as a
federal inmate, name and, most prominently featured on the card,
prisoner number. The final feature, almost as an afterthought in a
corner, was a photo taken of the inmate upon entry to the prison.
Most men are seen smiling. You'd understand why if you shared
their experience of arriving at FCI Petersburg after sitting for weeks
or months in a jail. The prison is spacious compared to a cramped
jail, and there are food choices—including a salad bar—as well as
activity choices not available in a jail.
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Presenting an ID to the inmate library clerk, the prisoner
seeking to use a typewriter is given a ink ribbon cartridge. Put it in
the typewriter and you’re in business. Except you aren’t supposed to
use the typewriter for business, legitimate or otherwise. They were
reserved for inmates who are preparing legal papers of one sort or
another. A sign above the typewriters says so: “For Legal Work
Only.”

Prisoners are always preparing legal papers, some frivolous
and some beyond frivolous to the point of being absurd. It’s an
occupational hazard of being an inmate. Very few prisoners ever give
up reinventing or retrying their cases. They prepare and mail court
filings that never get anywhere, almost always producing cold
responses from judges. But the one in a thousand that succeeds is
worth the effort. Even if success means that only a day is shaved off
ong’s sentence, it’s a victory and goes a long way in adding to an
inmate’s self-image. Instead of being looked upon as a loser day after
day and year after year, the prisoner momentarily enjoys the spotlight
as a winner. The effort itself is good therapy for inmates. Like the
millions of free-worlders who play the lottery despite overwhelming
odds against winning, hope runs eternal. If you don’t play you can’t
win; if you don’t file legal papers, you can’t leave early.

By the time I reached FCI Petersburg in the sixth year of my
sentence—the federal phase after finishing my Florida state time—I
was through playing. Shortly after I arrived with my trial transcripts
in tow, I tossed them out. I was already wearing a prison uniform.
Why burden myself further by wearing an albatross around my neck?
Too bad that the trial transcripts had been provided to me in the first
place. Better that the tree from which all that paper came had lived. 1
was now ready to get serious about my music and writing. That’s
why the transcripts had to go.

One day while preparing a work of fiction using a typewriter
under the “For Legal Work Only” sign, I was approached by the
pretty and still very pregnant librarian. “What are you typing Sobin?”
I wasn’t startled by her standing behind me. Like her other lovers I
knew where she was at every moment. Even when she was away
from the prison I knew. My mind’s eye told me she spent all her free
time dressing, undressing, showering, soaking in a bubble bath and
otherwise pampering her astounding body for my enjoyment.

I also knew she was behind me by the way she called my
name. Typically in prison, a staffer addresses inmates as “mister”
before giving their last name. They say that it’s a way of showing
respect, but that’s bullshit. In fact it’s a way of maintaining distance.
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An officer couldn’t very well work on death row and announce to an
inmate “Get ready Jimmy, we’re going to kill you today.”

The librarian used last names only, and we loved it. In a
sense she was being more personal with us than the few kindly
staffers who used our first names. She reminded me of the woman
who might playfully call her boyfriend tiger or bear. The appellation
is not conveyed with any malice. The librarian could have called us
shitheads and we would have reacted with a smile. Which is how 1
responded when she questioned me about the use of a typewriter for
my non-legal work. “I’m preparing a short story for publication,” I
answered. Her pleasant but professional tone did not change: “But
these typewriters are only for legal work.”

Like entertaining a girlfriend, an inmate should never
challenge a staffer unless he’s prepared to go all the way. I presented
a copy of a little known regulation to this woman that applied to all
BOP (Bureau of Prisons) prisoners. It said that inmates are not to be
obstructed in the preparation of manuscripts for publication. I came
across the regulation once during my early days of jailhouse
lawyering. 1 figured I'd save it should I ever find myself in a
situation where I needed it.

Taking this prison regulation from my hand, she read it. 1
was not surprised that she hadn’t seen it before since there are so
many regulations on the books; pages and pages of them in small
print. Who else but an inmate would have time to read them all? The
regulation I now relied upon regarding a staffer not standing in the
way of inmate writers came about because someone probably once
threw an offending manuscript away. Then a group like the ACLU
dragged the dazed employee and his or her warden into court to raise
hell. Making accusations with abandon. What totalitarian country did
they think they were living in? Didn’t these prison bozos know that
the First Amendment of the United States Constitution applies to
inmates as it does to a// US citizens?

She asked me dutifully, “What does preparing a manuscript
have to do with typing it?” I explained with the authority of an
incarcerated Charles Dickens, “When you submit a manuscript for
publication, it sas to be typed. Otherwise, no magazine editor will
look at it.” Like a small lover’s spat in public, we were attracting the
attention of others. To my regret, she then decided to leave me alone
and allow me to bask in my victory. Had she put up more of a fight,
the conquest would have been more satisfying.

ks
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Returning to Florida, this time to Cross City Correctional
Institution, I'll conclude with my fourth librarian of significance.
Like the others, he was in a class by himself.

This man aligned himself with inmates in a very concrete
way. He had once felt the heavy hand of government and the injustice
of undue punishment himself, having been harassed and finally fired
from his prison job. It happened not because of anything he did but
rather for who he was. Maybe he had expected it, which is why he
had bounced back so quickly. After all, being an openly gay man in a
small Bible Belt community is bound to get you noticed and targeted.

When the smoke of the courtroom battle cleared, he rode to
victory into the sunset. Then he rode right back to reclaim his prison
position from which he had been dismissed. Neither he nor the court
saw any conflict between his sexual attraction to men and his being
an employee in a men’s prison. They were correct. Women who like
men are common staffers in men’s prisons. QOur pregnant Petersburg
librarian was an obvious example.

The librarian at Cross City returned happier and gayer than
ever. In flaunting both his sexual orientation and his court victory, he
took to wearing the most colorful clothing and accessories. His scarf
in winter was made of bright hues, his hat a striking French beret, his
shoes and shirt of matching dramatic tones. To add to the outrage of
the image he sought to project, the inmate aids he selected to work in
the library were as gay, if not as happy, as he was.

As a group, they did an excellent job of running the place.
Everything went like clockwork; clockwork orange, pink and powder
blue. These were his favorite colors. Even if visiting inmates didn’t
recognize the gay character of the staff, they’d detect it in other ways.
Movie night at the library featured films with strong gay characters.
Books acquired by the library often had gay themes. This is not to
say that they were deficient in literary value. Who can argue with the
excellence of the gay-authored bestseller Fried Green Onions? Still,
having six copies of this book in the library seemed odd.

You didn’t have to be gay to be treated well in the Cross City
Correctional Institution’s library. If you were an inmate, you were
welcomed. I don’t think I"ve ever been to a library in or out of prison
so warm and friendly. Not only was it a place to read and relax in the
most comfortable library chairs I have ever experienced, but it was a
great resource center. The librarian’s primary inmate assistant
admired my work in writing prose and playing music. He also
admired my hording ability. Whatever I didn’t eat at the chow hall, 1
took with me. Whatever 1 found in the electrical shop where I was
assigned that wasn’t needed, I would also take. The library aide
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would sometimes call on me to supply something for him. In return
he was generous with library supplies. Cross City C.I. was the only
prison I ever encountered where I could get anything copied at any
time; where I could also get enough pens and writing paper to author
any length manuscript I sought to create. When the bartering took
place between this aide and me, the librarian literally looked the other
way.

He only got involved in library matters when his considerable
influence was called for. One day he lost one of his inmate workers
to the prison camp that was within a stone’s throw of the prison. The
camp was a low security prison where inmates were transferred when
they got “short.” It usually happened when they were within six
months to a year of the completion of their sentence. Most men
looked forward to the transition since it meant a step closer to
freedom. There were no walls or fences around the camp, and very
few officers. Rarely did inmates walk away since they faced an
escape charge if they did. It wasn’t worth the risk with so little time
left. Better to stick it out rather than chance an additional five years.
With head counts conducted day and night, they would be detected
soon and wouldn’t get far. Beside the non-prison setting, there were
other advantages to being in the camp. Visits from outsiders took
place in a more relaxed setting. Searches of one’s person, including
strip searches, were far less common than in prison.

But there was a downside too. In the camp, everyone was
expected to put in a full day’s work. Real work. Inmates were
assigned to the toughest and most menial jobs that local government
had to offer. For little or no pay. They became part of a crew to
clean streets and public buildings. Warchouse helpers. Truck
loaders. Deliverers of institutional food to government facilities. It
was slave labor. In fact the head of the Florida Department of
Corrections, a black man, admitted it. Behind his desk hung a sign:
“Incarceration is slavery by choice.” While the characterization may
be far-fetched, like calling Florida’s busy death row killing apparatus
“murder by choice, it is a fact that slavery exists for prisoners.
Legally so. The amendment to the U.S. Constitution that outlawed
slavery in America after the Civil War made an exception for
incarcerated men and women. Ironically, on the eve of the Civil War
there were four million slaves in the United States, and relatively few
prisoners. Today there are two and a half million slaves in the prison
system, and growing rapidly. Most of them are black.

In some ways the pre-Civil War slaves had a more humane
existence than their counterparts today. They had a conventional sex
life, could raise children and live as a family. Even travel to visit
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friends and relatives on their days off in other plantations was
permissible. These options don’t exist for prisoners.

Not even at work camps. Which is one reason why the Cross
City librarian aide who was transferred to the camp hated it. His
friends at the main prison heard his complaints. He’d gotten word to
them through the prison laundry. The camp, a much smaller enclave
than the prison, didn’t have its own laundry. Inmates there put their
spare uniforms and other garments in a mesh bag and dropped it in a
cart for pick up by the prison laundry. After the washing and drying
was done, the laundry bags were returned to the camp. An inmate at
the camp who wanted to get word to a buddy at the prison simply
dropped a note in the cart. It would be duly and secretly delivered by
a prisoner assigned to the laundry when the cart arrived at the prison.

In this way, the Cross City librarian heard about the plight of
his former aide. All the departed prisoner dreamed about was going
back to the main prison to resume his librarian aide position. Life
was too short to be unhappy, even prison life. Couldn’t something be
done for him? Being a slave to a nine-to-five job on the outside was
bad enough, but to be forced into such employment at the camp with
no pay seemed intolerable.

Strings were pulled by the amiable, anti-establishment
librarian who was still riding high on his lawsuit victory after the
failed attempt to throw him ouf of prison for being gay. He identified
with the aide who also wanted back in. None of this seemed strange
to other library aides or inmates at the prison. They knew how
pleasant a place the library was. One of them once called it “Noah’s
Ark,” adding, “You don’t want to get thrown off.”

The librarian succeeded in re-imprisoning the man. He did it
by claiming the inmate was a vital part of his operation, that he filled
an “institutional need.” This of course was stretching the point, and
not by a little. To say the prisoner was important to the library, which
had more aides than duties to assign them, was like saying that a sixth
toe on one’s foot is vital to walking.

The truth about prison life is that it’s what you make it. If you
want to get hurt physically, you can do it. Make a pest out of
vourself, be confrontational with others, and engage in risky behavior
like stealing, gambling or using drugs, expect problems. Sooner or
later, you’re going to have to fend off some of the enemies you’ll
make. But if you keep your cool and mind your own affairs, you’ll
pass through prison with relatively little risk. Not only will you find
less death and violence there compared to the outside, but very little
of the mayhem that does occur will be random. In the free world,
maintaining your calm and minding your own business may not be



47 From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

enough. You still may be targeted by being at the wrong place at the
wrong time. Since all of prison is the wrong place that everyone
shares, everyone is on common ground. It’s like being in the eye of a
hurricane. Stay in that calm spot and avoid the edges and you’ll be
alright.

That’s sometimes easier said than done. Particularly early in
ong’s sentence before learning the ropes. But there’s a good way to
envelop yourself in protection. Find a friend in Jesus. Or Allah. Or
G-d, as Orthodox Jews spell him or her. There’s a reason why
jailhouse religion is popular. It makes sense.

A staffed chapel exists in every prison. With all the time that
inmates can spend out of their cellblock or dormitory, it’s a good idea
to spend some of it there. Even if they don’t believe in a higher
power, the chapel is a place for positive fellowship and generally
good vibrations. Why not partake of them? The experience is
available nightly, and it’s recommended for everyone who wants to
minimize stress.

If you’ve never been to a church, synagogue, or the ultimate
in religious enthusiasm, a prison chapel, you’re in for a soothing
experience. An other-worldly experience. Which is what you want to
accomplish in prison. The further you get away from the prison
world, the better off your mind will be. You’ll never find a fight in a
chapel, even if you go there looking for one. Harsh words are also
rare. No wonder such places are so popular in every prison. Go to the
chapel and it’s as good as being in protective custody, without the
limitations of movement that such custody entails. Even better, when
inmates leave the chapel the glow of good will and self-assurance
stays with them. It can carry them for hours in peace and tranquility.
The protective shield is important because prisoners learn that the
biggest enemy they face in prison is themselves. If they can be at
case, the world around them will not collapse and do them in.

A prisoner I knew named Arnold exemplified religious
enthusiasm. He attended worship services at the chapel nightly and
never failed to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Or as author and satirist
Paul Krassner would say, the Friendly Ghost. Armold was so excited
during the services that he clapped and swayed more than anyone
else. In a Southern prison where everyone claps and sways
profoundly, that’s saying a lot. Not only did he do these things but he
jumped up and down with equal enthusiasm. More timid, or perhaps
less touched, inmates looked on in amazement.

One of those inmates who saw Arnold in action was me. We
worked together as aides in the education department, laboring side
by side; more often sitting side by side reading our favorite books.
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The contrast of seeing Arnold as a sedate inmate by day, and a wild
man kicking up holy hell by night in the chapel, struck me as a
contradiction. Arnold sensed that I was curious and gave me an
explanation. “You might think I'm out of control at the chapel, but
really I'm not. It’s just my way of letting off steam; of getting rid of
all the anxiety and tension I feel. I was in group therapy once, even
role playing exercises. But believe me, religion is better. If not for the
chapel, I'm sure I’d be a problem here. To myself and others. As
long as we have it, 'm going to let myself take advantage of the
chapel as much as possible.” Model prisoner by day, mad parishioner
by night. That defined Arnold as he passed through his sentence
without being a bother to anyone.

Another inmate who clothed himself in the protection of
religion was Larry. He got into religion during the early stage of his
prison sentence, which was a good thing for him. Usually, when
starting out in prison, problems are encountered. That’s when
inmates are still getting their sea legs, so to speak. Before the
adjustment is complete, chances of getting swept overboard are high.
Or getting thrown overboard. In the beginning, especially when
prisoners find themselves in the intake prison known as a “reception
center,” everyone is jockeying to stay afloat. Inmates can easily get in
cach other’s way there.

The intake center is the first step in serving a sentence. When
inmates arrive they are put through tests and interviews to determine
the type and custody level of the prison where they will do their time.
They could even be sent to a “psych” prison if mental problems are
detected.

Reception centers can be scary places with such a
hodgepodge of unevaluated, unclassified prisoners. Fortunately they
have active chapels. And that’s where smart, if not necessarily holy,
inmates spend their time.

Larry was a regular. That was especially important since he
was an easy person to pick on. A fragile individual with several
annoying traits. One was over-politeness; another clumsiness. It was
inevitable that he’d run into problems. One day while he was on the
chow line, he bumped into the wrong person. It was the wrong time
on the wrong day to do that. The aggravated, quite muscular prisoner
he jostled exploded. “I'm going to strangle you, you puny
motherfucker.” How did Larry react? He had the choice of being
strong or being timid. Either way he was in danger. The offended
prisoner needed to calm down. Had Larry been a typical tensed-up
inmate, a fight would have followed. Such an inmate would have
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thrown the first punch after hearing the harsh words directed at him
and his mother.

But Larry had a different reaction. Whether genuine or not,
it’s hard to say. What he uttered seemed sincere in view of his
reputation for attending daily chapel services. “You don’t want to kill
me,” he said. “I’ll just come back as a ghost and bother you for the
rest of your life.” These unexpected words were enough to end the
threat; to deflate a potentially dangerous situation. No one laughed
but everyone on the chow line breathed more easily.

Besides the chapel, the library, the education classes and the
detail assignments to get prisoners out of their cells, there is the
recreation department. Here is another fixture in all prisons, an option
for inmates of every stripe to pursue. Football, baseball, soccer,
track, tennis, table tennis, basketball, shuffleboard and more are often
available. If anyone ever seeks to create a brochure to attract people
to prison—or at least to ameliorate their fears of being in one—a
good place to start is the recreation department.

Rec yards, a standard feature of all prisons, are not what they
sound like. Rarely are they square or small. More than anything, they
resemble a park. Or a high school or college athletic field. Invariably,
they are well maintained. That’s because of the pride that prisoners
take in them. Inmates may not have much to remind them of the
outside world, but this patch of earth with grass and sometimes shrubs
and flowers resembles a quality park in a suburban community. Even
an upscale community. Few parks or schools have enough
maintenance workers to keep their grounds in such good shape. But in
prison, labor is no problem. There might be dozens of motivated
inmates assigned to the upkeep of the rec yard. It’s a work detail
that’s very popular. Considering the outside leisure time and
communing with nature possibilitics, several inmates are usually
assigned to stroll around the vard for an hour or so daily to pick up
litter. Not much will be found since prisons contain so few
consumables. Perhaps a candy wrapper here, a napkin there. Since
cigarette smoking has been banned from virtually all prisons as a
health care cost-saving measure, there are no butts to pick up
anymore.

One inmate I met named Kenneth had an unusual job in the
recreation department of FCI Petersburg. He taught an exercise class
for an hour a day. This in itself was not unusual since other inmates at
the prison taught classes. What made it different was Kenneth’s age.
He was 67. He may have looked it but he didn’t act it. Prisoners half
his age who signed up for his class had trouble keeping up with him.
Within a half hour of the start of each session, most were exhausted.
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While they rested, Kenneth continued doing difficult gyrations as he
faced the rows of reclining men before him. With the sound of music
blaring from a boom box—often Motown—he never missed a beat.
As everything else was free in prison, except the canteen, there was
no cost for the class. Still, appreciative inmates sought to express
their thanks in more than words. They all gave him a similar gift,
which he couldn’t get enough of. 1 found out about the item when I
approached him: “What can I get you the next time I go to canteen?”
Kenneth answered, “I"'m fussy about what I put in my body. Get me a
can of juice and I'll be happy.” So that’s what the men in the class
did. At the end of cach session, Kenneth received the cans we had
brought. He walked across the compound with an armful of them.
From a distance it looked like he was carrying trophies. But they
were better than awards; he could drink them. And drink to his
fellow prisoners who had decided to spend their time in his class
when there were competing activities in this crowded community to
occupy them.
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Chapter Three
Escaping Prison through the Arts

Prisoners have a lot of choices in how to spend their time.
There are many activities to choose from. It’s not unusual to find
inmates so busy that they pass up some good opportunities in favor of
others they would like to pursue. They just don’t have the time to do
everything.

I remember my stay at Cross City C.I. when I joined a club
called the Jaycees. It had a charter from the organization’s national
headquarters, operating as any free-world club did. Except that ours
was more active and had a lot more projects going on. The idea
behind the Jaycees is to focus on community service. We
accomplished that by treating the prison as our community. We
sponsored a number of events, including talent shows and movie
nights. The turnout was good but not great. That reflected the fact
that we were competing with other things available to the prisoners.
To attract them to our movie nights, we offered incentives. The fact
that we were showing recent movies on a big screen TV with an
excellent sound system wasn’t enough. We brewed fresh coffee and
made popcorn for each screening. As inmates arrived they were given
a cup of coffee and a bag of popcorn to enjoy during the movie. That
and the free admission often came close to filling the place. We also
made sure that we were selecting popular titles.

Florida Bible Belt politicians had passed a law saying that
mmates couldn’t view R-rated movies. But at our insistence,
sympathetic staff who rented the movies for us ignored the rule. Said
one of them, “Who the fuck is going know what is being shown
here?” Did they worry about their jobs as they sided with us on this
and other things? Apparently not. Considering the high turnover of
prison officers, they didn’t expect themselves to stay very long
anyway. Low pay and high stress are the chief reasons for quitting. 1
got an indication of how low the pay was when an officer told me of
his plans to leave. “They offered me the next level position but I
turned it down. It only pays ten percent more than I get now, and ten
percent of nothing is still nothing.”

Our Jaycees club had a number of elective positions, from
president on down. But they weren’t easy to fill since they entailed
extra meetings and additional responsibilities. Most inmates couldn’t
fit such new duties into their busy schedules. It was common for
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someone to be nominated for a post, only to turn it down with a
variety of excuses. “I’'m coaching a baseball team.” “I’m in the band
and have to rehearse for a show.” “I'm part of a Bible study group.”
“I have a class I need to write a paper for.”

I remember one night when we were nominating inmates for
positions. I was so busy that evening that I couldn’t get to the meeting
ontime. I had another meeting to attend. By the hour I arrived at the
Jaycees, the nominations were concluded and the clections were
about to begin. This phase was less important than the nominations
since with so few people willing to take positions, most nominees ran
unopposed. I was spotted by the president of the group as I stepped
into the meeting room. “Dennis, I have some news for you,” he said
in a voice that one might use to deliver bad tidings. “You’ve been
nominated for the position of ....”

I cut him off and delivered a short speech I had prepared for
such an occasion. My suspicion that they would take advantage of my
absence had been confirmed. That’s how desperate they were to fill
positions. Still I surprised everyone when I said, “I don’t care what
position I've been nominated for, I accept!”

You could almost hear the sigh of relief that filled the room.
The president smiled for the first time. “Now, that’s the spirit we like
to hear.” The elections proceeded and, unopposed, I won the office of
State Director. It was a fancy title that meant [ would be writing
letters and helping other inmates write letters to strengthen ties with
other Jaycee clubs across the state.

What the president didnt know when [ accepted the
nomination was that before prison I had an active political career that
never resulted in a nomination. I had tried hard to get to that point
but it never happened. I wasn’t mainstream enough. On the campaign
trail seeking nomination, I always erred on the side of truthfulness.
My mother called me an idealist; the Washington Post derogatorily
labeled me a perennial candidate. 1f they only could see me at that
Jaycees meeting.

Once nominated, I forgot about my busy schedule. Nothing
could detract me from taking advantage of this opportunity. It didn’t
occur to me that I had to go to prison to win my first election. Maybe
my desire to be victorious—regardless of circumstances—made me a
born politician after all.

I faithfully fulfilled the duties of my position. One day the
vice president of the club came to me with a letter he had drafted. It
would be mailed to an outside group whose help we sought for a
project we were considering. The inmate was a good VP but a bad
letter writer. He didn’t know it, however. When I suggested
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corrections to his letter, he became offended. “Your letter is good,” 1
lied, “but there’s no harm in making it even better.” We sat together
and worked through it. He saw the improvements being made and his
anger slowly dissipated. When we finished he reluctantly thanked me.
I said in response, “Thank you too—for not killing me.” I thought 1
detected a slight smile on his face but couldn’t be sure. It was enough
that this lifer with nothing going for him on the outside, but had a
busy schedule on the inside, had accepted my recommendations.

Wardens know the value of allowing inmates to keep busy
with positive pursuits. They want to make prisons bearable for all,
inmates and staff alike. To be sure that hands and minds are
occupied. That’s 90 percent of the battle to bring about peace and
serenity.

That may be an important objective for wardens, but where
does that leave the welfare of the outside world to which 95 percent
of all inmates will eventually return? Model inmates on the inside
often become maladjusted on the outside. The reason is that adjusting
to prison is no preparation for a successful reentry to the free world.
How can one adjust to freedom after becoming comfortable with the
lack of it? The path to success in prison is much different than the
road that must be traveled on the outside after the gates open. A
prisoner’s body, being in good shape as is usually the case, will be up
for the challenge. But his mind will not be. It will be riddled with
barbed wire, punctured with insecurities, and rusted by the lack of
challenges to live by one’s own wit rather than to rely on the largess
of others. The minds of model prisoners are prepared for just one
thing: more imprisonment. You can take an inmate out of the prison,
but you can’t take the prison out of the inmate. At least not easily.

During his time at FCI Petersburg, Marion Barry, the former
mayor of Washington, DC, was legendary for being a prison rule
breaker. He wanted to keep his mind free, so he thought for himself.
That included his decision to get very cozy in the visiting room with
women who came to see him. Barry didn’t see why he should stop
being an active heterosexual just because he was in prison. He
figured where there’s a will, there’s a way. He wasn’t about to give
up that will just because its expression might conflict with prison
regulations. Those regulations would remain in effect long after
Barry departed. Why carry them with him in his mind? Best to
dispense with them at the earliest opportunity while still on the inside.
A smart man and a brilliant politician, Barry couldn’t see any other
way to prepare for release.

Life on the outside is a matter of winning and losing, of
taking chances, of constantly moving forward despite setbacks. But
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there are no setbacks on the inside for model prisoners. Each day
blends into the next. Then the time arrives when the sentence is
completed. The change is abrupt and often impossible to handle.
What was once a secure existence gets turned on its head. Pressures
are intense on the outside. Obstacles are high, disappointment
rampant. The mind of the complacent prisoner is incapable of
responding because it is not a free mind. It can’t be if it didn’t grasp
freedom on the inside when it could have done so. He had
compromised himself by allowing his mind to be caged, so that his
body could be relatively free. His mistake will likely return him to
prison.

Thinking independently and creatively in prison is a
challenge. Everything experienced on the inside militates against it.
An inmate must look at either the short run or the long run. The short
run means getting by in prison with a minimum amount of effort. Go
along and get along. The long run means keeping one’s individuality,
which will serve an inmate well no matter where he winds up when
he gets out. Of course, lifers don’t have to be concerned about this. In
their case, the short term is fine. They’re experiencing retirement so
they make life easy by going along with any rules and programs they
encounter. But if there’s any chance of getting out, and most lifers do
have a chance, they had better start removing their minds from prison
as carly as possible.

The best way to prepare for release is to become a misfit in
prison. To do things that no one would expect from a prisoner.
Because they go against an inmate’s immediate self-interest. Rather
than conform, these inmates make their own choices, difficult ones
that can be painful for the duration of their sentence. This amounts to
being a leader rather a follower, even when no one is following.

We are talking about engaging in creative pursuits. As the
term implies, people who do this are creating rather than consuming
something. It’s always easier to do the latter than the former. In
prison it’s especially easy since everything one needs to sustain life is
present for the asking.

In the book, The Reader, which became a major movie, the
character Hanna spent 18 years in prison. During that time she
consumed books, audiotapes and of course food. She led a peaceful
life and was considered by all to be a model inmate. Her cell was
small but comfortable, meeting all her needs. During the day she
worked in a sewing shop doing routine work that gave her solitude
and put her into the good graces of the prison administrators. They
liked to boast that their wards were productive.
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Hanna entered prison fit and spry. By the end of her sentence
she was fat and sedate. She had given up, resigned herself to living a
contented life as a trustworthy and predictable inmate. So
comfortable did she become with existence on the inside that she
passed up opportunities to spend a few hours on occasion in the
community. Such an option was possible in the progressive German
prison where she was incarcerated. As her release date approached,
she half-heartedly made plans to get a job and a place to live on the
outside. Thanks to a free-world friend, she was successful on both
counts. But even her friend couldn’t change her subconscious
attachment to prison or alleviate her fear of not being able to fit into
the outside world.

Arriving in prison, Hanna had been unable to read or write.
That condition had limited her earlier employment options. Literacy
might have helped her avoid becoming a criminal. The author
strongly implies that to be the case. In prison she worked hard at and
succeeded in learning able to read and write. More employable than
ever, Hanna was no different from many inmates who are determined
to improve their skills while they have the time to do so in prison.
We have already seen that, in addition to GED classes, prisons today
offer many academic and vocational programs. Inmates can master
impressive skills by the time they complete their sentence.

Everything looked bright for Hanna on the day of her planned
release. But external appearances can be deceptive. Inside her head
she was less prepared to leave prison that the first day she entered.
As time had passed, her dependency on being a consumer had grown.
She had adjusted to being in a welfare state where you don’t have to
lift a finger to have all your needs met. You don’t even have to lift a
pen to sign anything, not even a welfare application. Everything is
done for you, anything you need is automatically provided. Her job
in the sewing shop gave outsiders the impression that she was more
than a consumer. But there is a huge difference between prison work
and outside employment. Inmates can’t be forced to work in prison;
they can refuse. Little can be done to them for doing so. And under
no circumstances will they be kicked out of this welfare arrangement
before their sentence is up.

In his book Long Walk to Freedom, Nelson Mandela talked
about the various work assignments he had during his 27 years in
prison. There was no significant period of hard work, ever. He and
other inmates realized that they could work as much or as little as
they chose. The very idea of putting prisoners to work was more for
appearances than to serve a productive purpose. The printing plant at
FCI Petersburg where I worked lost money each year. The inmate at
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the work camp in Cross City C.I. managed to get back to prison,
which would have eventually happened had he refused to work at the
camp.

Mandela describes a typical day in his prison job. He and
other prisoners were marched to a local quarry. They found the walk
in the outdoors pleasant, which is why they agreed to the work
assignment. When they reached the quarry they were issued shovels.
Rarely did they employ them the way they were intended. They were
primarily used to lean against as the men stood around all day talking
to each other and enjoying the fresh air. Occasionally a car would be
seen in the distance carrying an official coming to make an
inspection. The prison officer at the quarry would then plead with the
men he was supervising to give the appearance of working. If they
liked the staffer or could exact favors from him, they would use their
shovels and comply. The inspection would be made, the car would
leave and they’d go back to their loafing.

Hanna, when faced with the prospect of the real world on the
last day of her sentence, refused to pack her belongings to leave.
Instead she converted her multi-year sentence into a death sentence,
killing herself. As bad as she might have thought the welfare state of
prison was, she sensed that the free world would be worse.

She wasn’t the first or the last to commit suicide when facing
a difficult or uncertain future, inside or out. It happens often during
periods of economic slump. Wealthy people lose their money in the
stock market and suddenly find themselves in a position where they
have to get a job. These are well qualified people, often with
education from top Ivy League schools. But they choose the path of
suicide. They simply don’t see life worth living as a producer after
being a consumer for so long. They don’t know how to create since
creativity takes effort that they never had to expend.

Inside or outside prison, creative pursuits involve risks and
hard work. The payoff is in the long run, although even in prison, if
one pays close attention, the rewards will come in various ways.
Sometimes in small degrees, and at other times more dramatically.

When [ wrote books, plays, essays, musicals, short stories,
songs, poems and screenplays in prison, I found the creation process
difficult, with few immediate rewards. In fact, I aroused a lot of
suspicion with my hard work. What was I writing, and why was |
spending so much time doing it? Was I trying to rock the boat in
some way? Did I think I was better than others?

I wasn’t discouraged by comments or concerned looks. Still I
took precautions. The last thing I wanted to see happen was my
writing or music stolen or destroyed. In retrospect I think I was being
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paranoid. When people see that a person creating something is
serious about his or her endeavor, they generally leave that person
alone. Perhaps it’s fear that a serious person won’t be intimidated and
can turn on them. Or maybe when people see a writing instrument in
action they recall the saying that “the pen is mightier than the sword.”
Why take a chance of being impaled on it and having something
unkind written by attempting to interfere with the creative process?

One of my precautionary measures was to limit myself in the
amount of creative time I spent each day. 1 did this for the
appearance of others so they wouldn’t regard me as a fanatic. But I
also did it for myself so I wouldn’t burn out. The same self-discipline
applied to an exercise regime I started early in my sentence. I decided
to do three sets of push-ups of 10 each and three sets of sit-ups of 25
cach daily. I could do it by devoting 15 minutes per day to the task,
including rests between sets. But I lengthened that to at least half an
hour to an hour by walking briskly between sets. If out on a prison
track in the rec yard, I would walk around it, each time doing another
set until my daily quota was met.

When [ started this exercise program I was 50 years old. 1
couldn’t do more than one or two push-ups and only a few sit-ups at
first. But I stuck with it until I reached the level where I wanted to
be. It didn’t take long. Then I stuck with it, never missing a day. It
became part of my daily routine. I found I could do much more than
the number of exercises that I had allocated, but I was careful not to.
I didn’t want this to be such a nuisance that I would have a reason to
discontinue. Not only did it stay with me in prison but I continued it
after my release. Walking around Washington, DC, I was tempted on
occasion to stop to do a set of pushups or sit-ups as I did on the prison
vard. If no one was looking, such as late at night, I’d do one or two.
But I found the sidewalks much dirtier on my hands and clothes than
prison had been. I therefore usually waited until I got home.

Like exercising, my creative writing and music composition
took the form of a specific daily goal—a quota. I created a self-
imposed writing requirement of 10 pages per day. I came up with
that number after reading a biography about Stephen King. It noted
that he wrote 10 pages daily. I figured that if he could do it, so could
I. After all, King has a lot of other things competing with his time.
He has money to deposit, bills to pay, shopping to do, a woman to
hold, a car to drive and other pleasures and responsibilities of an
upscale life. I had none of these in prison, hence no distractions. Ten
pages per day, I figured, would be casy for me. And it was. Once I
developed it as a habit, it was similar to my regime of exercising,
becoming second nature. Not that I looked forward to doing it each
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day. Again, it’s much easier to consume than create, and writing 10
pages meant five hours at least of concentrated effort. A trick I used
to get going, which I continue to employ today, is to combine
consumption with production. While I created I would devour treats
that I had saved for the occasion. It might be fruit, dessert, snacks, a
beverage or something else I liked. As I completed each page, 1
popped a treat in my mouth. It works for horses, doesn’t it? And it
certainly works for me. There are some things that you can’t leave to
chance.

Besides the daily quota of 10 pages, there were other things 1
read about King that I also applied to my creative routine. King said
he didn’t like working in a quiet environment. He liked loud rock and
roll music playing while he wrote. Prisons are anything but quiet
settings. If King could do it, so could I. Background noise, I soon
discovered, can help in the creative process. I forced myself to block
it out of my awareness, and in doing so, increased my concentration
on what I was creating. Of course King was specific in the type of
background sounds he wanted. He kept a radio tuned to a rock and
roll station. One day the station decided to change to another format
of music. By then, King was affluent enough to have a say over it.
He bought the station and dictated that it would play rock and roll
only. When inmates and officers spend years amid steel doors
clanging open and shut in prison, it’s not much different than
listening to rock and roll.

If I did need quiet, such as to edit or proof something I had
written, I could turn off all sounds in a simple way. [ would use
carplugs made from a material that no jail is without: toilet tissue. To
convert the paper into earplugs, I took a small amount, wet it, and
formed the plugs with my fingers as I squeezed the water out. Then I
put them into my ears. When I was through wearing them, I put them
in a handy place such as under my “mattress.” Because the
mattresses in prison are so thin, they wouldn’t crush these homemade
carplugs, particularly after they dried. Speaking of which, when they
did dry, all I had to do was add a little moisture so that they’d form a
seal again on insertion. That was the way to achieve maximum sound
blocking.

The homemade earplugs worked so well that I didn’t give
them up when I was able to acquire a set of manufactured ones. I got
these from a friend who worked in a prison factory. When he gave
them to me, I thought he had presented me with the Holy Grail.
Naturally I was anxious to try them since having such a possession
was a sign of prestige in prison, whether or not they would work
better than the toilet tissue variety. After a few months of use I woke
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up in a panic. I was completely deaf in one ear. By the time I got to
the prison clinic later that day, I feared the worst. What effect would
deafness have on my music? Ray Charles and Stevie Wonder were
blind, not deaf. Is this how it began for Beethoven, one ear at a time?
After I was examined, the prison nurse proclaimed that I was
experiencing a wax buildup that was impacting my eardrum. She
flushed it out using a syringe device while I held a specially-shaped
basin against my neck. It felt, and sounded, as if I had stuck my head
underneath Niagara Falls. The flushing worked. Into the basin fell a
small chunk of wax. I explained my use of the new foam earplugs
and she said that it was almost certainly the cause. Either that or
someone had shoved a candle into my ear. I got rid of the new
carplugs and went back to my toilet tissue kind.

I didn’t need any music while I was creating, although
sometimes [ duplicated King’s approach.  Virtually all prison
canteens offer personal radios for sale. Because of my love of music,
everywhere I went I had one. I listened as I wrote and found this to
be a good way to work. It helped overcome writer’s block since the
sounds stimulated one idea after another. Even if they were bad ideas,
I had something to write, albeit for later revision. [ liked this
approach but in the end I decided on silence. That way I conserved on
batteries. Believe it or not, prison isn’t all that distracting, even with
its high noise level. There’s a routine that rarely varies, so there isn’t
much happening to draw one’s attention. People dress the same way
and generally act the same day after day. Head counts by staff occur
at set times as do other daily events. It’s hardly necessary to think.
All one has to do is follow what others are doing.

The noise one hears in prison eventually becomes
unobtrusive, even if earplugs are not used. I wondered why King
didn’t use them, instead opting for loud music to mask sounds. It
occurred to me that he couldn’t use earplugs since they would have
blocked out everything. He had to be alert to phone calls, knocks on
his door, or fire engines coming to his house to rescue him should the
place begin to burn. Those intrusions don’t exist in prison. In the
event of an evacuation due to a fire or other emergency, the inmates
are rounded up and escorted to a safer place. Simply follow the
leader.

A final feature of King’s commitment to his writing that gave
me pause for thought was his perseverance. He kept creating even
when commercial success seemed beyond his reach. King wrote six
complete novels before he found a publisher for one of them. And
even then, the publisher cut the manuscript substantially. Only later
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when King became a big success was he able to restore the novel and
publish it in its entirety.

I kept churning out piece after piece, sometimes sending them
to publishers but usually not bothering.  Getting financially
compensated for what [ wrote was unnecessary; my rent was paid and
would continue to be for some time. Only when I emerged from
prison would I have to turn my labor into income. In the meantime I
sought to experiment; to creafe in the fullest sense of the word.
Whatever manuscripts I completed would be like money in the bank.
A savings account of potentially valuable assets. Plus I knew that
with each work I completed. I was getting better. My confidence in
that stemmed from observations I made when I ran for mayor of
Washington in 1982.

There were several candidates in the race, led by Marion
Barry, the colorful incumbent and frontrunner. I made it a point to
debate him at every opportunity. There were over 75 chances to do
that. Civic groups and community associations throughout DC held
forums for all candidates to speak. I went to present my positions.
With each debate I became more comfortable. I felt [ was being taken
more seriously as time went on. Toward the end of the campaign, one
of my early detractors, writer Juan Williams of the Washington Post
said to me, “Dennis, [ admire your tenacity.”

What opened my eyes to the power of persistence was the
performance of another candidate, Morris Harper. He was a minor
player given little chance of victory. Harper began his campaign as a
terrible public speaker. So much so that he was an embarrassment to
the rest of us. When he opened his mouth we all shuddered to think
what would come out next. Would he be incomprehensible, illogical,
inaudible? People had to work hard to control snickers when Morris
spoke. He was an amateur of the first order, and glaringly so. But
that changed the more he spoke. By the end of the campaign, less
than six months after it began, he was a seasoned veteran. At the last
debate he was riveting in his delivery. Everyone, from the other
candidates to the audience, was impressed.

ks

Not only did I sense myself getting better in prison as |
plowed forward in my writing and music composing, but I was
becoming more diversified. It wasn’t merely the fact that I wrote
everything from screenplays to pop songs, but I dealt with different
subjects. I even varied historical settings. Creative people on the
outside often lose their creativity when they score a big success.
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They know they’ve developed a formula that “works.” They have an
audience that wants more of the same. Examples abound. JK.
Rowling began her Harry Potter books while living on welfare. Once
the first one put money in her purse, she wrote more. Why chance
going back on welfare by trying something new? Hank Williams had
his country songs. John Grisham his legal novels. Arthur Conan
Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, grew so tired of the formula he
created that he finally killed Holmes in what he thought would be his
last detective book. But his publisher, family and fans hounded him
until he produced more. The only way Doyle could get rid of the
format was by dying himself. Hank Williams was not yet 30 when he
drank himself to death. Grisham keeps himself from burning out by
writing no more than one legal novel a year.

My advantage was obscurity. No one demanded that I
produce anything. To the world I was out of sight behind prison
walls, and therefore out of mind. At the same time I had no unmet
personal needs, no expenses whatsoever. [ once went for six years
without buying anything at all from the prison canteen. It took time
to make purchases there. Better to devote it to writing and music.
Plus, I didn’t need anything.

Let prison be a period of experimentation for me, I figured.
And of escape. My creative skills would be my passport to the world.
My pen would take me anywhere I wanted to go. Why confine
myself to one place or a single historical period? Never mind if
anyone ¢lse was interested in going there. I would make the journey
myself. Become the ultimate explorer, beholden to no king, no trade
company, no publisher, and no producer.

Sometimes the direction of where to go came from books I
read. Television never appealed to me, inside or outside prison. 1
found it to be too confining. Programs were created for viewers to
watch at specific times. 1 didn’t want anyone but myself to set a time
schedule or do any programming for me. My influences would come
from other sources. Particularly offensive to me are commercial
interruptions on TV. How can people put up with unwanted
intrusions into their consciousness? To me it was equivalent to
making love to a sensuous and skillful woman who had the annoying
habit of stopping the action from time to time to make an unrelated
statement. | was once married to such a woman. It didn’t work out.

Books have an advantage over visual presentations. They are
experienced personally, individually. Readers move along at their
own pace, stopping and starting as they wish. Pausing to contemplate
passages. Re-reading particularly dense or exciting pages. I know of
many people who do research by reading books, but none by
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watching TV. In prison [ limited my consumption to books. Here
were not only examples of what could be accomplished with a pen,
but inspiration and ideas of what I could do.

A place and time period to which I escaped on occasion was
Nazi Germany. That may seem like an odd choice for a prisoner.
Why go to a land where freedom was rare, persecution a frequent
occurrence, cowardice a common condition? [ traveled there in my
reading and writing in an attempt to understand a society gone awry.
One with misguided laws, mindless prosecutors and much injustice.
Things I started to see beginning in contemporary America. Hitler
represented the height of evil. If I could understand how his
prevalence and popularity over a 13-year reign occurred, perhaps 1
could grasp why millions of people, most of them harmless and some
like me falsely convicted, could be incarcerated in the United States.
The story of how it happened, in the thirties and today, is too sad to
relate in detail. It has to do with the human condition, the banality of
evil, and the fear of the unknown, whether of Jews, drug users or
unconventional idealists.

I was criticized for going back to this period by both family
and friends. Rabbi Dennis Beck-Berman lectured me in the prison
chapel during a Torah lesson. 1 had told him about the latest
Holocaust account I was reading. “Why dwell on the past?” he said.
For a while I felt like an oddball because of my interest in the period.
But when I got out of prison, I realized that I was not alone. For
example I saw advertised in the newspapers on a single day three
major motion pictures dealing with the subject: The Reader starring
Kate Winslet, Defiance featuring Daniel Craig, and Valkyrie with
Tom Cruise. These films are both insightful and inspiring. They
show that standing up to evil is possible. That justice can prevail.
That the fight itself is worth pursuing even if not always immediately
successful. If a person is destined to die at the hands of a tyrant,
what’s the difference if it happens quickly or gradually? One may as
well act nobly and place some meaning on his or her existence by
speaking out.

In my extensive reading and research of the period, I sought
examples of heroism, even marginal ones. For this purpose I even
engaged in correspondence with the newly opened Holocaust
Museum, which would be one of my first places to visit upon exiting
prison. When I came across an individual or event that I found
particularly inspiring, I used it as a starting point for my own creative
journey of escape.

I wrote a screenplay called Sobibor after I read a book about
an uprising at a Nazi concentration camp. One thing that impressed
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me about the incident was the name of the Nazi prison, Sobibor, so
close to my own name, Sobin. More remarkable was the day of the
uprising, October 14, 1943. It was the day I was born.

Over 500 inmates escaped the clutches of Nazis that day.
There were also many who perished. But they didn’t die in vain.
Their bravery would be applauded, including by a person who came
into the world that very day.

Since a book had already been written about the uprising, I
decided to create a screenplay. Normally a writer doesn’t set about to
write a complete screenplay. The writer pitches an idea to a producer
to get the go ahead. Most ideas don’t fly, even good ones. There’s
just too much competition for production dollars. I'm sure that if I
had been on the outside pitching my Sobibor idea, the screenplay
would not have been written. I say this despite my normal optimism
because, I later discovered, the uprising at Sobibor had already been
made into a film. Since I didn’t know that in my prison isolation, I
proceeded ahead anyway. What difference did it make since I had the
financial independence to undertake any project I wanted. It was as if
I had been given a grant to write it. The government was paying all
my expenses.

In writing a movie version of Sobibor, I fleshed out the
personalities and motivations of the characters I read about. It was an
exciting thing to do. My approach was to model characters after
people [ knew. After all, there are only so many types of personalities
in the world. A writer can mix and match them to come up with any
combination. I found it easy to understand and describe the leading
figures in the escape at Sobibor. They were all in prison like me. 1
imagined who among my inmate friends would participate in an
escape if our prison started gassing inmates as Sobibor did. Who
would be the leader? What would it take to convince 500 others of
the necessity and viability of a plan to escape?

Then I turned to the Nazi officers at Sobibor who stood in the
way of survival. Several would have to be killed. That wouldn’t be
an casy task, either logistically or emotionally. I thought of who
among the officers at our prison would be vulnerable to being
disposed of, which ones would let an inmate get close enough to
allow it to happen.

I not only wrote the screenplay but I lived it. When the
Sobibor leaders engaged in their planning I was among them. When
they inspired others to participate, I was there. When they burst
forward from the prison leaving dead staffers and many of their
crushed or cowardly comrades behind, I was part of the exodus.
Being in prison I didn’t have to strain my imagination to picture all
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this happening. After finishing the screenplay, whenever I re-read or
thought about it, I imagined the movie about Sobibor had already
been made.

When I got out of prison, I discovered that it had in fact been
released. That meant my screenplay wouldn’t stand a chance of being
transferred to film. No matter since [ wasn’t banking on it. Instead of
disappointment, I thought how fortunate I was not having known
about the film’s existence when I began writing the screenplay.
Otherwise 1 would not have done it, thereby denying myself a
rewarding and creative experience. I wouldn’t have done it because 1
sought to have whatever I produced prosper commercially. That was
important to me because the thought of spinning my wheels was
unsatisfying. It was admitting defeat, the equivalent of breaking
rocks in prison for no other reason other than to stay busy. That
wasn’t my idea of a life, even a prison life.

Not much of the voluminous writing and composing that I did
in prison has found a home yet, but that can still happen. It might
take place next year or a hundred years from now. My creations that
have already been published or produced convince me that I chose the
right path of creating for future demand.

Hope runs eternal, even with my Sobibor screenplay. After
exiting prison, I made a point of getting the DVD of the movie and
viewing it. Perhaps my treatment of the story was superior or
sufficiently different so that I still had a viable literary property. As I
watched Escape from Sobibor, starring Alan Arkin, [ saw that what 1
had written was a more accurate telling of the story. But it wasn’t as
appealing to a mass audience. Sometimes you can be too truthful, and
that is what I had done. The men and women who escaped from
Sobibor accomplished a heroic feat. But to do it, some of their
behavior was distinctly not what one associates with heroes.

In the Arkin film, for example, the prisoners kill the most
violent and abusive Nazis who are guarding them, thereby making
escape possible. In fact these were not the officers targeted by the
prisoners. The worst Nazis wouldn’t come close enough to the
inmates to allow that to happen. They despised the prisoners and kept
their distance. Only the Germans who had some kindness in them,
some sympathy for the prisoners, let their defenses down long enough
to be slaughtered. I dealt with that in my screenplay as a moral issue,
and told it accurately. But I could see why the Arkin film avoided
that. People don’t like their heroes to be unattractive in any way.
Neither physically nor morally unattractive. Forget about the fact that
everyone is human. Or that sometimes principles are compromised in
order to achieve a more important goal.
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hxix

After completing my screenplay of Sobibor, 1 embarked on
projects unrelated to that historical period. But I eventually returned
to it. One screenplay I wrote took me into the highest ranks of the
German military. In reading the seminal history Rise and Fall of the
Third Reich by William Shirer, I absorbed the story in it of a dashing
German general who tried to be a good Nazi but was unsuccessful. He
was too caught up in professional soldiering and in a lifelong love
affair that endured for all seasons. Hitler finally found him useless
and put him out to pasture, which suited the general fine. He had
reached a point in his life where he wanted to make love not war.

What struck me most was that the general was a good man.
He was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time in history. The
man was eventually imprisoned by the Allies as a war criminal when
Germany lost the conflict. The victors didn’t have time or interest to
evaluate the relative degree of danger that their enemies had posed.
He had been a general for Hitler once, and that’s all that mattered.

But the story didn’t end with his incarceration. His lover
didn’t abandon him. Instead she became a regular visitor and a means
of support. This was the ultimate test of their romance, and they both
passed with flying colors. In many ways, prison brought them closer
together, even physically. Because of the general’s stature, she was
allowed to stay with him from time to time in his cell. It was a far cry
from the luxury villas and stylish travel they had once shared. But
they didn’t mind as long as they had each other.

I wrote this screenplay to remind myself that people can love
cach other in good times and bad. That the coldness and animosity
that my son and sister showed me as my time in prison advanced
didn’t have to be.

Whereas most of the writing I did that took me to other lands
and time periods was a physical escape, my screenplay about the
general was an emotional getaway. It gave me the courage to write a
full length novel about my family that gave me further emotional
catharsis. It was the third work that I had set in Nazi Germany. I put
my family into it, preserving their mannerisms, their personalities and
their priorities. I made my mother heroic because she had always had
that aura about her.

It was based on a true story that seemed to fit my family
perfectly. A German woman of the Nazi period had distinguished
herself by saving her Jewish husband after he was picked up by the
Gestapo with other Jewish men involved in mixed marriages. In my
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novel, my mother was that woman. The wives of these men joined
together to picket the Gestapo to get their men released. It was the
only recorded public demonstration against Hitler, and it succeeded. 1
pictured my mother as the leader of that group. The rest of my family
played supporting roles but didn’t come up to my mother’s strength
and standards. I even depicted myself as inferior, a hothead whose
boisterous anti-Nazism was unpolitical, ineffective and ultimately an
embarrassment to my family. To keep the character I played from
going to prison where he would be a further blight and strain on his
family, I arranged for his relocation to America. Exile.

With the exception of my mother, the family hated my book.
I was surprised since I didn’t change anything about them in it. They
were simply a normal family living in extraordinary times. Just like
most of the German families of the period. Hitler was an evil, but as
long as he didn’t touch their lives directly or in a negative way, they
were loathe to rock the boat, to be the first to put their heads on the
chopping block. When my mother’s character in the book was finally
forced to act, the rest of the family reluctantly supported her. I never
raised the question in the book of whether they were more afraid of
her than Hitler.

Writing the book gave me a lot of insight, which helped in
my emotional growth. It allowed me to see my family—all of them-as
fallible human beings. Me too. We may not always see eye to eye,
but the unity we once shared had a power of its own. I felt it was
worth restoring and for a long time I believed they agreed. But as
soon as my mother died, my son and sister showed themselves to be
more petty and self-centered than I could ever imagine. Or maybe I
could have imagined it. Perhaps that’s why I wrote the book in the
first place. To see how strong my family would be in the face of
adversity. In the book they held together but only when the glue of
my mother was applied.

In writing the novel as an escape from prison, I wasn’t so
much traveling to another country and century as I was entering the
minds of my loved ones. Up until then this had been unexplored
territory for me. I never before had the will or the energy to go there.
But in prison I could put off the journey no longer. I was running out
of time, literally. My sentence would be up and my frail mother
would likely not be around when I returned. Who else could I rely
on? Did anyone in the family have her strength, her intelligence, her
drive? Reflecting on the reluctance and reserve they demonstrated in
the book—even giving them every benefit of the doubt—I concluded
that they did not.
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The realization woke me up to the need to prepare for outside
life without them. I didn’t expect that they would steal my
inheritance and my savings but I didn’t rule it out either. In writing
about them I could see that weak people who lose their compass can
act in desperate and shameful ways. Saddened by this realization, it
nonctheless prepared me for a life of self-reliance and self-
determination upon release.

hxix

I created dozens of works on other subjects. But I wrote a
fourth and final one about the Hitler epoch. It was a musical about the
Holocaust, the world’s first and, as of this writing, the only one as far
as [ know. Like my other Nazi-era creations, A Stifch in Time was
based on a true account. In fact, I changed very few facts in it.

In subsequent chapters, I'll go into more detail about the
musical. It deserves special treatment because this creative endeavor,
beyond all my hopes and expectations, got its world premiere at the
Kennedy Center before a packed house. It was not only an artistic
success but a financial one. A backer was found who paid for the
presentation and also for a studio-produced CD of it for later world
distribution.

The process of writing A Stifch in Time began when I read a
book about a Holocaust survivor that differed from dozens of other
accounts I had read. This one struck an unusual balance of hope and
helplessness, of courage and acquiescence, of caring for others and
concern for oneself. Written almost 60 years after the end of the
Holocaust, it could not have been penned carlier because of the
approach it took. Shortly after the Holocaust, books about tragedy
first started to appear. They were largely diatribes of condemnation.
They depicted all the Germans as bad and all Jews as entirely at their
mercy, as if the latter could make no decisions on their own, whether
inside or outside concentration camps. They were victims only, so if
they cooperated with the Nazis or beat each other to death to please
the Nazis, it wasn’t their fault.

As the Holocaust became better understood, many heroes
emerged. Now the pendulum swung to the other side. The heroes
were perfect individuals who did no wrong. They understood the
sweep of history and their role in it, a role which they performed
flawlessly. They were superhuman to the point of being hard to
believe. Rather than made of flesh and blood, they were mythological
in stature. Their strengths and skills took them places that mortals
could not travel.
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Then came the final phase, memoirs written by people who
had not only lived to tell about the Holocaust, but had survived a long
life after it. They wrote in their last senior years when they didn’t
have the energy or desire to fabricate. They told it as it was. The
highs and lows, the tragedies and triumphs, the mixture of courage
and convenience that colors most of our actions.

When 1 read the account upon which A Stitch in Time was
based, I knew this was a story worth telling. It rang of truth. About an
individual who had the brains, talent and cunning to make it through
the gauntlet of terror that was the Nazi regime. Who had to sacrifice
his family, one at a time, in order to keep moving forward. Who
refused to suppress his needs, including his sexual ones. Why survive
if one can’t lead a full life? He wanted it all and he succeeded in
getting it, even while under the Nazi thumb. He helped other Jews
but mostly he helped himself. By the end of the Holocaust, despite
years of concentration camp living, he had a long romance with a
beautiful girlfriend and put on extra pounds.

My idea to tell this story as a musical came to me after
repeated viewings of Fiddler on the Roof'and 1776. The first one was
available for viewing at the chapel of FCI Petersburg, and the second
at the library there. Both dealt with weighty subjects: Fiddler with
the persecution of Jews in czarist Russia and /776 with compromises
that the founding fathers of the U.S. felt compelled to make, including
allowing slavery to continue in America. Presenting these subjects in
musical form gave them great depth. Why couldn’t the Holocaust be
treated the same way, particularly with a well rounded and human
story at its center? It would be a bold experiment, but what did I have
to lose? I was already in prison. If I couldn’t take chances there, how
could I expect to take any on the outside?

While I usually worked alone in creating my art, I decided to
involve other inmates in this project. That decision was partly due to
my being musically involved with other prisoners. In pursuing the
new project, [ could combine work with play. Play as in playing
music. It would give me a break from the solitary writing and
composing | normally did. Besides, if the collaboration didn’t go
anywhere I had nothing to lose but time. It was a commodity I had
plenty of.

My closest collaborator was Lee Amirault, whom I
introduced before and who would show up again on the outside in the
successful premiere of our work at the Kennedy Center. Together we
brought in other prisoners whom we admired for their musical
originality and positive spirit.
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With the writing team formed, I challenged them to help me
create the songs and refine and improve the narrative and dialogue 1
had written. In fact they wrote most of the music without my
involvement. They were as committed to the project as I was. For all
of us it proved an effective escape from our daily prison lives. The
characters in the musical not only spoke to us about a situation far
worse than our own and how they had removed themselves from it,
but they sang about it. Music has the ability to stir emotions far more
than the spoken word. It creates a special feeling, an exaltation.

I don’t recommend that all creative pursuits in prison be done
in collaboration with others. There are too many factors that can get
in the way of successful completion. Inmates can get transferred, put
in the hole or released. It’s best that prisoners rely on themselves.
After all, when they exit prison they will have to stand on their own.
Better to hit the ground running, with no one to depend upon or hold
them back. Still, an occasional collaboration can do wonders to instill
a team spirit. Just like the men and women at Sobibor who assisted
cach other in their mass escape. With each creative project I
undertook in prison, I experienced a sense of escape. And when I
involved others we all left together for the duration of the
undertaking.
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Chapter 4
Resolving to Return Home a Success

When I wasn’t creating in prison I was reading. I focused on
works of nonfiction that educated more than they entertained. Many
men delve into fiction and fantasy to get them through their prison
stay. But there’s a danger in that. They often get stuck in the role of
consumers instead of producers. And only the latter will help them
when they get out of prison.

One inmate I knew, an avid reader, was so content reading
books in prison that he didn’t care whether he stayed out or not upon
release. Sure enough he returned within a year of departing. I asked
him what had happened, as I did all recidivists I knew. He seemed to
have adjusted so well on the outside from the letters he wrote us. Too
well, as it turned out. “My family got fed up with me,” he said.
“Couldn’t stand my reading books all day. They wanted me to do
something else with my life. But all I wanted to do was read.”

In one respect, reading for pure escape is a form of mental
masturbation. It feels good at the moment but has no long term
benefit. In fact there may be a negative side to it by fostering bad
habits. Imagine someone on the outside who devotes his or her life to
armchair adventure, to the exclusion of other activities. They are of
little use to anyone.

On the other hand, there are many useful books that can be
read in prison. One is by bestselling author Mark Bowden entitled
Guests of the Ayatollah. 1t’s an exciting and perceptive nonfiction
account of several dozen U.S. hostages who were captured and held
for more than a year in the American Embassy in Iran. Any inmate
will identify with this tale. The hostages didn’t know when their day
of release would come. They endeavored to keep their hope alive and
plan for their transition to the free world. They would do whatever
was necessary to arrive home with their sanity and self-esteem intact.
One of the hostages, said Bowden, “recognized that small acts of
defiance preserved the prisoner’s sense of self-worth and remembered
how good it had felt when he had been listening at night to his stolen
radio, putting one over on the guards.” Another hostage “knew how
to play the piano and was a lover of classical music...he spent hours
memorizing Schumann’s Carnaval and piano works by Chopin,
playing the music in his mind.” Other hostages used their creative
energy to imagine the bright side of their pent-up lives. At one point
they were moved from the embassy to a dungeon-like prison. As if
this weren’t bad enough, a war began between Iran and Iraq. The
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hostages were caught in the middle. At least one of them, according
to Bowden, “wasn’t afraid. He reckoned that if he was going to sit
through an acrial assault, few places were better than a prison. Its
walls were many times thicker than a normal building.”

hxix

Preparing for release was constantly on my mind. Even
though I had a sentence of more than 10 years, I felt that the end
might come sooner. While it proved to be wishful thinking, the
thought never left me. What I didn’t want was to land on the outside
without resources or direction. As the closest members of my family
died or drifted away, I knew that strength would have to come from
within me. Not a day passed when I didn’t succeed in learning
something new that could be useful on the outside. I enrolled in
courses, read meaningful and factual books, and made friends with
positive people, both on the inside and outside. I sent a letter each
day to one or another person I admired, usually after reading a book
that the person had authored. I received a surprising number of letters
in return, including one from Arun Gandhi, grandson of the great
advocate and an activist in his own right, and correspondence from
Jim Lehrer of TV news fame and Max Woodward of the Kennedy
Center. Woodward’s response was the most encouraging.

Acquiring these contacts gave me more than strength; they
gave me direction. I never halted my quest for self-improvement in
prison. As a result, the motor within my head that drove me to greater
heights never stopped running. While other released prisoners would
have to struggle with a rapidly moving course of events on the outside
and would suddenly have to swim upstream, I was already paddling
furiously.

I wasn’t unique, but I was in the minority. Most prisoners |
saw took the attitude that they were there to be taken care of. Or to
sleep their sentences away. Their inertia reminded me of a rock, and
the problem with a rock is that once it is tossed into the sea, it sinks
quickly. Released inmates often run from one pursuit to another, and
eventually drown of their own weight. They are like stones skipping
upon the water. When they stand still, as they inevitably must, they
drop to the bottom.

One thing that pushed me to be creative and productive in
prison as I sought to avoid the perils of life on either side of the wall
was my age. | was beyond the halfway point in my life. My
knowledge and experience of the outside world was such that I saw
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the opportunities that prison represented as soon as I got there. It
didn’t seem much different than a college campus, albeit one that
emphasized self study and a Spartan existence. Such an educational
institution appealed to me. Unlike most other prisoners, I had
achieved a number of academic milestones in my life. For starters, I
had graduated from high school. But barely. I disliked it greatly with
its regulated structure and constant surveillance of students, both
physically and intellectually. Intellectual surveillance came with
constant testing. If you didn’t cram your head with what teachers
gave you to learn, you were marked a failure. High schoolers are
treated like children, despite their advanced physical and mental
development. In other cultures, 17- and 18-year olds are raising
families and making their own way in the world. I'm not advocating
such a thing for America but people that age should at least be treated
with dignity and respect. Their independence and capabilities should
be recognized.

I recently saw a cartoon in a newspaper. It showed a dog
caged in a mesh wire truck marked “dog pound.” He was being
incarcerated. As the vehicle pulled away he gave advice to a younger
dog on the sidewalk who had the look of rebellion in him: “Don’t be
an idiot, Larry. Stay in obedience school.” For many young people,
that’s what high school represents and why they can’t stand it. My
squeaking through discouraged me from going to college. But my
mother prevailed in her insistence that [ go. We had compromised. 1
would take a few college courses in the evening, but retain my full-
time job during the day. Even though the employment paid minimum
wage, the job gave me a sense of accomplishment and maturity that I
never experienced in high school. I finally felt the way my body told
me I should feel: grown up.

The courses I took at night added to that feeling. A pleasant
surprise. They were nothing like the classes I had endured in high
school. I could suddenly select what I wanted to study. In subsequent
semesters when I had to take required courses to get a degree, I also
experienced a big difference from my pre-college education. Maybe
it was the empty time between classes that I could fill as I pleased. Or
perhaps the option of skipping a class, though I rarely did. Even
though the constraints of tests and grades existed, I had tremendous
academic freedom. For the first time in my life I was motivated to
study. As a result I soon had the reputation and grades of a superior
student. All this while I continued to hold a full-time job. Thanks to
my father, who now stepped into the picture after my mother started
me on this course of action, my burden of balancing job and school
grew lighter. He encouraged me to leave my labor intensive
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supermarket work and obtain a governmental clerical position.
Though reluctant because it paid no better, I nonetheless accepted. It
was one of the wisest moves I ever made.

The new job, though still full time, did not exhaust me like
the old one did. When I went to school in the evening after work, my
energy level was still high. I soon added classes during the weekend.
In fact I took so many classes, including summer courses, that I was
able to graduate four years after I left high school just like other
college-bound students. Not only that, but my grades were high
enough to allow me to attend graduate school on scholarship.

At 21 years old, I felt fully grown up. Adding to that feeling
was my recent marriage and a child on the way. Despite my youth I
was prepared for it with a college degree and a few years of work
experience under my belt. My salary kept going up during that time.
With all this happening I did not give up my educational pursuits,
though I slowed down somewhat. It would take me twice as long to
get my graduate degree as a full-time student. But I succeeded.
That’s how committed [ was to learning.

Before marriage and the arrival of my first son, I might have
had the option of ending employment and devoting all my time to
being a student. But that was no longer possible. 1 did the best I
could in balancing home, work and education. It was a busy life but I
somechow managed. I had wondered what it would be like to be able
to devote myself full time to education. To have no need to work to
maintain a home and family.

When I got to prison, I found out. Most of the inmates there
had no interest in pursuing their education because of the negative
experiences they had in high school. I understood that fecling. Had I
not encountered the freedom I found in college, I would have felt the
same. But now I had a different view. I wanted to study, I wanted to
learn, and I wanted to create during my incarceration. What could
stop me except a lack of willpower or drive to succeed? Who would
dare put a roadblock in my path? Certainly not prison staff. They
were part of the “corrections”™ profession. Even if some of them
didn’t take their jobs seriously with that in mind, I would remind
them.

Over the years as 1 labored to increase my knowledge and
skills in prison, I sometimes said to a staffer reluctant to assist or at
least get out of my way, “I'm trying to leave here a better person than
when I came in.” They would usually get the message that their
reputation if not their job would be on the line if enough of us failed.
I never bothered to tell them that I thought I was a pretty good person
and a contributing member of society before prison. Or that the
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accusations against me that brought me to jail were false, that my
conviction was due to a faulty trial, an unscrupulous prosecutor, and a
political judge. I told the “corrections officers” none of this. The
more they thought I was a dangerous person, the greater likelihood
they would leave me alone. The more they felt I was in need of
improvement so I would not be a threat upon my release to the
community—their community—the more they would be inclined to
leave me to my learning. They didn’t want to have to point the finger
at themselves if their family was harmed at my hands when I stepped
into freedom. Better to leave me in my delusion of seeing the prison
compound as a college campus. Perhaps something good would come
of it. They recognized I was old enough to have some sense of what I
was doing. And I treated everyone in prison with respect.

hxix

One thing 1 had going for me in contrast to most of my
convicted compatriots was a firm belief in my innocence. In that I
never wavered. As a result, I didn’t feel I needed to be punished in
any way.

Early in my prison stay I realized that my body would not
suffer from the experience. If anything it would improve due to
exercise and the balanced diet [ was getting. Every prison employs a
nutritionist to make sure that the food served is adequate and healthy.
It’s in their self interest to avoid the cost of health care for sick
inmates or lawsuits by angry ones. I saw the results of solid food and
sustained exercise as soon as I arrived in prison. The inmates were in
much better shape than the staff who guarded them. How can this
opportunity to lead a healthier and longer life be called punishment?

It was a mind game, I concluded. Like telling a child he’s
bad and putting him in a corner. In prison there are a lot of people in
corners. In a typical prison, more than 1,000. As a result, they don’t
feel lonely or alienated. There are lots of “bad” boys there, and each
has an interesting story to tell. No one will ever get bored listening to
inmates converse. Even their lies are fascinating.

Punishment comes from guilt: the feeling that they screwed
up in some way; didn’t pull off their crimes correctly; were careless
in getting caught; didn’t have a better lawyer; pled guilty for a lower
sentence instead of chancing a trial that could have got them off
completely. On this last point, almost everyone pleads guilty instead
of going to trial. Even the innocent do. They know that innocence
isn’t enough to win a trial. Unless you can afford a good legal team,
you're going to be out-gunned and out-mancuvered by the
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government. A trial is like two armies meeting on a battlefield. The
outcome will be determined by the strength of each, not the nobleness
of a cause.

It helps to be innocent at trial, of course. But that in itself
won't win the day. There is always some evidence against a
defendant or the police would not have made an arrest. A jury will
usually reach the same conclusion. They want to believe that the men
and women with badges, who carry guns and are sworn to protect
them, do not make mistakes. There is a strong presumption of guilt
about anyone brought into court and put on trial. The jury can almost
see the horns on the man or woman sitting at the defense table. And if
the defendant takes the witness stand, the jury can almost see the
defendant’s nose growing while talking.

Choosing to plead guilty instead of going to trial can be
looked upon as a rational decision. But the self-loathing that is
experienced later after making such a decision can be great. Could I
have gotten off? Would the jury have believed my innocence? Am I
a coward for not exercising my constitutional right to go to trial?

Nobody wants to arrive in prison with such a guilty state of
mind. But most do. As a result, their punishment is harsh and
unrelenting. They will have no way to escape it because the
punishment comes from within. Like an apple with a worm deep
within it, they will begin to rot from the inside out. No amount of
polishing, be it exercise or balanced eating, will change the
disintegration. They will have met their worst enemy in themselves.

When I looked at myself I saw a man who was either too
smart or too stupid to put expedience before principle. Thinking back
to that first gaze of self reflection, the word stupidity would probably
most apply. Not that I made the wrong decision in turning down the
misdemeanor plea of probation and going to trial. Only that I did so
without grasping the consequences. I thought that if I lost and went
to prison, I would become a martyr. But a martyr has to suffer, and |
did no such thing during my 10 years of “forced retirement.” I soon
learned to live with it realizing that my mandated lifestyle would add
to rather than detract from my physical well-being. Eventually I came
to embrace it. Throughout those years I didn’t suffer depression and
never had a need for medication of any kind.

While I avoided suffering in prison, my family did not. They
were stigmatized. In the beginning, they were frustrated by not being
able to help me. They couldn’t help because there was nothing to do.
I was living independently with support from fellow inmates. I didn’t
even take my family’s money. Why buy junk at the canteen when 1
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didn’t need it. Unhealthy snacks are for people who are unhappy.
That didn’t apply to me.

I’'m sorry I didn’t show more sensitivity to the feelings of my
family. But what could I do to change them? Lie to them? Tell them
I was miserable when I was not? Say that prison is dangerous when it
isn’t? Promise that I would punish myself, in the manner of other
inmates, when there was no reason to do so? They knew more than
others that I was innocent. Their long-term knowledge and
understanding of me gave them insight into my ethics and honesty far
more than any jury could perceive.

If only I had been guilty of something. Then I would have
apologized to my family and the world, and taken my medicine.
They would be angry but would eventually get over it. But how can
an honest person who risked everything—indeed I had expected that
prison would be hardship and torture—suddenly become dishonest to
those who mean the most to him? I could not.

My smarter fellow inmates, even the harmless drug
defendants who also felt no guilt, sought to preserve family ties at all
costs. They fabricated and exaggerated prison conditions, always with
the thought of getting sympathy, of allowing themselves to be looked
down upon. They became the fall guys, if not the bad guys. Let their
family patronize them. Anything as long as they remained in their
corner.

But I couldn’t bring myself to doing this, to playing this
standard prisoner game. Perhaps it was my pride. Or my
stubbornness. Or maybe I secretly despised my family for not doing
more to help me prove my innocence, although I don’t know what
they could have done. Whatever the reason, I opted to tell the truth
when I got to prison, and damn the consequences. I would tell it like
it is. Hold my head up and pull no punches. Had I been a physician,
I would have had a lousy bedside manner.

Still, though losing my family, I succeeded in saving myself.
When I saw my family slipping away I resolved more than ever to
return a success when my release occurred. I would use my time to
prepare for that day. Not only would I acquire new skills, but I would
break new ground. I would accumulate valuable treasures with the
creative projects I planned to complete. Each one would have deep
value for me. Perhaps on the outside I would find an enthusiastic
market for them, even a lucrative one for some.

hxix
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My Uncle Willy served in World War II. He wanted to come
back with newfound strengths and riches. In this he succeeded
handily.

Willy had married my mother’s younger sister Rose, who
died in 2008. Her mother, my grandmother, who raised me in the
absence of my working mother, was born 120 years earlier in 1888.
As a family, we go back a long way. Willy died before his wife, who
was the last of my mother’s three sisters and two brothers to perish.
Thanks to Willy and the things he brought back from the war, Rose
was also the most prosperous.

My uncle had a dangerous assignment for a G.I. in a war
where casualties were relatively light for us late-coming Americans.
He followed the Germans in their retreat as a scout for the army. That
meant he drove his jeep into towns the Germans were abandoning.
The places had been strongholds for them but, in the wake of shelling,
air bombings and advancing U.S. armies, they cleared out in a hurry.
Aerial reconnaissance confirmed that the Germans had left a town
and were on the road moving away from it. But Willy and his team
had to go in to make sure.

The first thing they did was drive their jeep to the outskirts of
the town, choosing the highest point so they could survey it with
binoculars. They were looking for signs of remaining Germans.
Usually, there were none since, unlike the Japanese, the Germans
didn’t believe in suicide missions. But Willy had to make sure. No
one wanted to see thousands of American soldiers marching into a
town only to fall into a trap. Better that only Willy and his fellow
scouts be sacrificed.

On one occasion, they saw a German tank in an alley in a
town. It was probably a disabled vehicle that the Germans couldn’t
drive away with them. But Willy didn’t want to take chances. He
called his commander on the radio to order that heavy artillery
pummel the town. It was a tough decision for Willy to make. For one
thing, the town contained a lot of civilians trying to escape the war by
hiding in their homes; many would be killed. For another, the
pummeling would deny Willy the opportunity to visit the more
clegant houses in the town that served as German headquarters. He
inspected these buildings ostensibly to grab remaining Germans. But
in reality there was something else he sought to grab. These dwellings
often contained expensive jewelry, silverware or some other precious
metal that the Germans had looted and left behind in their haste.
Willy and his partners scooped up these treasures and kept them
hidden in their personal belongings until the war was over.
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When Willy returned to America he had money to invest in
his future. He did so wisely, purchasing property in New York City
and building a gas station on it. He spent the next 40 years as its
owner and manager, employing immediate and extended family
members in the auto repair section of the gas-selling enterprise. It
made a good profit, allowing Willy, his wife and family to live in
comfort. Such would not have been possible without his start-up
capital. And the capital would not have been acquired except for the
war.

My own start-up capital obtained in prison would be the
creative projects I undertook. Unlike my Uncle Willy, these would be
the product of my own hands and mind. Yet I shared with my Uncle
the dangers I would have to take in acquiring them.

Because prison is a place where you're supposed to be a
follower rather than an innovator, I got into trouble with the staff
often. Sometimes it happened when I wrote pieces that were
unflattering to the prison or to politicians that the staff admired.
Sometimes prison personnel found my writing when searching
through my possessions for contraband. They didn’t find drugs or
weapons that could damage anyone’s body, so they focused on things
they believed could hurt someone’s mind. Seeing so much original
writing in my possession, they sometimes read it to make an
evaluation. Always with an eye toward whether I would be allowed
to keep it. I politely pointed out to the more aggressive officers that 1
had a constitutional right to compose whatever 1 pleased. Most of
them accepted that, a few tested me. “We need to know whether
you’re writing any plans that could help someone escape from here.”
In only one instance did they actually confiscate something. They said
it demonstrated “disrespect” for some of the more rigid staff members
and could “incite a riot” if it got into the wrong hands.

I had to hide a smile as they walked away with it. Not only
did I have a backup copy but I knew this was a matter tailor-made for
ACLU lawyers. I gleefully wrote the local chapter and got a quick
and positive response. A lawyer from the group called the prison to
threaten a lawsuit if my writing wasn’t returned. The warden himself
handed it back to me as a silent officer who had presided over the
confiscation sheepishly looked on. “Look it over and make sure it’s
complete,” the warden said politely. 1 did and it was.

I wasn’t always so fortunate as I accumulated my creative
treasures in preparation for release. At Hamilton Correctional
Institution in Florida, I was caught red-handed breaking a prison rule.
Put in the hole, I sat there until a “disciplinary transfer” to another
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prison was arranged. That’s how I ended up in a prison with many
lifers. Seasoned men with so little to lose that the officers let them
alone. Interfering with someone doing creative writing and music
composition was the least of their worries.

Hamilton C.I. didn’t have much going for it but as long as I
had paper and a pen, I was happy. As with every other prison, there
were educational classes for inmates. One held great attraction for
me. It was a class in computer literacy. The year was 1994 and
personal computers were rapidly becoming affordable and versatile. 1
signed up and experienced one of the greatest learning experiences in
my life. The course was taught by a most capable and committed
computer professional named William Gibson. He had been a success
on the outside operating his own computer company. How he came
to occupy a modest paying prison teaching job is an interesting story.
Gibson had decided to devote his life to men who were struggling to
make something of themselves. The decision followed the traumatic
event of his son committing suicide.

No doubt out of guilt, he put himself in prison. There Gibson
was valued by inmates. After six months in his class, they had
employable skills. If they wanted to continue their learning, he’d turn
them into teacher aides. He had more than a dozen.

When I entered the class, I got a bonus I didn’t expect. 1
spent the first few weeks with a computer program that taught me
how to touch type. It was a prerequisite for the course. I could not
have been more pleased. For a writer, knowing how to type is
critical. After a time, my fingers flew over the keyboard. I then
realized that I belonged in prison. To have considered myself a writer
without knowing how to type was nothing short of being criminal.

After finishing the computer course, including learning all
about word processing and how to use it to expedite and enhance my
writing, I had one more challenge. How could I get hold of a
computer in prison to do my writing? The answer came when 1
approached Gibson about writing a book dealing with the success of
his course. “It will help motivate people in the class and attract others
to enroll,” I said. Impressed with a writing sample I gave him, he
went along with my offer and helped me secure a spare computer in
another wing of the education building. There I would have privacy
and solitude to write, a rare treat in prison.

Unfortunately I didn’t keep my word about what I would be
writing. At least not immediately. I had a novel in my head that I
wanted to transfer to paper first. It was about some of the worst
people I encountered in prison, both inmates and staff. Being fiction,
I took liberties to exaggerate. Including a lot of naughty words that
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came out of my characters’ mouths. My goal was to finish this book
and then do the one promised to Gibson.

I never got that far. One day my cell was searched and a
floppy disk in which my novel in progress was stored was found. It
didn’t matter what was on it since I didn’t have permission to have a
disk. It was “state property.” When its contents were inspected, the
proof was overwhelmingly against me; this was a piece of personal
writing that I was doing instead of a school project for which I had
received the computer. I never got the disk back; I also spent time in
the hole.

It didn’t matter since I had a duplicate of the writing stashed
away, as | always did. Also, being an experienced prisoner, I knew
how to be productive in the hole, even though at Hamilton no books
were permitted there. “I'm working on my appeal,” I lied, “and I
need my legal materials, plus paper and pen and my dictionary.”
Inmates were always working on their appeal so staff went along with
my demand. What they didn’t know was that mixed in my legal
papers were my creative writings and songs I needed to edit and
expand.

When I returned to the compound, I never used a computer at
Hamilton again. A permanent mark was made on my record that
warned staff that [ could not be trusted with a computer; to prohibit
me from getting access to one. But that was to be short lived. After
finishing my novel in the reliable manner that Shakespeare used—with
pen and paper—I proceeded to write the book I had promised Gibson.
But he didn’t want to see it; the staffers who had apprehended me for
the disk “misuse” warned him to keep his distance from me. Better,
he felt, to sacrifice my ego in order to preserve his class, always at
risk of being shut down like any other educational program in prison.

But I persisted. I would be marketing my work on the outside.
Why not start here? 1 found a way to get it to him. But it didn’t get
the reaction I sought. I was again put in the hole, this time for
attempting to “fraternize” with a staff member. Whatever Gibson told
them, it was not in my favor. Not in the short run. But the longer
term proved very beneficial.

I got a disciplinary transfer and ended up in a prison far more
supportive of my creative endeavors than the place I left. It was Cross
City C 1., where the lifers were, many of them good writers or superb
musicians. Their years of hard work behind bars showed. These guys
who ran the prison admired my seriousness, as well as how I arrived
there. With their advice and guidance I knew I was in good hands.

One day I was tipped off about the note in my record that told
staff to keep me away from computers. I didn’t realize this mark
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against me would follow me to the new prison where I hoped to again
get access to a computer. | managed to get one but I had to use a
different strategy for that to happen. I took a plumbing course at the
prison, then stayed on as a teacher’s aide. That gave me a computer
for my own use. Typically, I edited and typed only one memo a
month for the teacher, using the rest of my time to compose and type
massive amounts of my own writing. He never bothered to look at
what I was doing, too busy in his adjoining room playing games on
his own computer. Trusted and knowledgeable lifers—my friends—
were teaching the class.

During the second half of my 10-year sentence, I lived in a
federal prison, mostly at FCI Petersburg. There I decided to get more
serious about the focus of my writing. My goal more than ever was to
return to the free world as a success. While I had no way of knowing
for sure what would appeal to outsiders, I knew what my own needs
were. | wanted to create works that were inspiring and positive. No
more looking at the dark side of prison, with or without
embellishment. Let me leave with a smile on my face and with music
in my heart.

I had no illusions of what I would be up against when I faced
the outside world. Not many prisoners have yellow ribbons waiting
for them on the outside. There would be none for me. In my research
on returning prisoners I was amazed at all the obstacles they
encountered, even when they had ended up in prison through no fault
of their own. A particularly revealing book I read dealt with
concentration camp inmates during the Nazi era. The ones who
survived returned to their children, who had often been harbored in
sympathetic countries such as America. But the parents got an icy
reception from their kids. Having grown up without their fathers and
mothers present, the children were often hostile upon seeing them.
The parents were an embarrassment because of their impoverished
appearance and ex-prisoner status. Only vyears later did these
Holocaust survivors get the support and recognition they deserved.

I was not in their league, of course; American prisons are no
concentration camps. Still, the challenge of connecting with my
family upon my return was real.

If I couldn’t reach my loved ones with words, perhaps I could
touch them with music. I proceeded to write a collection of tunes
called “Songs of Hope and Healing.” They ranged from themes of
loyalty to the beauty of love and friendship. Some were humorous
since | knew that laughter is effective in healing wounds. Others
were pleading songs, always pointing the way to a positive outcome.
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There were fast tunes and slow ones, rock songs and reggae, soul and
country, blues and jazz. Something for everyone.

The process of writing these songs proved very therapeutic
for me. They put me in a frame of mind that made me feel better than
ever about myself. They also allowed me to see the possibilities for
renewal and forgiveness in the world. I hoped I could get other people
to sing them, or at least listen to me sing them.

Even the plays and screenplays I wrote had positive themes.
They demonstrated that seemingly insurmountable obstacles can be
overcome. | hoped that when I returned to the free world other
people would share my view. Whatever the future held for me, 1
knew that keeping my optimism alive was imperative. If [ had no
faith in the course of events, how could I expect other people to be
positive and compassionate toward me?

In addition to envisioning a life on the outside devoted to the
creative expression of the arts, I wanted more. Just as my existence in
prison had a balance to it, my goal was to continue such equilibrium
on the outside. What particularly interested me in that regard was
community service. The vehicle that I saw for doing that was the
Prisons Foundation and the Safe Streets Arts Foundation, which 1
began in prison with the help of people on the outside. I got to know
these outsiders mostly through correspondence. The nonprofit
organizations would help men and women use the arts in prison for
rehabilitative and therapeutic purposes.

To prepare myself to help others upon my release, starting
with the inmates left behind, I made a concerted effort to engage in
community service on the inside. I considered myself a missionary of
sorts, but not one determined to convert anyone to a particular belief.
Whatever goal a person stated as his creative objective, I accepted. It
didn’t matter whether it was art, music or writing. [ did what I could
to help my fellow prisoners achieve success. Because [ was so busy
creating myself, I did not have a great deal of time to spare. Still, 1
gave an hour each day, seven days a week. It may not seem a lot, but
I did it consistently. That made me reliable and available. I enjoyed it
greatly. Why wouldn’t I when it gave me a window into the lives of
others? They trusted me to help them create, and I never let them
down by failing to deliver my best. It was so pleasurable and exciting
that I thanked them sincerely for allowing me to assist them. Of
course they thanked me too. As a sign of my sincerity, 1 never
accepted compensation for my efforts, not even the smallest gifts.
Such things as candy bars purchased at the canteen were offered. But
I always politely refused. Soon I had a much-admired reputation.
“Sobin don’t take nothin” from no one.”
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A person can accomplish a lot in an hour a day helping
others, particularly if he’s consistent, positive and humble. Sometimes
I acted as little more than a cheerleader. A book manuscript would be
presented to me and I would review it. 1 told the author its strong
points, always saying that it was my opinion so [ wouldn’t give false
hope. On the other extreme, I occasionally did re-writes of material
handed me. That was when the writing was short and served a
specific, important purpose. Such as a letter to a judge in which a
prisoner asked for a reduction of a sentence. As far as I know, my
letters of this type never succeeded. But they served as good therapy
for the inmates. On one occasion we wrote a letter to a judge before
he made a probation decision about an inmate. Our letter swayed the
judge to grant it. That happened early in my sentence when I was still
at Lorton, before the beginning of the prison building boom across
America. Many judges then still had mercy in their hearts instead of
get-tough rhetoric in their mouths.

A lot of the letters I helped inmates write went to family
members. These sometimes succeeded in getting the desired results.
An angry parent, a distraught child, a questioning spouse; they were
all grist for diplomatic, reassuring communication. I wished I had
someone to help me with the letters I wrote to my own family who
abandoned me after my mother died. But how do you communicate
with a lawyer son and fiercely competitive sister with so much
baggage in tow?

I’'m not a painter or a visual artist of any type. But if I ever
wind up with another lengthy sentence, I intend to become one. My
admiration of artists in prison was and still is great. Whether they
work with oils, acrylics, pen, pencil, crayon, watercolor, make-shift
paints that use pigments found in spinach, coffee and other foods, or
the colors found in candies, I salute their work. Such men and
women understand that “one picture is worth a thousand words.”
Their renderings often tell elaborate and heart-wrenching stories.
They let people know, including those who mean the most to them,
that beauty and meaning can be found anywhere, including prison.
That they are alive and striving to achieve self-realization through
their art.

I couldn’t do much to help the visual artists except look at
their creations and make encouraging comments. Sometimes works
in progress would be shown to me. If I was asked for my opinion at
that point, I would express it. For example, if an artist was drawing
an historic scene, he might ask me if additional subjects should be
included. “Do you think I should put a bodyguard in the picture with
President Kennedy, or do you think that would make it too crowded?”
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I always stated the positive and negative side of each option that was
available when such a question was presented to me. That way the
artist would make his own decision.

There were occasional art shows in prison where the art of
inmates was shown. On some occasions I provided background guitar
music. When I got out of prison this became a specialty of mine. My
classical repertoire seemed to lend itself well to art openings.

While visual artists were outside my area of expertise, I found
I could help others more directly. Performing artists came to me for
instruction and guidance. In the beginning, this was a mutual learning
experience. They showed me songs and techniques on the guitar, and
then I showed them some. At a prison called Calhoun Correctional
Institution in Florida, we were allowed to have our own guitars. That
made mutual learning easier. When I was transferred to Hamilton
C.I1, I was devastated to find that personal guitars were not allowed.
We had to use three prison guitars. That’s all they had for the
thousand-plus inmates there. And there were dozens of us who
played. We came up with a plan that proved workable. It also had an
unanticipated bonus.

To get a guitar you had to go to the rec field and stand on line
at a shed where the guitars were distributed. Some of the more serious
players, of which I considered myself one, formed a collective. When
one of us was successful in obtaining a guitar, we’d share it with
others in our group. We’d sit on the ground in a circle and pass the
guitar around. There was a lot of grass but no trees at Hamilton C.1.
Seven or cight of us waiting patiently, each man took a turn playing a
song. The rest of us listened. I don’t think I've ever been in a situation
where I learned so much. It proved the adage that a person can learn
more by listening than by talking, or playing. That greater knowledge
comes from observing rather than by showing off. Certainly that’s
true if you’re playing something you already know. At Hamilton I
learned how serious I was about music. As we sat in a circle one day,
one of the men made an unusually generous gesture. He pulled out a
marijuana cigarette, lit up and passed it around.

When you smoke pot in prison you take a chance that you
will fail a urine test. They are administered to inmates randomly,
though only occasionally. Failing one means that you’ll go to the
hole. That in itself isn’t much punishment since you get everything
you need there, plus the bonus of privacy. But it cuts you off from
guitars. That’s why I thought at least a few of the men in the circle
wouldn’t smoke the joint. But I was wrong. Everyone participated
with the exception of me. [ didn’t want it because the music itself
made me high.
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By the time I arrived at Cross City C.I., my last stop in the
Florida gulag system, I was ready to undertake the learning of
advanced guitar techniques. Fortunately 1 had arrived at the right
place for that. In all my travels in prisons before and after Cross City,
I never found so many great musicians or a larger variety and quantity
of instruments. Two inmate musicians in particular, Cedric Davis and
Marshall Dunbar, took me under their wings. From Cedric, a concert
musician before imprisonment who had extensive music training, I
learned theory. Marshall, who played for decades in prison, taught
me technique. They were both superb players and terrific teachers.

My time at Cross City prepared me for my next musical
challenge as I finished my five-year state sentence and prepared to
begin my consecutive five-year federal one. All because I wouldn’t
plead guilty to a misdemeanor and accept probation for a crime I
didn’t commit.

It didn’t matter now because [ was well beyond grieving. The
beautiful music I heard from others and the sounds I was starting to
produce on my own drowned out any sorrow. The timing of my
arrival in federal prison could not have been better. I had already
acquired the musical knowledge and ability to advance on my own.
Which was a good thing because there were few musicians in federal
prison from which I could learn. I had advanced that far. Still, I had a
long way to go before I reached the level where I wanted to be. Five
years to be exact.

During that time, I learned mostly on my own. An outside
musician, Paul Bartsch, who came to play at the prison chapel, was a
big help. He gave me tips and furnished me with materials. 1 only
saw him once or twice a week, but they were important meetings.
Also, my friend and fellow inmate musician, Lee Amirault, showed
me things I didn’t know. But he wasn’t at the level of Cedric or
Marshall. Then Lee left after winning his appeal and I had no one to
collaborate with on music. Finally, Steve Andrew arrived in prison
with his award winning guitar skills. We recorded our CD together,
Prison Tracks.

Between Lee and Steve there was a gap that I sought to fill by
increasing my commitment to community service. | taught a group
guitar lesson that attracted over 20 inmates, all fascinated with the
guitar. To accommodate them, I established two groups of 10 men
cach. Since there were only 11 government-furnished guitars on the
compound, such a division was necessary. One of the reasons I
attracted so many students was that I promised to use a teaching
method that would allow them to play songs at the very first session.
And to have many songs under their belt in a matter of weeks. To
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accomplish this I developed a curriculum of my own invention. I
realized that if it worked well in prison, I’d have something I could
market on the outside after my release.

My quick-learning method of instruction was based on tuning
a guitar in an unconventional way. It’s called “open tuning.” Some
professionals use it, including Ritchie Havens and the Rolling Stones.
They do it to get a full sound. It’s usually not taught to beginners
because it tends to simplify an instrument that is complex, particularly
when playing sophisticated classical or jazz music. But most people
who take up the guitar don’t plan to go that far. In fact, most
professional performers don’t go that far.

Sadly, most people who take up the guitar quit in
discouragement. I didn’t want that to happen in prison. Inmates have
a background of failure. I didn’t want to pile more on them. I also
knew that they wouldn’t have much time to practice because they
couldn’t have their own guitars. They could only get hold of a guitar
when the rec yard was open and then only if others didn’t grab it first.
The easier [ made learning, the higher the success rate.

The hardest part of learning to play guitar is being able to
tune it. Players of horns and keyboards do not have to concern
themselves with tuning. But since tuning must be mastered to play
guitar, why not do it in the open tuning style so that playing will be
casier? If a person is just beginning on guitar, let him or her tune in a
way to play songs quickly. It made sense to me then and it still does.
That’s how I was able to promise my students that they would
progress smoothly. It’s the reason so many signed up for the course.
They trusted me. After all, I was an inmate like them. In prison, if a
person doesn't have a good reputation, he doesn’t have anything.
They had confidence in me.

I had given the matter of instruction much thought. So much
that I wrote a manual to use for the course. I called it, How fo Play
Guitar like a Pro in a Few Easy Lessons. And | meant it.

With my connections in prison and the widespread
enthusiasm about the course, the manual was printed and spiral bound
at the prison printing plant. I even included my personal copyright
notice in the front of it. That’s how proud I was of my creation.
There were more than enough copies for everyone in the class, with
plenty left over for future sessions.

The classes went well. From the very first day everyone was
playing a song. They were motivated to learn and soon their dream of
becoming versatile guitar players was realized. At the last session we
had a final exam. It consisted of each person getting in front of the
class and performing a song of his own choosing. Some of the
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students had written their own tunes for the occasion. Everyone
passed with flying colors. No grades were given, only applause. At
the end of each inmate’s song the response was positive and heartfelt.

One of the students set to be released soon was particularly
happy about his new skill. “I have a wife.” he said, “who works as a
singer in coffee houses. I'll now be able to accompany her.” I told
him he was good enough to do it. It was true.

I wasn’t sure what I would do after release with my manual
and a related book I wrote on how to easily play melodies on guitar. 1
had a vague notion that I would see if a music publisher might be
interested in them. But I never got around to it and for a long time 1
had no plans to use them for teaching. That changed six years after
my release. By then I had achieved national success, having
established the Prison Art Gallery and produced and performed in
shows at the Kennedy Center. But I lacked a local community service
project to help me ward off efforts by my hateful son and envious
sister—both in positions of influence—to put me back in prison.
Establishing a guitar orchestra composed of seniors and low-income
beginning guitarists who could use my manual and instruction method
seemed a perfect opportunity. What better way to assist others while
helping myself avoid another unjustified term in prison?
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Chapter 5
Surviving Discrimination, Homelessness
and Probation Officers

I come from a family that boasts independence among its
members. My parents lived in New York where my sister and I were
born and raised. But she and I both left the area to put down roots far
away from New York. My sister relocated to Hawaii, a place she fell
in love with when she honeymooned there with her first husband. 1
went to D.C. in an effort to get rid of corrupt and exploitative
politicians. Unfortunately, they got rid of me first.

When I emerged from 10 years in prison in January 2003, I
thought about what my mother had said to me once. “QOur family is
like birds who leave the nest and fly to distant places.” Because of my
son’s and my sister’s antagonism toward me, I didn’t have great
interest in seeing them upon my return. They had proved that we
were birds of a very different feather. All I wanted was to go back to
the nest for a while, as my late mother suggested in her letters. But
the nest was hurriedly sold by my sister after my lawyer-son broke his
promise to safeguard it for me. Gone also was my inheritance and
savings, my own money. My sister, with my son’s support and
participation, had picked them clean.

During my last few years in, visits from my son and sister
stopped as my mother grew elderly and then terminally ill. Then
began their angry letters referring to revived or invented family
quarrels. Their intentions were clear. They wanted to remove me
from homestead and family wealth. The fact that my mother had
other intentions, that she wrote me hopeful letters until the end, didn’t
matter to my skillful and deceptive offspring and sibling.

I didn’t want to be included in my mother’s will directly
because I remained incarcerated. It was likely that funds I would
receive would be confiscated by the government. My son and 1
therefore agreed on other methods of handling my savings,
inheritance and the family home. These methods depended on the
honesty and trustworthiness of him and my sister, which proved
nonexistent. The last letters that [ sent to my mother while she was in
my sister’s care in the final stages of cancer were intercepted and
destroyed by my sister. My son, during the brief time we were in
therapy together after my release, told me so.

Knowing I would eventually take my son and sister to court if
they did not account for the missing funds, they took the initiative and
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brought me to court first. Even before I got out of prison I was served
with legal papers by my son. He sought a stay away order against me
because I had said I would contact him to find out about the
whereabouts of the funds upon my release. He also called the warden
of my prison to encourage him to keep me there longer. I was set to
go to a halfway house, but due to my son’s intervention, I was denied.
The rejection came only a few days before I was set to leave prison.
Had it not been rescinded I would have left prison in 2002 rather than
in 2003.

My son also sent a summons requiring me to appear in court
when I returned to D.C. He had scheduled a hearing to get his stay
away order against me. I came to the hearing in a good mood despite
my having to live in a homeless shelter upon release. There was no
other option without funds. I was happy because the shelter was a step
up from prison. There was no lock on the door to keep me from
leaving each day. With my guitar I was able to play away my blues
whenever and wherever the mood struck. Talk about being a
troubadour.

I brought it with me when I came to court to face my son. As
we waited for the judge to enter, I played it softly for him. The bailiff
said I could do that. “As long as the judge isn’t on the bench,” he
said, “you can get up and dance in the aisle for all I care.”
Unfortunately there was no one to dance with. My son did not
respond to the music in the least. He was a man on a mission.
Representing himself, no attorney came with him. It was a mistake
that he wouldn’t make again. Months and years of court proceedings
followed, almost all of them at his or my sister’s instigation. He
orchestrated all of them. A lawyer joke was unfolding before my
eyes: father helps put son through law school, son uses law education
to cheat father, and when father secks return of funds taken from him
by son, son drags father into court under threat of jailing.

But on this first day in court, I was happy to be this close to
him and pleased that he had come alone. The possibility of
communication was in the air. As Judge Lynn Licbowitz took the
bench, a long-awaited discourse began. My son gave a stirring oration
about the flaws of his father and the nuisance he said I had become. 1
could hardly recognize myself. My Uncle Phil, the poet and
philosopher of our family, once said, “Children never fully grow up
as long as their parents are alive.” My son in his acerbic ramblings
was proving it.

Unfortunately for him, Judge Liebowitz was paying closer
attention to his words of scorn than I was. She interrupted his tirade
to warn him that his extreme un-provable statements against me were
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unbecoming to a lawyer and not serving the cause of justice. “May |
remind you,” she said, “that as an attorney you are an officer of the
court and I expect you to behave accordingly.”

There is a saying that a person who represents himself,
whether he is a lawyer or not, has a fool for a client. My son was
proving the truth of this. When he got through with his maddening
monologue, the judge further admonished him. “What I see before
me,” she said as she shook her head, “is a father and son matter. 1
don’t see that the court has any business being involved in it.” At my
son’s request, the hearing was put off for 10 days so he could have a
lawyer represent him.

When the new court date came, he stood before Judge
Liecbowitz with an attorney. The judge advised the attorney to try to
settle the matter out of court, something I was more than willing to
do. We reached an agreement that my son and I would communicate
with each other through a professional mediator. There would be two
sessions, spaced a month apart from each other. If we needed more,
we would have them as long as my son and I agreed to continue.

The two sessions went well. My son had a lot on his mind
that he needed to convey. Most of his thoughts dealt with matters that
his mother, my ex-wife, had said to him about me. They dealt with
allegations of abuse towards her. I was surprised that my son had
taken them seriously. When he was visiting and writing me in prison,
he said that he was discounting the statements his mother was making
about me. In one letter he wrote, “It’s scary how much hatred and
anger she feels. When she gets in her hate mood, I have to keep her
away from your grandchildren.” Speaking of my son’s two boys, his
letters to me indicated that my relationship with them was good,
despite separation due to my imprisonment. | sent the boys gifts,
including books I thought they would enjoy. My son wrote that they
read them often. On one visit he brought the entire family. All of this
occurred while my mother was alive. I still treasure the letters he, my
mother and my sister sent me during that time.

hxix

The mediator, whom my son’s highly professional and
compassionate lawyer arranged for us to see, was a trained therapist.
My son and I split the cost. By then I was making money playing
music. Not enough to move out of the shelter but I was able to cover
my half of the mediator’s fee and other expenses [ was incurring.

The two sessions went well, with my son doing most of the
talking. That was fine with me because I wanted to understand his
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thinking, which I saw was muddled. If I didn’t know better, I would
have thought that he had just exited 10 years in prison instead of me.
Only during the second session did we discuss the money due me, and
only fleetingly. He said cryptically about his aunt, my sister, “I
thought she could be trusted dad.” I answered, “I guess we were
wrong.” What I didn’t say was that I thought I could trust you too. Or
refer to one of his last angry letters to me while I was in prison. In it
he said he was turning his back on me and my financial situation,
which he estimated would cause me to lose “a million dollars™ as my
share of the inheritance.

Instead of asking further about the money during the second
session, I moved to other subjects that I knew were important to him.
I was seeking common ground. The last thing I wanted him to think
was that this was only about money. It wasn’t. There were principles
involved certainly, but there were also family concerns I wanted to
share with him. Qur interaction was amicable but he rejected my
suggestion that we meet informally over coffee occasionally to get
reacquainted with each other. Instead he wanted time to think
through everything. Six months to be exact. Then we would have a
third session with the therapist, he said. We agreed that it would take
place between Thanksgiving and Christmas. I reluctantly agreed.

I never looked forward to the holiday season more. In
retrospect, I see he was using a lawyer’s tactic of delaying as much as
possible. Not to mention playing with my emotions. I fit the pieces of
the puzzle together years later when I attended a conference on elder
abuse. There were presentations given, including a short dramatic
sketch on how seniors are often exploited by their adult children.
Much of the abuse surrounds money matters. The seniors have funds
or are in line to get some that their children and younger siblings
want. Their goal is to get the seniors out of the way so the money
will fall into their hands. The children will withhold grandchildren
from the seniors as leverage, just as my son was doing. My sister,
five years younger than I, was withholding her love.

My 60" birthday, the first birthday I celebrated in freedom in
12 years, came on October 14, 2003. No card, call or token of
remembrance arrived from either my son or my sister. I didn’t bring
this up when I sent him a card and gift on his 38" birthday, October
20" “Don’t say anything,” I figured, “we will have another face-to-
face meeting with the therapist soon.”

hxix
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Meanwhile back at the homeless shelter, I was doing fine. In
one sense it was a home for me very similar to my former prison
home. It had bunk beds for residents of the same type used in some of
the prisons where 1 resided. There was also “chow time™ like prison;
even count time, the latter taking place in the middle of the night
when the outer doors were locked and all residents had to be present
and accounted for. If you were absent, you wouldn’t go to the hole,
nor would a search party and tracking dogs be sent to find and seize
you. Just the opposite happened. Your name was crossed off the list
of residents and your bed was given to someone else. Excused
absences were the exception. Some of the residents who had been
rejected by their families were gradually returning to them, spending
a few nights a week at the family home. They notified the shelter in
advance so their absences would be excused.

Most of us were there every night, having no other place to
g0. One man, older than I, slept in our 15 by 15 foot cubicle that held
six bunk beds and 12 men. He was also on the outs with his family.
He had a personality issue. Difficulty remembering things due to
advanced Alzheimer’s. We shared something in common. His
condition made him unacceptable to his loved ones. I had money due
me, which made me, though not my money, unacceptable to mine.

Except for sleeping at the shelter, 1 spent little time there. All
day and well into the evening, 1 endeavored to share my creative
prison accomplishments with Washington in an effort to establish a
reputation and get on my own financial feet. While I was still hopeful
that my family would come to their senses and give me part or all of
what was due me, [ wasn’t holding my breath or my desire to live a
full life. Despite my age, my interest in women had not subsided
while I was in prison. I also wanted to explore and experience things
on the music and theater scene. That didn’t mean I would spend an
inordinate amount of time attending shows or attending to women.
After all, life is more than clapping and copulating. Still, I had left
prison in better physical and mental shape than when I went in. [ now
intended to live a little.

Most of my time was spent in self-employment. There was no
pay initially, but I knew that this would change once I made the right
connections. First off, 1 had to get my manuscripts and music in
presentable shape. To do that I made arrangements with two
establishments that would become my worksites. One was a
university and the other was a church. At the university, there was a
library open everyday from early morning until late at night. I was
able to use a computer there to edit and type my manuscripts. It was
laborious work but at the end of a few months I had three diverse
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books prepared: a prison memoir, a novel and a nonfiction book. It
was about American politics, in which I had participated by running
for public office and advocating on behalf of the poor and
disenfranchised.

To get my music in shape I found a church with a gospel
band in need of a guitarist. I volunteered my services, not only
playing but helping to connect the sound system and doing other tasks
cach Sunday morning. The members felt 1 was talented and they
knew I was reliable, always being the first one to arrive. Joining this
musical group was like being in a heavenly orchestra. The love and
support given me were terrific. There were physical things provided
too, including a new guitar, wardrobe and a certain attractive and
unattached member of the group. Most importantly I had a place to
practice and play, a place to refine my musical compositions. Since
the church was active in community outreach, it was open much of
the time.

But in a few instances when I got to the church I couldn’t get
in. This led me to talk to the pastor about getting my own key. It was
a bold move for me to make. I had only been out of prison less than
90 days after spending a decade with crooks and robbers. How could
he trust me with the valuable things in the church and its adjoining
offices? Still he knew something that others did not know. That I had
gone to prison not for what I did, but for who I was. A political
activist who would not compromise my principles for personal gain.
A man who would not plead guilty to avoid going to prison for a
crime he did not commit. [ looked at the preacher while he
considered my request. Then I said, “Look, I just spent ten years in
prison for my honesty, not any dishonesty.” He nodded his head and
gave me the key.

No one at the university or the church knew I lived in a
homeless shelter. There was no reason to tell them. 1 showered daily
and dressed in clean and varied clothing. I never hid my ex-prisoner
status, however. I wore it like a badge of honor, just as Martin Luther
King and Gandhi treated their arrests and imprisonments. Just as the
disciples of Jesus treated their leader’s crucifixion.

On the other hand I didn’t flaunt it. At least, not usually. The
exception was when I was marketing something I created in prison
that had a unique prison flavor to it, for example, the CD that I had
recorded with Steve Andrew in prison. During my first vear out of
prison, I arranged to have Prison Tracks pressed and packaged as a
CD. The funds for doing that came from two supporters, Helen
Thorne and Dona Pereira. Both women, residents of New York, had
corresponded with and helped me while I was in prison. I had even
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planned to marry Dona upon my release, but she couldn’t wait. She
blamed me for writing letters to her that were so sexually stimulating
that she had to find a bed partner before I became available. 1 felt bad
about the loss. Still, her compliment of the effectiveness of my
writing boosted my ego. We remained friends and she became a great
aid to me both emotionally and financially when I formed the Safe
Streets Arts Foundation.

During my first year out, I sold many copies of my CD. 1
used it as a fundraising tool for the nonprofit foundation that Helen,
Dona, Jim Pruitt and I finally incorporated. Jim, a libertarian living in
Florida, was shocked at the injustice of my trial there. He attended
every day of it to see if the government had anything of substance on
me. He concluded it did not and became a life-long friend. Since he
traveled a long distance each day to attend the trial, on the last day 1
offered to fill his car tank with gas. He said no, but I insisted. “Look
Jim, tomorrow I’ll ¢ither be in prison where I won’t need any money,
or out free to make more.” The jury, more influenced by my
unconventional background than my harmless behavior, returned a
part-guilty verdict. It would be 10 years before I saw Jim again, but
by then he became a computer whiz whose time and talent would help
the Foundation grow. He even helped me acquire a laptop which 1
used at the shelter.

The success I was having with Prison Tracks in acquiring
funds for our nonprofit organization and my personal expenses led me
to produce a second CD, Christmas in Prison. | marketed it during
the first holiday season I spent as a free man. I recorded the CD at the
church using the equipment and expertise of our group’s drummer
and sound engineer, Lisa Missenda. It included holiday favorites of
men and women in prison and “those on the outside who care about
them.” Of course I asked Jim, Helen and Dona their favorites so [
could include them. I also checked with prominent activists in the
criminal justice reform arena in which I was rapidly playing a
significant role. They included Chuck Colson of Prison Fellowship
Ministries, Julie Stewart of FAMM, Marc Mauer of the Sentencing
Project and several others, including compassionate members of
congress and the Mayor of Washington, DC. When completed, the
album of my acoustic guitar instrumentals sold well. It also allowed
me to get great paying jobs, including a year-long series at the high
paying Old Post Office Pavilion stage. As with Prison Tracks,
Christmas in Prison proved to be a good fund-raising vehicle for the
Foundation.
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My manuscripts were also making headway. I had literary
agents and publishers interested in them. I opened my incoming

emails and letters daily with much anticipation.
kkkEk%k

There was also Sean Suber, my first probation officer, who
did his job well. Sometimes, too well.

I wasn’t actually on probation. I did all my time in prison and
the warden, much to my family’s regret, simply couldn’t keep me
there any longer. When prisoners go to a halfway house, they can
casily be sent back to prison for the smallest rule breaking. But my
family had spared me that, an inadvertent blessing. In the halfway
house I would have had to get a conventional job, putting my creative
work on the sidelines. Avoiding that, I started my free world life as
an artist and producer, and have remained true to that calling ever
since.

Though 1 wasn’t on probation, I was on something called
supervised release. It’s a light form of probation and is tacked onto
virtually every sentence today. Mine was for three years. It didn’t
mean that I would go back to prison for three years if I “violated™ but
that I would have to spend some time there. Fortunately Suber, for the
most part, turned out to be reasonable and professional. He had
trouble understanding how I could be content living in a homeless
shelter after amassing considerable wealth before prison. But almost
all of that money had gone to various social and political causes, with
the exception of some personal savings in my mother’s keeping. Not
that I lived in poverty before; only modestly, even during my highest
grossing year when I earned over two million dollars in the specialty
publishing and telephone conferencing fields. Almost all of that
money was used to fight government censorship and morality-based
legislation; It also went to pay for the widespread distribution of
condoms and hypodermic needles to halt the spread of AIDS. That
was in the 1980°s. When I returned home from prison, an old friend
and fellow political activist, Bill Rice, spotted me. “Dennis, you were
ahead of your time.” I smiled and nodded humbly saying “And I did
10 years in prison for it.” Indeed, my condom giveaways and safe sex
materials were looked upon in the Bible Belt of Florida as “promoting
immorality.” It formed the basis of the first two counts in my
indictment of “racketeering.”

During my pre-prison period of high earnings and fearless
advocacy, I got a great deal of publicity in both local and national
media. Also, appearances on talk shows coast to coast. That included
being a guest on The Oprah Winfrey Show. 1 also was featured on the
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front page of the Wall Street Journal. 1 was known for my resources
and high regard for civil liberties and individual freedom. I was often
taunted for interacting with and sometimes participating in alternative
lifestyles. I became the target of police harassment but I was never
deterred from respecting and safeguarding the right of people to
follow their own path to happiness. As Jane Austen once said,
“Whatever people do is their own business as long as they don’t do it
in the street where they can scare the horses.”

During one of Suber’s unannounced visits to my homeless
shelter where a few of his “clients” were located, he asked me, “How
can you live like this with all the money you once had?” He also
noted how content I seemed. 1 said, “It was never about money,
always about freedom.” I don’t think it sunk in immediately, but
eventually it hit home. He just had to get to know me a little better.
Freedom is something I greatly value for myself and for others. Even
inside prison I pursued it by ignoring pressures to conform. Just as I
had done on the outside.

At first Suber gave me a long leash. Then he started to reel it
in. “As much as you like your music and other creative stuff,” he said,
“you’re going to have to get a regular job sooner or later.” I looked at
him squarely in the eyes and said, “I’d rather go back to prison first.”
He then retreated. I could see that my returning to prison would be
considered a failure for him. So I did something to satisfy both of us.
From that time on, I complained about one ailment after another. So
began a series of time-consuming medical tests. Three years passed
before the numerous hospitals and doctors I visited would declare me
fit to work.

Suber knew I was making some money from my music, CDs,
writing and other endeavors, but I assured him it was going to the
nonprofit group I had formed. Since I was still living at the homeless
shelter, he didn’t question me. When he asked me to pay
“something” to the court to chip away at the half million dollar fine
that had been imposed on me, I agreed to five dollars per month. He
was pleased, particularly when he saw how reliable I was in paying it.
To friends and foes, and I believe that Suber fell into both groups, my
word is absolute.

He didn’t know much about my whereabouts when I wasn’t
at the homeless shelter, and he didn’t need to know. I didn’t even tell
him I had a cell phone, although he eventually discovered it when my
son spitefully gave him the phone number. I immediately changed it.
“I thought you didn’t have a phone,” he said. “I don’t,” I answered,
telling him it belonged to someone else and that I borrowed it from
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time to time. Then I gave him proof: a payment receipt in Helen’s
name.

hxix

Christmas 2004 was coming. Would I be out of the shelter
when it arrived? That would depend on the third mediation session
with my son. I didn’t have enough money on my own to do it. I
wanted to have at least a year’s rent money when I signed a lease so I
would not have to choose between getting a job and getting evicted
from my apartment if my income from my art fell off.

The shelter wasn’t pressuring me to leave, though it would
have if the administrators didn’t value my presence there. I
contributed my musical and production services for various projects
they had. And I never charged them a cent. They reciprocated by
bending their rule of a six-month maximum stay for residents. I could
have my bed and locker there for as long as I wished.

They also knew about my family, and characterized my son
and sister’s behavior as “disgusting.” They learned about it because
my sister told them. Just as my son had contacted the warden of my
prison to take adverse action against me, so had my sister called the
shelter. Terri Bishop, the head of the shelter, told me about her
conversation with my sister. “The call I got from her was disturbing.
I don’t know how a younger sibling could feel the way she does.
There’s something going on with her. She told me about what she
called your bad character and your criminal convictions, one by one,
in great detail. Of course we don’t care about that here. We know you
to be a clean, sober, decent person who gets along with everyone and
helps out whenever asked. But then she said something that did cause
me concern. She said that you don’t need to be in a homeless shelter.
That she’s holding a lot of money for you.”

I spoke calmly. “My sister said she’ll pay my rent if I get a
conventional job, if I give up my dream of succeeding with my music
and writing. I can’t do that, not even if I have to live on the street.” |
didn’t add that my sister wanted me in a low-rent district, far from the
heart of DC. The shelter was downtown, close to the Old Post Office
Pavilion stage and many other theatrical and music venues I
frequented.

“Yes, she told me she wanted you to live a normal life,”
Bishop said. I frowned as she continued. “I don’t like it when a
person tries to run another person’s life. You can stay here as long as
you want.”



98 From Prison to Kennedy Center Stage

My sister was also in touch with Suber, telling him I was fit
to work and that I should be sent back to prison if I didn’t. He told
me that my sister was prepared to pay some of my expenses with the
money that was due me so I could get on my feet. I asked him, “How
do I talk to her about anything, when she doesn’t want me to contact
her?” He answered, “That’s a good question.”

In fact, not having contact with my sister was a mutual
decision. Her letters, emails and other messages were too painful for
me to read. The last letter I sent her stated that a lawyer I knew in
D.C., a long-time friend of our family, had offered to mediate the
money issue between us. He politely wrote my sister to follow up on
this offer. She responded with an unnecessarily angry, insulting and
threatening letter to him. He gave me a copy and noted that my sister
would be as difficult to deal with as my son, who he knew as a D.C.
lawyer that clients had complained about. “Is your whole family
crazy?” he asked. I didn’t respond. The man had a right to be upset.

Shortly after Thanksgiving, I called the mediator secing my
son and me to see about scheduling the third session. She asked me
for dates that would be convenient and said she would get back to me
after seeing which dates worked best for my son. She called me a
week later to tell me that she couldn’t reach him, though she had tried
and left several messages. Could I give her another week? 1 did. Still
no results. He was clearly avoiding her, and me. 1 called his lawyer,
whom I liked. He had worked out the mediation agreement and had
showed me kindness in court, which I reciprocated. In a court
hallway, out of view of my son, he offered me some nuts, which I
gratefully accepted since we were missing lunch. A few days later 1
stopped by his office to hand his secretary a thank you note to give
him, along with a large unopened can of deluxe nuts.

Hearing about my son’s subterfuge, he spoke to me on the
phone with compassion and concern. Yes, he would find out from his
client what was going on and he’d get back to me with a time for the
third mediation session. When he called a few days later, he appeared
shaken. He had spoken to my son but my son said he was too busy to
meet with me. Perhaps in the new year—after Christmas—he would
find the time.

So much for the possibility of having a non-homeless, family-
oriented Christmas. Even in prison I had not felt as bad as I did at that
moment. To overcome the disappointment, I thought about a scene
from the Mel Brook’s comedy Blazing Saddles. In it, the main “good
guy” cowboy meets another “good guy.” Both are dressed
immaculately in white good-guy outfits. The original good guy says
to the other “you used to be a lawyer and now you are a good guy?”
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The other responds by saying that he had become one to heighten his
stature in the community. When they meet again, the new good guy
unexpectedly shoots the original one before the latter can get his gun
out to defend himself. That’s clearly against the code of good guy
cthics. “I thought you were a good guy,” the victim says as he grasps
his gunshot wound. The response he gets: “For Christ’s sake, 'm a
lawyer!”

After confronting my son’s Christmas lie and his increasingly
bad treatment in the months and years that followed, I thought of an
adaptation of the Mel Brooks movie. Same scene, different
characters. “I thought you were my son.” “For Christ’s sake dad, I'm
a lawyer!”

We went back to court again, this time at my initiation. I
wanted to set a date for the third mediation session in Judge
Liebowitz’s presence so my son couldn’t give me the run around
again. 1 had had enough of emotional blackmail and financial
exploitation. If my son and sister didn’t want me in their lives, that
was their choice. But the money that was mine would not stay with
them, if I could help it. Toss me away, but toss the money with me.

Judge Liebowitz was not to be found. A new judge had taken
her place in family court, part of the rotation system of judges. He
proved to be a disaster, a person given easily to prejudice and snap
judgments. When he heard that 1 had been to prison for 10 years on
serious-sounding charges, which my son’s two new lawyers fully
enumerated, it was all over for me. Not only did this malevolent
magistrate refuse to set a date for the third promised mediation
session, but he granted my son’s lawyers request for a stay away
order. They claimed my son was “fearful” of me.

At that point I had no choice but to file a lawsuit against my
son and my sister for the stolen funds. When Suber heard about my
filing he said to me without a trace of surprise in his voice, “What
took you so long?”

hxix

I celebrated the anniversary of my first year of freedom on
January 6, 2004, still residing at the homeless shelter. Despite that,
the future looked bright. I had flushed my son and sister out of the
bushes to reveal them for what they were. Our future interaction
would now be in a court, which suited me. The next time they lied to
me, it would be in front of a judge, and then they would face perjury
charges.






