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ALL OF US OR NONE
All of Us or None is an organizing movement started by people who have been in prison in order to challenge the pervasive
discrimination that formerly incarcerated people, people in prison, and our family members face. Our goal is to strengthen
the voices of people most affected by mass incarceration and the growth of the prison-industrial complex. Through our
grassroots organizing, we will build a powerful political movement to win full restoration of our human and civil rights.

United
Nations

Petitions

People Resisting
Torture Speak Out
These are excerpts from some of the
22 lead petitioner’s statements to the
2012 UN petition on behalf of people
enduring solitary confinement in California. 400 people made statements.

“When you segregate a man and
treat him worse than you would treat
an animal, you not only break his
spirit but you slowly crush his soul.”
– Walter J. Coto, J-88438
“I’ve been in the SHU [Security Housing Unit] for over 25 years…I’m permanently disabled and suffer chronic
pain to the point of sleep deprivation
and harm to all daily activities… I’m
told if I wanted adequate medical
care, a chance at parole, a hug by
family, then I must become a known
informant against others for the
state – otherwise, I will be tortured
here until insanity or death!”
– Todd Ashker, C-58191,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“If you look into CDCR records for the
last five to 10 years, it will prove that
CDCR validates hundreds of inmates
for no disciplinary reason. This shows
hundreds of inmates are being tortured mentally and emotionally without cause.”
– Christopher Flores, G-48073,
CA Correctional Institution SHU
“I have been housed in the SHU since
July 1987. I have seen fellow prisoners murdered by correctional officers, mentally ill prisoners abused, I
have seen men psychologically break
down, cry, scream and go insane. I
have been beaten by correctional officers, threatened and set up… The
SHU is a soul sucking, mind-bending
torture that murders all humanity in
any human being. Some die quicker
than others … but we all die inside.”
– Alfred Sandoval, D-61000,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“What my fellow CDCR prisoners
don’t know is that CDCR has malicious intent to destroy the minds,
souls and spirits of 3,000-plus prisoners by any means necessary.”
– Political Prisoner Mutope Duguma,
s/n James Darren Crawford,
D-05996, Pelican Bay SHU
continued on page 2...

Malcolm X

A Formerly
Incarcerated Educator
Studying the life and struggle of ElHajj Malik El-Shabazz, more commonly
known as Malcolm X, can teach us a lot
about race relations in America, the plight
of urban youth in inner cities nationwide,
the interconnected struggle of formerly
incarcerated people and undocumented
people, and the need to recognize and
respect the power of unity among all oppressed people. So it is imperative for every person seeking complete freedom and
human dignity to study the lessons and
life of Malcolm X.
Malcolm was assassinated 48 years
ago on February 21, 1965, because of
his attempt to internationalize the struggle of African and all oppressed people
inside the United States. By utilizing the
circumstances of his confinement as an
opportunity for self-improvement and
spiritual enlightenment, Malcolm defied
the systemic post-conviction pressures to
become one of the most prolific formerly
incarcerated advocates of our time.
What has changed since his death?
The recent re-election of Barack Obama
and noticeable appointment of Justice
Sotomayor to the Supreme Court provide
fuel to the rhetoric of living in a post-racial society in the U.S. Many people believe that we have transcended those old
discriminatory and genocidal practices,
i.e. slavery, lynching, and the Jim Crow
Laws. However, modern-day practices
prove to the contrary.
The availability of resources is still more
advantageous for whites than people of
color, as our society is still marginalized
by race, class and gender privileges. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the Black high school
dropout rate nearly triples that of whites.
In addition, people of color face harsher
penalties in court proceedings. Because
of the civil rights activism in the 60’s led
by those such as Malcolm and countless
others, we are no longer subjected to blatant Jim Crow laws. However, the same
struggle that Malcolm was speaking to,
and died for, is still alive.
The culture of institutions and systems has not changed with the passage
of time. Millions, particularly many of today’s young people of color, are detrimentally impacted by laws, policies and policing that preclude them from equal access
to housing, education, and other sustainable services. Contrary to popular belief,
many kids are pushed out of schools as
opposed to dropping out, similar to the
experience Malcolm had to endure.
Young Malcolm excelled in junior high
school but dropped out after a white
teacher told him that practicing law, his
aspiration at the time, was “no realistic
goal for a nigger.” Just like Malcolm many
of our youth are dissuaded from pursuing noble callings and would rather not
settle for humdrum careers of servitude.
Despondently, instead of escaping poverty, many youth of color find themselves
ensnared in the stigmatic web of delinquency and indoctrination into the U.S.
Criminal “Just – Us” System.
In addition, capitalism – the economic
system that thrives on the backs of poor
and working-class people, and primarily
people of color worldwide – continues to
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transform itself to survive. The Prison Industrial Complex (PIC), or the marriage
of punishment and profit, replaced the
slave plantations with prisons and correctional facilities, while corporations
filled the slot of modern-day slave owners (exploiters). Recognizing the need to
secure and control raw materials and a
labor force as well as preventing political
uprisings, transnational corporations deployed political strategies through their
media enterprises (FOX, ABC, NBC, CBS,
CNN, etc.) to manipulate and galvanize
the support of the U.S. population towards investing in prisons and more punitive measures.
One of these strategies was “The War
on Drugs” campaign propagated by the
Ameriklan apple pie couple, Ronald and
Nancy Reagan. Who could resist Nancy’s
“Just say no!” plea of simplicity? Not recognizing the ruse for what it was, marginalized people from poor communities
became casualties, or mere products, of
the so called War on Drugs. To attest to
this fact the U.S. incarcerated population
expanded from close to 500,000 in 1980
to 2,300,000 people inside correctional
institutions in 2013.
During this span, California built twenty new prisons, practically tripling its
original number. (Coincidentally California built only one new university during
this time: UC Merced opened in 2005.) We
can only speculate what Malcolm would

think of what our society has become: an
incarcerator of the poor and displaced.
Perhaps his following words can help put
things in perspective, “We live in one of
the rottenest countries that has ever existed on this earth. It’s a system of exploitation, a political and economic system
of exploitation, of outright humiliation,
degradation, discrimination – all of the
negative things that you can run into,
you have run into under this system that
disguises itself as a democracy.”
California’s version of democracy was
forced to take drastic measures for its so
called Criminal Justice system, due to its
economic fiasco. In 2011, Governor Jerry Brown passed the “Realignment Act,”
shifting some of the economic burden of
the State’s prison population onto its 58
counties. The “products” are people who
have been sentenced to prison for “nonserious,” “non-violent,” and “non-sexual”
crimes, also referred to as the “non-nonnon.”
Why is California wasting tax payer
dollars to imprison this non-threatening
population? The answer may be simple to
those who have a historical, political and
economic understanding, but may be difficult to those who simply subscribe to the
pursuit of the American Dream. In Malcolm’s own words, “You’re not supposed to
be so blind with patriotism that you can’t
face reality. Wrong is wrong no matter who
says it.” The challenge is recognizing the
continued on page 7...

SELF
DETERMINATION
PLEDGE

Letter from Hugo Pinell
Hugo Pinell

As members of

All of Us or None,
we pledge:

To demand the right to
speak in our own voices.
To treat each other with
respect and not allow
differences to divide us.
To accept responsibility
for any acts that may
have caused harm to our
families, our communities
or ourselves.
To fight all forms
of discrimination.
To help build the economic
stability of formerlyincarcerated people.
To claim and take care
of our own children and
our families.
To support community
struggles to stop using
prisons as the answer
to social problems.
To play an active role in
making our communities
safe for everyone.

Mission
The All of Us or None (AOUON) newspaper
seeks to publish articles, letters, photos
and political cartoons advancing the struggle for human rights of formerly and currently incarcerated people. The paper is
created by an editorial board composed of
All of Us or None members, and coordinated by members from the Bay Area chapter.

Editorial Policy
The AOUON newspaper editorial board reserves the right to edit all content for readability, grammar, punctuation and consistency. Due to space limitations, we may also
edit for length. This newspaper provides a
forum to speak in our own voices for formerly and currently incarcerated people of
all backgrounds struggling for our human
rights – so beyond basic standards we edit
as lightly as we can. Unsigned articles from
both sides of the prison walls represent
views in alignment with that of the editorial board. For safety purposes, we will
also publish unsigned articles in alignment
with our mission from incarcerated writers.
Signed articles from those on the outside
represent the view of the individual writer,
and for accountability purposes the actual
name must be used.

Letters to the Editor
We want to hear your thoughts. Please
send letters to the editor to the submissions address below. Due to space constraints, please limit them to no more
than 150 words. Include name and contact information, and let us know if you
want your name signed to it or not. We reserve the right to edit letters for length and
clarity. Both signed and unsigned letters
represent the view of the individual.

Submissions
We encourage submissions of articles, poetry, and artwork from our readers that
advance our cause as formerly incarcerated people working for our human rights.
Because we receive more submissions than
we have space for, not all submissions can
be acknowledged or printed. Submissions
will be returned only if a self-addressed,
stamped envelope with the appropriate
postage is included. Please send them to:
All of Us or None Attn: Submission
Legal Services for Prisoners with Children
1540 Market Street, Suite 490
San Francisco, CA 94102
Deadline to submit work for the next
paper is: July 1, 2013
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To all true love ones, the best of health.
Thank you for the kind words of love, photos, and continuous support. Thank you
for what all of you do for the children and
for giving in my name to a family in need,
three bicycles! WOW!! I am so touched!
In spite of the terrible experiences in our
lives, no matter what else we must do to
make positive things happen on our journey, our lives can be enjoyed in a fuller way
when we take good care of ourselves and
our comrades in every way possible.
I was very upset when the jury in the
San Quentin 6 case came back with a verdict of simple assault. The case started in
1971. The trial started in 75 to 76, a whole
year and a half. The state had nothing on
anyone in the Adjustment Center but we
became the targets. They managed to convince the jury to ignore the chains all over

us and to try each one of us separately on
charges we would be facing by the state.
I got convicted of assault in 1976. Back
then, an assault sentence was harsher
than a murder conviction. I had to wait for
9 years to go to the parole board – [I waited]
until 1985 to become eligible for release. So
I had no choice but to prepare for the long
stretch ahead. The whole case was a sham,
but the trial was a circus.
Because of the chains and jury misconduct issues I did get legal help to file (a)
motion to the appellate courts, every year
from 1977 to 1986. However, the most important motion was in me to keep pushing
and growing and not burdening or bothering anyone out there. To make matters
worse, I was moved to the lockup in Folsom in Dec 1976, the only integrated exercise yard at that time. The racial violence
became a constant occurrence and danger, and it was too hard for me to get clean
time which I felt I needed to have in case I
got no breaks from the courts. At the parole board, in 1985, I was denied 1 year.
In 86 and in 89 I was denied three years.
In Feb 1989, I was moved to the SHU in
Corcoran and staff gave me the same song
that they had given me when I was in the
SHU at Tehachapi about working my way
out to the mainline in about a year. In Sept
of 1990, I was moved to this Pelican Bay
SHU. I continued to work, to grow, to keep
my clean time and prepared for the 1992
hearing, although I wouldn’t show up and
[was] expecting another denial of 2 or 3
years. It was 3 years, so I got charged up
ready for 1995. Not only to be released, but

to live out the rest of my life doing family
and community work and constantly evolving into a more together and wholesome
person. I’m here still, because the board
has continued to deny me.
Physically, I might not ever get out; but,
with the true love, care and justice of those
who feel for me, I have been able to push
on; to find new spaces where I can feel free
and really human, because I will never accept this isolated confinement. I’ll never get
used to being so deprived, not being able to
have a contact visit, to maybe never again
touch my beautiful mom who has suffered
unmercifully and unjustly over my extreme
incarceration. My time has been up! No
matter what they said I did or didn’t do!
“For those who really love you will be
there for [you]. Those who know justice
will call out for yours, too” [Hugo’s grandmother’s words of wisdom.] No matter how
much we might want to do for others, we
really only have control of ourselves and
even that is a struggle. I would push on
thru whatever, feel everything that I had
to feel, keep it all the way human, alive
and free. I am constantly growing. Even if
I couldn’t explain it. For love is a powerful
and wonderful power that does wonders.
LA LUTA CONTINUA!

for youth to be able to learn from their
mistakes and grow into adulthood with
equal opportunities.
Free the Fee has a mission to not only
accomplish getting rid of these fees,
but as well to inform the youth of how
to seal their juvenile records. We are
a coalition of lawyers and communitybased organizations: One Fam, All of Us
or None, youth, students, and the community. We have been traveling around
the Bay Area giving various presentations to groups and programs about
what it means to seal one’s record, the
best way to go about it, and some other
basic know your rights information.
These presentations have not only be-

gun a discussion in the community but
have also gained both youth and adult
supporters standing with us.
It is shocking how much this one fee
can affect a youth’s entire adulthood.
If one cannot afford to pay that fee to
get their record sealed it can affect their
professional life, their housing opportunities, different certifications they are
able to obtain and more. Every youth
deserves a second chance, and an equal
opportunity to achieve their dreams and
aspirations. This is exactly what Free
the Fee is hoping to accomplish, so that
youth can receive that fresh start and
go on to lead successful lives.

public employment because of a community campaign led by the 9 to 5 National
Association of Working Women. Canton,
Ohio has also joined the 45 cities and
counties making these changes in how
they hire public employees.
This year, bills have also been introduced in several state legislatures. In
California, AB 218 will delay any background check until an applicant has
been found to meet minimum job quali-

fications for jobs in cities, counties,
special districts, and all state agencies.
California’s AB 870 would impose the
same requirements for all contractors
doing business with the state.
Bills are also pending in Maryland,
Rhode Island, Illinois, New Jersey,
New York, North Carolina, and Michigan. If passed, Minnesota’s bill will extend existing ban the box practices to
all private employers.

Hugo “Yogi” Pinnell is a political prisoner
who has been in solitary confinement for 43
years – the longest of anyone in the state.
As one of the San Quentin 6 charged with
assault and murder in the 1970s, he is the
only one still locked up, although he was
only convicted of assault. Free Hugo!

Free the Fee!
In the Bay Area the number of youth
inside the Juvenile Justice system is
shockingly high. Not only are these
youth finding themselves locked up in
facilities, but as well they’re lost within
the system. Free the Fee aims to abolish
the $150 dollar fee for juveniles to seal
their records. As the campaign started
moving forward and gaining momentum a clearer picture of the goals was
formulated too. Not only does Free the
Fee want to get rid of the fee in Alameda county, but wants to see if the state
policy can be changed for the record
sealing fee, the fees to be held within
juvenile hall, and the fees to be on ankle
monitor. These fees are all huge barriers

Ban the Box
Our Ban the Box campaign continues to generate interest and CHANGES
in employment opportunities for people
with conviction records. Newark, New
Jersey now leads our movement with the
most sweeping ban the box reforms in
the country: their new ordinance applies
to ALL employment in their city (public
and private employers and contractors)
as well as ALL housing providers.
Atlanta, Georgia banned the box in

For more information or to start a Ban the Box campaign in your area,
please contact Linda Evans (linda@prisonerswithchildren.org) or:
banthebox@prisonerswithchildren.org.

UN Petition

lutionary national scientific socialism…
This torture without end has damaged
People Resisting Torture Speak Out my joints and legs to the degree that my
normal function is diminished, and I
no longer view any great distinction becontinued from page 1...
tween death and my current existence.
“I struggle every day to hold onto my san- Struggle is my only hope, and I genuineity and humanity, for I am a man. I am ly don’t care if I die in the process.”
a man being tortured, dehumanized and – Political Prisoner J. Heshima Denham,
psychologically tormented, but a human
J-38283, Corcoran State Prison SHU
being nonetheless, praying that the world
finally hears the cries of the tormented “This isolation has been a torturous exsouls trapped inside the SHU.”
perience and it’s growing worse as the
– Javier A. Zubiate, J-83189, time passes. It has broken my spirit, my
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU soul, and it’s now even taking its toll on
my mind. I just hope I won’t go insane
“I have been in the SHU for the past 11 before I go home.”
years and counting solely based on my
– Victor Cantero, T-71200,
political ideology of New Afrikan revoCA Correctional Institution SHU

“I have been in the SHU on and off from
June 1995 until now because of a fake
prison gang validation. Since being
housed in the SHU, I’ve definitely experienced mental and physical abuse, torture and death threats at the hands of
prison staff...”
– Synrico J. Rodgers, T-21144,
Corcoran State Prison SHU
“I have been in SHU isolation for 35
years. I would not treat my worst enemy
in such a way as I have been placed in
isolation this long. To torture another
human being with these horrific conditions should be contrary to what consists of a healthy society.”
– Phil Fortman, B-03557,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
continued on page 4...
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Drawing above by Veronica Hernandez,
San Francisco County Jail

A Mother’s Story

Moving from Pain to Power

Sheila Blake

Look outside your window, your door.
Who do you see? Neighbors, strangers,
family possibly, or friends… all components of the community we live in. What
kind of community are we building and
creating these days? Do we even care?
Are we willing to take a close look at
what’s going on?
The impact of mass incarceration is
felt deeply in Black and Brown communities across this nation. And it’s been
felt deeply in my own life. The experience
of having two sons and a grandson who
have been “on the inside,” has provided
me with a long-term and undesired relationship with the prison industrial complex — the system that includes law enforcement, surveillance, the courts, and
other public and private interests that
are used to maintain social, economic
and political inequalities.
Like any other mother, this has been
a painful experience. I’ve seen our family suffer emotionally and financially,
and I’m sure there are other intangible
effects that I haven’t had the ability to
unearth from my soul, or articulate with
my words. Not only has this been painful, but there’s that social aura of shame
I’ve dealt with. When meeting someone
for the first time, I stop and think about
how much I want to say as we’re conversing and getting to know one another.
Is this someone I can feel comfortable
with sharing that both of my sons have
spent time in federal prison?
Looking back over the past 20 years, I am
grateful my sons have done well. One finished college, and after his period of incarceration, received licensure as a real estate
broker and is running a successful business.
He petitioned the court and was granted
early release from probation because of his
accomplishments and compliance to postincarceration “rules.”

Both sons have become avid readers
and were motivated to develop skills that
may otherwise have remained dormant
or untapped. So in all honesty, I can’t say
that their periods of incarceration were
a totally negative experience. However,
the emotional, psychological and socioeconomic toll on our family, and most
specifically my grandchildren, defies any
kind of analysis, and is still difficult for
us to fully grasp and understand.
Over the past 6 months, I have been
challenged by reading Michelle Alexander’s book, The New Jim Crow, Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness.
Without sounding like an overstatement, I can easily say that this is one
of the most crucial and relevant books
I’ve read. It is imperative that we begin to understand that criminal justice
reform is THE civil rights issue of the
21st century.
But herein lies the challenge for me as
a mother: What can I do to help bring
substantial change to these grievous situations and realities I’m reading about
in Michelle Alexander’s book and experiencing on a personal level?
I grew up during the 1960’s hearing
the phrase, “Jim Crow must go!” Along
with my parents, who were both civil
rights activists, I carried signs and participated in demonstrations for AfricanAmericans to receive their full rights as
citizens. I watched the horrific reports on
the evening news of black men, women
and children being beaten, fire-hosed,
and attacked by dogs as they demonstrated for the right to vote and the ability to sit anywhere on the bus. To understand now that racism in America hasn’t
changed as much as we think it has, and
to read the facts regarding how having a
felony record impacts not just my sons,
but thousands of other people of color
– I often feel overwhelmed with anger at

these painful realities, and I am moved
from complacency to activism.
The attack dogs these days are police
who use racial profiling, and unjustifiable stop and frisk tactics. The fire hoses are ruthless prosecutors, ineffective
public defenders, and a court system
where “a jury of your peers” is non-existent. Men and women of color and poor
people are beaten by a system that’s designed to serve the best interests of those
who are privileged and use their privilege
to circumvent what’s inevitable for others. Laws are in place and upheld by the
highest courts in the land that deny for-

We’re creating a movement and working to bring
change that will positively impact the suffering we
see and experience in our community every day.
Will you join us?
merly incarcerated people equal access
to employment, public housing, voting,
and many other rights and benefits.
We’re all in different places in our individual lives, and it may not be possible for all of us to do the same things
or take the same actions. But we can
all do something.
Begin by reading Michelle Alexander’s
book. Help educate others to what’s going on. Become a member of All of Us
or None and get active with events that
reach out to the community. Network
with other formerly incarcerated people.
We’re not always willing to talk about it,
but all of us have someone in our family
or know someone who is currently, or
has formerly been incarcerated.
We have the power and the ability to
create a society that redefines “punishment;” a society that prioritizes its in-

habitants having access to everything
needed to live well and to thrive, and a
society where all basic needs are met.
Can you imagine something different,
something better? What would it take?
What can you do to make a difference?
Having made it through one of the
most challenging responsibilities in
life of parenting two sons, it is incumbent upon me now to speak up, and
to stand up and not allow this New
Jim Crow to continue to wreak havoc
in the lives of so many other mothers’
sons and daughters. There is something you can contribute to this fight.
We’re creating a movement and working to bring change that will positively
impact the suffering we see and experience in our community every day.
Will you join us?

Rediscovering Fatherhood Against All Odds
Dorsey Nunn
By the time I was seventeen I had helped
produce two children. As with most men
who become a father so early, it was more
about pleasure than intention. To make
things more difficult, in order to survive I
was part of an underground economy that
put greater emphasis on male bonding than
on family or monogamous relationships.
I wish at the time of my children’s birth I
had possessed the maturity to be responsible and more importantly, the means to actually contribute to their support. Not having the means drove me deeper and deeper
into a life of instability, ultimately leading
to my conviction at age 19 of first degree
murder and over a decade in prison.
Several days before my arrest, I visited
my son and his mother. Up until that time
I would have seen the urge to tell people I
loved them as a weakness, but the sense of
impending doom compelled me to let them
know. In only a few days I would start to
toughen myself for a life sentence or death.
As I came to find out later, this journey
was not unique to me. Like many others, my community had an underfunded,
under-resourced educational system, a
police force addicted to racial profiling,
a high unemployment rate and a racist
criminal justice system. Maybe that’s why
spending time in prison is more common
among young Black men today than completing a college degree or military service.
Once in prison I had to teach myself
how to not miss the obvious, the women
in my life and the children I had fathered.
The first several years I saw my children
as some kind of appendage to their mothers, like a leg, an arm or a broken heart.
Visiting days were more incidents inspiring disappointment than a longing to see
the children I didn’t really know.
However, there were those moments
that overwhelmed me with fuzzy feelings
– Christmas, Easter, birthdays and the
beginning of summers. From thinking of
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my children on special occasions only, I
shifted into thinking of them all the time.
It was as a result of thinking about my
children I first experienced something I
could clearly identify as remorse. Thinking of them made me consider my victim
and what he was not able to provide for his
family. Through my feelings about fatherhood I was able to tap into my own sense
of humanity.
In fact, thoughts of my children were at
the root of many positive changes for me,
starting with fighting back a strong compulsion to act out with my captors in order
to earn a family visit. One of the driving
impulses for me to figure out a way to get
out of prison was the desire to have a real
relationship with my children. My education was inspired by my desire to be a better person for them.
In 1981 I had the good fortune of being released on parole. I still remember
ringing the doorbell where my son lived
with his mother the very next day and
announcing my name, after almost 11
years away. Up until then I associated
people running down stairs with violence
or prisoners being released for chow…
until I heard my son running down three
flights of stairs to meet me.
That day I realized I did not suffer the
punishment alone, even if my son had not
come to the prison for visits. Like 2.8 million other children with incarcerated parents in this country, he had been denied
everything I had learned, what I felt, and
what I could have provided. And also like
them, the experience of having a father in
prison put him at a greater risk of future
incarceration himself.
As a father, I didn’t experience life growing inside me or the pain of child birth. Due
to my incarceration, neither was I there to
witness the first steps, the beginning of
kindergarten, the scrapes from falling off
the bike or the tantrums. My attachment

to fatherhood for many years was one of
ideas and concepts.
Several months after exiting San Quentin State Prison, I was finally given access
to my daughter. For the first time I realized
I was not truly prepared for parenting. Not
only was I not prepared to take care of
children, I was not able to take care of me.
It was easy to send cards, make promises
and nurture dreams, and much harder
delivering on them.
Fathering in the first few years after prison was a struggle against structural barriers that precluded me from supporting
my children, leaving me feeling absolutely
inadequate about not being the knight in
shiny armor I dreamt of being. My initial
failure at fatherhood had more to do with
trying to anesthetize myself against feelings of inadequacy than the partying most
assumed I was engaged in.
But underneath my own personal feelings was once again, a larger collective reality. I had come back to a world that had
set me up for failure to begin with, only
now even more stigmatized because I had
a prison record – making employment,
education and housing even more difficult
than they were to start with.
Nothing supported my reunification
with family. Although family connections
are ultimately our greatest “re-entry” resource, neither CDCR nor our government
will invest in poor families directly impacted by incarceration – only in outside service providers. The truth is that incarcerated Black fathers were never meant to be
reunited with their families.
It took me approximately six years to
find my footing and even longer to make
amends to the children that had a right
to expect more than ordinary failure. The
real measure of success was not my commitment to change but the execution and
practice. It is being there not only in the
good times but in the difficult times as
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well. It is being there period.
And in the case of Black fathers in an age
of mass incarceration, it means constantly
working to overcome all of those structural
barriers in order to be there for our children. Fortunately for me I did have an experience as a child that instilled in me the
need to keep struggling until I became the
kind of father I wanted to be. I grew up in a
family that had the full participation of a father, so unlike many young brothers today,
I did at least have a model.
I am grateful that against all odds, I
found my way home, to family and the
meaning of fatherhood. It has been 32
years now since I walked out of San
Quentin and I have proven to be a better
grandfather than a father, and a better
great-grandfather than a grandfather. I
insist on being hugged by my grandchildren and great-grandchild – they need to
know that Black people die young and
they are fortunate.
Mass incarceration is like sickle cell
anemia – it’s bad for everybody, but it’s
REALLY bad for Black people. As a Black
person, my rate of incarceration is 10
times greater than whites, and 4 times
greater than Latinos. Sentences typically
run 6 times longer for Black men than for
white men charged with similar crimes,
especially if it’s drug-related.
This impact is directly transferred to
our children as well, too often resulting
in a multi-generational legacy of incarceration. While 1 out of 57 white children
had an incarcerated parent in 2008, 1
out of 9 African American children did.
Further, 1 out 4 Black children will experience parental incarceration before
their eighteenth birthdays.
I know numbers don’t always add up
to a total. The sum of the parts is never
greater than a functional whole. I sincerely believe we must all strive to be part of a
whole and functional family.
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HUNGER STRIKE

Pelican Bay Human Rights Movement

Stop the Torture!

Background
Almost two years have passed since
the historic hunger strikes of 2011 in
California prisons, with over 12,000 participants at its height. The strikes were
organized by a multi-racial group of politically active prisoners from the Pelican
Bay Short Corridor and quickly expanded to Corcoran, Tehachapi, and other
California prisons.
continued from page 2...

“I have been housed in isolation for 23
½ years. Almost daily now I wake up
to a feeling of dread. Over the past five
years I have become convinced that
death has to be better than this.”
– Political Prisoner Michael Reed
Dorrough, D-83611,
Corcoran State Prison SHU
“I am 63 years old and my chronic
asthma has worsened while in segregation. I find myself fighting for oxygen in
my SHU cell. I have been disciplinary
free since November 1989 and should
be released from the SHU.”
– Roberto Campa Lopez, C-22294,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“I have been in the SHU control unit for
15-plus years and I have experienced
the entire SHU psychological spectrum
– mood swings, loss of interest, restlessness in the mundane repetition of
doing the same thing over and over. I
have witnessed the horrors of self-mutilation of prisoners, the prison guards
assaulting prisoners, myself included.”
– Michael E. Spencer, E-90535,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“My right to self-preservation is diminished by daily demeaning humiliation
and torture in a country that prides itself on defending democracy, equality
and humanity, in which my existence
is nil.”
– Donald Lee Moran Jr., J-20212,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“It takes my breath to think I am spending my days in total isolation, without
human contact. It’s slowly breaking my
will, soul and spirit. It’s only been 17
months. This is called torture.”
– Carlos Roberto Robledo, T-72730,
Calipatria State Prison ASU
“They (CDCR) want to take away your
humanity. There is nothing more
dreadful in the world than waking up in
the middle of the night and feeling like
you’re in a mortuary. Even sleep cannot spare me from this hellhole I’m in.
Hope has been gone for many years.”
– Derek Carbajal, H-86305,
Pelican Bay State Prison SHU
“During my time in the SHU, I’ve been
subjected to six to eight cell searches
a year for false reasons. During these
searches I’ve had the only things I consider dear to my heart disrespected,
including my family photos… Is that
humane?”
– Richard Satterfield, T-79743,
CA Correctional Institution SHU
"With each passing year I see a change
within myself. I no longer trust anyone
and I have a distrust for all prison staff
because I feel like they will assault me
again...I wonder how I will function
normally once I do parole?"
– Scott D. Stoner, K-40009,
Calipatria State Prison ASU
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The strikers’ five core demands were:
1) abolishing group punishment
2) eliminating debriefing
3) ending long term solitary
confinement
4) adequate and nutritious food
5) constructive programming
After 3 strike participants died and the
California Department of Corrections
and rehabilitation (CDCr) agreed to “review” their policies and make substantive changes, the strike was ended. Top
CDCr officials admitted the strikers’ demands were reasonable, but have made
only minor concessions – SHU prisoners now have calendars and watch caps.
Pull-up bars have been installed in some
of the pods at Pelican Bay.
Hunger strike participants had more
success, however, with bringing the
world’s attention to the fact California is
operating what the thinkers in the NARN
(New Afrikan Revolutionary Nationalist)
Collective Think Tank (NCTT) in the Corcoran Prison SHU call “perhaps the largest, most well-hidden, domestic torture
program on earth.”
At any given time in California, around
12,000 people are in some form of solitary confinement. Although the US is a
signatory to the United Nations Convention against Torture, California subjects
people to long-term sensory deprivation
for exactly the reasons prohibited in the
Convention – intimidation, extracting
information, obtaining confessions and
punishment.
So far the CDCr has not proposed any
substantive positive changes that address
the 5 core demands. Given the covert expansionism and outright deception of the
CDCr’s 2012 “Security Threat Group Pilot
Program” supposedly addressing gang criteria, and the “Step Down Program,” allegedly an avenue for release from the SHU,
they are not likely to.
Most likely, on July 8, 2013 the hunger strike will resume. But due to the
continuing ripple effect of the 2011
strikes, it will occur in a different political landscape.

Positive Impacts of
Hunger Strikes
Out of the tremendous unity forged
during the hunger strikes, the “Agreement to End Hostilities” emerged in August 2012. Issued by prisoner representatives in the Pelican Bay Short Corridor,
it called for an end to violence among
racial groups. This was a huge step towards further uniting across racial and
organizational lines against a common
oppressor: CDCr.
Family members who came together
to support their loved ones inside the
SHUs during the strike formed California Families to Abolish Solitary Confinement (CFASC), centered in Southern
California. They are still going strong,
doing grassroots organizing and educating about the torture their family members are enduring.
The Prisoner Hunger Strike Solidarity (PHSS) coalition continues its mission of amplifying the voices of people
in the SHUs. The Human Rights Pen

Pal Group, a project of PHSS, has two
groups in the Bay Area connecting human rights workers on the outside with
those behind the walls. PHSS has also
launched their Stop the Torture campaign, a grassroots initiative to end solitary confinement.
In May 2012 the Center for Constitutional Rights along with several other
legal advocacy groups filed a class action lawsuit (Ruiz v. Brown) on behalf
of people in Pelican Bay who have been
in solitary confinement anywhere from
10 to 28 years. It alleges cruel and unusual punishment as well as violation
of due process.
Two hearings on long-term solitary

now “associates” in addition to “members” can also be placed into solitary
confinement – potentially expanding
SHU incarceration by tens of thousands.
Although the proposal lists actual criminal activity in its disciplinary
penalties, it also includes actions like
organizing a strike and “acting in a
leadership role,” further entrenching
criminalization of political organizing as
CDCr institutional policy. A direct attempt to legitimize retaliation for future
hunger strikes, it gives prisoncrats further authority to isolate politically active prisoners.
The Step Down Program (SDP) in the
STG Proposal dangles a path for SHU re-

California is operating what thinkers in
the Corcoran Prison SHU call "perhaps the
largest, most well-hidden, domestic torture
program on earth.
confinement were held in Sacramento,
convened by the California Assembly’s
Public Safety Committee. The first hearing was in August 2011, just after the
first round of the hunger strike, and the
second was in February 2013.
Amnesty International wrote a 2012
report on California’s abuse of solitary
confinement called USA – The Edge of
Endurance: Prison Conditions in California’s Security Housing Units. This excellent report features in-depth analysis on
the conditions and impacts of long-term
solitary confinement in California.
400 SHU and Administrative Segregation (AdSeg) prisoners in California petitioned the United Nations, asking for
intervention on behalf of California prisoners in solitary confinement. Filed by
the Center for Human Rights and Constitutional Law, the petition holds that
long term solitary confinement violates
international human rights agreements.
Antonio Guillen, one of the Pelican
Bay reps, is feeling hopeful from the response. “I couldn’t be more amazed at
the outpouring of support from people
all across the world,” he said. “It is truly
a humbling experience and one that has
caused me to acknowledge, and believe,
in the power of humanity – a true awakening of the spirit!”

CDCr’s Covert Offensive
on SHU Activists
Given this increase in public awareness, naturally CDCr is fighting back to
protect their taxpayer-funded SHU cash
cow. Their proposed policy changes pretend to address the need for reform while
not only maintaining current solitary
confinement abuses but actually providing a blueprint for further expansion.
They coined the Orwellian, vague yet
ominously all-inclusive term “Security
Threat Group” (STG) to replace the term
“gang,” as seen in their 2012 Security
Threat Group proposal. Since “gang” has
a stronger inference of criminal activity,
“security threat group” is better suited to
suppress political dissent.
Although the proposal claims to move
towards more “behavior-based” gang
validation criteria, the truth is otherwise. In terms of validating a person as
a “gang member” for an indeterminate
SHU sentence, the items related to associations and political beliefs still apply. There is still no need to prove actual
criminal conduct, and the validation review process remains completely internal to the CDCr.
Further, categories of people who can
be placed in the SHU have expanded, so
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lease so fraught with pitfalls only those
the NCTT refers to as “broken men” will
be likely to make it out. The SDP takes
4 years, and the majority of that time is
spent in almost exactly the same isolation conditions. Debriefing (snitching) is
maintained by requiring people to sign a
contract agreeing to report on “criminal”
activity in Step 5. Disciplinary infractions can send you back a step or entirely to the beginning.
As Mutope Dugma says in his article
on the STG Proposal, “it’s ‘crazy’ to tell us
(prisoners) who’ve been in solitary confinement units from 10 to 40 years, that
we got to go through a ‘step down program’ in order to get out, when we been
held illegally and subjected to physical
and psychological torment throughout
our stay in these torture chambers.”
Particularly when your “STG” activity involves organizing other prisoners for human rights, being punished for them is
political persecution.

Pelican Bay Human
Rights Movement
All in all, in terms of both public awareness and CDCr repression, the stakes
are higher for a potential hunger strike
this summer. So the Pelican Bay representatives are also upping their strategies, and framing this struggle as the
Pelican Bay Human Rights Movement.
The Pelican Bay reps wrote to Gov.
Jerry Brown and top CDCr officials this
past February, notifying them that if
their 5 core demands are not met the
hunger strike will be resumed July 8.
The letter includes 40 supplemental demands for improving conditions relating
to food, health, visits and educational
access. They also seek elimination of
retaliation for hunger strike participation, investigation of the Inmate Welfare
Fund, and media presence at negotiations, among others.
The Pelican Bay reps consider a consent decree (enforceable by a federal
court) signed by CDCr to ensure compliance as “mandatory and non-negotiable.”
The decree would include: elimination of
indeterminate SHU terms, limiting the
Step Down Program to a maximum of
18 months, and an 11-month limit on
Administrative Segregation placement
(absent formal charges of illegal actions),
among other agreements.
In January 2013 the Reps wrote to
California legislators regarding legislation amending California penal code in
support of this human rights struggle.
They are asking for legislation to restore
the original Inmate’s Bill of Rights, reALL OF US OR NONE

Hunger Strike Timeline

MAR 20 - UN petition filed
JUNE - STG Proposal revised

MAY - Formal notice of hunger strike to CDCr

NOV 17 & 18 - Warden Lewis at Pelican Bay
refuses to expand SHU visiting hours

2012

OCT 11 - STG Pilot Program w/ 4-year
Step Down Program proposed

JUL 1-20 - First Hunger Strike
SEP 26 – OCT 13 - Second Hunger Strike

JUN 19 - US Senate hearing on solitary confinement
MAR 19 - Counter-Proposal by Pelican Bay Reps
MAR 1 - Security Threat Group (STG) Proposal by CDCR

store good behavior credit off SHU sen- ing the torturous conditions of long term
tences, give prisoners a say in spending solitary confinement – will be targeted
of Inmate Welfare Funds, and reduce for neutralization by prison authorities.”
restitution fines.
Askari calls on “all truly committed
human rights activists and organizaHow Will YOU Get the Word Out? tions to step forward and join us in
our struggle to help save, restore and
The Pelican Bay reps are again call- redeem our communities through the
ing for a “peaceful, non-violent hunger continued building of the Pelican Bay
strike.” This is direct action in the face Human Rights Movement via the perfect
of oppression. It is non-violence against balance of connecting the inside with
an extremely violent institution. Just as the outside.”
in the days of the Civil Rights era, people
So, what will YOU do to help spread
are putting their bodies and their lives the word about what’s happening with
on the line. The difference is that this the hunger strike? After all, as Imari
time, they are locked out of public space Rafiki says in “A Message to Supporters
while doing so.
of the 5 Core Demands:”
As Kamau M. Askari says in “Unity
“What CDCr responds to is not the
in Organization,” “any activities geared demonstration in and of itself, but the
to unifying and organizing prisoners public’s – i.e. voters – outrage and indigpursuant to the particulars of a prison nation at us having to go to such lengths
movement – in this instance challeng- just to be afforded basic human rights.”

Agreement to
End Hostilities
To whom it may concern and all California Prisoners:
Greetings from the entire PBSP-SHU Short Corridor Hunger Strike Representatives. We are hereby presenting this mutual agreement on behalf of all racial
groups here in the PBSP-SHU Corridor. Wherein, we have arrived at a mutual
agreement concerning the following points:
1. If we really want to bring about substantive meaningful changes to the CDCR
system in a manner beneficial to all solid individuals, who have never been broken
by CDCR’s torture tactics intended to coerce one to become a state informant via
debriefing, now is the time for us to collectively seize this moment in time, and put
an end to more that 20-30 years of hostilities between our racial groups.
2. Therefore, beginning on October 10, 2012, all hostilities between our racial
groups… in SHU, Ad-Seg, General Population, and County Jails, will officially
cease. This means that from this date on, all racial group hostilities need to be
at an end… and if personal issues arise between individuals, people need to do
all they can to exhaust all diplomatic means to settle such disputes; do not allow
personal, individual issues to escalate into racial group issues!!
3. We also want to warn those in the General Population that IGI will continue
to plant undercover Sensitive Needs Yard (SNY) debriefer “inmates” amongst
the solid GP prisoners with orders from IGI to be informers, snitches, rats, and
obstructionists, in order to attempt to disrupt and undermine our collective
groups’ mutual understanding on issues intended for our mutual causes [i.e.,
forcing CDCR to open up all GP main lines, and return to a rehabilitative-type
system of meaningful programs/privileges, including lifer conjugal visits, etc.,
via peaceful protest activity/noncooperation e.g., hunger strike, no labor, etc.].
People need to be aware and vigilant to such tactics, and refuse to allow such
IGI inmate snitches to create chaos and reignite hostilities amongst our racial
groups. We can no longer play into IGI, ISU, OCS, and SSU’s old manipulative
divide and conquer tactics!!!
In conclusion, we must all hold strong to our mutual agreement from this point
on and focus our time, attention, and energy on mutual causes beneficial to all of
us [i.e., prisoners], and our best interests. We can no longer allow CDCR to use
us against each other for their benefit!! Because the reality is that collectively, we
are an empowered, mighty force, that can positively change this entire corrupt
system into a system that actually benefits prisoners, and thereby, the public as a
whole… and we simply cannot allow CDCR/CCPOA – Prison Guard’s Union, IGI,
ISU, OCS, and SSU, to continue to get away with their constant form of progressive oppression and warehousing of tens of thousands of prisoners, including the
14,000 (+) plus prisoners held in solitary confinement torture chambers [i.e. SHU/
Ad-Seg Units], for decades!!!
We send our love and respects to all those of like mind and heart… onward in
struggle and solidarity…
Presented by the PBSP-SHU Short Corridor Collective: Todd Ashker, C58191, D1119 / Arturo Castellanos, C17275, D1-121 / Sitawa Nantambu Jamaa (Dewberry), C35671, D1-117 / Antonio Guillen, P81948, D2-106
And the Representatives Body: Danny Troxell, B76578, D1-120 / George Franco,
D46556, D4-217 / Ronnie Yandell, V27927, D4-215 / Paul Redd, B72683, D2117 / James Baridi Williamson, D-34288. D4-107 / Alfred Sandoval, D61000,
D4-214 / Louis Powell, B59864, D1-104 / Alex Yrigollen, H32421, D2-204 /
Gabriel Huerta, C80766, D3-222 / Frank Clement, D07919, D3-116 / Raymond
Chavo Perez, K12922, D1-219 / James Mario Perez, B48186, D3-124
ALL OF US OR NONE

JAN 13 - Reps send letter to CA legislature

AUG 12 - Agreement to End Hostilities issued

AUG 23 - 1st Hearing on solitary
confinement in CA assembly

2011

JUL 8 - Potential resumption of hunger strike

MAY 31 - Civil Rights complaint filed

2013

February - Reps send letter to Governor
Brown and CDCR Secretary James Beard

DEC 3 - Reps express opposition
to CDCR Pilot Program

FEB 25 - Second hearing in Sacramento
on CDCR’s new policies

5 Ways to Support the Hunger Strikers
Letter from the New Afrikan Revolutionary Nationalist (NARN)
Think Tank, Corcorcan Prison SHU (Security Housing Unit)
By this writing you should be aware of the illegal steps California Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR), at least Corcoran SHU staff, are taking to
undermine the impact of the upcoming July 8th peaceful protest, and completely
control the narrative to the detriment of us all. After careful discussion and analysis, there IS a way activists, family members, friends and concerned community
members can support and raise awareness of this vital struggle in such a way that
the machinations of the prison industrialists are countered.
1) Demand Compliance with Health Regulations for Hunger Strikes
When the protest action begins, and in the weeks leading up to it, call in to Sacramento, and each SHU and state prison, and demand that CDCR staff comply
with the “California Correctional Health Care Services (CCHCS) Mass Hunger
Strike, Fasting and Refeeding Care Guide – Sept, 2012,” specifically as it relates
to critical input data and diagnostic observation of hunger strike participants by
nursing staff (i.e. height, weight, blood pressure, and body mass index).
2) Organize Visiting Teams to Hunger Strikers
The state is talking about issuing a state of emergency, and shutting down all
visiting. Coalition members, activists and supporters should organize “visiting
teams” right now for each SHU and major participatory prisons, to visit a specific number of hunger strike prisoners each week on attorney and/or legal visits,
to monitor the legal compliance with CCHCS medical hunger strike policy, and
ensure protestors are not completely cut off from the world. This may involve
fundraising and cultivation of volunteers, but this is a VITAL component of ANY
successful struggle on July 8th and beyond. I cannot stress this point enough.
3) Call the Prison if You Don’t Hear from a Hunger Striker Correspondent
Each activist and/or family member currently corresponding with a protest participant, or other coalition members corresponding with protest participants, if you do
not hear from your correspondent on hunger strike within 7 days of the July 8th
peaceful protest initiation CALL THE PRISON immediately and repeatedly, inquiring
as to your correspondents welfare and why his/her mail is being withheld. If you’ve
not heard from them in 7 days that means their mail is being withheld. This was a
common tactic in the first two hunger strike actions and will no doubt be again.
4) Deluge Legislators with Regular Hunger Strike Updates
If at all possible, activists should target specific legislators and state/federal officials with daily or weekly protest updates via email. One of the things activists
noted at the last hearing on solitary confinement on Feb. 25th was most legislative interns were unaware of the US domestic torture program being carried out
in SHUs and Ad-Segs across California and the US. Such an approach will ensure
they are confronted daily with the reality that they are complicit in this torture,
thousands of men and women are starving themselves to death to end it, and
there are thousands more friends, activists, family members and supporters who
will hold them responsible if they don’t get on the right side of history as well.
5) Try to Get Mainstream News Media Coverage of the Strike
Finally, one of the most notable actions in the last two hunger strike actions was
that of mainstream news media coverage – especially in Crescent City (Pelican Bay)
and Fresno affiliate (Corcoran). If at all possible activists can, and should, bombard
local news outlets and target specific reporters now with email solicitations to cover
their stories – and not simply from the CDCR’s perspective, but with a focus on the
perspective of the Stop the Torture campaign, Prisoner Hunger Strike Solidarity
(PHSS) Coalition, and the international human rights organizations who’ve all universally condemned this type of torture as the heinous human rights violation it is.
Suggest key activists be interviewed, challenge them to have the political courage to
be truly fair and unbiased. Contact PBS local affiliates around Pelican Bay, Corcoran and Tehachapi to do investigative journalist pieces – a series even – on the US
domestic torture program and peaceful protests before, during and after the July
8th action. This will, of course, serve to expose the existence of this contradiction
to segments of the population which may simply be ignorant of its existence, their
public official’s culpability in it, and the money – their money – being diverted from
education, infrastructure development and job creation to support it.
These are 5 practical, concrete ways those particular segments of the community supportive of this human rights struggle can both support and raise
awareness of it. If nothing else, people can donate their time or their treasure to
the PHSS Coalition or the Stop the Torture campaign.
This type of struggle is truly a battle for “public opinion,” another term for
cultural hegemony. This type of social change, especially in the capitalist state’s
repressive apparatus (prisons) where it has enjoyed virtual autonomy, is only
going to succeed if social pressure is such that it’s clear the culture in this society is simply incompatible with this type of torture, and thus the torture must
end. If society has not made this cultural transition, we will fail; but it must be
foremost in our minds that our actions in this struggle will decide and influence
the ultimate determination of that transition.
We are prepared to lay our lives on the line in this effort, to consciously die
to end this endless human misery. What are you prepared to do to advance the
causes of freedom, justice, equality and human rights? Only you know that
answer. It is our sincerest hope that you will stand with us on the right side of
history and forge a more harmonious world for us all.
Until we win or don’t lose,
NCTT-COR-SHU
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CHAPTER UPDATES
In November the Bay Area chapter held
a Community Townhall in Oakland to
discuss California’s “public safety realignment” program, which is sentencing people
with minor offenses to long sentences in
county jails. At the townhall, we formulated
a series of demands about county policies
and county jail conditions.
Fundamentally we believe that people
convicted of non-violent, non-serious,
non-sex-related offenses should NOT be
incarcerated in the first place – these offenses should be “non-jail” offenses. We
are working to limit county jail expansion and construction of new jails, and
to improve basic living conditions and
programing for people inside.
The year 2012 ended with our 12th
annual Community Giveback, where formerly-incarcerated people give bicycles
and toys to children whose parents are in
prison. This year we gave away almost 150
bikes to boys and girls from age 2 to 18.
In March the chapter participated in
a regional base-building training with
members from the East Palo Alto and
Sacramento chapters. Our goals are to
ensure that our outreach is effective in
recruiting new members, and to follow
up with people we meet, in order to build
community and increase the political
power of formerly-incarcerated people
and our families.
We are educating elected officials
about several legislative initiatives that
impact people inside California’s jails
and prisons, and increase opportunity
for people after their release.
• Membership meetings are on 3rd
Thursdays, 436 14th St, 5th Floor Conf.
Room, Oakland, CA, 6:30 pm.
Contacts:
Manuel: 415-625-7059
manuel@prisonerswithchildren.org;
Linda Evans: 415-625-7051
linda@prisonerswithchildren.org;
Jerry Elster: 415-625-7042
jerry@prisonerswithchildren.org

DETROIT

EAST PALO ALTO

Kwasi, Yusef and Pharaoh

From Boston to Baltimore to Detroit:
Mass Incarceration Looks the Same!
- by Yusef Shakur
Urban Violence
We can’t talk about the formerly incarcerated without talking about those who
are still incarcerated. And We can’t talk
about the those who are incarcerated
without talking about the social, political
and economical oppression of Black and
Brown communities, where those who are
in control see incarcerating Us as the only
solution to correcting human behavior.
Without a viable revolutionary movement We have allowed the people to be
hoodwinked and bamboozled. We have
been conditioned to see violence in urban amerikkka through the eyes of our
oppressors, which is to blame the oppressed people for their violent behavior.
Recently I was invited to Harvard University to participate in a panel on “Violence Prevention.” I shared that hurt
people hurt people and that oppressed
people oppress each other because they
haven’t been taught to fight their oppressors! We can’t talk about violence in urban amerikkka without talking about the
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We are extremely grateful for the base
building training on March 16, 2013.
We have re-initiated our commitment to
building a vibrant and active chapter of
All of Us or None in East Palo Alto. We left
the training committed to expanding the
number of people who are active in our
chapter. There were five of us who received
the training and we committed ourselves
to doubling our size for the first meeting.
We did not double in size but we did
grow from five to nine. Everyone signed
another membership form and we reviewed our Code of Conduct and our
Unity Pledge. We committed ourselves to
doubling the meeting from 9 to 18. We
would have taken up “Ban the Box” but
that issue has already been won locally.
We are currently drafting our outreach
brochure to fit the need of an outreach
strategy for local organizing. We committed ourselves to a number of issues including the fight against the San Mateo
County Jail.
If we are going to be considered as a
credible force locally we need to engage
in the effort to end violence. We need to
address the need to reach out to younger members of the community that are
frustrated by the lack of real services
and direction. We also committed ourselves to doing a town hall.
There has been a discussion to reach
out to the immigrant community because

they also are survivors of police brutality
and incarceration in the county jail and
juvenile hall. We recognize that our community is multi-racial and multi-culture
and All of Us or None must approach organizing with a real commitment to diversity if we are going to genuinely grow and
move public policy.
Contacts:
Dwight Dominique: 650-518-3753
dwightdominique@yahoo.com
Dorsey Nunn: 415 516-9599
dorsey@prisonerswithchildren.org

LOS ANGELES /
LONG BEACH

ers group for family and friends under A
New Way of Life Reentry Project. She was
an icon to the struggle of those assisting
their loved ones serving a life sentence to
attain parole.
Photo: Eric Jukelevics
for The Open Society
Foundation

BAY AREA

political, social, economic and environmental violence that is producing violent
human beings!
Only when We heal the hearts of human beings who have been denied an opportunity to be a human being, will the
violence they express towards themselves
end. And they will find greater meaning to
their lives once they are actively involved
in a revolutionary movement to restore
the neighbor back to the hood!
Friend of a Friend
Let’s be clear: ain’t shit new about
mass incarceration or the prison industrial complex, it is the same tool of this
state to incarcerate human beings they
deem expendable, especially those who
have decided to fight against the state.
Describing this oppressive tool as “mass
incarceration” or “prison industrial complex” sounds pretty, but I challenge you
to not allow yourself to just get caught up
in damn slogans!
In Baltimore I was invited to participate in a community program on behalf
of political prisoner Eddie Conway, who
has been incarcerated over 30 years like
many other prisoners of war. We can’t forget these men and women. Political prisoners like Eddie Conway helped develop
programs like “Friend of a Friend” in the
Baltimore prison system, to recruit underdeveloped men to redeem their lives.
As our great comrade George Jackson
stated, “There are only two kinds of men
who leave prison – the Bunchy Carters
and the Broken Men!” Because of men
like Eddie Conway and my father Ajamu Baruti, men such as Wahid, Samad,
Mike, DJ, Green Bey and I left as “Bunchy
Carters” instead of “Broken Men!”
Redemption
On May 25 in Detroit We will be holding our third annual day of recognition
for our community of formerly incarcerated men and women, who have come
home and fought their asses off to be
fathers and mothers and productive human beings after being socially rejected
by a beastly society! We wrap Our arms
around their families as well. It is a great
day of putting our best foot forward and
building a liberated community rooted
in redemption and transformation.
Contact:
Yusef Shakur: 313-459-6008
yusefshakur@yahoo.com

Flozelle Woodmoore

More about Flozelle:
http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
voices/remembering-flozelle-woodmore
• Our monthly meetings are held every
second Tuesday of the month at WLCAC (Watts Labor Community Action
Committee) in Freedom’s Hall @ 5:307:00PM. 10950 S. Central Ave., Los Angeles, Ca. 90059
• October 20-21, 2013, we are hosting a film fest: Justice on Trial @ Loyola
Marymount University. Michelle Alexander, Author of The New Jim Crow and
Ethan Nadelmann, ED of DPA will be our
Fanya Baruti, AOUON organizer for Los keynote speakers.
Angeles, with Ida McCray, founding
Contact:
member of Bay Area AOUON
Fanya Baruti: 562-688-0472
All of Us or None Los Angeles / Long
fanya@anewwayoflife.org
Beach began 2013 with a strategic plan to
invest in base building membership. The
goal is to engage people to fight collectively within our targeted campaigns and
upon various bills that affect our survival
The Riverside California Chapter of
and productivity in society. We have con- All of Us or None is a project of Starttinually faced barriers that hinder our ef- ing Over, Inc. We meet the 2nd Friday
forts to gain employment, housing, social of each month, 6:30pm at 3657 Lemon
services and family reunification.
Street Riverside CA 92501.
Saul Sarabia (our facilitator) provided
Our local Fairness in Hiring (Ban the
concrete steps for the process of base Box) campaign serves the dual purpose
building. A key principle Saul introduced of raising awareness of discriminatory
to help sustain involvement was doing hiring practices, and building this chapan accurate analysis of each person’s ter. As the California Legislature once
expertise and recognizing their heart- again faces the issue of Fairness in Hirfelt desire towards compelling issues ing, we are taking steps to support these
to fight. We learned how to coordinate efforts at the local level. In addition to
a strategy to maximize recruitment po- our members taking to the airwaves to
tential. The end result would be to incite discuss Fairness in Hiring, they also acfolks to take action on their own behalf tively support Juvenile Solitary Confineand move from individual standpoints to ment bill (SB 61). (Please see Policy Box)
collective action.
According to Riverside AOUON member
We will execute an effective outreach Crystal Clarke, “this is exciting news, but
and recruitment strategy by meeting indi- it doesn’t mean much if we don’t organize
vidually with formerly-incarcerated people and mobilize. Just as badly as we want it to
and assessing how that person could help be fair, as badly as we want to have strongAOUON’s goals. One way we will do this is er and safer communities, there are those
by reaching out to people from A New Way that oppose the concept of fairness for all.
of Life Reentry Project’s Legal Clinic, which There are those that do not understand
helps individuals expunge their records, REDEMPTION, or Restorative Justice.”
contend with employer discrimination,
Riverside’s 93% conviction rate speaks
and attain their vocational licenses.
of the bargaining away of life by those
Our January meeting had 35 partici- who have no idea of the true costs of
pants and we asked everyone what they mass incarceration. After lockdown you
prefer AOUON to work toward in 2013. find yourself or family member locked
Reentry support was the top priority: out of every opportunity. Some call this
housing, employment and social servic- collateral damage…but damage is dames. At our March meeting, with 30 people age, targeted or collateral.
attending, we voted to work on the folWhat can you do to make it better?
lowing legislation pending in the Califor- Phyllis McNeal suggests “…work with
nia State Legislature:
AOUON or other social and criminal jus• AB 109, AB 149, AB 218, AB 651, AB tice groups, embrace your past and free
831 AB 870, SB 283, SB 649
yourself of any shame you have regard(See Policy Box for more details on ing incarceration, VOTE, register others
each bill)
to vote, hire a formerly incarcerated perIn our efforts to manifest policy son, engage in the civic process, support
change, we know that our voices will be the bills that impact your life by writing
heard as we sustain our fight for human letters and making phone calls to elected
rights. Our messages will help break officials, stand and take control of your
down economic and social justice barri- life, your future, and your communities.”
ers systemically embedded in our lives That is what AOUON is doing for us….it
and communities. AOUON is committed gives us a voice when we had none. ALL
to bringing people together to provide OF US OR NONE!!
their time, effort and expertise so our
We are especially grateful to the
movement can make change happen for Bay Area and Los Angeles Chapters of
self, family and our communities.
AOUON. We also thank the people and
We also held a moment of silence for organizations in Riverside that have alour beloved Flozelle Woodmore. She lied with us on several issues – Califorpassed away from a brain aneurysm on nia Partnership, LULAC, Inland Empire
February 20th. Flozelle, also a member Sankofa Project, Riverside NAACP, UCR
of AOUON, founded Voices of Hope, a lif- Students etc. You all have helped us see
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that there are better ways to improve our
communities than to rely on penal systems that only target those they can, usually poor people, and black and brown
people in particular. That time is passing.
We BREATHE, We STAND, We WIN!
Contacts:
Vonya Quarles: 951-898-0862
vonyaq@hotmail.com;
Linda Armstrong: 323-392-7332
Upcoming Events:
• June 27: Community Engagement/Forum 7:00pm 3657 Lemon Street, Riverside CA 92501. How do we lower recidivism? For more information contact Aric
Isom at riversideallofusornone@gmail.com
• July 15: Present Riverside's Local
Fairness in Hiring Ordinance to the City
• August 10: Warrior Breakfast: Honoring those that struggle to end the practice of mass incarceration and fight to
address the related issues: Applebee’s,
Downtown Riverside 8:00am-10:00am
• August 31: 2nd Annual Back Pack/
School Supply give-away for children
of incarcerated/formerly incarcerated
parent(s) at Castle Park Amusement Park.

cacy workshops and constant community outreach. Helping create safe and
healthy communities is a priority for this
chapter, and we are noteworthy for community coalition building.
Our current campaigns are: Ban the
Box, Voting Rights and Clean Slate. We
seek to advance the work of our clean
slate program and to educate and provide information to communities most
impacted by the prison system, as well as
less impacted communities.
All are welcome to our monthly meetings held every 3rd Saturday from 5:00
– 6:30 pm at Mountain High Ministries
8083 Broadway Ave. Lemon Grove, CA
Contact:
Rev. Dennis Malone: 619-346-3833
malonerev@gmail.com.
See also: www.allornonesd.blogspot.com

TEXAS

SACRAMENTO

Our Annual Sacramento Clean Slate
Day was cancelled this year in order to
figure out how the legal service providers
can arrange legal representation for the
court appearances necessary for the expungement process. The idea is to provide better services, including housing
and employment law.
Sacramento Chapter is in the process
of planning a Job Fair for Formerly Incarcerated people, in collaboration with
the Mike B Foundation. We are determining if employers really hire formerly
incarcerated or if they just put our applications in the trash.
We have received our Study Guides
for The New Jim Crow Study Group. The
New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the
Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander, is a book that provides a “stunning account of the rebirth of a castelike system in the United States, one
that has resulted in millions of African
Americans locked behind bars and then
relegated to a permanent second-class
status – denied the very rights supposedly won in the Civil Rights Movement.”
We are using this study group as a basebuilding tool.
Contact:
Aaliyah Muhammad: 916-501-9988
sacorganizer@gmail.com
Our next membership meetings:
• Saturday June 15th at 12 noon at the
Martin Luther King Library Community
Room, 7340 24th St Bypass, Sacramento CA 95822
• Saturday July 13th 1:00 p.m. at
Southgate Library Community Room,
6132 66th Ave. Sacramento CA 95823

SAN DIEGO

All of Us or None San Diego began organizing in 2006 after hearing a presentation by Bay Area All of Us or None
Organizer Linda Evans, who spoke about
the discrimination people face coming out
of prison and the organized movement of
the Bay Area Chapter. The words spoken
resonated with former prisoner turned
community activist, Rev. Dennis Malone.
He understood the problems the local community faced, and knew the
time was ripe for formerly-incarcerated
people to speak in their own voices and
challenge discriminatory policies affecting people coming home from jails and
prisons.
We helped develop a Prison and Drug
Policy Reform Coalition, as a stronger
force for moving our agenda forward in
the broader community. Members include family members raising the children of incarcerated people, formerly
and currently incarcerated men and
women, and community organizers who
support the mission of All of Us or None.
We offer trainings in leadership and
organizing skills, public speaking growth
and development, public policy advo-

ALL OF US OR NONE

San Antonio,Texas Chapter of AOUON

They say that everything in Texas is
big and there may be some truth to that:
the task of working in and organizing the
community is no little feat. It takes big
thinking and big hearts.
All of Us or None Texas is going on its
third year organizing the youth of our
communities, the next generation that
holds a small key to a very big Texassize door. Keeping youth engaged is a
huge undertaking and requires dedicated members like Steve Huerta, Tommy
Acosta, Martha Torres, Joseph Guerra,
Robert Acosta Jr. and many others who
give so much of their big hearts to everything they do.
Human indifference is a constant enemy of humanity, justice, and community organizing. However, we recognize the
need to build with people, one person at
a time. So for our small chapter, thinking

Many thanks to artist Kevin “Rashid” Johnson for the Malcolm X drawing and
hunger strike logo. Rashid is Minister of Defense for the New Afrikan Black
Panther Party, Prison Chapter. Having spent 19 years
in various control unit gulags around the country,
he taught himself law and has litigated successfully against prisons. Write him at: Kevin “Rashid”
Johnson, 19370490, Snake River Correctional Institution, 777 Stanton Blvd, Ontario, OR 97914.

nationally, is acting locally. In the streets
of San Antonio, our members carry the
message door to door locating the disenfranchised and politically disconnected
people in our neighborhoods. Going door
to door isn’t just about knocking and
leaving a pamphlet, it’s about making a
friend or an ally and it’s about bringing a
community together.
We have partnered up with community
activists like State Civil Rights Director
for Texas LULAC and Zapatista Council
member Henry Rodriguez, Senior LULAC
Advisor Angie Garcia, and Tommy “TC”
Calvert of Neighborhood First Alliance
to confront the many issues facing our
communities. They bring invaluable experience to our membership.
We have also developed a partnership
with the San Antonio Criminal Justice
Coalition. This coalition is made up of
several churches to bring awareness to
the movement to end what Michelle Alexander calls “the New Jim Crow,” the
system of mass incarceration in the US
primarily impacting people of color, particularly
African-American.
Recently
Steve and other members gave a presentation to the Sons of Allen Men’s Ministry, Bethel A.M.E. Church San Antonio.
We hope to continue working together to
bring awareness of our campaigns.
Our chapter maintains participation in
the County Reentry Councils, providing a
human face to policy discussion. Recently
we began working with local attorneys like
Luis Salazar to create a clean slate clinic
we hope will become a part of the discharge process from probation.
Although we are averaged sized, we
(the people) are the giants in the room,
we are the community we represent, we
are more than one, and we are many.
Together we make up the sleeping giant.
Contact:
Steve Huerta: 210-782-1824
tac_allofusornone@yahoo.com

MALCOLM X

continued from page 1...

truth behind the reality, as Malcolm did while in captivity.
Malcolm recognized the value of education. Educated Black and oppressed people are a threat to the status quo. Malcolm placed great emphases on improving
one’s intellect through studying and even considers prison his college. He said “My
alma mater was books, a good library…I could spend the rest of life reading, just
satisfying my curiosity.”
Prison administrators recognize the threat of educated prisoners. So it shouldn’t be
shocking to hear that people are currently and indeterminately held in solitary confinement inside California’s State Prisons Security Housing Unit (SHU), for “offenses”
like possessing certain books (such as The Autobiography of Malcolm X), or learning
Swahili. People inside who choose to share their knowledge, wisdom and resources to
help other prisoners are primary candidates for SHUs.
Nonetheless, people like former prisoner Sanyika credit constant studying with
helping maintain his sanity during his time in solitary confinement. Furthermore,
these men, who in some cases have been held in solitary confinement for up to three

The only way we’ll get freedom for ourselves
is to identify ourselves with
every oppressed people in the world.
to four decades, have learned the need to come together and issued an Agreement
to End Hostilities (see page 5) between racial groups – conflicts inside California
prisons and jails that have been going on for decades due to State-manufactured
violence and hostilities.
Malcolm knew the need to be unified with other folks who were in similar downtrodden situations. “The only way we’ll get freedom for ourselves is to identify ourselves with every oppressed people in the world. We are blood brothers to the people
of Brazil, Venezuela, Haiti…Cuba.” Hence, the struggle for complete freedom is one
that places the immigration community fighting for the right to live freely, regardless
of superficial borders, alongside the justice community seeking to reunite individuals
with their family and broader community.
We must learn from our experiences. As Malcolm stated, “There is no better than
adversity. Every defeat, every heartbreak, every loss, contains its own seed, its own
lesson on how to improve your performance the next time.” The conditions poor people face in America today did not occur haphazardly, but rather happened by design.
There is nothing novel about them; they have deep roots that go back to the pillaging
of this land from its native inhabitants.
We have a responsibility to struggle to survive and an obligation to resist tyranny
of any sort and liberate the enslaved masses from a state of historical psychoses. We
can learn from educating ourselves about our past, so that our children have a better
opportunity than we had. Although his body is no longer with us, Malcolm’s words
remain immortal: “Education is our passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to
the people who prepare for it today.”
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is co-sponsoring or supporting
several landmark bills currently
in the California legislature:

Supporting
AB 149 – requires Sheriffs to inform
people sentenced to county jails of
their right to vote while in jail
AB 218 – “bans the box” regarding
conviction history on applications for
public employment in all California
cities, counties, special districts, and
state agencies
AB 651 – clarifies that anyone
sentenced to county jail has the
right to clean slate remedies for
those convictions
AB 831 – allows anyone to assist and
seek help for an overdosed person
without penalty
AB 870 – “bans the box” for all state
contractors
SB 283 – repeals the lifetime ban
prohibiting people with drug felony
convictions from receiving welfare
and food stamps
SB 649 –reduces sentencing for anyone arrested for possession of a controlled substance

Youth Justice Coalition
Supporting several historic bills
affecting youth in the criminal
justice system:
AB 260 – gives young people tried
as adults the opportunity for court
review of prison sentences after 10
years served
AB 458 – requires police to notify parents of any youth placed in
statewide Cal-GANG database; first
bill ever to challenge the secret classification and surveillance of youth
as young as 10
AB 744 – requires due process for
school transfers
AB 549 – requires schools to define
role of law enforcement on campus
and prioritize counselors over police
SB 61 – severely limits the use of
solitary confinement for young people in county jails, juvenile halls, or
state prisons

Opposing
SB 565 – stops anyone with a felony
conviction from volunteering in their
child’s or grandchild’s school
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What it’s Like Being a Political Prisoner
Herman Bell
Physically, I feel like I did when I started this prison journey in 1973, but mentally and spiritually, I have traveled far.
The authorities today watch me as close
as they did back then; it has been the
way of things since my imprisonment.
Back then, nobody quite knew what to
make of me or what to expect.
I maintained a kind and respectful
disposition toward everyone. I kept to
myself. I am quiet and was just being
myself. The snitches (the known ones,
anyway), the bandits, the tough guys,
the individuals with dirt on their name,
were all there. They kept their distance,
and I kept mine. In jail, you mind your
own business and choose your own
company; that way, you live and let live.
However, I have extended myself on occasion to help someone I know get out of
a jam; and every time I did, my gut told
me it was the right thing to do.
For the most part, though, I have never
had a problem with people in jail. I get
along with people. In fact, some of these
guys think of themselves as looking after me; they tell me everything, some of
which I smile or nod approval at; others
I shrug indifference at or advise them to
leave alone. And these guys are always up
to something. They keep what they know
they ain’t supposed to be doing from me.
Throughout this prison journey, regard-

kept me there for two-and-a-half years.
And I suffered like everyone else in there,
some of whom were jailhouse lawyers and
political detainees. I didn’t see the sun for
six months. Kept out of the open air for so
long, when they finally let me outside, the
spring breeze brushing against my skin
felt painful after the sensory deprivation I
had sustained.
I’ve had trying experiences in their
control units – recurring bouts of
claustrophobia, little to read, frequent
exposure to tear gas, loneliness, isolation, and never was I told when I could
leave. I’ve had a trying experience
there! Yet, they say: the race goes not
to the swiftest, but to those who endure. The feds paroled me to NYS [New
York State] in 1979.
Since my arrival in New York, my
whereabouts have been constantly monitored from the state’s Central Monitoring
Office, which determines where and for
how long I am locked at a prison; it dispatches its own team to move me wherever I have to go.
I see prison as the parlor of the graveyard; being here as long as I have is as
close to being in hell as one can imagine, and the power the guards wield exacerbates the conditions. If the way you
walk, talk, respond to commands, or the
look in your eye displeases them – all of

I see prison as the parlor of the graveyard;
being here as long as I have is as close to
being in hell as one can imagine...
less of what jail I’m at, these guys have
treated me decently and with respect.
Still, lest we forget, every tub has to stand
on its own bottom.
Back in 1973, every day when we went
to court, the authorities drove us down
city streets with their sirens screaming,
heavy weaponry, and a show of force
like we were prize trophies. Throughout
those tedious months of trial, far more
of them sat in the courtroom than spectators or our supporters.
That we were guilty of the charge (police homicide) was a foregone conclusion
– that we didn’t think right and we didn’t
act right. And the fleeting glances public
employees gave us when in our presence
implied that we were too “hot” to look at
and were destined for a place they feared
to go, that somehow we were dreamed up
from the nether regions by some twist of
fate and have no place in this god-fearing, law-abiding, Christian world. So how
could they see and understand our historic fight for freedom and social justice!
The court proceedings went as the authorities had planned. I likened it to the
lyrics from a Bob Dylan song: they smiled
in our face and killed us with kindness.
The first trial resulted in a “hung jury;”
the second one resulted in a 25-to-life sentence; and so, again, my journey behind
these prison walls.
I started out with the feds [federal
prison], as I had a 25-year sentence with
them. Since I had also a life sentence to
do in New York, after doing five years,
the feds later paroled me to New York.
But when on my way to the feds, an odd
thing happened. Three Black U.S. marshals were escorting me to USP-Marion,
and as we deplaned at the airport in St.
Louis, Missouri, a detail of White U.S.
marshals arrived and volunteered to
take me to USP-Marion, since they “so
happened to be going that way.” My escort refused to let them take me; it precipitated an altercation; service weapons
were drawn, and the arriving marshals
backed off. The head marshal sitting on
the back seat with me as we drove from
the airport remarked: “You know what
that was all about!” I looked him in the
eye and smiled.
On my arrival at Marion, the prison administration locked me in their infamous
behavioral modification “control unit” and
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which is subjective and too often racist –
you made their day. This applies to people working here who come alive when
they punch their time clock; the authority they wield is intoxicating, a dream
come true.
Yet, to be fair, not all of them are powerdrunk. Some of them neither abuse nor
mistreat prisoners (we are all helpless in
here, you know!) These workers I regard
as having been loved by their parents and
well brought up. It’s inevitable, though,
that the longer one works here, the more
callous and mean-spirited he becomes.
Power corrupts, as they say, and absolute
power corrupts absolutely.
A tremendous number of people have
been imprisoned since the ‘70s. They are
young, mostly from Black and Latino communities, and are largely the offspring of
crack-addicted parents and of “babies
having babies.” They are likely self-raised
because of their parents’ addiction; and
babies are incapable of raising their own
babies. Nothing exists in a vacuum; all
things are connected.
The social movement of the ‘60s and
‘70s was powerful, and the Black community featured prominently in it before
massive amounts of crack cocaine suddenly appeared in the hood, which devastated Black communities and set the
stage for the criminalization of Black
youth and Black mass incarceration.
Black people are the least favored in the
nation, and Black oppression is significant to continual racial and social divisions in the U.S.
Recall that after the U.S. Civil War,
southern states sought to re-enslave free
Blacks through punitive “vagrancy laws”
and “convict leasing.” Blacks deemed
unemployed were declared vagrants and
were jailed with an onerous fine and bail
imposed. Unable to pay this fine or make
bail, a Black was sentenced to work it off
for the county or for whoever paid his bill.
This went for decades under brutal and
horrid conditions. A legal ordinance reenslaved Blacks back then; today, “stopand-frisk,” drug possession, mandatory
sentencing laws, and the like serve the
same purpose.
Since Black imprisonment is associated with “hot-button” issues like war
on drugs, violent crimes, zero tolerance,
and mandatory sentencing, their pun-

ishment seemed not so racist or draconian at all. Tell a lie long enough, and
people will believe it.
As might be expected, mass incarceration has also affected social consciousness inside prisons. Prior to this huge inflow, older prisoners had long established
a code of conduct that enabled them to
co-exist among themselves and confront
the conditions of their imprisonment. It
was common to hear well-reasoned discussions of history, law, and science on
more than one tier on the block and out
in the yard.
College books in classrooms and school
libraries were commonly found on tables
and windowsills in the prison wings, which
strongly suggest the focus and intent of
those confined. But mass incarceration
did to the prison population what crack
cocaine did to the Black communities.
What’s it like being a political prisoner? From the inside looking out, I have
seen what a leadership void has done to
the Black community after the murders
of Malcolm X, Dr. King, and the demise
of the Black Panther Party. Leaders are
not born to lead; leaders emerge from the
masses. We know leaders by what they
do; leaders are doers, not sayers. Practice
is the criterion of truth. So what are the
qualities of a leader? I regard love, courage, respect, care and concern, a sense of
responsibility as qualities that manifest
in a leader.
The historic subjugation and oppression of U.S. Blacks cannot be paved over
by apologetic words and the election of
a few Black faces in high office. The oppressive social climate that prevailed in
the community before my imprisonment
in 1973 has not abated. Blacks are killed
with impunity: the police “stop-and-frisk”
and arrest at will; we fill the prisons and
have the highest unemployment rate in
the nation; public schools are failing.
What’s it like being a political prisoner? It’s knowing I represent more than
myself; that I am an advocate of freedom, justice, equality, and self-determination. Therefore, whatever I do must
be reflective of those principles. If you
are faithful to your principles, people
will take notice, even those who oppose
you; people will even gravitate towards
you out of respect; they may even assist
you now and again. Prisoners view me
in a light that’s different than the light
they view other prisoners.
I am respected not so much for the person I am as for the life I choose to live;
but if a political prisoner is well-liked,
prisoners will often defer to his judgment,
even protect him; and that’s a critical responsibility of leadership. Therefore, I am
mindful of what I say and do. What I do is

streets, and it’s hot! A portion of the sales
is withheld for reproduction; the rest of it
distributed to groups that do real community-support work. It serves the People. I
urge you to buy it.
I have been to the parole board five
times and have been denied five times. I
am 65 years old now. The parole board
says the denials are based on the serious
nature of my offense. The offense refers
to the militant stand they convicted me of
for defending my community. The parole
board, comprised of ex-police and prosecutors, regard my offense as a senseless,
premeditated, unprovoked, criminal act
against lawful authority.
That lawful authority has a history of
discrimination against Black people, a
history that sanctioned the importation
and sale of Black flesh; enforced vagrancy laws so that Blacks could be arrested, fined, re-enslaved, and leased out as
free convict labor to property owners and
commercial businesses. It legitimated
Jim Crow laws, racial segregation, and
denial of Black civil and human rights,
turned a blind eye to White mob violence,
Klan murders, and acts of intimidation.
Though the years have changed, the violence and targeting of Blacks for control
and domination goes on.
To regard the unremitting cruelty and
degradation of Black people as an expression of White hatred and contempt of
Blacks misses the point entirely; it’s an
undisguised expression of White desire
to control and profit from Black oppression. Unfortunately, this attitude of White
power and authority over Blacks remains
largely undisturbed in U.S. society.
In spite of that, the Black struggle of
the ‘60s and ‘70s signaled a turn-around.
The cogent words of a fellow prisoner,
Brother Zaharibu Dorrough, expresses
it succinctly: “There is simply no way
that people are going to continue to allow themselves to be subjected to the
constant assault on their humanity. The

What’s it like being a political prisoner?
It’s recognition that freedom ain’t free.

far more persuasive than what I say. So
I advocate to them the virtue of self-reliance, academic and vocational education,
the virtue of strong family ties, building
an economic base for ourselves (collective
economics) and community self-defense.
I have taught Black history, mentored young men, and developed civil
programs. In 1995, some friends and
I founded the Victory Gardens Project
(VGP). We organized progressive individuals and groups to learn how to grow
organic produce and distributed it “free”
in poor communities throughout the
northeast – in Maine, Boston, New Jersey, Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, Harlem, and
the Bronx. (For ten years we did this.)
At each stop, we fed at least 180 families. In the year 2000, another group and
I published a calendar called “Certain
Days;” you can find it on the internet. This
calendar supports U.S. political prisoners
and is replete with historical dates and
relevant information about the Black Liberation struggle. It’s sold to people on the

Issue 2, Spring 2013

disrespectful, degrading, dehumanizing
get-down that is directed at us at some
point has to be responded to . . .”
What’s it like being a political prisoner?
It’s recognition that freedom ain’t free.
Herman Bell is a U.S. political prisoner
and former Black Panther. This September,
he will have been imprisoned 40 years for
his activism in the black liberation movement of the 1960s/early 1970s. Herman
was convicted, after two trials, of killing
two New York City police. Prosecutors
used illegal tactics to obtain his conviction, including forcing a comrade who had
been tortured in New Orleans to testify
for the prosecution. Herman has been to
the NY state parole board five times thus
far and been denied five times, despite
his very impressive record, the Bachelor’s
and Master’s degrees he’s earned since
being locked up, wonderful job offers, and
tremendous support from family, friends,
and community members from many
walks of life.
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