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If you can imagine being 1 9 / i n n o c e n t / y e t found g u i l t y by a 

jury of any and e v e r y t h i n g but your p e e r s / a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y 

s e n t e n c e d to a 120 y e a r s in p r i s o n ; t h e n p e r h a p s you can 

u n d e r s t a n d the d e e p seated p l a c e of pain this essay c o m e s f r o m . 

H o w e v e r if you are incapable of such an imaginative l e a p / w h i c h most 

p e o p l e a r e , t h e n I fear that what I w r i t e will only be c o n n e c t e d 

lines of text that our b r a i n s r e c o g n i z e as s e n t e n c e s . 

S h a c k l e d with the c i r c u m s t a n c e s above I e n t e r e d the b e h e m o t h of 

m o d e r n day s o c i a l c o n t r o l known as the T e x a s p r i s o n s y s t e m feeling 

e m o t i o n s that I would only find w o r d s to d e s c r i b e when I read 

V i c t o r F r a n k l ' s " M a n Search For M e a n i n g " / a b o u t his e x p e r i e n c e in a 

Nazi c o n c e n t r a t i o n c a m p . I f you are t h i n k i n g " c a n m o d e r n day A m e r i c a n 

p r i s o n s r e a l l y be that b a d ? " T h e a n s w e r is y e s . A l t h o u g h this is 

s o m e t h i n g you will n e v e r know u n l e s s you have the u n f o r t u n a t e luck 

of b e c o m i n g a r e s i d e n t / a s the g a t e s / g u a r d t o w e r s and razor wire are 

not only m e a n t to k e e p the i n m a t e s in/but the p u b l i c o u t . 

After s t e p p i n g off a c o n v e r t e d w h i t e s c h o o l but I a r r i v e at what 

the s t a t e c a l l s d i a g n o t i c s to be c l a s s i f i e d , b a s i c a l l y the 

e q u i v a l e n t of a human filing s y s t e m . H e r e s u p p o s e d l y v e t e r a n 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s try to s e p a r a t e big c r a z y , f r o m m o d e r a t e c r a z y , a n d 

just a little crazy to d e t e r m i n e w h i c h of the s t a t e s ' , o n e h u n d r e d 

and eleve n p r i s o n s they w i l l w a r e h o u s e you a t . F o r me it was d e t e r m i n e d 

that I should be h o u s e d at the C o f f i e l d U n i t , a red b r i c k 4 , 5 0 0 man 

1960's era p r i s o n three h u n d r e d m i l e s from my n e a r e s t f a m i l y m e m b e r 

that had once been d e s c r i b e d by Time m a g a z i n e as the w o r s t in T e x a s . 

So even though this was my first time in p r i s o n , o r first rodeo as 

the i n m a t e s call it when those v e t e r a n a d m i n i s t r a t o r s in the , 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n looked at m e , I can o n l y a s s u m e they f e l t , " B i g c r a z y " , 

and c l a s s i f i e d me as such-

What I d i s c o v e r e d at C o f f i e l d was the sad truth that human b e i n g s 

r e q u i r e very l i t t l e to p h y s i c a l l y s u r v i v e , w h i c h is w h a t we w e r e 

p r o v i d e d the bare m i n i m u m in space and n e c e s s i t i e s . 



After p u s h i n g the v e r y r e a l fear of a s s a u l t or b o d i l y i n j u r y 

out of my mind as m u c h as p o s s i b l e . I f o c u s e d my a t t e n t i o n on 

d e a l i n g w i t h the c a l l o u n e s s and g r u f f n e s s of the g u a r d s and 

the h o s t i l i t y of the i n m a t e s . I n m a t e s who feel it's t h e i r 

d u t y to m a k e your i n d u c t i o n into p r i s o n life as h a r s h and 

hard as it was for t h e m . 

A p a r t of the new a r r i v a l r i t u a l c o n s i s t of h a v i n g men w i t h 

h a r d e n e y e s and cold s t a r e s l o o k i n g you up and d o w n for any 

s i g n s of w e a k n e s s . A f t e r e n d u r i n g a n y w h e r e from a few d a y s to 

a w e a k of s i l e n c e from y o u r f e l l o w i n m a t e s s o m e o n e w i l l e v e n t u a l l y 

a p p r o a c h you w i t h the two m o s t i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s in p r i s o n . 

N u m b e r o n e / " w h e r e you f r o m " / a n d t w o , " w h o you w i t h ? " T r a n s l a t e d 

are you in a f a m i l y , w h a t g a n g s are c a l l e d in p r i s o n . 

To the first q u e s t i o n my a n s w e r w a s / " H o u s t o n / " a n d to the s e c o n d 

,"I'm s o l O / " m e a n i n g no gang t i e s . U s u a l l y you o n l y s h a r e d this 

i n f o r m a t i o n w i t h one or two d u d e s and t h e y w o u l d take it upon 

t h e m s e l v e s to s p r e a d it to w h o ever they felt n e e d e d to know.-If 

you are A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n the p e r s o n that a p p r o a c h e d you w o u l d 

be a n o t h e r A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n / t h e same for w h i t e s and h i s p a n i c s . 

A m e r i c a n p r i s o n s are e x t r e m e l y r a c i a l i z e d and h o t b e d s of r a c i s m , 

p e r p e t r a t e d by the i n m a t e s and g u a r d s . 

Once my ...initial i n t e r r o g a t i o n e n d e d the w a i t i n g b e g a n . T h e o t h e r 

i n m a t e s w i l l w a i t and w a t c h you to see w h a t type of p e r s o n they 

feel you a r e , w h i c h w i l l i n t u r n d e t e r m i n e what, s o c i a l c l a s s you 

w i l l be g r o u p e d i n t o . T h e y are w a t c h i n g for t h i n g s like if you 

try to m a k e f r i e n d s too s o o n ( i f so you p r o b a b l y s c a r e d ) , d o you 

get up e v e r y d a y to take a s h o w e r , ( a test to see if you are a c l e a n 

p e r s o n w h o p r o b a b l y had s o m e type of life in s o c i e t y , a s o p p o s e d 

to a drug a d d i c t or bum w h o g e n e r a l l y c o u l d c a r e a less a b o u t good 

h y g i e n e ) , i f you m a k e c o m m i s s a r y ( a m e a s u r e of f a m i l y s u p p o r t ) , v i s i t s 

and so f o r t h . 



B u r n i n g this time I b e g a n to l e a r n the u n i v e r s a l c o n v i c t r u l e s ; 

mind y o u r own b u s i n e s s / d o y o u r own t i m e / d o n ' t a c c e p t t h i n g s from 

p e o p l e you d o n ' t k n o w / o n the c e l l b l o c k s d o n ' t l o o k into a n y o n e ' s 

c e l l / i f s o m e o n e c h a l l e n g e s you for w h a t e v e r r e a s o n you h a v e to 

rise to the o c c a s s i o n r e g a r d l e s s of the c o n s q u e n c e s / d o n ' t p o p 

off at the m o u t h if you c a n ' t or w o n ' t b a c k it u p - O v e r a l l I 

l e a r n e d p r i s o n is a c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t w o r l d u n l i k e a n y w h e r e 

out in s o c i e t y . I n h e r e the g u a r d s h a v e a b s o l u t e p o w e r and t h e i r 

word is the g o s p e l . 

T h e s e w e r e the r u l e s I l e a r n e d d o i n g t i m e - I a l s o d i s c o v e r e d that 

the prisons in T e x a s / L o u i s i a n a / G e o r g i a etc s t i l l o p e r a t e u n d e r a 

s l a v e r y type s y s t e m and m e n t a l i t y - M a j o r i t y of the w o r k f o r c e is 

w h i t e / w h i l e the b u l k of the i n m a t e s are b l a c k / a n d it's not 

u n c o m m o n to h e a r m a n y i n m a t e s s t i l l r e f e r to c o r r e c t i o n a l o f f i c e r s 

a s / " B o s s " . A n o t h e r g l a r i n g e x a m p l e of t h i s s o u t h e r n s l a v e m e n t a l i t y 

is the field l a b o r system-

Field l a b o r c o n s i s t of w o r k c r e w s of b e t w e e n 40 and 75 i n m a t e s 

c a l l e d "Hoe S q u a d s " t h a t go out into the c o u n t r y s i d e w i t h h o e s 

s h o v e l s and a x ' s to w o r k the l a n d . T h e men in t h e s e hoe s q u a d s line 

up in p a i r s of twos and w a l k out to the f i e l d s in long l i n e s w i t h 

a g a r d e n hoe on t h e i r r i g h t s h o u l d e r s . O n c e t h e y a r r i v e in the 

f i e l d s at the w o r k s i t e they line up in a long s t r a i g h t line and 

w o r k in t a n d e m in a p r o c e s s c a l l e d / " f o u r s t e p p i n g " . T h e i n m a t e at 

the f r o n t of the l i n e is c a l l e d the lead r o w / w h i l e the one at the 

end of the line is c a l l e d the tail r o w . T h e s e i n m a t e s sing w o r k s o n g s 

and c o u n t in c a d e n c e - W h i l e all t h i s is h a p p e n i n g c o r r e c t i o n a l 

o f f i c e r c a l l e d / " C o w b o y s " a r e m o u n t e d on h o r s e b a c k w i t h p i s t o l s and 

s h o t g u n s s u p e r v i s i n g t h e s e w o r k c r e w s . R e a l l y t h i s is s o m e t h i n g t h a t 

m o s t p e o p l e h a v e to see to b e l i e v e . 

The field s q u a d w a s m y f i r s t job in the p e n i t e n t i a r y and it w a s 

the m o s t d e g r a d i n g e x p e r i e n c e I e v e r had in my l i f e . I just c o u l d n ' t 

b e l i e v e that in the 21st c e n t u r y in the r i c h e s t / s u p p o s e d l y m o s t 

h u m a n e c o u n t r y in the w o r l d a s y s t e m b a r k e n i n g b a c k to the p r e -

a n t e b e l l u m s o u t h is b e i n g a l l o w e d to exist-



In the 15 y e a r s of my u n j u s t d e t e n t i o n I've w i t n e s s e d one 

h a r d s h i p and c o n s t i t u t i o n a l v i o l a t i o n a f t e r a n o t h e r . F r o m m e n t a l 

h e a l t h p a t i e n t s left u n t r e a t e d u n t i l they lash out and h u r t 

t h e m s e l v e s / o r s o m e o n e e l s e to h e a l t h y g u y s d y i n g from m i n o r 

i l l n e s s e s . S t a f f a s s a u l t s and the i n e v i t a b l e c o v e r - u p s / a l 1 the 

w a y d o w n to s e e i n g men g i v i n g up and b e g i n n i n g to l i v e and a c t 

like the a n i m a l s t h a t s o c i e t y says we all a r e . 

And t h o u g h my j o u r n e y t h r o u g h his h o u s e of h o r r o r s is far from 

o v e r as I c o n t i n u e to f i g h t for a s e m b l a n c e of j u s t i c e . S o m e t i m e s 

I o f t e n w o n d e r how h a v e I b e e n a b l e to m a k e i t ? H o w I've b e e n 

a b l e to to e a r n my G E D / 3 c o l l e g e d e g r e e s / w r i t e 12 b o o k s / b l o g / a n d 

s t a y out of A D - S e g / a n d k e e p from b e i n g h u r t or h a v i n g to p h y s i c a l l y 

h u r t s o m e to p r o t e c t m y s e l f ? B e c a u s e if you had b e e n the p l a c e s 

I've b e e n / o r w i t n e s s e d the t h i n g s I've w i t h i n this p e n a l 

i n s t i t u t i o n then I'm q u i t e c e r t a i n that you w o u l d a g r e e w i t h me 

w h e n I s a y / " b u t for the g r a c e of G o d / t h e r e I g o . " 

By K e n n e t h W e s t / w w w . K e n n e t h W e s t . o r g / w w w - h e l p i n n o c e n t m a n . c o m / 
w w w . a a s u r v i v a l g u i d e . o r g 
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