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August 28, 1972
This morning I ate a good breakfast of orange juice, French toast, crisp bacon and a pot of hot coffee, and then surrendered to the U.S. Marshall at the courthouse in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania.
He handcuffed me, shackling the cuffs to a steel belt chained round my waist. He apologized for doing this, but the last man for whom they’d made an exception, the left-wing activist publisher Ralph Ginzburg, had stepped outside the courthouse and begun to yell and then burned a copy of the Federal Constitution in front of the TV cameras. They didn’t want anything like that to happen again. We drove off on a dusty road to the federal prison camp at Allenwood, about fifteen miles away. The day was hot and cloudy. Arriving, they took everything I owned, clothes, the works, including my diving watch and the gold ring I inherited from my father.
In its place they gave me my federal prison number – 00040. “It’s yours for life,” one of the guards explained to me.
Now I’m in Dorm Five, a ramshackle single-story wooden building that once was painted white but has since acquired the color and texture of a sheet that hasn’t been changed for months. The smell of sweat predominates. The men call it The Jungle. New arrivals are parked here until beds become available in the newer, better dormitories. A constant mutter, sometimes ascending to a din, assaults the ears; the entire population laughs, yells and curses at the same time.
Two blacks are my neighbors, each of them the size of NFL defensive guards, and they get into a religious debate after supper, which is meat loaf and baked beans. “Listen, brother,” one says. “I tell you one thing – in this life they ain’t no such thing as no motherfuckin salvation. This is just one mean motherfucker from the beginning when you born to the motherfuckin end when you die. Do you dig my meaning, brother? You better motherfuckin well believe it.”
They’ve given me an upper bunk next to the showers. The mattress is thin and gray, the springs sag, so that my back aches when I lie down. They give me clean sheets and I make the bed neatly. I want to behave. Just like summer camp back in Maine when I was a kid.
Do I feel depressed? Better motherfuckin well believe it.



August 29
I woke at 5 a.m., exhausted. The hot water dripped all night in the shower room. Steam billowed into the dormitory, so that it must have been well over 100 degrees. I got up and tried to turn off the hot water taps but they were fiery hot to the touch and the nuts had been stripped. With the crawling mist, rising steam and the steady drip of the water, as from branches, I felt as if I’d spent the night in a tropical rain forest. No one else seemed to mind.
I was called down later to the office of Mr. Weger, the Camp Superintendent, who looks like a 35-year-old, dapper version of Elvis Presley. He struck me as a bright, mean-minded man. The men despise him.
He said, “We don’t want any trouble out of you, Irving. Just don’t make waves. Don’t be a jailhouse lawyer.”
Me? All I want to do is make parole in June. I’m going to be as troublesome as a mouse.
Then Weger turned me over to Mr. Huntsinger, the Assistant Superintendent, an old bullnecked pro who was a Lieutenant of the Guard at Lewisburg penitentiary. I’ve already learned that he’s tough but that the men trust him. “I followed your case,” he said. “I was rooting for you. Tough luck. Stay out of trouble in here. Don’t trust anybody. Anybody.”
He assigned me to a job: clerk in the office of the prison factory. The factory makes wooden furniture for the government, for judges’ offices and the FBI. I’ll be paid 21 cents an hour, tax-free.
I went down there and met the men I’ll work with: Sioti, Willie Polk, Lembke, Claude and Joe D. Sioti was a big bookie. Willie’s a hillbilly who transported stolen cars from Kentucky to Ohio. Lembke was a mayor of some town in Pennsylvania; he pocketed government funds. Claude, a printer, went for the big score and counterfeited $4 million. Joe D. is a medium-echelon Mafioso doing time for possession of stolen securities. He’s already taken me under his wing (even though he’s eight inches shorter than I am) and shown me around the camp.
Carmine de Sapio of Tammany Hall is an inmate here, too. And an army general named Turner – he invented the handcuff-and-shackle system they use on us; but the army caught him selling machine guns, privately, to the highest bidder in Chicago – and the former Attorney General of West Virginia, and the assistant to a U.S. Senator, a sheriff, and a couple of judges. Classy company.



August 30
Sioti told me that at his trial in Philadelphia his lawyer, who was a sixty-year-old veteran and considered very good, made a long impassioned summation speech in his defense. His sick wife, his kids, his work in the community, etc. Then the very young U.S. Attorney spoke to the jury. “I don’t have the eloquence or the $350 suit of the defense attorney or the defendant. I’m wearing a suit from Robert Hall. But I’m working for the people, for you.”
Sioti: “That motherfucker convicted me on a lousy $70 suit.”



September 3
Allenwood is a minimum security “honor camp,” whatever that means. It spreads over 4500 pastoral acres and supports about 900 head of scrawny beef cattle, butchered periodically to feed the inmates of various eastern federal prisons. No gates, no walls, no guntowers – just an easy-to-penetrate wire fence that circles the perimeter. No rehabilitation, either. They just warehouse men. The men are called residents, not inmates or prisoners. They keep a constant population mix of about 40% white, 50% black, and 10% Spanish-speaking, mostly Puerto Ricans. There are five dormitories housing between three and four hundred men. They’re short-timers or else finishing out big bits begun elsewhere; this is supposed to be a decompression chamber.
The hacks – guards; or, as they call themselves, Correctional Officers – are mostly local yokels who’d be working in a lumber yard or on a farm if they didn’t have this job. Some of them seem decent enough.
It’s easy to escape from Allenwood. You just walk out when no one’s looking. Some men go out for a few hours to meet their wives or girlfriends at a local motel. It’s risky, though.
Joe D. says the government makes hardly an effort to recapture you if you escape. They just wait. “The feds know you can’t stay away from your family forever. It would destroy whatever faith you’ve still got in human nature to find out how many of those poor bastards are turned in by their wives or some other relative. Or else they get nailed committing some other crime. You gotta remember, most of our residents here ain’t playing with a full deck.”



September 5
Sure enough, four men went over the hill this weekend. One of them had only five weeks left to serve on a two-year sentence. They say he got a Dear John letter from his wife. That’s common, I’m told. The other three flipped out after the Saturday night movie, 99 Women, a skin flick about dikes on an Italian island prison. The men took off early the next morning. I had to leave the movie in the middle and go back to bed in the dorm and, surrounded by clouds of steam, jerk off. I don’t want to be reminded that there’s an outside world with women in it. I just don’t want to know. And I think the mind can do extraordinary things, block out what it wishes, create a companionable and easeful world where, by most standards, none exists.



September 7
I’ve learned a new vocabulary.
A hack is a guard. The joint, of course, is the prison. A good stop is an easy joint, like this one is supposed to be. Leavenworth and Terre Haute are bad stops. The Street is life outside. Lewisburg, our neighbor facility seventeen miles away — the maximum security prison for the northeastern United States — is The Wall. A shot is a disciplinary report for an infraction of the rules. To get shot is to be reported. A copout is an inmate’s written request to the administration for just about anything from a furlough to a change of jobs. A rat and a snitch are informers, and that’s about the worst thing you can be in the joint. Your bit is your prison term. Your beef is what you did to earn it. Your house is your bed and its environs, your slice of personal territory. The hole is solitary confinement – the administration calls it Segregation. A shank is a home-made knife, usually fashioned from the guts of an iron cot. A five-year sentence is a nickel. Ten years is a dime, 25 is a quarter. Two tens running wild would mean two consecutive ten-year sentences.
Willie Polk says, “I had bad luck. I went before a dime-store judge. All he knew was five, ten, and a quarter. First time out of the box he slips me a nickel.”
Other than vocabulary, I’ve been here ten days now and I’ve learned three basic things. How to use the word motherfucker in every sentence, how to eat an entire meal with a spoon, and how to steal. That may be the essential prison experience.



September 10
Joe D. is about 45, short, neat, slick, olive-skinned, with warm liquid brown eyes. He has a tic – he blinks constantly. He says it gets worse as the time approaches for him to go before the parole board.
He tells me about The Wall, where he recently spent a few years.
“There’s no Mickey Mouse at The Wall. Everything is security over there. It’s a five star penitentiary – max max max. You’re the garbage of the world and that’s where you belong. They expect you to play their game, try to con them. And they respect you for it, and they’re happy. The alternative is to be a hardnose and then they’ll play with your head. You’re a number. You’re constantly searched. The man examines you, sticks his nose up your asshole – it can’t be pleasant, but the man’s used to it by now. You’re not a body, see? – you’re a number.
“Good jobs go to the heavy men, the guys who are doing ten years up to double life, or else the Warden will have trouble. But he expects these men to keep order, to run the joint, and they do. Also the choice jobs, like clerks, go to the Jews and the Italians, then the Anglos. Blacks get sent to industry and work their ass off – they need the money. The PRs dominate food service, and they steal for you, for a price. Apparently they’ve proven statistically that Jews and affluent Italians can stay loyal to their own kind and at the same time not try to fuck the institution.
“It’s not really so bad over there. You get good food at night – I mean steaks stolen from the kitchen, packed in laundry carts. There are fourteen hundred men at The Wall, kid, scheming day and night – got nothing else to do. The man condones this to avoid pressure building up. The wops run the gambling. Men lose a lot of money. They play for cigarette cartons but it adds up, and if you can’t pay up inside you better fucking well have your old lady pay up on the street within a week or they give you a blanket party. And then there’s always, I’d say, thirty or forty thousand dollars in cash floating around inside The Wall at any given time, hidden here and there. They found a stash of ten grand once in the greenhouse, buried under the geraniums. No one ever raised his hand and said, `Hey, that’s mine, give it back.’
“Booze is made inside – yeast from the bakery, alcohol from the Medical Department. I’m telling you, these people have years to scheme and practice. The guys doing big bits know which of the hacks can be had. And they get drugs, too. They steal the drugs meant for other inmates. Their attitude is, `Fuck you. You’re here today, gone tomorrow, maybe doing a nickel, but I’m doing twenty years, man – I live here.’ You pass some guy in the hallway over there at The Wall and just brush his sleeve, and you better say, ‘Excuse me.’ A guy doing natural life don’t care if he kills you. What can they do to him? Put him in the hole? He’s been there. He don’t care. While I was there, a man was shanked in the chow hall over a jelly donut. These guys were on the chow line. There was one jelly donut left on the tray. The guy at the head of the chow line was about to take it when the guy in back of him reached around and took it from under his nose and laughed and says, `Fuck you, bubblehead.’ So the guy in front reached up his pants leg and whipped out a shank he had taped there and shoved it into the other guy’s stomach. And he laughed, and says, `You a bubblebelly, bubblehead.’ He took the jelly donut from the guy’s tray as this guy started to fall. Then he went over to a table and ate the jelly donut while the other guy lay on the tile practically at his feet, blood gushing out of him and crying for help. I saw that happen.
“My first job over there, they put me in food service, handing out pork chops. I was getting about two hours sleep a night around then because I was in F block, which is rough – I was shitscared. So these black dudes start fussing and saying, `Gimme a different pork chop, man,’ or `This pork chop’s too small. Gimme two, motherfucker.’ I dropped my spatula and went over to the hack and said, `You got a fucking nerve assigning me to this job. I got to live with these animals. Put me in the hole, but I ain’t working here any more. I may get killed in this joint, but I ain’t getting killed over a goddam pork chop.’ And so they gave me a job mopping the corridor.”
And Joe laughs.
Sounds interesting, but I think I’ll try to skip it.



September 14
I like to watch the Italians playing bocce in the sunlight. They play so subtly, studying the contour of the sandy pit for minutes at a time, kidding each other softly, tossing the ball gently with backspin. The older men play and the younger men sit on the grass, watching. Carmine de Sapio has a young man who’s always with him, obviously been assigned to him, to take care of him. He’s dark and quiet and he plays bocce very well. He and Carmine are the champs. Across the fields the Puerto Ricans are playing handball, sweating hard, and the young blacks have got a basketball game going.
This is Saturday. I can smell soap as the breeze carries the aroma drifting from the dorm, across the grass, where the men are washing their underwear and socks in silvery metal buckets. I sit in the sun, watching and sniffing. A yellow butterfly floats by. Then a beetle, creeping cautiously through the grass, which must be to him as a jungle. I see these things. It’s a lovely, peaceful day in prison.



September 15
I finally got moved out of The Jungle into Dorm Two. Willie and Joe D. are in there. I have a bed by the window. Willie produced a second pillow, a wooden bedboard and an innerspring mattress for me. I don’t know how he did it. These are extraordinary luxuries.
My cubicle, as it’s called, is about 6 x 10, bounded on one side by a four foot high sheet of stiff brown cardboard which is supported by the backs of my neighbor’s two upright lockers. My own lockers in turn support my other neighbor’s cardboard partition. Between the lockers a thin plank of plywood rests on two hinges, forming a small, wobbly writing area. I have a window shelf where I put my books. The dorm is dusty and we have to sweep and mop constantly. Dust gathers under the beds like shearings off a sheep. It’s either quiet and remarkably restful in here, or it’s a shrieking, howling asylum – depending on events.
Advice from Joe D., who’s assumed the role of my rabbi: “Never talk to a man during or just after Mail Call. Might have received a Dear John letter, divorce papers, word of a new indictment, anything. And don’t aggravate anyone at lunch, because that’s right after Mail Call. Some of these guys don’t need too much of an excuse to go bananas.”



September 18
A new man in the dorm, transferred from the penitentiary at Terre Haute. His name is Jimmy Hogg, from Louisville. We lift weights together. The Weight Room is a dusty wooden shack on the lower edge of the compound and it smells of sweat, leather and cold iron. I like it down there. The men who lift weights are friendly to one another. Hogg usually keeps to himself but one evening we walked up the hill together in the rain and got to talking. He claims to have had 38 arrests in the midwest without a conviction, before this one. Always paid off the judges, $500 to $2000. Shot three or four men, he says. I believe him. He has pale skin and small, cold, light gray eyes.
Hogg’s kid brother – so he tells me – out on bail on a phony credit card rap, goes to see his girlfriend, finds her with another man, shoots him three times, flees to Hogg in Florida where it’s winter and Jimmy’s doing a little house-breaking on the Gold Coast.
Hogg gives him six sets of fake I.D.s, but the kid drifts to L.A. and starts selling them there at $300 a set. He’s picked up eventually and gets five years. “Too much mouth on that dude,” Hogg says, “and they jammed him.”
Hogg heard Willie Polk describing a friend who was shot in Akron, and he said, “Sure, I knew him. It was me shot him, you turkey.”
“Oh,” said Willie. “Well, he weren’t really no good friend of mine.”
“How damaged was he?” I asked Hogg later, when we were resting between sets of bench presses. He said: “He didn’t die, the fuck. It must of been a bad bullet.”



September 24
Carlos, a Puerto Rican, living across the way from me in the dorm, stands silently for a full minute this evening, gazing at his picture frame on top of his locker. In it are out-of-focus Polaroid snapshots of his wife and kids. The usual awkward pose: everyone in a row, kids staring gloomily into space, dark-haired wife’s face frozen in a brilliant-eyed smile. Carlos wants to stop, to pull his gaze away, but he can’t. He wants to keep looking, too, but he can’t do that, either. Finally he steps away, shuffles toward the door, snarling. At who? At what? At night he sneezes endlessly and spits into a paper bag he keeps on the floor beside his bed.
An old man on the other side of the dorm hawks and doesn’t spit. My neighbor, Bubba Stiles, a quiet kid, farts. Some of the men always laugh and giggle no matter how many times he does it. Wolfe, a new man, snores like a runaway motorboat. We shake him and wake him up and heave him into his stomach, but nothing stops his snoring. Someone throws a boot in the darkness and it hits Wolfe over the eye, cutting him, so that in the morning his pillow is brown with blood. But he keeps snoring.
They have to take Wolfe out of the dorm and give him a bed in the reading room, or else some of the men who can’t sleep will give him a blanket party. A blanket party: during the night they pull your blanket up over your head, pin you down and beat the shit out of your brains with short lead pipes.



October 1
Quite a few of the men are at work on something that’s commonly called The Project. It’s a new two-story red brick dormitory with a third story sunk below ground level that will have individual cells and obviously be Allenwood’s very own hole, obviating the need to ship men over to The Wall for punishment. From all over the federal prison system men have been recruited to work on The Project – bricklayers, electricians, plumbers, forklift operators, anyone with a construction skill. That’s how Hogg and a tough dude named Blaine got here from Terre Haute. Blaine, a cowboy who occasionally hijacks trucks on the street, says they were promised all sorts of privileges and pay which they never received, and both he and Hogg recently filed copouts to return to Terre Haute. Superintendent Weger was annoyed. He called them in and demanded to know why they wanted to leave a minimum security honor camp to go back to a maximum security penitentiary; it didn’t look good on his administrative record, of course.
Hogg says he told Weger: “Because this joint is full of rats, snitches, and faggots. And because they serve food like this in Terre Haute, the men would throw it at the walls.”
The meal that noon had been Salisbury steak, and Weger wanted to know what was wrong with that. He’d eaten it, he said.
“Maybe you don’t know any better,” Hogg said. “Ain’t no fuckin meat in it, that’s what’s wrong with it. It’s wheat. If I was a fuckin billy goat, I’d be eatin good.”
Blaine confirms this conversation.
The Project is going very slowly. Hogg says he lays about ten bricks a day. His philosophy is simple. “Any time you go out and bust your ass for them, they expect you to do it all the time. You never do it, they don’t never expect you to do it. Bowman [the hack in charge of The Project] thinks I’m the biggest fuckup he’s got. That suits me fine. Look at this jerk, Clark. Look what happened to him.”
That’s a sad story. Norman Clark is black, about forty, from Mountainside, New Jersey. A plumber. He got caught with some dope on the street and when they asked him to become an informer he turned them down, so he got a four-year hit. He’s what’s called “institutionalized.” He does his work well, puts in plenty of overtime, never complains, is respectful of all authority and keeps to himself. I didn’t even know he was alive until he came up to me last night and asked if he could talk to me for just a few minutes. He insists on calling me Mister.
Over a year ago he transferred from The Wall to work on The Project. Since then Bowman’s given him two Class 2 awards – that’s money – and a commendation for his permanent file. Clark went before the parole board a few months ago and when the parole examiner asked him how he spent his time during his incarceration, Clark said, “But that’s all in my file. I got a commendation from Mr. Bowman for how I spent my time.”
The parole examiner said there wasn’t anything at all in his file of that nature.
Clark said, “Would you please get Mr. Bowman to come in here,” but the parole examiner told him that if he wanted Mr. Bowman to speak on his behalf he should have arranged that beforehand, and now it was too late. They finally told Clark to “bring it all” – continue to expiration of sentence.
Clark told me all this. He speaks slowly, in a puzzled manner. He doesn’t even seem angry. He said, “I have to tell this to someone like you, ‘cause when I tell it to some of these niggers around here, they just laughs at me. You see, I think they took my commendation out of my file just before the parole board hearing `cause they needed me to finish up on The Project. I know that sounds strange to you – you don’t think that peoples can do that kind of mean thing to a man, but I been around, and they can, Mr. Irving. They can.”
He went to Weger, he says, with that accusation and Weger only laughed at him and said, “Impossible.” He had five months to go on his sentence and he asked Weger for transfer to a Halfway House in Manhattan, so he could see his family on weekends and get a job to support them because winter was coming and the roof of his house in Mountainside leaked and the hot water pipes had busted and his wife and kids had no money to fix it all. Weger turned him down and said, “Five months is too long for you, Norman. You’ll just do something foolish. Halfway House is like parole. You’ll get violated for smoking dope and then you’ll have to come back here and bring it all, and then how will your wife feel?”
He wants to know now what he can do. And I don’t know. He’s been conned by the system more than by Weger, and it’s too late.
“Maybe you can just write about it some time,” he says, “and tell peoples.”
“I’ll try,” I said.



October 5
The man sleeping next to me in Dorm Two on the left, toward the door, is a young black queen named Gerry Barker. She said to me the other day, rather sweetly, “Please call me Geraldine. Everybody does.” And so I did. She’s doing time for bank robbery in Philadelphia, which she committed in drag.
Geraldine sewed a button on a shirt for me and darned a pair of good white wool socks – she’s as friendly a neighbor as I could want. All she asks in return is a reasonable amount of discretion, for I’m privy to the miraculous transformations that sometimes occur next to my bed in the small hours of the Pennsylvania night. It’s never totally dark in here; dim yellow bulbs high among the steel rafters burn all night, as well as a red bulb on each exit door. Nearly all the dorm is asleep when suddenly, after much clandestine huffing, grunting and moving about beneath the covers, Geraldine rises like a phoenix in the weird golden light, wearing a black wig, false eyelashes, lipstick, and – I can’t figure out where she got it, much less hides it – a sequined dress. Then she roams off to wherever that night’s assignation is to be held, or else she gets a visit, and the customary nocturnal sounds of snoring, farting and groaning of exiled men are punctuated by slurps and distinctive little moans. I’ve learned to sleep through it.
This morning Weger called me to his office. I never like that. It’s never good news, and the more you’re seen going in there, the more the men have reason to distrust you. I walked down there through the mud. It rained last night. The whole slope between the dorms and the Control Center becomes a swamp – we call it Mud Flats.
He didn’t waste any time. He just said, “You sleep next to Barker, don’t you? The one they call Geraldine? Barker’s a homosexual, isn’t he?”
It happens to be standard Bureau of Prisons practice to notify the families of inmates caught in any overt homosexual practice. (“We regretfully inform you that your husband/father/son . . . is a fucking faggot.”) This is the Bureau’s idea of fairness to the poor women and kids waiting out there for their loved ones, and of course it’s supposed to act as a deterrent.
Naturally this cuts no ice with Geraldine, who has no family that I know of other than some other inmate over at The Wall named Chuck, whom she calls “my husband.” But on principle I don’t want to – and can’t afford to – cooperate with Weger, because then he’ll keep calling me down and asking me questions and I’ll be his pet rat. You have to kill this in its infancy.
“Sir,” I said, “I don’t know of any deviant or perverted practices taking place here among the residents.”
The tone of that was much too flat and smartass and I knew right away I could have done it a better way. But I let it stand. He just looked at me with his bright beady dark eyes and then he waved me out of his office. I suppose I’ve made some sort of choice. Well, it was so obvious – there was really no choice.



October 7
A reporter and photographer from Time Magazine visited the camp today. They weren’t supposed to talk to any inmate for more than a minute or two, but when they stopped near my cubicle I managed to take the photographer aside. Their assignment, he readily told me, was to do a piece showing Allenwood as a country club prison, a great place for a long vacation. “It’s not quite like that,” I said. “No,” he admitted, “that’s my impression, too.”
In which case, of course, Time won’t run the article, because that doesn’t conform to their fixed beliefs just doesn’t see print.
Miss Berson, the Camp Superintendent’s secretary – far from a beauty, fortunately – has a wooden plaque on her desk which says, BEFORE YOU ASK, THE ANSWER IS NO. That’s the basic philosophy of the Federal Bureau of Prisons. I noticed she took it down before the reporters arrived.



October 9
Smoky, a big, gray-haired Corsican con man in his late fifties, works with us now in Industry as the shipping clerk. He’s been in and out of the joint all his life, and he rarely stops talking. His stories are insane, but I love them. He had a pet Alaskan brown bear named Big Duke: “Some Chicago furrier shot the mother. I raised Big Duke from a cub. I was in Alaska then, buying gold. Big Duke would kill you if you looked at me in the wrong way. I had a special wing for him in my house in Connecticut. I could drive a Mack truck in my living room and make a U-turn. I cut a slot in the floor of one room and threw hundred dollar bills in there,like a piggy bank, for my wife. Later when I went to jail she found $400,000 in the cellar. I had a slot machine for silver dollars where you put a dollar in and you always got a payoff. I had it specially built and installed for my wife.”
All this with a perfectly straight face.
Smoky says when he gets out he’s going to take his considerable savings, invested now in IBM stock, and make a fortune by buying a freighter, loading it with cattle and sailing around the world selling cowshit to underdeveloped countries. And he’ll establish a commune on an island that he’s going to buy off the coast of Alaska – all ex-cons welcome. “Nobody works, except now and then on the cattle boat.” Everyone would have a share in the shitselling business.
Smoky says he was arrested this time in Miami Beach and taken by two U.S. Marshalls in a car across the country to the joint at Terminal Island, California, where he was supposed to stand trial – I don’t know for what; Smoky never says; and in the joint you never ask that question – and serve his bit. “The trip took four months. We stopped at all the federal joints en route and also various Holiday Inns. We stopped off to see Big Duke in Connecticut. I gave the marshalls $15,000 in cash and they made the reservations in advance. I taught these guys to play golf along the way. I was trying out all these joints, see. I’d only served state time before, I didn’t know the federal system. I liked Forth Worth the best because it was co-ed, but Allenwood was my second choice. When I got to Terminal Island first thing I did was apply for a transfer. That’s how come I’m here. Nothing happens in my life by accident.”



October 18
Geraldine left, paroled. Men come and go. It’s hard to keep track. They leave us their things, their bits and pieces of extra clothing, a better soap dish, newer shoes, books.
Early morning: the mountains cleansed by sunlight, puffs of red and gold, like exploding firecrackers, where the leaves are still turning.
A high wind blowing in the afternoon, and I think I can hear the wind in the rigging of the boats in Ibiza harbor. It’s a Sunday. I go for a walk with Joe and Sioti and then we watch football on TV.



November 4
This place has a reputation as a country club prison, we all know that. And of course you can come and go at will, up to a point. When they count you — as they do, four times a day, by your bed — they’re not counting you, they’re counting a body. So why not run an ad in the New York Times, and some of the more pretentious magazines, for substitutes? Intellectuals wanted, with a desire for a brief prison experience. Fresh air, pleasant surroundings, no pollution. They can take our places for weekends, or even longer.
I thought to pay them a nominal $50 a day, but Sioti said, “What for? People are so fucked up they’ll do it for nothing.”
Joe D. said, “You know, both of you aren’t wrapped too tight.”



November 5
Today, my 42nd birthday, a splendid cold blue day, I had an unexpected visit from Tim and Mary. They drove up from New York. They brought me Flair pens, warm ski gloves, some money, about $75 – this is contraband, of course; absolutely forbidden, but you need it for some essential favors – which I stuffed inside the torn lining of my navy peajacket (issued to us last week, used) when the Visiting Room hack wasn’t looking. About then I realized that in my pants pocket I was still carrying one of the joints that Claude gave me last night. I couldn’t risk taking that back with me, too – they only pat you down as you enter the Visiting Room, but when you leave they’re more thorough about it – so I slipped it to Mary and told them to smoke it back at the motel and think of me. I have a feeling that’s the first time anyone ever smuggled a joint out of a prison.
We also watched some guy named Burkett and his girlfriend snuggled together in a big chair outside the Visitors Area and it was obvious that she was jerking him off. Most of the men and their wives and some kids, too, were watching. The hack looked like he was asleep. I walked back with Burkett to the dorm and asked him about it and he told me he had a hole cut in his pockets to make it easier for her to get a grip on his cock.
There is no end to improvisation.
Going out to the visit, I left a messy bed and the mud on my boots got tracked all over the floor. Coming back, I found this note:
Dear Irving,
It is with great repugnance that we have discovered your cubicle in this deplorable condition. We urge that you correct this situation with dispatch. What will the world think? At this point you are a prime example of the failure of our correctional system.
The Phantom Inspector



November 15
Hunting season has begun. I see deer on a hilltop and along the one road where we’re allowed to talk or jog. In the early evening we hear the pop of guns. One of the hacks, Sykes, tells me “the herd needs thinning.” But there’s a glint in his eye. I say, “When you hacks go out hunting, Mr. Sykes, I bet you dream you’ve got an inmate in your sights.” He laughs wholeheartedly and says, “Well, yeah . . . sometimes.”



November 16
Together with the Walnut Kid, Smoky is in trouble.
The Walnut Kid is a skinny hillbilly in his early sixties who actually lived in or near the town of Allenwood – yes, there is such a place, he says. He claims he helped build Dorm Five back in the 1940s when this was an Army Ordnance depot. Dorm Five was the kitchen. Recently he had a contract to truck away the garbage from this place. But then they found out he was trucking away everything that wasn’t nailed down and finally they caught him chopping down a walnut tree inside the perimeter, which is why he’s called The Walnut Kid and why he’s doing six months here. He chews tobacco. He always says, “I know every rock around here, sonny. I know every squirrel.”
So he and Smoky went out one night. Smoky says, straightfaced, “We went walnut hunting.” They crawled under the fence down near the end of the road and pretty soon, Smoky reports, “we got lost.” So much for The Walnut Kid’s expertise. Then they found someone’s stash – half a dozen bottles of Gilbey’s gin. “Glug glug,” says Smoky. It’s a dark, cloudy, moonless night, and they’re wandering around, knocking down the Gilbey’s gin. They didn’t know if they were inside the camp perimeter or not. There’s a flashing red beacon on a mountaintop which serves as a landmark but Smoky couldn’t even find the mountain. Smoky stumbles through the night, falls down. “A stone hit my heart.” He pats it gently with a big hand covered with liver spots. “No shit. I was hurt.”
He keeps falling. Around 9:30, half an hour before count time, they find a house, ring the door bell and a 70-year-old lady answers the door, carrying a shotgun.
“I’ve told my people to send her flowers once a month till she dies,” Smoky tells us.
“We’re standing there in front of her, dressed in prison browns, of course – tired, dirty, full of cowshit, horseshit, knees bruised. Walnut’s not really standing, I’m sort of hoisting him up by the collar. There’s an aroma of Gilbey’s gin, too.”
He said to the old woman, “Lady, we’re not murderers or rapists. Don’t be afraid. We’re just poor lost convicts. Please call Allenwood and ask them if they’ll send someone out to pick us up.” (He was in a hurry, he explained to us, because he didn’t want to fuck up the ten o’clock count.) The woman called, but for some reason she couldn’t get through to Control for twenty minutes. Then she reached Weger at home – that was Smoky’s idea. In fifteen minutes, Weger and three cars full of hacks arrived, spotlights blazing, sirens wailing. Smoky says that when the hacks tore up and leaped out of the cars he and Walnut raised their arms and said, “Don’t shoot, we’re not armed.”
“Don’t hurt these gentlemen,” the old lady said. “They’re my guests.”
Smoky said, “Mr. Weger, let me sleep on your lawn until I sober up.” Weger had them handcuffed and shackled and taken to The Wall, where they were thrown into the hole. Smoky says he can’t remember anything after that. Interrogated, he couldn’t remember where the stash of gin was located.
Five days later they were back and he told us this tale at lunch. Of course it cracked us up; we sat there in the chow hall howling, weeping with laughter. I said, “And they believed you? That you went out walnut hunting? That the gin wasn’t yours in the first place?”
“I’m here, ain’t I?” Smoky said. “Mr. Weger doesn’t want to lose a quality inmate.”



November 20
Willie Polk’s father died and he went home to Toledo on a furlough for the funeral. Before leaving, he made a promise to his friends. And sure enough, when he got back this evening – three days later – he took us into a corner of the dorm and extended the middle finger of his right hand. It smelled of pussy – rank pussy at that. “I promised you, dint I?” Willie said. Coming back on the Greyhound bus he had wrapped his hand in gauze bandages, he said, to keep the smell intact.



Thanksgiving Day
Most of the men have nude pinups on their lockers. I can’t look at them – the sight of a fluffy blonde pussy and stiff nipples just drives me out of my tree. I don’t know how these guys can take it. Yesterday I found an old copy of Esquire with an article on beef, and I cut out a full page photograph of a perfect 16 ounce dark-red marbled New York cut sirloin steak, and taped it to my locker. The guys crowded round. “What the fuck is that?”
“That’s what I dream of.”
“You’re not well, kid,” Sioti said to me.



November 29
Conversations:
*Old George, the paperhanger, complains to me, “I got ten years for one lousy hundred dollar check. Ten years!”
“Yeah,” Joe D. said to him, “but you forgot to mention you threatened to blow the bank teller’s head off with a sawed-off if he didn’t cash it.
*“Joe, if you were on the parole Board – “
“We could do business, yes.”
*We’re rapping in my house and Tiny, 6’8” tall, an ungainly, kind man, doing time for manslaughter, is trying to write a letter.
“Tiny, are we disturbing you?”
Tiny, slowly: “I’ve been disturbed for years.”
*Joe D.: “Sorry, kid, didn’t mean to interrupt you while you were reading.”
Me: “After the basic interruption, there can be no more.”
*The younger men say: “What the fuck, if I get caught next time, maybe I’ll get five years. So with good time I’m out in forty months and change. I can do that standing on my head.” All they dream of is a big score. Work? They don’t know what it is, don’t want to know. Their sense of time is bruised, warped. Doing ten years, with less than two to go, they’re already practically home – it means nothing. They don’t see it, but they’re really doing life on the installment plan.



December 6
Jogging cleanses my mind. I think of nothing but the jogging. We can jog a mile on the road past the factory. I see a hawk on a dead tree, another hawk soaring. The trees are maple, walnut, oak, hickory, birch, wild cherry. A cold wind blows but the sky is wonderfully blue and clear, and a crow caws in the distance. I veer to avoid the mud puddles. Some of the puddles are frozen but my weight will crack the ice. The sound of my sneakers thudding with purposeful regularity on the road is soothing, even invigorating. As I take deep breaths of the cold air I catch the faint smell of cow manure. The fields are a rich dark brown with light brown icing where they’ve been tilled.
The shit of this life can’t penetrate when I jog. I try to do three miles. I wish I could do it forever.
Afterwards I know I’ll rest for fifteen minutes on my bed, hands supporting my head, looking up at the brown painted ceiling as my breathing slows, the sweat dries; and then just at the right moment, before the sweat turns cold and the muscles begin to stiffen, I’ll tuck my clean towel and fresh white underwear under my arm and go take a hot shower – stand under there naked for twenty minutes and let the hot water beat on my body like fists, let it work its way through flesh and tired joints to the bone. Then towel down and shave, back to my bed, feeling well. I have a good book to read.
Joe D. passes by, sees me, smiles. “You’re really jailing, kid.”



December 9
Snowing today – big fat flakes, so that the scene from my window looks either like Siberia or a lovely Christmas card, depending on your mood.
Thirty-six men from Danbury prison in Connecticut arrived on a bus last night and were shoved into corridors and the card rooms of Dorms One and Two. Looked like stunned oxen last night, sitting dazed on the bunks under the lights. They tell me Danbury’s overcrowded, a walled prison, a chickenshit place. They volunteered to come here. They were told there were new dorms here with individual rooms and that they would get Christmas furloughs. When we told them that there was a zero probability to the first promise and a pretty low one to the second, they just nodded as if, after all, they weren’t too surprised.



December 14
Several of the hacks, led by Herr Weger himself, roared through the dorms yesterday morning while the men were at work, and ripped apart the cubicles. All those flimsy little plywood desks and personal decorations were removed and destroyed. Nick, who’s taken Geraldine’s place as my neighbor, had scored some green felt from the factory for me a while ago and I’d glued it to the tops of my two lockers. Why? Because in some devious way that I don’t fully understand, or want to understand, I’m trying to establish a territory for myself and put my personal stamp on it – trying to be at home. I don’t want to be at home here but my instincts drive me to establish a nest, to be comfortable, to develop the illusion that I’m a full-fledged human being in a human environment.
But this is what the administration won’t tolerate. Just as you nearly complete the structure of the illusion that you’re human, and entitled to a small chunk of peace and comfort, they tear down your house – literally – to remind you that you’re a criminal in prison.
Nick was here when the hacks went through the dorm. He says, “They dug it, man. You could see it in their faces. They come with big scissors and razor blades and just had a good, good time.”
My green felt was ripped off. So is the photograph of my steak. A mimeographed form was left on my bed, as on all the beds, stating that window sills were not to be used for the stacking of books. No cartons are to be stored under beds. A resident may place on the top of his locker one ashtray, a reasonable amount of books and magazines, and one framed photograph. I have two.
Men display different attitudes to what’s happened. Joe D. smiles and says, “Don’t worry. They go apeshit every now and then. It’s their job to harass us. Now that they’ve done it, they’re happy. And they’ll treat you better when they’re happy. You’ll see. So you cool it for a couple of weeks and then start putting your stuff back, a little bit at a time, and they get used to it and hardly notice, and they won’t say anything or rip it off for another four, five, six months. They got us, kid. Accept it.”
It amuses him, that’s all. Hogg, on the other hand, says quietly and coldly: “I never had nothin on my lockers or under my bed. I don’t keep nothin personal because I know them pigs will tear it off sooner or later, and if I catch them doin it I’ll bust some hack’s fuckin head and get sent to the hole, and I don’t need that shit. So I got nothin, and they can’t take that away from me.” A grimmer version, I suppose, of the song from Porgy and Bess . . .
Men jail in different ways. I’m new to it. I’m enraged. At myself as much as at the administration, because I’m a sucker for the traps inherent in this life, and because there’s nothing tangible I can do to express my rage, my sense of having been violated. I’m not amused. I can’t become a zombie. I don’t want to be a rebel or a hardcase, because I have good hopes for parole in the spring. So, I’ll jail.



December 19
I’m teaching a course in Creative Writing to both interested and uninterested inmates. I don’t much enjoy teaching but the theory is that it will show my seriousness, my desire to do good for my fellow men, my capacity for rehabilitation, and such other shit. All because I want parole, want it badly. Class met last night at the Education Building – a tan clapboard shack near the Weight Room.
Previous session I’d discussed the concept of plot and asked the men to sketch a brief plot of something they’d like to do.
One of the younger men, Leroy, read his sketch to us. “Goes like this,” he said. “Me and these other dudes is thinking of knocking off a bank. Here’s the plot. John will stand by the door, keep an eye on the street. Eddie sticks a gun in the teller’s face. I take care of the bank guard. That’s the plot.”
I restrained myself from laughing but the other men howled, whereupon Leroy said angrily, “You badass motherfuckers’re so fucking smart, how come you’re in here? You got a better plot, how come you got caught?”
Hard to answer that one.



December 22
Joe D. was busted yesterday for possession of a $5 bill, a Pennsylvania state lottery ticket and some postage stamps. He had it in his pocket and he was stopped just as he entered the chow hall. All of that was contraband – illegal. Someone must have ratted on him – the hacks knew exactly where and when to look. They hustled Joe over to The Wall in handcuffs and today I heard he was shipped east to Danbury.
Christmas present today from the Federal Bureau of Prisons: a brown paper bag containing two packs of Old Golds, one Westcott Mixed Nuts, one Sunshine Chip-A-Roos Chocolate Chip Cookies, one 39 cent Plantation Assorted Cookies, and one bag of Betteryet Hard Candies. I bought a six-pack of Genessee beer from Fitz, the runner, and got quietly drunk with Sioti. I’ll miss Joe. He was a friend, and he taught me a lot.



Christmas Day
A Christmas rape this morning, about 2 a.m. A new kid arrived last week and some black dudes have been propositioning him. The kid complained to a hack but wouldn’t name names. So this morning they dragged him outside the dorm, with about five other men playing cards, seeing it all but saying nothing, stuffed a yellow towel in his mouth and raped him. One of the most uncool things you can do in the joint is interfere with some other dude’s serious intentions, particularly if those intentions are unlawful. There was a lot of muttering when the boy called out for help, but none of the onlookers charged into the fray as Robert Redford’s screenwriters would have him do. Hell, no.
Now it’s evening and they’ve already collared the three men who did it. They’ll be sent to The Wall or Terre Haute – no charges against them, because the kid’s afraid to finger them – in any case, to a joint where they can rape and be raped with much less fuss and palaver. When there’s rape at the county jails and the three-star maximum security federal penitentiaries no one of the bystanders even dare to mutter. To my surprise, one of the men who did it was my neighbor, Bubba, who hardly ever said a word and was, I thought, just a nice quiet kid who played basketball and farted in his sleep. He and the others have spent most of their lives in reformatories like Petersburg, the federal joint in Virginia, where they fuck each other nonstop up the ass. Nick, my other black neighbor, explained it to me. “Man, they tell some dude, ‘I wanna fuck you.’ He say no, they feel insulted. Bubba didn’t wanna hurt that boy – you right, Bubba gentle as a lamb – he just need some place to stick his meat.”
Some country club.
Officials of the Bureau of Prisons have an interesting attitude toward incidents like this morning’s. I imagine that most of the wardens, hacks and caseworkers qualify as human beings and don’t especially like to contemplate the undeniable fact that they’re running a freak show where the weak and meek are systematically brutalized by the strong and vicious. On the other hand, it’s my observation and that of all the men I know that 100% of prison officials have only one aim and object in their workaday lives, and that is to keep the population calm – for when the natives get restless at places like Lewisburg or Attica, it means trouble. Trouble isn’t a torn anus, trouble is losing your job or your GSA rating or getting dressed down by the warden if the facts leak to the press. Better a hundred rapes than a single riot. And so officialdom, from the lowly hack right up to Herr Weger, and even the hierarchy in Washington, do their best to look the other way. “Law and order, no matter whose. Don’t bother us, and we won’t bother youse” – that’s the creed.
Oh, I was right. I heard from the Time Magazine photographer and they won’t run the piece on Allenwood.



January 3, 1973
Good thought: I’ll be out of prison some time this year.
A fight broke out New Year’s morning in the dorm. Hogg was drunk and babbling to his buddy, Blaine, around two o’clock in the morning. No one could sleep and Claude told them to shut up. Hogg said, “Fuck you, faggot,” whereupon Claude catapulted out of bed clutching a baseball bat and slammed Hogg across the side of his shoulder with it – a good, solid swing. Hogg just stood there, completely stunned, but he didn’t fall, so Claude hit him again: home run. Next thing, Hogg was down on the concrete floor and Blaine was out of bed with a lead pipe in his hand. I jumped up, too. I didn’t have a weapon. What really rattled me was that practically everyone else did – shanks, pipes, bats, wooden clubs, coiled springs, even one guy with a golf club, a number 6 iron, I’d guess. Where did they all come from?
Somehow it calmed down and no one was hurt, except Hogg, before the hacks arrived. The weapons vanished as quickly as they’d appeared. They asked Hogg what happened to his arm, which was purple and swelling up fast.
“I slipped in the shower,” he said. He was very pale. They took him off to the hospital at The Wall.
Later, Claude said, “I have to sleep with one eye open from now on.”
On Sioti’s advice, yesterday I bought a combination lock in the Commissary, put it inside a knotted white gym sock, and now I sleep with it under my pillow. Sioti says if the hacks shake down the dorm and find it, it’s not technically a weapon.



January 10
You can buy booze here for $20 a fifth. Now that the men trust me, they ask me if I want any, and Fitz, the runner, brings me the list from the Pennsylvania State Liquor Authority. I’m impressed. You can choose your brand and they have everything, including some good California wines and French cognacs. I take a six-pack of beer a few times and then a bottle of Chivas Regal. Why am I doing this? I don’t really know. It has something to do with the stripping of my house that day and their busting Joe and their attitude toward the rape. I suppose it has something to do with the whole situation and with everything I think and feel, and with boredom, and with anger, and with the knowledge that you can’t just be another Normal Clark. However, it’s risky, and not the most intelligent thing I’ve ever done.
Whatever you buy, you have to drink it all the night you get it, since you can’t very well store beer cans or a bottle of scotch in your locker. This means you have to share. You have to be careful with whom.
Fitz works on the Cattle Detail. He just slips under the fence, through the trees to the road, Route 15, where a taxi’s waiting. He makes his buy in Williamsport through a friend, comes back and hides it under a haystack.
This morning he told me that all the beer froze last night under the haystack.



January 17
Hogg made parole. Figure that one out. He got drunk to celebrate, walked over to Claude and said, “I can’t kill you now. Leastways, not in here.” And there wasn’t the trace of a smile on his face.



January 22
A new man arrives, a birdlike, bespectacled 50-year-old accountant named Dershowitz, from Baltimore. He’s serving a 30-day sentence. He’s so frightened he’s afraid to talk to anyone. A few of the older men calm him down. First thing he wants to know is: will he get any time off for good behavior? This doesn’t endear him to the men who have a few more years to go or are finishing up a 12-year bit. And then Dershowitz is so ashamed to be here. What’s his beef? Apparently someone filed a fraudulent federal income tax return and he was the CPA who okayed it. “It was only carelessness,” he says. John Masiello always tells me, laughing, “No one in this joint is guilty except you and me, Clifford.”
In the Visiting Room, his family gathered round him, poor little Dershowitz cries. He seems to get a visit practically every day from wife, sons, cousins, the whole mishpuchah. They rally round, but he weeps. Thirty days! And his world’s come to an end. Well, I understand. To the man pulling thirty years, my thirty months must seem like a long weekend. I tread softly with those guys.
Today, on the chow line, Dershowitz is in front of me carrying his tray. A glass of milk, some thin pea soup, the inevitable meat loaf, lemon jello. He’s surrounded by chattering blacks. They don’t menace him, he doesn’t interest them at all, but they flow around him like big smooth shiny dark sharks, teeth so white and sharp, and he starts to shake and then the tray slips from his fingers. Pea soup, milk and meat loaf gravy spray in all directions. Dershowitz starts to cry. Tears leak down his thin pink cheeks. His glasses fog.
“Oh my,” he says. “Oh my, oh my, oh my.”
Not many people laugh. Cadillac Jones, some badassed 220-pound black dude in for bank robbery, gently helps Dershowitz out of the line to an empty table. Dershowitz, misty tears blocking his vision, doesn’t even know who’s got hold of him. “Thank you,” he says. Now and then, en route, he says: “Oh, my.”
Cadillac Jones plants the little man safely in a wobbly plastic chair, looks around, finally spots a group of white men nearby, watching. “Here,” he rumbles. “Here’s a brother of yours needs help. Take care of him.”
I went over, too, but Dershowitz, in a world of his own, didn’t need anything then that Cadillac hadn’t already given him.



January 30
Finally, yesterday, I went out.
This was lunacy and I know it, but I gave in out of weakness or a strength I can’t and don’t want to define. Sioti, Claude and Willie Polk were going and talked me into it. They’ve been planning it for weeks.
Unless there’s an emergency, the longest stretch of free time is between the 4 p.m. count, just after we quit work, and the 10 p.m. count just before Lights Out. It has snowed again, it was awfully cold, and Willie said to me as final reassurance, “Them hacks’ll be jerkin each other off in front of the electric heater down at Control.”
So at 4:30, with a cloudy, bloated sky already darkening and shutting out all light from the stars, we put on our warmest clothes – navy peajackets, dark blue stocking caps, sweatshirts, long underwear, gray cotton gloves, two pairs of socks and brown work boots made at Leavenworth – and walked casually out of the dorm one by one, pretending to jog down the road in the direction of the Weight Room. At the agreed place we ducked under the barbed wire fence and crawled through the virgin snow into the hickory forest. My teeth chattered from the cold. The branches of the trees were tufted with snow that fell down our necks. Willie led us about a mile, mostly downhill, along what the men call the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
We went over the chainlink fence at the road and Claude’s brother from Pittsburgh was waiting in a Buick with the motor running, the exhaust pipe sending a cloud of smoke as high as the tallest tree.
He drove us to a motel on the outskirts of Williamsport. Sioti wanted to stop at an Italian restaurant for lasagna, but we outvoted him. The feeling of driving in a warm car, bundled together that way, was unreal, eerie, and we were alternately silent and cackling with laughter. Claude’s brother had roast beef sandwiches on rye bread and four bottles of Johnny Walker Black Label and two hookers waiting for us in the motel. The hookers were from Pittsburgh and they were already drunk. They were both brunettes with enormous tits and bushy cunts. Not my ideal. But I couldn’t believe how soft their flesh was. Mindlessly, I fucked them both – with a roast beef sandwich and three shots of scotch on the rocks in between – and so did everyone except Willie, who couldn’t raise a hardon.
“I knew it,” he groaned. “My luck don’t change.”
“You beat your meat too much back in the joint,” Sioti said seriously. Sioti slept diagonally across from Willie.
It started to snow again and Claude’s brother drove us back at eight o’clock, and we dove over the chainlink fence again into a snowdrift. The snow made it hard to see and we were all tired and dizzy from the scotch. Sioti stumbled in the snow and fell down – we were going uphill now, and all of us panting. I helped him up, but he clung to me and couldn’t stop shivering. And it was seriously cold. I could hear my heart thumping under my peajacket. Our teeth chattered – we could hear everybody’s teeth, a kind of crazy chorus in the darkness. My eyelids felt frozen. It was Siberia out there, not a Christmas postcard.
“I can’t make it,” Sioti said weakly, and fell again. I said, “Come on, Sy,” and tried to help him, but I couldn’t lift him this time.
“I can’t do it,” he whispered.
“What?”
A snow flurry hit us in the face. “I can’t do it,” he said. He was drunk. “You guys leave me. Go ahead. Save yourselves.” It was like a bad World War Two movie.
Willie floundered back to us and said, “You beat your meat too much back in the joint, Sioti,” and then he grabbed him powerfully under the arms and hauled him up the hill through the hickory forest, half dead with cold and exhaustion. The two of us got him through the barbed wire fence and up the road to the dorm.
On balance, it wasn’t worth it, and that’s my last such foray. I keep thinking today of my kids out there, waiting to come visit me in March, and the parole board meeting in May to decide my immediate fate. I can’t afford to do any dumb things. I was lucky that time; but I won’t press.



February 3
We have yellow towels, and yellow sheets with matching pillowcases, surplus from somewhere. One of my neighbors, a nice kid named Steinberg, wrote precisely this to his mother in New York who wrote back, “Please, son, don’t make fun of me and tell me silly stories.”
There’s also a private golf course nearby, and last August, just before I arrived here, someone hit a golf ball through Willie Polk’s window. Now it’s snowing and he’s freezing. He patched the hole with cardboard but the wind and snow beat a way through it. He’s been complaining to the hacks for months but they never believed his story, and he says if he writes home to his wife or to his lawyer they won’t believe it, either.



February 16
A dude named Chester was badly hurt last night. The men had decided he was the one who ratted on Joe D. I don’t believe it but once an idea like this gets fixed in the men’s minds, it’s almost impossible to dislodge it. Someone claims he saw Chester’s jacket file in Huntsinger’s office and it noted that he was paid FBI informer on the street – got $250 a week. This seems unlikely – that anyone could peer into the file and that such a thing would be itemized there – but the men don’t like Chester, who is over-polite, pale, practices yoga on his bed at 6 a.m. every morning, and in fact asks a hell of a lot of personal questions in a high-pitched, nervous voice; and therefore they elect to believe.
So: if you flush a toilet in the john, it uses cold water and the showers run very hot for a moment. Usually you can hear the toilet start to flush and step out of the way in time; you become adept at this. The men waited until Chester was in the shower, alone, and then flushed a single toilet. Chester heard it and ducked out of the spray a moment. Then he started back under. Nicely timed, at a signal, they flushed every toilet in the shithouse at the same time. Chester’s whole back was scalded and they took him off to the hospital in Williamsport.



March 5
I’m in the hole at Lewisburg, The Wall. Incredible!
About a week ago Fitz, the runner, borrowed $50 from me. He had to make a buy and he was broke. I didn’t see why not. I trusted Fitz. You can’t be the runner and a rat at the same time. Two nights ago he asked me if I wanted a drink. I said sure, I invited a few friends to share it with me, and around 10 p.m. after showering I picked up a paper bag in his house containing a Tasters Choice coffee jar with a pint of vodka in it. Sarkany, one of the hacks, was waiting for me in the corridor. He said, “What have you got there, Irving?”
He knew. Someone had ratted on me. I had no chance to run or dump it. I couldn’t think of anything to do. The Boy Scout in me said, take your punishment like a man. I just handed him the paper bag without a word. A lot of men were watching and fell silent, realizing exactly what had happened. It was like the silence at a funeral.
He took me down the hill through the snow and mud to Control. I couldn’t say goodbye to anyone. He handcuffed me. Then another hack arrived with Fitz in tow and they handcuffed him. I asked where we were going and the other hack laughed and said, “To jail, Irving.”
At 11 p.m. they drove us in a van through the snowy darkness to The Wall. It’s an awful place at night: silent, solemn, huge and gray. We were stripsearched and sent to individual cells on the fifth level of the hole. The doors were steel with just a tiny slit. A bare bunk, no pillow or blanket. The heat comes from a thick vertical pipe that extends from ceiling to floor; it’s so hot that it will burn your hand, and if you throw water on it, it sizzles. There’s a tiny window which I opened to admit a blast of icy air. I slept in my clothes. I was in semi-shock and I slept like a child.
In the morning I looked out the barred window and I could see a pearl gray sky, fog, half of a pitted, unused concrete tennis court and some men in gray sweatsuits jogging through the slush like ghosts. I see a guntower, too, in the fog. It’s cold out there. No birds sing. The cell has a shitter, sink, bare bulb with a long string. I jogged in place, did fifty pushups. I gasped for air, it was so hot. Around noon the hacks gave me paper and envelopes, so I could write this. Meals are shoved in through the slot on a tray. You can talk to the men in the nearby cells but you can’t see their faces.
There’s a black dude across the way they call Crazy. Crazy’s been in the hole, he tells me, for eight months. What did he do? “Don’t remember,” he says. “Musta been somethin pretty good, though.” Deftly he passes me a pack of cigarettes with a long wire that he tosses four or five times across the corridor until I can catch it. It’s a pack of Camels with three Camels, a Marlboro and a Viceroy in it, and a book of damp matches. But they light, with care. Now I’m in Crazy’s debt and so I can’t tell him to shut up when he talks — that is, when he shouts at the top of his lungs — all evening long, until nearly midnight, to a brother named Teabag who is either on the tier above us or the tier below us, I can’t tell which. Sounds like they’re yelling in Swahili. Teabag’s voice is very distant. I don’t know what they’re yelling about. I drift off to sleep as soon as they stop.
We’re supposed to get a shower and an hour’s exercise twice a week here, but so far I haven’t had either. One of the hacks told me there was a murder in the shower room last week. Some dude called Peanuts who’d been in the hole for a few months went berserk and killed two blacks and wounded two others — he’d been carrying a shank under a towel. He’d had a feud with one of the men he killed. The hack, whose name is Heisman, asked why he stabbed the other three, too. Peanuts said, “Well, Mr. Heisman, they was standing right there.”
I don’t know what they’ll do to me now, or how long I’ll be here. My kids are due to arrive from Spain next week to visit me. I imagine I’ve blown my parole. I don’t know what to do or how to handle this. I can’t really believe it’s happening — no, that it’s happened — to me.
To me! I thought I was smart, I thought I knew how to jail. How fucking dumb can you be?
Now I know.



PART TWO

March 10, 1973
I’m in Danbury — not the town, which snuggles comfortably in a green valley in the western part of Connecticut; but the FCI, the Federal Correctional Institution. There are six hundred of us. It’s crowded. Daniel Berrigan called it “a popsicle prison, because every aspect of the life there is enervating rather than openly vicious or wounding in a physical sense. It amounts to a dislocation of the human spirit.” I can dig it.
My own fault: busted at Allenwood for possession of a pint of vodka, hustled off at night in handcuffs to the hole at Lewisburg penitentiary, The Wall. Someone had ratted on me. I was five days in the hole. After the second day my anxieties dropped off me like an old skin and I grew peaceful. Because I was alone for the first time since my imprisonment six months ago, not in a dormitory with fifty snoring, farting, groaning, yelling men. I could sleep. I had forgotten how good it could make you feel to sleep eight uninterrupted hours. And I slept more than that. What drove me to it, I suppose, was the realization that my kids were out there somewhere waiting for me and that I had seriously imperiled my chances for parole. I can’t apply now in May, I have to wait until July. This makes me feel a little sick. So I slept.
At The Wall I went before what’s called a Forfeiture Board Hearing. They took away thirty days of my accumulated “good time” — days knocked off my 2-1/2 year sentence for meek and mild behavior — and told me I was being transferred to Danbury. Three days ago I was outfitted with a torn peajacket, pants several sizes too small for me, and three of us were driven across barren, icy Pennsylvania and part of New York State on a cold, gray day. The two hacks fed us a ham sandwich, an orange and a Hershey bar en route. Handcuffed and shackled, it wasn’t easy to peel the orange. We had to get out once and piss into a river, too — that was even harder than peeling the orange.
Arrived Danbury in the late afternoon: a prison as gray and grim as the day, a solemn, forlorn rectangle set high on a big empty hill. The buildings themselves form a wall around a compound the size of a softball stadium, which is what it’s used for during the summer. There is a big indoor gym. I went there yesterday and pumped iron until I was exhausted enough to sleep. In the yard you can’t see the surrounding hills or the town or more than a single sign of life beyond the wall. You see the bowl of gray sky and the bare branches of a maple tree. This place could be anywhere. In fact, it’s nowhere. It might as well be Kansas or the Yukon. I hate it. A cloud of sullenness surrounds me and I get the feeling that the other men are staying out of my way, avoiding the aura of hostility and menace.



March 12
My two little boys came to visit me, brought by Kay, a friend. They were shy at first. Then they jumped all over me, hugged me, kissed me nonstop. I was so glad to be with them again, even in this insane place. We had a Polaroid photograph taken of us in the Visiting Room. They asked me a hundred questions about prison and I kept smiling and saying, “It’s okay. It’s really okay. We have some fun here. But I’m not here because I want to be. Remember that. I wish I could be with you kids, on our boat in Spain or playing in the snow here.”
The visit saddened me deeply for a short time but it also made me breathlessly happy to see them, touch them, to be able to love them other than abstractly in my mind. Later I felt invigorated. And today I’m calm and that cloud of hostility and menace is gone, and I start to get to know the men around me, with whom I’ll jail.



March 28
Here at Danbury they have euphemistic names for the dormitories and cell blocks. They’re called Hartford House, Fairfield Hall, Boston, Maine, etc. For two weeks I was in Massachusetts, in an A & O (Admission & Orientation) group. That was relatively uncrowded. A week ago I was moved to Providence House, an upstairs dorm with 76 howling lunatics, or so it seems. At night the radios are tuned to three or four different stations throughout the dorm, resulting in cacophony. The men argue constantly over what they’ll watch on TV in the evening. The only free bed was in that part of the dorm called the ghetto — all black, but for me. That’s okay. After six months at Allenwood I speak the language. Man, motherfucker, faggot.
My first temporary job here was cleaning the toilets. That was okay, too. No problem getting your hands dirty as long as you know where to find a bar of soap and hot water. Now I’m on the construction gang. Our first job was building an inside wall in the warehouse. And that was okay, too. We took turns laying bricks while the others bullshitted and smoked a joint and kept an eye out for the hack, who stayed in his little office with a pint of Southern Comfort. Then we went outside into the yard to build a wooden platform and corrugated metal roof for an outdoor weightlifting area. That was fine — the weather was cold but the work kept us warm.
Today, however, we were sent outside the walls to a nearby hillside area known as Hackville, where the hacks and prison officials have their houses. All of us had been classified minimum security. No supervision. We had to rake last autumn’s leaves. I didn’t like that at all. We had too much liberty and the leaves gave me an awful sense of time passing and time still to pass. The leaves were ochre and dark red, still crisp underfoot. The earth smelled of spring. The sky was such a clear bright blue that it hurt your eyes, and I didn’t have sunglasses. A car drove by with a blonde girl behind the wheel. The wife of the A.W. — the Associate Warden, who really runs the joint — stepped out on her back porch and offered us coffee and home-made chocolate chip cookies, which we accepted. We sat on the porch with her for a while. She was formally friendly, about thirty five and not bad looking, but sexual thoughts are cramped deep, deep inside me in a dungeon of their own. Light hurts their eyes, too, so to speak.
I didn’t like any of this excursion. It was too human, too normal, and in the joint you can’t afford to nurture the illusion that life is either one of those things. I’m applying for a transfer to a job that will keep me penned up.



March 31
I seem to get on best with the Italians. They can be trusted. Joe D. was my best friend at Allenwood. He was busted for possession of contraband and shipped here, but by the time I arrived he was gone — he’d made parole. That stunned me and also gave me hope.
Here, so far, I’m most friendly with Pete Costa and Tony L. There are some pezzo novante in residence, too — big guns, allegedly, in organized crime. One man they call Charlie the Blade: he carries a wad of hundred dollar bills in his pocket, and they (his friends, not the hacks) bring him breakfast in bed. Charlie’s an old man and not well. And then Johnny Dio, who has a freshly pressed shirt and trousers brought to him every morning from the Laundry Room, and holds court with Pete and Funzi and Gus on the benches outside Hartford House, browning his face in the midday sun. Also John T., who looks exactly like my grandfather and is the same kind of warm, cordial man; he plants flowers and bushes and tends them lovingly in the little yard outside the Control Center. Straight out of The Godfather. He ran the garbage racket for the syndicate in Yonkers, they say. He makes a daily telephone call home and it’s assumed that one or two of the hacks have been bribed. Tony L. brings me an occasional ice cream from the commissary, where he works. He wants nothing in return. Tony’s in his late twenties, a hit man for the Gambino family — one of the best, they say. He’s here for income tax evasion. He couldn’t be a sweeter guy. We toss a football around whenever we can — he was a quarterback at Stuyvesant High, I was an end at Cornell — and jog together around the yard, two miles a day. A lap is one fifth of a mile. You’re only allowed to jog clockwise. Tony and I never talk about what either of us did professionally on the street; that’s the etiquette.
Once, sitting on a bench with a man freshly arrived from the federal joint at Forth Worth, he said, “Hey, you’re the writer, right?” I said, “Yeah. What do you do when you’re not in the joint?”
He said, grinning, “I’m a thief, man.”



April 10
Every day in the yard I’d been seeing one man playing handball, for hours on end. Or reading on a bench. I found out his name was Monroe. I went up to him last week, introduced myself, and said, “Hey, ah, Monroe, where do you work?” He told me he was the clerk in the Clothing Room, but he’d just been paroled and was leaving in two weeks. “I want your job,” I told him. It turned out I knew his rap partner, Lembke, from Allenwood, and he promised to ask his supervisor if I could take his place when he left.
Today I got the job. It includes the use of a typewriter, clean underwear and socks every day, and a view of a blank wall: perfect.



April 18
Supper, the “evening” meal here, is at 3:30 p.m. So it’s absolutely essential (unless you work in food service) to have someone stealing from the kitchen for you; or else you have to be able to get through until bedtime on cookies and shit from the commissary or whatever fresh fruit is available. I have various arrangements now with different men. Since I dispense the new shoes at the Clothing Room, I have good leverage — I can do significant favors. You’re allowed one pair of new black shoes each year, but that’s not enough. If a man wants a new pair he tells me in advance and when the hack’s not looking I falsify his card in the New Shoe file. We’ve gone through a hell of a lot of new shoes my first week on the job. But I’m eating fairly well.



April 19
Yesterday, on the chow line, one guy grabbed three oranges instead of the one allotted to him. He did it openly. While the hack was yelling at him, a second man began stuffing oranges in his pockets and under his shirt as fast as he could, looking at the hack’s eyes all the time. He stopped when the hack’s eyes began to shift toward him. It was a neat two-man operation. I congratulated them outside the chow hall and they laughed and gave me an orange, which wasn’t necessary. I was just so impressed with the dexterity of it.



May 2
My neighbor in Providence House is a big, bouncy, cheerful, coffee colored young black cat named Sonny who plays cards all the time: a pimp and small-time dealer. It took a while for us to get to know each other and then he found out I’d been at Allenwood for six months. He asked me if I’d known his brother Nick there.
“Nick? Sure! Nick was my neighbor, too. He slept next to me the same way you do. Same spot! Man, that’s really a coincidence.” And I babble on. “How is Nick? Wasn’t he due to max out?”
Sonny tells me that Nick maxed out a month ago. He was home in Harlem about a week when he was shot twice in the back and killed as he was leaving a bar. He was trying to collect a debt owed to Sonny. They wouldn’t give Sonny a furlough to go home for the funeral, afraid there would be more bloodshed. “Which there would have been,” Sonny said, “and will be.” Then his buddies called him for a card game and Sonny, grinning, bounced off.



May 9
Pete Costa was transferred last week to a cell in Hartford House, living across the corridor from Shorty Bigshoes, the black moonshine king. Odors waft through the dorm from Shorty’s locker and he’s always apologizing for the smell, which is like that of an overflowing sewer. Finally he and Pete go into business together; Pete apparently has some expertise. You can’t get real booze at Danbury — a pity. Grass, yes. That’s smuggled in through the Visiting Room (mouth to mouth, usually) or by the men who work outside in Hackville.
Here’s the recipe, according to Pete. Put a plastic liner in a wastebasket, fill it 2/3 full of hot water, add two cups of stolen yeast, several pounds of stolen sugar, tomato paste and raisins, with cut-up apples floating on top. Let it cook for some days. After drinking this brew, which is called wine, guys are throwing up in the john all night. It’s best stored in an empty locker, Pete says, so that if it’s found no blame can be attached to any specific individual. I asked Pete where he kept his stash but he said, “What you don’t know can’t hurt you, compadre.” He doesn’t trust me!
But today I found out. It was almost a tragic revelation. A fire broke out in the cable factory, where Shorty Bigshoes works. Just a small fire, easily containable with the fire extinguisher, except that when they began to spray the contents of the extinguisher on the fire it blazed up wildly and consumed nearly half the factory. Several men were scorched, one was burned badly on the hand. Shorty and Pete’s main stash had been stored in the extinguisher. Pete laughed. “Write about this joint some day, compadre. Except no one will believe you.”



May 12
A vote was taken after count a few weeks ago and I was appointed one of Providence House’s representatives on the Inmate Committee. This is meant to be a liaison committee between the population and the administration. Each dorm and cell block sends two men. We meet once a week among ourselves and once a week with the Associate Warden, Chief Caseworker and Industry Supervisor. We’re supposed to air the complaints of the men, make proposals, get feedback. Of course the administration doesn’t have to act on our proposals and can tell us — in administrative language, naturally — to go fuck ourselves. They generally do this by listening attentively to our carefully worked out or impassioned speeches and then saying, “We’ll take the matter under advisement.” Some items have been “under advisement” now for nearly a year. The meetings I’ve attended so far have been pretty raucous. The men assume immunity, so the language is rough. But the A.W. and Mr. Key, the Chief Caseworker, keep their cool. They address the group as “Gentlemen … “ and individually they call us Mister.
Some small things are achieved. And some major ones, too. The committee was formed after a 1971 work stoppage here — in fact, a strike — and that’s about the only leverage it’s got, the threat of another strike, which the administration fears like plague because it not only causes the profit-making cable and glove factories to shut down but reflects on their ability to maintain control over population. Washington doesn’t like it. There’s always the fear of another Attica, even in a medium-term joint like this one. You never know what a man will do if he’s locked up beyond his own personal time limits.
This year the committee’s won the right for each inmate to make a monthly telephone call, collect. That’s a big gain. Some men’s families live too far away or are too poor for regular visits, and the sound of a voice, while it may bring tears, is a living memory.
The committee’s also forced the administration to conform to Bureau of Prisons standards and bring the law library reasonably up to date — that’s important, too. We have twice-monthly mimeographed newspaper and we’re fighting against censorship, but this is sure to be a losing battle. Also an ongoing plea for Christmas furloughs for all men with minimum security status — about a third of the population — is not gaining ground, but we persist. We’re prohibited from bringing up individual cases. If a man has such a grievance, he must go to his caseworker. Caseworkers are uniformly hated because their principal function is to say no.
On the committee’s chickenshit side, there are passionate requests for permission to watch late TV rock shows on Friday night, shrieks that the electric clippers in the barber shop have missing teeth, complaints that we can’t buy powdered soup or peanut better in the commissary, and such other relative trivia.
Well, our life is composed of trivia.
One subtle unstated purpose of the committee, from the administration’s point of view, is that it gives them a fairly accurate pipeline into population. They know what we’re thinking, what’s bugging us. Or at least they think they do. Most of the men think the committee is a lot of crap.
“The institution does what suits them,” Pete Costa says. “If you suggest something and they act on it, that’s because it benefits them, not us. They liked the telephone call idea because they can listen in. They record those calls on tape. Didn’t you figure that one out?”



May 19
Suitcase Smith, a little black dude, works in R & D (Receiving and Discharge), where I first came in. He helps fingerprint you and gives you your first set of browns and a government-issue toothbrush and unlabeled bottle of tooth powder. They call him Suitcase, Sonny says, because he’s always on the move. And he loves the joint. There are a few men like that. Where else can he get three square meals a day? He can’t keep a real job; sniffs coke and gets paranoid. The problem is, he’s scared of winding up in one of those heavy state pens where you get raped and have to suck cock all the time and you never see daylight. He likes it here in Danbury, and in Allenwood, and in Sandstone in Minnesota and in Safford in Arizona — he’s been to all of them, but never for too long. He’s a snitch, and the men know it. He likes to time it so he’s out on the street for the Christmas holidays, because then his family down in Philadelphia takes care of him, stuffs him with turkey giblets and coke. But eventually they kick him out. He knows exactly what crimes will bring him the sentences he wants: six months to a year in the federal short-term joints. Once he threw rocks through a U.S. Post Office window in Scranton. That’s federal, of course. He was at Allenwood for four months on that beef. Then he did it again but this time the feds in Scranton were wise to him and they just held him a week and said, “You do that again, Smith, we’ll send you to the local county jail as a contract prisoner, and if the niggers there don’t bite your cute little cock off, the lice will.”
Sonny says, “That dude was scared, man. But he ain’t so dumb. He heard any crime you commit in Washington D.C. is a federal crime, so he takes the bus down to D.C. and whips out his black dick in front of the Senate and pisses on the sidewalk. Sure enough, they collar him and give him six months, and he’s here, man, that’s exactly why he’s here. I tell you, that Suitcase is swift.”



May 22
I realize now that the basic function of prisons like Danbury is not merely to warehouse a man but to break his adult male spirit — his machismo, if you will — and reduce him to the psychological level of an obedient child. Basic techniques are: Physical removal to isolated areas (Allenwood, Danbury, etc.) which weakens or severs close emotional ties to family and friends. Segregation of all natural leaders. Use of cooperative prisoners as leaders. Use of informers. Placing individuals into new and ambiguous situations for which the standards are kept deliberately unclear, and then putting pressure on the men to conform and blindly obey authority in order to win favor and a reprieve from pressure and the ambiguity. Rewarding submission and subserviency. Building a group conviction among the prisoners that they’ve been abandoned by, and are almost totally isolated from, the social order.
In some cases, it works. In most cases it doesn’t, because the administrators are just not subtle or intelligent enough to carry out the program without letting the prisoners realize what’s happening. Sadism and indifference reveal the long-term strategy. Once we know what’s going down, we loathe and despise them for what they’re doing. And so the system creates precisely the opposite of what’s intended: a total disrespect for authority; a burning need to break the rules of society and say, “Fuck you!”; to be, heart and soul, a criminal.
The parole system puts the icing on the cake. You’re told, essentially, “Be good and you’ll earn parole.” So, to a certain extent, you behave. But they’re lying to you. They want order and relative tranquility; therefore they dangle the carrot of parole in front of your nose. But you can be good as Little Lord Fauntleroy and work your ass off like Horatio Alger, and it doesn’t matter a damn with the United States Board of Parole, who are a pack of buttoned-down blustering $37,500 a year party-liner presidential appointees: pure political patronage in the Nixon administration. If there’s something in your past they don’t like, if you say the wrong thing when you go before the parole examiners (and who knows what the right thing is?), if you’re too poor, if you’re too rich, if you smile too much, if you look too grim, they shoot you down. And they either give you no reason for the turndown or some bullshit phrase like, “There is sufficient cause at this time to believe that this individual is not yet ready to adjust to social responsibilities.” Why not? That they won’t tell you.
So, having behaved, or a reasonable facsimile thereof, you’re still ordered to “continue to expiration of sentence.” Bring it all, schmuck. And then you know finally that you’ve been had. And you know that they, the social order, will always lie to you and manipulate you. You’re an outsider. You learn to hate them. Who is them? Just about everyone else. You. And you, and you. Watch out, man. Cuidado, hombre. Be cool, brother.



June 7
Joey Giordano and Lefty Colombo, two young hoods from Brooklyn, are clowning around while playing in the softball game, which the Danbury All-Stars are losing to some outside factory team by a score of about 12-2 in the third inning.
Joey, in mock disgust: “Jesus, Lefty, what are you gonna be when you grow up?”
Lefty: “I don’t know. A crook, I guess.”
Later, after we’ve lost the game by the amazing score of 33-5 (I got one hit, made one great leaping catch of a line drive and let one ball scoot right between my legs at second base), I talk to Sonny, who fell on his face in right field running after what turned out to be an inside-the-park home run. I want to know why the inmate teams always get beaten so badly by all the teams in the local factory league. We have all these black kids and Puerto Ricans; we should be good. Is it lack of motivation?
“Naw,” says Sonny. “We wanna win, man. We just not good enough. You dig, all the brothers in here got the muscles, the timing, the speed, the natural ability, but they never had no chance to develop it. They come from the ghetto, man. You not in shape. Kids don’t eat good, don’t live right. Day you get outa school you hustlin all the time, takin dope, sellin dope, out chasin the bitches. You grow up in Harlem, you learn to run, man, that’s about all.”



July 16
I went before the parole examiners today, neatly dressed, respectful. Gray, faceless men, they asked me some bullshit questions and I gave them the obligatory bullshit answers. Yes, I deeply regret my crime. Yes, I can get a job, I’m ready to resume my place in society. My wife, my children, my work, etc. The vodka at Allenwood? A serious mistake on my part, which I don’t take lightly, and which the board will kindly note has not been repeated in any way, shape or form. They record the whole session on a little 33 rpm record. They do that for all the men. Then they go back to Washington, transcribe the recordings, take all the transcripts and throw them against a ceiling with a roll of flypaper hanging from it, and the ones that stick to the flypaper get paroled.



July 31
Yesterday I heard the news. A six-month setoff from the parole board, to January 1974, when they’ll review my case once again. I feel terribly depressed — and outraged. Pete Costa says to me quietly, “Coraggio. Pazienza.”



August 7
Today it happened: my prick awoke from its long coma. I was expecting a visit this weekend (or next) from Tim and Mary, whom I’d last seen at Allenwood in December. But only Mary arrived, with her three-year-old daughter in tow. The marriage is finished, she and Tim have split up and he’s gone off to finish his new book and live in the East Village with some other woman. Mary said, “I couldn’t disappoint you. I read about your being turned down for parole. So I came alone by bus.”
The day was hot and she wore a loose, tent-like red cotton dress — no belt, no bra. I could see her breasts shift and swing a little beneath it when she moved. I could see a woman. I’d been visited before by my dear 65-year-old aunts from Scarsdale, Flushing and Palm Springs, and by others, and by Mary when she was Tim’s wife-in-residence, but this was the first visit I’d had from an unattached and damned attractive female. I think she saw in my eyes what I was thinking and feeling because her lips started to flush deep pink, her eyes took on a certain blue lustre, and I could see her nipples pop out. I had remarked before that her dress was like a tent. Then she said, a little breathlessly, “I wish we had a real tent we could crawl under.”
“Yes,” I said, “I’d love to fuck you.”
“It’s a date,” she whispered.
She had smuggled in a corned beef sandwich on rye, a dill pickle and a cool, fresh, fat red tomato. I ate them while Mary kept an eye out for the hack. They were delicious.
I wonder now if this was a good thing, to have my desire awakened. You have to be partly anaesthetized to survive this experience correctly, and now I’m twitching whenever I think of her blue eyes and what’s under that red cotton dress.



August 11
They shook down the dorm yesterday, found nothing hidden, then announced some new chickenshit restrictions about card-playing on the beds and wearing belts and tucking in shirts and how many towels you could keep in your locker. They also gave pink warning slips — a shot is the next step — to several men, including myself and Sonny, whose beds were not properly made (without hospital corners) and who had too many things (like books and toilet articles) piled on top of their lockers.
Sonny stopped bouncing and said slowly: “This place, this life, is uncouth.”
They’ve started shaking us down more vigorously for visits, too. You’re called out for a visit and the hack pats you down from stem to stern. After the visit they stripsearch you. You undress completely and stand there, all the men in a row, and they shake out your clothes, look in your socks, your pockets, everywhere. Then the ritual begins. “Raise your arms. Okay. Lift up your balls. Okay. Turn around. Spread the cheeks. Okay. Lift up your feet one at a time. Okay, get dressed.”
The only thing I’ve ever smuggled in through the Visiting Room here was a pair of pink wax earplugs, because I was going nuts trying to sleep in the dorm with the snoring. The summer’s been hot and the more uncomfortable the men get, it seems, the louder they snore. I asked someone to bring the earplugs for me and then I thought for a long time about the best way to smuggle them in. Finally I did the obvious. I put them in my ears. I stuffed them in so deep that I could barely hear what the hack was saying during the stripsearch, but I knew the ritual by heart and I went through the motions without a hitch. Still, as Sonny says, it’s uncouth.
Today we also had an Inmate Committee meeting with the administration. We submit the agenda beforehand and the proper people are there to refute our complaints or table our suggestions. I had embarked on a small crusade. It pisses me off no end that here at Danbury you’re not allowed to visit a man who lives in another dormitory or cell block. If you want to see him, you’ve got to meet him in the yard or the chow hall or some public place. If you step into the doorway of a dormitory other than your own, it’s an automatic shot. On behalf of the population, I had suggested that this be changed, and the Captain of the Guard was at the committee meeting today to explain why that was not possible. He was a strongly-built man in his early forties with curly red hair, and well-spoken. The restriction against inter-dorm visiting, he said, was a policy meant to protect the residents from theft. “Men in this institution have been known to steal things,” he said, poker-faced. It drew a laugh. This way, he continued, if something was missing in a given dormitory, like a wristwatch, it would have to be stolen by someone in that dormitory and therefore the likelihood of its recovery would be increased.
“Sir,” I said, “is that the real reason for the restriction?”
“Yes.”
“Well, captain, I’m sure I’m speaking for the great majority of the men when I say that I’d rather risk losing my ten dollar Timex, which is all we’re allowed to own in here, in exchange for the privilege of having friends of mine visit me in my dormitory rather than having to meet them on a bench in the yard.”
“We’ve found it doesn’t work, Mr. Irving,” he said.
There is a sign in the chow hall at Danbury, painted in large script on the well. Believe it or not, it’s a quotation from Goethe. It reads: “If you would have a man stay as he is, then treat him as he is. If you would have a man change, then treat him as the person you would want him to become.” I quoted that to the captain. Then I said: “You’re treating us as if we would steal. You should treat us as if we wouldn’t steal. Then, like it says in the chow hall, we have a chance to become the kind of people who actually wouldn’t. Isn’t that what rehabilitation’s all about?”
The captain regarded me coolly for a moment and then said, “Our policy is pretty well fixed, Mr. Irving. But we’ll take it under advisement.”



August 12
I’ve written to my attorney in Washington, Jim Sharp, and asked him to make formal application to the parole board for an emergency re-hearing as soon as possible, on the grounds that my two small children are parentless, under psychiatric care, and one of them is diagnosed as being in an acute state of depression. Christ, he’s only four years old.
I just won’t sit back and let it happen. I’ll fight these cocksuckers any way I can.



August 19
I’ve been elected co-chairman of the Inmate Committee, together with Riley, who robs post offices. He’s a wild, angry, good-looking kid, one of the Berrigans’ proteges. I like him. I’m not sure I like being co-chairman of the committee, because it means extra meetings with administration officials and there’s no way this can benefit me. Grzgorek, the A.W., called me into his office the other day. He’s young, very earnest, and he thinks of himself as a progressive penologist, a fair man. We’ve talked before. He said, “Mr. Irving, you and I could get along and accomplish some things here together if you didn’t maintain this basic attitude of `us against them.’”
I shrugged. “I have that attitude because that’s exactly the way it is.”
“It needn’t be. If we cooperated more — “
“If my aunt had balls, Mr. Grzgorek, she’d be my uncle.”
He didn’t like that too much.



August 20
Sol, a new man, told me his beef. Here’s a winner! He set two scientists to work developing a laser beam to stun horses so that he could bet a frontrunner at the trotters. The other horses would break stride when the beam hit them, and they’d have no more feeling than that of a bee sting, wouldn’t be hurt at all. One of the scientists informed on him and they got him on a conspiracy rap. The story sounded like a joke until Sol showed me some confirming clips from the Saratoga and Miami papers.



August 28
I’ve been in jail exactly a year. Maury Nessen, my lawyer, said to me when he delivered me to Lewisburg, “You’ll be out in ten or eleven months, I promise you.” Now the cycle of seasons starts all over again. This is awfully depressing. I used to be able to think, “Well, a year ago today I was in Big Sur for the weekend with a beautiful woman,” or “A year ago today I was in Sarasota, at a pool or on the beach with my kids.” But from now on, every time I think “a year ago today” it’s going to be a memory of prison: a gray time, without hard edges and specific, bittersweet joys. I started out doing time by the day; then I counted the weeks, then the months. Now I think: I’ve done four seasons and maybe I’ve got two or three to go. What about years? I couldn’t cope with that. But men do, all the time.
I remember Joe D., my pal at Allenwood, saying once, “We’re all doing life in here.”



September 13
Escape from Allenwood would have been simple. From The Wall, an exceedingly difficult and perilous task. From here, despite the fact that 20% of the population is classified maximum security, merely a matter of careful planning, timing, and swift execution. We have all figured out workable routes. [Here I wrote them down, but for the sake of future inmates I won’t commit them to print.] I don’t understand why someone like Johnny Dio, for example — a man in his fifties, now facing two more federal indictments and a probable transfer to The Wall — doesn’t bolt. He, of all people, could arrange it easily. And vanish to Australia or Italy. Money wouldn’t be a problem.
Does he still dream of miracles? Or, worse, has he accepted jailing as a way of life?



October 2
A letter from my attorney. The parole board, under pressure, has granted me an emergency rehearing next month. Hallelujah! Now I have to follow the fundamental tenet of life in the joint: hope for the best, expect the worst.



October 4
Today, after more than thirteen months of dormitory living, I finally reached the top of the list and was transferred to what’s called a room — it’s a cell — in Hartford House. It has a bed, a shitter, a sink, an unbarred window because it looks out on the yard, a locker and a solid plank of wood that rests on the radiator and serves as a rudimentary desk. I don’t think I could be happier if I’d been given a key to a suite at the Pierre Hotel facing Central Park. Yes, I’m happy. That’s awful, and hard to believe, much less accept. The point is that I feel now that I live here at Danbury and my room in Hartford House means I’m at the top of the socio-economic pyramid in terms of comfort and privileges. I live here. The feeling of imprisonment is almost gone. I’ve learned to jail. I put my photographs, stack my books and line up my toilet articles, and I’m at home.
This is the awful point of the whole process. Man can survive anything. He can accept anything. He can learn to be content, or at least exist without the need to shout and rebel, in almost any circumstances. This accounts for the fact that most people in this world, in jail or out, lead lives of misery, degradation, boredom, frustration and personal unhappiness — job, marriage, family, social obligations, the whole catastrophe — and yet haven’t got the energy or even the urge to vault out of their personal prison cells and head for the hills. Escape? To where? We’re all prisoners. Some know it, most don’t.
This is such a terrifying thought that I don’t want to pursue it any further.



October 12
Men go nuts in different ways. Sol wants to convince the administration — and of course, ultimately, the parole board — that he’s rehabilitating himself here in the joint, that he won’t point laser beams at horses any more, that he can make positive contributions to society. He works in the commissary. He’s one of the believers and there’s hardly anything you can say to discourage them. They still believe that cause-and-effect is an operative principle in prison, that it’s a logical system run by logical people rather than ill-disguised antihuman chaos run by men who are only doing their job and protecting their ass and don’t give one fuck about any other human being on earth, much less an inmate. An inmate is nothing but an irritant to them, because an inmate always wants something; and if they grant his request it gives them a responsibility other than what’s in the manual, and that’s poison. They dream of a prison without inmates: the prison official’s idea of heaven. They could clang the bars and shuffle their papers all day long and then go home to nagging wifey and yelling kids and nothing would have changed, all would be domestic horror, which all men share.
So Sol, the commissary clerk, has decided that he’ll do his bit on, and devote his time to, “giving better service to the men.” This is not only a humanitarian gesture, but it’s creative — and moneysaving! — and it can’t fail to escape notice by the administration.
Sol has worked out an elaborate time and motion study in the commissary to determine where the Orio cookies should be placed on the shelves, the pretzels, the Crest, Tang, cocoa, cartons of cigarettes, etc. And where the inmate clerks should stand behind the cage, how the inmates should line up to buy, what hours are best, and so forth. It’s a fucking 35-page thesis that he’s written. He showed it to me and asked if I could edit it. To keep him happy, I made a few changes. He says, “They can’t ignore the logic of my proposals, can they?”
He submits it in quadruplicate to the Warden, the Associate Warden, the Commissary Supervisor, and his caseworker. The Warden is drunk, of course, and doesn’t read it. The A.W. doesn’t need any more headaches than he’s already got, so he files it somewhere. The Commissary Supervisor, Mr. Gage, is furious that some fucking inmate would dare to suggest his operation isn’t efficient; and worse, go over his head to the Warden and the A.W. with that message. He tells Sol to “bag the goddam apples and bananas like you been doin and stop bein a wiseass.” The Caseworker, however, calls Sol into his office and congratulates him, tells him what a fine job he did, and that he’s entering a commendation in Sol’s permanent file. So Sol is elated. “You see?” he tells me, his eyes shining. “You’re a cynic, but you’re wrong in this case.” Maybe he’s right. I hope so. We’ll see next month.



October 22
There’s a movie every week here. Usually it’s fairly recent, and violent. Who chooses them in the Bureau of Prisons in Washington, I can’t possibly imagine, but of course nothing makes sense in this context and it seems that everything done in prison and by the prison authorities — I mean everything — is calculated to keep the crime rate as high as humanly possible. If you tell them this, they look nonplussed, like Grzgorek. He says, “You don’t understand our problems. Prisons are very complicated institutions.”
“We’re your problems,” I countered. “Not the prison. The prisoners.”
“I treat the men as individuals,” he says. He likes the sound of that. I can’t argue with him as an equal, so it’s best to drop it there.
Anyway, today’s movie had the guys falling off their chairs with glee. It’s Hotel, and one of the characters is a professional thief, played by Karl Malden. The men yell for him whenever he’s on screen. At the end, handcuffed, he steals an ashtray. The men cheer wildly.
Coming out of the movies, out of the auditorium into the suddenly bright sunlight, there is a moment or two of total dislocation. Where am I? Where was I? The movies make you feel human for a while, because it’s an experience associated with freedom; you usually went to the movies with a girlfriend, or your wife. Then you come out into the yard and you see the softball field, the grass already starting to grow wintry dull, a few men in T-shirts and browns tossing a football back and forth. A jogger moves by you, breathing hard, his face wet with sweat, sneakers scraping on the concrete. You see the yard, the gray walls, the men hunched over on the benches, rapping. You hear the iron of the weights clank and crash in the distance as men do bench presses, curls, pullovers. After a minute or so you know again where you are.



November 14
Sol went before the parole board. He’s got an A-2 sentence, which means immediate eligibility for parole. He doesn’t have to wait until a third of his sentence has passed. The parole examiner had Sol’s file on the desk and he’d read the thesis on the commissary as well as the caseworker’s commendation. He said, “An intelligent, analytical man like yourself, capable of thinking and expressing himself so clearly, has far less excuse to commit a crime for profit than a poor black fellow from the ghetto. You, of all people, should have known better. And you, of all people” — waving the thesis at Sol — “had other ways of making money.”
The parole board gave Sol a CTE — “continue to expiration” — bring it all.
Of course, that “poor black fellow from the ghetto” will get a CTE, too, because the board will reckon that he’s a good bet, once he hits Lenox Avenue with $50 of release money in his pocket, to score some dope and stick up another liquor store. The ones who make parole are generally the rats, the guys who cooperated most with the authorities at the time of their arrests, the ones with pull, and — a new thought — fuckups in the institution whom the administration would like to get rid of for a while because they’re disturbing the peace. If there’s any secret, that’s it! Be a fuckup, a troublemaker. Annoy them. Make them nervous. If you keep it within limits they can’t ship you off to The Wall, so all they can do is recommend parole. If this sounds like a joke, it isn’t meant to be. I now believe it.
Sol cried on and off for two days. He had told his wife at the time of her last visit, “I’ll be home for Christmas.”



November 29
I lie in bed, can’t sleep, again outraged. Lefebvre, my caseworker, called me into his office this morning and told me that at a special hearing of the board in D.C. I’d been granted parole — for February 14th. That’s two and a half months from now! If I’m parolable, if my kids are in the deep shit and need a parent at their side, why not now? Why wait? Well, I know why. Because of no reason at all. Because these people are pathogenerically insane and there isn’t a glimmer of humanity — not a shred of humanness, if there’s such a word — behind or involved with their decisions. They decide out of convenience, nothing more. In their gray, righteous stolidity, and aura of inanimate respectability, they are the scum of the earth. From the point of view of species, the men in here are truly their victims.
I’m going to keep fighting. I’m going to file a writ demanding immediate parole or else immediate release to a CTC — Community Treatment Center; or Halfway House, as it’s called — in Manhattan. I’ve checked the official Bureau policy statements for standards of eligibility and I fit them all perfectly. Of course, that’s reason enough to turn me down. Got to remember that there is no system, no logic; just chaos under wraps. Got to keep hope at a minimum, and at the same time, fight.



December 3
I’ve met an old man here who was actually a member of the Purple Gang in Detroit and did time at Alcatraz, the Rock, before they closed it down. They call him Pop, but his real name is Willie Barton. I liked him right away and gave him a new pair of shoes and he was really grateful. Later we sat on a bench, rapping. He’s got five months to finish on 25 years for bank robbery in Texas, but he’s going to max out here because his daughter moved to Connecticut. He told me that he tried three times to escape from Leavenworth and once from Alcatraz. At Leavenworth someone else took count for him by placing his hand on the bars in Pop’s place, and Pop got onto the roof via the ventilator shafts and made it to the top of the wall, where the guntower spotted him. They shot him down with a rifle.
At Alcatraz he dove off and went with the current toward a place just past the Golden Gate Bridge where friends were waiting to fish him out. But before he reached them he was shot three times by the patrol boat in pursuit. He peeled off his peajacket to show me the scars of the bullet holes in his hip and wizened belly. I asked him if he was going over the hill from here and he said, “Hell, no. I’d be a cinch, but I’m too old now.”
Pop says that twelve years ago he was at Allenwood and lost 1800 days of accumulated good time for hitting the Camp Superintendent in the teeth. He says that at the Rock they gave you a booklet with swimming lessons. He made parachutes there. I have to talk more with him.



December 13
Motherfucker, I’m in the hole again! I can’t believe it! And it looks like I’ve blown parole, everything! How did this happen? I swore it couldn’t, and it did!
Because, first of all, a few weeks ago the administration let out a rumor among population that there would be Christmas furloughs for all men with minimum security status. Typical. And the men began to bank it. Finally, last Friday, the announcement: two-day furloughs for all minimum security men with less than three months left to serve and no shots against them for the past sixty days. It was quickly calculated with no need for a computer printout that of the 600-odd men here, perhaps 25 qualified. The other 575 became annoyed, pissed-off, angry, enraged: variations on a restive theme. They over-reacted. Well, that’s the nature of the situation; you’re a fuse primed to explode, and when they fuck with your mind and hint you might go home for Christmas, dangle that carrot and then yank it away, you go bang. There were a lot of bangs last Friday. The men gathered in their various houses, truly spontaneously, and said, “Fuck this shit. No furloughs, no work. I didn’t sign up in no motherfuckin slave labor battalion. I’m a prisoner, they gotta feed me. Don’t say anywhere in my sentence that I gotta manufacture gloves so’s Federal Motherfuckin Prison Industries can turn a five million dollar profit last year.”
Every withheld gripe, every suppressed rage, bulleted to the surface. Saturday morning everyone tramped around the yard in a drizzle, restlessly. Then some bright guy said, “Get our fuckin Inmate Committee to tell `em what we want!” And so the committee — willing and enthusiastic, no question about that — met and compiled a consensus of demands; mostly, a relaxation of the restrictions on who was eligible for the Christmas furloughs. That was the heart and soul of it. Co-chairman Riley and I nailed Grzgorek in a corridor near Control. “If the men don’t get a better furlough policy,” I said, “I don’t think they’ll go to work on Monday morning.”
“That would be a mistake,” he said grimly. “Refusing to work is a punishable offense, Mr. Irving.”
“Hey, Mr. Grzgorek, I’m not threatening anything. I’m just giving you my opinion based on what I hear around the campus. No more, no less.”
Sunday, with no change in the situation, each house and cell block met and voted to strike.
Monday morning was a cold, overcast day. At 8 a.m., when the work buzzer went off, only about twenty men passed through the gate toward the two factories. Then the yard was deserted. It looked strange out there: forlorn. The way it really is. Dead. The hacks came round. “You men going to work or not?” Everyone shrugged. The hacks locked all our outside doors. Those big key rings really jangle.
An hour later the goon squad came around, six hacks led by a lieutenant. Work, or off to the hole. They were serious and we could tell it. We looked out the windows and saw a dozen men from Maine House being marched off, then about the same number from Boston. They got to us in Hartford and the lieutenant reached the door of my cell.
“Irving, you’ve got some influence around here. You’re chairman of the Inmate Committee. Now don’t be a fool, don’t jeopardize your parole. Are you going to work or not?”
“Not,” I said. I wasn’t going to make a speech.
He had two of the hacks march me out of the dorm. To get to the hole, which has the pastoral name of New Hampshire East, I had to pass by the big dorms, Providence and Vermont. They were mostly black. I’d lived in Providence seven months and had friends there and the men were hanging out the windows, watching. They saw me being hauled off — “that dude just got paroled, man, and he’s goin! Right on!” — and they began to cheer and stomp. I thought, thanks, you dumb fucks, that’s just what I need. I’m not the hero of this little drama. This was supposed to be a group show.
I should have figured it out when they put me in a cell in the hole all by myself and then ten minutes later marched Riley in there with me, and then two other members of the Inmate Committee. The hole began to fill up. The cells were meant for two men at the most; even two’s a crowd. They were shoving four and five in each cell. There were three tiers of twelve cells each; on the other side of the block, New Hampshire West, usually reserved for homosexuals, rats, old men, sick men, freaks, they emptied those twelve cells and began filling them with more strikers.
The men filed in and there was no keeping them quiet. They cheered and laughed and then hollered, and pretty soon it was bedlam. It was a scene from an old George Raft/James Cagney movie. I’d thought that was all Hollywood, but now I realized they must have had some good technical advisers. Men stripped the metal mirrors off the wall, then the taps from the sinks; they began to rattle them on the bars, back and forth. More men kept filing in — Riley reckoned we were close to four hundred when the hacks finally got it through their heads that they couldn’t squeeze any more in without bloodshed and we heard later that men in the other houses were yelling and demanding now to join us in the hole but Grzgorek wisely kept them locked up where they were. Then they began tearing up the pillows in the cells and tossing the loads of feathers out into the corridors, over the catwalks, so that they floated down like snow. The snowstorm lasted an hour. They gave us tomato soup for lunch and the men threw that out of their cells, too, so that the floor soon looked as if chickens had been slaughtered there. And they screamed and sneezed and shouted abuse at the hacks and kept rattling the metal mirrors against the bars. “Don’t you think this is fuckin counter-productive?” Riley asked me, and I said oh yes.
“Hey, you guys,” he yelled. “Knock it off! We ain’t animals! They ain’t gonna respect us, ain’t gonna give us what we want if we act like fuckin lunatics!”
The men quieted down for a few minutes and then the lieutenant came in and passed by the lower tier, stopping at each cell to ask which men wanted to stay in the hole and get a shot and go before the Adjustment Committee, a kangaroo court, and which men wanted to go quietly back to work with no reprisals and no black marks in their records. At about this time some dudes on the third, top tier had a brilliant idea. Spare lockers were stored up there on the catwalk. They could reach out of their cells, through the bars, and shove the lockers over the catwalk, and maybe kill a lieutenant and a few hacks; so they probably thought, well, what the fuck, we ain’t had this much fun in years, and that’s what they did. Those big green lockers flew by our eyes, thundering off the concrete floor and it sounded like Hanoi under a B-52 raid. The lockers bounced, boomed and caromed in all directions, metal smashing and clanging against metal. I was close to it and my eardrums hurt. The lieutenant ran to safety and shouted shrilly, “Who did that?” He was scared, rightly so. And someone on the second tier yelled, “Fuck you, faggot!” And then someone else yelled, “Fuck the warden!” and that soon changed to “Kill the warden!” Riley and I tried to shout against that tide but it was useless and in a few minutes we gave up and sat down on the upper bunk together, our legs dangling. I began to tell him how beautiful it would be soon in Spain when the almond trees began to blossom whitely and the most beautiful girls in the world came south from London, Stockholm and all of Germany to get laid on the shores of the blue antique Mediterranean. “You’d like it there, Riley,” I said, while the lockers kept falling and the men kept hollering.
“They ain’t never gonna let me go,” he said — “and not you, either, now” — and I felt a clutch around my heart, as if the flow of blood had suddenly passed through an icepack.
By evening the administration had won the battle, if battle it ever was. There was some vague talk of a more liberal Christmas furlough policy and the cells in the hole began emptying like a leaking gas balloon as the men said yes, yes, sure, they’d go to work on Tuesday morning. Riley and I shrugged. Nothing we could do. “I don’t give a fuck,” Riley said. “I ain’t goin to work.”
“I am,” I said.
“Well, you got parole. These other chickenshit dudes don’t. What the hell you want to be a martyr for?”
The lieutenant stopped outside our cell. “You ready to go back to work, Irving?”
“Yes, I am,” I said.
“Riley?”
“No, sir.”
The lieutenant walked on. “Hey, lieutenant,” I called after him. “I just said I was ready.”
He looked over his shoulder and smiled at me and then kept walking.
I didn’t sleep well. In the early morning Suitcase Smith, who was sweeping up the mess of tomato soup and feathers, told me there were only 55 men left in the hole. By noon someone else told me the count had dropped to 32. Of that number, he said, about half were members of the Inmate Committee.
Now, about 4 p.m., the lieutenant came by again and before I could say anything handed me a piece of flimsy paper. It’s pink, 8 x 11, a carbon copy of an incident report: an accusation, a shot. It was filed by a hack named James Sherwood. I know him only slightly, by sight, and I remember he was prowling around the catwalks during the worst of the rioting. He has a mustache, long hair, long sideburns; if he wasn’t a hack you might take him for some hip dude in the East Village. Sick! Sherwood says he was standing outside our cell last night and yesterday afternoon and heard Riley and me chanting, “Kill the warden,” and then we incited the other men to chant. He also heard Riley confess that he was the active leader of the uprising and heard him say to me, “You’re the brains behind this riot, Irving, you have to control it.” The lieutenant passed a copy of the same shot to Riley and looked at me with a slight lift of the eyebrows.
I said quietly, “Lieutenant, this man isn’t telling the truth. He hasn’t got the brains to make it up, so someone told him to do it.”
He didn’t smile, he just walked away.
Now I’m sitting here in shit up to my ears. If I don’t do something it’s goodbye to parole, it’s a loss of all accumulated good time; and, as my friend Riley points out, it’s also an indictable offense — incitement to riot in a federal prison. On my side, I have paper and a stubby pencil.



December 14
This morning they took Riley away to a separate cell. The other two men were already gone. They’re splitting us up. Only twenty men left. I’ve heard they’re going to bus us out to one of the penitentiaries — Atlanta, says Suitcase.
Riley had somehow arranged a noon meeting with a visiting professor from Yale Law School (I think it had been set up a week ago, long before this happened) and just before they took him away I scribbled a note. It had the telephone number of Maury Nessen, my lawyer in New York. I said, “Ask the man to call Maury and tell him what’s happening. Tell him I’m being framed.” God, how melodramatic! A bad movie again; but it’s a fact. Riley gave me back the paper and said he could remember the number and the message. Oh, Jesus.
An hour ago — 5 p.m. — I was taken out of my cell and led up to a sealed bare room just off the second tier. Maury was waiting for me, sitting on a little chair. He’d received a phone call after lunch, he wasn’t even sure from whom, and he’d driven up here. He looked around him with big eyes. Very few lawyers ever see a prison, and fewer get to see the hole.
He looked worried. “What the hell have you done now?”
“Listen to me, Maury. I’ve never lied to you, you know that.” I told him the story, in detail but quickly, because I didn’t know how much time they’d allow us.
“I’ll go talk to them,” he said, relieved. “I’ve already spoken to this man Steve Grzgorek. He’s friendly. And he seems like a reasonable man.”
“Maury, listen to me. You can’t talk to them. You don’t understand these people. You’re a great lawyer but you don’t know what you’re up against now.” I was pleading with him, and I broke out in a sweat. “These people aren’t like you and me,” I said. “Their heads are more fucked up than any of the inmates in here. They may seem reasonable and friendly but they’re evil.” I waved Sherwood’s pink sheet at him. “Here’s polygraph. They’ll shit. Say you can get a court order — “
“But I’m not sure the court — “
“They’re not sure, either. Maury, please. I know these people. You don’t. Threaten them and yell. Pick up a phone in the Warden’s office and call the Danbury paper and then the Times.”
He thought a while. Then the hack appeared to say that time was up. “All right,” Maury said quietly. He shook hands with me. Then he embraced me and left. He used to say he treated me more like a brother than a client. Brother, I need you. I wasn’t just sweating, I was shivering when I got back to the cell.



December 15
Yesterday evening, after I wrote that last paragraph, they came for me and took me out to a room near Control. They had called a special meeting of the Adjustment Committee, comprising the captain, a lieutenant other than the one who’d handed me the shot, and the new Chief Caseworker, Mr. Edwards. The air was smoky and the ashtrays were full; they’d been in there a while before I arrived. Their expressions were stony and I thought that was a good sign — if they had been smiling I would have thought, I’m dead. The captain did most of the talking. He asked for my version of the events of the past few days. I recited them calmly, trying to keep to the facts I was sure of.
“Are you saying the Inmate Committee — in particular, you and Riley — had no leadership role in this work stoppage?”
“None,” I said. “The Committee was a conduit for information. We told the A.W. what we believed the men were going to do.”
He lectured me on how dangerous a work stoppage could be, how it could lead to a full-scale riot, how a lieutenant was almost crushed by a falling locker. He handed me Sherwood’s incident report. “What about this, Mr. Irving?”
I had debated with myself about that for a long time and I had an answer carefully prepared. I said, “It’s inaccurate. There was a lot of noise. Mr. Sherwood may have misheard. I prefer to think that’s what happened. There were several other hacks on our tier that afternoon and there were two other men in the cell with Riley and me. I’d like to bring them before this committee as witnesses and ask them what they heard or didn’t hear us say.”
“The rules of this Adjustment Committee don’t allow you to bring any witnesses, Irving,” the captain said. “Go outside. We’ll call you.”
I went out for fifteen minutes and chewed my nails and got ready to make a speech telling them what swine they were and how I was going to nail them to the wall with a polygraph, and then Edwards called me in. He did the talking now. He explained that a careful study of Mr. Sherwood’s incident report had revealed to the committee that Mr. Sherwood was not actually accusing me of anything, but only quoting Inmate Riley’s statements relevant to my alleged leadership of the strike, and the Adjustment Committee was not prepared to prosecute one inmate because of statements made about his activities by another inmate. He didn’t say anything about Sherwood’s having heard me chanting against the warden and inciting the other men to do it, too. I was acquitted. I was to return to the hole, get my belongings, and then return to my room in Hartford House. No punishment.
“What about Riley?”
“Get out, Irving,” the captain said.
And now I’m sitting on my bed in Hartford House, in my little cell, and it’s midnight. The man could hardly believe that I was freed, that they’d taken away none of my privileges or good time. A few of them, I think, are wondering if somehow I ratted on Riley and those who are still left in the hole, but I had a word with Riley before I left and he’ll get the word out that it’s not true.
“You one lucky motherfucker,” Shorty Bigshoes said to me.
Amen.



December 18
Riley’s out of the hole, locked up in the hospital on a hunger strike. They want to ship him out to a state joint in Massachusetts. I spoke to him for a minute and he said, “I’ll go. It’s better there.”
Later, my caseworker, Lefebvre, called me in and told me I’d been turned down by the Bureau of Prisons for CTC Halfway House in New York. Why? “We’re not required to give you a reason, Mr. Irving,” he said calmly.



Christmas Day
The hack did me a favor and left the Clothing Room office open yesterday and I spent all day typing my writ, in the form of a 26-page petition to U.S. District Court Judge Robert Zampano in New Haven, requesting that the court order the government to show cause why I shouldn’t be granted immediate parole or else transferred to CTC in New York to be near my kids. I claimed blatant discrimination and reprisal for my alleged role in the strike. I asked both my lawyers to do this for me but they said it would be a waste of time. I don’t agree. Their time, maybe. Not mine.
I posted the writ this evening, with a copy to the Bureau of Prisons in Washington, the parole board, and the warden here. I’m exhausted now, but I can’t sleep.



December 30
An instructive incident. Fritz, a pleasant 27-year-old German doing time here on a drug smuggling charge, went to his caseworker and then the A.W., he says, with a complaint. Fritz lived in Providence House, my former home. He was gay. Made no secret of it, either. He related this to the caseworker and the A.W. and then explained that the blacks in Providence had made some overt threats. They were going to fuck his Nazi ass and make him suck every black rod in Danbury until he choked. “I’m a homosexual,” Fritz said casually, “but I believe in freedom of choice for us, too.” And he requested a transfer to New Hampshire West, the other side of the hole, where he would have a cell of his own and be relatively safe from molestation. Request denied. Such cells are usually reserved for malefactors, rats who need to be protected from population, crackpots, or men who had physical defects such as a bad heart or one leg. A homosexual could get in there only if he was a threat.
Fritz, troubled, asked advice from a few other inmates. We wanted to take it up at the Inmate Committee meeting (this was before the strike) but the administration said no, it was an individual problem, not a general problem. So Fritz sat down and wrote a polite letter to a federal judge in New York who had a record of sympathetic understanding toward incarcerated men. The judge did his thing and wrote to the Danbury officials, I’m told, ordering that Fritz be placed in preventive detention in a private cell.
The brass here must have decided that this was a bad precedent to set, and before taking any action on the order they wrote to the judge to explain their side of the story, why prisoners can’t be mollycoddled and how some unscrupulous, scheming inmates might go so far as to conjure up a rape threat in order to get out of the overcrowded dorms and into the comfort of a windowless 8 x 10 cell in New Hampshire West. During this exchange of lunatic correspondence, one night when the hacks were spotted on the far side of the yard, towels were wound around Fritz’s eyes and stuffed into his mouth and he was taken into the shower, struggling, and raped four times. They hurt him. Sonny, who wasn’t part of it, confirms the story. He’s talking about his brothers and he wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.
Fritz spent a few days in the prison infirmary. Then he was transferred to West Street, the Federal Detention Center in Manhattan. We heard today from some kid who just arrived from West Street that Fritz was paroled last week — set free! — but deported to Germany: a simple solution of what might have become a complicated and embarrassing problem. On the other hand, I wonder if they’re capable of being embarrassed.
Unfortunately, no one’s interested in raping me. I’m not young or pretty enough. I’ll have to think of another way out of this joint.



New Year’s Day, 1974
Funzi and Gus sitting today on a bench in front of Hartford House in the cold winter sunlight, reminiscing about the old days with the mob in New York — “the night Fast Eddie got snuffed at the delicatessen on Delancey Street, remember, Gus?” And me sitting there, quietly, hardly daring to ask a question, listening open-mouthed and big-eyed like a little kid. The mob! It exists! I know them.



January 3, 1974
I woke up this morning with a half inch of snow on my blanket and my hair soaking wet. Didn’t even feel it start during the night. It’s been so hot in here, despite the so-called energy crisis, that I gasp for air sometimes at night. Because of the oil shortage it was forbidden to open our windows — an automatic shot, which I can ill afford. But last night it was too much and around midnight I flung open the window and thought, fuck it. I’m dying of heat in January! Then it snowed on my head, maybe as punishment. I’m sneezing.
Later: the judge in New Haven has accepted my writ and ordered the government to show cause by Monday, January 7th. I don’t know if this is merely a formality, but it’s certainly better than a kick in the ass.



January 4, 1974
Someone shook me awake this morning at 7:45 and said I was wanted on the double in the caseworker’s office. Grumbling, I dressed and walked over through the snow — a cold, bright blue morning. Lefebvre and Edwards were waiting for me. They both looked unhappy. Lefebvre said, without a trace of expression, “You’ve applied for admission to the Halfway House in Manhattan, Mr. Irving. The Bureau of Prisons has advised us late last night that they’ve reversed their negative decision and decided to authorize your transfer.”
I think I asked him, “When?” and he said, “Today. Now. You’d better hurry. There’s a bus leaves at 9:30 this morning for New York. Get your things together, sign out, and go.”
So that’s how it works. They’ve thrown me out. Get out, Irving, you fuckup, you troublemaker! I ran over to tell Riley at the infirmary. I had to yell up to the window which he couldn’t open more than a crack and which was frosted over. He yelled back, “Don’t forget!”
I’m sitting now at the bus station in downtown Danbury. I’ve got my clothes, books and papers in two cartons tied with string. I’m wearing my navy peajacket and a green sport coat underneath that’s one size too small for me, and shiny brown pants that barely reach my ankles, and my Leavenworth boots. They’re good for the snow. I’ve called Maury in New York to tell him, and to ask him to cable to Spain and get my kids over here. He couldn’t believe it at first — I think for a minute he thought I’d escaped. “I won, Maury,” I yelled into the bus station pay phone, so that a lot of heads turned. “I won forty one days of freedom. You don’t know what that means. I’ll meet you at P.J. Clarke’s for lunch. Bring money.”
The sun is almost blinding, blazing off the snow. I walk around, waiting for the bus, taking deep breaths of the cold air.
Now I’m on the bus. Last entry in this journal. The bare trees, the highway, the cars with patches of snow on their roofs, the world rushing by, look like a cinemascope movie. I feel like I’m in that movie, clutching my cartons and my release papers, dressed like a goon. I’m going to check into the Halfway House. They give you the first weekend off, I know that. I’m going to have a beer and a medium-rare cheeseburger at P.J.’s. Then I’m going for a long walk, alone, through the snow in Central Park. Then maybe down Fifth Avenue. Tonight I’m taking Mary to Broadway Joe’s Steak House on 46th Street for dry martinis, oysters, a bottle of burgundy, a baked potato, a rare sirloin steak and cheesecake. I’m going to ask her to wear her red cotton dress without a bra, and after dinner I’m going to find a tent somewhere and crawl under it with her.
***



Word-of-mouth is the lifeblood of any author. If you enjoyed Jailing (Link), please consider leaving a review at Amazon. Even if it's only a line or two; it would make all the difference and would be so much appreciated.
By the way: I forward positive reviews to my Dad. He reads and appreciates each and every one...and sends his thanks. -- All best, Josh Irving
You may also enjoy (Links): The Autobiography of Howard Hughes, Fake!, Final Argument, Trial, DADDY’S GIRL, THE SPRING, or one of the books below...
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CliffordIrving.com(Link)
Sign up for your chance to win a Kindle loaded with all Clifford's books, along with a personally signed note from him (Promo coming soon).
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