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anti-death penalty a

Report From DeatH Row:

| watch news
programs on Tv
a lot to try to un-
derstand what is
Foing on. When

look back on
| whathappened, |
think in the early
80’s, when we
began to lose a
lot of jobs in in-
dustry in this
| country, it got to
a point where we
| were living off
| each other, so to
- | speak. Inthe first

| 100 days of the
Bush administra-
tion, there was a
report that 41%
of the American

What has been your experience
on death row?

It's kind of difficult to describe my
experience here. A lot of people
would think it's a bad experience but
with me | think it's a good experi-
ence, in the sense that it increased
mgl awareness of the social problems
of society today. | have often said
to people that if | could get parole
tomorrow, I'd rather have come to
death row than not have come.

| think how Project Hope started
was with the experience | had with
another inmate here. We had a situ-
ation where his claim was he was
mentally ill, which | think he was. The
officers and state employees want-
ed to write a legal affidavit to sa
the inmate was not mentally ill. |too
offense because to claim in court he
was mentally ill, you need a compe-
tent psychiatrist, and they had un-
qualified people in court.

Right around the time of execution
for the guz [Michael Linsey 1989] we

ot together and wrote petitions to
the Alabama courts. He was exe-
cuted a few days later. Out of that |
felt it was time to gef involved. That
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Project Hope?

'ou have quite a few guys involved
in Alabamoj’m working on that here.
We tried to get death rows across
the country involved. The feedback
was negative but it’s because of the
structure of death row. We were
lucky that we had officers and pris-
on administration that were willing
to allow us to start the program.
Here wardens get to know the fami-
lies of death row prisoners and un-
spoken relationships develop. At
other prisons it's much more difficult.

1 had a vision of what to do and
where to go but | think most inmates
are in a sfate of denial about where
they are. They don't think they can
do anything to help themselves, and
I think that’s been one of the extraor-
dinary things about getting Project
Hope started from an inmate’s point
of view.

| feel very strongly about stand-
ing up and opposing the death pen-
alty and | feel inmates have a respon-
sibility to themselves to go up against
the anger and mean-spiritedness of
people out there. That’s one good
thing | got to a lot of inmates that
helped gProiect Hope do so good.
When you come to prison, it’s like
our voice is taken

really frightened a
lot of inmates.

We [death row
prisoners] depend
too much on the es-
tablishment to argue
our point. We had to
establish things for
ourselves and be-
come our own media
source. We had out-
side contacts, and
tried to distribute in-
formation among our
friends. That was the [*

We have b Yie the
Death Pewna(
the Couutry’s social
pProblews . Without
underst-anding the
(SSues , we
in ’le1Fh? 1 address
P roblewt -

rom you, and choic-
es are made for you.
Most prisoners ac-
cept that. | want
them to make an at-
tempt to get control
in their lives and
make decisions for
themselves. | appre-
ciate that the admin-
istration allows us to
have this program
but | make it clear
that they have no say

mtfo all

(ost

the
original initiative.
We started in June, 1989 with Wal-
lace Thomas, Johnny Harris and my-
self as a committee with the intent of
getting other people involved.

If ' was to argue with someone
who was for the death penalty, do
you have any advice on how to
sway them?

| dont have a general way of deal-
ing with people. | think a lot of times
we talk about the issues surround-
ing the death penalty, like racism.
Today a lot of people have feelings
about the decﬂﬁ penalty that makes
it difficult to change their position.

What is the organization of pris-
oners like that are involved in

whatsoever in the

decision makin% process of the or-

anization. At other prisons you can't
o that.

What will it take to get rid of
the death penalty today?

To say that one single thing or ef-
fort would be difficult. | do ?eel we
have to come to understand the ex-
istence of the death penalty, the pe-
nal system, and the court system it-
self. Why do these things exist? Just
to be opposed to these things gets
us nowhere. You have to understand
the economic system today and how

_that fits into it.

How important do you think the
economic system is?

q job market was
law enforcement related. As we be-
gan to lose industry, we made up
some of the loss at the same time.
The prison population increased and
a lot of jobs were replaced with state
correction jobs. The economic sys-
tem ties into how we began to use
prison correction jobs to replace
some jobs and we need to really look
and try to understand that.

A lot of people | corresponded
with over the years have told me that
various mayors/city councilors have
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ticians support the death penalty?

| think it's been an attitude, a mind-
set created that creates an easy tick-
et. All you have to do is say you're
tough on crime and people listen. We
created an atmosphere that politi-
cians plag into. Many people might
not even believe in the death penal-
ty but see where it can get them.

We have to understand what is
going on out there. We unintention-
ally don’t have a real sense of what
to do with crime. It's easy to see the
harsh view of it. Citizens should be
concerned and afraid. A lot of crime
goes on out there, but without a real
sense of what to do with the prob-
lem, the idea grew. Even now, |
watch Tv and Fsee clearly how it
would be easy to perpetrate fear. |
even have to think, do | really want
to go back out there.

lot of shows on TV are really
violent. Do you think that TV per-
petuates fear ‘and violence?

Yes, | think it does. We get a lot of
ideas from what we see. With my-
self, | have a rather strict mother who
fought very hard for her kids to grow
up and do well; however, all the
trappings in the city did a better job.
In the Wisconsin school system, the
school system is looking at teaching
non-violence in schools, and that’s
one of the best plans | have heard in
a long time. | don't think we teach
non-violence; it

discussed trying
to get more con-
struction of coun-
ty/state prisons fo
revitalize  the

Just +o sit on Arm\nel o
TV won 't give us veforu.
We need. o focus on a trug

should be a part
of the curriculum.
We also should
look at the violent
nature of a lot of
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prison population your cell?

increasing.

We have to tie
the death penalty
into all the coun-
try’s social prob-
lems. Without un-
derstanding the
issues we are lost

the one rewp that T7was
iwmpressed ith that shared
the same views. T dea( with
a ot of people with political
views, but there is no
Commituwt to strugqle .

For me, Project
Hope and prison
issues in general
take up 90% of
my thoughts in my
waking hours.
This is not just an
inmates complaint .,
from me, this is

in trying to ad-
dress the problem.

What do you think the roots of
crime are?

You have to look at a number of
things. For one, | think as we moved
away from the industrial age into a
technological age, we did so with-
out a real sense of direction, a sense
of a true understanding of the elapse
between one entity to another. | think
in moving, a lot of people got left
behind education-wise, and in terms
of job training. A lot of minorities
got left out, now the problem is how
to address that.

Do you think that economic class
has anything to do with it2

Of course, I'm not sure that it's an
evil plan drawn out, but that is the
resuﬁ. It happens. That's what pris-
ons and dectﬁ rows are made up of.

Have you encountered any rac-
ism on death row?

Not outwardly, but you have to
understand in today’s world, we are
confronted with a lot of institutional-
ized racism. People don’t even real-
ize it. I'm trying to raise myself above
sexism. We discuss it with each oth-
er, and | have to catch myself. | nev-
er thought of it in that way. White
guys don't even realize it.

(‘/hy do you think so many poli-

what | want to devote to my life. |
think about this constantly. {under-
stand the need to be involved, it's
what | enjoy doing. 23 hours to be
in my cell gives me a lot of solitude
to think more about the issues. It was
always a part of me growing up to
be politically aware, but not in-
volved.

I've been kept abreast of the ac-
tivities of your group [Campaign to
End the Death %enalfzil unnfcm to-
tally impressed with the student en-
thusiasm. A lot of people talk about
the issues, but it's about organizing,
developing a direction and a goal.
What needs to be done is to get peo-
ple more involved in this abolition
movement. For 15 years, | have sat
and watched, and | feel that the key
people who should be involved are
not involved. | really want to see
more visible functioning involvement.
Just fo sit on a panel on Tv won't give
us reform. We need to focus on a
true grass roots movement. That has
been the intent of Project Hope. |
can truly say that yours is the one
group that | was impressed with that
shared the same views. | deal with
a lot of people with political views,
but there is no commitment to strug-

gle.
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