THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF JAMES CARR

JAMES CARR



ABOUT NABAT BooKsS

NABAT BOOKS is a series dedicated to reprinting forgotten mem-
oirs by various misfits, outsiders, and rebels. The underlying concept
is based on a few simple propositions:

That to be a success under the current definition is highly toxic —
wealth, fame and power are a poison cocktail; that this era of tri-
umphal capitalism enshrines the most dismal human tendencies like
greed and self-interest as the wellsprings of civilization; that the “win-
ners” version of reality and history is deeply lame and soul-rotting
stuff. Given this it follows that the truly interesting and meaningful
lives and real adventures are only to be had on the margins of what
Kenneth Rexroth called “the social lie”. It’s with the dropouts, misfits,
dissidents, renegades and revolutionaries, against the grain, between
the cracks and amongst the enemies of the state that the good stuff can
be found. Fortunately there is a mighty subterranean river of testimo-
ny from the disaffected, a large cache of hidden history, of public
secrets overlooked by the drab conventional wisdom that Nabat books
aims to tap into. A little something to set against the crushed hopes,
mountains of corpses, and commodification of everything. Actually,
we think, it’s the best thing western civilization has going for itself.






BAD:

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF
JAMES CARR



OTHER BOOKS IN THE NARBAT SERIES

You Can't Win - Jack Black
Sister Of The Road: The Autobiography of Boxcar Bertha - Ben Reitman
BAD: The Autobiography of James Carr
Memoirs of Vidocq: Master of Crime - Eugene Vidocq



BAD:

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF
JAMES CARR

AK PRESS / NABAT

EDINBURGH, LONDON, AND OAKLAND

2002



This edition copyright © 2002 Nabat/AKPress
1st Nabat Edition

First published in 1975 by Herman Graf Associates

BAD: The Autobiography of James Carr

ISBN 1 902593 64 2

AK Press AK Press
674 A 23rd Street PO Box 12766
Oakland CA Edinburgh, Scotland
94612-1163 USA EHS8 9YE

A catalogue record for this title is available from the
Library of Congtess

Series editor: Bruno Ruhland
If you know of any memoirs by misfits, outsiders,
or subversive types that deserve to be back in print,
please write to Bruno at AK Press in Oakland.

Cover, cover art, book, and series design donated by
fran sendbuehler, mouton-noir — montréal

Prisoners can receive this book by sending $10.00 to
AK Press at the Oakland address noted above.



FOREWORD

JAMES CARR was murdered in 1972. In some ways it seems like only
yesterday that Jimmy was killed, in other ways eons have passed; the
world is a very different place.

Since Jimmy was an inmate in the late 50s and 60s, the California
prison system itself has changed little. The same kinds of people serve
time under the same circumstances. What has changed are the crimes
that are committed today, and, just as important, society’s perception of
those crimes and of the criminals who perpetrate them.

In the 60s and 70s a vocal prison reform movement presented the
prisons as a symptom of greater social ills, the tip of the social iceberg.
The causes of crime were broadly discussed as part of the general social
debate about values and institutions, even if the solutions offered were
frequently simplistic. The “silent majority” of that era viewed prisoners as
an irredeemable social menace.

Today there is no prison movement. “Prison reform” consists of
building more prisons and extending sentences. In part, the rejection of
the concept of prison as a potentially redemptive institution is a response
to the increasingly violent nature of crime and of social relations in gen-
eral. America perceives itself to be under siege. Across the U.S. gangs no
longer do battle with home-made zip guns, shivs and brass knuckles.
They slaughter each other with Green Beret quality automatic weapons.
Arguments that in Jimmy’s time would have been settled by a fist fight
frequently turn into a fire fight. The air of impending violence seems to
color nearly every passionate social encounter.

In an unending barrage of news accounts and in politicians’ and
experts’ statements, society has been neatly divided between the violent
aggressors and their innocent victims, the terrified populace. The bi-polar
world of the War On Crime is strongly reminiscent of another recent
conflict whose last battle was only recently fought.

The timing is more than accidental. Just about the month the Cold
War was officially declared over, the War On Crime was announced. The
fabled peace dividend with its promised calm and prosperity never mate-
rialized. The state of fear that had been the norm for forty-five years was
not allowed to dissipate one little bit.

Every social species instinctively seeks to preserve its position in the
great chain of being. Politicians are no exception. They have mastered a
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few lessons from recent history. Frequently, when America finds itself in
a relatively tranquil moment without a menacing antagonist, concerned
citizens begin to focus on the excesses and the gross inefficiencies of gov-
ernment. Watergate followed close on the heels of the American troop
withdrawal from Vietnam. The general disgust with politicians that
fueled Ross Perot’s campaign surfaced shortly after the completion of the
Iraq War.

At the same time new mini-antagonists such as Iraq, North Korea,
the plutonium toting Russian Mafia, and the IRA generate momentary
anxiety, a more permanent menace is needed to maintain social adrena-
line and the need for protection that accompanies it at peak Cold War
levels. The vanquished notion of a Communist hiding under the bed has
largely been replaced by the more realistic image of the ski-masked armed
robber laying in wait.

Crime is big business, not for the criminals, but for the federal, state
and local police, government and private lawyers, bondsmen, paid
experts, weapons manufacturers, private security firms, etc. Like the mil-
itary-industrial complex that to this day refuses to accept its inevitable
phase out, the domestic security apparatus has everything to win by the
maintenance of the perception of crime as a continuous threat.

The domestic security industry doesn’t necessarily create the condi-
tion in which the current crime wave flourishes or even encourages crime.
Its failure is one of omission. It does not focus its real energies on address-
ing the underlying causes of criminal behavior any more than the nation-
al security industry spent time trying to defuse the cold war. That behav-
ior would have been rewarded by a trip to the unemployment line.

What can any of us do to make a difference in the current hysterical
climate of real and perceived violence? I believe we should look to James
Carr for an evamole, }:mm'-' wWas a StiGiig- willcd and focused 1man wno
refused to follow the path for which he was programmed. Incarcerated in
a system that tries to destroy the uniqueness of each prisoner, Jimmy
stood out as an individual. Rather than allow himself to be defined as a
criminal in continuous combat with the police, he opted out of that sym-
biotic relationship. Jimmy accepted responsibility for his crimes, a coura-
geous and decidedly unpopular act. His direct, honest approach to his
past and to that of his fellow inmates makes his autobiography one of the
few reliable chronicles of a crucial period in the history of American
prison life. It cost Jimmy his life. It certainly deserves our attention and
our respect.

Isaac Cronin
Los Angeles
June 26, 1994



INTRODUCTION

“WHEN I WAS NINE YEARS OLD I BURNED down my school.”
James Carr started fighting when he was very young and never gave up.
He was a child prodigy of crime in the streets of the L.A. ghettos and the
scourge of half a dozen boys’ homes and reform schools. In his teens he
advanced to armed robbery and bookmaking, a career which was quick-
ly cut short by arrest. In prison he fought harder than ever, and became
one of the most notorious rebels in the seething California Penal System.

Because he was a fighter and not a preacher, James Carr relates the
story of his life with a cold passion which allows him to illuminate the
details of daily life on the streets and in prison powerfully, yet free from
political polemics and moralistic complaints. Jimmy reveals the horrors
of penitentiary life — race riots, murders, unexplained and irrational pun-
ishments, corruption of prison officials, to name but a few — from the
standpoint of one who has overcome them. At the same time, he shows
us the tremendous force and even joy of condemned men who refuse to
die, who confirm their humanity through rebellion.

Jimmy’s relationship with George Jackson and his other black com-
rades was in sharp contrast to the chaos around them. As they progressed
through the system they formed the Wolf Pack, a brotherhood which
protected its members and came to guarantee them a certain margin of
material security. Forged in deadly battle - first against the authorities and
the other convicts, then almost entirely against the former — Jimmy’s and
George’s friendship grew into much more than a partnership for survival.
The Wolf Pack stayed alive for so long not only by fighting but by lov-
ing; their love for each other was fed not only by common dependency
but by a great intellectual development and their amazing ability to have
fun in this most unpleasurable environment.

Through Jimmy’s evolution we see the gradually dawning conscious-
ness among many convicts that they have been manipulated to struggle
against their own interests, both by making war on each other and by
fighting the authorities on the latter's own terms. Led by George and
Jimmy, the Wolf Pack first fought its way to a position of strength in the
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prison race war, then worked to stop that war entirely in order to work
solely against the system. With this development the authorities were
forced to increase their brutality and to separate Jimmy and George.

On his own after 1965 in the more subdued atmosphere of the
California Men’s Colony at San Luis Obispo, Jimmy transformed himself
from an openly rebellious con whose actions were self-defeating auto-
matic reactions into a coldly calculating thinker who manipulated the
authorities and ultimately engineered his own release. In the process he
became an accomplished mathematician, a champion weightlifter, and a
wise adviser to the new generation of prison rebels.

Using his wits to fight on his own terms was a hard-won lesson for
Jimmy, one he had to learn over again after his release from prison. He
came out expecting to find masses of armed revolutionaries preparing for
battle, and took up with the Black Panthers, a group which produced
Red Army propaganda, if no army.

Their activity was the embodiment of the parade-ground militancy
Jimmy had striven to overcome. He was already harassed by the police
because of his record and his continued relations with George; consort-
ing with the Panthers virtually insured his rearrest. It was only a matter
of time before a pretext would be found for putting him back in prison
for life.

The opportunity presented itself on April 6, 1971, when a court-
room scuffle broke out at a Soledad Brothers” hearing and Jimmy stepped
in to help out his old friend.

San Francisco’s Hall of justice is under the freeway, separated from
skid-row warehouses by a line of expensive bars which cater to the legal
trade. On a hot Wednesday afternoon in early August, 1971, I pushed
open the heavy glass doors and passed through the metal detector. The
cop at the counter told me that city prison visiting hours were over.
Fortunately, a woman sitting on one of the marble benches in the lobby
piped in that I might be wanting to visit County Jail. I said I didn’t know.

“Who d’ya wanna see,” the cop barked.

“James Carr.”

“Oh yeh, Carr...” He spat the name out. “Lemme see your ID.”

The line to the County Jail visiting room ran up drafty concrete stairs
from the sixth to seventh floors. There were around sixty people, nearly
all black and Chicano. Most of the Chicanos were mothers and wives,
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but many of the blacks were friends and business associates — very slick
dudes and beautiful women. After an hour’s wait the last twenty of us
were let in through the thick metal door, where we registered in the vis-
iting log and proceeded to a stark L-shaped room with green cement
walls. The outside third of the L was glassed off, with little round stools
built in on either side of the glass. A nine-inch wide platform ran the
length of the glass, with ancient prototypes of the princess telephone on
it in front of each stool.

As I sat there waiting for Jimmy to come out, the place started to get
to me; it seemed to be designed so that even the visitors could never for-
get who was in charge.

I was somewhat apprehensive, too, about what I'd say to Jimmy. Even
though he was married to my sister Betsy, we'd met only a few times
before his arrest, at a time when he was engaged in a practice which I had
denounced as stalinist. Now he'd cut his ties with the Panthers and criti-
cized his past, but I had no idea what he wanted next.

When I saw him come bouncing down the hall, joking with another
prisoner, I felt more at ease. He grinned, leaned into the little phone, and
said, “Whatshappnin.”

“Not a lot” — which was the sad truth. “Nice place you got here.”

Jimmy chuckled. “ Oh, it ain’t much. They put on a big fortress show
for visitors so you think they got a real pen here. But it’s just a second-
string joint run by second-string dogs.” I raised my eyebrows and point-
ed to the phone. “Oh yeh,” he continued, “they listen in, but they can’t
do nothin’ about anything we say unless we start talkin’ about how you're
gonna get me outta here.”

Our first visit was shorter than the regulation twenty minutes. We
discussed Betsy’s health — she was about to have their baby — and talked
a bit about our few mutual friends. We parted relieved to be over the
awkward stage of meeting in this rather artificial setting, and sure that we
wanted to meet again.

By mid-October we got the guards to let us talk for over an hour, and
even that was never nearly enough.

Together we read about and discussed revolutionary theory and his-
tory, concentrating on recent French developments which clarified
Jimmy’s growing dissatisfaction with the Left. Usually, as those very seri-
ous talks ended we’d become lighthearted: we both loved to make fun of
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our own situations and our adversaries’ follies. When he got going Jimmy
could make it seem as if guards, stalinists, and bourgeois politicians had
been created solely for his own amusement. He'd go into the Cleaver imi-
tation, thrusting his finger forward, exclaiming, “Dig... we got to resolve
the contradiction between Granny Goose and Captain Crunch,” and
laughing his deep, devilish chuckle.

We talked about all kinds of books for hours on end — Jimmy was
one of the few people I knew who read as much as I did. From various
prison libraries he'd culled everything even remotely related to social crit-
icism. When I'd seen him in court back in July, he'd had a copy of Beyond
Good and Evil stuck like a pistol in the back pocket of his jail jumpsuit;
we all laughed when he turned to face the judge. How he loved to talk
about Nietzsche’s mad-poet genius, especially Zarathustra, with its ethe-
real images and down-to-earth comments on stereotypes. In turn I told
him about the rebels of French literature, bringing him an anthology of
Dada and Les Chansons de Maldoror, which became one of his favorites,
with its fierce atheism and antihumanism.

We exchanged anecdotes about our lives, tripping out whenever one
idea caught our fancies. Jimmy didn’t want to discuss his childhood:
“Fuck, man, it was just one of those goddamned ghetto childhoods.
You've heard a thousand stories like it.” But we did talk about other
things, like school and religion and romance, and of our adventures
there.

We saw each other in late August, shortly after George Jackson wac
killed at San Quentin in what was alleged by prison authorities to have
been an escape attempt. The previous week when I'd come to see him,
Jimmy had been on restriction while they investigated his possible con-
nection with the events at Quentin. I was a little afraid that Jimmy might
really do something crazy, but it was obvious when I saw him that he was
in complete control of himself. He was very upset, but not at all sur-
prised: “Those motherfuckers been drivin’ George up the wall, just waiz-
ing for him to hit back, and you know sooner or later he’s gonna play their
game, he just had too fuckin’ much pride not to. I'm amazed he took as
much shit as he did, ‘cause they ain’t never dished it out like they did to
George.”

We sat in silence for a while before Jimmy went on. He talked about
George’s mistakes — how he'd seen the trap but fell into it anyway; how
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hed stunted his political development and allowed himself to be used by
the Panthers — but how, despite all this, he'd been a great revolutionary:
“He kept us all from falling apart, and he was the only one who could do
it.”

Around mid-November Jimmy’s legal proceedings began to shape up.
After weeks of hassling, his attorney finally got the authorities to agree to
a misdemeanor plea with time served as the sentence. Then Jimmy’s fate
was cast up to the Adult Authority Board, which could send him back to
prison if they felt he'd violated his parole. So in the near future he was
going to be out of County, to the streets or to the pen. Either way, he was
going to have to raise some money to support his family, which led him
to think more concretely about writing a book, a project we'd discussed
together with our friend Isaac Cronin.

All recent prison writing had been concerned, usually for ideological
reasons, with proving that the prisoner was an innocent victim of social
injustice. Most of these books proffered the penitentiary as the crucible
of modern capitalism which epitomized its general oppression. The con-
victs’ desperate struggle for survival was advanced as the model for a rev-
olutionary movement. The problem was always stated in Christian moral
terms, the solution in some form of stalinist military organization.

Jimmy saw that the prison model was false, and that even though it
arose from the needs of the prisoners’ movement for publicity and a sense
of historical importance, it gave a terribly distorted picture of the con-
vict’s place in society and virtually no hint of what prison life is like. The
prison system is an entrenched semifeudal bureaucracy recognized as
unworkably archaic even by the power structure it protects. Prison life,
even apart from the constant physical brutality, is no scale model of life
in bourgeois society. On the contrary, it is the most important subculture
in the United States, a world apart with its own distinct system of econ-
omy, politics, and culture. What is it like day after day? What happens
between battles, and how do they erupt? This is what Jimmy wanted to
write about, from the unique standpoint of one who'd been at the center
of the convicts’ struggle yet had no interest in presenting an image threat-
ening or pathetic enough to appeal to their liberal allies on the outside.

With Jimmy in limbo we were able only to outline our plans. In a
short time we'd either be working together or hed be sending us drafts
from Folsom.
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December took forever. The Adult Authority Board put off Jimmy’s
hearing week after week in order, they said, to have more information. I
tried to keep pumping optimism into the visiting room, but Jimmy was
sure they were going to send him back, and I began to fear he was right.

A few days before the end of 1971 the phone rang: “Hey, it’s me.
How in the hell do I get there?” — as if he'd just arrived in town from
vacation. I was so excited I almost forgot how to get to my own house.

“Do you want me to come get you?” I asked.

“No sense bothering. There’s a deputy here’ll give me a ride. We'll be
right over.”

After all the monkeying around, the news broke right before
Christmas: Jimmy was reinstated on parole. Then endless bureaucratic
delays, till now he was really ouz!

I ran out to a liquor store for some champagne and beer, though my
head was already spinning. A few minutes later a booming knock on the
door, and Jimmy grinning through the window. We hugged and pound-
ed each other after all those months of princess phones.

Jimmy introduced me to the deputy, a smiling semi-hip Chicano
who almost immediately offered me a joint. We sat in the living room
drinking and smoking while the deputy told us about himself. I still
couldn’t believe it.

When the deputy left, Jimmy called San Jose — he'd told Betsy and
Joan (my mother) not to come up since the jail officials had refused to
say when he’d be released — and we headed down through rush hour with
my friend Sally. After all the talking we'd done in jail, it was a strangely
quiet ride. Jimmy asked Sally a few questions about what she’d been up
to, but said nothing about himself or the future. I could tell he had no
ear for plans at the moment, just R & R.

In San Jose, a beautifully tender, almost subdued, homecoming.
Jimmy and Betsy had obviously planned not to freak out, just to be at
home with each other and the baby.

Between Jimmy’s reluctance to dive into the job — only he knew how
deep our immersion would be — and three successive tape-recorder break-
downs, we took three weeks to get started on the book. Finally, toward
the end of January, we began.
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We planned originally for Jimmy to dictate the outline of the whole
book before we started taping. To do the outline he'd smoke a little dope,
drink a little rum, light a cigar, and drift into a sort of trance, putting
himself through the events of his life in the quick flashes necessary for
remembering them all without going into them.

But since the tapes were to be a straight chronological narrative and
Jimmy was quickly able to see the whole story clearly once we'd started,
we abandoned this method as being too intense: Jimmy was summoning
up memories hed tried all his life to repress, yet once he'd recalled them
he had to move on too quickly. So after a few days of outlining we moved
on to taping the story of his early years.

I could see right away how difficult it was for him to rip away all the
scar tissue of his life. So many assaults — blows given and received. He'd
gotten tough, learned to say “fuck it” to everything, learned to put it all
aside, living from day to day because the past and future were equally
abhorrent, repressed his history by bringing all his passions to the surface,
to the arena of brute force, action and reaction. During the past year —
and to some degree over the past six years — he'd gotten out of the worst
of that animal syndrome, without ever going back over it in his mind ...
at first just because he knew he had to in order to survive.

But now — back into the depths. Voices from the dead crowded his
head.

It took enormous preparation for him to be able to talk. He got up
at six in the morning yet was rarely ready to tape before late afternoon.
He'd always have to drink and smoke a lot to be able to talk. After an
hour or so he'd be drained. It was often frustrating for Isaac and me since
we had to wait around, and since our easy job was made even tighter by
the amusing stories Jimmy sandwiched in between the more sordid ones.
It was only toward the end of the taping that I realized that even some of
the funny stories summoned awful memories.

Jimmy never wanted to talk about his parents, no more now than in
County Jail. When the narrative required him to do so, he'd skim over
their role as quickly as possible, sticking to the events in which he'd
played an active part. This was the time before he'd learned to harden
himself — he’'d never formed a defense against his father’s brutality or his
mothers indifference.
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By the time we got to his teen years, Jimmy’s resistances broke down,
both because the subject matter was less painful and because we'd built
up some momentum in our work, and he was able to move along at a
steady pace. His mental preparation still took longer than our working
hours, but it became noticeably easier for him.

I think he was quite surprised at how much we relished his life, and
how far into it we were able to get. He never had to feel ashamed for our
sake about what he'd done, not only because he'd gone beyond his crim-
inal syndrome but because we recognized it as a legitimate response to an
alien environment.

With this attitude we were able, through Jimmy, to think about the
ups and downs of prison life from the con’s point of view. Jimmy was able
to reconstruct a value system he’d superseded, and we were able to sus-
pend our own long enough to see what it was all about. Thus, he could
tell a story about fucking over some helpless con, for example, and we
could feel the need to succeed in such an operation, laughing as the poor
dude “bought the pig.” It was completely due to Jimmy’s ability to trans-
port us into such a situation that we didnt have to make the obvious
judgments on such actions, even to ourselves.

When we'd reached this point the work often became great fun, with
lots of sadistic laughter and slapping of hands whenever some devilish
scheme reached its climax. Without dramatizing the events, Jimmy
showed the cons and authorities as actors in an epic play. Each character
was judged by his ability to play his role with a maximum of force.
Sometimes it didn’t marter which side he was oi: Capiain [lodker, for
example, is almost admirable for being such a dog. What is scorned is not
the dog but the rat, con or cop. In the pen a strong enemy is judged more
favorably than a weak ally, and while the brutal dog is hated, the cunning
one is despised. Men are judged by their personal power. No wonder
Nietzsche is the convict’s favorite philosopher.

When the work went well we all flew high. Isaac and I would move
Jimmy along the way other cons used to inspire the “liars,” the cons who
helped everyone pass the time by weaving incredible tales. The more fan-
tastic the story, the more the listeners ride the storyteller with “Hey,
Champ, that’s a loada shit,” which makes the raconteur go even further
into it. The big difference was that Jimmy’s stories were true. Whenever
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wed laugh doubtfully at some incident he'd puff on his cigar, lean back,

and remember more details.

The taping took about three weeks, during which time seven of us
lived together in Joan’s house, which is fairly large but often felt very
crowded. Sometimes the tension of tight quarters boiled over, usually
involving combinations of Jimmy, Betsy, and Isaac, who traded off being
irresistible forces and immovable objects. Isaac was the most anxious to
get the book finished and the least comfortable in San Jose. Jimmy was
often hesitant to work, still had his prison sense of time (which he need-
ed to maintain during the snail’s pace of parole), and was more comfort-
able than he'd ever been. The more pressure Isaac put on Jimmy, the more
obstinate he became. Sometimes he'd blow up at Isaac; other times he'd
take off unexpectedly for hours after we'd planned to work.

We did finish though. As we switched off the tape recorder after the
last session, Jimmy said, “Thats it. Now you know me better than any-
one.”

When Isaac and I returned to San Francisco to write the first draft,
we figured our task was more than half completed; all that remained
would be transcription and editing, with a minimum of reorganizanon.
We worked steadily for six weeks, passing chapters back and forth, talk-
ing to Jimmy to fill in gaps. Toward the end of March we completed a
manuscript which we thought needed only minor revisions before publi-
cation. We sent it to Jimmy for his comments, additions, and corrections.

Throughout the winter I spent a lot of time in San Jose. Several work
sessions, more fooling around. Jimmy had planted a garden, and by chid-
ing me enough he'd get me to do work with him. There was much more
talk than labor; one time it took us three hours to rake the front lawn.

When he was working alone, though, Jimmy tackled that garden
righteously. It was a great release for him, and led him to think about get-
ting a farm. He subscribed to farm journals and catalogs of farms for sale.
We talked about going in together to buy one in Sonoma — close enough
for trips to the city.

Saturday, April 1st, Jimmy brought Betsy and Gea, the baby, up to
the city. We'd finished the first draft a week earlier, he'd gone over it since
and we were going to discuss it, but it was obvious when he arrived that
he was in no mood to sit at a table and work all afternoon. He was wear-
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ing the black leather jacket he’d finally retrieved from County Jail, and he
didn’t even take it off — just swept into the apartment bursting with ener-
gy, ready to step out.

“The book’s moving along real good .... I made a few notes .... We
c’n deal with that later.” By now he’s pacing around, looking out the win-
dow. “Listen I haven’t been in this town since the day I got out — Let’s go
fuck around.”

The four of us picked up Sally and drove to Golden Gate Park. It was
a rare respite from the spring fog in the Sunset District: hot sun on wet
grass in the playing-field meadow. We spread a blanket out, Gea crawled
around; we’d catch her when she reached the edge and toss her into the
air as she screamed with laughter. We all sat and soaked up the sun, then
Jimmy and I sent each other on long runs after a wildly thrown frisbee.

When we got back to the apartment, work was the furthest thing
from our minds; we started looking through the paper for a good samu-
rai movie. (Before he’d been arrested, Jimmy and Betsy went often to the
all-day samurais on Saturdays at the Bella Union.) Yojimbo was at the
Surf; Jimmy and I picked up Isaac before tearing across town to see
Mifune.

We were feeling our oats even before we went in. Wild driving, loud
joking, and yelling out the window. We parked on the sidewalk and
swaggered toward the theater, eating up the Sunset’s arid streets. We
stopped once to piss on a garage door, another time to buy half a dozen
ice-cream sandwiches before going in.

Once inside this notarioncly cool mevie house we weic veiy uncoul,
sprawling over a row of seats and scarfing up immense quantities of pop-
corn, ice cream, and coke, insulting each other in the “Champ” fashion.
Into the mood we wanted to take in the samurais: reckless, playful brava-
do. An attitude we didn’t want to maintain for long but which provided
a terrific release of energy and escape from restraint for one afternoon.

By the time the movie came on we were really into it. Whooping our
way through the fight scenes, slapping hands at Mifune’s tricks, stuffing
down popcorn, and passing the boxes around like weapons.

We came out at dusk, tired but exhilarated. Our fantasy flight over,
we drove calmly back to the apartment, had some tea and chatted. We
made plans to meet soon and “really get some work done”; then Betsy
and Jimmy had to go put the baby to bed.
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I stayed at Sally’s the night of April 5th. We stayed up late and
planned to sleep in, even put a blanket over the bedroom window so the
sun wouldn’t wake us up.

The phone rang very early. It was Isaac. I was pissed off, figuring he'd
disturbed me to ask some little question about the book or when I'd be
over. “It better be good,” I mumbled.

“It’s bad.” He could barely talk. “The worst. Jimmy’s dead.”

I felt myself going into some sort of shock. Everything, all energy and
ability to deal with the situation, drained out of me in an instant. Sally
took my arm and asked what was wrong,.

“I don’t know what happened,” Isaac went on. “Your mother just
called. Listen, I’ll come over there right away.”

“No, wait,” I said. “I’ll call you back.”

I was completely lost. If I'd been able to think why this had hap-
pened, perhaps I could have handled it, had some preparation. But it was
lightning from nowhere.

The only hold I had on the moment lay in telling Sally what Isaac
had told me. Only then, when she began to cry, was I able to come
around enough to cry too.

In past crises, particularly having to do with death, I'd always
repressed my feelings by being compulsively efficient and taking care of
others involved. But this time I'd been hit too hard. I was paralyzed. I
thought to call my sister and mother, but couldn’t even get up. I just sat
in bed with my arm around Sally, feeling cold and numb.

The phone rang again. It was a close friend of the family who'd done
a lot to help Jimmy. He’d taken charge of the situation in San Jose. “I've
called my office up there,” he said calmly, “and rented you a car. You can
pick it up at eight.”

I thanked him and hung up. Now with a little business taken care of
I was able to build up enough steam to move, and to call my family.

Somewhere on the way down I hardened myself up enough to help
make things easier when I arrived.

We reached the house at eight forty-five. Jimmy had been dead two
hours. The house was surrounded by police and filled with friends.
Someone told us that Betsy and Joan were upstairs. We went up and fell
together in a tearful embrace.
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Later Joan told us what had happened. Jimmy had started doing con-
struction work two days before. That morning, as on the previous days,
he left the house at six forty-five to warm up his car. As he got in, two
men rose from behind the other car in the driveway and shot him six
times in the chest, then ran around the house and drove off. When she
heard the shots, Betsy jumped up and started running upstairs for a gun,
then realized it was over. Joan went outside and found Jimmy.

The killers were seen by several neighbors. By the time I'd reached
San Jose, they had been arrested on Highway 101 heading south.

Two weeks before, someone had left Molotov cocktails in the bushes
bordering the house, with an arrow drawn in the dirt pointing to the
house. Jimmy hadn’t known why they were there or what he was sup-
posed to do (or not do) about it. Hed called the police, who'd done noth-
ing. They later found many such Molotovs in the killers’ car.

The two murderers, Lloyd Mims and Richard Rodriguez, were con-
victed and sentenced to life imprisonment. The State made a big point
that they'd been hired, but never produced any evidence as to why or by
whom. Perhaps no one will ever know. But we, his family and friends,
have not preoccupied ourselves with this mystery. For one, were not par-
ticularly interested in carrying out bourgeois justice. But more impor-
tant, we think less about Jimmy’s murder, terrible as it was, than about
the joyous fact that he lived, that he lived so well, and that he lived for a
time with us.

— Dan Hammer



ONE

SLAM! The heavy metal doors crash closed. It is so black. I can’t see
my arms. All I can hear is my own breath and the sound of the doors
ringing around in my head. The cons call this place the “Black Hole,”
the hole within the Hole. No light. No air. The cell is fixed up with a
set of double doors, the inner one padded with a lining of hard rub-
ber that nothing gets through. It’s the last stop in Tracy, a prison the
authorities call Deuel Vocational Institution. I feel around for a bed of
some sort, but there isn’t any, only rough concrete painted black with
a hole in the middle of the floor to shit in. It’s a six-by-six dungeon
designed to make me into a vegetable.

Instead of taking the long fall into limbo, I've learned a new trick
for survival by reliving the past and slipping off into the future. I'm
learning how to get out of the pen without leaving.

When I was nine years old I burned down my school. I didn’t
know the whole school would burn, I only wanted to get even with
the playground coach, a big crewcut Mormon whose favorite game
was to goad the nigger kids into beating the shit out of each other.

The playground was right down the hill from my house, at the
Mellowbar Elementary School in East L.A. They had a ring set up
down there, and this clean-living coach was the boxing instructor. The
first day I went down and got in the ring with the gloves on, he got
my cousin, who was older and more experienced, to beat me up. “Left!
Jab! Now punch!” He kept yelling instructions at Larry until I'd been
knocked down and had two puffed eyes and a bloody nose. Then he
made me jump rope for an hour. I hated the guy, but I really wanted
to learn how to box.

When he finally told me I could stop skippin’ rope I said, “Fuck
yes,” and he heard me, He came over, got his hands on me and in his
best flattop tones said, “We can’t have that badmouthing around the
ring. Get out of here. You're off the playground for a week!”
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Larry was laughing his head off and I was mad as a motherfucker.
He didn’t like the Mormon either, but he liked to see my ass whipped.
That night when the playground closed down he came up to my
house and we schemed awhile on how to get the coach.

Next day he took me down to show me where the coach had his
office in the school. By standing on a step he made with his hands, I
could look in. There were pennants, medallions, a trophy, and hang-
ing on the door was a nice black leather jacket. My plan was to come
back on Saturday, break in, and steal the dude’s jacket.

Saturday morning I went down to the playground fence to wait
for Larry. I stood there for two hours, but the fool never showed up. I
went home, stole a pack of my father’s Luckies, lit one up and looked
down at that school. I couldn’t possibly climb through the window
and steal the jacket on my own, but I could burn it. I knew what gaso-
line could do from working in my uncle’s junkyard: all I needed was
fifteen cents’ worth of gas and some cotton balls. I took some money
from my little white piggy bank, got some cotton from the bathroom,
and bought the gas.

The can was really heavy. By the time I got down to the fence, my
hands were rubbed sore. I pulled the gate wide enough to slide the can
in then slipped through myself. They had a chain on it, but if you
pulled on it there was, enough slack for a skinny little kid like me to
get through easy. There wasn’t a soul around and the whole place was
quiet and spooky. All the buildings were old, wooden things with
chipped-up plaster and rotiing diubers. 1 wroke the windows out of
the coach’s office, soaked the cotton balls, stood on the gas can and
threw the balls onto the shelves, the desk, and all over the floor. Then
I tossed a match in there,

I split up the hill. When I turned around, the whole school was
going up, black smoke pouring out of the windows, flames and sparks
filling the sky. I could hear the sirens. Cops, firemen, and a big crowd
of people were watching the thing go down. I sat up on my hill and
watched the mother burn, smokin’ Lucky Strikes, trippin’ hard on
what I had done — and grinning.

Right from the start I guess I was a bad motherfucker, Watching
that fuckin’ school go down was the first time I realized how much
hate I had in me, and how good it felt to let it out. When the cops
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finally tricked me into admitting it, catching me in a thousand lies,
my father beat me in the bathtub with braided ironing cords for
weeks. I had to sleep nights in the garage with the garbage and the
rats. He wouldn’t even put his car in it, the place was so bad.

Right after I burned down the school, my parents got a divorce. I
went with my mother to live in Aliso Village, a square mile of crum-
bling concrete boxes which everyone called “Flats.” The City of L.A.’s
final solution: low-cost housing complete with dirt roads, Cadillac
cockroaches, and thousands of welfare mamas.

The place was two-thirds Mexican and one-third black, and all the
teenage dudes were in gangs. It was an unwritten law that any black
kid caught outside at night was open game for the Mexican gangs. The
cops sat back and laughed. You couldn’t gez a cop to come down to
Flats. Gangs fighting like dogs and cats, fools killing each other ... but
the cops weren't interested because the only property around was the
corner liquor store and all that concrete. Whenever my mother sent
me to the store I ran like hell and stayed close to the buildings for fear
I’d never make it back.

“You gotta be tough to stay alive,” my uncle Joe told me when he
got back from Korea. “You ain’t got no choice, kid. You either learn
tfight now or get walked on all y’life.” Then he proceeded to teach me
Gl fighting tricks, like the strangle hold and the schoolboy hold for
gouging out eyes. Joe boxed with me every night till I was ready to
take on the neighborhood. I had just meant to defend myself, but I
soon found out that the only way to do that was to attack first. With
Joe’s tricks, and with the brass knuckles I stole from his drawer, I
quickly developed a dangerous reputation, even though I was only
ten. And the more I fought, the more I liked it.

Easter Sunday, 1953, 1 went over to Hollenbeck Park with a fresh-
ly stolen hunting knife in my coat pocket and nothing particular on
my mind. Church had just let out, and all the folks were strutting
around in their finest store-bought clothes. Down at the lake I saw a
kid fishing with a beautiful new rod and reel. I stood watching him
cast for a few minutes, fascinated with his rig till I just had to try it
out. I walked over and asked him if I could; he said no without even
looking back at me. Something inside me snapped. (I still don’t know
exactly what it was, though I know it wasn't really temper: at the time
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I wasn’t very angry at the kid personally, and forgot all about his fish-
ing pole.) I pulled the hunting knife out of my coat, stabbed the kid
in the guts as hard as I could and said, “That’s what you get, punk.”

I turned and walked back up the hill. Hundreds of people were
watching me, but no one tried to stop me. By the time I reached the
street one of the Easter strollers must have gotten it together enough
to tell a cop, because two of them grabbed me from behind just out-
side the park gate and hustled me into a squad car.

The counselors at Juvenile Hall had a hell of a time interrogating
me. They kept trying to discover some type of motive. Hell, I didn’t
know why I did it except that I had a knife and I was supposed to be
tough, so I used it. I kept saying, “I don’t know,” while they kept
thinking up possible reasons. It seemed like they were more nervous
than I was thinking up new lines of questions. Eventually they gave
up, booked me, and took me around the corner for a physical.

When I walked into the room, this guy in a white uniform and
thick round glasses greets me like a long-lost son. He had a voice like
Oliver Hardy, a fleshy, pock-marked face with a brush moustache, and
he managed to pack two hundred pounds into his five-foot-tall body.
He made me take a shower, took my medical history, and checked my
pulse.

“Sit down over here,” he said, pointing to a metal stool right next
to his desk. I was naked and that stool was cold. The next thing I see
is his hand coming around the desk grabbing at my nus.

“Cough!” he ordered.

I cough.

“No-no-no! Again!”

I cough again, louder.

“You're not doing it right,” he says as he kneels down and grabs on
to my penis. “Okay, try it now. I must make certain you don’t have a
hernia.”

It took a long, long time to check me out. He was really getting
into it when one of the counselors walked in. “You finished, Doc? I'm
sposta put'm away.”

After 1 put my clothes on, the counselor walked me down to
Receiving, asked me a bunch of personal questions, then put me in the
day room where boys of all ages were hanging around watching tele-
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vision. It was big and crowded, maybe four hundred guys in there.
Mattresses were strewn all over the place but even so it was so packed
that the younger kids were forced to sleep on the bare tile floor.

After three days of watching TV in the day room I was assigned to
a company — a group of boys all the same age, patterned on an army
platoon — and sent to the company room, which was nothing but a
smaller version of the big day room.

By the time I got to the company I knew the ropes of Juvenile Hall
enough to realize I'd have to fight or get chewed to bits. As soon as I
walked into the room, this guy, a little bigger and a little older, came
up to me. I figured this was it.

“Whass y’ name, boy?”

“Carr. Whass yours?”

“Whatchya in for, Carr?”

“I stabbed a kid over in Hollenbeck Park.”

“Think you're tough enough to fight, Carr?”

“I'll fight any —

With that he smashed me in the mouth. I saw it coming and tried
to duck, but I was too slow. My tongue was cut, and I was bleeding
pretty bad. I kicked him hard in the shin and got in a punch, but he
was too big for me. He hit me in the guts, spun me around, and
pushed me into the wall. When I tried to get up, he kicked me down
again. I was beat.

After he was sure all the other kids had seen me down for good,
the kingpin walked over and stuck out his hand. “Y’did all right, Carr.
My name’s Clam.” He pulled me up and shook my hand, then intro-
duced me to the rest of the dudes. Clam was still the king, but every-
body in the company knew I wasn’t afraid to fight.

Two weeks later I had to appear in Judge Reed’s court. Clam and
some of the others who'd been in juvey before told me all about him.
They called him ““Max” because all he ever gave were maximum sen-
tences. He never let anyone go home. “Go to Max’s court man, an’ it’s
off to camp, or to a foster home, or to fuckin’ prison. There’s jus’ no
way home.”

I'd never been in a courtroom before. It scared me at first. My
mother was sitting there crying her head off. When the clerk called my
name, he called hers too. Judge Reed stuck his head out like a turtle,
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looked down at both of us, and started telling my mother what a bad
boy I was. He had my whole history in front of him, from the fire on
down to what he called my “brutal and callous disregard for others.”

When he finished badmouthing me, he started in on her. “Some
people are capable of raising children; others are not. You certainly are
not.” It was like he was making a speech to the whole world. At the
end of every line hed look down hard at us, then back to all the other
people in the courtroom as if we were both so bad everyone should
take special note.

“In cases such as this where the parents are unfit and have repeat-
edly demonstrated their incompetence, the county must intervene for
the good of the child as well as the good of the public. For this reason
it is my responsibility to have James placed in a foster home for a peri-
od of two years.”

When my mother started crying, Reed gave her a hard look and
said, “Your own loose living and lack of moral instruction are in large
part responsible for this boy’s crimes.” By this time even I thought she
was fucked up — though I knew she hadnt had any idea about the
things I'd done. In fact, she really didn't even know who I was.

There is nothing pleasant about sitting in your own shit in the
dark for days on end, but itd be almost tolerable if it weren’t for the
legendary Isolation Diet. In the entire California penal system there’s
no better food than on the Tracy mainline, and none worse than in
Tracy’s Hole — They make a loaf of squashed beane, squashed cairois,
and squashed squash, all mixed together and baked. Twice a day I get
an ice-cold slice of this between two slices of white bread, plus all the
water I can drink. Thats it. Drink plenty of water and walk real slow.

Sometimes all I can think about is food. I go on incredible food
trips for what seems like days. Of course I don’t know how long it real-
ly is: I've lost all sense of time. It speeds up and slows down to tremen-
dous extremes, and I take off flying or walking under water. The only
clock I have is the twice daily arrival of the isolation loaf, but the
guards vary the meal hours, so even that doesn’t mean a thing. You for-
get you've eaten shortly after they've left, and get delirious or go trip-
ping again. I keep telling myself stories in order to control the deliri-
um. Putting the past in order saves me from the complete disorder of
the present.
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The first “prison” I was ever sent to was called Alexander’s Boys
Home. I was eleven years old. I remember it was a real big, nice two
story white house right in the middle of the East L.A. ghetto.

Alexander himself was a big fat man with tiny shoulders — he
looked just like a pear. Seemed like his gut started at his neck. His belt
was hidden from sight up underneath there, and he wore pants with
big old cuffs that were about four feet too long and hung all over his
rundown shoes. And he had nerve enough to wear a tie. He looked
like the top fool in the world, but when he first picked me up at juve-
nile Hall, he acted like the nicest guy you ever want to meet. It was
just like Dracula picking you up in the woods. “How you doin’ son? I
come to get you outta this bad place!”

We get outside and he puts me in his station wagon. “Well, ya
hungry? Let’s you and me stop for a little bite to eat.” He took me to
a drive-in and got me a hot dog; then we drove out to his house.

Alexander was getting ghetto rich off the place. He had twenty-
four kids at eighty dollars per month each, plus a salary for both him
mid his wife. They had it worked out so they fed us practically noth-
ing: a peanut-butter sandwich with a glass of powdered milk in the
morning, soup for lunch, and the famous Mama Alexander bread-
crumb meatloaf for dinner.

Alexander got his pay from the county in return for rehabilitating
his “children,” but he sure didn’t have to do much. He'd send us to
public school all day, put us to work painting and pulling weeds all
afternoon, then send us up to bed at seven. On weekends it was even
neater: Hed just send us home so he wouldnt have to feed us.

When I first arrived there all the kids crowded around to tell me
about how vicious Alexander was, how he beat them and pushed them
around. But I was always devilish — I was going to have my fun no
matter what.

“Buckley!” I whispered loudly.

“Quiet, Carr! We don’t want no one else wakin'up.”

I hit my head on the window frame on the way out and couldn’t
see much except a dark shape as Buckley raced down the fire escape.
By the time I got down both Campbell and Buckley had disappeared.
I didn’t even care if I found them; it was a good feeling just to be out
of that house and on my own.
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“Hey, Carr! Over here! “ I saw Buckley and Campbell in the bush-
es across the street. Campbell passed me a cigarette as I snuck in beside
them. We squatted there, smoking and talking in whispers, planning
what to do next. As we sat and listened to the quiet night, we heard
some pigeons cooing in back of the house next door. We looked at
each other and grinned.

A couple of weeks later there was an article in the local paper
about pigeon thieves in the neighborhood. We'd gotten together over
three hundred birds in Alexander’s back yard. Man, we had pigeons
for days! It was all we could do to build cages fast enough to keep ‘em
all in.

One night we stole a whole coop from a doctor who saw and fol-
lowed us back to Alexander’s. When the police arrived we were in the
back yard with a whole neighborhood full of pigeons. They had
Alexander out there in his nightshirt asking him where /e had got all
the pigeons. The doctor was yelling at him on the other side, and the
good Alexander was going out of his mind. The cops told him he had
to return the pigeons and discipline us, and then left.

Alexander called us up to his office one by one — first Campbell,
since he was the littlest.

“Whered those pigeons come from?” we could hear him yelling
through the door. “You'd better tell the truth, boy!”

“I don’t know anything about it,” said Campbell.

Alexander started screaming,’Bullshit, bullshit, BULLSHIT!” and

beating Campbell with a 1azoi suop.

He didn’t even bother to as£ Buckley, because when Buckley went
in he told Alexander he was a “fat-assed fool.” After that all I could
hear was the strop workin’.

Next it was my turn.

“Carr, I'm gettin’ rid of you! 'm sendin’ you back to Juvenile Hall
unless you come clean an’ tell me who those pigeons belong to, an’
right now!”

I was ready to break out laughing. There was this slobbering
crook sweating away in his ridiculous nightshirt with a razor strop in
his hand threatening to send me away.
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“I don’t know nothin’ about ‘m — they were here when I got here!
And if you touch me with that strap I'm runnin’ away, ‘cause I don’t
let anybody beat me but my dad!”

Alexander called the authorities on the phone and told them the
whole story. When he got done telling how I wasn’t “rehabilitable,”
and they “oughta send the little sonabitch off to prison,” they told him
they didn't want me either and hung up. There was nothing the fool
could do. I walked out and went to bed laughin’.

The next night the three of us snuck down the fire escape again.
By this time we knew that once Alexander goes to sleep he’s not wakin’
up. I'd decided to steal this pen full of ducks. We brought them all
back in a gunny sack and turned ‘em loose in the back yard. Early in
the morning everybody’s sitting around eating peanut butter sand-
wiches when Alexander finds the ducks.

“Where'd them ducks come from?”

Nobody knows. “What ducks?”

Alexander says, “Well . . . if no one don’t come after’ em, it’s all
right”

“What'll you boys have today?”

“We want four of them double-decker burgers, with lotsa cheese,
man, and none of them stale buns, and five orders of french fries, an’
a gallon of root beer.”

Buckley, Campbell and me were sitting up at the counter of the
greasy corner hamburger joint. Since the pigeons were discovered in
Alexander’s back yard, everyone in the area knew who we were and
hated us. We'd got this hamburger guy’s pigeons too. So when he
brought us the food and I pulled out a rusty old revolver and told him
to hand over the cash, he started stuttering uncontrollably. He held
the money out at arm’s length, his worst fear having been realized. We
grabbed the loot and took off.

The burger guy ran to Alexander, who caught up with us just as
we were running out of a pie factory, where we'd stolen a rack of pies.
That was it. He whipped us till he was too tired to lift his strop. Then
he beat me with the buckle on his belt for a while.

After that we went on a real rampage. At night we'd take all four
tires off a car and leave it up on wooden blocks. We'd do five or six
cars like that in one night and sell the tires to the crooks running the
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local gas station. Theyd give us five dollars apiece for them, repaint
the rims and sell the tires back to some of the people wed stole them
from for fifteen or twenty bucks apiece.

Instead of going to school during the day, we'd check out houses
where the folks both worked and the kids went to school. After we'd
cased a house we'd break in, take the radios, TV’s, jewelry, clothes, and
sell them to the pimps and dope dealers down on Central Avenue.
Alexander was sleeping while we were out rehabilitating ourselves by
getting wise to the streets.

On Friday nights Alexander sent us home. What actually hap-
pened was, he turned us loose; he'd put us on the bus, but we never
went home. Me and Campbell and Buckley saw a different part of
L.A. every weekend, sleeping in cars and pulling little heists to pay our
way around.

One Friday we rode the trolley over to USC, a real rich university
right in the heart of the ghetto. When we got off, the sun had gone
down but the dirty heat had stuck around. We walked down the alleys
behind the fraternity houses, trying all the garage doors. Finally we
found one that was open.

“Hey, lookit that!” I cried, pointing to a beer keg against the wall.
“Lets see if there’s anything in it.” It was full.

We started drinking out of the tap. It was a lot of beer but it was
also warm and flat. We were taking turns lying on our backs, the beer
splashing out over our faces and clothes. There was beer all over the
foor Nonc of us could sec suaigne.

The next thing I remember the lights came on and some flattop
frat dude with a dumb look on his face was standing in the door. The
three of us ran down the alley, got back on the trolley heading
uptown, and kept right on riding until we got uptown.

We were still pretty drunk when we got off and started walking
down Hill Street. We were walking by the RKO theater when we saw
a huge cardboard can filled with money for the March of Dimes wired
to the ticket booth. We decided to take it.

“What's the cartoon?” “How much for popcorn?” I kept talking to
the cashier, keeping her attention while the other two tugged at the
can right under her nose. But the thing was too heavy for them to

handle, so I had to help. The three of us removed this bucket of
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change and carried it off. If the cashier saw us, she was too shocked to
do anything about it.

We dragged the can around back to the alley and dumped out the
contents. It was a huge mountain of money, at least a couple hundred
dollars. We started divvying it up, fives first, then ones, then coins. It
was taking a lotta time just as we got down to quarters, here comes the
cops. I grabbed what I had and took off as fast as I could. Buckley and
Campbell were greedy, though. They tried to hide the money in a
trash can before the police got ‘em. Buckley got caught running with
that big March of Dimes tub. I met Campbell on the way back to the
home. He told me he’d hid himself in a trash can and heard Buckley
get caught

“Man, you smell like rotten eggs.”

“Yeh,” he laughed, “but I didn’t get caught like Buckley.”

“Wonder what ol Alexander’s gonna say about us comin’ back so
soon,” I said. “We might even hafta wake him up.”

Neither of us liked the prospect. But when we got there, and
Alexander asked us what we were doing back so soon, I told him, “I've
changed my mind Mr. Alexander, I like this place.”

Alexander was a dog, but he had no sense. “Well,” he says, “go on
up to your room and go to bed. It’s after seven o’clock.”

A couple hours later there’s a knock on the front door. We could
hear the cop car with its engine running, doors slamming, a cop
telling Buckley to shut up. We knew they’d be coming up to get us.

The cops were beating the door down. “Open up, police.” They
had to beat on the door with their clubs before they finally managed
to wake up Alexander.

“What's the matter, officers?” Alexander croaks out.

“We caught this kid in an alley downtown. He was running with
a march of Dimes collection basket that he and his buddies stole from
in front of the RKO theater.”

Alexander knew he was in trouble; he was supposed to zake us
home. He told the cops me and Campbell were Buckley’s partners and
we were right upstairs in bed.

The cops came and got us, but all they did was bawl us out. “You
should be ashamed stealing from poor crippled kids.” I didn’t care shit
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about that. That was dead, didn’t mean a thing to me. Alexander’s
whip did, though. When the cops left he nearly crippled us.

The cops’ report led to a full investigation of Alexander. The
pigeon incident, my robbery, and then the March of Dimes thing
finally drew a flood of county people. When they found out about
Alexander keeping the clothing allowance, feedin’ us peanut butter,
and sendin’ us home on weekends, they decided /e was an incompe-
tent and closed him down. Since I was the one who had caused all the
trouble, I got a ticket back to see Judge Reed.

I could see he had a plan for me this time. He said I needed “close
parental control,” which meant that he was putting me in with this
fanatical, middle-aged Christian, Mrs. Richardson — a screaming
believer.

Light streamed in over the big desk in the parlor. The place had a
peculiar smell of aging couches, crocheted doilies and furniture polish.
Sunday morning: my first Sunday morning at Mrs. Richardson’s, all
dressed up in a new suit she bought me down at the secondhand store.
“It’s a little big,” she said, “but you'll grow into it.” The shoes she got
me were a little big too — two sizes too big — but they didn’t have my
size. “You can’t wear them sneakers to my church, James, and you
must go the way of the Lord.”

She handed me a prayer book and a hymnal across the desk. I had
to say, “Yes, maam, thank you,” every time she spoke to me or she’'d
break off into a lecture I couldn’t stand. “No slouching, stand up
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She made me go to the morning services, Sunday school, and then
Bible training all afternoon. There was something wrong with me, she
said, and the only way for me to become a good boy was by changing
my behavior completely. She made me join the choir the next Sunday,
and after that when her friends came over in the evenings I had to sing
solos for them while Mrs. Richardson bragged about all she was doing
for me.

At first I believed Mrs. Richardson when she said there was some-
thing wrong with me, and I went along with her program. I even went
so far as to get a job doing yardwork for Reverend Monroe, who grew
to like me and made me an usher. The ushering was the high point of
my career in the church. I greeted the people as they came in and
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showed them to their seats. Then I'd stand reverently at the head of an
aisle while the Reverend gave his sermon. It was always the same: he'd
start out slowly with some quotation or other, put in a little stack of
morality, then lead up to his conversations with God — where God had
inspired his teachings and told him they needed a proper place to be
heard: a new church. This was the cue to start the collection; me and
the other ushers would take the baskets around and the flock would
dig in deep.

After a while I got tired of church and hip to the Reverend. He
was the biggest crook in the neighborhood. Leading all those people
on about how him and God is pals and they got to show their faith by
contributing to the church fund. Shit, that old bastard had a big house
and a new Cadillac every year. And later, after he'd collected over fifty
thousand dollars for the church, he just split — left L.A. with the loot
and never returned.

Meanwhile, though, I got a little of the action myself. While
Monroe was up there preaching, I'd slip into the cloakroom to pilfer
the ladies’ handbags. And after everybody left, I helped count the col-
lection, taking ten or fifteen dollars for myself each week. But like the
good Reverend, I kept up my act: always sweet and respectful. I filled
in everything with “Yes, sir, yes, ma’am,” until everyone at the church
from Monroe on down was telling Mrs. Richardson “what a good boy
your James Edward is.”

I was making a good living for my age, until one Sunday this real
believer kid named Jack ushered with me and saw me tuck a ten-spot
up my sleeve. He told Monroe, who came running out of his house
after me as I left the church and searched me down. By that time I had
the money stashed in my shoe, but Jack insisted I had it, so they even
made me take off my socks. That did it. When the bill dropped out,
Monroe slapped me down and blackballed me from the church. Mrs.
Richardson sang hymns over my body while she cried and beat me
with her strap.

After that, I completely gave up thinkin’ something was wrong
with me. On Sundays Mrs. Richardson would make me get dressed up
and send me off to church. I told her I had another church, but of
course I didn’t. Instead I'd blow some grass and go to all these little
churches in East L.A. to listen to the music. The women singing their
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solos were my favorite. They had that deep Southern inflection in
their voices that vibrated more feeling than any other sound I'd ever
heard.

I didn’t go to any one church, though, and I'd stopped going to
school. Every day on the way to school I'd look for something to do —
practically anything seemed to be better than going to class. Down the
street from Mrs. Richardson’s was a mortuary where they had funerals
every day. All the cars parked out in front, everybody dressed up in
black — it looked good. One day I slipped inside. There he was, some
old boy decked out in his finest with a bunch of flowers on his chest.
The whole place was so somber it was exciting. When the mourners
got in their cars after the service, I jumped in with some of them. They
never noticed. I rode across town in the caravan all the way to Forest
Lawn. From then on I was hooked — I went to all kinds of funerals all
over town. I even got into a big military funeral of a general all dressed
in his uniform. It was cold out at the cemetery. I felt really sad when
they played taps and shot off the rifles. I didn’t know what it meant,
but I'loved it. I kept going because I'd see all these people. Then some-
one would say what a nice guy he was. I couldn’t wait to get up and
walk by the coffin. I couldn’t wait to look off in there and see the old
boy — and there he was.



Two

FUNERAL TRIPPING. The smell of the thing comes back to me
strong: all the dimestore perfume and cigar smoke rolling around,
tons of flowers and the odor I never could figure out, that old
embalming fluid.

Those dead people were a lot nicer than Mrs. Richardson. She
wouldn’t let me go home; she was making too much bread off my ass.
“Now, James,” I can hear her croak, “James, you get better and I'll let
you go in six months.” Fact is she kept me there for two whole years.
I was wild, crazy mad at her — but she taught me how to control it. I
could look at her sweet as pie while doing nothing but plotting on her
death. It was my one wish and dream to return to that house and burn
the place down. Make it into a burning coffin for Mrs. Richardson —
closed-box funeral. I'd even toss a bottle of perfume in there to make
it right.

When I finally did get out, I couldn’t go through with it; I was just
too happy about leaving.

By the time I got cut loose from Mrs. R’s I was thirteen and flyin’
high. My mother had moved over into Watts. It was spring of 1956,
and the gang activity was reaching its height. Everybody was in a gang,.
The gangs from Watts were raiding down in Compton and the
Compton boys were raiding up into Watts.

The dominant gang in my new neighborhood was called the
Farmers, headed up by Junior Terrell. Junior looked like a monkey: he
was big, but his arms hung clear down to his knees, his forehead
sloped out, and when he walked his feet pointed out in different direc-
tions. His hands were as big as Sonny Liston’s and he could move like
Sugar Ray. On the Avenue the dudes that knew him stepped aside. He
talked only to other guys in the gang and never to chicks unless they
were at the head of a train and he was the engineer.

I really dug the shit out of the Farmers. First of all, they dressed
real sharp. That was important after my experience of wearing noth-
ing but hand-me-downs and secondhand stuff. Then they drove a
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squadron of old cut-down Buicks which they lowered, chromed, and
painted all kinds of wild colors. But most important, they were tough,
and I always admired toughness.

Anyway, my mother had moved into their neighborhood, so I
couldn’t help but come into contact with them. They hung out at a
place near my house and on the weekends went over to the dances the
city had out in the park — Sport Night they called it — and supposed-
ly they put it on to keep kids off the street. They had it in this brok-
endown hall without any windows. Most of the slats had been
stripped from the walls. The most you could say for the place was that
it had a roof and electricity for the bands. On Friday night, though,
the place was jammed.

I remember I went down there for the first time on the Friday
right after my thirteenth birthday. All the Farmers were inside with
their girl friends doing a real funky bop: just about fucking on the
dance floor. Everyone was dancing hard and I wanted to get in on it
bad. But being new in the neighborhood, I didn’t know any of the
chicks except by sight, so I just went up to the foxiest one in the room,
named Katie, and asked her to dance. She said “okay” kind of sly and
we danced.

I knew she was a Farmer chick but I didn’t care. We danced like
crazy for a long time; then she said she had to split, and I went out-
side. I was immediately surrounded by Farmers, mad as hell that I'd
danced with their chick. The next thing I knew, some Joe Louis fires
at me onr of the dark and I was geiiing stomped on from every side.
I would have been hurt bad, but just at that moment an old low-rider
named Billy — one of those thirty-year-old dudes that’s just always on
the scene — ran down the steps to save my ass. He pulled the Farmers
off and sent me home.

The next day I took my bongos down to the empty lot next to the
liquor store where the Farmers hung out. I'd made the bongos at
school, but I didn’t have my math together and didn’t know how to
work the machines, so they turned out lopsided and ugly. They looked
like eggs but they worked, and the Farmers all liked the way I played.
I started going down every day to play my bongos, and after a couple
of weeks they asked me if I wanted to become a junior Farmer — a
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“Future Farmer of America” they called it. Of course I did, and said
so, trying to keep my cool.

Right away I had to get my shit together, my outfit and my hog.
The Farmers dressed up in overalls, white shirts, homburg hats, and
knobs which they’'d buy two sizes too big, soak in water and bend up
so the toes stuck straight up in the air. I used the good old tuck-and-
roll to steal the overalls, and ran out of a shoe store with a thirty-dol-
lar pair of knobs on. I borrowed a hat and then started working on a
37 Buick I got from my uncle’s junkyard — it smoked like hell but it
ran.

I was immediately taken up in the forefront of the gang warfare,
the test for trust and the main reason for sticking together. The first
time out I proved I could do more than play bongos good. One of the
other members of the Farmers had been waylaid by a rival gang, and
we were going to avenge him. We found out about a party this gang
was having and decided to get them all. I had the idea to burn the
place down with gas bombs, Molotov cocktails. When I was younger,
we used to throw them up against the walls over in Aliso Village. It’s
a beautiful, decent sight to see. We just did it down there to watch
them burn but now I wanted to use them for real. None of the other
Farmers had done it before. When I demonstrated the way the thing
worked they were all excited. We made about twenty or thirty bombs
and drove off to this party, whipped ‘em through the windows and
burned the place to the ground. People were running out of the joint
screaming, and as they ran out more cocktails covered the lawn and
sidewalk with exploding gas. All the small fires soon became one huge
one. We used a few unlit cocktails into the middle of the house to fin-
ish it off; then we went to their leader’s house and torched it up too.

Besides being willing to attack other gangs ferociously, we were
absolutely notorious for ripping off expensive chicks. We'd cruise over
on a weekend to the west side of L.A., find a party, walk in and take
the thing over. We were funkier and more aggressive than these real
proper dudes, and their chicks liked that. After a while, one of us
would ask some sharp-looking chick if she wanted to go to the store.
When she got outside and into one of the Buicks, the next thing she
knew she was all the way over in hell — in the middle of Watts with a
squad of Buicks behind her. Wed take her down to our clubhouse and
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strip her down; then we'd all fuck her, as many as twenty guys in a
train.

Sex was a very minute thing. It didn’t have to make any sense. It
was for the minute. You did it for a while, then it became natural.
Everything we did was like that — unquestioning and explosive. You
can only do crazy shit when it’s your routine. With sex it was the game
that was routine: nearly every train started and ended with the same
moves. On the street it was more the attitude — looking for openings
to fuck around or fuck somebody up — so the actions themselves were
diverse and spontaneous. Like the time, a couple of months after
hooking up with the Farmers, when I was just walking around down
on 103rd Street with four brothers. We'd been smoking some weed
and were really broke and hungry when we walked by this Mexican
bakery. There were all kinds of pastries and cakes in the window, just
sitting there. We didn't hesitate.

We went around to the back of the place, giggling like a pack of
fools, climbed up a fence and onto the roof. I broke open the ventila-
tion system and we all slithered down it, dropping the last ten feet to
the floor. What a surprise! A huge room filled with cakes and cookies.
Vat upon vat of icing and cake mix, banks of stainless-steel ovens,
giant sinks, and sacks of flour for days. We started eating and smear-
ing the stuff all over the walls, throwing bowls of icing into the ovens
and ripping the sinks off the walls. I picked up a hundred-pound sack
of flour and broke it over one of the dudes’ heads. He came up all
whire and coughing, his cycs looking like two pissholes in a snow-
bank. Then somebody did the same to me. Another guy was breaking
every dish he could find, and there was water an inch deep from the
ripped-up sinks. We were sliding and skating around in the paste of
flour and water, laughing hysterically and throwing shit at each other.
This went on for hours until the inside of that bakery was chaos.

At four A.M. the baking crew came in through the front door. We
heard them coming and ran for it, but the back door was locked and
we were laughing too hard to break it open. They stood there gazing
at our handiwork in a state of total shock. Then they started yelling
and swinging at us with their stirring sticks. The place was like a skat-
ing rink; it was so slippery that the bakers would fall on their asses
every time they took a swing. We maneuvered around them to the
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front door and ran out into the street: five black kids hauling ass
through the dawn with flour pouring out of our ears, a bunch of
squealing bakers chasing us, waving their sticks in the air.

Four of us got away but Tony, the littlest guy, was caught and beat
up by the bakers. When the cops came they tricked him into telling
our names. That night they came to our houses, pulled us out of bed,
and took us to the Watts police station. They questioned me for hours;
I just kept saying that I'd been home all night. Tony insisted that I'd
been with him. Since there was only his word against mine and none
of the bakers could say for sure who was who, we were all released,
except for Tony. He never came back to the neighborhood. I never saw
him again.

A few weeks later the juvenile authorities came to the conclusion
that even though Tony’s testimony wasn’t enough to convict me of
anything, it was enough to send me to “camp” for probation violation.
The cops picked me up and took me in front of the Juvenile Board, a
bunch of mangy old dogs who told me I'd like “camp” because it was
in the hills. At the time, I really didn’t mind going; I remember think-
ing I was on the Way Up. It was in Los Padres National Forest and we
were outdoors all day, but I got tired of that in a hurry. I wanted to
get into camp with bigger, tougher kids, or else back to the streets. I
hooked up with a Chicano dude and escaped by using bent forks to
climb the chicken-wire fence.

I never went home. I went back to Aliso Village and shacked up
with various divorcees at night. During the day I hustled and became
an expert at tuck-and-roll. This suspicious-looking dude named
Buster, my partner, would go into an expensive men’s store down-
town. I'd follow him in. All the salespeople would be paranoid watch-
ing him as I tucked-and-rolled a suit under my coat. We'd do four or
five of these jobs a day for customers we'd line up at the pool hall in
the Village. I was making thirty or forty dollars a day doing this,
which wasn’t bad money for my age.

Since I hadn’t gone home, my mother had absolutely no idea
where I was, and my probation officer couldn’t find me either. I saw
him several times in the street and dodged him. One day I came
around a corner and there he was, right in front of me. I took a big
gulp of air and started to turn just as he grabs me. “Hold it right there,
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James,” he says, “you’re goin’ back to camp.” I asked him when. He
said, “Now!” I broke his hold by bringing my arms up hard from
underneath, and outran him down the street. There was just no way I
was going back to that camp when I was having so much fun on the
streets.

After I got away, I kept seeing the guy around the ghetto more and
more. | knew I was going to get caught sooner or later. Finally he saw
Me down on 103rd Street. When I started to run he started to scream,
“Stop! Thief! Thief!” and a fat old traffic cop ran me down on his
threewheeler.

“You're not goin’ back to camp now, boy,” he snarled.

“You're goin’back to the judge!” He was all blown out, puffin’and
heavin’ in’ like a steam shovel. I laughed in his face .

“...A hardened criminal at fourteen. An example of undisciplined
living, loose morals...” Judge Reed, his fat lips moving as if they were
something separate from his immobile head, was reading the riot act,
saying how the County could no longer be responsible for me. He was
sending me up to higher authorities, to the California Youth
Authority. I was on my way to Paso Robles, the reform school up in
the Central Valley for kids twelve to sixteen.

Kids from all over California who have been delinquents all their
lives finally meet each other in Paso Robles. Some, like me, are mov-
ing in for the first time, a few for the second or third.

1 rode up on the bus with a dude named Wally Collins — we called
him “June” - a funny-looking kid with a big wide nose. He just
looked like a June. He was straight from Alabama and a crazy moth-
erfucker with a bad attitude just like me. I mean, he liked to have his
fun and never stopped giving the cops shit. On the bus trip we got
bored and carved our initials on the side panel with June’s nail clip-
pers. At Paso Robles the driver told the clerks in Receive and Release
that someone on the bus had done some carving. The clerks told the
guard, who lined us up in a long row, handcuffed side by side.

The clerk, a little man with moles all over his face, pointed at me
and June and whispered something we couldn’t hear. The guard nod-
ded and announced loudly, “We’ll take care of them. We don’t take
that kind of crap around here.”
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He came walking down the line toward us, swinging all these keys
he had on a long lanyard. He was walking real slow, staring all the kids
down, letting everyone know he was the boss. The next thing I knew,
he twirled the lanyard in the air and hit me right on top of the head
with them. It hurt so bad I was paralyzed. For a minute all I could do
was stand there looking at this big motherfucker, barely believing he'd
hit me. Then I ran at him blindly. June helped me, but we were hand-
cuffed together, besides being too little for the job. He knocked us
both down and dragged us half a mile to the Hole.

When we got down there it was all dark and smelly. The smell was
vomit. There wasn’t much air to begin with, and it was deep into
August. It was like hell. We figured since they gave us single cells and
just threw us in, we'd lie around for a month or so. June went to sleep.
I lay back on the steel bunk and tried breathing through my mouth.

At six that evening the cops got us up, yelling, “Fall in line!”
Everyone stumbled out of their cells into the corridor. I was feeling
weird because I didn’t know any of the kids in there or what the fuck
was going on. Nobody said a word. I tried asking the kid behind what
was happnin’ but he just looked at me like I wasn’t there. It wasn’t nat-
ural. These dudes looked funny. A lot of fuckin’ Indians. The bull gave
some kind of military order I couldnt understand and everybody
turned a quarter step. Two more orders and he had the whole line
marching double time down the runway and out onto the football
field. “Hup, hup, hup.” I thought they must be joking.

Officer Butts, a big redneck cowboy who sported a snap shirt,
pointy-toed boots, and topped it off with a ten-gallon hat, was out in
the middle of the field under an umbrella, sipping on some ice water.
The sun was low. There wasn’t any air out there, either. It was just
boiling.

Butts didn’t say anything. He sat there like a big purple-faced
mummy while the other kids made me and June fall in at the end of
the line. There must have been sixty guys standing at attention when
Butts shouts, “Forward! Run!”

The line moved out fast. Around the track through all that heat.
After the first lap my feet were burning, my lungs were aching, and I
was dizzy. After three laps, June dropped to the ground spread-eagled
and passed out. Butts came up out of his chair on the dead run. “Get
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up you son of a bitch!” he cried, and kicked June as hard as he could.
nobody else stopped running, as if they knew some things that June
and I didn’t. They just kept going around that track with two Indians
leading the way.

Butts was still kicking at June, so I went over, sat down under the
umbrella for a rest, and had a slug of his drink. When he saw what I
was doing, he went right out of his mind.

“You black bastid! What the fuck do you think you’re doin’?” He
was so mad he could barely talk — this huge bull with his high, funny
voice. Before he could get at me with his boots I jumped up and start-
ed running again. There was no way I could keep it up, though: I had
to fall out again. This time Butts got a couple of kicks in, then had me
and June sent back to the Hole without a shower. We were steaming,
and the mosquitos were having a ball.

The Hole was run by the Paso Robles goon squad — Butts’s part-
ner on the afternoon shift was named Martin. He looked, dressed, and
acted the part of Butts’'s twin brother. Nasty Jack, the guard on the
morning shift, was even worse. The night guard provided our only
comic relief: Just Plain Williams, an ancient cop working a soft job
while waiting to die.

Every morning they got us up before the birds at four thirty — to
run. They had me running twelve miles a day, half of it affer chow at
night. Butts never let us stop. I couldn’t possibly finish the whole dis-
tance without a rest; I'd still be out on the track while the rect of the
dudes were already showering up. In the morning after we'd packed in
our six miles, they had us march down a dirt road to some pits — just
a bunch of holes in the ground that the cons had dug up with picks
and shovels. They’'d make us dig and dig till the holes were like ten feet
deep, and then they had us fill them up again. Butts used to laugh,
“Time for yer rehabilitations! Start diggin’, boys.” June didn’t go for
this shit at all. He'd disappear down one of the holes no one was work-
ing in, or chase everyone else away from his hole and go to sleep at the
bottom in the cool shade. When Butts got wise to this he’d let June
get to sleep and then have a bunch of dudes begin burying June alive.

Life was a constant battle between us and the guards. I spent six
months in Paso Robles Hole because I couldn’t get enough clean time
together. They had this rating system: three was excellent, two passing,
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one didn’t mean shit. I just couldn't get my twos together. As soon as
I did I broke a guy’s arm in a baseball game and Butts got me trans-
ferred to Preston.

Preston is an old place off Highway 99 in Ione, California.
Originally the only building was a castle, and the cons did their time
in there, but as the institution expanded new buildings were con-
structed, and the castle became the administration building.

They went through the same routine every time I got transferred:
asking the same questions that they had a dozen times and writing it
all down, of course. I guess they need the paper work to increase the
number of jobs in the system and keep the budget high. When they
asked me where I was from, I answered, “Shit, 'm from Paso Robles.”
Which wasn’t just a wise remark: I'd moved so much that I could never
exactly say where I was from. I was from everywhere.

The authorities also have a setup at Preston where the new arrivals
are put into a dormitory with a bunch of older cons called COs —
gorillas that the counselors themselves are afraid to deal with. They
put them in charge of us in the hope that by giving them a little power
they’ll make them into rats. These guys at Preston loved their duty,
loved doing the dirty work for the counselors.

The main activity in this dormitory was buffing the rubberized
concrete floor with big hand buffers that weighed about forty or fifty
pounds. They had ten of these buffers working and all the kids were
supposed to take a turn. But when the guy called my name I said,
“No, I won’t do it. Don’t even ask me.” At this the COs got up from
where they were playing cards in the corner and pushed me into a
back room. There were three of them: Buzz Moran from the Slausons,
a Chicano dude by the name of Ed Venitas and a white goon named
Carey.

“Now look,” says Buzz with that you-know-you-better-cooperate
look, “our job in this house is to make sure you buff that floor and
anything else the cops say you gotta do. Your only job here is to 4o it.
We're just askin’ you this one time. Now get yer ass out there and start
buffin’?”

Moran had the other two hold me while he worked me over good.
When he got through I was still talking crazy, so they called the cop
in. He told them to beat on me some more, but they knew it would-
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n't work that way and sent me back out on the floor with the other
kids.

I couldn’t understand how people put up with filling holes they
had dug or buffing a floor that was already so shiny you could see your
face in it. It was just a useless way of wasting time that didn’t have any
point but to let you know what would happen if you didn't take
orders. I felt like this time I was letting them know right away that I
wasn’t putting up with their bullshit.

“They” in this case meant the COs. The authorities work it so
you're one-on-one with another convict — setting you against one
another. In this case, me against Buzz Moran. | knew he was out to get
me after the little difference of opinion in the dormitory. I also knew
he must have a lot of enemies among the other guys he'd beat up or
forced to do dumb jobs.

The next day I heard the rumors I'd already suspected to be true.
This dude who used to run with the Slausons himself told me what a
dog and a snitch Moran was. He also told me that Moran was gonna
get me for making him look bad. Later in the morning, this same
dude, Mike, slipped me a piece of pipe.

In the afternoon it was hot and humid. Nothing moved inside the
prison except the prisoners and their keepers. It was one of those days
when the sounds from far away make a dull thud when they hit your
ears, the crawling heat gets under your skin and makes you feel like
you're in a snake pit.

“March! Hup! Hup! Hup!” Qut of the doimitoiy oo this biack-
topped yard. I was burning up and so was the rest of the company.
Our boots were so hot we could hardly keep our feet in them. The
cops standing in the shade joking and fucking off while the COs
counted cadence, Buzz Moran playing his role of head counter.

After an hour I'd had more than enough; I pulled out of line and
stood there. Moran saw me, immediately called halt, and walked
down the line, followed by Venitas and Carey threatening the other
dudes not to move. They came walking toward where I was standing
all alone, cussing me and generally warming up to give the cops and
everyone else a show with me as the victim.

Moran was about three yards away from me when I rushed him
with the pipe. I let out an insane scream and hit him across the top of
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the head as hard as I could. He crumbled to the ground with a puz-
zled look on his face. Nobody else was moving now except me, and I
didn’t stop for a second. I kept pounding at Moran around the head
and in the groin. Everyone else was too stunned to move. I was still
screaming, although I can’t remember what. I was trying to beat Buzz
Moran to death. I would have, too, but some of the kids came
unstuck, and one of the biggest dudes smashed me on the side of the
neck. The cops fell into a righteous panic, blowing whistles, yelling to
each other, and keeping a good distance until they could figure out
whatwas happening. I was sobbing, laughing, begging the dudes to let
me finish Moran off.

It all happened fast — within a minute — but it was a_fw// minute.
It filled me up. I was high as the sky. Jungle Jim brought me down
hard. Jungle, a barrel-chested, jar-headed goon with hair all over his
body like Mussolini, extended his notorious reputation for brutality
all over my body. When I came to, my tongue was cut, I couldn’t
breathe, my blood was all over the place. I looked up, and there was
Jungle leering down at me with a gas gun in his hand. When I started
trying to yell at him I could only croak out “muhfuck.” Jungle Jim
made some joke about how glad he was to see me conscious again,
shot the gas canister into my closed-wall cell, and slammed the door.
The gas was so thick I had to keep my head in the toilet, flushing it
constantly in order to get air. When the goon figured the first canister
had done its job he came back and gave me another one.

After a month and a half in the Hole with Jungle Jim as my spe-
cial protector, I was assigned to a company on the mainline for four-
teen and fifteen-year-olds. Most of the time we had to spend in a big,
bare day room which had a wood platform at one end with a few
weights, some aluminum tables and chairs, and a television which was
constantly on. The counselor, a sinister bastard named LeNeure, sat
up front, next to the buzzer he could use to call in the goons if any-
thing happened. LeNeure had been wiped out in a riot once, with a
steel ashtray, and had a big ugly scar across his left eye. He hated us.
He worked there because he hated us. His biggest thrill came from
getting us to fight so he could blackjack whoever won.

Every day was the same. The chow was so terrible, I couldn’t eat
it, especially since I knew that the guys in the kitchen pissed and shit
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in it from time to time. They had me working on the farm for no
wages. The rest was all fuckin’ TV.

I felt like exploding. I was so full of crap I couldn’t stand it. Just
after dinner one night I walked into the room, took one of the chairs
and smashed the television to bits, and started throwing what was left
of it at LeNeure. Everyone else started throwing chairs at him too. He
pressed the buzzer a bunch of times and beat it out the door. At that
I grabbed the first white kid I could get my hands on and beat the shit
out of him. Soon there was a miniature race riot going on. The goons
were there, knocked down the door and shot the joint up with a ton
of tear gas. No one could stand that for very long, and one by one we
ran out the door. The goons were lined up outside waiting: as we came
out coughing, they beat us with their clubs. Their favorite move was
to wait until you'd just gone by and swing the club up behind you
between your legs — just the second you thought you'd got by one free
you get it in the nuts.

After they beat us they took all the blacks and Mexicans to the
Hole. I wanted to try an escape but the place was in the middle of a
lot of farmland and a black boy stood out in all that corn.
Furthermore, the prison officials paid the farmers fifty bucks for every
kid they caught. Even if you did get out of prison the chances of get-
ting out of Ione were slim to none.

The only attempt I saw was pulled off by a bunch of white kids
led by a little dude named Puppet. He and three other guys attacked
the guard. They were pounding the chir our of cld LeNeuic, uying w
get his keys. The COs woke up in the middle of it and went to help
LeNeure. I didn’t know this Puppet at all, but I jumped into the scuf-
fle on impulse, grabbed one of the COs, and started wailin’ on his ass.
When the cops came I thought I was on the way to the Hole again.
But in the dark and confusion the cop hadn’t seen what I was doing
and thought I was trying to belp him. They actually made me a hero
gave me a special award for bravery. The company and Puppet knew
the truth, though, so nobody accused me of being a rat.

I started playing football to relieve the boredom. Getting on the
team meant special diet and special time to practice, plus plenty of
legal contact. I was in good shape from running so goddamn much at
Paso Robles, so I did very well right from the start. I scored a lot of
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touchdowns for the coach, and in return he had me fed some decent
grub and wrote me out fine reports.

I also went to church every Sunday. The counselors always kept a
careful check on who went to church since it was voluntary. They fig-
ured if you went to church you must be on the road to recovery. The
services were led by a white Baptist preacher from Ione who drove up
every Sunday in his black Cadillac, ahead of one of those yellow
school buses filled with a choir of youngsters. Most of the dudes who
went to church did it to get off on the girls. I'd go to laugh at the
preacher. He'd get to lying like old Reverend Monroe about how he'd
talked to God in the woods, waving his arms around, saying God told
him he was one of the Chosen Few ordained personally to spread His
message. He'd go on and on misquoting the bible and comparing him-
self with Moses. Unable to stifle my laughs, I'd sometimes burst out
right in the middle of the service. Then this hick would roll his eyes
back to the other side of his head and start another lie about how the
devil was right there among us.

There was a regular theater at Preston that even had seats and a
balcony. Once a week they'd show a movie, usually pretty old and
fucked up. One Saturday night as I was watching Blackbeard the
Pirate, 1 got the idea of starting a gang called the Pirates when I hit the
streets. I could relate to Blackbeard: pillaging towns, taking over ships,
ripping off all the good-looking women. That stuff was right on tar-
get. I figured with a gang like that I could do whatever I pleased,
which was the absolute only thing I wanted to do. In December ‘57
my time was up. I couldn’t wait. I'd done my year.
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“POOR-DEVIL! You black bastard! Get your ass out here! I got some-
thin’ to talk to you about!”

A pointed head with batwing ears bounced up above the railing of
the porch. Poor-Devil was trying to get his beady eyes into focus.
“Mothafuckah wake a man up...” He groaned, then took a look at me
and grinned. “Oh! Iss you, Carr! Hey, man, welcome back! Howya
doin?”

“Fine, fine,” I said impatiently. “Hey, Poor-Devil, you ever hear of
Blackbeard the Pirate?”

“Noooo... What kinda shit you talkin?” Poor-Devil hadn’t heard
of anything outside of Los Angeles, much less Blackbeard.

“Listen, man,” I went on, “Blackbeard the Pirate is in the movies,
see, an’ I caught his act in the joint. He had nothin’ but the boldest
pirate gang of all: they robbed all these ships and got the chicks and
made dudes walk the plank an’ shit. You an’ me, we’re gonna start a
pirate gang, too. We're gonna have wig ponyrtails with silk scarves, an’
navy bell-bottoms, an’ boots, an’ silk blouses. And we're gonna march
together wherever we go.”

Poor-Devil had really woken up to this. “Carr. thass a had-ass
plan: I can see you now,” he laughed, “BLACKASS THE PIRATE.
Listen, man, I know at least ten guys'll come in right now!” Which is
why I'd come to make Poor-Devil my first recruit: he was small and
weak but so crafty that he was always on top of it and had plenty of
tough friends.

It was about nine o’clock. Poor-Devil had obviously passed out the
night before on this rickety couch, now he was hungry. “Let’s get some
breakfast an’ then I gotta get some more wine, he said. “Then we can
go over to Stan’s house and get into action.”

While we were inhaling some eggs and grits, Poor-Devil filled me
in on the neighborhood activity since I'd been away. Nobody went to
school, any more; everyone cut to Stan’s. Stan was a real pretty boy
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with a bad gas, and all the chicks loved him. His parents both worked,
so every one partied hard there all day long.

By the time we got to the house with a couple of gallons of tokay,
ten people were already dancing and fucking and carrying on. Poor-
Devil introduced me to Stan and his partner Gino and ran down to
all the dudes what the Pirates would be like. I said the first thing we
had to do was learn how to march. Everyone thought that was cool,
so we ran out and started right there. I had all these dudes out on
Normandy Avenue marching up and down the sidewalk, with me
alongside calling the cadence, and Poor-Devil out in front.

In a week Stan’s house filled up with guys wanting to join. Poor-
Devil helped me pick out the toughest and told the rest to go home.
There were fifteen of us, marching around East L.A. in pirate outfits,
drinking wine, dropping all kinds of pills and making big plans.

The only thing we still needed were the silk blouses. We all want-
ed them bad but didn’t have money enough to get the ruffled kind we
wanted. One day when we were bullshitting as usual, I got tired of
talking tough and said, “You all want those motherfuckin’ shirts, don’t
you? Well, I know a place we can get all the money we need to buy
‘em. We're goin’ down to the Western Union office. They’ve got plen-
ty a money in there.”

The dudes thought this was just fine, so I marched them right into
the place and when this old clerk asked me what we wanted I said,
“Give us the money — we got guns.”

When the guy gave us the bread we just split. It was about two
hundred dollars. None of us had a gun.

After we got the blouses the Pirates became one of the best-known
gangs in the ghetto. Membership jumped up to about forty. Whenever
a guy wanted to join, we'd call him a “leathercap” or a “rumpkin bill”
(our private slang for “fool”) and then make him fight one of us. If he
did all right, then this “new-boy” would have to rob a Helms bakery
truck and give the money to the Pirates. Then he was in, and he could
start to work his way up in the gang.

One night Stan, Gino, and a few other Pirates went to raid a party
that the Businessmen, another big L.A. gang, were putting on. These
guys got their name from ripping off expensive clothes and dressing
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up like prosperous dudes. When the Pirates pulled up, the party was
going pretty good. All the Businessmen were drunk or stoned. There
was a lot of dancing in the front room, a lot of fucking going on in
back, and the Pirates wanted the action. So they started to tear the
place up.

They threw all the furniture through a plate-glass window in the
living room and chased all kinds of naked people out of the bedrooms.
It was chaos until Ralph Lynn, the toughest guy in the Businessmen,
got ahold of Stan, fucked him up really bad and threw him out the
window.

After that the Pirates split outside to regroup; a couple of them
came over to another party to get the rest of us. We all headed back to
the Businessmen’s. I was really hot to fight, while oI’ Poor-Devil was
agitating up a storm. When we got there we saw Stan lying out on the
grass in the middle of all this furniture, which got us even more pissed.
We sent one of our new-boys into the house in his Pirate uniform to
talk with the Businessmen. In a few minutes he came back out all beat
to shit.

That gave us an excuse to go in there and finish off the pad. There
were so many Pirates now they couldn’t do a thing. Some of us went
through the house destroying what was left of its contents while
another bunch either grabbed the chicks or beat up Businessmen as
they tried to run out the doors. The only woman left inside, the moth-
er of the dude who lived there, was screaming her lungs out. The only
things standing were the walls. We'd had a hall.

A month later Stan did a real dumb thing that served to make our
little game more serious. He took a bunch of other Pirates into
Slauson to a party just because there was a chick over there he wanted
to fuck. I knew what that part of town was like and refused to go. The
whole neighborhood was in a gang called the Slausons — hundreds of
them — and they were all armed robbers with plenty of guns. Stan and
the boys thought they were tough, but they didn’t even make it to the
party before they were beat up and robbed.

Next day Poor-Devil and I were sitting around my house. We
couldn’t avenge the beating Stan got head-on; there were just too
many Slausons for that.
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“Guns,” I said. “We gotta have some guns.” At the time I was the
only Pirate with a piece. “If we have the guns to do the job, we can
just ambush the fuckers in the Park.” On Friday nights all the
Slausons got in a big gym to dance. “When they come out,” I said,
“we’ll just let em have it. They’ll never know what hit ‘em. Now look,
there’s a sport shop right down on Normandy with all the guns we
need. At lunch there’s only one guy in there, some ol’ dude with a
head like a chicken and glasses thick as your finger. We'll jus” take the
old boy’s glasses off and stomp on ‘em. He won't know what’s hap-
pening.”

We went down to the shop. Sure enough, the old dude was alone
in the place. “Gimme a pack of beebees,” I told him. Since they were
right behind him, he had to turn his back on me. When he did I
choked him around the neck. Poor-Devil threw his glasses against a
wall. We took all his guns and fifty dollars in cash and ran out the back
door.

On Friday night our whole gang met at the park in Slauson. I
walked up to the gym and looked in the window; they were all in
there, all the punks who'd beaten up Stan. When the music stopped at
9:30 they came out, heading for other parties. When more than half
the crowd had come out we started shooting from the bushes. It was
a stampede — people running every which way, screaming and crying.
When we ran out of ammunition we came out of the bushes and
found a lot of people so scared they were cowering on the ground,
unable to move. We beat them up with the guns and ran to our cars.
As we pulled out, the street was blocked off by cops. We couldn’t get
away.

In those days we still played the cops’ game: they didn’t come
around until after the fighting was over, and you let them arrest you
without resisting. But when they got us into the Firestone Station
things got rougher. “You're all punks!” they yelled, and started beating
us with their clubs. We ended up fighting them; they came out on top.

They put me in Jack Daniel’s BoysHome, which was just like the
rest — terrible. After a few weeks, instead of going home on the week-
end, I ran off back to Aliso Village. The Pirates were gone. Stan was
in some federal prison in Oklahoma. Gino was at a prison camp in
northern California. And Poor-Devil had just disappeared.
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I moved in with Esther, a big woman about twenty-five, a divorcee
with a bunch of kids and a big welfare check she spent most of on me.
Me and this other dude were both living there, fucking Esther, eating
her food, and lying around playing records. A lot of people hung out
there because Esther was so “welfare rich.” One of these dudes, the
craziest, was a dope fiend by the name of Willie Ranson. He was the
moldiest character I'd ever met, always talking about robberies and
scoring his next hit. He kept saying how easy it was to pull a job, how
he hadn’t worked a day since he’d discovered divorcees and armed rob-
bery.

I had serious doubts about “turning pro,” but Willie needed a
partner so he kept working on me about how easy it was till finally I
said okay, let’s go.

We drove over to the west side. Willie went into a gun shop and
bought a twenty-two and a thirty-ought-six, which we sawed off so
they’d fit under our coats. When we got the guns ready we went out,
stole a Packard, and cruised around looking for a place to hit.

We walked into the first quiet-looking grocery store we passed, a
Mexican market in Pico Gardens. Willie stepped right up to the
cashier. I walked behind the pile of bread which was stacked up on the
counter. Willie asked the dude for the money. I pushed the barrel of
the thirty-ought into his face through the loaves.

While the clerk put the money into a bag, Willie started walking
around getting some bottles of port wine and lemon juice. Here I am

first job like this, and fucking Willie’s doing his shopping! I stood
there shaking with a rifle against this poor clerk’s ribs waiting for
Willie to come back with his goddamn groceries and get the money.
When he did, I ran to the car as fast as I could, with Willie right
behind. It had just rained: the wheels on the old Packard spun out; we
fishtailed all aver the road, heading for Esther’s.

An hour later the cops came around knocking on doors asking
about dudes with our descriptions. OI' Esther went to the door in her
housecoat and hairnet, looking like a class-A Aliso Village divorcee.
She told them she’d been inside all day taking care of her sick children:
‘Bin here all week in fac’, off’sahs, an’ nobody done came ta see me,
‘cep you”. We're kicked back in the next room grinning at Esther’s act,



The Autobiography of James Carr

knowing we wouldn’t get caught now. We split up the money, about
fifty each.

After that I went crazy. Money was just sitting around alongside
the streets. I carried my rifle strapped under my coat wherever I went.
When the mood struck me, I'd just go in and rob a liquor store or
market. My response to anyone’s money problems was, “shit, man,
they’s a bank on every corner,” which meant the liquor store.

Me and Willie would go to Johnnie’s liquor store on Friday
evening and hang around the parking lot drinking wine with the
pimps, burglars, pickpockets and whores. Whenever some old man
would go into Johnnie’s to cash his paycheck, one of us would go in
the store to buy some gum so we could see how much money he was
geting”. If the guy had a big check we'd go over to his car just as he
was getting in and start talking to him. After a few seconds I'd pull the
rifle out of my coat and let him see the barrel. These old boys were so
scared, they'd give the money over right away. We never did get caught
doing this, even though it was right in our neighborhood because the
people we robbed would never remember what we looked like; all
they'd remember was the gun.

I robbed all the liquor stores in the neighborhood except Johnnie’s
— seven or eight altogether — just by walking in and pointing the rifle
at them. At each store I'd get anywhere from a hundred and fifty to
four hundred dollars. But the money never lasted very long because I
was always going on shopping sprees.

I loved shoes, and Roger’s Bootery had real nice ones. I started
going in there almost every day, buying as many as three pairs at a
time. After a week the clerk made it a point to be especially friendly
to me. He'd call me by my first name and pour me a drink of Chivas
Regal every time I came in. I bought more than thirty pairs of shoes
there in less than two months. I liked clothes, too, so I bought a bunch
of suits and shirts.

I was really showy with my money. Willie taught me the trick of
carrying a lot of change and jingling it so that peopled think I was
rich. And I carried a Texas roll — a wad of bills, mostly ones and fives
with a few big bills on the outside and play money on the inside to
make it fatter.

53



54

BAD

Willie and I hooked up occasionally for more robberies, mostly
fancy liquor stores on the west side which were easy because they
weren't getting robbed very often. The only problem was getting away:
we stood out because there weren’t any blacks living in that part of
town.

At the same time, we were ripping off taxi cabs. Willie and I did
this only once in a while, but our friend Jo Phillips, whom I'd known
from Flats and Preston, was a taxi specialist. He got out of jail around
this time and went to work right away. One night he came home with
five hundred dollars — he’'d held up seventeen taxi drivers!

We pulled so many robberies that it became a way of life. We
weren’t in school and didn’t have any intention of going. We were
unskilled and didn’t want to work anyway. Since we were spending
money so fast we had to pull jobs at least once a week. Wed spend two
hundred dollars a day buying everything we wanted. You spend
money like this because in the back of your mind you know that you
can always get more just by pulling another job. When we bought
wine we'd get six or seven half gallons for the winos and get drunk
with them on the street corner.

Even though we were robbing fools, we were very careful about
which liquor stores we hit. A lot of the bigger ones are death traps.
One dude hides in the back and sits there looking and waiting. When
somebody comes in to rob the place the clerk is very polite because,
he says, he’s insured and doesn’t want any trouble. As the holdup man
takes the money and turns to go, rthe clerl ducks down behind the
counter and the guard steps out with a scattergun and blows you away.

I took whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted it. The only thing I
had in mind was figuring out how to pull off a bigger job than the last
one — to make a grand slam. The thought of stopping never entered
my mind.

I robbed on impulse and got caught by chance in one of those
“field interrogations” the cops are always pulling. One night on my
way back to Flats this squad car pulls up. I knew they had me. It was
one of those times I knew they'd hang something on me even if they
couldn’t make the right connections. All of a sudden I had that old
sinking feeling: “What the fuck, I'm gonna get popped.”
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They took me to County Jail because I said I was eighteen; since
I was so “grown up” I wanted to be in with the older dudes. When I
went to the arraignment they had a big stack of robberies against me.
I didn't think they were serious; I thought I'd just do a little time in
reform school and then get out.

Black Dick, a dude I knew from Preston, was in County then too.
When I got back to the cell block, he met me and asked what I was in
for and what was I doing in County Jail at my age. When I gave him
the list of property sheets on the robberies he checked them out and
said, “Boy, you better tell them how old you are, or they’re gonna send
you to state prison for a long time.”

The next day in the courtroom, all the people I'd robbed were in
there staring at me with that victim look. The DA was looking smug
as hell. But before they began to go through their acts, I said to the
judge in my most innocent voice, “Your Honor, sir, there must be
some mistake. This is a real courtroom, and I'm only sixteen.” It was
illegal for me to even be iz that courtroom if I was telling the truth.
The DA nearly crapped in his pants, said there must indeed be some
mistake, I was lying. But the bailiff called my parole officer and con-
firmed my statement. They had to send me back to Juvenile Hall.
Willie wasn’t so lucky: They sent him right up to Quentin, where he
ended up doing eight years.

Finally I was sent back to old Judge Reed. He told everyone that
I was getting worse and worse, “an incorrigible criminal — he’ll never
change.” He sent me back to Preston. In Classification I convinced
them it would be good for me to be outside chopping down trees at a
camp. The warden thought that was okay since I had a year to do.
That’s when they sent me to Mt. Bullion.

Mt. Bullion is a forestry camp up near Yosemite; it’s run by the
Forest Rangers, with only a few cops around to watch the juvies. The
rangers spend the whole day worrying about clearing paths, cutting
down trees, and digging post-holes. They had no idea who we were —
young blacks and Mexicans from L.A. and Frisco — or what to do with
us. They really didnt want us there, even though we did a lot of their
shitwork, but they had no choice. The Youth Authority uses the camps
as a last test to either give you one more chance to reform yourself or
to “make sure” that you're fit meat for the prison system. Most of the
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kids who get sent there have already been in reform school, so they
take advantage of the relatively lenient rangers and fuck up.

I'd known a lot of hot-dog guys before I got to Bullion, but never
had T seen the likes of Maynard Farrell. Maynard was the doggie
daddy, master of the homos. He always slept surrounded by two or
three of them in the rear of our dormitory while he had the rest of his
homos out turning tricks for money, especially with the old cons.
Maynard boasted that no one in that camp could ever come without
coming to him first.

Maynard was on my work crew, as was my friend Johnny
Washington, who loved homosexuals but could never get one on his
own. The crew worked together every day, getting up at six A.M. to
start up the trail to chop trees for a firebreak on the mountain. All
nine dudes on our crew were young blacks, and we were all fuck-offs.
Now the rangers who assigned the crews must have had no sense at all
because one noon we got back from work and there’s this new, young,
cute white kid waiting at our table. We couldn’t believe our eyes.

“Well, well, what a brave boy!” says Maynard, sitting practically in
the kid’s lap. “What kinda work you in, boy? Cocksuckin’ or corn-
holin’?”

The rest of us crowded around the kid, asking him how many of
us he thought he could take at once, “since he was gonna be takin’ us
all out on that trail this afternoon.”

“Let’s eat!” yelled Maynard. “To celebrate the punk'”

The Lid sat there bewildered. T dididt kaow how o ugut Dack.
You could see he kept hoping we were just joking, laughing along with
us, then protesting, then sitting paralyzed with fear. By the time we hit
the trail he didn't know whether he was coming or going.

Halfway up, in a switchback between the rocks where the trail
widened out, I pulled the kid behind a rock for a little talk. “Listen,”
I whispered, “the guys are really gonna rip you off, that’s no shit. But
if you come across for me, I'll tell’ em you're all right so they won't
fuck with ya. Okay?”

He stammered out something I didn’t pay much attention to,
since by then I had his pants down and already had my cock halfway
up his ass. I pushed him up the rock and kept fucking him while he
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babbled how I was hurting him and he'd never been fucked before and
he wished I'd hurry up and come.

Soon as I finished Johnny Washington jumped in to take my
place. The kid let out a scream. Our plan was to have each guy in the
crew go behind the boulder and tell the kid he wouldn’t tell anyone
else he'd fucked him. By the time three of usd pulled this stunt, the
kid was getting wise, but there was nothing he could do. Everyone in
the crew punked this poor guy, and then Washington punked him
again and took off all his clothes. The kid went running naked down
the trail, is face all dirty, his body scratched up, and his ass raw and
bloody. He ran down to the ranger screaming about how eight niggers
had raped the shit out of him. When we saw him down there we
stopped laughing and took off into the brush.

The ranger called the cops, who brought in two helicopters to
look for us.

We were running madly through the manzanita brush and scrub
oak without one idea in hell of which way to go to get away. We'd get
separated into ones and twos, then bump into each other again, run-
ning in circles like Keystone Kops. The police could see everything
that was going on from up in the air, and probably laughed their heads
off as they let us run around for a while. When they decided to drop
down and pick us up, they hovered just over our heads, beating us
with the wash from the chopper blades. Rocks and dirt were flying so
thick we couldn’t see. I kept falling down and running into things
until every part of my body was bruised or bleeding. I couldn’t hear
anything but the copters; they were so low the noise was deafening. I
finally fell down behind a big boulder and put my arms over my head.
A few minutes later two bulls kicked me into one of the helicopters,
put a pair of handcuffs on me real tight, and flew all of us back to
camp.

The head ranger, an old black we called Saw Horse, was really
pissed — called us a shame to our race and had us shipped out to the
jail in Mariposa.

Mariposa was a cowboy town with hitching posts and saloons —
the whole Western bit. The sheriff was a real country bumpkin. He'd
never seen so many black boys in one place, much less in his jail.
When he came into our cell and asked us what we'd done, we told him
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wed just finished fucking a white boy. His face went white; he was
really scared. One of the dudes from the crew, Jerry Wilcox, was a real
fool. As the sheriff backed away, he swaggered up to him and drawled,
“Sher’ff, Ah think Ah wanna fuck yew!”

Usually new cons at Tracy are put in double cells. I wasn’t allowed
to cell with anyone. When my assignment came up the guard said,
“Wait a minute. Carr here has a red tag. Gotta put this boy in a cell
by hisself.” That suited me fine.

They wanted to watch me. In Tracy there were lots of fifteen- and
sixteen-year-olds put in side by side with old cons from Folsom and
Quentin. A whole lot of youngsters got raped and turned into homos
there. In fact, Tracy had the reputation for being the worst place for
this sort of thing of all the prisons in California. After the Mt. Bullion
incident, they wanted to keep an eye on me.

They assigned me to D-unit, up on the third tier. After the guard
gave me the cell, he split, leaving me alone to figure things out. I put
my things away and walked out onto the yard.

“Hey, blood, over HERE!” It was Lee Mason, an older dude I'd
met a few times in L.A. Juvenile Hall. You couldn’t miss recognizing
him cause he looked like a big black insect with bulging bug-eyes.
People called him Lee-Bug. “James, how rhe hell you get to be so big?”
Lee-Bug was three years older than me but considerably smaller. “We
gonna be able to use you’ round there. Lissen, m’'man, we'll take a lit-
tle tour an’ you can tell me abonr rthe ctreers while T eell you about this
joint.”

It was one huge motherfucker. Cells without end: five tiers high on
either side of a corridor a mile long. And it looked like a ghost town.
Evidence of destruction everywhere. Cardboard in the windows, paper
blowing all over. With all of us youngsters in there, it was always at a
boil, with no outlet but violence.

“We got ourselves a full-blown race war on our hands, James. You
gotta be tough, you gotta stick together, and you gotta fight to stay
alive.”

I told Lee-Bug about what we'd done at Bullion. He loved it. That
sort of shit was right up his alley. He took me back out on the yard. A
crowd of his partners gathered around. Lee-Bug introduced me to Jim

Howard, Chuck Greer, Hog Jaw, Robert Edwards, Cadillac, Harry
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Thompson, and Little Joe Jackson. I shook hands all around while
Lee-Bug told them the story of Mt. Bullion. They laughed like crazy
and were nice to me right off. Besides, I was big and in good shape
from running and lifting weights: they were always looking for a new
dude like me to join them, a potential ally in the race warfare.

At five, recall was announced over the loudspeakers. As the cons
walked back into the cell block, I was amazed at the pure size of the
prison population. I'd just never imagined there would be so many
guys.

Everyone walked in cliques, groups of from about five to thirty
guys. The younger kids always walked in big bunches. Individuals or
weak groups walking alone got ratpacked, pressured out of their can-
teen draw, or stabbed right in the hallway. A strong group wouldn’t be
bothered. This was called the wolf code; and the blacks’ clique was the
Wolf Pack, strongest group in Tracy.

After count was over I walked down from my cell on the third tier
to go to chow. Lee-Bug and all these so-called notorious dudes were
waiting for me. Together, the fifteen of us went down, and from then
on I did everything with the Pack. I was so tough they let me in right
away.

As soon as I'd joined the Wolf Pack, Lee-Bug and I got real heavy
into the pressure thing, always ripping some kid for his canteen. They
started calling us “the Booty Bandits”; all the other cons knew about
us and were afraid.

When a new kid named Abernathy arrived, a real fat kid, we
decided to rip him off right away. As we were walking across the yard
we passed a carpenter’s cart; I grabbed a hammer off it and stuck it
under my coat. We sat down in the bleachers with the Pack. This fool
Abernathy comes over to talk to us thinking he was going to join our
group. You could just look at him and tell he was never going to make
it. Immediately nervous and scared, he started making small talk:
‘Hiya, fellas, m’name’s A-bernathy. I just got ... here from ... Preston
... yes-terday ...”

Lee-Bug looked Abernathy up and down, then went right to work

“This here’s a helluva joint, boy.” He rolled his tongue around his

mouth, grinned, and went on: “Hey boy, aint I seen you some
before?” — ten seconds here to let him suffer — “Yeah! YOU was the kid

59



60

BAD

who got punked by all those dudes at Paso Robles. I was jus’ old
enough to watch then, but I could tell you give some sweet head.

Abernathy shrunk back in horror. “I-I-I don’ know what you
talkin’ about! I aint no homosexual an’ I ain’ never been in Paso
Robles, an’ all I can say, you mus’ be thinkin a some other Ab’nathy,
heh-heh-heh...“ Meanwhile, everyone in the Wolf Pack was jiving his
ass saying how queer he looked and how his ass could take care of
everybody and with his lips he must give good head.

Right in the middle of all this I jumped up, pulled out the ham-
mer, and yelled, “Punk, you a fuckin’ liar! I £now you're a punk! Heard
about you even before you got here, an’ I been waitin’ for you.”

Abernathy looked at that hammer, then at Lee-Bug, then at me,
and he knew he was going to get punked, so he said, “Yeh, its true.”

Just then they called lockup. Lee-Bug grabbed the kid by the back
of his coat, took him to his cell, and raped him. When the cops
opened the cell Abernathy went stone crazy, ran across the yard over
to Custody, and told them hed been raped. The cops dragged him
over to Captain Hocker’s office, where he told the captain that some
guy named Lee-Bug had fucked him with the help of some big guy
with a hammer. Hocker figured this had to be me.

The Wolf Pack was back sitting out on the bleachers, talking
about how we were all gonna fuck this kid in the shower that night,
We were always getting trains going where ten or twenty guys would
punk the same kid.

Just a5 we were woiking out our “game pian,” five police came
walking on the yard with Abernathy in tow. We knew hed told. They
came over and called out, “Mason, Thompson, Carr, Greer — to the
captain’s office.” I started fat-mouthing, saying “Whatchyou talkin’
about?” because I really hadn’t fucked the kid. But I still had the ham-
mer under my coat.

When we got to Hockers office they called Lee-Bug in first,
knowing he was the protagonist. During the five minutes he was in
there we heard Lee-Bug calling Hocker a bunch of motherfuckers and
then we heard Hocker tell the guard to take old Lee-Bug to the Hole.

Hocker was the head of Custody, a short, stocky Southerner with
a thick neck and a big bald head. He was an absolute dog, a manipu-
lator, and one hundred percent racist; he didn’t like white cons too
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much either. I'd seen Hocker only once before, but when I got in there
he started raw-jawing me about my “notorious reputation for this
kinda shit.”

Lieutenant Edwards, called “Twitchy” because of his nervous tic,
was sitting next to Hocker. When he greeted me warmly — calling me
“Jimmy” — I knew something was wrong. He was obviously trying to
play on my youth in an attempt to divide me from my friends. “So
youve come under the influence of Lee Mason, eh, my boy?” he asked
rhetorically.

“I don’t know what you're talkir’ about, — I replied. “I aint done
nothin’. I want outta here right now I'm hungry.”

Edwards tried to hold back the twitch as he stammered out,
“you’re not gettin’ outta here — youre gonna spend a month in the
Hole and then you're going to AC! We brought you here from Mt.
Bullion to better yourself, but yowre only getting worse! So you're
going to AC and get back in a program, and if you show you can func-
tion there, welll put you out on the mainline again.”

I asked him if that was final. When he said yes, I bent over and
spat right in his face.

That was the dumbest thing I'd ever done. Twitchy went twitch-
ing right out of his chair. Three giant bulls grabbed me and dragged
me out of the room, through the Hole, and into my new home — the
Black Hole.

I was squirming and protesting the whole way — “Man, lighten up,
I didn’t hurt nobody” — but the bulls just laughed and twisted my arm
and legs till I thought they’d fall off. When we got to the Black Hole
they opened the door and threw me head first against the far wall.
They ran in and started kicking, stomping on my nuts whenever they
had the chance. Then they marched out laughing, slammed the the
door, and left me there to rot in the dark.
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THE FIFTEEN DAYS I spent in the Black Hole, recalling my life up
to that point and dreaming about the streets, were followed by anoth-
er fifteen days in the main Hole.

I had a single cell with a broken window. I slept on a steel strip
awakened each morning by a gust of cold Valley fog. Made a mirror
out of broken glass fixed to a piece of canvas torn from a tennis shoe
to see what was happening on the tier: nothing. Fed twice a day. Tiny
portions of mainline food without dessert or butter. Nothing to do in
there, no comic books to read and no conversation except yelling at
the cops. Just lie there all day long. Make noise at night to pass the
time.

Lee-Bug got sent to the Adjustment Center with me. All the fuck-
ups from the mainline were in there, mostly young blacks in for riots,
pressure, and rip offs. The authorities, in accord with their character-
istic idea of planned chaos, put all the weak cons who need protective
custody in AC, in a separate section. They put you in there and give
you a program to go through, after which you're eligible to go back to
the mainline. It always takes vou longer than rhe program, though,
because it takes a while to “adjust.” The program demands involve-
ment in some school, occupational therapy, crafts, and recreation.

The main difference between AC and the mainline is less freedom
of movement (more time in cells) and fewer privileges (no weightlift-
ing or movies). We were separated from the rest of the prison, but we
were all together as a group since everyone in the Pack had been put
in together following the Abernathy affair.

Recreation consisted of boxing. There was a small AC yard with a
pile of gloves, and we were all supposed to spar for a few minutes a
day. We mainly used the gloves to cover up fights that occurred with-
out them: you'd beat and kick the shit out of some dude, then put
gloves on him and call the police to take him to the hospital.

62



The Autobiography of James Carr

The real recreation, though, was at night, and was simply raising
hell. Most of us slept all day and rose at nine thirty PM., just after the
guard had made his evening rounds. The “head cheerleader,” a
Chicano from L.A. named PeeWee whod been in AC a year and a
half, would kick things off, yelling, “Hepa! Hepa!” Everyone would
get up and start rattling the doors of the cells, swearing at the cops and
making as much noise as possible, both to let out steam and let the
mainline know we were still alive.

When we'd built the yelling up to a frenzy, we'd start lighting fires.
The cells face each other across the tier, so you work in teams with the
guy across from you. You take a sheet, shred it up, and tie it together
to make a line. On the end of the line you tie a bar of soap which
slides real good. You slide the bar across the hall and under your part-
ner’s door (there’s a six-inch-wide space there). He then ties the line to
a stack of newspapers, which you pull from his door to the middle of
the tier. After cutting this line, leaving the paper in the middle, you
throw another line across. Your partner douses the soap with lighter
fluid and gets the soap burning good; then you pull it into the tier, set-
ting the stack of papers on fire. Everyone does this at the same time
right after night rounds, so there’s fires all up and down the tier. When
the prison fire department arrives, they have to walk through the
burning bags of shit we've also thrown out on the tier. Next to the
noise, fires were the greatest tradition in AC. The walls, which had
once been yellow, were completely blackened, and the place smelled
like an incinerator all the time.

Third on the list was flooding, which we only did about twice a
week. We'd stuff T-shirts down our toilets and flush them over and
over until the water covered the entire tier, turning it into a no man’s
land. The drawback of flooding was that when the floor was covered
with water the guards wouldn’t bring us any food. It was nice not to
see them, but we'd get too hungry to keep it up.

Wed keep this madness up all night, every night, urged on by
Pee Wee to make bigger fires and enough noise to keep the whole insti-
tution awake. The arrival of the guards with our breakfast at six A.M.
marked the end of our workday; after breakfast PeeWee'd call out,
“Okay, boys, let’s get some sleep.”
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Hocker was fiendish. He'd put us in AC for ripping off Abernathy,
yet he threw Abernathy in too. And right in with the rest of us, #ot in
protective custody, thereby setting us all up for a repeat performance.

Abernathy never came out of his cell, but a week after we arrived
we discovered he was right down the tier from us. Most everyone start-
ed harassing him right away, calling him “girl” and “punk” and yelling
how theyd kill him; but I wrote him a real nice letter about how its
cold-blooded what had happened, and what we’re gonna do is clear it
all up since its no use us fighting among ourselves. Come to the yard
tomorrow, I told him, and we'll resolve it

Abernathy found us at the domino table. I slapped him on the
back in greeting. Lee-Bug told him he wanted to talk things over in
the latrine. When they got there, Lee-Bug slapped him around and
raped him. Then we ran a train of twenty guys through there. By the
time we were done it was time for lockup.

Abernathy came out of the latrine looking highly confused.
Spotting the cop on yard duty, he ran over and hugged him, crying
that he'd been raped. The cop freaked out, yelling, “Let go of me!”
Only after he'd peeled Abernathy off did he ask whatd happened.

“They RAPED me!” the kid sobbed. The cop asked where;
Abernathy replied that it was in the latrine. But the cop wouldnt go
for that, because if it got reported it would mean he wasn’t doing his
job. So he told Abernathy to shut up and go to his cell.

Lee-Bug smiled and said to the cop, “I don’t know whats wrong
with that Kid, boss.”

Abernathy never came out of his cell again, and gradually went
out of his head. He never saw a soul — people just took out their frus-
trations by yelling down the tier at him. Pretty soon he was shitting
on the floor and pissing in his pants. The shrink examined him and
had him shipped off to Atascadero.

AC was boring the shit out of me, and I wanted to get out. I went
before the AC committee, which Hocker sits on. He told me I hadnt
done anything bad recently, but I hadn’t done anything good, either.
He wouldn’t let me out until I got involved in the programs.

I went back and enrolled in school, which wasn’t school at all. The
teacher, a college student preparing for his exams, just sat behind his
desk studying. There were some spelling books scattered around, but
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all the students just sat there and talked. The teacher gave us all decent
reports, and we let him study in peace.

Then there was occupational therapy, where you get your hands
covered with clay and get good reports. The therapist plays games and
shows you how to make pots. His name was Harris, and he was an ex-
boxer who was punch-drunk from getting beat so bad. Right in the
middle of pottery lessons he’d start sparring. Or sometimes you'd be
talking to him and he’d put his fists in front of his face. The dude was
a real cluck.

By the time I got back to the committee Hockerd been transferred
to Quentin. The new captain, a young guy named Stevens, was part
of the new breed of dogs. He had ideas about pacifying Tracy and all
its hardasses by being a Real Good Guy and getting everyone
Involved. He started right off saying how it looks like 'm getting real
involved in the programs. I say yes, sir, I've decided to do something
with myself.

Twitchy, who also sat on the committee, asked me my plans. I told
him the first thing that entered my mind, which was that I wanted to
learn the shoemaking trade.

They said that was excellent, but I couldn’t be running around
with Lee Mason if and when they let him out of AC. I lied to them
that Lee and I had fallen out and that I'd already decided to quit hang-
ing out with him.

Stevens gave me one of those white-evangelist smiles and said,
“James, I want you to go out there and pitch. I know you can make
it.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied fervently, “I'll hang right in there.”

I'd finally learned the song and dance. Guys who’d been in and out
of AC ten times had told me I had to look like a future shopkeeper to
get along with the authorities. They'll eat it up every time.

I was back out on the mainline, right inside a three-way shooting
gallery: blacks against whites against Mexicans. We had our law — the
convict code — which said you were loyal to your friends to the death;
didn’t snitch, even against a dangerous enemy; and you always
avenged a partner’s death. If a white dude killed your friend, you
wouldn't tell the cops a thing even when they asked you about it. You
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resolved the killing yourself — a/ways. The code recognized that the
convict was in direct opposition to the prison officials. We were all
incarcerated by the same enemy: the cops. Even at moments of great
racial stress it was still clear who the real enemy was. And although we
fought among ourselves like vicious dogs, we were united in our com-
mon hatred for our guards and torturers.

At San Quentin or Folsom a dude would be murdered on the
main yard where five hundred cons could see it, and nobodyd say a
thing... nobody even saw it happen. The code was a living thing that
everyone inside instinctively obeyed in those days.

In the early ‘50s, liberal penologists, people with Ph.D.s and so
forth, had begun to talk about “rehabilitating” cons instead of just
caging them up. They started using the word “inmate” instead of con-
vict, as if we were on some fucking ship or something. The guys who
went for this rehabilitation shit — the dudes that really believed the
authorities were giving them a chance to improve — were called
“inmates” by the cons. Inmates didn't follow the code. They believed
in the prison officials, not the cons, so if they saw something they'd
report it.

But at Tracy in 1959, an inmate was a hard bird to find.

About this same time (1959, early 1960) the Chicanos started the
“Mexican Mafia.” They took a group oath of absolute loyalty to share
everything, stick together, and avenge each other. It created a power-
ful pack based on fanatical nationalism. Everyone who took the oath
was initiated with an “M” tattoe inside his right wiist. Cnce a
Mexican took that oath, he was in for life.

What really fucked the Mexicans up was being considered
“between” black and white. The whites kept them that way by alter-
nately accepting and rejecting them. This was the favorite trick of the
prison authorities and to some degree of the white cons as well. The
increased confusion among the Mexicans made for strange attempts to
create a sort of negative racial identity. For example, theyd tell any
Mexican who had a black or white lover to break up with him. If the
Mexican refused, they'd enforce the demand by killing him.

The Mafia did have its positive side, though. The sharing broke
down a lot of petty property hoarding, and their clannish sticking
together alleviated to some extent the uncertainty of their position.
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But their extreme, nearly hysterical brand of nationalism did them
more harm than good. They merged their personalities with this
nationalism much more than the blacks ever did, and tried to build up
both at the same time. A lot of senseless murders occurred due to
“macho madness”; the younger Mexicans out to prove themselves by
committing extremely absurd acts in order to outdo the older dudes.

But they could never do enough — their identity was based on
unreachable goals of power. Along with their “middle” racial position,
this impossible desire for power made the Mexicans very easy to
manipulate. They were constantly incited to destroy either themselves
or the blacks or the whites, depending on the mood and calculations
of the authorities; and they never really caught on to what was hap-
pening.

The chow hall seats everyone in the pen in four partitioned sec-
tions. At Tracy, the food was okay because they had a farm there and
the meat and dairy products were fresh. The food was very important
to the cons: it was one of the few things they had to look forward to.
A guard stood at the end of the chow line to see that no one took too
much; anyone who did would be given a disciplinary infraction — a
CDC-115 — and would have to appear before a court and get a warn-
ing or get sent to the Hole.

The food was good at Tracy not only because of the farm, but
because of the YAs. These juveniles used to fuck up the place all the
time, much more than the A-numbers (adults, who had indeterminate
sentences), because they knew they were going home on a certain date
and could therefore raise hell without fear of extending their sen-
tences. So good food was provided to keep the kids quiet.

When I asked the dudes in my clique, they explained to me that
there were only a few good places to work — anything outside of these
was pure labor. They couldn’t define wage labor, they just hated work
and wouldn’t do it. You find this throughout the penal system. That’s
why we were there, because we'd found alternative ways to support
ourselves. And in prison, where all our labor was designed to help the
authorities, we were always looking for ways to facilitate our own
needs rather than theirs.
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My friends told me that I had to go to Classification, where the
officials were going to tell me what job I would work according to the
psychological and aptitude tests theyd given me. They were going to
tell me what I could and couldn’t do, all determined by these graphs.
(Years later, one of these counselors told me I didn’t have an aptitude
for arithmetic, though I was doing calculus at the time.) The only
other choice I had was to throw for no-control. This meant I would
refuse to do anything they told me I was qualified to do: You tell them
you know you won’t like it, then explain to them just what it is you
can do best.

The cops in Classification were real friendly to me in order to find
out what I was like. They said theyd looked through my chart and
found out that I'd make a good painter. Now, this was just bullshit.
They needed another painter; if theyd had an opening in the auto
shop they'd have said I was destined to be a mechanic. They were just
juggling paper.

I hated to paint. As a matter of fact, I didn’t want to do a fucking
thing; but I took the job because I had no intentions of painting.

When I came out of Classification, Lee-Bug was waiting for me.
He was a tier tender, which meant that hed sweep the corridors in the
morning for forty minutes and was free to raise hell the rest of the
time. When I told him I was going to the paint shop, he said, “I z0/d
ya not to take nothin’. Youre not gonna like it, you have to spend the
whole day there.” I didn’t give a shit, though. To me it was just like
school — regulared and channeled — but I £rcaw that they weieili going
to make me work.

First day at paint shop, the instructor explained to me what it was
about and how nice it was to paint. I wasn’t even slightly interested,
but I said that I was going to try hard because I wanted to go out and
get a job.

The free man assigned me to a black con who was supposed to
instruct me. The dude was Ernie Matson, a big guy about five years
older than me, and he just liked to paint; that was his game. I didn’t
tell him what I thought of painting right away, but I never did any
work — just lay back and sniffed paint thinner. After a couple days
Ernie came up and asked me if I wanted to mix some paint. I told him
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then that I wasn’t at all interested; he just smiled and kept on turning
in good reports on me. He was a real nice dude.

Every day I'd sit over in a corner and sniff thinner with a bunch of
Mexicans. The blacks and whites were really into learning how to
paint, thinking they were gonna get out and make a grand slam and
get rich. After they were in there a while they were given the honor of
painting the institution. But I was like the Mexicans — didn't give a
shit. Finally I just stopped going to the paint shop.

Two dudes from the Wolf Pack, Thompson and Greer, worked on
the trash detail and were always telling me how great it was. So I put
in a job-change application with this cop named Chandler, who was
head of garbage. We started talking, and it turned out we were both
from Oklahoma. Chandler liked me because of that, and recom-
mended that I be put on the detail.

When Captain Stevens called me into his office he asked why I
hadn’t been in paint shop.

Stevens didn’t give a fuck about the paint shop; he was asking all
these questions so he could pick my brain and find out if I was going
to give him any shit. After making the most of his chance to give me
a general grilling, he finally approved my assignment to the trash
detail.

The thing that made the job so good was that we could go any-
where, because we had to pick up trash for the whole institution. We
wore special uniforms which identified us as being on the trash detail;
these and our special IDs opened every door in the pen except the one
leading to the street. I saw all of Tracy for the first time. It’s actually a
big factory with time clocks; the cons punch in and out, just like guys
on the streets. The pay scale isn't quite as good, though — like three
cents an hour working for the third largest manufacturing concern in
the state of California.

Everything the prisons and state hospitals need is produced by
prisoners. Everything from mattresses to ventilation systems.
California cons make all the state’s license plates, and those for
Oregon and Nevada as well. In addition, the prisons produce com-
modities on contract to commercial manufacturers, like Thrill soap
and Matte] toys.
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Naturally, with all this stuff being made, the cons want to get their
hands on some of it — and they always do. We trashmen were the mid-
dlemen, the Teamsters for the whole joint. We pushed around a big
cart, called the “cadillac,” filled with six big trash barrels. Underneath
a shallow cover of trash, the cadillac carried a contraband general
store. We carried everything from banana oil to specially made cloth-
ing to weapons. We made at least two cartons of cigarettes on every
deal, one from the guy who wanted something and one from the guy
who had the stuff. No sentiments about it — we even sold knives to our
enemies. The only real consideration was “How much?” Just a nice
knife for a fair price.

Among the three of us everything we made got shared out equal-
ly since we all took the same risk of going to the Hole or getting a five-
to-life for peddling knives. Greer was the brains of the outfit. Hed
been on the detail the longest and carried a little tablet around — his
office, he called it — where he kept track of all the deals, of who got
what for how much.

In the kitchen we worked with Monty Pearson, who brewed up
barrels of wine in the garbage cans out back. He had every kind the
kitchen made possible: raisin wine, berry wine, orange special. We
took the stuff out in doubled-over can liners. The fucking stuff was
potent — dudesd buy some from us and be drunk before we left. Some
guys carried tubes of toothpaste with them so their breath wouldn’t
stink. If a guard caught them staggering around, theyd just say they'd
had 2 hard day’s werk,

George Jackson worked the butcher shop to death. When we came
by he'd have every different kind of meat and cheese wrapped up and
labeled just like a delicatessen, stashed and ready for us to deliver. The
cons cooked the meat in their cells. They'd take a gallon can, put holes
around the bottom, and weld legs for it to stand on. Then they'd put
a smaller can packed with milk cartons under it so it burned like a
candle. The flame goes up and the smoke goes out the holes. One guy
watches for the cop while the other fans the flames out the window.

The sandwich man who was working for us would walk real fast
up and down the tiers so the guards didn’t notice, hawking the stuff.
He had bonneroo rolls and cookies which were better than the ones at
the canteen for half the price, steak sandwiches with different kinds of



The Autobiography of James Carr

garnishes, and just a whole lot of food. He'd take orders the first trip
and then come back to deliver, and after that return to my cell. I'd be
kicked back on the bed smoking a red-dot cigar (they were the thing
at the time), listening to the radio with my special cushion earphones.
He'd dump all the cigarettes on the bed and I'd give him 20 percent.
(Since they were the only commodity of any value available in large
quantities, cigarettes had become the everyday medium of exchange in
the prison.)

Thompson and Greer had the tailors make them special jackets
several sizes too large with big pockets lining the entire inside back.
They'd walk along the honor unit (which was open all the time; the
other units had restricted movement) collecting cigarettes and filling
their jackets with them. They’d have as many as ten cartons stashed in
there, of which eight would be contraband: at that time you could
have as many cartons in your cell as you wanted, but only two at a
time on your person. Finally we accumulated so many cigarettes —
eight hundred cartons or more — that it was ridiculous, and there
began to be a limitation on what you could have in your cell, too.

Trash was the lifeline for the entire convict population. All the
other cons loved us, and we loved them as long as they paid up. It was
the only kind of work I could ever get into.

After work we often did a little moonlighting on a pressure crew.
We'd catch the new kids in the Guidance Center, where they were put
for three weeks of orientation. I'd spot one who hadn’t been around
the horn and start talking to him, assessing the situation. If he was
really weak I'd just flat out threaten to kill him if he didn’t give me half
his canteen draw each month. But sometimes we had to use more sub-
tle schemes, like the nice guy/tough guy game.

I was the tough guy ‘cause I looked so mean. I'd walk up to a fish
and ask what he was in for. No matter what he replied, I'd say, “You a
lyin’ motherfucker! I saw in the paper where some dude raped my sis-
ter and they caught him and you look just like the dude. I think it’s
you.” Automatically the dude would try to defend himself, but I'd say
bullshit and run off to get my knife.

Then the nice guy — usually Harry Thompson since he was the lit-
tlest — would slide up and say how crazy I was and how I'd already

killed a couple of dudes. The fish’'d be real upset: he'd never been in
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jail, he didn’t know he was supposed to fight, he probably didn’t want
to. So he'd go for the pig — swallow the line. The nice guyd say he
might be able to get this shit squashed, since the goon is a friend of
his. So he'd come over to me and we'd pretend to be having a confer-
ence. Then I'd start after the fish and reach in my coat like I was going
to pull out a knife. The kidd be ready to piss on himself.

Harry'd grab my arm and pretend to cool me off. Then he'd walk
back and tell the kid that I was real mad but that I could be bought
off for half his canteen draw. He'd add that he, Harry, would pay me
off for the first three months, and the kid could pay it back later.

That afternoon I'd tell the poor kid that he really had a good
friend in Harry — there weren’t many guys who'd do that for another
dude in jail. I'd add that I still thought he was the one who raped my
sister, but I was willing to forget about it.

Three months later the guy would pay the original debt and think
he was finished owing. Harryd go up to him and say he still owed
since the interest on the loan was two-for-one. This interest game was
really vicious. Every pen had a few guys loaning cigarettes to dudes
who needed to pay back debts immediately. They charged three-for-
two packs if the guy was a regular customer or two-for-one if he was
a fish. The thing is, the interest was compounded so that one carton
at three-for-two increased after two weeks to twenty-three packs, and
so an every two weeks. So dudes got stuck so far in debt that they
couldn’t get out unless they got money sent in from the outside. I
always left them 2 lietle for tosthpasic aud took thie 1est of their can-
teen draw plus whatever they could get sent in. I'd get money through
the mail all the time. This one dude, Mark Harris, owed me a lot of
money, and his mother sent me thirty dollars a month. She knew what
was going on but couldnt do anything about it.

Me and my friends weren't the only ones trying to live comfort-
ably. Lots of dudes had good hustles going, often connected with their
prison jobs. Brown, for example, was the convict head of the pharma-
cy — a real businessman with a bonneroo suit and watch, a tall clean-
cut dude who was properly spoken. He peddled pills all over the insti-
tution, and sold phisoHex, hand and face lotion and cologne to the
homosexuals.
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Brown was the punk man: he had about six homos working for
him selling pills, and he had three top-notch holes, homos who looked
like beautiful women, whom he was pimping. He sold them to the old
dudes who came from Folsom. Brown'd send them down to the honor
unit where the doors were kept unlocked. He turned the place into a
whorehouse, had these homos jumping in and out of there at fifteen
dollars a trick. Some dudes would pay their whole draw for one of
Brown’s “gitls” like Jackie Hinton.

Jackie was real beautiful, but a mercenary bitch. He was in for
check forging and was real intelligent — even the captain liked him,
and made him his clerk. He knew he looked good and that all the old
men wanted him, so he'd tease the shit out of them unless they were
rich. He'ld get panties and bras from the laundry, where they did
clothes from the state hospitals. He had his cell fixed up like a boudoir
with pink cotton blankets and lace, and he even wore perfume.

Brown had only top notch holes. There were all kinds of intrigues
going on to try to get these punks away from him, but they weren’t
leaving Brown ‘cause he had the pills.

Some dudes had soft jobs gardening the homes of the highranking
police. This black guy, Dupree Roland, gardened for a lieutenant who
was one of the biggest racists at Tracy. The lieutenant’s wife stayed
home all day while her husband was at work, and somehow she and
Dupree became intimately involved and started sleeping together.
Dupreed stay at her house all day and go back to the prison before the
lieutenant came home.

This had been going on for a couple of years when Dupree got his
discharge. He'd served all his time — five years — so he was released
unconditionally rather than paroled. When the cop took him to the
bus station he told Dupree to buy a ticket somewhere, but Dupree
showed him his discharge papers and told him he wanted to hang
around for a few hours. Just then the lieutenant’s wife came in, walked
over to Dupree and kissed him. The two of them got into her station
wagon and drove off. She'd withdrawn all the money from her and her
husband’s joint account, and had taken all the valuables.

The cop who'd brought Dupree to the station started talking
about what he'd seen. The guards all hate their superiors, and take
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advantage of any opportunity to embarrass them. The police told the
cons, who thought it was the funniest story they’d ever heard.

The lieutenant went crazy. He'd be walking on the yard and five
cons'd yell out, “Hey, lieutenant, where’s your wife?” He’d go berserk
and have everyone near him thrown in the Hole.

Our clique lifted weights together every day out on the yard. We
had a fad going to see who could get the biggest arms. One day four
friends and I went out to the weight pile right under the gun tower.
After a couple of sets, Joey Aaron said that we didn't have enough
weight. Now, Joey was a beast; he was five ten, two hundred pounds,
with a fifty-inch chest and a twenty-eight-inch waist. He could flex his
chest and set two water glasses on it, and he liked to throw his weight
around. So he went over to George Jackson, who was doing curls.
George was a loner: I'd seen him every day in the butcher shop, but
had never spoken to him outside of business. He weighed only about
one seventy, and his rosy cheeks made him look weak.

Joey growled, “I want that bar, you pretty little punk.”

“If you want it,” George said softly, “you’ll have to take it.”

Joey huffed and shouted, “I'll take it, an’ I'll kick your ass too!”

George, acting real calm even though he was obviously no match
for Joey, told him that he’d fight but not underneath the gun tower.
We were all staring at George, unable to believe that he would talk this
way to Joey.

As the two of them started to walk into the wing to fight, a big
crowd gathered. Moie and more peopie came trom all over the yard,
and before you knew it there was a caravan of dudes streaming in,
eager to see someone get fucked up. George and Joey walked into the
shower — but George sti/l didn’t look scared!

After waiting for the spectators to arrive, Joey charged at George
like a lumbering bull, swinging his fists madly. George tattooed him
with a couple of quick jabs and danced out of his way untouched. This
set the pattern for the fight: Each time Joey went after him, George
got a few little hits in, savage but fast. Not one of them did too much
damage to the big man, but gradually they wore him down.

Now it was George’s turn to charge. With a tremendous yell he
jumped on Joey, knocked him to the ground, and began biting his
jugular vein. Since Joey was barely conscious and couldn't offer much
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assistance, Jim Howard and some other guy ran in and pulled George
off — Joey was really a mess by this time: both his eyes were swollen
shut and his lips were bleeding. Nobody could believe it. Joey believed
it; he knew he'd been beaten fair, and told George he was willing to
forget it. George agreed to leave him alone. They both walked away
and went on about their business.

I got to know George a little better after this fight. One evening
in the chow line he motioned me over. Somehow George had man-
aged to steal a cream pie from the kitchen and had concealed it under
his coat. He enlisted me to run interference for him in order to avoid
the cops who policed the dining hall.

We moved quickly toward the door. George had a habit of walk-
ing rapidly whenever he'd done something, so he got ahead of me. I
increased my speed to catch him; when we got to the exit both of us
were running so fast we collided and George fell. The pie was jarred
out from under his arm, and the filling ran down his leg.

George turned red — he knew he was caught — looked up at the
ceiling, gritting his teeth, and handed the bull his ID card. I excused
myself and walked around the two of them, but the cop had seen me
running with George and called me back to search my coat. He did-
n't find anything, but gave me a one-fifteen anyway. When we got to
Disciplinary committee, they just laughed at us and let us off with a
warning.

I went along easy, sniffing glue in the shoe shop, until my CYA
Board appearance. They asked me what I'd do if I got out, and when
I gave the right answer — “live with my mother and work in a shoe
shop” — they gave me a sixty-day date. Two uneventful months later I
went home.
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I WENT TO LIVE with my mother on 47th Street, but the first night
home I fell out with her and got so mad I had to break all the win-
dows in the house to avoid doing something to her.

The next day I saw my parole officer and explained that I could-
n't live with my mother and had nowhere else to go. When this hap-
pens to a juvenile in Los Angeles (I was sixteen at the time) they give
you a room in a flophouse and a meal ticket at Simon’s, the number
one chain restaurant on skid row. The PO gave me a little pat on the
back and told me not to fuck up. I was on my own.

The Eagle Rock Hotel, on First and Hill in downtown L.A., is
what youd call a real shady place. It’s populated by homos working the
streets, dope fiends and pushers, a few prostitutes, and a number of
ex-cons on parole like me.

As soon as I arrived I saw all these dudes I knew lurking around
the lobby, waiting for some hustle to materialize. There in the corner
was my old friend Maynard Farrell. Transferred with me from Mt.
Bullion to Tracy, he'd put on a real good song-and-dance there and
had been released in a few months. Maynard told me about 2!l the
hustles here — he’s playing on a well-off homo — and told me there
were plenty around whod pay fifteen dollars to get fucked (which
turned out to be bullshit: most of the homos there were hookers).

Maynard and I walked up to the fourth floor to my room. A brass
bed, a washbasin, and a chair, looking out on the rooftops of skid row.
Then he took me on a grand tour of the Eagle Rock: past people cook-
ing up dope in the hallways, past rooms called “shooting galleries,” —
where some poor junkie would let the others use his room in exchange
for the cotton which caught the residue from boiling dope. Sounds of
fucking emerged from a few rooms, moaning and crying from others.
Everybody in the Eagle Rock lived hand to mouth, with the ex-cons
(and their Simon’s meal tickets) by far the healthiest.
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Maynard wanted to do burglaries together, but his plans — such as
stealing clothes from a cleaners were ridiculous, and he was afraid to
go for anything bigger. When it came time a couple days later for me
to “go to work,” I said good-bye to Maynard and went to check out
Aliso Village.

Flats hadn’t changed a bit, except that everything was more dete-
riorated and the number of rats had risen noticeably. The first few
times down there I didn’t get into any crime; I just picked up on the
divorcees who were always drinking, popping pills and looking for big
young guys to fuck. I guess I made them feel alive again for a few min-
utes. Then I met a knock-out fifteen-year-old chick named Henrietta
who loved to fuck almost as much as I did. I'd pick her up in Flats
nearly every day; then we'd go back to the Eagle Rock to screw.

On the way to get Henrietta one day, I was walking past an old
jalopy when this dude gets out looking sharper than a broke-dick dog.
“Look here, cool,” he said to me, “I know you, don’t I”. I'd known
Slick, too, by sight and by reputation, since I was a kid. The old boy
was still pulling robberies at forty and not getting caught, We decid-
ed right on the spot to join forces.

Slick wanted to pull a liquor store job in West L.A. “Naw,” I told
him, “those liquor stores are no good any more. I got a better idea —
it's on the west side too. A big fuckin’ market on Adams and Hauser.”
I hadn’t even cased this place; all I knew was that there was a super-
market on that corner, and I knew some people two blocks away
where we might be able to run and hide. I told Slick there was two
thousand dollars — I had no idea how much thered be — and his eyes
lit up.

We were off. I was really tired of eating at Simon’s. We got in his
hog (a chopped-down ‘56 Buick), picked up his two .38s at a chick’s
house, and drove over to the market.

I didn’t know a thing about the place. We started walking around,
filling a shopping basket while I stalled, trying to figure out who to
Put the gun to. Slick finally whispered, “Where’s the manager?” I told
him the manager was on his break, but he'd be back in a minute.

As we turned down the next aisle I saw a guy who might be the
manager, ‘cause he wasn’'t doing anything, so I asked him where the
coffee was.
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“Over there.” He pointed.

”Hey, man,” I said, “you must be the manager, you really know
your way around.”

“No,” he says, “I'm not the manager, he’s —

“Well, you zake me to the manager,” I said, pulling my gun.

He led me back to the office, where after a brief conversation the
manager handed over two sacks of money.

“What's in that safe?” I demanded.

“Nothing.”

“You lyin’ motherfucker! Open it!”

There was nothing inside.

Out in the front of the store Slick was waving his gun around. All
the customers and bag boys were lying face down on the floor. I
showed him the two big sacks of dough and we got out fast; around
the corner and into the car.

We drove to my friends’ house like nothing had happened, had
some beers and listened to Ray Charles for a couple of hours as the
sirens went by. Split back to Aliso Village with eleven hundred dollars
between us.

It was the most money I'd had in a long time. The next day I spent
five hundred of it on clothes. It felt good to step into the First Street
Pool Hall with my sharp new suit. I was already thinking of pulling
more jobs. I still really wanted a grand slam; what I ended up doing,
though, was liquor stores.

In one week I pulled thiee jobs in a row, six hundred dollars
worth, just to get a hog like my partner had. Unfortunately, Slick got
pulled down on another beef and one of the liquor store owners spot-
ted him on the lineup. The cops dealt him into ratting on me.

There I was, up in the Eagle Rock in bed with Henrietta, a thou-
sand miles from any liquor store, when there was a knock on the door.
The only other way out was four stories down, so I politely opened the
door and let the gentlemen in.

They’d got me good, I was committed without trial or hearing this
time. The Classification Committee at Chino gave me all their fuck-
ing tests again and then, figuring I was too fast for Tracy, assigned me
to Soledad North Facility. They gave me a year’s continuance besides,
which meant I had no possibility of parole until then.
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Soledad North is the medium-security extension of Soledad
Central, completely separated from the main institution. Like Tracy,
its population is composed of both YAs and A-numbers.

I hated the place immediately: there was nothing going on. No
cliques, no hustles. Since it’s an extension of Soledad Central, the
North Facility is not at all self-sufficient — even the food is prepared
and brought in from Central. Therefore, it has no economy. There was
a little gambling and two-for-three going on, but real puny. I was
dying to get back to Tracy.

After about a week I was going stir-crazy and broke, so it was time
to get a couple canteen punks. I hooked up with a dude named Miller,
who had a parole date to get out in a month, Miller and I zoomed in
on this kid Reynolds, a real young fish whod never been busted
before. We ran the game on him — the main game, good guy /bad guy
— and ripped off his canteen.

Reynolds ran to the cops, and they came to us. Since there was no
Hole or AC in the North Facility, they took us to O-Wing of Soledad
Central and left us there for a week. Miller’s in the cell next to mine,
sniveling for days about how he was gonna get out in a month and
now he’s screwed. I couldn’t take all his crying, so I told him I'd take
the whole beef and clear him when we got to the Disciplinary
Committee.

When we got there I told them Miller hadn’t done anything. They
were satisfied with this and sent Miller back to North Facility, but they
wouldn’t send me there cause there’s no Hole. I was referred to the
Tracy Adjustment Center and shipped off a few days later.

After two weeks of night life in AC, I went back to the Tracy
Disciplinary Committee. They complained about how I'm up to my
old tricks again and asked what in the hell they should do with me.

Questions like that are always a trap, so I just ignored it and told
them how I'd taken the rap for Miller because he was getting out.
Furthermore, I told them, I never wanted to go to Soledad in the first
place; I wanted to come back to the Tracy mainline and learn a trade.

When some gray-suit asked me which trade, I replied “butchery,”
because butchers make a lot of money and are always in demand, and
I knew someone whose uncled give me a job. This just took them on
a trip: they said okay, they’d give me a break and put me on the main-

79



80

BAD

line and on the waiting list for butchery. In the meantime, Captain
Stevens said, I'd have to take another job; what job did I want?

“Why don't you put me on trash detail?”

Stevens looked in my record and saw all the great reports
Chandler had written me, so he assigned me to work on the detail and
live in D-wing.

The two guys who were working on the trash detail, Rock and
A.C., were pretty new and hadn’t got much hustling going. Pretty
soon, though, I helped them to develop more of the job’s potential.
We got to be friends, and I started talking to them about recruiting a
clique. All the old crew had gone home, and no one had really taken
their place. Since Rock and A.C. knew all the new dudes and I knew
how to agitate and recruit, we combined our talents and quickly began
building a strong group.

About this time, my friend W. L. Nolen — who later was murdered
by the guards at Soledad — got interested in boxing, and pretty soon
we all took it up. Julius Grant, who used to be light-heavyweight
champion of California, was training us. There was a big fight card
coming up in April (‘60), when boxers from the Marine Corps and
athletic clubs would be coming in, and everyone’s attention was
focused on that.

Naturally, rumors began that the main event was going to be a
riot. I didn’t know whether the cons or the cops had started the rumor,
but I liked the idea: nothing much was going on and the place niced-
ed a little action. So I redoubled my efforts at agitation.

By the day of the fight card, we had a lot of dudes riled up and
quite a few knives and pipes. Early that morning we went out to the
Rec shack and checked out all the baseball bats. Our plan was to start
the riot as soon as the bell rang for the first fight.

The ring was set up in the middle of the yard, with all the boxers
around the edge and a little guy with a bullhorn in the middle. A big
crowd had gathered by two o’clock, when the first match was, sched-
uled to begin.

The announcer, a fat little dude from an athletic club, was stand-
ing there yelling all this crap, “In this corner ... and in this corner ...,”
guessing how much the cons weighed.
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When the bell rang, it was nothing but a deluge of heads headed
toward the ground. All these guys getting crowned “King for a Day.”
Guys got piped, shanked, and everything else, though somehow no
one got killed. The police couldn’t shoot from the towers because
there’s all these YAs here (not to mention the Marines and the
announcer), so they just filled the yard with tear gas. Dust flying,
whistles blowing, cons running into the blocks. Marines hopping
around in the ring, wanting to come fight the niggers but afraid of
being shot at by the guards.

When we’d been driven inside we all thought the shit was over, but
it had just begun. It had started out just as a regular race riot, cons
fighting cons. But when all this pandemonium began, the dudes in
the Adjustment Center took the opportunity to vault the fence into
the main yard. These dudes — mostly what was becoming the Mexican
Mafia — had no interest in beating up cons, but were after the guards.
They picked up the bats we'd left behind, went after a knot of guards,
and fucked them up bad.

Finally the cops got reinforcements and herded the Mexicans back
to A.C. Meanwhile we'd all been locked in our cells, except for the
guys who were caught in the act and who were now in the Hole. They
started their investigation with these dudes in the Hole and found out
that I'd been the main agitator.

About ten that night I was kicked back in my cell when six cops
opened the door and called me out on the tier. I asked them what it
was, and they said I knew damn well what it was and they were gonna
beat my goddamned ass. I went on denying any part in the riot as they
led me off to the Hole.

When they got me there they told me to take off my clothes.

“Look man,” I said, “I wanna know why I'm here, cause I haven’t
did a thing. I didnt -~

And they rat-packed me. Grabbed both my legs and my nuts —
one guy’s squeezing my nuts as hard as he could — pulled and twisted
my arms, choked me around the neck. After beating me up they threw
me in the Black Hole.

I was in there for a week on isolation diet. It wasn’t so weird this
time, though, because the noise was so great: the whole institution was
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locked up and hollering. The chaos was so intense I could feel it even
in there.

I went before the Disciplinary Committee, and Twitchy’s so
fucked up over the place falling apart that he’s twitching every second.
He jumped all over as he told me, “L-look ... we don’t need any cru-
saders here. You, somewhere, have developed a leadership ability, and
we don’t want this here. So we’re gonna refer you to a full board with
the recommendation that you be transferred to San Quentin.”

Twitchy’s looking at me, trying to figure out my reaction. I felt so
good about going to Quentin I didn’t know what to do, but I just said,
“I don’t give a fuck about going to San Quentin. I havent did any-
thing, though.”

“You're a goddamned liar,” he said. “You masterminded this shit
and touched off all this chaos. We can’t have your type here. We're
sending you to the Board, and that’s all there is to it.”

I figured he was bullshitting, because I couldn’t believe that they'd
send me to Quentin. I'd never heard of a single YA getting sent there.

A few days later we went to the Board. They told us beforehand
that they’d referred everybody in the Hole to Quentin, so we all went
to the Board together determined to call their bluff. I was the only
black dude there; the rest were mostly Mexicans, with a few whites,
including Puppet. Pelon was sent not to the Board but to outside
court: he had broken Chandler’s arm with a bat.

The Board had its full membership there, looking very somber.
This only increased cur impicssion thai they were biuffing us about
the Quentin thing, that they wanted to give us a good scare. In addi-
tion, we'd heard in the Hole — in that vague way that cons communi-
cate some inkling of their legal rights — that it was completely illegal
to send a juvenile to state prison. (In California the only pens official-
ly referred to as “state prisons” are Folsom and San Quentin.)

The Board told me that I'd been recommended to Quentin, and
asked me what I thought about that. “Fine with me,” I shot back. “I'd
rather go up there than stay here, cause I'm sick of AC and you don’t
seem to wanna leave me alone on the mainline.”

“Boy,” some fat Valley rancher drawled, “we’re gonna send you on
a trip you'll never forget. And after one day in San Quentin, the
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Adjustment Center here is gonna seem like bein’ in your black mama’s
arms.”

One of the more bureaucratic types shuffled some papers and told
me that would be all, they’d see what they could do about granting my
wish to go to Quentin. That night in the Hole, I found out everyone
else had acted like I had and gotten the same response.

But we still didn’t believe it; we £new they were bluffing. Two days
later we were all lying in our cells when we heard chains rattling. The
door opened, and Grumpy cried, “We’re goin!”

Still we figured we were going to Soledad. When the bus started
north, we figured Vacaville. We were yelling out the windows and
playing games, and when the bus driver told us to quiet down we told
him to get fucked. “Well, yell now, boys,” he cracked, “‘cause when
you get where you're goin’ you're gonna get your asses beat, ‘cause it
ain’t like Tracy.”

The closer we got the quieter we became. We finally began to
believe them. Most of us had never been this far north, so we had to
rely on the dudes from Oakland to tell us where we were headed.
Anywhere but Quentin.

When we turned toward Richmond there was no chance for
Vacaville.

“Yep,” one of the Oakland dudes said, “were goin’ to Quentin,”
and no one else said a word. As we got on the San Rafael Bridge,
everyone started thinking about what itd be like. Nobody was proud
about graduating anymore — we just thought about all the cons we
heard had been killed there.

Out of the fog on our left loomed this mustard-colored turd, the
ugliest hulk I'd ever seen.
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AS OUR BUS PULLED INSIDE the prison gates, I felt the whole
world closing in on me. When I climbed out of the bus, the first thing
I saw was Captain Hocker, who'd left Tracy a year before; behind him
stood the Quentin goon squad: six giants in green overalls with three-
foot clubs hanging at their sides. Hocker was playing the tough cop all
the way, with his trench coat, black gloves, and blue captain’s cap
trimmed with lots of gold braid.

His voice cut through the cold Bay fog as he gave us his welcom-
ing speech: “Uh-huh, uh-huh, you finally made it. Well, this is a lot
different than where you just came from. Now youre in San
Quentin.”

As if we didn’t know it — the thirty of us on the bus that day — the
graduating class of ‘58. We didn't exactly have a bright future. During
the next dozen years, a third of the class was murdered, nearly a third
turned into homos, while the rest of us survived relatively unharmed.
None of us hit the streets in less than ten years, and most of the sur-
vivors are still inside fourteen years later.

After they took our pictures we were escorted into Hocker’s office
for a personal andience. When I got in there [ couldn’t believe it This
dude was so unsubtle it was unreal. His walls were covered with the
most gruesome drawings of starving Indians rotting in the early
California prisons, and for bookends he had replicas of the shackles
they used to keep them locked up in. I suppose the idea was to show
how the modern prisons were more humane, but Hocker’s sneers indi-
cated that he liked the tradition these photographs suggested.

Hocker stared at us for a full five minutes before he drew himself
up: “I'm going to give you boys a little advice. Youre young. People
get killed out on this yard for less than stepping on another guy’s toes,
get it? So I advise you not to step on anybody’s shoes. The best thing
you can do is drink a lot of water and walk real slow. My advice to you
is to get out there on the yard. There are a lot of people out there. Get
lost. Get lost as fast as you can.”
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I didn’t feel quite as tough when I walked out of there as when we
went in. The fog, the size and shape of Quentin, the way the cops
acted, and Hocker’s crazy speeches added up to make me a little
uneasy. I wasn't afraid of dying; it was the unknown that had me wor-
ried.

The authorities had already broken the law just by bringing us
there. They’d taken all of us juvenile commitments and made us into
adults just by changing the letters on our ID numbers. That justified
putting sixteen-year-old kids in the pen.

The cops escorting us to our cell blocks went the long, long way
to give us some idea about the size of the prison we were in. They
wanted to awe us with the place where over five thousand cons live
and work, with the buildings made out of granite blocks thick enough
to stop the H-bomb. And, of course, there were the gun towers every-
where, equipped with every kind of weapon.

en we got to the reception center, the place was filled with
cons wanting to give us tough young kids a hard time. A few dudes
had come to welcome us, though. Iron Man was there. He asked me
who had won the riot. When I told him the blacks, he whooped and
slapped me on the back. Then a guard pushed me into some clerk’s
office to get my cell assignment.

I was sent into the maximum security wing along with the other
new arrivals. It was a very difficult place to live since we had hourly
check-ins with a guard on the yard and confinement to our cells after
three o’clock in the afternoon. They served us dinner an hour and a
half after we ate our lunch. Hocker wanted to isolate us from the
mainline prison population while he figured out what to do with us.
We were the first kids they'd ever had to deal with in Q.

Next day out on the tier, I came across Jo Phillips, the infamous
taxi-cab bandit of Watts. When they’d finally run Jo down they’d hung
him with no less than forty counts of armed robbery. I hadn’t known
him too well outside, but he was still glad to see me. He was already
homesick after only a few months in prison. To make him feel better,
he had me tell him about the activities of all the dudes he used to
know.

In return, Jo told me about his prison hustle. He had had himself
assigned to the textile factory, keeping the looms stocked with bob-
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bins. All he had to do in terms of labor was walk around for five min-
utes every two hours and fill the machines. “The rest of the time,” he
said, “T just go down to the shoe shop to get the good glue, sniff it up
and float away.” He closed his eyes and rolled his head back to show
how he felt working out with the glue.

This sounded fine with me. I went to Classification and told them
I wanted to work in the textile mill. They were so surprised I had vol-
unteered that they assigned me there and ordered me to report the
next day.

Jo really did have the scene worked out. The first day I came on
we made the job even easier. I discovered how to overload the
machines so we had to refill them only every four hours.

After finishing our first rounds we walked over to the shoe shop.
There are only a couple of guards for this huge industrial area and they
don’t do much walking around. On the way down Jo told me about
this dude Pierce that ran the shoe shop. He was a homosexual, one of
the most notorious in all of Quentin, plus he was a vicious knife-fight-
er to boot, with a face twisted up by big red scars of proud flesh from
straight-razor slashes. His favorite pastime was finding youngsters and
seducing them with little gifts, then paying the tier tender to get them
moved into the cell with him. If they resisted his advances he pulled
his knife and raped them.

Even though this guy was a savage, Jo had me convinced we could
rip him off together. The two of us walked in and asked Pierce to give
us some gluc. He iminediaiely realized I was a new kid and started act-
ing real friendly. “You can have all the glue you want,” and he got us
a gallon of stuff. We asked him about his famous bonneroo boots —
how he made ‘em and how much they cost. The dude was still smil-
ing, staring at me like I was a spring lamb. “I’ll make you boys boots
for free, just give me your sizes.” That we did, and split.

The glue was fine. We spent all our time sitting out behind the
textile factory dipping rags and sniffing up some high. We were so far
gone most of the time that we weren’t even there. Glue is good but it
gives you a horrible headache the next day. I burped and pissed glue
for two weeks. When we ran out we switched to carbon tet which we
got free from the dry-cleaning plant. We didn’t want to even see old-
dog Pierce again.
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We managed to avoid him for a few weeks until one Sunday Jo
and I were looking in the library for a young homo to suck our dicks.
We ran smack into Pierce, who was righteously pissed off that we had
been avoiding him. He tried to hide his anger by acting sweet.
Without hesitating much, though, he asked me to move into his cell.
I told him I wanted to but I couldn’t even buy my way off max row.
Pierce didn’t believe it, and wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Listen,”
he mumbled, I gave you a whole gallon of glue and I'm making you a
pair of boots — you havent done shit for me. Why don’t you let me
suck yer dick? A little suck aint gonna hurt you none.”

I had no intention of letting Pierce get anywhere near me. I agreed
to meet him in an hour behind the gym just to get rid of him. Jo knew
Pierce was mad as hell at me for not coming around right, and he
knew what old scar-face could do. “You'd better fuck him up before he
gets a chance at you,” he said as Pierce walked away. “The dude is sin-
ister, James.” Jo had anticipated that something like this might hap-
pen. He was prepared with a long butcher knife he pulled out of his
pants and handed to me. The blade was so sharp it cut my shirt when
I slipped it down inside my denims.

I took the knife, not really intending to use it. I thought I could
just beat him up and that would be the end of it, so I asked Jo if it was
really necessary to slice the con. It seemed too petty a situation to
knife someone.

Jo insisted. “James, if you don't stick him he’s gonna kill you the
next time you aren’t looking. This dude is an animal, man, he just
don’t understand anything but force.”

We went over to the gym. By the time we got to the back, Pierce
was all upset because I was late. I told him that I would make up for
it by letting him suck my dick, and Jo’s too. He said that was fine with
him. When we got to turning the trick I went for my belt like I was
going to take down my pants, pulled out Jo's knife, and cut Pierce
across the gut. “There you are, old man, satisfied now?” He was stand-
ing there looking at me and holding his guts in his hands. We left him
lying there.

Jo and I went out on the yard over to where the blacks were hang-
ing out and told them what we'd done. All the dudes thought that it
was fine I had stuck Pierce — it meant I was tough enough to run with
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them. In fact, the whole thing had been arranged by Jo as my initia-
tion. He knew what Pierce did to kids that ripped him off, and he
wanted to see how I'd react. It was manipulation, and it was cold, but
dudes didnt want to be running with guys who hadn’t proven them-
selves in battle. Nobody thought about trying to resolve disagreements
peacefully.

Junior Gray was recognized by the blacks as the baddest dude
among us: a superb knife fighter and good with his fists. On his way
to dinner one night, Junior got in a hot argument with some Indian
named Reese. The two of them started fighting and then Junior was
jumped by a bunch of whites and Indians.

The blacks were sitting out on the bleachers in the yard having
their after-dinner rap when the word came out that Junior Gray had
been rat-packed. Homer, a skinny little guy with a gift for rabblerous-
ing, got up and started shouting at the dudes: “Now things have gone
on like this long enough! These gray-boys and Indians have been tak-
ing advantage of us for too long. If we let them get away with this, the
color black won’t be worth shit. We'll be on the bottom and that’s
where we'll stay. There ain’t nothin’ for it but to wipe a few of those
dudes out permanently!”

Homer’s speech was met with wildness. Everyone started blowing
hard and getting organized for the coming battle. Iron Man was sent
to get weapons; I took on the job of “inviting” the Indians and the
grayboys to the hartlefield. Iron Man went down itexi morning to the
athletic field. He jumped over the door to the equipment office,
knocked out the attendant, grabbed all the baseball bats in the place,
and splic.

I found Reese kicked back in his cell drinking the local brand of
white lightning. When he saw me he leaned up on an elbow and said,
“Hiya, nigger, have a drink.” He was a bold dude; I respected Reese as
much as I hated him. I took a paper cup full of his alcohol and gulped
it. It burned a line down my gut.

“Just fine, Indian. Good booze you savages are swillin’ here. You
think you got what it takes to settle what you started?” He nodded.
“Fine, all you gotta do is show up on the lower field at two. Bring any
equipment you punks want.”
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“Hope you're ready to die, nigger!” he coughed out. I told him
that he was a little confused and split back to the upper yard to tell the
boys the good news.

At two, thirty of us went down to the lower yard together, hiding
the Louisville Sluggers up under our coats.

Reese’s boys were already lined up ready to go, just like a wild west
shootout. We spread out across the yard waiting for Jo to give the sig-
nal to attack. As the guard on the walk above turned his back, Jo let
out a whistle and we rushed them. When they saw our bats they tried
to split but we’'d blocked the entrance. They had only knives and knew
their chances were slim. We charged them, swinging our bats high in
the air. Sickening thuds echoed on the yard as the Sluggers came down
hard on redskin skulls.

Six of them died right there with split heads leaking all over the
ground. The ones that escaped death got away being fucked up bad.
Reese had stood his ground. He was courageous but he didn’t have a
chance. He was the first to die.

By the time the guard had completed his circuit we were sitting
back st the bleachers jiving and jawing like nothing at all had hap-
pened.

The cop saw all those bodies and all that blood and started firing
his carbine to bring the other police. They ran past us as we sat there
grinning. When the ambulances went by we acted curious, like we
were trying to figure out just what exactly had happened down there.

The authorities knew the reason for Little Big Horn. They knew
how popular Junior Gray was — but they still didn’t know exactly who
did the job. So they locked all the blacks under twenty-five, all the
YAs, and all the Indians in the Adjustment Center.

I was lying back on my bed in there wondering what the cons did
to pass the time, when a couple of dudes starting calling, “Smitty,
Smitty, tell us a lie.” They were answered by a black dude with a silkys-
mooth voice, the kind they put all night on a big-town jazz station.
Smitty began a monologue about fucking a chick: the smell of her
sweat, the taste of her pussy, the texture of her skin. Smitty could /Ze.

“Smitty, we know you're lying! Don't just sit there and lie like
that.” The dudes encouraged him by using a little negative psycholo-
gy on him, just at the point where he was getting into her hot ass. He
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described each thrust, each move. By the time he was ready, I was
rooting for him to come, along with everyone else. When he did, I
damned near joined him. It was that real.

Every night Smitty would get called on and lie. One night it
would be Iwo Jima and Japs, the next about the biggest coke deal in
history, and every night cunt the world over. The dude had imagina-
tion. He might have made it big on the stage if he'd ever made it back
to the streets.

After two weeks in the AC, Jo Phillips and I were put back out on
the mainline. Homer was charged with murder and taken to outside
court, but there wasn’t enough evidence. All the witnesses were either
dead or smart enough not to talk. The case was never solved.

In retaliation, the Indians threw a Molotov into the cell of a black
who had nothing to do with the incident. They just wanted to kill a
black to even part of the score. He happened to be in the first cell that
they passed. The black didn’t die, though: the gas exploded on the wall
and only burned part of his face off. He smothered it quickly. In a
couple of months he just looked a little bit different, but he was alive.

Iron Man, who had his nickname because he was just five seven
and could lift plenty of iron, confessed to killing Reese, though,
because he was madly in love with a punk. The cops had wanted to
get rid of him because he was always ripping kids off for their canteen;
they'd given him an early parole date to facilitate matters. But Iron
Man didn’t want to be separated from his homa. so he confessed o
Captain Hocker that he had killed Reese. Hocker didn’t believe him
and insisted he was going to send Iron Man back to the streets. Iron
Man went out on the yard the next day and slugged a cop; Hocker had
no choice but to extend his sentence by five years.

But where Iron Man was crazy for love, his cell-mate was love-
crazy. Billy Joe Davis was the “treetop raper.” He was busted for rap-
ing seven women in Echo Park in Los Angeles. He caught each of
them the same way, by jumping out of the trees. As soon as he was put
into the pen, he raped a young kid who was his cell partner and was
sent to the Hole.

When he got out of there they ordered him to work in the bakery.
Davis was charcoal black and used to sleep on top of the flour sacks.
The dude refused to shower; he wouldn’t wash, so that his skin took
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on this gray coloration. The cops had to hold a pistol on him to make
him put water on his body. He thought that taking a wash would
make him weak. He never cut or combed his hair.

Davis was a superstitious wild man. The one thing Billy Joe could
do was play the guitar and sing the blues. When Jimmy Reed came to
Q, Davis was one of the cons on the bill. He got more applause than
Reed — a standing ovation after each one of his songs.

Since there weren’t any trees in Quentin, Davis would leap from
the second or third tier onto the first and land on some poor dude’s
back. We all called him the “fiendish Dracula.” Finally the pigs put
him in solitary — he was uncontrollable.

I was what the police called an “incorrigible”. I did two weeks
clean time on the mainline and then got busted for taking an extra
steak at dinner when I was given one small piece of meat.

The day I was sent back to the Hole, the Muslims put on a con-
vention in the lower yard. They’d give their racist rap, then split when
a riot started. They excused their cowardly behavior by saying that the
white devil wanted them to fight and they weren't falling for the trap.

The Nazis and the Muslims usually got along. Their philosophies
complimented each other; each group was certain of its own racial
supremacy and neither was overly aggressive. They left each other
alone; each group had its own turf to look out for. This one time,
though, some Nazis happened to be standing nearby when a Muslim
gave his rap about the white man being the incarnation of evil. The
Nazis were forced to move or risk losing face.

The cops watched the whole thing from the catwalk. Their strat-
egy in this case was to let things go until it looked like the Muslims
might get the upper hand, then move in, round up the blacks, and
take them all to the Hole.

So there I was down in the Hole, kicked back with nothing but
Muslims around me raving at each other like storefront preachers.
What I didn’t know was that this sermonizing was all put on for my
benefit; they were trying to convert me.

When I didn't respond to their analysis of the white race, Lamar
Rivers, their leader, called over to me and asked me my name. Rivers
knew the Muslim ideology better than anyone else. He had a gifted
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tongue: he could stay up all night running down the teachings of
Elijah Mohamed.

Lamar looked like the man on the Hills Brothers coffee can: he
was tall and very skinny because he fasted all the time. The dude
thought he had the gift of prophecy — that everything he said was the
word of the Messenger of Allah. Lamar asked me a bunch of questions
about myself, like how old I was and where I came from. When I told
him I was seventeen, all of a sudden he got serious. He said I should
have someone outside find me a lawyer to file a suit against the state
for putting me in the pen illegally. He said I could be on the streets
and rich if I took legal action. But that legal stuff didn’t mean shit to
me; the only lawyers I knew were crooks. I ignored what Rivers said.

He asked me if I ate pork. I answered that I ate it at every oppor-
tunity, because it was my favorite meat. Lamar became extremely agi-
tated. “Don't you know Muhammad forbid us to eat pork?” (I didn't
know it at the time, but Red Nelson, the associate superintendent, was
attempting to destroy the Muslim organization. He had all the
Muslims down there in the Hole and was starving them by feeding
them nothing but pork three times a day. Lamar had ordered his dis-
ciples to fast and none of them had eaten for nearly two weeks.)

[ was sitting there watching and getting fat because the guards
gave me all I could eat from what the Muslims refusced. Every day
Rivers would ask me to give up the hog. I didn’t even hear the dude.
It gave me a chuckle to think that I had been put down in the Hole
for eating roo much and here T was stuffing myscll while I was being
punished.

A few days after I got down there, one of Lamar’s newer recruits
broke and asked a guard for something to eat. The guard immediate-
ly went and told Nelson, who came down to the Hole in person.

Nelson asked the kid if he was hungry. It was obvious the kid was
starving to death — skinny as a rail and losing his mind from hunger.
He looked up at Nelson and whispered, “Yeah,” but in a way the other
Muslims couldn’t see what he said. The cops took him out of his cell
and around the corner and gave him pigs’feet, ham hocks, and beans,
and let him eat his fill. The kid must have been relieved thinking that
he was going to be able to eat without Lamar finding out about it. But
Nelson wasn’t through with his little sideshow. Before he put the kid
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back in his cell he pulled him up short in front of Lamar, practically
lifting him off the floor by the back of his collar. “Tell them what you
had to eat, boy.”

Lamar Rivers cried, “What did you have to eat?” and the kid stam-
mered out, “Pork.”

Nelson wasn’t satisfied with that, he wanted the kid to tell them
exactly what it was. “Tell them what you had to eat,” he repeated.

“Pigs'feet and ham hocks.”

Nelson grinned at the half-starved dudes looking back at him with
sunken eyes through the steel: “Any of the rest of you care to dine,
there’s plenty left.”

I had never seen Nelson before; but I couldn’t believe what a dog
he was. When he was gone, Lamar started preaching: “Allah is gonna
take that motherfucker and run him off the planet!”

When Lamar went to the Disciplinary Committee and saw
Nelson sitting there grinning, he went berserk. He jumped right up on
the table, yelling “Beasts! Beasts!” and kicked Nelson in the mouth.
The cops dragged him out still screaming and kicking. They sent
Lamar Rivers to Vacaville and gave him shock treatments until he for-
got all about Allah.

The cops didn’t break the Muslims. Their starvation tactic stopped
after a couple of weeks because Hocker was afraid it might get to the
outside. Then he switched over to more direct tactics.

Besides Lamar Rivers, Booker North was the most important
Muslim leader in San Quentin. He was a fantastically effective prose-
lytizer out on the mainline. Every month he would convert ten or fif-
teen dudes to Islam. They put him in the Adjustment Center on per-
manent status. But Booker went right on rapping, usually in the exer-
cise yard.

There were quite a few Nazis in there who had no great love for
either Booker or the Muslims. A couple of the more aggressive white
supremacists were told by some guards, “Look, we want to get rid of
North. If you guys start a fight with him down on the AC yard, we’re
gonna reach down and kill him.”

The next time Booker started his sermon, the Nazis got around
him and started insulting him. When he ran after them to beat them
up, the Nazis split in all directions so the cops up in the buildings
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would have a clear shot. Booker was hit in the head two or three times
by high-power rifles and died instantly.

The mood was getting so intense that even dudes in the same
clique turned insane against each other. Lobo, a tall handsome
Chicano whom everyone wanted to sleep with but nobody dared mess
with because of his quick temper, and Bobby Lopez, who was also in
the Mafia, were just talking peacefully one day. Bobby kiddingly called
Lobo a punk, and suddenly the big guy stomped off with Bobby run-
ning after him to try and cool him out.

When he couldn’t catch the dude, Bobby forgot about it and went
back out on the yard. As he was walking across he heard someone
behind him call his name. Three feet away from him stood Lobo with
a big metal file sharpened to a point in his hand. As Bobby turned to
run, Lobo jumped him, stabbed him eleven times, threw the file in the
air and ran. The knife hit the catwalk and came down next to Bobby,
who was on his knees in a pool of blood. He managed to stagger to
his feet and stumble a few steps before he fell down and died. Lobo
disappeared into the crowd which had gathered, and got away. They
never caught him.

This incident accelerated the madness. Lobo became a blood-
thirsty killer: He fell in love with murder, it was his passion. There
were always dudes who wanted other dudes murdered, and Lobo
turned his passion into a profitable business. For ten cartons of ciga-
rettes, Lobo or one of the other Mafia dudes would kill anyone.

The sitarion detericrated to the poiiit wheic cven the prison offi-
cials, who were themselves manipulating the chaos, lost control. The
madness didn’t have any limits. The feeling was that you might be
killed at any moment. The police didn’t really care about that, but
they didn’t want one of the juvenile commitments to get offed, and
they didn’t want to transfer us either. That would seem like a conces-
sion and a sign of weakness.

But it happened. One of the YAs who had been transferred with
me from Tracy was murdered. The prison officials kept the story out
of the papers, but his mother found out. She went screaming to
Sacramento. She didn’t even know her son was in Quentin until she
found out about how he died.
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All of us kids had high hopes that shed make a big enough stink

to have some government committee or something investigate. Some
of us even thought we'd get out to the streets. We spent a week dream-
ing. I went to bed every night plotting on ripe supermarkets and sharp
clothes.

When they came by and told us to roll up our shit we thought we
were on our way back to Tracy. But when we got on the bus, the driv-
er told us our next stop was going to be Soledad Central.
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I WAS UNAFFECTED by the transfer; it hardly mattered to me
where I did time. As for the authorities’ decision to transfer us, it
meant getting us out of “prison” and into a “correctional” institution.
There are only two legally defined prisons in California — Quentin
and Folsom. The rest are called this and that; of course, they are all
prisons. But it was legal for them to shuffle us to Soledad, so there we
were. The only plus about my new assignment was that George
Jackson was in Soledad and that meant we would be partners once
again.

After clearing the reception center, I went out looking for George,
and found him on the yard near the weight pile. George was angry at
the way he had landed back in prison, and he almost lost control of
himself as he started to tell me the story: “After I got out of Tracy, I
hooked up with Michael Wright. We started pulling a lot of robberies
— you know, mostly liquor stores. Well, one night Wright went in to
do the job while I stayed outside in the car. I waited a long, long time
but decided against going in because I didn’t want to leave the car run-
ning. After what seemed like five fuckin’ minutes, Wright runs out
with a sack full of money, but he'd taken ron long. Somebedy in the
back of the store must have seen what was going on, and called the
cops, because they got there just as we were about to drive off. That
was it.

“When I got to court the DA offered me a deal, saying that he was
going to be lenient with me because I hadn’t pulled the gun: if I
copped a guilty plea he'd make sure I'd only hafta do a year of county
jail time. It sounded too good to be true. I took it because I knew the
alternative was a long stretch in the pen. When I went up to get sen-
tenced I found out that the judge had other ideas. He gave us both
one-to-life in Soledad!”

George was upset and frustrated. While he was telling his story, we
had wandered over to the weight pile and started working out with a
big stack of iron. We didn’t pay any attention to the fact that the
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weight was reserved. The cons reserve the weights by putting their
name on a tag which they attach to the bar. Sometimes the tag stays
on all day if the dude who reserved it is bad enough. After we'd been
talking and pushing for about fifteen minutes, a con came over and
told us that the weight belonged to Big Jake Lewis and we'd better cool
it. George had been in Soledad for a couple of months and didn't
know who this dude was, and anyway, we didn’t care.

Half an hour later, a giant came out on the yard. It was Big Jake
Lewis — six foot seven and wide as a door. He had a thin face, sharp
features, and never smiled. Jake had a flute in his hand as he walked
over to where we were working out. “Hey, you weak motherfuckers,”
he shouted, “don’t you know that’s my weight?”

“Well, if its your weight, it’s just too fuckin’ bad,” I said, while
George put more iron on the bar. “We'll be done in an hour and you
can come by and use it then.”

The big man stared at us for a full minute. “When I catch you out
from under these guns 'm going to crack your heads together so hard
even yor won't know which of you niggers is which!™

“You just go right ahead and do that whenever your heart feels the
need,” George replied. Jake stormed off.

That night at dinner, there was Jake working in the kitchen serv-
ing food in the chow line. When we first glanced over at him he was
glaring at us, and he didn’t stop until we got to where he was serving.
Without saying shit, he slopped gravy all over our plates.

George said he’'d never seen Jake work the chow line before. We sat
down next to a dude named Harper, whod caught what Jake had done
to us and started talking about him. According to Harper, Jake had
beaten the entire Quentin goon squad of seven men in 1958: they all
had pick handles and he used his hands. George didn’t believe it. He
whispered that he was going to have to kill this dude because he was
such an animal.

We looked up to see Big Jake coming toward our table with a steel
pitcher in his hand. He was trembling with rage: “I told you not to
fool with my weights. Now I'm gonna teach you punks a lesson!” He
poured the contents of the pitcher he was carrying all over George and
me. It was scalding hot coffee, so hot I thought the shirt sticking to
my chest was going to brand me forever. I jumped up and Jake hit me
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on the chin. I went down and damn near out. As he went for George
the cops rushed the three of us and took us over to Control.

The lieutenant walked in and asked us what the problem was.
George and I were still burning from the coffee but we were cons and
had no intention of helping the police, so we told him that there wasn’
any problem, it was just a misunderstanding, Jake came in though and
told the cop exactly what had happened. He was blunt; he said what-
ever was on his mind. The cops were just afraid of him. The lieutenant
merely told us he didnt want any killing. We all assured him that
nothing like that was going to happen and he sent us back out on the
mainline.

George and I were plotting how we were gonna put this dude
under before he got back to his cell. George wanted to sneak up on
him on the tier and stab him in the back of the neck. But before we
could execute the plan we ran into Jake on the yard. The dude was so
bold — he just walked up and asked us if we wanted to fight.

George was still ready to do anything, so they went into the show-
er room near the athletic field. Big Jake picked George up and threw
him against the tile wall, knocked him stone cold. “Okay, punk, you're
next.” I didn’t move. “If you want, you can run get a knife. I'll be wait-
ing.” I still didn’t move.

I carried George half-conscious back to his cell. I thought that
George would have realized that Jake was just too tough to mess with.
But when he came to, he was still talking in a whisper, since that was
all he conld manage, about killing th¢ bastaid.

I was real surprised when a few days later I saw the two of them,
Jake and George, out on the yard at the card table playing cooncan. I
sat down and watched Jake finish trimming George out of his canteen
draw. George got up, extremely anguished, and walked back to his cell
without saving a word. Being an arrogant dude, Big Jake arrived five
minutes later to collect. But instead of asking for all of George’s draw
he only took half of it and shook hands with us when he left. After

that the three of us became friends and we started to work together.

Doc Harrison was forty-five, with a lot of gray hairs and a worn
face that had seen lots of hard time. He always wore a long gray coat.
He had done time for murder in Huntsville prison in Texas, where he
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had murdered a dude, and later at Folsom he had killed two other
cons.

Doc owned a homo named Bobby. The kid looked like a beauti-
ful woman, with a thin, shapely figure and big dark eyes that he made
up to look bigger. He was sexy and all the dudes wanted to fuck him.
Doc guarded him jealously even though he didn’t sleep with the punk.
It was a status symbol for Doc.

One night when I was watching television, Doc came over to me
and asked if I wanted a job. I was hurting financially at the time, so I
asked him what he had in mind. Harrison offered me five packs a day
to watch Bobby while he was at work, to make sure that the other cons
wouldnt punk his homo. That was a lot of money so I accepted the
offer.

Soledad was loose; you didn’t have to work if you didn’t want to.
I was free to guard Doc’s punk all day. I took him to lunch and every-
where else I went.

I'd been working for Doc about two weeks when one night he
asked me to go back in the shower with him. Just as we got back in
there, he pulled out a knife. I stepped back, not really knowing what
to expect. I knew Doc acted like he trusted me, but I thought he
might have gotten paranoid thinking I'd been fucking his Bobby.
Then he handed me the knife and said, “This is yours. You know how
to use it?”

“I've stuck some meat,” I told him, “but I've never fought with
one.

Well, Doc started to give me lessons. Every night after work he'd
spend a couple of hours with me. It took about a month before he had
built up enough confidence in my ability to spring his scheme on me.
Doc asked me if I was interested in setting up a little gambling busi-
ness. He knew I was open to any way of making easy money, and I'd
proven myself to him by keeping good track of his homo and learning
how to handle a blade.

Doc brought out some dice and explained how these were house
dice — honeycombs, they called them. In the center of each is a little
bit of honey which gets hot as the dice are used, making the dice stick
on four and seven. He had another set of “six-ace flats,” too, which
were weighted so that seven would come up frequently. If the game
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lasted long enough the house had to win. He also showed me how to
use a marked deck and how to signal what kind of cards you had when
using a straight deck.

When the lessons were over and Doc was sure that I was ready, he
went around and got a lot of dudes blacks, Mexicans and whites — to
play in a big game. It was legitimate, because he paid off the police.
Before the game Doc came into my cell to give me some final instruc-
tions: “Don't go feeling bad about cheating these dudes — they’d do the
same to you if they knew how. James, if you do like I taught you, we'll
have all the cartons on this wing within a week!”

The first night we won thirteen cartons, and the second we did
even better. By the fifth night we had won all the cigarettes on the
wing. The dudes were all mad because they knew we had cheated
them even though they didn’t know how. Since we had all the ciga-
rettes, dudes were forced to come to me to borrow; they didn’t even
bother talking to Doc, because they knew he was such a cold dog. I
told them I had to get the okay from the good Doc. He didn’t want
any part of it. He was vicious, and enjoyed making those cons suffer.

There weren’t any more cigarettes. Dudes were getting desperate.
One night our friend Joe Larson got the usual package of food and
butts from home. As he was walking back from the post office, Malo
Sanchez and some other Mexican Mafias saw him with his goodies.
They rat-packed Joe, took his package, and left his head looking like
the butcher had slapped five pounds of ground round alongside it
They ate his cookies, dropped the crumbs on him, and left him lying
unconscious.

I was angry that this dude had been beaten without provocation.
I was right up front yelling for immediate revenge, putting in my two
cents without initiating anything. We were on the way to battle when
Doc walked in.

“Wait a minute, youngsters. There’s a right way to do everything.
We know these dudes are tough; the only way we’re gonna fuck them
up is by catching them flat, like when they walk into the day room
after wake-up still half asleep.”

Actually Doc wanted it so that he wasn’t on the wing when the shit
started, because he knew the cops were looking for an excuse to get rid
of him permanently. All the boys agreed with Doc’s idea and we sat
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down and planned the assault, assigned dudes to get weapons, and
mapped out the day room so we would all know where to attack from.

The next morning we had a meeting after breakfast. Each of us
took a knife and a man to deal with. We were supposed to kill him or
have an awfully good reason why not.

As the Mexicans came back into the day room, we took them.
They were caught moving slow and unarmed. It was a slaughter. There
were slashed stomachs and intestines spilling out all over the floor. The
French toast they'd had for breakfast poured out along with a lot of
blood. In just a couple of minutes we were standing ankle deep in
human waste. It was more violence than I'd ever seen before. The con-
centration was too much. I just managed to stagger out of there.

Just before I made the door I was met by the tier cop who took
one look at the scene and flipped out. He was looking me right in the
eye, and he saw everyone who was there, but he was so frightened, all
he could do was stand there helplessly blowing on his whistle. I
pushed past him and got out onto the tier. The lieutenant ran right
past me, but he didn’t notice I was covered with blood. When he
looked into the day room he started giving orders getting anyone
around to help carry the wounded Mexicans to the infirmary. He even
asked some of the cons standing around watching, including me, to
carry the wounded to the hospital.

I went straight back from the hospital to my cell. By this time the
guards were coming around checking for blood on people’s clothing.
When the cops saw me they got all hopped up. I was fuckin’ drenched
in blood. I pleaded with them to talk to the lieutenant, but they
wouldn’t listen to my story about helping the lieutenant like a good
scout. They dragged me down to the Hole thinking they had them-
selves a murderer.

The next day the DA from Salinas came to interrogate the sus-
pects. When it was my turn I walked in, sat down, and the fool said,
“Mr. Carr, it’s my job to find out what happened here yesterday and
so far 'm having a hard time getting any information at all.”

“Well, here’s the facts,” I said, looking the hick in the eye, “I don’t
know anything about what happened other than that the lieutenant
had me carry this dude to the hospital and now I'm in here.
Furthermore, I don’t give a fuck about your job. So just leave me
alone.” I got up and walked out on him without turning around.
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In all the confusion that had followed the massacre, the lieutenant
didn’t discover that I was being held as one of the suspects until he
finally got around to visiting the Hole. I reminded him of what had
happened and he had the guards release me back to the mainline.

Soon as I got on the tier again, George and Big Jake pulled me
into the shower and told me that Hank Sanchez had a cousin in
Soledad who was convinced that I had killed Hank in the massacre.
George said that I had best be on guard because this guy intended to
kill me. Jake gave me a straight razor and a knife which I taped to my
arms so | could carry them with me wherever I went.

I got more and more paranoid as the days went on. I'd be walking
down the tier and turn around to find four or five of the Mafia star-
ing at me. Finally I couldn’t stand it any more. I had Hank Sanchez’s
cousin pointed out to me, and walked up to him.

“I hear you think that I killed your cousin. Well, I was there but I
didn’t do it and I don’t know who did. If you feel like you have some-
thing to settle with me, go right ahead, right here and now.”

The cousin stared at me a second; he said he didn’t want to do
nothin’. “It’s bad enough that there’s already one Sanchez dead. If any-
thing happened to any of the rest of us, our mothers would kill them-
selves. So let’s just forget about it.” After that they left me alone and
that was the end of it. They transferred Doc Harrison to Folsom,
though. They just couldnt believe that he hadn’t masterminded all
those executions.

Our clique avoided defending black dudes who didn’t run with us.
There were just too many guys who acted tough, got into shit, and
then ran for help. One of these “tough” guys was a young kid from
Sacramento named Johnson, who thought he was Mr. Cool. He was
a little different from the usual cardboard tough guy who gets in over
his head — underneath his bullshit, Johnson was a likeable dude.

That’s why we got upset when we heard a rumor that he had been
rat-packed for no reason by six white dudes. Actually, it turned out, he
had been in a hassle with a white over a homo and had ended up
stabbed in the ensuing conflict. But we were pissed, especially Jake,
who was fuming already after having just been turned down by the
parole board again for the umpteenth time. The speechmaking was
just beginning when suddenly Jake’s elephant voice stopped the show.
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“Look. Let’s just go in there and take the whole fuckin’ wing over!”

None of us could tell if he was serious or not. We didn’t have any
plan at all; we got behind it because it was different.

About twelve of us, including George Jackson and me, stormed
onto the wing. We knocked the cop out, took his keys and locked the
wing down. But we didn’t have the keys to the cells. The rest of the
cons had to stay locked. They yelled out a bunch of encouragements
and we yelled back, but that was about all we could do.

The D-wing cops went to Control for reinforcements. While they
were gone we tore up the tables so we could use the legs for clubs. By
the time we'd finished that, the lieutenant unlocked the door, stuck his
head in, and cried, “What the hell do you boys think you're doing in
there?”

Jake answered, “Not a motherfucking thing ... you boys want to
fight?” The lieutenant thought we were crazy. He had no intention of
trying to get us out of there with the force at his command. The week
before the Mexicans had whipped them good so they weren’t anxious
to do it again.

But we figured if they fought the Mexicans they’d fight us. The
lieutenant called out again, “You boys are gonna have to move out of
this wing.” We told him we weren’t about to leave. “Well, then, we'll
just have to move you.”

That was too much for Jake, who wanted some action. He went
up to the cop, said, “You'll what?”, and slapped him in the mouth. He
hurt him pretty bad and made him look like a fool — but he wouldn’t
dare fight Jake, so the cops all split, locking the door behind them.

Half an hour later the captain called on the phone and Smitty, a
fake Muslim and a real raw-jaw artist, answered. He screamed into the
phone, “Captain, there’s only one thing we got to say to you: go fuck
yourself!” Then he ripped the cord out of the wall.

Next it was the warden’s turn. He came down and asked us if were
going to come out. We all yelled together, “No! You ass-lickers are
gonna have to come in and get us!” Then we smashed the television
and all the windows.

The cops were up on the roof, breaking out glass so they could put
riot guns in and shoot tear gas. They fired a couple of canisters, but
the gas floated up and got the boys in the cells without touching us.
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We were sitting there laughing. We thought that once they'd shot
some gas they would come charging in. But they still had no inten-
tions of coming in there.

After thirty more minutes the cops reappeared on the roof. This
time they had rifles instead of riot guns. All the cops were pointing at
me. I didn’t know why at the time; later I found out it was because I
was a juvenile and they didn’t want to shoot me. They yelled in
through a bullhorn that we had one more chance to come out. Jake
reaffirmed that they could all go get fucked. We weren't coming. The
cop then yelled down that Jake should let me and Smitty out because
we were juveniles; but we didn’t want to come out — we told the cops
to go to hell. If we had left they would have killed all those dudes,
although we didn't understand this at the time, either.

The sound, of a shot ricocheted off the walls. Then another. It got
mighty hot mighty fast. We turned over the sheet-metal tables to hide
behind, and pulled them up against the wall at the end of the corri-
dor. Bullets were smashing against the steel and sending bits of stone
and shards of plaster all around us. We backed the tables Lip, trying
to keep them pointed up toward the rifle fire while moving under
them to make it to the shower way down at the other end of the cor-
ridor, right under where most of the cops were firing from. They saw
us coming and opened the front door. Everyone except four of us —
George Jackson, Big Jake, Smitty and me — ran for it they'd had
enough.

Jake inmped up and started hiollering at them for deserting us. He
still thought that the cops were going to come in there and fight us,
and he figured the dudes that split would be necessary for the brawl.

Then the cops started blasting away, shooting all the tiles off the
wall. We were covered with cement dust and dried blood. We were
scraped and bruised from moving the tables, and Jake had a couple of
nicks, but none of us had been shot.

At the height of the gunfire, when it was impossible to hear your
own voice, George started rapping. We all huddled close together to
hear George take us on a trip about the streets. He talked about all the
girls he was going to fuck and all the good food he was going to eat.
He talked about East L.A. till I got homesick and told him to cool it.
We were so far into it that we lost track of what was happening until
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Jake noticed that the cops had stopped firing for the first time in six
hours.

Some cop was blowing through the bullhorn. There was a mum-
ble and a few squeaks; then the voice of the lieutenant came over:
“Now, you boys have had your fun. This is your last chance to come
out of there walking. The Salinas National Guard is here and they
aren’t going to waste their ammunition. You've got five minutes to
make up your minds.” Click. The bullhorn went dead and there was
silence.

Before we could say anything, a dozen shotguns burped, spraying
the place with buckshot, just to show us they meant business. None
of us had any intention of dying cornered like dogs, so we came out
from under the benches. Jake, still not wanting to give up, said he
thought that we should have them execute us right there. “They ain’t
never gonna let us out of these prisons alive. It’s better to die like a
man.”

I wasn’t saying anything, but Smitty blurted out, “I don’t believe
that this is the way Allah intended for me to die.”

Jake screamed, “Shut up, punk, there ain’t no motherfuckin’ Allah!
We're gonna have a vote here.”

George had been thinking the situation over. “Frankly speaking,
I’'m ready to leave,” he said to Jake, “but if youre gonna stay here and
be executed, I'll stay and die with you.” I told Jake the same thing,
putting the burden on his shoulders. Jake told Smitty that he didn’t
have a say because he was a fool. He thought for a second, then called
out to the cop: “All right, punks, we're coming out.” They ordered us
to come out backward with our hands over our heads.

When we reached the door, we turned around and confronted the
cops. Until that moment we didn’t know how afraid they were. All the
cops from all the shifts were outside the wing and behind them stood
twenty guardsmen in full battle gear. It looked like the last Germans
surrendering at the end of World War II. We were just four unarmed
blacks against this multitude of military, but they still hadn’t defeated
us. Jake looked at me and George, and he had fire in his eyes.

With a scream that would have startled a deaf man, he leaped at
the police and started swinging, downing six or seven with his first
blows. At the same time George and I cut down a few more. We
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fought like devils but there were too many of them. They swarmed
over us, swinging their rifle butts and clubs, hitting each other in their
frenzy.

When we were subdued, they chained us together by our feet.
Then they led us through a line of club-swinging cops who beat us
around the head and groin as we hobbled past. When they’d had
enough of getting even, they chained us to a post and went off to wire
Sacramento for instructions.

Two hours later we were on a bus headed for San Quentin. When
we got there we were taken to the Disciplinary Committee, Red
Nelson and Captain Hocker in charge.

Jake went in first. A couple minutes later he was out with twenty-
nine days in the Hole and a transfer to Folsom. We all went in and
came out with twenty-nine days.

They brought everyone who was involved in the takeover at
Soledad. We were all down there together. Jake was still fuming about
how all these other dudes had deserted us. He would call each of them
by name and insult the dude for an hour, and then move on to the
next one. He did this every day all day until his voice gave out. We
could still hear him in his cell rumbling in a hoarse whisper. The dude
had endurance.

They had to get me out of there after my time in the Hole because
I was still a juvenile commitment. They sent me back to Tracy, which
is where I wanted to be anyway. I was taken immediarely to Tiviechy:

“You been mighty busy since you left here,” he said. “We don'
need any riots in this institution. We don’t need people like you here
at all. When we sent you away we thought we were getting rid of you.
We got a nice place here and we want to keep it that way, so you're
going to the Adjustment Center.”

They put me into Segregation where you can come out of the cell
only once a week to take a shower. The minimum time in Segregation
is ninety days, if you don’t get a beef in the meantime.

The same madness was still going on: lighting fires, throwing food
at the cops. I got right in with all of it. But as my time kept getting
extended, I realized I might never get out of there... especially with
Twitchy at the controls.
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I'd been down there seven months when Twitchy’s wife died. I was
so happy I didn’t know what to do. I wrote him a letter with a tomb-
stone on it that said: “The old bitch is dead! How sweet it is!” I was
going to mail it, but before I did I had a dude named Tyrone check it
out for spelling errors and shit. He told me that if I sent it I was never
going to get out. He suggested that I send Twitchy a sympathy card. I
ordered a card from the canteen, wrote a little “I'm so sorry” note, and
sent the thing off.

Two days later the cops came and took me to Twitchy. He greeted
me with a twitch and said, “This place must have been good for you.
You've really changed™ I told him how I had been reading books and
doing a lot of thinking about myself. Twitchy said that he would let
me out if I went to see the psychiatrist. I had refused before, but I was
tired of total lockdown, so I said sure, I'd go.

I walked to the shrink smoking my pipe. When I got to his office,
he was sitting back in his chair with his feet up on the desk smoking
his pipe. I sat down and neither of us said a word. We both just sat
there puffing and ignoring each other.

“There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know why they sent you here.”

“Neither do I”

Then he told me he'd write a good recommendation for me. I
thanked him and walked out.

When I saw Twitchy a week later he was acting real surprised. He
said that the psychiatrist had written a damn favorable report on me
and that he was putting me back out on the mainline.

A couple of months later I went to the Board. The warden asked
me if I thought I could make it on the streets. I told him, “I'm sure I
can. I've learned how to control myself. 'm going to college as soon
as I get out — my aunt has agreed to pay for it.” I said it all nice and
humble, the way they always like it in the end. They believed me, or
else didn’t care what I said and just wanted to rid of me.

“You can go,” the warden said, “as soonas you cangeton the bus.”
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I REMEMBER on the bus ride home thinking that I had just done
my last stretch in the pen. Every smell of exhaust from the cars on the
highway reinforced that feeling: I was on the streets for good; nothing
could stop me this time. All the little obstacles that got in my way
before were conquerable; another opportunity was always around the
corner. | was flying — tough, smart, and clean.

My first hurdle was the parole authorities. They thought they
could trip me up by isolating me from my friends. I was given a room
and a meal ticket in an old-folks’ home called the Carmel Hotel out
in Santa Monica. It was one of those sand-colored buildings with
grubby looking palm trees here and there, and the smell of age all over
the place. I guess they thought the senior citizens would have a sober-
ing effect on me.

The second day I was in the place, I spent the whole day smoking
weed and thinking up ways to get out. I finally gave up and just decid-
ed to make it expensive. I invited ten of my old friends out to a party
and charged the whole bill to the county. My parole officer was kind
of amused. Instead of disciplining me, he saw how impossible it was
for a kid like me to live in an old-folks’ home, 2nd allowed iic to inove
in with my Aunt Harriet.

Harriet was the only member of the family who hadn’t given up
on me. [ visited her every time I was on the streets, and she wrote me
encouraging letters when I was in prison. She was a pretty, thin, mid-
dle-aged woman with a wide smile and a good sense of humor. I had
gone to see her the first night I hit the streets, even though my parole
officer had insisted that I stay out of that part of town. We had a
happy reunion, stayed up drinking and talking about old times until
early the next morning.

While I'd been in prison her husband Gino had been murdered in
an argument in one of the night spots he managed. The dude had
been in Quentin himself previous to this for a bunch of gambling
beefs. In the morning over breakfast she asked me if I wanted to move
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into the spare bedroom in her apartment. I liked the idea. My plans
called for getting into a situation where I could operate, and I knew
nothing was happening for me in the way of hustles over in Santa
Monica.

Before the parole officer made my transfer formal he insisted on
visiting Harriet in her apartment. She told me about it later. He was
impressed — her pad was well furnished, which meant that she had
money and I wouldn’t be needing to steal and, besides that, Harriet
was very sophisticated. She talked about her plans to pay for my col-
~ lege education and all the strict rules she was going to make me live
up to. I hadn’t asked her to do any of this; she was smart enough to
say what the dude wanted to hear and clever enough to presentitin a
way which was believable. Harriet was a fox!

I moved in with her the next Monday. Actually, moving wasnt
much of a job — I didn’t have hardly any clothes. Maynard had taken
all of my clothes out of the Eagle Rock when I was arrested.

I started running with a bunch of the ex-Pirates that were still
around, like John Buckley and Poor-Devil. They still knew how to
party all right — lots of pills, juice and chicks — but they were pulling
penny-ante stickups. That was a sure way to go back to the pen: it
meant you had to be constantly robbing, and you were bound to get
caught if the jobs were frequent and poorly planned as they almost
always were. I liked these dudes. I hung out with them and did shit
but refused to do any jobs with them. I wanted an opportunity to get
into the big time, not knowing where it would come from or how, but
confident none the less that I would have my chance.

Harriet and I got along great. She left me alone, didn’t make me
go to school or work. When I wasn’t partying I just lay around her
pad, got fat, and listened to her hi-fi.

Harriet owned the building, a duplex, and she rented the down-
stairs apartment to a dude named Maurice. There were always good
sounds coming from Maurice’s pad. I figured the dude was rich from
the size of his hi-fi and the few glimpses I had caught of him going
into the place; he wore real fine rags.

I asked Harriet to introduce us, thinking that the dude must be
into a good hustle. The day after, she talked to him, and that night he
invited me down. He had a fancy pad all right: leather furniture, fat
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carpets that went wall to wall, and a huge collection of records. He
poured us a couple of glasses of Chivas Regal and we got to talking.

Maurice told me that he was a bookie. He worked all over the city
picking up bets and paying dudes, using the wire service he bought
from the dagos. The dude was prospering, making three hundred and
fifty to five hundred dollars a week. He looked like he spent every
penny of it. His closet was filled with custom-tailored clothes; even his
khaki fatigues were fitted. Maurice had his hair done in a marcel, a
process in a Caesar style, and he had manicured fingernails. The dude
had a personality to match his wardrobe: smooth and together, always
in control.

I saw Maurice as someone to emulate. He had everything that I
wanted. I wanted to know who he was working for, hoping that he
would cut me in on some of his action. When he told me he was
working for my Aunt Harriet, I nearly dropped my load. I knew that
she was sly. I never figured that she was into being that kind of a busi-
nesswoman. But Maurice told me that she had been doing business a
long time before she met her husband Gino. She had started taking
bets years before while working with the heavy-betting women of the
garment district.

Maurice had been talking slow over the top of several drinks for
the last hour. The clock hir eight and Maurice got up, telling me he
was sorry but business came first. I didn’t want to miss the opportu-
nity to watch the dude go into action, so I asked him up front if I
could go along for the ride. He said it was finc with hiin, and we left.

Maurice had two cars, a beat-up gray 1940 Dodge and a brand
new Buick Riviera. I went strutting up to the Buick and started to get
in but Maurice shook his head. He was getting into the jalopy. I
couldn’t figure the thing out. Actually, he was just being cool: he did-
n’t want any of his customers to know how successful he was, so he
drove the Buick only when he went out partying.

We drove down to Central Avenue where all you can smell from
downtown to the beach is barbecue. The street was lined with old
wood-frame buildings in various states of disrepair. They went from
just barely habitable to completely devastated. Trash filled the gutters
and all the vacant lots. Broken glass covered everything else — the
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streets, sidewalks, the crumbling porches attached to the worn build-
ings.

The stores lining the streets cover the needs of the neighborhood
— mostly beauty parlors, cleaners, pool halls, restaurants, and innu-
merable bars called “buckets-of-blood.” There are so many fights in
them the management saves money on cleanup by covering the floor
with sawdust.

The first joint we went into was empty except for a couple of old
dudes drinking at the bar and a young looking blues singer sitting over
on a bench in the corner cutting a few licks on a guitar. Maurice
walked up to the bar and said a few words to the bartender, who nod-
ded and pulled out a wad of bills. Then he went over to the old dudes,
paying off one and collecting from the other. Then he waved goodbye
and walked out.

We worked every bar on that desolate strip, Maurice collecting
and paying out — mostly collecting just a whole lot of cash.

When we had covered Central, Maurice drove out of the ghetto
into the wealthy black suburb of Baldwin Hills. The homes were like
the homes that whites with similar incomes live in — gaudy-looking
tract houses. And like all middle-class people, the 