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By Cameron Terhune
Correctional Training Facility

“What was it like for you to get life in 
prison?”

Being sentenced to life in prison is an 
oxymoron. You are not being sentenced to 
live or to have any sort of real life. What it 
really means is that you are being sentenced 
to die in prison, to exist in a place without 
life, or to exist, conscious and aware, yet 
completely stripped of your life.

What is that like?
You are told you are not welcome in 

the larger community of human beings. 
Everyone is created equal, yet you are now 
less, you are incomplete, you are damaged. 
There is something so fundamentally 
flawed in you that you must be separated 
and banished. Like the assembly line, your 
evolutionary strain has produced a defect 
that needs to be amputated from the larger 
human organism. You are a dead end.

In fact, more than a dead end, you are 
Dead. You do not participate in or reap the 
rewards from life as we know it. You are 
cold and barren, where others are warm 
and alive. You rot while they grow. You can 
only watch as the world turns; you may no 
longer thrive and dance in the moon’s light 
or the sunny skies of endless summer. You 

are interred, and you must now begin to be 
consumed by the Earth.

People know you, and remember you, 
but everything you ever accomplished in 
your life is now tainted; it is viewed through 
the lens of your crime. All the kind acts in 
the world do not remove the stigma of the 
“Yeah, but…”

“He was a good friend, yeah, but he 
picked up a gun and…”

“She had a lot of potential, yeah, but 
then she went crazy…”

“Yeah, but who knew 
there was black blood in his 
heart?”

“Yeah, but who knew 
she would do that?”

You are now only your 
crime and will be remem-
bered as your crime first, 
while all else now comes 
second or is forgotten in the relentless storm 
of the “Yeah, but…”

So, you are a ghost, a shadow of your 
former self, a spectre, a wraith. You try to 
cling to the life you had because it is all you 
know; it is who you are. But everything you 
are is now everything you were, and all you 
once had is destined to slip through your 
incorporeal fingers. A ghost screaming in a 

room can barely brush the lightest curtain 
and is only seen in faded glimpses. Out 
of sight, out of mind, and time heals all 
wounds—including the devastating pain of 
having known you, been friends with you, 
and loved you. You who betrayed, you who 
transgressed, you who are now only your 
crime. 

After so long trying to regain what was 
lost, only to have it slip away time and again, 
you begin to get angry. You get mad at the 
circumstances of your non-living existence, 

and you get mad at the way 
nothing can ever be how it 
was. Everything good that 
was is now broken, ruined, 
or lost, and in being mad at 
everything that you deem 
unfair, you start to hate. 

You hate this new “life.” 
You hate what you lost. You 

hate that others can be in the light while you 
can know only darkness. You hate every tiny 
twist in the path of your life that led you to 
come to this place of no life, and you hate 
everything that doesn’t soothe your bitter, 
angry, forgotten heart. It is easy to hate, and 
you learn quickly that it takes no soul, no 
inner enlightenment, and no special skill to  
hate. Anyone can (continued on page 6...) 
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“You can only watch as 
the world turns; you 
may no longer thrive 

and dance in the moon’s 
light or the sunny skies 

of endless summer.”
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Making it in Prison
By Shawn Dustin Powell

Centinela State Prison
I have been incarcerated seven years 

now, and six out of those seven have been in 
California prisons. Many may have friends, 
family, girlfriends, or wives to support them 
financially while incarcerated–others may not. 
For the latter, they must do something to sup-
port themselves while in prison. All this time 
spent behind bars, I have seen people do many 
creative things to make it in prison and have 
had to do a few myself.

Drawing is one; there are many super-tal-
ented artists within the prison system, and I 
have seen some excellent drawings, tattoos, 
and paintings that were of superb level work. 
If someone is a good artist in prison, they 
will have no problem supporting themselves 
while incarcerated because plenty of people 

will pay them for their work. Artwork is in high 
demand, especially tattoos.

Wherever you are incarcerated, drawing will 
provide for you even in the county jail where 
supplies are limited, and it is very hard to get 
power to operate a tattoo gun. Tattoos are not 
really an option in county jail unless someone 
hand picks the tattoo with a needle which is 
painful, time consuming, and does not usually 
end well the majority of the time.

There is still hope though for those in jail be-
cause people still will pay for nice drawings, 
and hand-drawn cards do particularly well. I 
am not that great of an artist as far as drawing 
goes, but I can trace patterns and apply them 
to cards if necessary.

Prison, however, is a different story. Once 
you are in the penitentiary, you have access to 

a lot more materials and can get more creative. 
You can even get a hobby craft card and order 
supplies from a vendor.

Some of the things I have seen made in pris-
on are paintings, beadwork, jewelry boxes, 
hand carved shop figurines, model ships, and 
picture frames, to name a few. 

The aforementioned items were made with 
supplies from a vendor and typically require 
materials that cost money, and can be expen-
sive if you do not have the means.

People that have no support system or mon-
ey must get even more creative.

This usually means taking items that are 
readily available and figuring out what to do 
with them to turn a profit.

I had a neighbor who used to sew clothing 
with a sewing needle (continued on page 6...)     
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The Power of the Pen
By Joan Parkin and Mia Bella Rodgers

On May 29th and 30th, 2026, progressive individuals and organiza-
tions converged in Chicago in response to a call from justice organiza-
tions to attend the first-ever Bridging the Gap: Amplifying Incarcerated 
Voices conference. Chicago, with its long history of racism and criminal 
injustice at the hands of law enforcement and the political machina-
tions of elected officials and judges, is really a perfect place to launch 
a conference that is all about resistance to authoritarianism and 
the power of journalists to effect change. Christopher Blackwell, an 
award-winning journalist incarcerated in Washington state, writes in 
a letter posted on the first page of the conference bro-
chure that the singular aim of the event is to explore: 
“How can we, collectively, as a community of creators, 
writers, publishers, editors, organizers, and funders, 
work together to broaden and empower the voices of 
incarcerated individuals within society?” The question 
could not be timelier. This is the question that drove 
him to bring like-minded prison journalists together, 
all in one place, as a call-to-action and a convening of 
values. 

Today, in the “free” world, we see murderous attacks 
on reporters in war zones, imprisonment of writers for 
op-eds, public attacks on reporters’ credibility, restrict-
ing press access to information or events, legal threats 
against investigative reporting, and government 
censorship or surveillance. 

For journalists behind the wall, the risks are the 
same as for those writing in a time of war. Writers face persecution such 
as beatings, solitary confinement, and write-ups, from the very people 
who run the system that the writers are critiquing. 

The threat of cellphone jamming around prisons is emerging, intend-
ed to silence the slim amount of voices on the inside who gain access 
to phones, because they have no other choice but to film if they want to 
be believed. Institute to End Mass Incarceration Policy Fellow Corrine 
Shanahan notes that prisons are nervous about what the people they 
cage will expose. “The Alabama Solution,” screened at 
the conference, was recorded nearly entirely by incar-
cerated people with smuggled cellphones to expose the 
brutal beatings and murders that the world would have 
otherwise never seen.

While this is not how prison journalism usually oper-
ates, it presents a very stark example of the line between 
what members of the public, even us journalists, are 
able to see and what is hidden. It shows the imminent 
need for journalists on the inside to have the freedom 
to write their truths and reveal what human beings are 
doing to other loving, feeling human beings behind 
locked doors.

Despite these circumstances, incarcerated journal-
ism, however embattled, is surviving thanks to the work 
of courageous and talented writers. Although not 
nearly as many as the hundreds that once circulated 
in the 1970s and 1980s, there are dozens of publications, and the num-
ber continues to grow. Along with this growth is the need for more orga-
nizations to connect from the outside to support journalists. Journalist 
Victoria Law notes that, following the horrid prison conditions during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, prison journalism has taken root in society 
in these past six years. This shows how prison journalism did not come 
out of nowhere; it came from a cumulation of poor conditions that could 
no longer be contained or survived.

Thanks to the conference organizers and a litany of sponsors ranging 

from the ACLU to the Unlock the Box Campaign, emerging and veteran 
incarcerated journalists will have their voices amplified. The organizers 
included Look 2 Justice, Haymarket Books, Empowerment Avenue, 
the Institute to End Mass Incarceration, and Inquest. Dana Blanchard, 
the director of programming at Haymarket House and leader of the 
Haymarket Books development team, states that the goal of the con-
ference is to be a connective tissue: “A lot of us are doing the work, but it 
feels very siloed. How do we cross these barriers?” The conference went 
a long way toward bringing together organizations that do the work of 
publishing incarcerated writers’ stories. Many of us saw commonalities 

that we hadn’t seen before. For example, although the 
VIP had spoken about working with Empowerment 
Avenue, it took our attending one of their workshops 
to see creative ways to bridge the gap. 

This room showed the VIP just a slim number, those 
who learned about and could make it to the confer-
ence, of how many like-minded individuals and orga-
nizations are out there. If we can take our individual 
passions and use them to elevate the cause and voices 
inside, maybe someone will finally listen. We can all 
make a bigger impact together.

Blanchard also reiterated a conference theme that 
we are “living in a moment.” The increase in technology 
has meant the increase in censorship, but it has also 

allowed information to flow back and forth between 
the prison and the outside with much greater effi-
ciency. Conference organizers ask, how do we mod-

el working with respect, and how can we be in community together?
For our first event on day 1, Mia and I attended Running a Publication 

Across Prison Walls where panelists Juan Haines, Editor in Chief of 
Solitary Watch and former senior editor at the award winning San 
Quentin News, and Valerie Kiebala, artist, writer, organizer and man-
aging editor of Solitary Watch, shared how they work across prison 
walls “to help incarcerated storytellers develop their full potential as 
published writers and journalists.” Haines described a report on how 

solitary confinement was being used to separate peo-
ple who were sick from the main population during 
COVID. He told a packed room with his voice projected 
live from San Quentin and his image above on two huge 
screens, “In my opinion, it’s the absolute worst thing 
that the carceral system can do to hurt someone who’s 
under correctional control … People would get the flu 
and be put in solitary confinement.” The report was 
part of the Ridgeway Reporting Project, a journalism 
initiative run through Solitary Watch that funds and 
supports incarcerated and formerly incarcerated jour-
nalists reporting on solitary confinement and prison 
conditions in the United States. 

Joan asked a question about why solitary confine-
ment continues, given its known detriments to the hu-

man psyche, and asked if there is anything on the 
books to end it, and Kiebala responded: “The prison 

system is an extension of the system of slavery in this country. And, so, 
it’s designed to break people, and it’s designed to target certain people, 
you know? Target Black and brown and poor people in this country. And 
solitary confinement is the place in the prison system that all of those 
dynamics are even more heightened.”

I got to speak with Jane Bloom, Director of Communications for 
Unlock the Box, the nation-wide organization that calls for an end to 
solitary confinement. Bloom states, “We support over 24 state cam-
paigns fighting at the federal and state level. We work to ensure change.” 

Ending Isolation bus. Image by Mia Bella Rodgers.

Joan Parkin and Mia Bella Rodgers. Image by Stanley 

Howard.
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Unlock the Box is “very much impact led,” states Bloom. She explains, 
“They need to know there is hope. People on the outside are a lifeline.” 
That was one of the central themes of the conference: that the work that 
needs to be done isn’t possible unless we build it together. And so, the 
call is to strengthen journalism by coming together.

For day one’s mid-morning session, Mia and I went to separate 
events. She attended Making Films from the Inside: Workshop from 
Empowerment Avenue Films for Liberation with Rahsaan Thomas, 
Corey Devon Arthur, and Sandro Ramani, while I attended Editing 
Incarcerated Writers. Mari Cohen, award-winning reporter on 
American Jewish politics and Editor of Jewish Currents, a left-leaning 
journal, who facilitated the panel with speakers Adam McGee and 
Ethan Corey, discussed the step-by-step process and the unique chal-
lenges of navigating asymmetrical risks when editing incarcerated writ-
ers. Cohen emphasized giving “a lot of time in dealing with incarcerated 
writers.” We must address conversations about security and risk. 

Ethan Corey presented on the unique challenges in fact-checking 
with journalistic standards. He raised the example of an award-winning 
water story written by an incarcerated writer that did not have clear 
evidence of a connection between an illness incurred by an incar-
cerated individual and the water he drank. The lack of corroborating 
evidence made it impossible to make a direct correlation. This brought 
up expectations and ways of working through problems. The writer 
and editor worked out an authentic way to write about it. So in short, 
the process takes time. After getting a clean copy, the author reviewed 
it and received an explanation for the specific edits made. It was then 
ready for publication.

It was panels like these that sparked a fire under attendees, as each of 
us listened and learned of the common philosophies and approaches 
to communicating with incarcerated writers. 

While Joan was in room 1, I, Mia, was in room 2 learning about film-
making behind bars. We watched two short films, “In Exchange for 
Flesh,” co-directed by Corey Devon Aruthur and Sandro Ramani fea-
turing Corey and Sara 
Kielly, and “Painting 
Ourselves into Society,” 
directed by Rahsaan 
Thomas about Orlando 
Smith’s story.

“ In  E xchang e for 
Flesh” highlighted the 
horrifying conditions 
of prison strip searches, 
where the film noted 
that if the brutal nature 
of the searches were inflicted outside the walls, it would be considered 
sexual abuse. As a transgender woman, Sara explained that she was 
seen as a “toy” and targeted for this kind of brutality. The film featured 
videos of a “proper” strip search, as well as videos of how they actually 
tend to go, with Sara and Corey filling in the gaps and talking about 
their experiences.

“Painting Ourselves into Society” was a film about prison art with 
a focus on Orlando’s exhibit. It showed the power of using art as an 
outlet, as well as how incarcerated people may struggle with access 
due to lack of art centers and staff confiscating art. Despite this, the art 
featured was absolutely beautiful, raw, and a window into humanity in 
an environment that intends to restrict a person’s ability to be human.

The films displayed the overwhelming importance of using film and 
video recordings to talk about prison conditions and even opportuni-
ties. Videos are indisputable to the public, they are human and com-
pelling. Hearing from incarcerated voices about what they experience 

is vital in journalism, but showing it is even more impactful.
After the films were shown, I asked a question about how incarcerated 

people interested in film could foster their passion. Corey noted that 
incarcerated people should learn what filmmaking entails, find people 
on the outside who can provide support, and how he showed his path 
which proved that filmmaking on the inside is possible. He detailed 
scriptwriting, mechanics, a “listen[ing] to your people,” and that much 
of the process is trial and error. Corey gives a lot of credit and trust to 
Sandro artistically, and the people who helped him along the way

One of his most powerful notes was about how, by creating his film, 
he paved the way and showed other incarcerated people that it is not 
impossible to make films.

In the afternoon, we met the panelists for Bridges, Not Walls: Building 
the Future of Journalism in and about American Prisons. Panelists, in-
cluding Phillip Vance Smith II, an incarcerated individual who called in, 
discussed how “essential journalism” is under threat. Prisons, by nature, 
are secretive places hidden in rural areas away from the mainstream 
eye. In addition, we’ve seen a decline in prison newspapers, allowing 
prison officials to shutter prisons from public view.  

The consequences of such isolation have devastating consequences 
on the incarcerated population. We heard that in Texas, incarcerated 
journalist Jeremy Busby has spent months in solitary confinement 
because he reported prison corruption. They spoke of ICE denying 
elected officials and the press access to see inside, allowing officers to 
do whatever they please without scrutiny or accountability. Panels such 
as these made us aware that our work has never been more important 
because there are real barriers to our work. The panelists on the Bridges, 
Not Walls panel asked us to think about how we can advance “radical 
policy interventions to shifting policy norms.” They also asked us to 
consider impediments to journalism in the United States and how we 
can address them. Panelists wanted to know, “What pathways to change 
seem most promising to you? Why?”

As the conference reached one of its pinnacles, its tone rose to an 
excited pitch. Katherine Hurvey called us all “troublemakers” and 
said we were all here “because we believe in what is possible”—tell-
ing the truth to the powers that be who want us to be silent! Writing is 
resistance! Speaking truth is resistance! She was followed by keynote 
speaker Jessica Schulberg, senior reporter at the HuffPost who echoed 
Blackwell’s remarks that we “don’t want to be a voice for the voiceless 
but to amplify the voices already there.”

One impactful moment from the conference on day 2 was a 
Workshop on Investigative 
Journalism From the Inside/
Out with Master of Ceremonies 
Maya Schenwar who introduced 
Chris Blackwell, an award-win-
ning journalist currently incar-
cerated in Washington state. 
Schenwar reminded us in her 
introductory remarks that this 
work we are all doing is “life and 
death…the real lives of millions. Every article we publish can end these 

The VIP Goes to Chicago 

Rahsaan Thomas (pictured). Image by Mia Bella Rodgers.

Andrew Manuel Crespo, Corinne Shanahan, Moira Marquis, and Udi Ofer (moderator). Image 

by Mia Bella Rodgers.

Jessica Shulberg (pictured). Image by Mia Bella 

Rodgers.
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 Joan Parkin is the Director of the Vanguard Incarcerated Press, the author of Perspectives from the Cell House, An Anthology of Prisoner 
Writings , and co-founder and former director of Feather River College’s Incarcerated Student Program where she is also a Professor Emerita. She 
also serves on the Board of Directors for the Vanguard News Network and teaches college English in prisons. She received her Bachelor of Arts 
from Boston University and PhD in Comparative Literature from The Graduate School and University Center of the City University of New York. 
She was the coordinator in Chicago for the Death Row Ten, a group of wrongfully convicted death row prisoners who were tortured by former 
police commander Jon Burge, many of whom won pardons by Governor George Ryan in the victorious abolition campaign that led to historic 
death row commutations.  

 Midnight Express Books helped the VIP publish our book. 
Midnight Express Books publishing has been exclusively assisting in-
carcerated authors in getting published for over thirty years. If you are 
interested in working with them, please send a self-addressed stamped 
envelope to: MEB, PO Box 69, Berryville, Arkansas 72616.

incarcerated journalist who entered a Texas prison at the age of 19. She 
has spent eight and a half years in solitary with “no phone, no TV, no 
air conditioning, and eventually a pen.” 

So begins her journey to become a writer. For Harris, writing was and 
is a life saver. She describes the daily horrors of solitary confinement, 
how it does something to the mind. It’s a system that’s supposed to be 
about “rehab but instead is about erasure.” It’s a place where women’s 
basic needs like sanitary pads are ignored. She tells us, “I have a voice…
Writing saved my life.” And she does not mean this metaphorically. She 
says, “Writing made me real again—It gave me purpose in a place that 
wants to deny my purpose.” 

She describes writing despite death threats because “silence is sur-
render.” Her main message was the “power of the pen.” She writes 
through stopped toilets, water turned off, and the heat turned up in 
the summer–acts of retaliation made possible by her powerful pen. 
Reasons such as Harris’s are the motivation for why we need to build 
a community network of incarcerated writers so the “stories keep 
moving.” Hers is a call not for polished prose, not abstract policy fail-
ures. She states, “it’s a system created by men and for men. Women’s 
experiences inside are invisible.” She tells us, “no outsider can tell you 
what listening to a rape of a 17-year-old for sanitary pads is like. We 
are the experts on our own oppression.” Who better to write on the 
expanding system of authoritarian control than those who are directly 
experiencing it.

As the conference closed, what remained was not simply a collec-
tion of workshops, panels, or speeches, but a clear call to action: in-
carcerated journalism cannot survive in isolation. Again and again, 
speakers returned to the idea that writing is not merely documenta-
tion—it is resistance, survival, accountability, and connection. From 
Kwaneta Harris writing through retaliation and solitary confinement to 
Christopher Blackwell’s insistence that we must “pass the mic,” partici-
pants challenged us to rethink who gets to tell the story of incarceration 
and who has access to the public sphere. If prisons depend on invisi-
bility to maintain power, then journalism from inside becomes an act 
of disruption. The work ahead requires more than amplifying voices; 
it requires building the networks, resources, and solidarity necessary 
to ensure those voices continue to reach beyond prison walls. What we 
heard was a simple but urgent message: the stories are already there. 
Our responsibility is to listen—and to make sure they keep moving.

*

death-making systems.”  She then handed the mic to Blackwell, saying, 
“He is the force behind this conference.” 

Blackwell reminded us that this is a battle and that “we are reporting 
from beyond enemy lines.” To deconstruct the carceral state, Blackwell 
insists on coming together and expanding incarcerated voices. The 
stories guide our path. He states, “Only when these stories come to light 
can we end these conditions.” And in a sure sign that this is a new day, 
he exclaimed, “We don’t believe in being the voice of the voiceless. We 
believe in passing the mic.” He left us all with a feeling that this work 
matters!

Organizers planned the conference’s final hours well, which left all 
of us wanting more. John J. Lennon, a 2026 Guggenheim Fellow whose 
writing has appeared in much of the mainstream press and who has 
been incarcerated at Sing Sing for 24 years, kicked off the afternoon ses-
sion of the second day.  His remarks got to the heart of what writing can 
do for a person. Before he began writing, he felt it “unrealistic to think 
that a murderer could publish a piece.” But for Lennon, “to become a 
writer is a way to overcome becoming a killer.” 

The final panel before the keynote address was titled The Unfree 
Press: The Challenges, Needs, and Possibilities of Writing Behind Bars. 
Who better to moderate a panel such as this than Dan Berger, histori-
an, and author of multiple books on Black Power and incarceration. 
Panelists Rahsaan Thomas, Victoria Law, Juan Haines, and Seth Stern 
spoke about the unique perspective provided by incarcerated writers, 
yet how they face enormous hurdles in getting their work out. Panelists 
discussed what tools, support systems, and policies would improve its 
effectiveness.

Keynote speaker Mari Cohen improved our understanding by point-
ing out that journalism is more than just sharing events: “It occurred, 
and people have a right to be told.” She also exclaimed that writers tell 
her that writing gives them agency, capability, and hope. Writing, then, 
is more than a tool to write a great article. It’s a vehicle for communicat-
ing to the public about the world behind the walls. As she repeats, “the 
public has a right to know.” This line of thought is very much aligned 
with the conference’s mission to build bridges between the prison and 
the community.

The final speech by Kwaneta Harris and read by Dr. Chelsea Moore 
was the highlight of the conference. Moore is the former director of 
Look2Justice, an organization she co-founded with her husband 
Christopher Blackwell. Her reading was so good that one forgot that 
Moore was reading and instead visualized Harris who was pictured 
above in two oversized photos. Her emotion and cadence were im-
peccable. Harris is a former nurse, business owner, and expat, now an 

“The Power of the Pen” continued

Seth Stern, Rahsaan Thomas, Victoria Law, and Dan Berger (Moderator). Image by Mia Bella 

Rodgers.

Image by Mia Bella Rodgers.
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Editor-in-ChiefThe Vanguard Incarcerated Press (VIP) wants to do more than shine a light in the darkest 
corners of America’s prison system; we want to build a bridge between the incarcerated and the 
community through our newspaper. Prisons by design isolate and dehumanize incarcerated 
persons, leaving them with few resources to connect with a larger community. 

A newspaper produced by incarcerated persons working with educators and social justice 
activists on the outside has the potential to create communities of readers and writers who are no 
longer isolated from each other but joined by the relationship to our newspaper. When an incar-
cerated individual sees his/her/their name in print, they know that they have joined a broader 
conversation of contributors to and readers of the VIP. 

Our parameters are simple, anyone with a story about prisons or the criminal justice system 
can submit for consideration. Of course, themes appear around the viciousness of the system, 
its racism, barbarity and absurdity. While maintaining an abolitionist framework, we remain 
inclusive of the vast array of voices that make up the carceral landscape. As abolitionists, we plan 
to join these incarcerated voices in the larger conversation about prison abolition. 

In partnering with other organizations,we join forces with the broader abolitionist move-
ment. Our goal is to join our writers and readers in a larger movement to challenge conditions of 
confinement and the inequities that oppress disenfranchised masses and resist positive change.

The VIP publishes hard-hitting news and commentary written by the incarcerated them-
selves, depicting prison life, human rights issues, and critiques of the criminal legal system. We 
seek to expose injustices lurking in America’s prisons, empowering a community of incarcerated 
voices along the way.  We are enabling those voices to be heard, without censorship, and creating 
a community forum where our contributors can engage in civil debate, oppose the brutalities of 
the carceral state, and challenge the status quo, all in the pursuit of systemic change and prison 
abolition.

Staff & Editorial BoardWho We Are

Jamel Walker
Mule Creek State Prison

Maxine Pollock

Inside Editors

Disclaimer
The purpose of the VIP’s monthly publication is educational, providing incarcerated writers 

with a platform to improve their skills as journalists and exposing our readership to a diversely 
sourced representation of authentic inside voices. For this reason, the VIP does not censor the 
content submitted by its contributors;  the views and perspectives represented in articles from 
our contributors do not necessarily reflect those of the VIP, its affiliates or employees. 

Production Managers

A Note on Language
 We are staunchly committed to maintaining our anti-censorship policy, as outlined in 
our disclaimer. However, as of this issue, we are updating our policy on language going forwards: 
we will change all instances of the word “inmate” to person-centered language, such as “per-
son in prison” or “incarcerated individual.” We do this to acknowledge that many incarcerated 
people find these terms dehumanizing and to meet the current standards of other incarcerated 
journalism organizations, such as the Marshall Project. We ask that all of our writers uphold this 
new policy going forward, or we will edit this language in your piece for you before we publish it. 

Announcements
 The VIP is proud to annonce that the Davis Vanguard 
hosted a fundraiser on June 14! You can look forward to a re-
view in our next edition. 
 Further, the VIP recently released our book! Titled “The 
Best of VIP,” it contains all of our past editions. These can be ob-
tained on Amazon.
 Additionally, we noticed that we primarily recieve letter 
submissions from men. Because of this, we want to encourage 
more women to submit letters to our paper! We want to hear about 
your expirences and represent everyone. We also want to invite 
submissions about solitary confinement.

Joan Parkin

D. Razor Babb
Mule Creek State Prison

Mia Bella Rodgers

Image by Mia Bella Rodgers.

Graphic by Maxine Pollock.
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hate anything or anyone else for any reason. Even a ghost can hate. 
And hating gives you energy. It makes you feel. It makes you 

almost able to convince yourself of your own righteousness, that you 
are alive, not dead, not forsaken. You are important. Without you, 
how would so much of the wrong in this world be properly hated? 
You are the most important thing in this new life, and your purpose 
is all of a sudden clear: you can come back to the world and thrive in 
your hate. You can reconnect to what is denied you. You almost be-
lieve it is within your reach. 

But more than anything else, above and beyond each individual 
person, place, or situation you hate, there is a core. At the center of 
your great powers of hating, what you hate most is yourself. Oh, how 
you hate yourself! You human garbage, you filth, you piece of shit, 
you absolute and utter, completely worthless thing. And as you go 
about your hating another feeling grows within you. One day, you go 
to hate something, and you realize, in fact, you don’t hate it at all—
actually, in truth, you don’t care.

You don’t care what is going on in the world you’ve come to hate 
so much. You don’t care who or what is changing, or why, or how. 
You don’t care that your 
hate, your driving force, 
is slipping away, out of 
your grasp, just as your 
old life did once, some 
long time before. In 
fact, you realize that it is easier not to care than to hate—it takes less 
work, it brings you less trouble, and it allows you to slide further into 
the realm of existing on the fringe. Everyone notices an approaching 
thunderstorm, a great black ball of rain and lightning. 

No one pays attention to the sky when it is doing nothing. 
Yes, to not care is easier, and easy is best. You don’t care what is 

wrong in the world—it’s not your world. You don’t care what other 
people are doing—they probably don’t care about you, so why care 
about them? You don’t care what goes on around you because when 
you don’t care, the truth is that nothing matters. In fact, you don’t 
care so adeptly that you don’t even care if you are alive or not. You 
don’t care about your health, or sanity, or your looks. All those things 
you so diligently worked to hate about yourself, you realize, don’t 
matter. So you don’t care, and it is the easiest life yet. You are a spec-
tator in your own life. After death, this is the next best thing. No more 
pain, no more problems, no more troubling, confusing thoughts or 
feelings. All you have to remember is that you don’t care. 

Yet when you hated, it gave you energy—a fiery anger. Now that 
you don’t care, that fire is faded and dull. As you don’t care, the more 
deeply you begin to feel tired. You are tired of the same routines 
every day. You are tired of the same boring people. You are tired of 
nothing mattering because it means nothing will ever matter, and 
therefore nothing will ever change. 

You try to stop caring about that, but it makes you feel over-
whelmed and exhausted. And you are 
so tired that you finally give up and go to 
sleep. 

Sleep is nice. The days pass, and 
you sleep. The clock ticks and you sleep. 
People walk by, people talk to you, people 
live and die, and the sun rises and sets, 
and you sleep. You sleep through the sea-
sons and the years and think that sleep is 
the best. There is no pain, there is no con-
frontation; sleep is even better than being 
dead because there is no uncomfortable 
process of watching yourself decompose. 
There is only sleep. Nothing. Oblivion. 

“The Wraith” continued
Then, seemingly through no conscious effort of your own, your 

non-life changes. For as you sleep one day, you catch a glimpse of 
something. You try not to care, but since you are sleeping, your de-
fenses are down. The glimpse keeps returning, and before you real-
ize it, as you sleep, you start to dream. You dream about what could 
be and what might happen. You dream about all the things you used 
to hate or not care about, and all the things you slept through.

Slowly, your whole existence begins to tilt until it is completely 
upside down. By dreaming, and with your defenses now rendered 
useless, strangers begin to approach and come into your life. First 
desire, then hope, and finally, most shocking of all, belief. And with 
these new allies, you realize you are not existing at all—you are living. 
You come around to the other side of where you began and are now 
once again alive. 

You are different, changed, and many old things are gone, while 
many new things have sprouted. Like a tree emerging from winter, 
you begin to come back to life and branch out, to grow and partake of 
that wonderful sun you were shorn of so long ago. 

And it feels good. You feel Good. As you grow, you find new 
seeds to plant, new reasons to keep reaching and stretching for the 
sun. You know that winter will always come again. Yet you know 
too that no winter lasts forever, so you steel yourself for the coming 
winters by building reserves of strength and purpose. You now have 
fire without hating and peace without not caring or sleeping. You are 
no longer tired, and you are no longer dead. No longer a wraith or a 
ghost, you are now, once again, alive and real.

*

“No one pays attention to 
the sky when it is doing 

nothing.” 

he had made out of a paperclip or staple. He would alter clothing, make 
gloves, and repair items that had ripped, including shoes. He would 
only charge a few dollars, but every day several people would stop by 
his cell to drop off items; either clothing items that needed repair, or 
commissary items to pay him for those repairs.

I have seen numerous tattoo artists use motors from old CD players 
or hair clippers to assemble handmade tattoo guns, heating up pen 
springs to stretch them out for the needles. They would make ink from 
burning baby oil or chess pieces and mixing the soot with a few drops 
of water, which I have done in order to get my own tattoos. It can be-
come very messy.

Others need only a pencil and paper to create drawings or portraits.
Food is another item that can be profitable behind bars. If you work 

in the kitchen and can bring back peanut butter, snacks, or other 
cooked items such as stir-fry or breakfast burritos, people will pay for 
them. However, many prisons do not allow food to be taken, so it has 
to be smuggled out of the kitchen somehow, if at all.

Even if one does not work in the kitchen, food items from the kitch-
en or commissary can be used to make different recipes or items like 
cakes, candy, and granola bars.

Although I had always seen people making things in prison, I never 
had to because my mom, who had been to prison when I was young, 

used to send me money every month and 
the occasional package. I also had a “girl-
friend” who would look out for me as well.

For the most part, when you are in pris-
on, it is the same monotonous routine daily; 
time goes by–things change.

Time seems to either go by fast, with years 
gone before you know it, or it goes by slowly, 
or it becomes nonexistent while to those that 
live in the real world that are living real lives, 
it is experienced differently. I am sure.

Eventually, the girl and I parted ways, 
and five years into my sentence, my mother 

“Making it in Prison” continued

By David Monje / Unsplash
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passed away.
So, now what?
Although I was aware of all the things that people made in prison 

to hustle, I had never thought that I would be in that position myself. I 
had hustled before on the streets many times to support a drug habit, 
but this seemed different or harder in a way.

On the streets, you have a lot more freedom to navigate and a lot 
more resources available, including people to network with. Prison 
is restrictive, and the same people surround you for days, even years 
at a time.

There was one thing I 
knew how to do and had 
done in prison before that 
I knew would make mon-
ey, but it was a high-risk, 
high-reward situation, be-
cause although a lot of mon-
ey could be made doing it, it 
could add time to my prison 
sentence if caught.

So of course, I started to make white lightning.
White lightning is almost pure alcohol if made right and tastes pretty 

much like rubbing alcohol because it is that strong.
To make white lightning you have to first make pruno with rotten 

fruit and sugar, which takes 3-7 days, and then you have to boil the 
pruno and funnel the steam into a bag, which is then transferred to 
a bottle. A quart of white lightning would sell for $100 or more and if 
made right, it will sell fast. 

I did this a few times until I was caught, which cost me four months 
added to my sentence that I could not get back, and loss of privileges 
such as canteen and yard–I decided it was not worth it.

It was time to go legit, so the next venture I decided to pursue was the 
candy business. I had a friend that ran a two for one business out of his 
cell; he would let you borrow whatever canteen items you wanted, but 
you had to pay him back double the amount; if you wanted a honeybun 
you had to give him back two.

He used to make taffy on the side and sell it, so he explained to me 
how it was made. With $5 of materials, you can more than double your 
return. You can take coffee creamer and mix it with Kool-Aid, add a 
little bit of water, keep kneading it like dough until you can roll it out 
flat, and add Tajin or Chamoy on top of it. You have to mix the ratio just 
right, though, or it won’t come out right.

I did this for a few months on and off and continue to do it to this day. 
Sometimes it sells better than other times, but overall it helps to bring 
in a few necessities. 

When I got to the prison I currently reside in, I noticed an overweight 
older fellow selling cheesecakes for $25 apiece, and people were ac-
tually buying them. These were made with nothing more than state 
supplied food such as gram crackers and peanut butter. However, there 
was an ingredient that had to be ordered in a package–cream cheese.

Although this is a lucrative business, the downside is that once you 
run out of cream cheese, you have to wait for another package, which 
is only allowed every 90 days.

This was not an option for me, and not long after witnessing the 
cheesecake biz, I ended up having another neighbor who used to make 
cakes with supplies from the canteen. Although they were smaller than 
the cheesecakes, they were cheaper, and he sold more of them faster.

One day, the neighbor left to another prison, so I figured I would give 
it a shot. It took a couple tries to get them right, but I ended up adding 

“Although I was aware of 
all the things that people 
made in prison to hustle, 
I had never thought that I 
would be in that position 

myself.”

that to the list of my learned prison hustles.
One thing that I made sure to do while incarcerated, so as not to 

waste time doing nothing, was educate myself. In 2024, I received an 
associate degree in communication, and am currently pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree in journalism.

Not long ago, I ended up taking an art class taught by a professor 
that was formerly incarcerated. One of the assignments was to create 
origami figures. During that time, I learned how to make origami roses. 

At first I thought nothing of it, but then one day, I thought that if 
I could put a stem and a 
couple leaves on the rose 
somehow, I would have 
an actual paper replica of 
the rose. So, that’s what I 
did.

Next thing you know, people started wanting to buy them,  and I 
started to sell them for a dollar a piece. Once again, I had learned a 
craft that could provide for me while incarcerated.

Today, I combine all of the crafts I have learned and do what I have 
to do to make it in prison. I am not making a whole lot of money right 
now, but I do okay and can get the necessities I need to live comfortably 
while in prison. 

If I can be successful in here with limited resources, then I will for 
sure be able to obtain success in society with a college degree. I hope 
that readers will not have to experience life incarcerated, but if you do 
or are currently incarcerated with no financial support, I urge you to 
use your creativity and start making it in prison.

*

“Making it in Prison” continued

Scared
Matthew Feeney

MSOP—Moose Lake

I’m petrified of getting shot
when I get

pulled over

or go to 
                                        church
                                                        mosque
                                                                           grade school
                                        parade
                                                        synagogue
                                                                            gay club
                                        protest
                                                         hospital
                                                                             music festival
                                        nail salon
                                                       congress
                                                                             movie theater
                                        grocery store
                                                        bowling alley
                                                                              or even the mall

For once, weirdly enough,
I’m glad I live where I do:

NO GUNS ALLOWED!

Even cops can’t carry here

I’m lucky I live in prison
Where it’s so much safer.

*

“I urge you to use your 
creativity and start making 

it in prison.”
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males younger than myself, including teenagers.
I fully admit I screwed up. I broke the law. I betrayed my friends and 

family while causing inexorable harm to innocent people. I pleaded 
guilty “straight up” (without any plea agreement) and I willingly served 
the maximum sentence allowable under Minnesota state law.

While incarcerated in the MN-DOC, I underwent three years of 
intensive sex offender therapy run by MSOP. Within this program, 
homophobia ran rampant, evidenced by the fact that gay men were 
given polygraphs asking if they have sexually acted out while straight 
offenders were asked about selling Ramen noodles. I had ample op-
portunities to have consensual sexual activity with attractive inmates, 
some who humorously self-identified as “gay for the stay, but straight 
at the gate,” but I chose not to. With the possibility of civil commitment 
looming over my head, I knew that any sexual activity while in prison 
would be used against 
me as evidence during 
trial, not of my being 
cured, but rather of my 
inability to control any 
deviant sexual desires 
even when under in-
tense supervision.

As my six-year pris-
on sentence neared 

completion, I was informed that the State of 
Minnesota was pursuing me for civil commit-
ment. Instead of releasing me, they scheduled 
me for another trial, this time in civil court. They 
used the same facts and criminal history that pre-
cipitated my original prison sentence to claim 
I now had a mental disorder and needed to be 
locked up for the rest of my life in a secure mental 
hospital.!

Several of the homophobic actuarial tools used 
to assess potential targets for civil commitment 
raise your risk score if you provide an affirmative 

answer to “has at least one male victim.” Partly due 
to such biased “tools,” homosexuals are vastly overrepresented in 
the civil commitment population, with a recent survey showing well 
over 60% of MSOP clients identifying as LGBTQ+. My only current 
mental health diagnosis is that I am sexually attracted to other males, 
including late teenage males.

Of course the MSOP civil commitment “treatment” program is 
a joke, a facade to make an otherwise unconstitutional civil com-
mitment program legal. Like the Catholic Church, MSOP promotes 
total abstinence, and the program specifically prohibits any healthy 
sexual activity of any kind between clients, some who have been civ-
illy committed for over 30 years. And despite the courts determining 
that we are apparently unable to control our deviant sexual behavior, 
MSOP forces me to live, sleep, and defecate in the same private room 
as another gay man. I’d love to see a heterosexual male DOC inmate 
forced to live for years in the same bedroom with an attractive female 
without becoming physical.

Anyone caught violating MSOP’s policies is locked up in segre-
gation, written up with multiple BERs (“Behavioral Expectation 
Reports”) and punished with room restrictions, loss of privileges, 
and additional “treatment assignments” which connect their recent 
violation to their original offending behavior.!

Since I’ve been locked up, same-sex marriage has become legal in 
Minnesota. While MSOP’s policy must now officially allow two male 
clients to get legally married, the married couple is still subject to the 
same “no touch” restrictions, are moved to separate living units, and 
are not permitted any physical contact or displays of affection.

Ironically, my Special Release Board (SRB) assessor noted that, “It 

The Second Coming (Out)
Matthew Feeny

MSOP—Moose Lake
My first week in prison, my name got called over the P.A. for a visit 

and I was stunned when the entire cell block started chanting “HO-
MO! HO-MO! HO-MO!” It was just like those classic prison movies 
right before a riot breaks out: loud, scary, and intimidating as hell. 
Shaken, I went to my visit and shared the experience with my parents. 
I told them I didn’t know how I had been outed as a gay man to the 
entire cell block, but I remember naively stating my profound relief, 
“At least they don’t know I’m a sex offender.”

Two hours later, I returned to my cell block to learn everyone had 
actually been chanting “CHO-MO”—prison slang for a child molester. 
Thus began my six-year prison sentence for criminal sexual conduct 
with a seventeen-year-old male and his younger teenage brother. 
Remarkably, I survived and served my entire prison sentence which 
was the maximum allowed by law.

Then, I was civilly committed. Civil commitment still exists in 20 
states and consists of additional time served in a prison-like facility 
for the exact same crimes for which one served their prison time. I 
am now serving a new “indeterminate” (de facto life) sentence in a 
state mental asylum known as the Minnesota 
Sex Offender Program (MSOP) which federal 
judge Donovan Frank has called “draconic.” 
Civil commitment in general, and MSOP spe-
cifically, is wrought with civil rights issues. On 
July 1, 2022, the United States Department of 
Justice filed an Amicus Curiae brief about the 
clients at MSOP and recommended imme-
diate changes and reforms. Even England’s 
Highest Court of Justice has specifically de-
clared Minnesota’s civil commitment law 
to be a “flagrant denial” of his rights under 
Article 5 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights.!

I am attracted to males and have been all 
my life. Back when I was 
growing up, this wasn’t 
just socially unaccept-
able; homosexuality 
was actually illegal and 
a diagnosable mental 
illness. This abhorrence 
towards same-sex attrac-
tion was reinforced as I grew up in a Catholic family and attended a 
Catholic high school and college. Living under the severe homopho-
bia of the Roman Catholic church during these formative years taught 
me my sexual attraction toward my male classmates meant I was 
“intrinsically flawed.” I was encouraged to “love the sinner but hate 
the sin.” It was bad enough to hear masturbation was morally wrong, 
but as a normal teenager with a healthy imagination, I was mortified 
to learn even thinking sexual thoughts was apparently just as sinful 
as committing the act itself. I was screwed. So, I buried all of my secret 
attractions deep and fought like hell to hide and deny my homosex-
uality. I tried dating females in college and even explored becoming 
a priest as a valid, if not noble, explanation as to why I was still single 
and a virgin. I was not happy or healthy.

The American Psychiatric Association eventually dropped homo-
sexuality as a diagnosable mental disorder, but I never got the memo. 
I struggled with loving myself and never got over the shame of my 
homosexuality. Even after eventually coming out of the closet, I was 
a damaged man with very low self-esteem, embarrassed by my lack 
of sexual experience, and eventually I tried to find acceptance with 

“I am now serving a new ‘in-
determinate’ (de facto life) 
sentence in a state asylum 

known as the Minnesota Sex 
Offender Program (MSOP)...”

By Abbey Oldham / MSOP cell

“And despite the courts de-
termining that we are appar-

ently unable to control our de-
viant sexual behavior, MSOP 
forces me to live, sleep, and 
defecate in the same private 
room as another gay man.”
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appears Mr. Feeney has had one romantic relationship throughout 
his life and desires to be in a romantic relationship in the future… 
It will be important for Mr. Feeney to explore what contributed to a 
healthy relationship and strengthen his ability to communicate his 
thoughts and feelings with a partner, taking appropriate steps to get 
his sexual and emotional needs met.” A second SRB assessor noted, 
“Mr. Feeney’s capacity for relationship stability will remain a risk 
factor for him until he has resided with a romantic partner in a stable 
relationship in the community for two years.” It is frustrating to be told 
I can’t get out until I reduce my risk by exploring healthy sexuality, yet 
I’m forced to live in a place where that’s impossible.

It is oddly comfortable for me, a recovering Catholic, to once again 
be living in such a homophobic environment where I’m constantly 
watched and reminded how any and all sexual activity is bad and 
will result in punishment. No wonder no one ever completes this 
“treatment” program when healthy, consensual, same-sex sexuality 
is punished and used against us in court as further evidence of our 
deviancy and need for further confinement. This program makes 
the old-fashioned gay conversion therapy seem like summer camp.

So here I am, an open-
ly gay man, spending 
the rest of my life in a 
mental hospital which 
is pretending to provide 
“treatment” for a ho-
mosexual who already 
served my entire prison 
sentence. I am told that 
in order to get released I need to work on healthy sexuality while I’m 
forced to live inches away from another gay man and prohibited from 
engaging in any consensual age-appropriate same-sex relationships. 
And this “treatment” is costing taxpayers $429 a day for the rest of my 
life.

*

“The Second Coming (Out)” continued

New Lansing Prison
By Craig Fischer

Lansing Correctional Facility
Greetings from the abyss. I am an incarcerated person (resi-

dent-prisoner) in a fly-over state located in the colon of our mass 
incarceration nation. It is a wonder-filled state in which it is said that 
Dorthy, Toto, and that weird wizard reside, because, because, be-
cause. Kansas! The state that many come on vacation and leave on 
probation (if they are lucky). 

At the moment, I am incarcerated in the largest facility in Kansas: 
Lansing Correctional Facility, a.k.a Kansas State Penitentiary. 

I have spent the last 25 consecutive years in the Kansas 
Correctional System, with the last 14 years in L.C.F. Lansing. I was in 
the old walls when they were closed down during the riot and lock-
down conditions due to the COVID pandemic and “group” violence. 
Two years prior to the aforementioned events, the state of Kansas 
had negotiated the building and leasing arrangement on a 30-year 
contract to maintain the “New Lansing.” It was constructed on the 
compound of an approximately 30-40 year old Medium Unit that 
was destroyed by an overzealous warden who wanted the prison to 
“lay as if it had the college campus type vibe.”

Thus, the Core Civic hellhole was constructed in a hole in the 
ground, hidden by the old walled complex (which is now a KS State 
Museum, open for tours at $30.00 per head).

Simply put, the old walls were closed due to riots and COVID, and 

the incarcerated people were then moved into the new “Core Civic” 
Facility, which was not yet completed. It could be monitored and 
controlled by a “remote” Master Control room using minimal staff.

The administration lost control of everything in the facility except 
for perimeter fencing. What’s more is that this all occurred under 
COVID restrictions which meant no visitation, no programs, no 
outside contact, and no religious callouts, events or services. In addi-
tion, the only outside-of-the-facility contacts were restricted to video 
visits, phone calls, and outgoing mail: that’s it! There was no in-per-
son contact with anyone except staff at the Kansas Department of 
Corrections (K.D.O.C.). 

During this period, over 90% of the prison population became 
addicted to illicit drugs. Methamphetamine, fentanyl, Suboxone, 
and K2, especially in paper form, became so abundant that K.D.O.C. 
abandoned all efforts to control or prevent drug abuse by the incar-
cerated people. Medical treatment for chronic disease has become 
almost non-existent because centurion medical staff are constantly 
en route or dealing with drug overdoses.

It is total and complete madness.
Now, the big question! How exactly did this, or was this allowed to 

happen? Remember, there were no visits, no outside contacts—just 
staff and incarcerated people—and those of us who were moved 
from the old walls were only allowed to bring electronics, clear and 
legal boxes, and one box of scannable property.

So, where did all of these 
pounds of illicit drugs come 
from? In a renewed attempt 
to crack down, 50-100 
unauthorized smart-cell 
phones are confiscated 
monthly, the FBI is trac-
ing cash apps, and there’s 
talk of RICO Act charges. 
Even today, business goes on as usual while old school C.O.s are all 
elevated in rank from sergeants to lieutenants, captains, and deputy 
wardens.

We have been dying from these things–no group activities, no jobs, 
no programs. We are living in the land of NO. Which is also very simi-
lar to the land of OZ—because, because, because.

Because quid pro quo is alive and flourishing in Kansas—and you 
better believe it.

*

“We have been dying from 
these things—no group 

activities, no jobs, no pro-
grams. We are living in the 

land of NO.”

“It is frustrating to be told 
I can’t get out until I reduce 
my risk by exploring healthy 
sexuality, yet I’m forced to 
live in a place where that’s 

impossible.”

Graffiti within K.D.O.C. Museum / By Tammy Ljungblad /

Tljungblad@kcstar.com
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tally ill and suicidal prisoners in prolonged restrictive housing pos-
es a substantial risk of harm, and suicide is a very likely outcome. 
Sadly, these facts were detailed in a 143-page class-action com-
plaint filed in 2012 against the ADX: Harold Cunningham v. Federal 
Bureau of Prisons. More recently, these facts were highlighted in 
a DOJ/Office of the Inspector General report titled “Evaluation of 
Issues Surrounding Inmate Deaths in Federal Bureau of Prison 
Institutions” dated February 2024. 

From June 17, 1999, to January 5, 2023, there have been at least 
10 documented prisoner suicides that have occurred at the ADX, 
and they are:

Wilson, Kevin Lee #57468-097, 6/17/1999
Britt, Gregory #12546-083, 12/9/1999
Klaker, Lawrence #37144-019, 11/18/2002
Vanderstappen, Lance #11099-081, 4/17/2006
Friesson, John #99917-555, 5/27/2008
Davidson, Eddie #35082-013, 7/24/2008
Vega, Jose #45189-053, 5/1/2010
Knott, Robert Gerald #17508-086, 9/7/2013
Higginbotham, Boyd #11044-040, 12/25/2015
McMahan, Jamie #05327-030, 11/13/2017
Despite prisoner suicides, numerous attempted suicides, and 

self-mutilations, the Federal Bureau of Prisons still maintains 
a practice of holding men with known mental illness who are 
suicidal in unsafe conditions at the ADX in prolonged restrictive 
housing and sensory deprivation.

I have the following documented mental health history: in 1986, 
I received mental health treatment for one year at Neuse Mental 
Health Clinic in North Carolina for Adjustment Disorder with 
mixed disturbances of emotions and conduct. In 1995, I was placed 
on suicide watch at the Allen Correctional Center in Louisiana for 
severe depression and suicidal ideation. In 1996, federal court 
judge J. Frederick Motz recommended to the Federal Bureau of 
Prisons that I be housed in their Butner Medical Facility in North 
Carolina for psychiatric treatment. The judge’s recommendation 
was ignored. While incarcerated, I have been given multiple diag-
noses including Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome/Disorder, Mixed 
Personality Disorder, Antisocial Personality Disorder (A.S.P.D.), 
possible Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, Adjustment Disorder with 
mixed anxiety and depressed mood, Anxiety Disorder, Depressive 
Disorder, Mood Disorder with psychotic features (Bipolar type), 
Depression with possible psychosis, and Schizoaffective Disorder 
(Bipolar type).

I experience several mental health symptoms that disrupt my 
daily activities, such as racing thoughts, severe depression, intense 
suicidal thoughts, mood swings, agitation, irritability, and I hear 

voices telling me to kill myself. 
I have an increased risk for suicide as 

indicated by my documented history of 
suicide attempts via overdose, asphyxi-
ations, and hunger/water strikes. I have 
been assessed for increased suicide risk 
over 85 times. However, according to ADX 
psychology staff (Dr. Shields, Dr. Kornder, 
Dr. Jay, Dr. Lares, Dr. Mach, and Dr. 
Coulter) chronic suicidal ideation, chronic 
suicide risk, chronic depression, suicide 
attempts, and psychosis are not serious. 
The above named clinicians often encour-
age suicide, claiming it is less expensive 
than treatment or transferring mentally 
ill or suicidal prisoners to a mental health 

conditions. Prisoners 
sometimes ask loved 
ones not to visit in or-
der to avoid the hu-
miliation—including 
swollen wrists from the 
restraints—that comes 
with the situation. To further discourage communication with their 
loved ones, ADX Control Units prisoners are only permitted to make 
two 15-minute phone calls per month, they have no access to email, 
and snail mail is often delayed for several weeks or longer.

This place intensifies the repressive techniques of isolation and 
sensory deprivation. The cells are small, only allowing five steps in 
one direction. The window of the cell is a slit 3 inches wide and 3 feet 
long facing a 20-foot wall. There is no view to look at and the sky is only 
partially visible. As a result, there is very little natural light. The furni-
ture—a bed, a table, and a stool—is made 
from brownish concrete built into white 
walls with green trim. On each bed, are six 
iron rings used to torture and abuse pris-
oners. The cells are sealed off with two steel 
doors, one barred and the other solid steel. 
The steel cage and cement are designed to 
prohibit communication with others, but 
people don’t realize the value of human 
connection until it is denied.

Strangely, neither the U.S. Department 
of Justice nor the Federal Bureau of Prisons 
recognizes the terms isolation or solitary 
confinement; only restrictive housing. Both 
agencies do acknowledge that placing men-

Restrictive Housing
By Ellis Mosher

United State Penitentiary - Florence
The U.S. Department of Justice and Federal Bureau of Prisons define 

Restrictive Housing as “any housing condition that involves removal 
from the general incarcerated population and placement in a locked 
room or cell, whether alone or with another incarcerated person, for 
the vast majority of the day, typically 22 hours or more.”

My name is Ellis Mosher. I am housed in the Federal Bureau of 
Prisons’ only “Supermax” prison, the U.S. Penitentiary Administrative 
Maximum, or ADX, located in a remote area of Florence, Colorado. The 
ADX has been described by one journalist as a “black site on American 
soil” and a “clean version of hell” by former ADX Warden Robert Hood. 

Here, no one makes any pretensions about rehabilitation. In the 
ADX Control Unit, we are kept in solitary confinement for 24 hours 
per day, three days a week, and 22 hours a day for the other four days. 
There is no congregate dining, no congregate exercise, no work op-
portunities, and no congregate religious services. I am allowed out 
for a two-hour exercise period (with no access to a toilet or water) four 
days per week. I am always alone in a concrete yard the size of a small 
parking space with 20-foot-high walls and metal screens overhead. 
Whenever we are not separated from staff by bars, we are handcuffed 
behind the back, shackled, and escorted by three guards armed with 
spreader bludgeons.

Visitation rights are severely restricted, and no contact visits are 
ever allowed. Here, we can never touch our loved ones who come to 
visit. During visitation, we must conduct our conversations through 
plexiglass and over a monitored phone with a camera overhead. To 
add to the painful conditions, we are handcuffed, belly-chained, “tack/
jack boxed,” and shackled during these no-contact visits. Few visitors 
make the journey just 
to endure such painful “In the ADX Control Unit, we 

are kept in solitary confine-
ment 24 hours per day, three 
days a week, and 22 hours a 
day for the other four days.”

By Verónica Martinez / For Bolts
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facility. The Federal Bureau of Prisons has been under budgetary con-
straints and suicide is a defaulted method of treatment—according to 
ADX psychology staff.

Placement at the ADX in prolonged isolation and sensory depriva-
tion poses substantial risk of harm to my mental health and has actually 
caused substantial harm. Specifically, I suffered from mental illness-
es before my transfer 
to the ADX—as docu-
mented in records—
but the symptoms of 
my mental illnesses 
have worsened and 
continue to worsen in 
these conditions, as 
evidenced by my in-
creased suicidal ide-
ation, depression, mood swings, and auditory hallucinations.

Various Federal Bureau of Prisons and ADX generated documents 
support that prolonged restrictive housing is psychologically damaging 
to my mental health. For example, but not limited to:

A Memorandum for the North Central Regional Office Director dated 
November 29, 2021, states in part, “He [inmate Mosher] requires more 
intensive mental health services than are currently available to him 
at the ADX, and daily group treatment and access to treatment staff 
would continue to move inmate Mosher toward emotional stability 
and freedom from suicidal ideation.”

A Mental Health Summary dated February 16, 2022, generated 
by former ADX psychologist Dr. Garber states in part, “He [inmate 
Mosher] does not cope well with social isolation and this is increasingly 
observable during lockdowns. His opportunities to leave his cell while 
at the ADX are limited, and during lockdowns, they are temporarily 
eliminated. He becomes much more agitated, irritable, anhedonic, 
depressed, and his access to distress tolerance skills have become 
impaired.”

A memorandum from Andre Metevousian, Regional Director from 
Regional Counsel Mary Noland dated April 28, 2023, states in part, 
“Inmate Mosher has been diagnosed with a Serious Mental Illness, and 
he does have mental health concerns related to his placement at the 
ADX.” A Psych Advisory List report dated January 16, 2025, generated 
by ADX psychologist Dr. Kornder, states in part, “Inmate Mosher has a 
history of suicide attempts and Chronic Suicide Risk: Yes.”

The Federal Bureau of Prisons Program Statement regarding the 
“Treatment and Care of Inmates with Mental Illnesses,” dated February 
18, 2025, defines mental illness as a syndrome characterized by a clin-
ically significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition, emotion 
regulation, or behavior that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, 
biological, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning. 
Mental disorders are usually associated with significant distress or dis-
ability in social, occupational, or important activities. Classification of 
an incarcerated person as seriously mentally ill requires consideration 
of his/her diagnoses, the severity and duration of his/her symptoms, 
the degree of functional impairment associated with the illnesses, and 
his/her treatment history and current treatment needs. Schizophrenia 
spectrum and other psychotic disorders, bipolar and related disorders, 
and major depressive disorders are generally classified as serious men-
tal illnesses. Other diagnoses including major neurocognitive disor-
ders, and personality disorders are often classified as serious mental 
illnesses, especially if the condition is sufficiently severe, persistent, 
and disabling. 

Per the ADX psychiatrist, Dr. Rivera, after conducting a psychiat-

ric evaluation on me in November 2024 and evaluating me again on 
March 31, 2025, I have a current diagnosis of Unspecified Depressive 
Disorder with psychotic features (Bipolar type). While I have never 
been provided with a psychological evaluation by ADX psychologi-
cal staff, ADX psychologist Dr. Kornder opined that I also suffer from 
Antisocial Personality Disorder with borderline traits.

I am receiving constitutionally inadequate mental health treat-
ment at the ADX in violation of federal law, Eighth Amendment, C.F.R. 
B.O.P Program Statement #5310.16, and settlement terms of Harold 
Cunningham v. Federal Bureau of Prisons. All the while, I continue 
to suffer, and my mental health symptoms worsen. I have repeatedly 
requested to be removed from the ADX and placed in a mental health 
unit to address my heightened/chronic risk of suicide, but my requests 
have been denied. Again, suicide is the cheaper alternative to treat-
ment or transfer to a mental health unit. 

It is important to note that the D.O.J./Office of the Inspector General 
investigated the Federal Bureau of Prisons and identified the following 
deficiencies: inmate assessment issues such as failure to complete ac-
curate Suicide Risk Assessments as well as inadequacies in diagnoses, 
issues related to Mental Health Care Level designations and treatment 
of inmates, including the assignment of potentially inappropriate 
M.H.C.L.s and B.O.P. failures to accurately document M.H.C.L. infor-
mation, staff failing to sufficiently complete rounds, communication 
issues between depart-
ments such as psychol-
ogy and psychiatry, and 
deficiencies in records 
that are maintained in 
B.O.P. electronic data 
systems that house 
mental health data.

The above deficien-
cies, which continue to 
occur at the ADX, cou-
pled with unethical conduct by the aforementioned ADX psychology 
staff, create conditions where prisoners’ suicidal ideations worsen, and 
they become more likely to die by suicide, especially in a restrictive 
housing placement.

I need help contacting the ombudsman at the U.S. Department 
of Justice to file a complaint and request an investigation under the 
“Federal Prison Oversight Act”, 5 USC 413, or the “Civil Rights of 
Institutionalized Persons Act,” 42 USC 1997. The Federal Bureau of 
Prisons and ADX officials refused to genuinely investigate their staff 
for misconduct. The Office of the Inspector General will occasionally 
forward prisoner complaints to the B.O.P. Office of Internal Affairs for 
review. They too decline to investigate ADX staff for misconduct. The 
D.O.J. ombudsman is authorized to investigate these matters under 
the “Federal Prison Oversight Act.”

I would like to shine a light on the darkness of the ADX—a pit of 
despair.

In closing, by using the Freedom of Information Act and Public 
Records Act, I have obtained copies of documents referenced in this 
correspondence: mental health records, psychiatry files, memoran-
dums, B.O.P. Program statements, Inspector General reports, and 
more. Therefore, I can demonstrate with documents that I am telling 
the truth. Not surprisingly, ADX officials—namely S.I.S. staff—have 
been rejecting and denying me access to reports where the O.I.G. 
investigated the Federal Bureau of Prisons and discovered vast mis-
conduct by staff, including S.I.S. staff who are the ones responsible for 
investigations.

Under penalty of perjury, I swear the aforegoing is true and correct.
*

“Restrictive Housing” continued

“The Federal Bureau of 
Prisons has been under bud-
getary constraints and sui-

cide is a defaulted method of 
treatment —according to ADX 

psychology staff.”  

“I have repeatedly requested 
to be removed from the ADX 
and placed in a mental health 

unit to address my height-
ened/chronic risk of suicide, 
but my requests have been 

denied.”
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By Jamel Walker
Mule Creek State Prison

Your beliefs become your thoughts. Your thoughts become 
your words. Your words become your actions. Your actions be-
come your habits. Your habits become your values. Your values 
become your destiny.— Mahatma Gandhi

In a recent VIP editors meeting, we discussed one of our 
writer’s objections regarding our policy of not using dehuman-
izing language. Because of the potential that our other writers 
may feel they are being censored by our policy, we thought it 
necessary to address this issue, and explain why, as an aboli-
tionist organization, we eschew the dehumanizing labels the 
carceral state has ascribed to us.

The point of the above epigraph is to highlight the geneal-
ogy of individual and —by extension —collective values. For 
many people, particularly incarcerated people, during our 
childhoods, we have been traumatized by the power of words. 
Being labelled “stupid,” “dumb,” “ugly,” “worthless,” etc., by our 
primary caregivers resulted in our internalizing such labels, 
where we came to believe we were just that: stupid, dumb, ugly, 
worthless, etc. Believing we were one or more of these labels 
led us to think that we were. Thinking that we were, led us to 
call ourselves and others these traumatizing labels. For many, 
these thoughts resulted in our acquiring low self-esteem, which 
manifests in myriad harmful behaviors. For example, believ-
ing we’re stupid or worthless results in apathy, refusing to try, 
because we have already convinced ourselves we’re not worth 
it. Thus, we do not value education, success, relationships, or 
even ourselves. As a result of these beliefs, we condemn our-
selves, or allow others to condemn us, to a destiny full of fail-
ure, resentment, anger, and bitterness. This is what the power 
of words can do to a human soul. While tragic, even more tragic 
is the fact that we are often unaware of the effect words have in 
shaping our destinies.

As adults, why would we choose to continue to think of our-
selves —or allow others to think of us— in such traumatizing, 
dehumanizing terms?

As incarcerated people, why would we continue to believe 
we are the labels the carceral state has ascribed to us? We are 
NOT “criminals,” “defendants,” “offenders,” “inmates,” “prison-
ers,” “convicts,” “murderers,” “rapists,” “sex-offenders,” “child 
molesters,” “addicts,” “dope fiends,” “animals,” or numbers. We 
are NOT our crimes. We ARE humans. Humans that have made 
tragic, life-altering choices, and are worthy of redemption. But 
we must believe we are worthy.

Our objecting writer made an interesting point to support 
their argument for the continued use of “inmate,” or “convict” 
when referring to themselves or others when submitting ar-
ticles for publication. In short, they believe being called, or 
calling ourselves, incarcerated persons is a joke when one 
considers that we continue to be dehumanized, and points out 
that many other incarcerated people they have spoken to share 
this view. They point out that prisoner is stenciled on our cloth-
ing, and for our organization to insist that our writers not use 
dehumanizing terms in their submissions to our publication 
is tantamount to censorship. They believe it is incongruous for 
the VIP to censor our writers by insisting they use humanizing 
language when the CDCR doesn’t censor incarcerated people. 
However, CDCR absolutely censors us. Currently, they have a 
banned book list they euphemistically call the “Disapproved 

As We Struggle for Our Humanity
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Publication List.” There are certain movies we can’t watch, 
particularly if an “R” rating has been affixed, or in some cases, 
no rating at all. They flag certain words we can type, and disap-
prove certain photos and video clips we are sent on the tablets 
we’ve been issued. 

Our policy is not censorship. Our policy is humanization. 
Let me know what your thoughts are.

While we respect our writer’s personal preference in using 
inmate, one’s preference in using dehumanizing language is 
not justification for its use in our publication. This discussion 
reminds me of Antonio Gramsci’s conceptualization of “cultur-
al hegemony” which refers to subordinated groups’ willful and 
“spontaneous” acceptance of the cultural, social, and political 
views of the dominant group as their own notion of common 
sense. According to Antonio Gramsci (1971), subordinate 
groups modify “their own habits, their own will, their own con-
victions” to conform to the directives of the dominant group. 
In other words, we self-identify as “inmates” because it, and 
other dehumanizing labels like it, have been given to us. For us, 
it makes common sense to use these terms. They call us that, so 
this must be what we are, the thinking goes.

Finally, it’s important that we embrace humanizing lan-
guage, and not to see it as a joke that agents of the carceral 
state have chosen to finally recognize our humanity. One of the 
things I’ve learned in my years on this planet—40 of them spent 
incarcerated —is we cannot expect anyone to respect us if we 
are unwilling to respect ourselves. If we are content with being 
called “inmate,” or similar dehumanizing terms, by agents of 
the carceral state, we are saying we are content with being seen 
as less than human. Incarceration is inherently dehumanizing. 
We must remember that if the carceral state continues to see us 
as less than human, they will continue to treat us in dehuman-
izing ways. Rather than conform to their dehumanizing labels, 
we must engage in a full-throated embracing of our humanity, 
and struggle for it with mind, heart, and soul. As the Vanguard, 
we are in struggle with all who seek to struggle for our collec-
tive humanity.

*

Redefining Stammering
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The VIP accepts submissions, either as manuscripts 
or query letters, from currently incarcerated writers. 
We are interested in content covering prison and the 
experiences of the incarcerated.

 All submissions making factual claims must include 
their sources and appropriate citations for referenced material; like-
wise, content which includes interviews with incarcerated people’s 
names, likeness or quoted words must adhere to departmental re-
quirements governing media interviews with incarcerated people. 

 Generally, we are looking for the following types of articles:

Carceral Narratives, Profiles/Interviews, Investigative Reporting, 
Op-Eds, Prison Culture Analysis, The Criminal Justice System, 

Humorous Anecdotes,  Special Event Coverage, Program Coverage 

Please send your submission,  a short bio, and your preferred 
pronouns to to the mailing address listed at the bottom of this page.

Note: We appreciate all of our writers for sending us their sub-
missions. However, due to the high volume of submissions we 

receive, we apologize that we are unable to respond to every letter 
we receive. In addition, do not send us the original copy of your 

submission if you would like us to send it back. We are unable to 
send your submissions back to you. And importantly, we do not pay 
for articles. All our writers are volunteers. We are a small staff with 

a small budget, and we want to thank our writers and readers for 
being patient with us. 

The VIP is a nonprofit publication written and edited by incarcer-
ated people. We distribute our bi-monthly issues to incarcerated read-
ers free of charge; we also provide mentorship services for both incar-
cerated journalists and scholars. Through the education and equitable 
empowerment of the incarcerated, we work tirelessly to disrupt the 
oppressive and violent social hierarchies in prison, striving to create 
meaningful opportunities for change and personal growth in the lives 
of those on the inside, but we cannot maintain this important work 
without the gracious support of our allies and community partners. 

If you believe in what we do and have the ability, please make 
a financial contribution to our cause. For those who are unable to 
contribute financially, please help us promote the VIP and share it 
with a broader audience, bridging the gap between the prison and 
the community. 

To make a donation and learn more about the work we do, please 
visit www.davisvanguard.org. Checks may be made out to The Davis 
Vanguard, with VIP in the memo, and mailed to the address listed on 
the right.

Send all mail inqiuries to the following address: 

Vanguard Incarcerated Press
PO Box 4715

Davis, CA 95617

Support Our Work

Write To Us

Mailing Address

Join the Conversation Subscription Information
The VIP is a monthly publication distributed free of charge to incar-
cerated readers; likewise, we share digital copies of the VIP to our 
supporters on the outside. If you are interested in being added to our 
mailing list, please use the following contact information: 

Inside readers, send subscription requests to the address listed at the 
bottom of this page.

Outside readers can find copies of the VIP on our website      
www.DavisVanguard.org/vip/ or email us at outreach@davisvan-
guard.org to be added to the list to receive the newsletter electroni-
cally. 

Our Sponsors

We have received a number of contributions on the Dynamic 
Security and Normalization pillars of the California Model. We ap-
preciate all the insight and considerations submitted by our readers. 

Moving the conversation forward, we now want to focus on an-
other pillar of the California Model, the pillar of Peer Mentorship. 
According to the CDCR website, this pillar represents the depart-
ment’s goal to “empower the incarcerated population to use their lived 
experiences as tools for mutual support.” This means establishing 
mentorship groups where older incarcerated folks—some of whom 
were mentees themselves—support their peers in pursuing educa-
tional programs and other professional skills. Valley State Prison is 
spearheading this initiative, with mentors and mentees reporting that 
they have experienced a multitude of personal benefits and that this 
program creates a more relatable and positive environment in prison.

Of all of the pillars, could Peer Mentorship—with its focus on 
reducing recidivism—represent the greatest impetus for decon-
structing the harmful mechanisms by which prison is hardwired and 
equipping incarcerated individuals with necessary skills? Or, does 
Peer Mentorship merely shift responsibility for rehabilitation onto 
prisoners themselves while leaving broader structural conditions of 
incarceration intact? We ask our readers: Can Peer Mentorship work, 
and if so, how? What efforts have you seen on this front where you are? 
Where is it superficial, and where do you see its possible merit? For 
our non-Californian readers: Do you desire Peer Mentorship at your 
institution, and is it even possible?

Please send us your response to this prompt in 100 words 
or less. We value your perspectives and are eager for you to join the 
conversation. Let’s continue to learn from each other. 

Youth Peer Mentor Program graduation at Valley State Prison. 

Submitted to CDCR by Lt.  Humberto Gastelum.
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