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From the Editorial Collective:
The Maine Prisoners Advocacy Coalition (MPAC) is made up of families and friends of Maine prisoners, former prisoners and others committed to positive and humane changes in Maine’s prison system.  We are proud to initiate The Call, a newsletter for prisoners to develop awareness and communication for those committed to improving the human rights and conditions imposed on them by the justice system.  We seek submissions from prisoners to share their experience and struggles inside prison while looking for poetry and artwork and providing a creative outlet for people locked up.  We seek submissions of suggested names for the newsletter from prisoners since this is primarily by and for those incarcerated.  We will honor all prisoner requests for the news letter to be sent free of charge. Donations for postage are gratefully appreciated. Postage for this issue mailing was provided by Church of our Father Mission Committee in Hulls Cove, Maine.
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Hunger Strike at Maine State Prison Warren!


On Sunday, May 3, 2009 ten inmates in the Special Housing Unit (SHU) of the Maine State Prison began a hunger strike. The strike which lasted over a week, was held to protest the ban on radios in the unit. Prisoners in SHU are held in solitary confinement for 23 hours a day, a practice regarded by the United Nations and many human rights organizations as a form of torture. 

“Most states recognize that it’s a necessity to have a TV or radio to keep sane in solitary confinement” said one recent hunger striker.

The use of isolation as a means of torture and punishment has been increasingly institutionalized over the past forty years, and was used continually by the British against Irish Republican Army prisoners during their struggle for a free Northern Ireland. It was used against these political prisoners because they had refused to cooperate with the British guards and their policies. These polices imposed by the British were similar to those that are being used against inmates at the SMU in Warren, including lack of access to mail, no t.v.’s or radios, being in continuous lock down, and not having access to showers.


These prisoners were not docile though, and fought back in ways that Maine prisoners have. They decided to start a hunger strike, the first which started in 1980 and lasted 53 days. The British said they would accept the demands of the prisoners, but then never followed through. The Irish prisoners then decided to strike again, this time it lasted 8 months and claimed the lives of six hunger strikers. It was then that the British agreed to their demands and implemented them. Those who died in the hunger strike are still remembered and celebrated today in Ireland and Northern Ireland.

The strike in Warren was ended when prison officials threatened to withhold the inmates psychotropic medications and deny them visits. In response to the strike, members of the Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition (MPAC) held a support rally at the prison on May 16th. Coalition members brought signs focusing on radio access for SHU inmates and on the larger goal of shutting down the unit, which has been the site of numerous human rights abuses since it was built ten years ago. The event was covered by WCSH channel 6 news, and broadcast across the state, along with being reported in the Portland Phoenix and state media.
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The Solitary Confinement Riddle


Confinement. Solitary conferment; what can truly be said about it that’s really good? Clearly it is one thing to be a solitary person on a solitary trek, in a solitary society wrought in soil of pathological individualism, fostering and nurturing the illusion that the whole of the tribes struggling are of a solitary classification, shackled to the individual exclusively. However, it is quiet another experience to be confined in a solitary fashion, confronting demons of ones own fashioning, or those fashioned by the designing men and women.

There is the requisite 23 hour a day lock-down in the eight amendment violative six-by-nine foot cell, or variations thereof, and the draconian furnishings: stainless steel toilet (there is no linoleum in the house that Jack built), concrete or metal bunk, steel sink and no window- literally and figuratively. Accompanied by shattered dreams, granite anguish cloaking bosoms needing warmth during the many cold seasons of eating psychotropic medications to escape the pain and loneliness; at times even pacing, counting the steps to the day the reverse mittimus received; reward for the earth weary. This in conjunction with: atrocious food, miniscule portions, harassment by harassers who believer their calling is to make mince meat of societies’ exiles, Socially, psychologically and emotionally.


We are often times implored to show restraint, hold your head, stave off intellectual dormancy, and in some mental jurisdictions we are expected to become obsequious. Other would implore us to seek the face of virtue, take her hand, follow her tenaciously and learn her way. I would implore you to consider the importance of not allowing ourselves to be deceived into believing that those who would exploit us, somehow have our best interest at heart. From there the true dismantling of the juggernaut is envisioned and begins. We can’t expect the oppressor to solve the problems of the oppressed. History has taught us this much.


Equally, we can’t very well address a problem if we shrink away from the identifying it as it truly is, not as it appears to be, or would have us believe it is. At this juncture we come to understand the gravity of resisting attempts to lengthen any stay in wretchedness at the hands of the wretched, or to tarnish and molest this other worldly essence that we are. Solitary confinement becomes a set of challenges, dilemmas and obstacles to be defeated. Then the entire incarceration riddle becomes a cinch.
Bilal Shakur
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The Dorothy Day House Of Ecumenical Hospitality
25 Pine Street Apt 25 Lewiston, Maine 04240 
(207) 782-6389
The Dorothy Day House will be a welcoming sanctuary for homeless men released to the community without viable options for immediate housing. The Dorothy Day House will not be an emergency shelter, a drop in center or a half way house. The purpose of the house will be to assist men in transitional housing while seeking employment and independent living. However, the purpose of the Dorothy Day House is to provide life long home for those men unable to care for themselves, who have struggled with chronic homelessness.

A commonly recurring problem for men leaving the prison system is the securing of safe and suitable housing. Increasingly, property management groups limit accessibility to housing by inmates with felony convictions. HUD housing disqualifies any applicant with felony criminal convictions. Problems are complicated when the inmate has a history of apartment vandalism, failure to pay rent, and chronic exacerbations with severe, debilitating mental illness.

The milieu will embody the spirit and vision of compassionate community, as lived out by Dorothy Day. The fundamental need to instill hope when one feels utterly helpless will be paramount to the philosophy of living in community.                                                 --Calvin Dube   
-   AFTER PRISON    15 to LIFE   -

 

 

          A decade now

          More like a century

          The way we counted time

          Out here a different kind of prison   

          with its voluntary hate and premeditation 

          and the human tragedy that lacks the steel

          to keep it steady

 

 

          A cold indifference clouds the faces that I meet

          dark and proud with the voluptuaries passive gait

          that steps in blindness on the ground

          and I am out of place

          More sheep than goat I cringe in my jailhouse skin 

          finding that everyone is a cop against the other

          when our Keepers were sometimes friends

          or enemies without deceit.          

          Along the streets beginning to sun

          its a world of women          
          each with a different scent and rhythm.

 

           Inside the walls our girls who visited in the snow

           were plain, full of heart and tough

           with the stubbornness of wounded healers

           and a private art.

 

 

          It is always there

          the crucible of unbearable heat

          the consanguinity of death and defeat

          but it was a war with its killers and its saints

          Tonight I see them riveted to their bars

          and lurching in their cells stoned out of mind    

          or broken by the time

          no one can do

 

          I see them in sleepless nights

          my foul smelling brothers...

          some I feared and hated

          the lunatics and urchins of the State

          banished and unloved

 

          In a free and balanced place in a well lighted room

          overlooking a meadow where families live

          in nuclear seclusion... 

          I am not Abel but his brother

          I pout with anger and a thousand kinds of fear

          and prepare unwanted gifts for an unwanted heaven

          Yes, it was Hell, a year in a day and death that would 

          not come when prayed for but

          it was what it was and not something else.

          We had killed what we loved in madness and passion

          and the sentence was to live

          and make a monument of Grief.

                                               

                           James Lewisohn, Maine 
American Friends Service Committee & an Episcopal Priest Send an Ex-offender to Episcopal Convention
The American Friends Service Committee and the Rev. Richard Tardiff, rector of St. John’s Church in Southwest Harbor, Maine, are sending ex-offender, Robert Dellelo, to Anaheim, California, July 8 through 17, to urge the Episcopal General Convention to ask the U S Congress to outlaw torture in all American jails and prisons.  Featured in the March 30, 2009 New Yorker article, “Hellhole,” Dellelo, 67, spent forty years in reform schools and prisons including five years in solitary confinement in Massachusetts’ Walpole Prison.  “Hellhole,” explains how we torture prisoners in America much as John McCain was tortured in Viet Nam.  The article describes Dellelo’s torture in solitary confinement.  He will be part of “Katrina’s Dream Team” staffing the KatrinasDream.org booth at the convention.  Dellelo will testify at the legislative hearing on prison torture and speak to diocesan caucuses of bishops, priests, and lay deputies.  

The American Friends Service Committee has done beautiful work on prison issues all over the country.

When Father Tardiff heard that Dellelo was available to visit the Episcopal Convention he gave Dellelo the airline tickets.  The Southwest Harbor church has been actively involved in promoting the humane treatment of prisoners.

KatrinasDream.org is a memorial to Katrina Swanson, one of the “Philadelphia Eleven” women priests who were ordained in 1974 breaking the gender bar in the Episcopal priesthood.  After the ERA was voted down Katrina always said the Pledge of Allegiance a little too loudly, “With Liberty and Justice for Some.”  Family and friends put up the web site to tell her story and promote Katrina’s dream of liberty and justice for all.  The site promotes the Equal Rights Amendment, Indigenous women’s rights, education for African children, prisoners’ rights, and other justice issues.

KatrinasDream.org has drafted a resolution for the Episcopal convention to ask the U.S. Congress to outlaw torture in every jail and prison in America.  The resolution is:

Resolved that the 76th General Convention requests the Congress of the United States to prohibit torture including long-term solitary confinement and every cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment of prisoners in all prisons, jails, and other places of confinement within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction, following the definition of torture in Part 1, Article 1, Paragraph 1 of the United Nations Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.

Explanation:

“If you have done it to one of the least of these you have done it to me.”  Testimony of guards and prisoners and photographs of prisoner abuse provide evidence of torture in our prisons.  A federal law is necessary to stop torture because prisoners are commonly transferred from one state to another. 

The United Nations Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment defines torture:

1. For the purposes of this Convention, the term "torture" means any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful sanctions. 

After seeing how we tortured prisoners in Abu Ghraib, in Guantánamo, and in secret CIA prisons abroad American are questioning how we treat prisoners here at home.  Senator James Webb of West Virginia has requested an 18 month study into American prisons. The American Friends Service Committee and KatrinasDream.org promote humane treatment of prisoners to replace our traditions of mental and physical torture.                               
~ Contact:  George Swanson – 415 464 7744 – george@katrinasdream.org

INMATES COUNCIL

The State of Maine has legislated policy in place giving all residents of State-supported institutions the right and means to have representative councils of those receiving services.  This affects populations of mentally handicapped group homes and mental health clients, people in therapeutic and health facilities.  These rights to representation in state penal institutions do not exist.  In the State of Maine, the existence of inmate councils had a vigorous and significant history prior to their abolishment in the State of Maine Prison at Thomaston LOCK DOWN of 1980 by then State of Maine Corrections Director, Don Allen.  
             The Inmate Advisory Council (IAC) was established in 1971 under Warden Allan Robbins, the same year as the notorious prison uprising of Attica in New York State.  "We are not animals and we will not be beaten or driven as such" was the proclamation of the Attica prisoners, only to end in barbarous images of hundreds of naked men being beaten and with nine left dead by New York State Trooper bullets.   Things were not all that different at the Maine State Prison in Thomaston.  The IAC resulted from grievances and prisoner protest. Old style prison tactics of brutality, censorship, medical maltreatment resulting in deaths, denial of rights, no recreation, sixteen hours of lockup daily were only a few of the hardships.  The IAC worked to secure disciplinary procedures, improved medical services and educational opportunities, and addressed issues concerning the general welfare of the inmates.  
          As a result physical changes were made.  The yellow lines that were painted throughout the institution, where inmates had to walk in lock step, were eliminated.  Prisoners were allowed to eat in groups of their own choice rather than being told where to sit in the cafeteria.  Development of ties and involvement with the outside community agencies such as the United States Junior Chamber or the Jaycees was developed.  Christmas parties for families were held and family picnics within the walls were also organized.  Inmates established the Novelties Board. to oversee their interests with the novelties earnings and program.   A percentage of novelty sales was approved for the Inmates Benefit Fund (IBF) managed by the council.   These funds paid for the movies the Inmates Media Committee bought for weekly entertainment. The IAC also financed the Jaycee events and even supported the research studies program of Danny Trask, the famous "Fishman of Thomaston," who procured grants for tropical fish aquariums and research.  In the later 1970's, the IAC contributed a third of support for the Prisoner Family Busing program that operated from Portland.  Prisoner funds as well eventually help pay for a lobbyist to assist in seeing prisoner-supported legislation get passed.  They supported a paralegal from the inmate population to assist the general population in their appeals and civil concerns outside the walls.
          Council members were elected every six months representing living areas within the institution.  Herbie Wentworth was one of the original founding council members.  Herbie hadn't campaigned and found himself "drafted," elected, because he was seen as an upright individual who all trusted and the inmates knew he would always look after their best interests.  "I'd never been elected to anything, so I felt very honored to have those guys do that for me," Herbie recently stated during a phone interview.  Apparently he served them well for he was elected easily another two times on other occasions within the prison, again never intending to run for the office.  "We did a lot of good for the guys at disciplinary hearings," said by Herbie, referring to council roles as mediators for prisoners’ punishments regarding institutional infractions.   
          Independent of the Maine State Prison at Thomaston activity, inmates organized an Inmates Council(IC) at South Windham Men’s Correctional Center in 1972.  Many of the issues raised by the council were deemed by the administration as matters for the legislature, such as allowing regular furloughs or wages for work performed.  Following unrest and disturbances, the South Windham Men’s Correctional Center council was "shut down" within its first year.  Ex-prisoners organized a class action lawsuit in their pursuit to have the right to representation.  This group went on to organize the Statewide Correctional Alliance for Reform, seeking advocacy, alternative sentencing, and relief programs for prisoners and their families and ex-prisoners.  The legal action eventually won the right to representation in the federal district court and Council activities in Windham resumed, however the previous lawsuit decision was put on hold and joined into a suit for the same purpose to a higher court with The National Prisoner's Rights 
Association (NPRA).  The NPRA suit later came back defeated, enforcing that all prisoner groups were subject to the approval of prison administrators, be it the 
Jaycees, Alcoholics Anonymous or any other prisoner self-help groups. 
          According to the history of the Maine State Police, in 1980, ninety troopers spent almost a month at the Maine State Prison at Thomaston, citing intelligence that indicated the possibility of an inmate uprising.  The LOCKDOWN was the largest assignment of state troopers called in over an extended period in its history.  Council Member Richard Tracy and others were transferred to other prisons in the country while some were left disavowing all association with the council, seeking reprieve from punitive transfer.  Many inmates lost personal items, valuables, money and still the accounting of the IBF remains unsolved.  Warden Robbin's “Inmate Advisory Council” was deemed moot.
         Ex-prisoners later attempted to seek legislation adopting the language of other resident councils in other state institutions be applied to penal institutions.   One 
added clause was to have regular meetings with an outside participant of their choice to attend, seeking assured representation to the larger society.  Corrections Commissioner Don Allen, in opposition, stated to the legislative hearing that this clause would allow inmates to choose "Ray Levasseur, a wanted terrorist, to be their outside representative!"  Perhaps it was the pure irrationality of the statement that swayed the committee from action to restore an Inmate Advisory Council.
         We want to hear from former council members and prisoners to give us some of the positive history and anecdotes and most importantly your hopes and aspirations.  Future articles will highlight some of the Maine State Prison History, and precedents here in the United States of America and European mandated prisoner councils.  The more than doubling of periods of incarceration over the last thirty years assures a future of institutional misery and the struggle to maintain human dignity and rights with the need for change to never stop.  Inmate-initiated, self-help programs should be even more encouraged and supported especially in these times of the economic downward spiral.  Prisoners should be encouraged to act in their collective behalf, to develop family and community programs that serve society and their needs, allowing the representation to participate democratically in advancing the welfare and opportunities for those to return to our larger communities.  Considering the federalization of the state prison system and the development of state Super Maxes, the focus of struggle for humane change may take to more national efforts, though distant from local interests and activity.  The prognosis for leadership of prisoners acting in their own behalf must be restored because it is crucial that those most affected, bring the commitment to improve conditions for them and their families.

R.W. Bothen
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    THE CURSE

When we were adolescents

our dreams were so precious 

In love with our essence
Our innocence obscured with our  penitentiary sentence 

To this day in our heart

exist no star-studded place for repentance 

Our taxes taken our vote taken 

Marginalize us for our past acts 

subtle antipathy because my skin is Black 

In vain it is that we labor to transcend

the classification  by  poor  neighborhoods we are trapped-up-in 
Success measured by zip codes

endlessly selling our labor 

so we keep popping No-Doze

Generation X touched once twice and  three strikes 

by the judicial and prison industrial complex 

Our plight ambiguous message terse 

Ours is a life lived tainted by the Prison Curse
Bilal Shakur

Served in the military? Whether you served any branch, active or reserve, MPAC is interested in establishing contact with these former military personnel to keep you abreast of the news affecting your rights and benefits.  State and Federal laws and policies are continually changing to protect you and your family.  Please contact MPAC if you would like to find out more.
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Prison Action News is a newsletter collaboratively published by prisoner support groups worldwide for prisoners to report on their struggles and acts of resistance from behind bars. All submissions must be received by Dec 1st or June 1st and be in compliance with the following guidelines. Please note that we retain the right as editors to alter submissions for grammatical or content-related issues. Prison Action News is one part of the multi-faceted Prison Abolition movement. We feel as though the writing that goes into Prison Action News is equally vital but different than other forms of writing, such as poetry, political essays, etc. but is often less represented.

History:

The idea for Prison Action News came out of the 2007 gathering of prison advocat. We wanted to create a venue for prisoners to share updates of their activities with each other, similar to the updates we wrote in our network newsletter. Recognizing that there is far too much activity occurring in prisons to put in our quarterly newsletter, we decided to create a new newsletter specifically to report activity within prisons. As people on the outside, we can facilitate this dialog of prison resistance, and help our comrades on the inside hear from each other about the inspiring actions they are taking. We have recently opened up submissions to prisoners and prison groups worldwide. With your help

this newsletter will be a success!

Guidelines

1. An update must not exceed 500 words.

2. We will not accept submissions with racist, sexist, homophobic, or otherwise oppressive language.

3. An update may be a report on resistance activities of individual prisoners or prison groups (this can include, but is not limited to, radical book groups, hunger strike, general strike, letter writing campaigns, etc.)

4. PAN is accepting artwork for the covers of upcoming issues, so send us your designs!

5. A report should not be a political essay or a report on prison conditions, rather the response and resistance to these conditions

6. One submission per group, per prison, per newsletter

7. We will not report on gang activity.

If you wish to receive Prison Action News free of charge, send a letter to Boston ABC P.O. Box 231082 Boston, MA 02123
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Do you need to reach out?
Are you looking for someone to talk to about your experience in the prison system? We have the Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition Volunteers who are activists, former prisoners, and community members who would like to lend support and be pen-pals with you.
Published by Liberty News Service, 50 Lafayette St. Portland ME, 04101
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