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PREPARING
TO GO HOME

MT. TAM RESOURCE FAIR OFFERS
TOOLS FOR A SUCCESSFUL REENTRY

By Michael Callahan
Staff Writer

Over 100 San Quentin Prison residents descended on the
Catholic chapel to collect valuable information about how
to prepare for reentry and how to succeed when they are
freed.

It was a first-ever resource fair arranged by SQ's Mt.
Tamalpais College. Formerly and currently incarcerated
worked together to offer resources for those who have little
to no tools to do so for themselves. These resources can
be instrumental to successfully reenter society and signifi-
cantly improve their quality of life.

Around 20 volunteers staffed 10 tables loaded with reen-
try aids and information.

“We should start the connection with resources for incar-
cerated individuals prior to release,” said former resident
Corey McNeil. He spoke of how his work helps bridge the
incarcerated community and society.

SQ resident Kevin Sample described his reaction: “A
puzzle is beautiful when connected. We are the pieces
missing while in prison. When places come in to connect
and give us support, I feel a sense of wholeness.”

The concepts for the fair derived from a Black Studies
group offered at Mt. Tamalpais called PREVAIL. The goal
was to address the school-to-prison pipeline and the
prison-to-employment pipeline.

The idea came about when PREVAIL participants dis-
cussed how unemployment was a prevalent topic during the
prior presidential elections. Aware that the problem starts
with them, self-preservation kicked in and they wondered
how they could help gather and provide information on suc-
cessful reentry for themselves and those in similar situa-
tion. This became their driving force.

Doing all the footwork to make this event happen was a
formerly incarcerated group of Corey McNeil, DeJon Joy,
Phillipe Kelly, and Adamu Chan. They teamed up with Mt.
Tamalpais representatives Kirstin Pickering and Nandita
Dinesh to get the various organizations into SQ.

The visitors passed out pamphlets, business cards, and
printouts of a variety for programs and services.

The main theme was reentry and the organizations pre-

sented services from
financial planning, See RESOURCE on pg 4
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Visitors and residents wait in line for popcorn and cotton candy served by Chief Deputy Warden Oak Smith and his wife, Michelle.

SQ CELEBRATES 4TH WITH FOOD,
MUSIC, FLAGS AND FAMILY

istrators have hosted another success-
ful Fourth of July celebration.

Visitors and residents were treated to an
extraordinary day of visiting thanks to the
contributions of visitor donations and the
arrival of two very special guests.

On the day of Independence, decorations
of bright red, white and blue hung from all
over the visiting room. No matter where you
looked there was a United States flag proud-
ly on display.

If these were not enough to change the
mood of the room, the live music struck the
right chord.

“The music definitely changes the vibe,”
said resident Luis Light, who didn’t seem
to stop smiling once during the visit. “The
whole energy is better.”

The live music was courtesy of residents
Lee Jaspar on guitar, John Zeretzke on vio-
lin, Brian Conroy on upright bass, and Gor-

S an Quentin Visiting program admin-

By Randy C. Thompson
Staff Writer

SQ resident Luis Light enjoying the day
with his wife, a San Quentin IFC volunteer.

don “Flash” Kimbrough on Percussion.

Kimbrough discussed in an interview
with SQNews that the band’s goal was to
create an ambiance without being overin-
volved.

“Music brings out emotions, positivity
and tranquility,” he said. “To be able to pro-
vide my service to the community, inside
or out, makes me happy. It inspires me to
inspire others.”

Despite the day beginning with news
that the pizza could not be obtained, due
to COSTCO being closed—and an art-
ist couldn’t be found last second for the
face-painting, all was soon forgotten with
the arrival of two very special guests.

Chief Deputy Warden Oak Smith and his
wife Michelle surprised all in attendance
when they entered the visiting room wheel-
ing in their familiar cotton candy and

See 4TH on pg 4
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desks of a classroom.

DRIVING CORRESPONDENCE COURSE

By Juan Haines
Editor Emeritus

A telephone conversation between a
father and his daughter took an unex-
pected turn that resulted in the creation
of an opportunity for San Quentin’s in-
carcerated residents.

In August, 50 residents will begin a
four-part, correspondence course lead-
ing to certification as truck drivers. As
the first group moves into the second

FORMERLY
INCARCERATED
FILMMAKER
WINS AWARD

—STORY ON PG 03

—STORY ON PG 05

module, another 50 will enter module
one, and so on until as many as 200 at a
time will be training.

More than 370 SQ residents attended
an orientation for the first class of Con-
crete Rose Trucking in the prison’s Prot-
estant Chapel in June, listening intently
to cofounder Autumn O’Bannon’s pre-
sentation and plying her with questions.

Autumn says that her program pri-
oritizes people with felony records and
folks who struggle to get back into the

PRISON WRITING
PROJECT HOSTS
ANNUAL PUBLIC
READING EVENT

CORRESPONDENCE
COURSE OFFERED TO
INCARCERATED PEOPLE

—STORY ON PG 15

workforce. It will serve both incarcer-
ated and formerly-incarcerated people.
“We’re here to serve the underserved.
You guys are a priority to us,” she said
in an interview with San Quentin News.
Returning citizens often fair better
seeking work in trucking than in many
other industries, according to Autumn.
She said that attitudes toward hiring the
formerly incarcerated depend on the

See TRUCKING on pg 4
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TUTORING PROGRAM
RETURNS AFTER
COVID HIATUS

By Edwin E. Chavez
Spanish Journalism Guild Chair

After a long pause, Berkeley students have returned to San Quen-
tin to teach incarcerated students to read, write and solve math
problems, working side-by-side with the assistance of San Quentin

Spring of 2023 marks the return of the Teach in Prison program,
which the pandemic had shut down in 2020. TIP has brought hope to
many incarcerated students who feel helpless in their journeys at the

“I decided to work at San Quentin because a lot of times incar-
cerated students are ostracized and left out of conversations sur-
rounding education, even though they also deserve equal access to
education,” said Sarai, a tutor and Berkeley student. Sarai said she
believes that stakes seem higher for incarcerated students whose
performance on tests and in school can drastically affect their entire
experience inside the prison.

According to San Quentin’s education department, TIP began in
2000 at UC Berkeley in cooperation with the San Quentin warden’s
office and the Robert E. Burton Adult School. As a “Democratic Ed-
ucation at Cal” program, TIP belongs to a “collective of student-run
courses at UC Berkeley where students create and facilitate classes
on a variety of subjects,

See TUTORING on pg 17
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The San Quentin News is written
and produced by incarcerated
people. We are supported by

generous grants and donations

from the outside community. To

make a tax-deductible donation,
please visit our website:

SanQuentinNews.com

or send a check or money
order payable to:

Social Good Fund
"Friends of San Quentin News"
P.O. Box 494
San Quentin, CA 94964

THE

REVA & DAVID LOGAN
FOUNDATION

CHAN
ZUCKERBERG
INITIATIVE

meNATHAN
CUMMINGS

FOUNDATION

THE

SAN
FRANCISCO
FOUNDATION

Rotary Club of Mission San Rafael
Rotary Club of Novato
Rotary Club of Oakland

Thank you for your
support and generosity!
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OUR BEHIND THE SCENE AND TRUSTED RESEARCHER STUART WAGNER

By Charles Crowe
Contributing Writer

The masthead of the San
Quentin News lists Stuart
Wagner as one of its 13 “Ad-
visers.” While the newspa-
per’s staff esteems its advis-
ers’ advice, in Wagner’s case
the title is a less than adequate
description of his contribution
to the publication.

The newspaper does not
have internet access. To over-
come this obstacle, Wagner
serves as San Quentin News’
primary source of news ar-
ticles from outside publica-
tions. This “source material”
provides the basis for many
stories the paper publishes
about criminal justice, incar-
ceration and social justice.

Wagner also serves as
the newspaper’s primary re-
searcher, fielding numerous
requests from writers to in-
vestigate and report on a myr-
iad of specific questions and
topics. This research materi-
ally informs the content of the
publication.

Without Wagner’s help as
provider of source material
and researcher, the newspa-
per’s staff would be relatively
blind.

Wagner is a native of
Bridgeport, Conn., but he has
lived in the Bay Area for most
of the last sixty years.

He joined the Marine Corps
following high school then
went on to earn his bachelor’s
degree from the University of
Connecticut.

He came to the Bay Area
for post-graduate studies at
Stanford. As he developed
his doctorate dissertation, he
spent a year in Bogota, Co-
lumbia.

With his early education
complete, Wagner embarked
on a professional life and sub-
sequent retirement that paint
the picture of a modern re-
naissance man.

He utilized his education
to teach Latin American his-
tory and Chicano Studies at
the University of Minnesota
for five years. Weary of both
Minnesota weather and aca-
demia, he returned to the Bay
Area in 1974.

There Wagner started an
electronics business, which he
ran for 15 years until, in his
words, he “burned out.”

What followed was a re-
tirement filled with an almost
dizzying breadth of service
and activity. Wagner took art
classes at College of Marin
and City College of San Fran-
cisco. In the 20 years since, he

has had a presence in many
art exhibits locally and be-
yond. His three-dimensional
art is on display at his website,
stuartwagner.com.

Besides his service to the
San Quentin News, Wagner
has a history of volunteerism
that includes working with
Mount Tamalpais State Park,
the Marin Food Bank and The
Cedars of Marin.

His first contact with San
Quentin prison was in 2008.
He participated in an art
group’s exhibition called "The
Prison Project,” which took
an empathetic look at prison
life. Wagner visited the prison
with the group, interviewed
residents and observed some
programming.

The visit whetted the art-
ist’s interest in criminal jus-
tice, in the penal system and
particularly in San Quentin.

“In the process, I became
acutely aware of my unex-
plainable good luck in avoid-
ing 'the system' after a couple
of juvenile scrapes with the
law,” said Wagner.

As a volunteer, Wagner
thought that he might be hear-
ing a renewed call to the class-
room. He trained to teach in
the Prison University Project,
now known as Mount Tamal-

Photos courtesy Stuart Wagner

Top: While visiting El Morro Fortress, Havana, Cuba, Stuart gives
a shout out to SQNews. Inset: Stuart and wife Colleen spend
quality time together.

Above: At home working on his 3D art project called Diminished.
It is an observation of what faces the newly released and
how ill prepared most are for the challenges.

pais College, but ultimately
did not serve in that role.

Through this experience
though, a friend who also
volunteered at San Quen-
tin asked him to assist with
preparations for an event she
described as the Day of Peace.

There, said Wagner, “... [
met some San Quentin News
staff who invited me to attend
a weekly meeting of staff and
advisers.

“I was gob-smacked when
I walked into the newsroom.
I couldn’t believe my eyes; it
reminded me of the bar scene
in Star Wars: every iteration
of race working together in
harmony for a common goal
— getting that paper out ev-
ery month. A racial utopia in
a prison! No one believed me.

“By the end of that meet-
ing, observing the harmony
and good will of the men, |
was hooked.”

Wagner wore a number of
hats in service to the news-
paper. He researched grants,

instructed staff in the use of
Photoshop, raised funds, and
when COVID-19 cut off ac-
cess to the prison’s newsroom,
began to serve as the newspa-
per’s researcher from outside
the prison.

The newspaper’s “advis-
er” reports that he currently
spends about 10-20 hours per
month in service to the publi-
cation, depending on how ex-
tensive its research needs are.

He enjoys the work, saying,
“[I] ... relish every minute
of it because the staff at San
Quentin News is making a
difference at the most basic
level in advocating and in
spreading the news, not only
with content, but equally im-
portantly, by example.”

The staff of the newspaper,
in turn, relish every minute
of Wagner’s service, and the
thousands of incarcerated
people that enjoy the San
Quentin News benefit from
his efforts each month with-
out knowing it.
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appearing in the San Quentin News, provided
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Your Voice Matters!

San Quentin News strives to include our
readers’ voices in every issue. We invite prison
residents, staff and volunteers to submit your
original articles, letters to the editor and art for
potential publication. Submissions should be
clear, concise (350 words or less), true and of
interest to our incarcerated community.

By submitting your content, you consent to
these SQNews policies:

* SQNews may edit, publish, or not publish
submitted content.

* Submissions become the property of
SQNews and cannot be returned.

*SQNews does not publish content that is
obscene, degrading, misleading, promotes
violence, or cannot be confirmed.

Send your submissions to:
San Quentin News
1 Main Street
San Quentin, CA 94964

To receive the latest edition of the
San Quentin News by mail, please
send a request to the address above.

The San Quentin News is printed by
Marin Sun Printing
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FORMERLY INCARCERATED FILMMAKER WINS AWARD

ADAMU CHAN WINS DIRECTOR DEBUT FOR "WHAT THESE WALLS WON'T HOLD'

By Steve Brooks
Editor-in-Chief

A formerly incarcerated doc-
umentary filmmaker, who honed
his skills in San Quentin’s media
center, has won an award from the
oldest film festival in the nation.

Adamu Chan, director of the
film “What These Walls Won’t
hold,” received the Golden Gate
Award for best mid-length docu-
mentary at the San Francisco In-
ternational film festival this year.

The film was created during
the Covid-19 pandemic and the
backdrop for the film centers
around the outbreak of Covid-19
at San Quentin. But Chan said
this film isn’t about the pandemic.

“The main point of the film is
really that our relationships can
be transformational to us,” Chan
said in an interview.

The film has been screened
all over the country. Three April
screenings sold out. He is still
making his rounds and hopes to
one day premiere inside the walls
of San Quentin Prison.

“I want to screen it here,” he
said. “This is my most import-
ant audience. I’'m using skills, to
build my career, I learned from
inside San Quentin. I want to
show others inside what can be
done.”

During his time at SQ, Chan
joined a media center program
called First Watch which helped
him developed the skills for doc-
umentary filmmaking.

He traveled around the prison
with film crews to film short clips
about prison life. These clips were
broadcast at prisons throughout
the state — First Watch has since
become Forward This Produc-
tions.

Chan spent 13 years in Cali-
fornia’s prison system. He served
the last two years of his sentence
at San Quentin. He was fortunate
enough to be moved during the
outbreak from West Block hous-
ing to the H-Unit dorm, which
was unaffected by Covid-19 at
the time.

Chan stayed connected to
friends and family by using the

prison phone and writing letters.

“What These Walls Won’t
Hold” is a film about how peo-
ple come together and respond
during a crisis.

The film follows Chan’s rela-
tionship with his best friend, Isa
Borgeson, formerly-incarcerated
person Lonnie Morris, and Rah-
saan Thomas, the former co-host
of SQ’s Earhustle, who paroled
earlier this year.

Chan was eventually released
and became a 2022 Mellon Art-
ist Fellow at Stanford’s center for
the Comparative Study in Race
and Ethnicity. The fellowship
provides funds for a year of film-
making projects. This opportuni-
ty helped him finish the film.

Chan’s goal is now to make
films that open up avenues for
others who are impacted by in-
carceration. He hopes system-im-
pacted people can tell their own
stories in a way that feels true to
them, sharing their own experi-
ences rather in a way that is not
shaped by the state or the biases
of outside media.

“I feel like all people are story-
tellers to some degree, and I think
in the communities that I grew
up in, storytelling was always a
huge component in the way that
people share knowledge and also
connect with each other,” Chan
said. “For me, coming to terms
with this identity that I carried,
as a currently incarcerated person
or formerly incarcerated person,
and within the context of that
community, systematically being
silenced and kind of not heard, 1
think it made me want to develop
those skills.”

Chan just finished a short doc-
umentary with Independent Lens
called “Bridge Builders.” He has
also been working on other mate-
rial with PBS.

He hopes that this film will be
made available for screening at
SQ by the Fall of 2023.

“My goal is for distribution to
be acquired by PBS and to have
a national broadcast so people
across the USA can watch this
film. It isn’t about money but im-
pact.”

FOUNDER OF RADIO DIARIES PODCAST VISITS SQ

JOE RICHMAN EXPOUNDS ON 30 YEARS OF RADIO BROADCASTING EXPERIENCE

A ‘maverick and master of ra-
dio,” Joe Richman, visited San
Quentin State Prison to share
some of his audio trade secrets
with incarcerated journalists.

Richman is the founder and
executive producer of Radio Dia-
ries, a program that tells extraor-
dinary stories about ordinary life.

“I'm an evangelist for audio
and radio; I really love storytell-
ing and sound,” he said to a group
of incarcerated people sitting in
the Uncuffed podcasting room of
SQ's media center.

Since 1996, Richman has been
giving people tape recorders and
working with them to report on
their own lives and histories. He
came to San Quentin with Ni-
gel Poor of Ear Hustle and Amy
Standen of KQED to teach an au-
dio workshop.

In his 30-years of reporting,
Richman has won every major
radiobroadcasting award includ-
ing a Peabody. He has produced
some of the most memorable doc-
umentaries ever heard on public
radio. His stories broadcast on
NPR’s All Things Considered,
This American Life, BBC, and on
the Radio Diaries podcast.

Radio Diaries is a nonprofit
organization, and a member of
Radiotopia from PRX — a cu-
rated network of cutting-edge
podcasts.

“I thought I wanted to do doc-

umentary film. I didn’t know I
wanted to do documentary au-
dio,” said Richman. "I became
intoxicated by the act of going
up to talk to people with a micro-
phone.”

Radio Diaries has collaborated
with teenagers, octogenarians,
incarcerated people and prison
guards, gospel preachers, the fa-
mous and the unknown. Along
the way, the organization has
helped pioneer a new form of cit-
izen journalism.

During the workshop, Rich-
man played several recording
examples of how to create good
radio stories. One of the stories
shared was from Josh, a high
school kid who lived in Man-
hattan. Josh looks normal but
documents living with Tourette’s
syndrome, a neurological dis-
order that involves involuntary
ticks. The listener experiences
the awkwardness Josh lives with.

Josh recorded a diary as a teen,
then 16-years later as an adult
trying to live a normal life with a
brain that often betrays him. The
listener can hear the arrested de-
velopment in his voice.

“Something about hearing
people without the images that
we feel things,” said Richman.
"How much can we feel through
characters is what I like to ex-
plore. With Radio Diaries, you
get to experience it, hear it as

its happening. I ask myself how
much can [ see and experience
the story for myself.”

Richman also shared the story
of Claressa Shields, a two-time
Olympic gold medal-winning
boxer from Flint Michigan. Cla-
ressa started boxing at 11-years
old. She lives her life vicarious-
ly through her father who was a
boxer that never made it.

Claressa’s soft voice reminds
the listener of a dainty young
person, a stark contrast to the fact
that she likes ‘beating up girls.’
Throughout her story, she dis-
plays the personality of Muham-

Dante D. Jones // SQNev;s
mad Ali and the boxing skills of
Floyd Mayweather.

Each of these recordings em-
powers the listener to construct
places and times and understand
characters without visual aids.

Richman has taught audio
journalism storytelling for radio
podcasts at Columbia Universi-
ty’s Graduate School of Journal-
ism and has worked as visiting
faculty at Princeton University.
For the incarcerated journalists
at San Quentin, his one-of-a-kind
workshop was an extraordinary
experience.

—Steve Brooks
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TRUCKING

company.

The first seeds of the pro-
gram were planted when
O'Bannon drove a truck sim-
ply “to see if [ would enjoy it,”
and then “learned to love it.”
Eventually she bought her own
truck. The independence and
steady income gave her peace
of mind.

After having a baby and tak-
ing maternity leave, she hired
adriver so that her truck would
continue generating income.
But she went through six driv-
ers in three months. So she de-
cided to open a truck driving
school in her community.

She told her father, Vincent
O’Bannon, a San Quentin res-
ident, that she needed “decent
drivers that would take care
of the equipment that would
know what it takes to make a
profit in a truck.”

Vincent told her that many
San Quentin residents are in-
terested in truck driving and
talk about it as a viable option
once they are back in the com-
munity. The father-daughter

Program offers incarcerated residents a
Contimied frompage I pathway to certification as truck drivers

duo successfully pitched the
idea of creating a correspon-
dence course to San Quentin’s
administration.

In its present form, the
course may be a precursor to a
classroom with simulators.

“There have been two dy-
namics around the buzz about
the program,” Vincent said.

“A lot of guys are interest-
ed in participating in the pro-
gram, liking the idea of anoth-
er avenue for reentry once they
finish their time. On the flip
side, guys want more than just
[the limited involvement of] a
correspondence course.”

Vincent says that for that
reason he has been in talks with
the administration about pro-
viding the training in a class-
room setting as opposed to just
as a correspondence course.

“Five years from now, I see
men and women being able
to not only get the classroom
training, but having simu-
lator training so that they’d
feel what it’s like to [drive] an
18-wheeler.”

Autumn shares her father’s
vision that the course will go
beyond training by correspon-
dence. She believes that sim-
ulated driver training through
technology such as Oculus fits
well into plans to transform
San Quentin into an innovative
rehabilitation center.

The entrepreneur plans to
take the program beyond San
Quentin and is determined to
include incarcerated women,
envisioning the program at
“other male prisons and also to
the female prisons as well.”

“Right now, there’s a lot of
women truck drivers, but we
only cover about 15% of the
trucking industry,” she said.

“From my experience, a lot
of companies love the women
drivers — just to be able to
give that same freedom and
stability that I found in truck-
ing — to be able to offer it to
those I know that need it just
as much as I did.”

Vincent added, “I hope that
more women would be inter-
ested in truck driving since

CONGRETE ROSE

o
=

the Concrete Rose Trucking
non-profit board consists of all
women.”

In her interview with the
San Quentin News, and in the
town hall meeting with San
Quentin’s residents, Autumn
appeared poised and in com-
mand of her topic. Her vision
goes beyond the training she
offers to its potential benefits.

She foresees incarcerated
people returning to their com-
munities prepared for good
jobs with the earning potential
to help ensure the stability and
continuity of families in their
communities.

Continued from page 1

popcorn machines.

In similar fashion to the
Easter Spectacular event this
past April, the well-known
couple showed up on their
day off and stood side-by-side
to make and serve the snacks
to all. Michelle’s characteris-
tic smile could be seen from
across the room as she greeted
the young children who asked
for some of the colorful cotton
candy.

As part of the festivi-
ties, families and loved ones
were able to take photos
with Fourth of July-themed
frames, which were donated
by the Inmate Family Council
volunteer.

Resident Jonathan Raridon,
proudly bragged to SQNews
about his wife, Samantha, do-
nating not just the frames but
also $100 for the decorating of
the visiting room.

Visitors and residents enjoy a special day

One of the three volunteers
that make up San Quentin’s
IFC , Samantha, a combat vet-
eran, values the connection
between family and their in-
carcerated loved one.

“It’s difficult to be married
yet live completely separate
lives,” she said in an inter-
view. “Visits like this mean
a lot. Hopefully we see more
like it with the new California
Model.”

The prison received up
to $350 in private donations
from visitors contributing to-
make the event special. SQ’s
Community Resource Man-
ager, Lieutenant Gardea, and
Sergeant Ramirez personally
went shopping for the event’s
supplies and for the items in
the goodie bags kids were able
to take home after the visit.

On this year’s Day of In-
dependence, the Visiting

with food, music, and family

|
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room was filled with happy,
smiling families by noon, yet
no one was asked to leave to
make space for walk-ins. All
who came were able to enjoy
the festivities and partake in
honoring freedom in the most
unlikely of places.

One resident in particu-
lar, who had seen his daugh-
ter that day, was happy to
share his appreciation with
SQNews.

“Out of the six prisons I've
been to, I’ve never seen any-
thing like that,” said Jarrod
Williams in a later interview.
“For the IFC, prison admin-
istration, and incarcerated
people to go through all that
trouble is incredible,” he said.
“It was the best visit I've ever
had. So, thank you. It couldn’t
have been more perfect ...
Unless I could have set off
some fireworks.”

-

Y.

Photos by Vincent E. O'Bannon // SQNews
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Visits like this mean a
lot. Hopefully we see
more like it with the
new California Model.

—Samantha,
Inmate Family Council
volunteer

From top, clockwise: Jeremy

Strain and his family were all
smiles during a game of Life
in Visiting's child playroom.

Tommie Hall shared a
precious moment with his
daughter.

Resident Frank Justo
enjoyed a pre-celebration of
his birthday with family during
the Fourth of July event.

Continued from page 1

Mt. Tam College sponsors

resource fair for San

Quentin residents

education, health and well-

ness training, employment as-
sistance, housing assistance,
legal services, and vocation
training.

SQ resident Corey Smith
said he believes if incarcer-
ated people connect with re-
sources, they are less likely
to reoffend. “I believe if this
is to be a rehabilitation center,
there needs to be a focus on
the transitioning opportuni-
ties available,” he said.

California’s ~ Department
of Corrections and Rehabil-
itation presented vocational
services for people with dis-
abilities.

The energy at the Creating
Restorative Opportunities
and Programs table was dy-
namic as the two represen-
tatives spoke of the vision of
how society needs to invest
in rehabilitated people. CROP
representative Jesse Foshay
commented, “How can you
expect people to rehabilitate
and not help them acclimate
into society?”

CROP representative Kit
Berry spoke with enthusiasm
on the organization's focus,
“We are facing a world that
wants to put up barriers and
we are busting them down.”
Its focus is on a holistic and
human-centered approach to
support reentry.

Sol Mercado, a former res-
ident at a California Woman’s
facility, provided material
from Planting Justice, which
hires previously incarcerated.
The nonprofit organization in
Oakland offers parole sup-
port, therapy help with reen-
try, DMV connections, and
self-help groups upon release.

“It is our lived experiences
that help other people,” said

PLANTING JUSTICE

Above: Various
applications and
informational
brochures were
offered at the fair.

Mercado, explaining why she
gives back.

The California Lawyers for
Arts table explained how it
arranges internship positions
up to seven years after release
from prison. It provides re-
ferral services in all forms of
art, writing, music, and even
curating.

The Cal State East Bay ta-
ble provided information on
behalf of Project Rebound. It
featured former resident For-
rest Jones, a recent graduate.
He mentioned how humbling
the experience of returning to
visit prison and that initially
the environment brought
back feelings of the restric-
tions he faced when at The
Q. However, his eagerness to
contribute and connect with
the people inside superseded
his unease.

He told the group that he
networked as best he could
with the different people that
came in to help while incar-
cerated. Jones said many re-
sources are available and at-
tributed those to his success.

Other groups that attended
were Bonafide, Restorative
Reentry, Restorative Justice
for Oakland Youth, Reentry
Success Center, Black Men’s
Wellness, Prison 2 Employ-
ment, Just Desserts, Code Ten-
derloin, Community Works
West and the Ella Baker Cen-
ter for Human Rights.

Resident Mark Hernan-
dez appreciate Mt. Tamalpais
for opening doors and said
he looks forward to more re-
source fairs in the future.

“This opportunity gives me
hope that we can participate
in anything out there with the
right resources,” said Hernan-
dez.

f.;

Vincent E. O'bannon // SQNews
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PROGRAMS

INCARCERATED WRITERS SHARE THEIR TALENT IN ANNUAL PUBLIC READING

WILLIAM JAMES ASSOCIATION
EVENT IN SQ CHAPEL PROMOTES
CREATIVITY AND WRITING SKILLS

By Bostyon Johnson
Managing Editor

Seventeen San Quentin
Prison residents shared their
vulnerabilities, experiences
and personal life trials at the
14" annual Public Reading
event.

“Creative writing allows
me the freedom to travel be-
yond my physical barriers,”
writer Jim Bottomley said af-
ter reading his piece.

The writers wrote to pro-
duce their own narratives.
Their honesty, vulnerability
and authenticity moved the
crowd to a sense of connec-
tion with the authors on July
7,2023.

Since 1999, Zoe Mullery
has taught the student writers
how to express themselves
on paper. Her generosity in
sharing her knowledge and
experience with the art of
writing touched current and
former members of the class,
which is sponsored by the
William James Association’s
Prison Arts Project.

She spoke about how SQ
has been influential to her and
said that the view civilization
has of incarcerated individu-
als is in stark contrast to the
work she sees inside the class-
room.

“A society should be judged

by how it treats its criminals,”
said Mullery.

In attendance were SQ’s
Community Resource Man-
ager Lt. Robert Gardea, Pub-
lic Information Officer Lt.
G. Berry, Senior Librarian
Gabriel Loiederman and 100
supporters from inside and
outside the facility.

Outside guests included
several formerly incarcerat-
ed writers who were in the
creative writing class during
their ~ SQ  incarceration.
Among them were Henry
Edward Frank, Joe Krauter,
Felix Lucero, John Neblett,
Watani Stiner, Michael “Ya-
hya” Cooke and Troy Wil-
liams.

Williams was a part of the
Journalism Guild and Broth-
ers in Pen during his 13 years
behind the wall. During his
time of incarceration, he fo-
cused on stories about incar-
ceration.

“I want to say to all the
men in blue, especially all
the youngsters: Stay with it.
1 want to encourage y’all to
keep it up. As I walk through
my freedom, know that I think
about y’all. We need y’all in
the communities, with y’all’s
families,” he said.

The first eight residential
writers were Mesro Coles-El,
Paul Stauffer, Lee (reading

for Steve Drown), Elton Kel-
ley, Marcus Eugene, Kevin D.
Sawyer, Raheem Ballard and
Todd Winkler.

They designed their read-
ing creatively to this group
prompt: “A 767 passenger
plane with some notorious in-
carcerated people aboard are
on their way to Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba to spend the rest
of their sentence. A sudden

O THE LN,
FORE 15

volcanic eruption from an
uncharted island causes the
plane to crash on the island.”

Their stories symbolized
manifestations of hidden
truths and the power dynam-
ics between prison guards and
prisoners.

At intermission, guests
and writers enjoyed snacks
like mini cinnamon rolls and
drank coffee with biscotti as

they mingled.

The remaining nine writers
were Joshua Strange, Michael
Zell, C.K. “Clark” Gerharts-
reiter, James Bottomley, Os-
bun Walton, Kelton O’Con-
nor, Bruce Davis, Stu Ross
and Juan Moreno Haines.
They spoke about truth, rec-
onciliation, life struggles and
love.

Cooke said, “I joined the

~ Participants gather after the
~ reading for a Q&A session.
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Vincent E. O'Bannon // SQNews

creative writing class to de-
velop these skills. These
gentlemen encouraged me
to get this stuff on paper. It
was a 48-year exploration of
the criminal justice system. I
feel the genuine sincerity that
these men feel because I was
once there.”
—Staff Writer Michael
Callahan contributed to
this story.

HELPING THEMSELVES *

EARNED LIVING UNITS DEAL WITH LONG WAIT | %
LISTS BY STARTING THEIR OWN GROUPS |

Randy C. Thompson
Staff Writer

San Quentin’s Earned Living Units
are providing programs for themselves
by creating incarcerated-run self-help
groups.

South Block’s Alpine and Donner
units now offer the Returning Citizens
Program, a weekly interactive, reen-
try-based approach to human develop-
ment. The 18-week program consists
of workshops covering courses in sub-
jects ranging from relapse prevention to
criminal thinking patterns that result in
write-ups for contraband cellphones

“When I got to San Quentin, I thought
I would be able to take groups. That’s
why I chose to transfer here,” said SQ
resident Larry “Ali” Deminter, the pro-
gram’s creator. “Instead, I heard about
these waiting lists that are years long.
That’s when I decided to try to start up
my workshops.”

Deminter developed the courses while
incarcerated at California Men's Colony-
West, where he also taught it under the
Ambassadors of Change banner, another
self-help group. The group was formed
around all the information Deminter has
collected over his 19-years of incarcera-
tion and studying self-help materials.

At its height at CMC, there were 12
workshops running and 150 men gradu-
ated every three months.

Now, here at SQ, Deminter has ten
men and two workshops. He plans to ex-
pand.

While correctional staff were initially
hesitant about the program, it got mov-
ing when South Block’s Lt. Haub got
involved.

Deminter jokingly refers to Lt. Haub
as the program director of his workshops
because of the vital assistance he has
so freely given. Lt. Haub agreed to sign
the laudatory chronos to acknowledge
participation of incarcerated people in
attendance, he makes any copies needed
and even hunts down a whiteboard for
the classes. Building staff now assist by
closing the dayroom in Alpine to make
space for the classes.

Other incarcerated residents also help.
Alpine resident Terrell “TJ” Marshall
currently holds the position of secre-

These workshops are for the
men here who are serious
about programming and
changing their lives.

—Larry “Ali” Deminter

tary, and has plans to facilitate one of
the workshops himself. He experienced
similar setbacks with his programming
when he arrived at SQ two years ago.

“I’ve been waiting two years just to
get into college. When I got here I signed
up for a bunch of stuff. After a year of
waiting, | managed to get into AA. But
during a Covid lockdown I missed three
weeks and got kicked out,” Marshall said

When Deminter proposed the idea of
the workshops to Marshall, he jumped
onboard immediately. Marshall handles
getting the rosters made as well as put-
ting up signs for the program.

Deminter teaches the classes as a part
of his living amends. But here at SQ, he
said it has become more than that for
him. “Before getting here [Alpine], I was
told that the people living in the Earned
Living Units would get priority on
groups, but that hasn’t been the case,” he
said. “These workshops are for the men
here who are serious about programming
and changing their lives.”

Despite all of his efforts, he believes
that it will not succeed unless staff gets
more involved. At CMC West, staff and
administration were involved with the
workshops. They attended the meetings,
provided the needed copies and supplies,
and hosted graduation ceremonies. That
help and support from staff is what kept
it going.

The current plan for Returning Cit-
izens is to soon have workshops ev-
ery day of the week. Deminter also
wants to hold them within the building,
where they do not have to worry about
staff coverage, program being open, or
room availability. He wants attendance
to remain exclusive to just those in the
Earned Living Unit.

T . Sl
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RESIDENTS OF H-UNIT FIND HEALING IN PLANTS

By William Harris
Journalism Guild Writer

A San Quentin garden program
uses the power of planting and
growing to help students apply
what they learn to their rehabili-
tation.

The Insight Garden Project is a
group that brings the healing power
of the earth to the residents of the
prison’s H-Unit, according to Isa
Pena, IGP program manager. Pena
said her interest in prisons dates
back to visiting an incarcerated
family member at the age of eight.

The garden includes a few
food plants such as strawberries
and salad ingredients, but mostly
grows medicinal plants. Pena said
participants learn ways in which
to handle plants gently and to un-
derstand the plants’ need for care.
IGP helps prison residents culti-
vate mindfulness by connecting
with the earth, and it teaches about
the medicinal benefits of herbs and
roots, she explained.

The 25-member class takes

place every Friday from 3-5 p.m.
Pena starts each class by using
guided meditation that explores
the ways in which nature works
and the way nature can apply to
the students’ lives.

The San Quentin IGP was
founded by Beth Waitkus in 2002.
At reirement, she left it in the
hands of Pena and outside volun-
teers.

Student Bruce Bowman said,
“The group is beneficial on a few
levels. It’s beneficial if you want to
plant and get more intimate with
the soil’s healing part, and good
for healing the inner garden. It
helps with my calmness or sereni-
ty. It helps me to have hope for the
future.”

Resident Raymond Morris com-
mented, “The group taught me
a lot about the healing power of
plants and when I’'m in the soil, the
meditation gives me a chance to
clear my head.”

The intersectional trauma-in-
formed curriculum utilizes prac-
tices of therapeutic horticulture,

restorative justice and meditation
mindfulness.

“When I think about it, it blows
my mind. The garden itself is
mind-blowing beautiful,” said vol-
unteer Faryn Hart, a horticulture
therapist. “We all want people to
be able to access what they feel.
We all deserve to be humanized.”

“Out of all the groups I attend-
ed, this is the best one for me,”
said Ethan Crum, a garden project
participant.

The program also assists stu-
dents when they are released from
San Quentin. The reentry process
begins with a transition question-
naire that is mailed to the IGP of-
fice. The assistance also includes
a warm meal, a backpack of es-
sential supplies, a smartphone, a
laptop computer for returning cit-
izens enrolled in college and $100
to buy clothing. Weekly support
circles are held on Zoom meetings
with a licensed social worker, and
they provide rapid response fund-
ing for participants who need extra
financial support for food and rent.
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REENTRY

EXTINGUISHE

By Hugo Arredondo-Ortiz
Journalism Guild Writer

Formerly incarcerated fire-
fighters can now get fire pro-
tection jobs when released.

A law passed three years
ago allows them to apply to
have their criminal record ex-
punged, the Marin Indepen-
dent Journal reported.

A forestry and recruitment
program started by two for-
merly incarcerated people
smoothed the way.

One of the beneficiaries is
Benjamin Fowler, who said,
“As soon as I heard about the
law being passed, it was prob-
ably a two-year process. But
when I got to the fire camp, [
knew that’s where I was sup-
posed to be.”

He was serving his second
10-year prison term when
in September 2020 he heard
about the firefighting pro-
gram.

Fowler’s good behavior en-
abled him to become eligible
for the program. He applied
to the California Department
of Correction and Rehabili-
tation’s conservation camp.
Fowler underwent a certifi-
cation and physical training
before his selection to be a
CDCR firefighter.

Fowler would have been un-
employable to do the job in the
outside because of his criminal
record. AB 2147 changed that.

Prior to AB 2147, Califor-

As soon as | heard
about the law being

passed, it was
probably a two-year
process, but when |
got to the fire camp,
| knew that’s where

| was supposed

to be.
—Benjamin Fowler

nia was experiencing a two-
way problem: mass wildfires
but with a shortage of fire-
fighters.

About 50 people started the
six-month program, but only
10 graduated.

“When they’re with us,
they’re choosing to be better
people for themselves, for
their friends and family, for
their community,” said Cari
Chen, the program’s recruit-
ment director. “It’s not just a
job, it’s not just a career, it’s a
lifestyle.”

Fowler will be working in
the Mendocino National For-
est. He considers the best part
of his job is that his son brags
to his friends about what his
dad does for work.

1 LAW TO EXPUNGE RECORDS ALLOWS FORMERLY
1 INCARCERATED TO BECOME

FIREFIGHTERS

e
Archive photo

Incarcerated firefighters clear brush in preparation for California's wildfire season. Many hope to have their record expunged
upon release and eventually gain employment as firefighters.

COOKING UP A SECOND CHANCE

FORMER SQ CORRECTIONAL OFFICER STARTS CULINARY PROGRAM FOR
THE HOMELESS AND THOSE RECOVERING FROM SUBSTANCE ABUSE

By John Schoppe-Rico
Journalism Guild Writer

After working as a correc-
tional guard and ironworker,
Paul Fields became an execu-
tive chef. Now, he’s using his
skills to lead a culinary train-
ing program that helps partic-
ipants turn their lives around.

Fields once worked as a
correctional officer at San
Quentin State Prison and as
an ironworker who helped
build San Francisco’s Oracle
Park, reported CBS Bay Area,
which honored Fields with
one of its weekly Jefferson
Awards.

“I’'m giving them a chance
to restart, a fresh start,” Fields
said. “They’re clean and sober
now. I give them a path to get
them to the next step of suc-
cess.”

He was recruited in 2016

by Salvation Army to start the
nonprofit’s culinary academy
in Napa, north of San Quen-
tin, the article noted.

“Once I started diving into
the program, I realized this
was the place I was supposed
to be,” Fields said.

He created the Culinary
Training Academy, a free 14-
week hands-on program that
allows adults who were once
homeless or substance users
to learn culinary skills via
one-on-one mentoring.

About 120 students have
graduated from the program
so far. More than 90% have
landed jobs with partnering
businesses or the Salvation
Army.

While they work, graduates
also receive a discount for
housing for two years.

As part of their training,
students cook meals at the

Courtesy twenty-below.com

Salvation Army for more than
80 people a day.

“This is an awesome oppor-
tunity to straighten my life out
and have a great future,” Ram-

“They’re clean and
sober now. | created a
path to get them to the

next step.”
—Paul Fields,
Executive Chef

sey said, who has been clean
and sober for 12 months. “It
feels great to feed people who
are hungry and less fortunate.”

Fields stopped teaching at
the academy last fall, but still
helps with publicity support
and continues to inspire stu-
dents.

He runs his own catering
company, Fields of Grace, and
travels with some of his grad-
uates several months of the
year to prepare VIP meals at
Christian musician Zach Wil-
liams’ concerts.

CLEAN SLATE LAWS HELP WITH A FRESH START

By Bruce Bowman
Journalism Guild writer

An estimated 70-100 mil-
lion Americans have arrest
records, which seriously ham-
per their efforts to find hous-
ing and productive jobs, The
Marshall Project reports in its
Closing Argument newsletter.
However, the report noted
new ‘“clean slate” laws are
making a positive difference.

“Every time I try to do
something better, my crim-
inal record is my nemesis,”
said Terrance Stewart, who
served time in a California
prison for a drug conviction.
He said he was homeless or
lived in “one roach-infested
apartment after another” fol-
lowing his release.

Stewart is now a member
of a California organization

called, TimeDone. It advocates
for a person’s criminal record
to be sealed or expunged.

States vary widely on how
they handle this issue, but
more than half have adopted
some form of a “ban the box”
law, which prohibit asking
about criminal records on job
applications and delays back-
ground checks until a job in-
terview.

After its full implementa-
tion, a recent California law
will result in the automatic
sealing of most felony records
for people “who are not con-
victed of another felony for
four years after completing
their sentence and any parole
and probation.”

Those convicted of serious
felonies will have to petition
a judge to have their records
sealed and the law excludes

Conviction and
arrest records for
most felonies will
be automatically

sealed.

registered sex offenders.

The law passed despite
opposition from groups such
as the state’s Peace Officers
Research Association, which
argued such laws put commu-
nity safety at risk.

However, research cited
by The Marshall Project sug-
gests that denying someone
employment because of their

past can encourage criminal
behavior. In addition, when
a person does not commit
any new crimes four to seven
years after their release from
prison, their likelihood of
reoffending is on a par with
those with no criminal record.

At the federal level, a bi-
partisan group of lawmakers
is currently formulating clean
slate legislation.

The leader of TimeDone,
Jay Jordan, spoke to impor-
tance of giving formerly-in-
carcerate people a true fresh
start when they return to their
communities.

“It is literally [the correc-
tional] system saying this per-
son is rehabilitated, go on and
live your life. It signifies that
when your time is done, your
sentence should be complete,”
Jordan said.

B

By Bostyon Johnson
Managing Editor

New York lawmakers are
once again considering leg-
islation aimed at helping for-
merly incarcerated people get
a place to live, The New York
Times reported. A similar bill
was rejected last year by the
Governor’s office during bud-
get negotiations.

The bill, known as the
Housing  Access  Voucher
Program, would provide as-
sistance to people affected
by high-rent costs, which
contributes to homelessness,
evictions, and recidivism.

“They should be allowed to
apply for various resources in
advance of their release date
so they get a chance of not
going from prison to shelter,”
said Democratic State Sen.
Brian Kavanagh, who reintro-
duced the bill.

Kevin Brooks, convicted
in 1999 of murder, is one per-
son who could benefit from
this bill upon his release, said
John Lennon, the author of
The Times article, who is cur-
rently incarcerated. Brooks
has been disciplinary free and
obtained a bachelor’s degree
while incarcerated. Yet he
is likely to join thousands of
other formerly incarcerated
people who will leave prison
and have nowhere to live.

Before he was arrested,
Brooks was renting a small
New York City apartment
for $800 per month. That
same space currently goes for
around $3,000 a month.

People being released from
prison don’t have much assis-
tance, which can drive them
back to crime to survive.
Those with lifetime sex-of-
fender status, those previous-
ly convicted of drug charges
in housing programs that are

LL AIMS TO STOP
THE PRISON TO
SHELTER PIPELINE

federally funded, and those
where there is a “preponder-
ance of evidence” of crime
activity, are all excluded from
receiving or applying for fed-
eral Section 8 housing subsi-
dies.

The proposed bill would
provide vouchers to people
in immediate need of housing
assistance, whether they are
homeless, facing eviction, or
are about to be released from
state prisons.

Kavanagh said he ex-
pects the legislation to pass.
“What’s unusual is that the
large real estate interests of
New York have been quite
active in supporting this,” he
said.

However, there are critics.
H