Decarcerate Western Mass

Spring Edition 2021

DECARCERATE
WESTERN MASS
Letter from the Editors
Organizers in Decarcerate Western Mass have been busy with a range of activities from building up
our letter writing with folks in the Hampden County Jail in Ludlow, forming and organizing a local
bail fund, and keeping attention on the conditions within the Hampden County Jail and House of
Corrections as described by our comrades on the inside. The Sheri ’s Department in Hampden
County is incredibly well-funded and the majority of the budget is spent on wages and salaries.
Despite spending nearly $90 million in Fiscal Year 2021, we continue to receive letters from folks
inside complaining about unsanitary conditions, inadequate cleaning supplies, and inedible food
that holds little nutritious value. The Sheri is the second highest paid public o cial on the county
level, yet individuals con ned in the jails and house of corrections can’t always meet their basic
survival needs.

https://budget.digital.mass.gov/govbudget/fy21/appropriations/independents/sheri s/hampden-sheri ?tab=historical-spending
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Imagine if those millions, rather than being used to detain and imprison working class people, were
used to provide life-a rming services and programs to impoverished and marginalized
communities. What if we invested heavily in reducing or eradicating the precarity that all working
class people experience, but particularly BIPOC communities in cities like Spring eld or Holyoke?
Rather than criminalize poverty and survival practices, we can ensure that our public institutions are
fully funded and designed to meet the needs of all residents.
By investing in wellness rather than punishment, we can positively impact issues in our communities
that drive con ict and violence. When abolitionists talk about the cost of the carceral system, we
often forget to include the costs of violence in our calculations-both the material cost and the social
cost. And we also spend too little time analyzing the root causes of the harms we seek to heal.

With that, we present our Spring Newsletter which is focused on why we organize for decarceration
and abolition on both sides of the wall. What is at stake, why organize, and how to go about it.

“We are in the belly of the beast”
This is an excerpt from an interview with incarcerated PIC abolitionist Stevie Wilson who is currently
held in Camp Hill, Pennsylvania. He is the editor of the publication In the Belly which features
articles, poems, artwork, and inspiration from folks incarcerated across the country. *Maroon refers
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to Russell Maroon Shoatz who has been incarcerated since 1972 for his political work with the
Black Panther Party and the Black Liberation Army.
What makes a good abolitionist teacher?
SW: Being a noticer is important. We have to notice who is doing what and how. At Smith eld, I had
spent years cultivating relationships and a reputation for sincere concern for others. This made it
easier for me when I began groups. People already knew and trusted me. When I came to Fayette, I
didn’t have that history. There were people here who knew me from Smith eld and there vouching
for me helped tremendously. But I spent time noticing who was doing what. I noticed who was in
the dayroom reading. I listened to conversations. And people watched me too. A few guys came up
to me and told me they overheard my conversations on the phone. I had been talking with other
abolitionists. What they heard piqued their interests. They also saw what I was doing. Mutual aid is
major inside. Nothing speaks like action. They saw me practicing abolition. They saw me practicing
mutual aid. They saw me practicing solidarity. These acts opened the people’s hearts to me. I can
honestly say that I have received just as much respect and love from prisoners here that I did at
Smith eld. I know that this mutual love and respect is built on knowing and being present for each
other.
How do you start to build relationships with new people on your block?
SW: There is nothing like face to face organizing. To be there, in the trenches, with others, struggling
and organizing together builds bonds of trust and care. There are people behind these walls whom I
have organized with that I will always feel a deep connection to. We are in the belly of the beast.
And when others stand with you inside of this place, it creates something special between you.
To organize inside, you have to be a people person. You cannot be shy. You have to notice things.
There have been times when I hear young prisoners talking about something and I listen for a while.
Then, I ask questions. Asking questions is a great way to enter a conversation. Interjecting with a
statement is risky. Making declarations, especially when they contrast the participants stance, can
lead to arguments and accusations of not minding one’s own business. But when you ask
questions, especially those requesting more info or clari cation, it allows the young prisoner to be
heard and express his/her views. This doesn’t happen too often for them inside. It seems everyone
wants to tell them what to do and think, but who is listening to them? I do. And because I do, they
listen to me.
Also, being open to feedback and criticism is important. Be human. Don’t try to come o as a know
it all or like you have all your shit together. When I found out that Maroon was here in the in rmary, I
was looking for a way to connect to him. I knew the barbers go to the in rmary to cut hair. When I
went to the barbershop, I struck up a conversation with a barber and asked him if he knew [Russell]
Maroon [Shoatz]. He didn’t, but he knew whom I was talking about. He had seen him. I gave the
barber some materials, including Maroons’s The Dragon vs. The Hydra essay. I told him to send my
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love to Maroon the next time he went to the in rmary to cut hair. I also told him how I wished I could
spend time talking to Maroon about his work. That was enough to spark the barber’s interest.
The next time I went to the barbershop, the barber excitedly told me how he had spoken to Maroon
a number of times since our last appointment. He told me how they discussed the essay too. I was
so jealous! But what stuck with him the most, and this is according to his own words, was how
Maroon remained humble. He was amazed that this elder who had spent so much time in the
trenches still felt he has so much to learn and still needs to grow. The barber told me he expected
this elder to act like he had it all together, all gured out. But he didn’t. The barber told me how
Maroon inspired him to always study, keep learning and keep growing.
The point is that we, organizers and activists, our behaviors and attitudes, are determining factors in
how far and wide abolition can go. This is why the internal work of abolition is so important. That’s
why the presence aspect of abolition is key to expanding the awareness and the possibilities of
abolition. As I said before, prisoners believe nothing they hear and half of what they see. We have to
make that half count. To ri o a Lisa Nichols quotation I read years ago: Abolition is not just what
you feel or what you say. It is what you do. So what are you doing?

Drawing from comrade incarcerated in Hampden County House of Corrections
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“Can we really say we are safe in here?”
These images of a letter received from Danny Ramos who is/was incarcerated at Ludlow were
written in response to my question: why do you organize or take action against conditions in the jail
despite the risks involved in doing so?
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Money Bail, Mass Incarceration, and Pre-Trial Injustice
By Laura C.

The dramatic rise over the last 40 years in the number of people locked up in the US is a familiar
fact for many of us. The data is mind-numbing: Since 1980, the prison population has risen 500%
to well over 2 million people. Even here in the state of Massachusetts, where the number of
incarcerated people are lower than many other places in the US, people are incarcerated at a higher
rate than nearly any other country on earth.
And yet, we often overlook the role of jails and the widening net of “pre-trial detention” in the
hellscape of mass incarceration in the US. Again, the mind-numbing data is instructive: every year,
over 600,000 people go to prison, but every day 731,000 people are held in local jails across the
US. And in a single year, on average, people are locked up in US jails 10.6 million times – this is
known as “jail churn,” the in-and-out cycle of overpoliced people, predominately poor and BIPOC,
who are repeatedly entangled in the system and then often stuck there because they can’t a ord
bail and buy their freedom while awaiting trial. This means that jails and the inhumane system of
cash bail that punishes people for being poor, are key drivers of mass incarceration.
This astonishing data about jails masks another key fact that is worth
underlining: most people who are sent to jail in the US have not been
convicted of a crime. Six out of ten people who are locked in jail on any
given day are legally presumed innocent.
What the court calls pre-trial detention is actually, therefore, a form of
pre-trial injustice because it keeps poor, disproportionately BIPOC
people in cages, but allows people with money to go free. Here in
Western Massachusetts, there are over twice as many people who are
being detained pretrial in the Hampshire, Franklin, and Hampden County
jails, as imprisoned after sentencing. Nationally, African Americans are
jailed at almost four times the rate of white Americans. The number of women in jail has also been
rising. The rate of women who are con ned pre-trial has been increasing much more rapidly than
the rate of men who are locked up. And the wider impact of this multi-tiered system of justice is
especially alarming because even just a few days in jail can be fundamentally life-altering to people
and their families and communities.
People who are locked up in jail, waiting for their case to be resolved, may experience many of the
same harms that people in prison confront. They risk losing their jobs, their homes, and custody of
their children. They also risk their health (physical and mental, often in the face of inadequate
medical and mental health care). According to statistics from a 2015 report published by the Bureau
of Justice, suicide has been the leading cause of death in local jails every year since 2000. As the
practice of pretrial detention continues to expand and jail populations rise in the US, an increasing
number of children also su er the devastating e ects of money bail. This is because most people
ensnared by the system who cannot pay a bail of sometimes just a few hundred dollars, are parents
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of young children. Over two-thirds of women who could not
a ord bail, a demographic that is rising at a rate much greater
than men, are primary caregivers of minor children. According to
the Prison Policy Initiative, even more children than adults are
impacted by pre-trial detention because of the number of children
who are separated from a parent who is locked in jail.
The Decarcerate Western Mass Bailout Project was born in order
to challenge this multi-tiered system of injustice. We want to
reduce the damage of a system of punishment that is inhumane,
unfair, and that causes devastating harm to our communities in
Western Massachusetts and beyond. Since we began this work in 2021, we have been able to
reunite 28 people with their families and communities. We are taking referrals and can be reached at
wmassbail@protonmail.com. Thank you to everyone who has donated to our bail fund: donate here.

Dreams & Visions
by Allen McMillan

let the young have dreams and let
the old have visions. that is the way
of life. for the young do not know of
the reality of their dreams, the old
only know their truths in their
visions. The young eyes shut
open but they see nothing & the
old closed eyes feel, see &
know all that has came &
passed but also yet to
come. The future is yet to come
the past has done came and
passed away “Paved” away

“The Way It Is,” by Rafael DeJesus

also; be it done came
and lived; But the here & the now
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is the “gift” the present. So we
must enjoy it, make it of what they say we can’t! Togatherness. As one see & feel
and know that God is us we may
move act thank as one being of
the Most High Vibes.

Want to Organize with Us?
Decarcerate Western Mass meets every Monday night as a group to develop strategy, provide
updates from our working groups, and build trust as a community of committed abolitionists. Come
build the movement for decarceration and abolition in Franklin, Hampshire, and Hampden counties
during times of crisis and beyond. Consult our Facebook and Instagram for updates, or contact us
via email at decarceratewmass@gmail.com. Or write us at: Decarcerate Western Mass, PO Box
1172, 37 Bridge Street, Northampton, MA 01060
People in DWM would love to write with and build relationships with folks on the inside!
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