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Letters to the Director 

I just recently learned about your project 
by reading the issue just brought to my 
dorm. I love what you are doing (and 
many of the ladies in my dorm loved 
the feature recipes). The article that 
particularly interested me was the one 
regarding being represented by Kim 
Kardashian… Be the change you want to 
see in the world.

Kristen M., Florida 

First off, thank you for all of your efforts 
and informative information that you 
provide in the News Inside publication. 
A friend of mine gave me one of your 
mags and it was awesome! I would 
love to be able to get any and all future 
publications. Do I need to pay for it? 
Sign up for it? How can I do so? ... Thank 
you again for any and all that you do 
and have done. Most of all, thank you for 
your voice.

Eric V., Virginia 

Several years ago, I was finishing a 
college program at a facility to southern 
California, and was given a copy of The 
Marshall Project’s News Inside (Issue 
#1). Taking that education newsletter 
with me to a lower security facility, I 
and others have become involved in 
advancing basic adult literacy. With 
support, we have created a peer-sup-
ported literacy program - the Literacy 
Support Network - as  an extension 
of the Peer Literacy Mentor Program 
(formal assignment), which benefits 
dozens of English Language Learners, 
and partners with ABE I classes.

Alex V., California 

First time reader here! I loved the 
December 2021 issue [#9]. I see I’m 8 
issues behind… Finally a magazine for 
the incarcerated by the incarcerated. 
What a concept! (Smile)… Keep up the 
great work! I was ecstatic to discover 
News Inside! Yay!

Hujrah W., New Mexico 

I have never heard of News Inside 
and was pleasantly surprised to flip 
through some of the content last night. 
Of course, I need not tell you that this 
type of journalism is needed. It is not 
so much about people caring about 
the criminal justice system, but people, 
even the most ostracized people 
in society: prisoners…Some of the 
greatest minds are born from the worst 
of circumstances. Please keep giving 
these people a voice, a purpose and 
keep teaching! The root word of the 
word “teach” is to relearn. The more 
you relearn, the closer you come to 
mastering something. Sometimes that 
starts with simply examining our own 
heart.

Nanon W., Texas

A Letter from Lawrence

I’m back! I hope all of you are ready for another issue of News Inside. I’m excited 
about this one because I recently completed the Sulzberger Executive Leadership 
Program, a journalism fellowship that helped me zero in on who our readers are. I 
reached out to many of you across the country to learn what motivates you. Most 
care about three things above all: freedom, family and faith. In this issue, you will 
read pieces that touch on all three.

In the interest of freedom, the first article I want to point out is “Who’s Electing 
Judges in the Cleveland Area? Not Those Ensnared in the System.” You’ll learn that 
many residents aren’t voting in judicial elections because of the lack of information 
and downright mistrust in the system. This begs the questions: Are people in your 
community voting in judicial elections? If so, who are they voting for?

I bet many of you will get a kick out of the semi-origin story of the Innocence 
Project. In “Eric Lander Helped Free the Innocent With DNA. Now Biden Wants Him 
in the Cabinet,” you’ll learn the little-known story of one of the organization’s early 
scientific influencers. One caveat about this article, which first ran in January 2021: 
While Lander did become Biden’s top science advisor last spring, he resigned in 
February 2022 after a White House investigation revealed the advisor had bullied 
some of his employees. Although, Lander is no longer the director of the White 
House’s Office of Science and Technology, I believe there are a lot of useful factoids 
that make our article worth reading. 

Moving on to family, I know that many of you spend hours thinking about getting 
that release date. You dream about returning to your loved ones, concocting 
scenarios that are more elaborate than anything on the big screen. For the time 
being, visits like the one in our photo essay, “Today Was a Good Day,” are the 
closest you come to going home. 

I know not everyone gets visits, but most of us want them. I say “us” because I 
once yearned for them myself. I still remember taking my visit sneakers out of the 
plastic bag that preserved them and putting on the crispy uniform I would only wear 
on those special days. I was prison lit, feeling and looking good as I waited for the 
gallery officer to call my cell number over the loudspeaker. On the other end were 
my wife and children, dressed prison-visit appropriate after taking the long trip from 
southern New York to one of the nine northern state prisons I lived in during my 27 
years behind the wall. 

Also about family is the essay by Demetrius A. Buckley, “Daddy, if I Come See You, 
Will I Have to Be Locked up, Too?” When reading it, I hope you’ll be able to feel the 
tense insecurity of the father-daughter relationship that can only be won over by love.

This brings us to faith, which can be a powerful tool in keeping your spirits up. 
It doesn’t matter which religion you practice, if you are spiritual but aren’t part of 
a particular faith or you simply believe that good will eventually come your way. 
Having some form of faith can be soothing.

That’s why we chose to focus on faith in our latest Reader to Reader call-out. 
We want to give you an opportunity to advise one another on how to exercise your 
beliefs based on your own experiences.

Other articles in Issue 10 are “‘The Only Way We Get Out of There Is in a Pine 
Box,’” a rather sad piece about elderly people in prison, and “I’m a Pakistani-
American Muslim in a Prison 5 Miles From the Twin Towers. Since 9/11, I’ve Been 
Treated Like the Enemy.” It’s a reminder that it is no fun being “othered.” 

To round out the issue, we present “The Peeps,” “In The Spotlight,” “Thinking 
Inside the Box” and our ever faithful crossword puzzle.

Enjoy the read. And remember, being bad is played out like Mike’s record. So no 
dancing in the yard, OK?

Lawrence Bartley
Lawrence Bartley is the director of News Inside. 
He served a 27 years-to-life sentence and was 
released on parole in May 2018.

This is “life”. It symbolizes 
and entails all of the 
things one may go 
through in life and feel 
“mentally locked up”. Its 
a message of encourage-
ment to all of the incar-
cerated and even people 
just dealing with a hard 
time in life to never give 
up and to live on. The boy 
has a weary look on his 
eyes due to the trials he 
often goes through, but 
he remains whole and 
alive!

Jermekkio Holliway
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outcomes, The Marshall Project 
collected and analyzed more than six 
years of court data.

The Marshall Project spent months 
using tools to "scrape" the court records, 
one case at a time, from public internet 
dockets to assemble a database. We also 
compared defendants’ home addresses 
with county elections data to under-
stand which voters were casting ballots 
in judicial races. We intend to use these 
analyses to answer questions we’ve 
gathered from community members 
and explore the points where injustice 
warps the system.

Here’s what we found:

• Court outcomes worsen existing 
racial disparities. Though Black 
people make up only about 30% 
of the county's residents, almost 
two-thirds of the people who are 
arrested by police and charged with 
felonies by prosecutors are Black. 
Then, after judges impose sentences, 
state records show three-quarters of 
people in state prisons convicted in 
Cuyahoga County are Black.

• Individual judges make a big differ-
ence — for example, some judges 
almost never send defendants to 
prison for common charges like theft 
and low-level felony drug possession, 
while others incarcerate 30% or more.

• While Cleveland residents make up 
two-thirds of defendants in the court, 
votes from the city account for less 
than a quarter of those cast in judges’ 
races. That means the vote in the pre-
dominantly White suburbs in judges’ 
races effectively carries three times 
the power of the vote in the majority 
Black city.

• Voters have more power than they 
may think. If everyone who showed 
up to vote had cast ballots for judges 
as well, that could have swung the 
outcome in nine of 15 contested 
judicial races since 2016 — without 
turning out a single additional voter.

Judge Brendan J. Sheehan, adminis-
trative judge of the Cuyahoga County 
Court of Common Pleas, said there's 
no straightforward way to determine 
the role of judges in sentencing dispar-
ities. “A wide variety of variables then 
comes into play with each case,” he 

said. “Simply put, there is a unique story 
behind each sentence that raw data 
cannot capture.”

Cuyahoga County’s voting patterns 
have resulted in mostly White judges 
deciding the guilt or innocence of the 
county’s mostly Black criminal defen-
dants. Of the 34 judges currently on 
the bench in Cuyahoga County, 30 are 
White and four are Black.

The disparity in power between 
county and city voters creates a big 
problem, because few judges on the 
ballot understand the experienc-
es of people who appear in court — 
often people of color living in the city, 
said Erika Anthony, who co-founded 
Cleveland VOTES.

“Essentially, our bench is dominated 
by White, Westside Irish Catholic in-
dividuals,” Anthony said, referring to 
the county's long tradition of electing 
judges with Irish and Italian surnames, 
like Gallagher and Russo.

Ohio, like most states, allows voters 
to elect its judges. Twice, in 1938 and 
1987, attempts to switch back to an ap-
pointment system have appeared on the 
ballot, only to be soundly defeated.

But even after fighting to keep the 
right to elect judges, county voters 
consistently show up less often for 
judicial elections. Many judicial races 
in Cuyahoga County aren’t contested — 
20 of the 35 county-level criminal court 
judicial races since 2016 had a single 
candidate. That often results in less par-
ticipation in those elections and easy 
victories for incumbents.

“It's almost impossible to vote out 
a judge,” said Jerry Primm II, who has 
managed and consulted on judicial 
campaigns and said there is an 
unwritten rule among local Democrats 
to never challenge a sitting judge. “And 
they know this. They're keenly aware. 
They know they have that job for 30 or 
40 years, depending on what their age 
is.”

Every voting precinct in Cuyahoga 
County — andlargely across the country 
— sees a drop off in voting in judicial 
races. In November 2020, 29% of county 
voters marked their ballot for president, 
but not for judges. In a precinct in 
Cleveland’s predominantly Latino 
Clark-Fulton neighborhood, nearly half 
of voters who cast ballots in 2020’s pres-
idential election left the judicial races 
blank. In contrast, in a precinct in the 
Ludlow neighborhood in suburban 

Shaker Heights, slightly more than 13% 
didn’t vote for judges.

It just isn’t possible for many voters 
to keep track of the multiple candidates 
and judges’ races, experts and civic 
leaders say.

A 2013 report by the Cleveland Met-
ropolitan Bar Association concluded," 
It is hard to conceive how even the most 
industrious and conscientious voter 
could possibly collect enough informa-
tion to make informed decisions” — 
noting that the county has nearly 100 
judicial elections each six-year period, 
with every voter eligible to pick judges 
at the local, county and state level.

“Voters kind of lose heart after a 
while,” said Lawrence Baum, emeritus 
professor of political science at Ohio 
State University. The sheer number 
of judicial races and the fact they fall 
to the bottom of the ballot increases 
fatigue, he said, and sends voters 
on “a desperate search for relevant 
information.”

State and local nonpartisan groups 
have stepped up efforts in recent years 
to give voters more information on 
judicial candidates, Sheehan said.

“I want as many people as possible 
who are eligible to vote to do just that,” 
Sheehan said. “We should pursue all 
avenues to get those voters the infor-
mation they need to make informed 
choices.”

Still, more than half of the 46 city 
and county residents interviewed by 
Cleveland Documenters said there 
wasn’t enough information available to 
help them decide which judges to vote 
for.

Those who voted for judges said they 
did research using campaign ads, news 
articles or websites like Vote411.org or 
Judge4Yourself.com, which rates can-
didates based on interviews with local 
bar associations. Often, those sources 
didn’t answer specific questions they 
had about candidates or measure how 
current judges were doing their jobs.

“I would like to know their records of 
how they sentence, and how strict they 
are, or how lenient they are, or if they 
are more prejudiced one way or another 
way,” said Sara R. Jackson, 79, of Univer-
sity Circle.

“There needs to be an unbiased 
committee, organization, agency or 
something that looks at their record — 
reviews the judge's performance,” said 
Donna Speigner, 56, of Warrensville 

Who’s Electing Judges in the 
Cleveland Area? Not Those 
Ensnared in the System. 
In Cuyahoga County, voting patterns have resulted in 
mostly White judges deciding the fate of mostly Black 
criminal defendants.

By RACHEL DISSELL, ILICA MAHAJAN, ANNA FLAGG and WESLEY LOWERY

Few people in Cuyahoga County wield 
as much power over as many lives as 
the 34 elected judges who preside over 
felony cases. These Common Pleas 
judges consider the cases of thousands 
of people a year, making decisions about 
bail, plea deals and sentencing. They 
determine who feels the full weight of 
the law and who receives leniency.

But when it comes time for residents 
to vote those judges in — or out — of 
office, the people with the most at stake 
often don’t cast ballots.

Take Ward 5, a majority Black area 
about three miles east of Cleveland’s 
downtown Justice Center. In the past 
six years, an unusually high proportion 
of defendants listed the ward as their 

home address — the second-highest 
in the county. Yet just about a quarter 
of the ward’s registered voters marked 
a ballot for a judge in 2020. To put that 
into perspective, Ward 17 saw more than 
half of its registered voters cast a ballot 
for judge in 2020.

Attorneys, academics and people who 
have experienced the system firsthand 
offered fundamental reasons for low 
turnout: a glaring lack of useful infor-
mation about how the courts operate 
and the individual track records of 
judges themselves, compounded by 
a deep distrust of the entire criminal 
justice system. That’s also what more 
than 40 residents told us in interviews 
conducted by the Cleveland Document-

ers, a group that pays people to attend 
local government meetings and gather 
civic information.

Christopher Thorpes, a community 
activist and lifelong resident of Ward 5, 
told The Marshall Project even though 
he has worked on political campaigns, 
he doesn’t vote for judges. Residents tell 
him, he said, that they know firsthand 
how unfair the system is, so why should 
they legitimize it? “Nobody wants to 
vote for a person who might end up 
locking them up,” he said.

Black residents of Cuyahoga County 
are arrested and sent to prison at dis-
proportionate rates. To understand 
what role the court system — and its 
elected judges — play in these lopsided 

01.27.2022

Cuyahoga County’s voting patterns have resulted in mostly White judges deciding the guilt or innocence 
of the county’s mostly Black criminal defendants. People lined up t o vote early at the Cuyahoga C ounty 
Board of Elections in 2018. MADDIE MCGARVEY
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Heights.
The chasm between who experi-

ences the county’s criminal justice 
system and who elects its judges is 
most stark in Cleveland’s 7-V precinct, 
which includes the 350-bed men’s 
homeless shelter in a former metal-sort-
ing warehouse on a treeless stretch of 
Lakeside Avenue.

The downtown shelter makes this a 
unique voting precinct — many of the 
county’s people experiencing homeless-
ness list it as their address both in court 
records and on voter registration forms. 
The precinct had by far the highest share 
of criminal defendants in 2018 and 2020 
of any in the county, and also contribut-
ed one of the lowest shares of votes cast 
in judicial races.

About 80% of those homeless 
throughout the county are people of 
color. They also are highly likely to face 
the justice system, often for so-called 
poverty crimes, like falling asleep on 
a public bus, said Molly Martin, of 
the Northeast Ohio Coalition for the 
Homeless.

But despite their frequent contact 
with the justice system, Martin said 
homeless residents may not pay close 
attention to local races for powerful 
justice system players such as judges 
and county prosecutors. (The last time 
there was a contested county prose-
cutor’s race, in 2016, it garnered even 
fewer votes than the average judicial 
race.)

“If folks don’t have a consistent 
phone, or are living in survival mode, 

they’re not thinking about the election,” 
said Martin, who has helped lead voter 
registration efforts across the city during 
recent election cycles.

Not all areas with substantial 
numbers of defendants have low rates 
of voting for judges. There are pockets 
in Cleveland and the suburbs that are 
home to more court defendants but also 
vote for judges at above-average rates.

The Clark-Fulton neighborhood is 
home to St. Rocco, a century-old church 
built by working-class Italian immi-
grants, known for producing lawyers 
and revered judges, like Salvatore 
Calandra, who sat on the municipal 
court for a quarter of a century.

Today, voters in the precinct where 
the church stands no longer turn out 
in force to elect judges. Nearly half of 
voters in the precinct who cast ballots in 
last year’s presidential election left the 
judicial races blank. More than 1 in 20 
adults in this precinct appeared before 
a judge between 2019 and 2020, one of 
the highest rates in the county.

Latinos now make up more than half 
the population in the neighborhood; 
residents speak Spanish in most of the 
corner stores. County voters got access 
to bilingual ballots about a decade ago, 
but only after the U.S. Justice Depart-
ment threatened to sue the county’s 
Board of Elections.

Still, many residents are new to par-
ticipating in elections for city council, 
mayor and judicial races, said Selina 
Pagan, director for the Young Latino 
Network. Many probably “don't even 

realize that they have power to shift 
these dynamics within our court 
system” by voting for judges, she said.

Cleveland’s Latino communities 
are not a monolith, she said. Puerto 
Rican residents often voted at much 
higher levels on the island, but may not 
feel a part of democracy in Cleveland, 
she said. Residents from Guatemala, 
Colombia or Mexico sometimes live in 
households with family members who 
are applying for U.S. citizenship or who 
are undocumented and can’t vote, so 
that habit isn’t naturally passed on to 
children.

Pagan sees this dynamic in her own 
family. “I still have to jump through 
hoops to talk about this stuff with my 
family because it's exhausting to them,” 
she said. “They don't have any hope in 
the system.”

Few judicial candidates prioritize 
campaigning in the community, which 
is mainly in Ward 14, perhaps because 
of the historically low turnout, Adam 
Davenport, a neighborhood planner, 
said.

“I've been working in the neighbor-
hood for over 10 years, and I've had 
maybe two judges make active efforts 
to come to block clubs,” he said. “I don't 
know if I've ever seen a judge, maybe 
one, that had any campaign literature in 
Spanish.”

Thorpes said judicial candidates 
also rarely show up in Cleveland’s 
Central neighborhood, a majority Black 
stretch on the near east side of the 
city, which is thick with low-income 

housing complexes. He theorized that's 
because voter turnout is historically 
low — less than 5% of registered voters 
in Central turned out in November’s 
mayoral election. That lack of engage-
ment means fewer chances for residents 
to learn about the roles judges play in 
the system. Or to size up how the sitting 
judges have treated members of their 
community.

“If you want my vote, you need to get 
out. And you know what? Even let the 
people do a survey on you,” Thorpes 
said.

Common Pleas Judge William Vodrey, 
elected in 2020 after his second run, 
said he tried to campaign “anywhere I 
thought I might find voters,” whether 
the most affluent or the poorest neigh-
borhoods in the county.

It was easier to do, he said, in places 
with already active Democratic ward 
clubs, most of which are in the suburbs. 
(Vodrey said he does remember 
attending one information session in 
Ward 5, which includes Central.)

Vodrey said he sent out some 
campaign mailers in Spanish and 
Arabic. “I don’t know how many voters 
that might have reached,” he said. “But I 
thought it was important to meet people 
where they were at.”

Residents in Central have some 
of the most pressing reasons to care 
about which judges are elected. About 
one in eight residents faced charges 
before a judge in the past six years, 
and that experience ripples out into 
the community, to their families and 
friends.

It’s hard to expect people who are 
returning from incarceration or who 
have encountered police or courts to act 
alone to change the system, said Fred 
Ward, a founder of the Formerly Incar-
cerated Individuals Necessary Political 
Action Committee, which started inter-
viewing and endorsing judicial candi-
dates a little over a year ago.

It can be discouraging, he said, when 
formerly incarcerated residents see 
judges whom they’ve found to be unfair 
get political endorsements and major 
party backing. “They don’t feel like they 
have a voice,” he said. Ward said that 
can shift with collective action.

Ward’s PAC campaigned against 
Common Pleas Judge John O’Donnell, 
who lost two bids for the Ohio Supreme 
Court, based on his decision to acquit 
Cleveland police officer Michael Brelo. 

The officer stood trial after he and 
other officers fired 137 bullets into a car 
following a 2012 police chase, leaving 
two unarmed people, Timothy Russell 
and Malissa Williams, dead. Ward’s PAC 
also pushed for Issue 24, a police ac-
countability ballot initiative that passed 
in November.

“People in power only care about two 
things,” Ward said. “Whether you have 
the capacity to keep them in power or 
whether you have the capacity to take 
them out of power.”    

Reporting contributed by: David 
Eads, Cleveland Documenter Kellie 
Morris, Michelle Pitcher, and Nicole 
Lewis.

Additional development by Aaron 
Williams.

Christopher Thorpes, resident and community 
activist, in Cleveland’s Central neighborhood, 
in December. AMBER N. FORD FOR THE 
MARSHALL PROJECT

Fred Ward is an organizer with Building Freedom Ohio, which fosters leadership for people directly 
affected by mass incarceration. A founder of the Formerly Incarcerated Individuals Necessary Political 
Action Committee (FIINPAC), Ward’s PAC has taken collective action interviewing judicial candidates in 
Cuyahoga County since 2020. DANIEL LOZADA FOR THE MARSHALL PROJECT

Voter participation in contested judicial 
elections, 2020

Court cases per 100 adults, 2016-2021

Source: Cuyahoga County Clerk 
of Courts, Cuyahoga County 
Board of Elections.
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DNA did not line up at all. Was a court of 
law really going to allow this “schmutz,” 
as he called it, to be presented to a jury?

Lander was radicalized in that 
moment, he says. Not only did he start 
helping out with the murder case, even-
tually persuading the prosecutors’ own 
experts to admit that the DNA sample 
was flawed. He also kept teaching these 
two lawyers for years to come, turning 
them into the nation’s leading experts 
on how to use science to protect the 
wrongfully accused in court.

The two lawyers are Barry Scheck and 
Peter Neufeld, who went on to found 
the Innocence Project, the national 
legal defense organization that has 
since helped free hundreds of innocent 
people from prison using DNA.

“Before we met Eric, I would say that 
Barry’s and my scientific comprehen-
sion was somewhere below primate-lev-
el,” said Neufeld in an interview with 
The Marshall Project. “But he taught 
us to embrace science, and the rest is 
history.”

More than a half-dozen experts on 
forensics told The Marshall Project that 
Biden’s decision to create a Cabinet 
position for Lander—head of the White 
House’s Office of Science and Tech-
nology Policy—could be an opportu-
nity to establish more rigorous federal 
standards for using science in the 
American courtroom. Many are ex-
pressing their enthusiasm privately, 
not wanting law enforcement groups 
to challenge Lander’s confirmation 
by the Senate if they catch wind that 
he is an unsung hero of the innocence 
movement.

To be sure, Lander, who is better 
known for his work helping to sequence 
the human genome, will have plenty 
of other issues on his plate as Biden’s 
science adviser—including two 
enormous ones: the pandemic and 
climate change.

But he could create a standalone 
position in his new office that is devoted 
to forensic science, several experts said. 
They hope he will continue the work 
that he started as co-chair of President 
Obama’s council of science advisers, 
which published a 2016 report dis-
missing as “scientifically meaningless” 
certain courtroom practices in which 
so-called experts hired by prosecutors 
claim they can match bite marks, shoe 
prints, handwriting, gun residue and the 
like to a person accused of a crime.

“Eric’s long-held belief has been 
that if we’re going to use ‘scientif-
ic’ evidence—with all the persuasive 
power that the word ‘scientific’ has with 
juries—well, then, it should actually be 
scientific,” said Jennifer L. Mnookin, 
dean of the UCLA School of Law and an 
expert on forensics.

Experts also hope that Lander can use 
the power of the federal government to 
help organize and fund rigorous studies 
of newer types of science being pushed 
into the criminal justice system, such as 
risk-assessment algorithms that claim 
to objectively calculate a defendant’s 
threat level to society.

Born in Brooklyn and a mathemati-
cian by training, Lander largely taught 
himself genetics, going on to become 
a professor of the subject at M.I.T. and 
Harvard. He also founded and directs 
the Broad Institute, a genomic research 
center in Cambridge.

But it was not until the conference at 
the Banbury Center, a science think tank 
in Cold Spring Harbor, that he became 
deeply interested in how genetic 
material was being used to determine 
guilt and innocence in criminal courts.

After his initial skepticism, Lander 
dove into the murder case that Scheck 
and Neufeld were working on, which 
would become a landmark in the 
history of DNA evidence. Declining 
compensation, he kept showing up at 
the Bronx courthouse, mentoring these 
fledgling innocence lawyers.

“He was even teaching us — the 
lawyers — about cross-examination,” 
said Scheck in an interview with The 
Marshall Project. “He taught us that if 
we wanted precise scientific answers, 
we needed to be using precise scientific 
language in our questions.”

Ultimately, Lander took the many 
expert witnesses in the case into a con-
ference room; no lawyers were allowed 
in. By the time they came out, he had 
convinced them all to sign onto a joint 
statement not only saying that the 
blood on the wristwatch was incon-
clusive as evidence, but also calling on 
the National Academy of Sciences to 
convene a committee to establish best 
practices for the use of DNA by law en-
forcement and crime labs.

Within three years, the National 
Academy, the most prestigious scientific 
body in the country, had done just that, 
eventually releasing multiple reports 
that led courts around the country to 

adopt a more scrupulous approach to 
DNA evidence that has now become 
commonplace.

“He had a vision for all of that, just 
from this one case,” Neufeld said. “He 
was responsible more than any other 
one person for ensuring the quality of 
that evidence going forward.”

Over the years, as Scheck and Neufeld 
took on more cases involving DNA 
(including, famously, O.J. Simpson’s), 
they kept returning to Lander for 
guidance. He joined the Innocence 
Project’s board of directors, helped 
them write legal briefs and provided 
expert testimony in cases challenging 
improper uses of forensic evidence.

Lander has faced controversy in 
his career, too. Those who know him 
say his relentlessness in the scientif-
ic world can come off as self-promo-
tion, a side of him that came out during 
the all-out war to be the first to map the 
human genome. Critics also say that in 
an article he wrote about the CRISPR 
gene-editing technology, he gave 
himself and a colleague too much credit 
for the project while giving two women 
scientists from other research institu-
tions not enough. (The women went on 
to win the Nobel prize in chemistry last 
year for their work.)

Lander more recently drew criticism 
for leading a 90th-birthday toast to 
James Watson, the co-discoverer of 
the structure of DNA and a founder of 
the field of genetics, despite Watson’s 
history of racist and sexist comments. 
Lander apologized for the toast a week 
after giving it.

The founders of the Innocence 
Project and others in forensics say that 
despite these often bitterly personal 
controversies within the scientific 
community, Lander’s passion usually 
arises from the science itself.

“What he’s been doing in terms of 
forensic science seems selfless to me,” 
said William C. Thompson, a forensics 
expert and law professor at the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine. “Not many 
people even know he does this work. 
He just does it because he is strongly 
offended by bad science.”

Experts also said there is no one 
better than Lander at translating 
complex science for non-scientists—
and turning it into public policy. When 
he was on the President’s Council of 
Advisors on Science and Technol-
ogy during the Obama administra-

In November 1988, at a secretive confer-
ence center in the woods in Cold Spring 
Harbor, New York, a select group of biol-
ogists, judges, philosophers and others 
gathered for three days to debate what 
was then a brand-new practice: the use 
of DNA in criminal cases.

Also in attendance were two Bronx 
criminal defense lawyers who knew very 
little about science. They were there in 
part because they were working on a 
murder case in which the prosecutors 
were planning to present this novel type 
of evidence—some blood that had been 
found on the defendant’s wristwatch, 

containing bands of DNA.
As the first day of the conference 

dragged into the late afternoon, records 
of the event show, many of the speakers 
were expressing great optimism about 
what was being called “DNA finger-
printing,” saying that it would allow 
juries for the first time in history to 
know to a 100 percent certainty whether 
an accused person was guilty. Then, a 
brash, brainy young geneticist named 
Eric Lander—who three decades later 
became President Biden’s pick to 
become the first-ever Cabinet-level 
science adviser to the president—got 

up to speak, discarding his prepared 
remarks and instead dissecting the flaws 
in others’ arguments.

This was the guy they needed to talk 
to, the two Bronx lawyers thought. 
During a coffee break, they pulled 
Lander aside, asking him if he could 
take a quick look at the X-ray films of 
the DNA from their case. “They dragged 
me into this side room; they locked the 
door,” Lander recalled years later. “I 
needed this like a hole in the head.”

Lander reluctantly agreed to help, 
holding the images up to a window.

He was stunned by what he saw: The 

This Scientist Helped Free the 
Innocent Using DNA. He Also 
Served in Biden's Cabinet.
Some experts hope Eric Lander, the president’s choice for new 
science adviser, will crack down on bad forensics in courtrooms.

By ELI HAGER

01.26.2021

Eric Lander, left, who was just nominated to 
be President Biden's science adviser, showing 
Peter Neufeld, right, who went on to co-found 
the Innocence Project, how to look at DNA in 
1988. COURTESY OF COLD SPRING HARBOR 
LABORATORY
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and longest-serving lifers in the state 
until he was released in October under 
a deal with Orleans Parish District 
Attorney Jason Williams.

Recent legislative reforms aimed at 
lowering the United State.’s leading in-
carceration rate had reduced the state’s 
penalties for drug and other nonviolent 
crimes. But they largely kept in place 
stiff sentences for people convicted of 
murder and other violent crimes, after 
prosecutors and sheriffs balked.

The result is a state prison popula-
tion that has rapidly aged, contributing 
to a steady rise in prison medical costs, 
even as incarceration levels fall steeply. 
Much of that money is spent to care 
for geriatric people, who some experts 
say pose little risk of committing new 
crimes.

Total medical spending for state cor-
rections eclipsed $100 million last year. 
That’s an increase of about 25% from 
2015, according to state budget figures.

The state population of incarcerated 
people peaked above 40,000 a decade 
ago, and remained just under 36,000 
when the 2017 reforms passed. State 
figures from this year show the popula-
tion at about 27,000.

Those reductions, primarily affecting 
younger defendants facing shorter 
prison terms, helped Louisiana drop a 
hair below Mississippi as the nation’s 
top per-capita jailer in 2020, according 
to U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics 
figures.

One outcome: In 2015, the typical 
incarcerated person in Louisiana was 
just over 36 years old. Today, the typical 
prisoner is nearly 41, according to a 
recent state budget document.

Those in prison for life pull up the 
curve. The typical Louisiana lifer today 
is a 52-year-old Black man who has 
been locked up for a little over two 
decades, an analysis of state corrections 
data shows. Over 80% of Louisiana lifers 
are men over the age of 40.

“We just got rid of the cheaper ones,” 
said Edward Shihadeh, a Louisiana 
State University sociology professor who 
developed the state’s assessment tool 
for its incarcerated population. Keeping 
people in jail for life means the state 
must pay for them “until the pennies go 
into their eyes,” Shihadeh said.

He described the rise in medical costs 
for elderly prisoners as “exponential” 
in their later years, with virtually all of it 
borne by the state.

“If we release them, they become 
a Medicare or Medicaid issue, but 
because life means life, the only way 
we get out of there is in a pine box. 
Louisiana taxpayers must foot the entire 
bill.”

Now, one in six people incarcerated 
in Louisiana has been sentenced to die 
in state custody. Nearly 1,200 lifers are 
over 60. Those geriatric lifers make up 
nearly 5% of the state prison population.

When it comes to public safety, older 
lifers pose little threat, experts say. 
Shihadeh and other researchers studied 
recidivism — how many people released 
from prison commit new crimes — 
among several hundred long-serving 
Louisiana prisoners in 2013, including 
people who were pardoned and others 
made eligible for parole after serving 20 
years and reaching age 45.

The recidivism rate dropped to “es-
sentially zero” among those who 
had served more than 26 years, their 
research found. Recidivism was par-
ticularly low among those convicted of 
murder.

A 2017 U.S. Sentencing Commission 
report on aging federal prisoners found 
a significant decline in reported crime 
with age.

Nearly two-thirds of federal prisoners 
released under age 30 were rearrest-
ed within eight years, compared to 
one-sixth of prisoners released at 60 or 
older, the report found. Older prisoners 
who reoffended also committed less 
serious acts.

“You look at all of these variables of 
offending, and age is by far the most 
powerful predictor and always has 
been, and interestingly, is for all places,” 
said Marcus Kondkar, a sociology 
professor at Loyola University in New 
Orleans. “It’s not just a U.S. thing.”

State corrections officials say the 
number of Louisiana prisoners 60 or 
older has risen by half since 2013, to 
about 2,500.

Burl Cain, the former Angola warden 
who now heads Mississippi’s correc-
tions department, and others have 
described a tendency for prisoners to 
age out of crime in their 40s or 50s as 
“criminal menopause.”

Kenneth Womack, 73, said it hit him 
at 45, after a year on “lockdown” in a 
cell block at Angola’s Camp D in 1991.

He was convicted of murder in 
New Orleans for setting up a botched 
robbery that turned fatal. Womack 

wasn’t accused of being present for the 
killing, but he said “the plan was mine, 
so that made me just really more guilty” 
than the shooter, who also got life.

Sentenced in 1969, Womack logged 
52 infractions over his first few decades 
in prison.

He overpowered a prison guard and 
tried to escape in 1971, at age 22, disci-
plinary records show. Womack said he 
clocked the guard in the face with the 
blunt end of a cane knife and took his 
gun, but he never made it off the prison 
farm. Womack said he also ran a card 
game in Angola and dealt marijuana 
and pills, though he’d avoided drugs on 
the street.

"My attitude was about like a badass, 
getting into a lot of stuff. Nothing good 
was coming out of anything I was doing: 
using drugs, selling drugs, gambling,” he 
said of prison life.

“I come out (of lockdown) in ’92. I 
told the board, ‘You’re probably not 
going to believe me, but I’m gonna run 
straight to the church house.’ I went into 
population, did what I told them I was 
gonna do.”

Records show no infractions after 
1993 for Womack.

Pearson had a quieter life at Angola, 
with 19 infractions, mostly for contra-
band or disobedience. They ended in 
1996, when he was 59.

He entered Angola in 1965, convicted 
of murder in the fatal shooting of a 19-
year-old discharged soldier he’d met in 
New Orleans' French Quarter that day. 
They drank at a bar and then exchanged 
words in a car in the Gentilly neighbor-
hood before a 27-year-old Pearson fired 
once.

“After I got older, it was a lot of fights I 
didn’t want to be around,” he said of his 
record in prison.

Womack and Pearson both pleaded 
guilty when they were prosecuted to 
avoid the death penalty at a time when 
state law gave lifers a shot at freedom 
with good behavior. Then lawmakers 
eliminated parole for life prisoners in 
1979.

The men were released under 
separate deals engineered by advocates 
with the Louisiana Parole Project, 
working with prosecutors in Orleans 
Parish who have endorsed the releases 
of more than three dozen life prisoners 
in Williams’ first year in office.

Williams is the state’s only district 
attorney to launch such a wide-ranging 

tion, the then-president saw him as a 
great explainer and peppered him with 
questions, according to several of those 
present for their meetings.

This skill might be particularly useful 
in persuading an American public 
weaned on "CSI" and "Law & Order" 
that supposed forensic evidence like 
bite marks and tire tracks are junk 

science.
“He’s one of the best lawyers I’ve ever 

met who isn’t a lawyer—because of his 
ability to teach,” said Scheck. “Which is 
why it was so extraordinarily lucky that 
we happened to meet him that day in 
Cold Spring Harbor.”    

In February 2022, Eric Lander, 
President Biden’s top science adviser, 
resigned following an internal White 
House investigation that concluded 
he bullied and demeaned his 
subordinates. 

‘The Only Way We Get Out 
of There Is in a Pine Box’
Elderly, ailing and expensive, lifetime prisoners cost 
Louisiana taxpayers millions a year.

By JOHN SIMERMAN

Illustration by JUAN BERNABEU for The Marshall Project

BATON ROUGE, La. — Lester Pearson 
hoisted himself out of a chair and poked 
through his wallet with creased hands, 
fishing out a medical card showing that 
his pacemaker is due for a new battery.

Pearson was fitted with the device in 
2006, at the now-closed Earl K. Long 
Medical Center here, in a rare trip 

outside the Louisiana State Penitentia-
ry at Angola. He was 69 then and four 
decades into a life sentence for murder, 
which in Louisiana means death in 
prison.

Now 84, Pearson wears bifocals 
and grips a prison-issued cane to get 
around.

“I ain’t healthy,” he said. “I don’t feel 
bad, but since I got my pacemaker, that’s 
when I kind of started losing balance.

“As the years go,” he added, “it gets a 
little worse.”

Louisiana is increasingly charged 
with watching over geriatric prisoners 
like Pearson, who was among the oldest 
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review of cases. He succeeded district 
attorneys who for decades led the way 
in sending people to prison for life.

New Orleans now accounts for nearly 
one in five of the state’s 4,141 life-with-
out-parole prisoners, though the city’s 
population is less than one-tenth of the 
state’s.

Absent parole, life prisoners can still 
leave Louisiana prisons alive, but the 
odds remain slim.

They can petition the pardon board, 
but the pace of hearings is slow. The 
board has recommended clemency for 
214 life prisoners since Gov. John Bel 
Edwards took office in 2016. Edwards 
has commuted the life sentences of 64 
of them — a little less than a third.

Those odds mean many other lifers 
don’t bother, said Andrew Hundley, 
who was sentenced to life at Angola 
as a young person. He was paroled 
in 2016 after the U.S. Supreme Court 
outlawed life-without-parole sentences 
for juveniles, and he is now executive 
director of the Louisiana Parole Project.

“These guys have been programmed 
to believe they’re not getting out,” 
Hundley said. “Why would a Lester 
Pearson, who is old, spend the time 
completing the application and going 
through the rollercoaster?”

Incarcerated people who are disabled 
or are dying can win release under 

medical parole, or a newer medical 
furlough program.

But those releases are relatively rare: 
Medical parole, which is not available to 
those convicted of first- or second-de-
gree murder, has been granted to fewer 
than 10 prisoners on average, each year 
since 2006.

Medical furlough is even rarer, 
according to figures from the state 
pardon board. The corrections secretary 
can also grant compassionate release 
for prisoners who need skilled nursing 
or for prisoners with a life expectan-
cy under 60 days. There have been 119 
compassionate releases since 2011.

In the meantime, more than 100 
Louisiana prisoners die each year, 
federal data show. Nearly half are lifers, 
according to state corrections data.

Some families of crime victims say 
that’s only just, arguing there is more to 
the equation than cost or risk to public 
safety. To Josie Dardar, whose restau-
rateur father, Mario Gioie, was gunned 
down in 1983 in St. Bernard Parish near 
New Orleans, the pendulum already has 
swung too far toward mercy.

“My dad was 53 years old when he 
was wiped off the face of the earth. The 
families are the ones that are left behind 
with the life sentence,” Dardar said.

She and her family pleaded success-
fully in 2019 to keep the state parole 

board from releasing Gioie’s killer, 
Earl Smith, now frail in his 70s, under 
a medical furlough. Smith remains at 
Angola.

“Why would it matter, the age?” 
Dardar asked. “This crime was 
committed. This life was taken. These 
murderers took a life. What does age 
matter?”

Shihadeh, the LSU sociologist, 
pointed to the tradeoffs, arguing that 
the high costs of locking up old people 
suggest a needed correction.

“The next psychological hurdle that 
we as a society have to come to terms 
with is — even with violent offenders 
— we’ve got to start thinking about risk 
and the cost of keeping them. We just 
can’t have it all,” he said.

Pearson said he wasn’t looking to 
win his freedom when it arrived after 56 
years.

“I just put in my mind, I ain’t gonna 
get out,” he said. “So I just — ain’t 
nothing I can do. I wasn’t the only one. 
None of us was getting out.”    

Jeff Adelson of The Times-Picayune | 
The Advocate contributed to this story.

In late January, I was sitting in my cell in New Jersey State 
Prison listening to NPR when the news came across the 
airwaves: A Pakistani Supreme Court was releasing the men 
convicted of kidnapping and murdering Wall Street Journal 
reporter Daniel Pearl in February 2002, five months after 9/11.

I didn’t know Pearl personally, but hearing his name made 
my stomach clench with anxiety. My torturous journey of in-
carceration started around the same time as his brutal assas-
sination. In that bitter period, emotions ran high and Muslims 
were the enemy. As a Pakistani-American Muslim, I suddenly 
became “the other,” a stranger in my own country.

Before I was convicted of a robbery-related double 
homicide that I have consistently denied, I spent two years in 
the administrative segregation (ad-seg) unit of New Jersey’s 
Hudson County Correctional Facility. Those years in solitary 
confinement were some of the worst I’ve had in my 18 years 
of incarceration. To pass the time in my cold, cramped cell, 
I would listen to the New York sports channels and NPR on 
a handheld radio. I was seeking connection with the outside 
world through the measured voices of the anchors.

The release of Pearl’s assailants took me back to 2002.
“Yo Maq! Check out WABC; they’re talking about y'all,” I 

remember one of my fellow ad-seg inmates calling out to me. 
Sitting in a jail five miles from the remains of the Twin Towers, 
I had little doubt in my mind that it was going to be bad news. 
Every terror attack by extremist Muslims was placed squarely 
on my shoulders. To many of the inmates and corrections 
officers, I was the de facto Middle Eastern guy, despite my 
South Asian heritage.

The voice of a newscaster filled my cell one night, talking 
about the murder of Pearl earlier that year. And then there 
was another noise — a terrible sound. I realized that the news 
was playing the audio from the murder, seemingly on a loop. 
I couldn’t even escape it by turning off the radio because the 
housing unit officer saw it fit to broadcast over the intercom. 

Later on, the same guard came to my cell to stare me down 
and shake his head. When I got up to confront him, he sucked 
his teeth and walked away, disdain etched in his face.

I recognized that particular look. I first saw it the day after 
the 9/11 attacks, when my fellow office workers cut their eyes 
at me. After getting arrested, I would continue to see that look 
over and over, for years to come.

So after Pearl’s murder, I expected people to come by to 
ask me about it. But I didn’t have any answers then, and I 
still don’t today. It was a horrendous, shameful act of pure 
barbarism that had nothing to do with Islam or with being 
Pakistani. I tried to explain that I too was American and felt 
the collective grief and anger. But that didn’t matter. Alone in 
my cell, I felt the weight of my otherness.

Around 2 a.m., just as I was finishing up my late-night 
prayers, a Hispanic kid I’ll call P stopped by to check on me. 
“T, you cool, money?” my friend asked with a sympathetic grin 
on his face. “Don't go putting your hands on no one, dude. But 
if you must, then let me know. We gonna stomp these mother-
fuckers out.”

As I shook my head, we both laughed.
“Tariq, on a serious tip, I ain't the judging type, bro,” he 

went on. “But, as a friend, I want you to seriously think about 
copping out to your charges, because they ain't ever gonna let 
you walk, my brother. It don’t matter if you innocent or not. 
They are missing two towers right across the river; you are in 
the belly of the beast now. You do the smart thing, you heard?”

I was a young man back then, and I had never gotten in 
trouble with the law before. It was hard for me to accept that 
my race and religion, which I saw as parts of my American 
identity, could be a liability when it came to justice. I wanted 
to believe I’d have a fair shot if I trusted the system. I was 
naïve.

I was born in Lahore, Pakistan, in 1977. I can still remember 
the mountains where the snow melts into the mystical lake 

I’m a Pakistani-American Muslim 
in a Prison 5 Miles From the Twin 
Towers. Since 9/11, I’ve Been 
Treated Like the Enemy
It doesn’t matter how American I feel. The labels applied to me are “foreign,” 
“terrorist,” “inmate” and “other.”

by TARIQ MAQBOOL

Tariq Maqbool is serving a life sentence at the New Jersey 
State Prison in Trenton, New Jersey. He is a contributing 
writer at the Prison Journalism Project, and you can read 
more of his thoughts on his blog, Captive Voices.

Illustration by SANA NASIR FOR THE MARSHALL PROJECT
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“Daddy, if I Come See You, Will 
I Have to Be Locked up, Too?”
Recently reunited with his 10-year-old daughter, Demetrius Buckley struggles to 
push past the barriers of a maximum security prison to be present for his curious, 
whip-smart little girl.

By DEMETRIUS BUCKLEY

Demetrius A. Buckley is a poet and fiction writer. His work 
has been published in The Michigan Quarterly Review, 
RHINO, The Periphery and Storyteller. He's currently 
working on a novel, “HalfBreed.” He is serving a 20-year 
sentence for second-degree murder at Baraga Correctional 
Facility in Michigan.

Illustration by DOLA SUN FOR THE MARSHALL PROJECT

Ever since I reconnected with my 10-year-old daughter in 
January, I’ve been tussling with hard questions about being a 
father. I wonder if it’s possible to be a reliable parent behind 
the wall of a Level 5 maximum security facility.

Staying in contact is one of the biggest challenges. At Baraga 
Correctional Facility in Michigan — where I am serving 20 
years — 40 men have one hour to use six phones. At any time, 
six phones can become four because two of them are often 
broken. Each conversation has a 15-minute limit that begins 

as soon as someone accepts the call.
The JPay email kiosk system is equally frustrating. To get 

access, 40 of us have to leave our cells one at a time, go to a 
small room and plug up our small tablets. We download and 
send messages — unless the JPay is broken that day.

I don’t fully know why I fell out of touch with my daugh-
ter’s mother — and my daughter — for six years. I called their 
number one day, and it was out of service. I started writing 
to them twice a month but got no response. So I limited my 
letters to holidays and birthdays, but still didn’t hear back. 
Eventually, I learned through a friend that my daughter’s 
mother had had more children. Maybe she was too busy to 
maintain a connection with me, too busy living her best life.

When I heard my daughter's grandparents were moving 
away from the last address I had that was connected to her, 
I knew I had to do everything in my power to make contact. 
Somehow, their presence had made me believe that if I was 
quiet enough for long enough, my daughter would ask them 
about me. But she didn’t, and their move prompted me to get 
her mother’s number from a friend.

of Saif-ul-Maluk, making it hard to tell where the sky ends 
and the earth begins. And then there are the deserts where 
explorers and conquerors once trekked on the hallowed 
ruins of Mohenjo-daro. The city of Lahore, though, is partic-
ularly special to me. I can still see myself running through 
the bazaars and stopping to taste the freshly squeezed, lime-
green sugarcane juice that made the hot days more bearable. 
That’s the Pakistani part of me that I carry in my DNA.

But I had also been coming to America since I was a young 
child to visit extended family members who had settled here 
in the 1970s and 1980s. With each visit, I absorbed the culture 
and the language. When I eventually moved to New York 
City as a young teen, I didn’t even have an accent to separate 
me from my peers. I threw myself into the typical American 
high school experience. That meant football, tailgate parties 
and cheerleaders. It also meant Nathan's hot dogs on Coney 
Island, pastrami sandwiches at Katz’s deli, New York-style 
pizza and fresh-out-of-the-oven apple pie.

Enjoying all of these standard American treats while also 
stopping into my favorite Pakistani restaurants to get my fill of 
nihari and firni spoke to the duality of my American identity. I 
was equally comfortable in the flea markets of Queens and in 
the bazaars of Lahore.

Spending most of my formative years in New York City, the 
Mecca of diversity, I was that of a multinational, multilingual 
and multicultural human being. I went to college, worked in 
corporate America and then created my own successful cell 
phone business at the age of 25. I belonged here in America. 
To paraphrase President Obama, nowhere else is my story 
even possible.

But in the end, what I felt and how the world saw me 
became two completely different realities.

In my two years of pretrial incarceration, almost going crazy 
in solitary confinement, the United States became embroiled 
in the “War on Terror.” American patriotism meant choosing 
sides. But no one asked me what side I was on. They just 
assumed I was the enemy, and that reality was reflected in so 
many ways.

First, my case was bumped up to a capital crime. That 
meant I was facing the death penalty, an oddity in New Jersey. 
My trial took almost four months, largely because of a three-
month jury selection process in which lawyers kept introduc-
ing my religion and race in a crime that had nothing to do 
with either.

Even though I was an American citizen, lawyers on both 
sides asked potential jurors whether the fact that I was 
Pakistani and a practicing Muslim affected their ability to 
judge me fairly in this case.

“Does the fact that terrorists who [practice] an extreme 
form of Islamic fundamentalism are at war with the United 
States in any way affect your ability to be fair or impartial 
to this defendant?” my defense attorney asked one of the 
potential jurors.

She was a beautiful young woman with dark hair and 
diamond studs in her ears that glinted in the light. She was 
one of the few to smile at me and say hello as she took her 
seat. It was a small thing, but it made me feel human. Seen.

But then I watched her face harden at the question. “I could 
never be fair or impartial to people of his religion,” she said, 
her voice calm and matter-of-fact.

I just sat stunned as one jury candidate after another got up 

and left, stating that they couldn't be fair to someone like me. 
It was a pain like no other. Yes, I was born in Pakistan, but I 
grew up in the United States. This was my home. But it didn't 
matter how American I felt. My ethnicity and religion would 
always be seen as foreign, and my patriotism would forever 
be rejected. From that point on, “foreign,” “terrorist,” “inmate” 
and “other” were the labels applied to me.

Over the years, being treated with disgust has become the 
norm. When I get patted down, I expect the frisking will be a 
bit rougher than what others might experience. At times, the 
officers make my cuffs so tight that my fingers get numb and 
my shoulders hurt from the strain.

I remember when I got major surgery on my wrist a few 
years ago. As I was cuffed and shackled, a hospital staff 
member tried to interject, reminding the officer of my freshly 
bandaged wrist. “You don’t know who he is, lady,” the officer 
barked. “You focus on the medical stuff and leave the security 
shit to us.”

Beyond the extra scrutiny, I’ve also gotten used to the 
exploding noises both inmates and officers make when they 
encounter me. To survive in here, I have to ignore the dark 
“comedy” of those who hurl racist and Islamophobic labels 
toward me with a laugh and a wink.

For example, there’s the C.O. who said, “Hey, let me check 
your shoe,” as he searched me.

“You already checked it,” I replied.
“Nah, you gotta check it again,” he said to another officer. 

“They caught his cousin on a plane with a shoe bomb.” Cue 
laughter.

It’s all just a joke, they say. But in my cell, I sit and think 
about their words, about the wall it creates between me and 
the other men who roam these tiers.

There is a Muslim community here in state prison. I even 
work in the chaplain’s office and help organize the communal 
prayers. We line up together and prostrate together towards 
Mecca. Every Ramadan, I break my fast with the other 
Muslims inside.

But I’m still apart. My African American Muslim brothers 
in prison are quick to make a distinction between me and 
themselves when the news reports on terrorism by extremist 
Muslims.

“Y'all crazy, man!” I’ve had a few brothers yell in my 
direction. Others have simply stared and shaken their heads, 
as if to say, “There your people go again."

In those moments, I feel abandoned. I am always surround-
ed by people, yet I feel utterly alone.

I felt that unease rising again in January when the news 
channels invoked Daniel Pearl’s name. I lowered my head to 
take a deep breath, and I waited for the inevitable.

“Yo, Tariq, you saw that on TV? They released Daniel Pearl's 
killers in Pakistan,” one of my overly excited Muslim brothers 
asked me as he banged on my cell door. “Why did they do 
that?”

It has been 20 years since 9/11, nearly two decades since 
the murder of Daniel Pearl and 16 years since I lost my 
criminal trial. But my trial for being a Pakistani Muslim in 
America continues. Perhaps I will remain a stranger searching 
for an identity for the rest of my life.    

09.09.2021
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Once I got the number, it took me a couple days to secure 
a phone. I had butterflies in my stomach; their wings beat 
against the biscuits and gravy I had eaten for breakfast. As I 
dialed, I wondered if my daughter would curse at me or if she 
would talk to me at all.

“Hey,” her mother answered.
“Long time.”
“I know.”
“You good though?"
“I'm doing OK.”
I read between the lines. What she was actually saying was, 

I have a family now. I’ve been living without you. Have you 
grown? So I asked her to put my daughter on the phone. I 
heard her breathing, but she didn’t speak.

“Hello?” I called out.
“Mhmm.”
I asked her if she knew who I was, and she blessed me with, 

“Yeah. It’s my daddy.”
“Are you mad at me?”
She said no, and I took off explaining — poorly — why I’d 

been away. I didn’t tell her I murdered a man; I couldn’t admit 
that to her yet. Instead, I said I left town for work and then 
went overseas for more work. I also told her I loved her about 
30 times. Before she gave the phone back to her mother, I 
asked her when she wanted me to call her again.

“Every day, daddy.”
Right there, on a maximum-security prison yard surround-

ed by robbers, killers and rapists, my eyes filled with water. I 
spent the rest of the day thinking of how I could stay in touch 
with her. I knew it was impossible to call every day, but I had 
to try.

Since that day in January, I’ve been calling my daughter 
three times a week and sending her JPay emails often. JPay 
goes by character count, and one time I wrote her about 6,000 
characters. “I’m old from reading your long message!” she 
told me. “I’m like 100!”

I’ve tried to shorten my messages since then, but she still 
complains. “I fall asleep reading your messages, wake up, and 
the messages are still going,” she once told me. I laughed. My 
daughter is a poet and doesn’t even know it.

About a month into our new relationship, my daughter 
asked about visiting me. “You in jail, right?”

“Yup.”
“Well, how long you gonna be there? I wanna come to your 

house.”
I didn’t tell her how long I will be here, only that we could 

eat pizza and play board games when she comes to visit. That 
was my way of explaining that this is my home.

“Ugh! OK,” she said. “But don't expect me to talk a lot.”
I agreed with her. She’s only 10 years old, and I don't always 

know what to talk about, either.
Another day, I asked my daughter if she knew of any 

powerful Black women besides her momma and grandma. 
She said no, so I named a few for her to look up: Marian 
Anderson, Harriett Tubman, Kathleen Cleaver and Ericka 
Huggins.

“No,” she said. “I don’t know them people. And I will never 
like any of your girlfriends.”

“What?” I asked, laughing at her bluntness. Then, trying to 
sound firm and fatherly, I said, “I don't even have a girlfriend. 
And if I did, you shouldn't be mean to her.”

“If she ugly, I’mma tell her she ugly,” said my daughter.
“That's not nice, young lady,” I replied in a firmer tone. I got 

the “young lady” part from TV.
“I'm sorry, Daddy...” she says and trailed off.
When I heard this, I felt defeated. My baby girl was apolo-

gizing for voicing her opinion.
“Don't ever back down,” I said, trying to get back on her 

good side. “You hold your ground.” I bet she was confused.
She changed the subject. “Daddy, can I get a puppy?"
“OK,” I said, already trying to fix things with gifts. Now I 

have to convince her mother to buy her a puppy when they 
already have two dogs.

One day I asked my daughter what career she wants to 
pursue when she gets older. “Doctor? Nurse? Judge? Biotech?” 
I ticked off.

Eventually, she asked again when she could see me.
“Soon, when I get closer to Detroit,” I told her. I was 

supposed to have been transferred to a lower-level facility in 
that area months ago, but transfers paused because of COVID.

“Daddy, I can’t see you because of your poor choices!” she 
snapped at me.

“Yeah, you're right. And this is why you need to do your best 
in school.

”Suddenly, she was full of questions: “Do you get lonely, 
Daddy? Do you have friends in there? Can you go outside? If I 
come see you, will I have to be locked up, too?”

I found a way to change the subject until her mother got her 
off the phone.

Answers to her questions rumbled in my core. By 12 
a.m. count, I was sweating a lake. The truth is that I don’t 
have friends to claim in prison; most guys end up fighting 
or stabbing each other. Outside is just a small box, fences, 
barbed wires and more fences. And if she visits, she will be in 
kind of a lockup for that hour. She will be patted down. I will 
have to explain what that means, and she will have to decide if 
she is comfortable going through that process to see her father 
for the first time.

In April, I missed a week of talking to my daughter due to 
COVID shutdowns. Then the facility allowed us to Skype or 
Zoom in place of visits. One day, when my daughter didn’t 
have her home-school classes, her mother woke her up and 
gave her the phone.

“Hey daddy,” she said, groggily. “Guess what?”
“Chicken butt,” I said loudly.
She laughed and came back with, “Guess what? Chicken 

feet.”
We did this for so long we ran out of chicken jokes.
“OK, for real, I will be able to Skype with you very soon,” 

I told her. “We can see each other. Momma says you’re tall 
now.”

Before I could go further, the voice messaging system said 
we had one minute left.

“Who is that White lady, daddy? Why is she on the phone? 
Is she listening to our conversation?” my daughter demanded.

Prison officials listen to every conversation, but I only had 
20 seconds to explain. So I joked, “If she’s being nosy, I’mma 
curse her out.”

My daughter laughed. “Uh-uh, daddy. Then they ain't 
gonna never let you out.”

It feels that way already.   
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Today Was 

a Good Day
By CELINA FANG

Photographs by 
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Tammara McCoy’s three children—and 
her 4-year-old granddaughter—trekked 
to Bedford Hills Correctional Facility to 
celebrate the holidays with her. An intimate 
look at their bittersweet visit. 

12.24.2019
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Tayla and Truly boarded a school bus at Brooklyn’s Atlantic 
Terminal at 6:40 a.m. By the end of the two-hour ride, which 
included a stop in the Bronx, every seat was occupied.

The trip was free for family members and organized by 
Hour Children, a nonprofit that focuses on incarcerated and 
formerly incarcerated people and their families.

At 5 a.m. on a Saturday, Tayla Escobar, 22, woke up her 
4-year-old daughter, Truly, to head bleary-eyed to a 
yellow school bus near Atlantic Terminal in Brooklyn. 
They were going upstate to visit Tayla's mother, 
Tammara McCoy, 43, at Bedford Hills Correctional 
Facility.

The trip was organized by Hour Children, a 
nonprofit organization focused on helping incar-
cerated and formerly incarcerated women and their 
families. In the dark and the rain, Tayla and Truly 
boarded the bus. By the time they arrived at the max-
imum-security women’s prison, every seat on the bus 
was taken.

Tayla was 10 years old when her mother was first im-
prisoned at Albany County Jail in 2007. Her brothers, 
Timeek McCoy and Tasir Brown, were 9 and 7. In 2009, 
Tammara was convicted of second-degree murder 
and conspiracy in the death of Tyrone McCoy, her 
estranged husband.

She was given a sentence of 25 years to life, 
maintains her innocence and lost her appeal in 2011.

Tayla remembers what it felt like to be separated 
from her mother at such a young age. “It was 
traumatic, especially when you hear the amount of 
time,” she said. “I was a child. So it felt like the end of 
the world.”

The three siblings went to live with Tammara's 
mother, but she died in 2011. The children were split 
up—Tayla moved between friends’ homes, while 
Timeek and Tasir went to live with relatives.

Over the years, Tammara’s incarceration has made 
Tasir more guarded. “I don’t really try to interact with 
people or let people in,” he said. “I don’t want anybody 
else to leave out of my life.”

Parenting from prison has its challenges, but 
Tammara’s children have found ways to adjust to 
their mother’s absence while keeping her close. Their 
holiday visit was particularly special this year. It was 
the first time that Timeek, Tammara’s oldest son, had 
seen his mother in three years.

Truly slept on her mother’s 
lap most of the way to the 
facility. Rain fell steadily as 
the bus traveled to upstate 
New York.



2120 NEWS INSIDE ISSUE 10

Truly sat on her 
grandmother’s lap in the 
gymnasium of the prison. 
“Every time I get to see them 
is special,” said Tammara. 
“Every time I don’t see them, 
it’s the hardest.”

Tasir, 19, held onto his mother as they watched 
Truly competing in a dance contest.

Tables were decorated 
and lunch was served at 
the holiday event. Donors 
provided gifts picked by the 
parents for their children.

Tayla signed in at the facility’s family center. Along with 
their time in the security line, Tayla and Truly waited about 
30 minutes to get in. Visitors are not allowed to bring in cell 
phones, smartwatches, laptops and other equipment with 
wi-fi capability.

Bedford Hills currently 
houses 690 women.

Tayla visits her mother with 
Truly about once a month. 
“It’s always exciting to see 
her,” said Tayla. “We have 
our own problems out in the 
real world. When you go in 
there, you leave all of that 
behind.”
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Tammara’s family stayed close to each other 
throughout the four-and-a-half hour visit.

Tammara said goodbye to her oldest son, 
Timeek, whom she hadn’t seen in three years.

Mother and daughter have a moment after 
leaving the building. “Now that I’m an adult, 
it’s hard to visit my mom because I work. I go 
to school. I’m a single mom,” said Tayla. “But 
everything that my mom has done in this prison 
is to make sure that she keeps in contact. She 
stretches out her arms to make sure that she can 
keep that family bond.”

A bundled-up Truly sat on 
the bus for the return trip. 
It was dark again. “This is 
probably the hardest time, 
the holidays,” said Tayla. 
“Once you come out, you 
have to worry about the real 
world all over again.”    
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Being an incarcerated parent is one of the most 
difficult things you can go through in life. Take it 
from someone whose daughter was born seven days 
after my arrest and who conceived two sons during 
his 27-year sentence. I also know it can be hard to 
discuss such an emotional subject. That’s why we 
created “Reader to Reader,” to make a space for 
people who have found a way to do what sometimes 
seems impossible to share their methods with those 
who need it the most.

Last issue we invited incarcerated readers from 
across the country to share stories and tips on how 
they stay connected with the children in their lives. 
The 3,000 responses we received were heartbreak-
ing, uplifting and insightful at the same time. 

For those who gave, I hope you’ve found a new 
level of self-worth. And for those who received, I 
hope you’ve gained new ways of connecting with the 
children you love. As one reader from Pennsylvania 
put it, “Love from a distance is still love.”

Reader to Reader
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Religion can be a source of 
guidance and strength, but 
finding ways to practice your 
spirituality can at times be 
different behind bars.

Tell us about a holy day that you had to celebrate behind bars. What did you do to 
connect with your spirituality? What were the challenges, and how did you overcome 
them? What tips do  you have for other members of your faith who are incarcerated? 
(For example, how do you pray and fast during Ramadan, or observe Lent? How do you 
adhere to religious dietary restrictions?)

No matter what form of religion 
or spirituality you practice, share 
how you stay connected to your 
faith while incarcerated.

Our next Reader to Reader is about ... 

☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯

☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝ ✡ ✠ ☦ ☥ ☧ ☨ ☩ ☪ ☬ ☮ ☯ ☷ ☸ ✝

Religion Behind Bars



 

News Inside #10 Crossword Puzzle

ACROSS

7 A group that pays people to attend local government meetings and
gather civic information. (2 words)

8 The national legal defense organization, founded by two lawyers
Barry Scheck and Peter Neufeld, that has since helped free
hundreds of innocent people from prison using DNA. (3 words)

12 Post 9/11, people of this religion were the target of unprovoked,
biased attacks and unfairly vilified. (1 word)

14 Court outcomes worsen existing ______ ____________. Though
Black people make up only about 30% of the county's residents,
almost two-thirds of the people who are arrested by police and
charged with felonies by prosecutors are Black. (2 words)

15 "'Daddy, I can’t see you because of your poor choices!' she
snapped at me." (2 words)

16 Then the facility allowed us to _____ __ ____ in place of visits. (3
words)

17 "..._________ people, who some experts say pose little risk of
committing new crimes." (1 word)

18 Residents from Guatemala, Colombia or Mexico sometimes live in
households with family members who are applying for U.S.
citizenship or who are ____________ and can’t vote, so that
habit isn’t naturally passed on to children. (1 word)

DOWN

1 Tariq's nationality.(2 words; hyphenated)
2 Obama’s council of science advisers published a report

dismissing as “__________ ___________” certain
courtroom practices in which so-called “experts” hired by
prosecutors claim they can match bite marks, shoe prints,
handwriting, gun residue and the like to a person accused of a crime.
(2 words)

3 "_________ ____ ______ has its challenges, but Tammara’s
children have found ways to adjust to their mother’s absence
while keeping her close." (3 words)

4 A nonprofit organization focused on helping incarcerated and
formerly incarcerated women and their families. (2 words)

5 A 2017 U.S. __________ _________ report on aging federal
prisoners found a significant decline in reported crime with age. (2
words)

6 Recent ___________ _______ aimed at lowering the U.S.’s
leading incarceration rate had reduced the state’s penalties for
drug and other non-violent crimes. (2 words)

9 A case in which you can be sentenced to the death penalty. (2 words)
10 The name of the correctional facility in New York State where

Tammara is incarcerated. (2 words)
11 Algorithms that claim to objectively calculate a defendant’s

threat level to society. (2 words)
13 When Demetrius asked his daughter how often she wanted to speak

to him, she answered: (3 words)
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?   Thinking Inside the Box

Give these questions a 
try after you've read the 
stories in this issue. We'll 
include the answers in the 
next issue.
1 T or F: Cuyahoga County has 34 elected 
judges who preside over felony cases. 
These Common Pleas judges consider 
the cases of thousands of people a year, 
making decisions about bail, plea deals 
and sentencing.

2 T or F: In Louisiana, because of 
decreasing population levels, medical 
spending is also decreasing.

3 T or F: In spite of visitation restrictions 
due to COVID, Demetrius was able to 
develop a healthy relationship with his 
daughter.

4 T or F: Tariq MaQbool was born in the 
United States.

5 T or F: The National Academy of 
Sciences was not the most prestigious 
scientific body in the country.

6 T or F: The organization “Hour Children” 
organizes and provides transportation for 
trips free-of-charge for family members to 
visit incarcerated loved ones.

In The Spotlight

I am a subscriber to News Inside and I took it upon myself to share it 
with the men in my unit and beyond. News Inside is taking control of 
the narrative as to who we are as incarcerated people. It’s important to 
put current and formerly incarcerated people in control of that narrative 
because the status quo has an agenda that doesn't necessarily serve 
the interest of the public. Incarcerated people are the agents of change. 
They went through the fire and can convince others still in it to do an 
about-face on counterproductive behavior.

Ivan Kilgore is an incarcerated author, activist, and founder of the United 
Black Family Scholarship Foundation, which is a student and volun-
teer-staffed 501(c)(3) nonprofit operating in Oklahoma and California 
whose mission is to use quality education as a way to challenge 
man-made structures and systems that perpetuate poverty and racism, 
particularly in communities plagued by high incarceration rates. He is 
currently serving Life without the possibility of parole at California State 
Prison - Solano.

If you have a story you want to share of how News Inside inspired, 
informed, sparked an idea or was useful to you, please tell us about 
it. We want to hear from you.

Last Issue's Answers

1 In 2004, The Sentencing Project reported that 84% of parents in federal correctional facilities were housed less than 100 miles from their place 
of residence at arrest, making visits convenient and inexpensive. False 2 There are fewer people behind bars now than 10 years ago because of 
massive criminal justice reforms. False 3 You can be a teacher’s aide without having a GED. False 4 More than 1,500 people have been executed 
in the U.S. since 1977. True 5 As stated in the terms of service of many dating apps, (e.g., Tinder, Match, etc.), people with felonies are banned for 
life from using these apps. True 6 The National Sheriffs’ Association published a resource guide arguing that more jails should provide access to 
buprenorphine and methadone. True 7 NYS DOCCS gives phone access to incarcerated individuals in “general population” through their JPay 
tablet. False.

Crossword

Complete the crossword below by closely reading:

ACROSS
 7  A group that pays people to attend local 
government meetings and gather civic 
information. (2 words)
 8  The national legal defense organization, 
founded by two lawyers
Barry Scheck and Peter Neufeld, that has 
since helped free hundreds of innocent 
people from prison using DNA. (3 words)
 12  Post 9/11, people of this religion were the 
target of unprovoked, biased attacks and 
unfairly vilified. (1 word)
 14  Court outcomes worsen existing ______ 

____________. Though
Black people make up only about 30% of 
the county's residents, almost two-thirds 
of the people who are arrested by police 
and charged with felonies by prosecutors are 
Black. (2 words)
 15  "'Daddy, I can’t see you because of your 
poor choices!' she snapped at me." (2 words)
 16  Then the facility allowed us to _____ __ 

____ in place of visits. (3 words)
 17  "..._________ people, who some experts 
say pose little risk of committing new crimes." 
(1 word)

 18  Residents from Guatemala, Colombia 
or Mexico sometimes live in households 
with family members who are applying for 
U.S. citizenship or who are ____________ and 
can’t vote, so that habit isn’t naturally passed 
on to children. (1 word)

DOWN
 1  Tariq's nationality. (2 words; hyphenated)
 2  Obama’s council of science advisers 
published a report dismissing as “__________ 

___________” certain courtroom practices 
in which so-called “experts” hired by 
prosecutors claim they can match bite marks, 
shoe prints, handwriting, gun residue and the 
like to a person accused of a crime.
(2 words)
 3  "_________ ____ ______ has its challenges, 
but Tammara’s children have found ways 
to adjust to their mother’s absence while 
keeping her close." (3 words)
 4  A nonprofit organization focused on 
helping incarcerated and formerly incarcer-
ated women and their families. (2 words)
 5  A 2017 U.S. __________ _________ report 
on aging federal prisoners found a significant 
decline in reported crime with age. (2 words)

 6  Recent ___________ _______ aimed at 
lowering the U.S.’s leading incarceration rate 
had reduced the state’s penalties for drug and 
other nonviolent crimes. (2 words)
 9  A case in which you can be sentenced to 
the death penalty. (2 words)
 10  The name of the correctional facility in 
New York State where
Tammara is incarcerated. (2 words)
 11  Algorithms that claim to objectively 
calculate a defendant’s threat level to society. 
(2 words)
 13  When Demetrius asked his daughter 
how often she wanted to speak to him, she 
answered: (3 words)
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