If We Must Die

Before I speak my piece, let me make one thing perfectly clear: I don't want to
die. I want to live and breathe and strive to do something righteous with my life.
Truly. For the past sixteen years, however, I 've been in solitary confinement,
confined to a cell 23 hours a day for something I didn't do, and, speaking
honestly, I have gone as far as I'm willing to go. Am I giving up? No. This is a
protest, the only non-violent way I can think of to express the deep disdain I
have for the unjust situation that I am in. Make no mistake: my physical and
mental strength is intact. However, to continue on in this way would be to lend
legitimacy to a process that is both fraudulent and vindictive; this I am no
longer willing to do.

I realize that for some of you the thought that an innocenf! man could be sent to
prison and ultimately executed is inconceivable. But it happens. In a system
that's based more on competition than the equitable treatment of others, the
football field is not the only place where participants are encouraged to win at
all cost. Hence, in order to be victorious, some prosecutors hide evidence, lie in
open court, and even pay for the perjured testimony of their witnesses. And this
is exactly what happened in my case (and in the majority of the cases stemming
from the 1993 prison uprising at the Southern Chio Correctional Facility in
Lucasville, Chio); and there are a few people among you who have reviewed the file
and know this to be the truth.

But let us for the moment put aside the question of my guilt or innocence,
because that, believe it or not, is not what this is about. On that score, we have
written several books, produced a play, and are putting the finishing touches on a
full-scale documentary to illustrate the travesty of justice that has taken place
here; and these things are available to you if you are interested. For now, I want
to talk about dying.

In all that is presently unclear, one thing is certain: I have been sentenced to
death, which, as you know, is the severest penalty known to man. Typically, when
one has been given the death penalty, one is placed alongside other similarly-
sentenced prisoners and they, together, are housed in an area that has been
designated as Death Row. As living situations go, this is a very bleak and
miserable place: men are sent here to die, to bz killed by the state.'No one in
their right mind would ask to be sent here; and yet, this is precisely what I am
asking, which should give you an indication of just how insufferable the situation




I an livirg uder is. Ad T an ot alore. . .

When the uprising was over, and all was said and dore, five of us were singled aut as leaders and
sem:anedtodeath.hsml?obb,Jam&hre(or"i\hnir,"aslepreferstobecaﬂsi), Siddiqe Abdula
Hasan, George Skatzes, and myself. With the exeption of George Skatzes, whom for the past  ten years
bes been in a less pressurized—though by Mo means acceptable—situation, ve heve underpone perelty on
top of penalty, kept from fully participating in our appeals, from touching our friends and families,
denie] adequate medical treatment, and so many other things that are too numercus to rame. Tn a word,
we have been tortured. And, yes, I'm aware that the word "tortured”’ is a strong word to use, hut T know
of o other word that more adequately describes vhat we have been through. We have been put thrasgh
hell.

A few months ago, a Federal juke recamended that my case be dismissad, which effectively moved me
ae step closer to being executed. Tt's herd to explain how this made me feel; but upon hearing the
\rB;vsIm&ha&lyﬁn@t&ataniswlemdbemnadeadﬁatwattmeys}adsmémmrderstmd

the juke's milirg. As it tums out, I was the one who misunderstood. Indeed, I have ben
"misunderstanding'' things all along. Wen I was first named as a suspect in riot-related crimes, I vas
certain that my name would eventually be cleared. Instead, I received a ninecont muder indictment
with death-permlty specifications. I was shocked. And then they offered me a deal: "'0op out to murder
ad we'll forget the whole thing," they told me. "But I'm inmocent,” T said, thinking to myself that
the truth of this would somehow set me free. And so, with the trust and faith of a fool, T went to
trial, thinking and believing that I would receive a fair one (T didn't) and that T would ultimately be
exonerated (T wasn't). A then, when I was senterced to death, it wes my understanding that I would be
placad on Death Row and allbeed to purste my appeals alongside other similarly-sentenced prisoners;
hut, again, T misunderstood. . . 'ust wait until you get to Federal Gourt," I was told, "and you'll
definitely get same relief there.'" So I waited. . . I waited for sixteen years!

If justice as a cocept is real, then I could with same justification say, "justice delayed is
justice denied.' But this has never been about justice, and T fimally, finally, finelly understand
that. For the past sixteen years, I (we) have bem nothirg more then a scapegoat for the state, a
cavenient excuse that they can point to whenever they need to raise the specter of fear amrg the
pilic or justify the expenditure of inordinate amunts of mmey for more locks and chains. And mot
anly that, hui: the main reason behind the double pemalty that we have been undergoing is so that we can
seweasmacarp]eofvhathagﬂsto&nsevind‘ellerge&\emardaﬂnrityofﬁ:estate.kd
like good little pawns we're supposed to sit here and wait until they take us to their death charber,
strap us down to a gumey, and punp poison through aur veins. Ruck that! T refuse to go out like that:
used as a tool by the state to pit fear into the haart's of others vhile legitimizing a system that is
bows and sold to those with money. That's ot my destiny.

At the begiming of this T wanted to meke it perfectly clear that I didn't went to die, ad T don't.



Life is a beatiful thing, especially when ane is conscious ard awere of the value of ae's life.
Sxdly, ittwkgoi:g&m@&ﬂsmmssfornetomletpadfma]lyurhrstad&evahnofny
life. T say 'Wake up'' because, unbeknownst to me, I had been asleep all this time, oblivious to the
reality of ny situation and unavare that the only way for one to stop dreaming (and gain sare cartirol
over things) is for ane to open ane's eyes. My eyes are apen row.

Is it too late? T don't know. As T said, the books have been written, the play has been perfomed,
and, pretty soon, the documerftlary will be campleted. But what good are these things if they never enter
imoﬁestreanofpb]ic@ixﬁmmifomeﬁ'egwermr(ﬂnamersto&epb]ic)toissueagereral
amty?Adrittecﬂy,cawi:ning&egweumtobaﬂinarfavorwiﬂbeadifﬁwltuﬂertald:g,me
in which will require hige amounts of energy and effort on aur behalf. But it can be done; at the very
least, it can be atterpted. In the meantlime, we who have been sertlced to death must be granted the
exact same privileges as other death-sentenced prisoners. If we must die, we should be allowed to do so
with dignity, vhich is all we're asking: the opportinity to pursue aur appaals unimpeded, to be able to
tao'nmrfﬁaﬂsaﬂfatﬁly,adtomla‘gerbetreatedasplay&ﬁxgshjtashmbeirgsv&nare
facing the ultimate pemalty.

Again, T stress the fact that T do ot want to die, hut, in the words of Clauwde MKay, I share the

following as my perting serittiments:

If we must die, let it mot be like hogs
Hnted and permed in an inglorious spot,
thile round us bark the mad axd hurery dogs,
Making their mock at aur accursed lot.

If wve mst die, O, let us nobly die,

So that aur precious blood may not be shed
In vain; then even the monsters we defy
Sall be constrained to honor us though dead!
O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe!
Twough far outnunbered let us show s brave,
And for their thousand blows deal ane death-blow!
What thagh before us lies the gpen grave?
Like men we'll face the mrderaus, cowardly, pack,
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!



