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“Am I My Brother’s Keeper?”

I know from the first “Man-Up Group” session that he was focused, articulate, goal oriented and has compassion for those brothers who are still incarcerated.

For, ‘his life has not been a crystal stair’; but, he took ‘his dreams that were deterred’, and refused to let them ‘dry up like rotten meat’.  He became a dream builder, instead of a dream slayer.  By using the power of the pen, he consciously opted to find opportunities to facilitate and inspire others to focus the lens of their writings upon their difficult times and topics to encourage others and propel them forward into positive lights.

These writings are straightforward and engaging; they are riveting, steep, raw - so honest and soul searing, yet poignant and disturbing.  In addition to being so powerful, they will leave you with so many thought-provoking questions and very few answers.  Russell’s writings have depth, riches and values that cause you to ponder the future of the darker brother.

This has been both game changing and life changing because no one can tell this story better than one who has been there.

My hope is that the author continues to inspire, impact and empower all incarcerated males who have not found the outlet to express themselves in positive ways and are looking for their moments of transmogrification and inspiration.

Let us celebrate this man!  May he continue to seek and savor knowledge that will be acquired on his amazing journey of growth and discovery!  He is well on his way to be enriched and refined with his writing skills and passion for others; taking them to other levels while using the power of the pen!  In conclusion, I am honored to have been chosen as his mentor.

Fondly,

Onetia Murray
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The introduction of UGK’s Riding Dirty album features the brother, Smoke D, who does a monologue from prison and he starts it out by saying, “Live from the mutha fuckin pen.”  That has stuck with me, though I never thought that I would experience prison myself.  Ironically when I attended North Carolina A & T State University in 2003-04, I performed with a talent group called Couture where we had a set called Life in the Pen.  I’ve been writing for a decade living in the pen, with the pen and writing my life with my pen.  So I just find it appropriate to borrow the name of this collection from UGK and Smoke D.  Originally my partner, Katina Harkins, wanted to call this collection In The Pen, but I had already been using Live from the Pen to sign off on blogs, articles and post on pen pal sites.

This collection is basically my perspective while doing my time.  I can’t say I speak for every man in the system, but I’m representing all the good men in the struggle.  I put out work so that the incarcerated population has a voice.  Maybe, just maybe, this can be used to show that there are human beings, not criminals, behind these walls.  And maybe, just maybe, the problem of mass incarceration can be approached with compassion for all the things that lead men and women into a life of poor choices.  Maybe then people can see that we have the ability to be better once given a chance.

This Reformed edition is the corrected version with some additional poems.  The original didn’t quite capture my vision so, now that I’m home, I’m redoing everything to best fit what I envision.  I know the power of words, the power of the pen and why I chose to make this an interactive journal.  I’d like for you to explore your feelings and thoughts in regards to questions or views expressed in these poems. With your involvement you are now also Live from the Pen and have the power to write your life the way you want to see it.  I wrote myself to freedom, where do you want to write yourself to?
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