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In writing about my friend Harvey Bell’s ongoing
trials and tribulations in prison after my escape, I was fortunate
to have firsthand knowledge of many of the people and places around
him. I was also able to speak with him and reference his own
compelling letters, some of which are printed here. When Harvey
read an early version of this book he wished me well with it; for
himself, he mostly preferred to forget. We talk now and then, he
plays his guitar less now but enjoys it more, and the world keeps
rollin’ round…
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Madness and Magic

On a warm May night in Cannes, 1978, thunderous
applause echoed off the ornate walls of the Palais des Festival.
The crowd of tuxedoed men and elegant women rose to its feet,
cheering and crying, as the last credits flickered across the
screen and the huge chandeliers suddenly blazed with light. We’d
done it! At the most prestigious film festival in the world, and
before a normally jaded audience, Midnight Express was a
triumphant success.

I was an emotional wreck. I huddled down in my seat,
sweating and totally drained, unable to control the tears. My five
years of prison life had just been portrayed on the screen. For two
hours I’d sat trapped between the images before me and the memories
behind me. I wanted to crawl under the seat and hide, but hands
were hauling me up beside the actors, producers and director. I
clung to the balcony railing as hundreds of cameras flashed and
waves of applause swept the theatre. It was frightening yet
fulfilling to know that the events of my life, through a book and
now a film, had touched so many people. The air throbbed with their
emotions. I felt directly connected to each person in the
room—naked and vulnerable but somehow terribly strong. It was as if
the power of the connections threatened to absorb me even as it
filled me to bursting.

I was aware of the bitter irony of my situation as I
wandered around the after-screening party thrown by Columbia
Pictures in the ballroom across from the Palais. I smiled and
laughed and accepted the congratulatory words of praise, all the
while struggling to hide the confusion and guilt growing inside me.
Rona Barrett, reigning queen of the Hollywood gossip columnists,
cornered me for an on-camera interview.
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“Must be strange to watch a film about your own
life,” said Rona.

“That’s for sure,” I said.

Rona looked at my face. “Looks like it affected you
as much as the rest of us. How do you feel?”

“Sort of trapped—between the movie and the
memories.”

“Well, your family must be so happy to have you
home.”

“Yeah, it was hard for them,” I said, staring down
at the floor.

“Not knowing and worrying,” said Rona.

“Right.”

“Do you feel guilty about that?” asked Rona.

I looked up. “Of course, it was one of the worst
things about prison.”

She smiled at me. “Well, now it’s finished and the
worst part is over. You’re a hero.”

So how come I felt like a hypocrite? We finished and
I bolted for the men’s room. It was crowded, with all the stalls
occupied and strange snuffling sounds obvious even behind the
closed doors. I was unzipped at the urinal when a dapper older
gentleman sidled up beside me, glanced down, then gave me a wink. I
quickly finished up. As I headed for the door, a smiling black man
said something to me in French, shook my hand and casually pressed
a vial of cocaine into my palm.

[image: tmp_5e4614ed05e02121397f5e7e915a7a8e_qg_OCe_html_7dd7f69c.jpg]

Outside, the party had intensified as more people
poured in to share the celebration. Francis Ford Coppola talked
shop with director Alan Parker. Producers Peter Guber and David
Puttnam were answering questions for the press. I searched for a
side exit, desperate to get away and be alone, but was caught in a
circling net of exuberant well-wishers. My face kept smiling and my
mouth spouted inane little responses while I scurried around in my
head, feeling as trapped as when I was in prison. I didn’t want to
talk to people, I wasn’t proud of myself, and I had grave
misgivings about the film that was causing all this attention. In
prison you avoided attracting attention, it was dangerous. Here I
was at the center of it.

I had a quick flash of a baby rat struggling against
the string I’d tied to his back leg. I was about to lose control
when a young blonde woman with the face of an angel appeared at the
edge of the crowd. She looked at me for a moment, her stillness
setting her apart from the frenzied group, then moved steadily
forward and held out her hand, asking me to dance. I stood there
staring, then she stepped even closer and smiled up at me with such
a certainty and gentleness in her blue-green eyes that folding her
in my arms seemed like the most natural thing in the world.

We moved out onto the dance floor, swaying together
with an ease that amazed me. She rested her head against my heart,
and as we danced I became aware of a growing bubble that seemed to
isolate us from the surrounding madness of the night. I thought
about the madness of other nights and marveled at the strange
workings of Fate…
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A Vast Abyss of Pain and Fear

Sagmalcilar prison lay frozen and still, locked in
the depths of a frigid November night. A ship wailed somewhere out
in the harbor beyond Istanbul, and I carefully drew the file across
the iron bar on the toilet window. It screeched like a fingernail
on a blackboard.

It was 1974 and I was in my fourth year of a
thirty-year sentence for smuggling two kilos of hash. I’d
originally been sentenced to four years, but just fifty-four days
from release the sky fell on my head when the high court in Ankara
re-sentenced me. I was not a happy camper.

The screeching file froze Harvey Bell and me, our
breath steaming the air.

Harvey looked around the corner at the huddled
bundles of snoring men in the barracks-like cellblock—no one seemed
to have heard. I tried to move the file slower, with heavy
pressure. Harvey nervously coiled the nylon rope on his shoulder,
his skinny body shivering beneath a cheap cloth coat. This was an
insane plan—even if we got out the window and onto the roof, the
guards in the towers would probably pick us off like flies—but
Harvey and I both had thirty-year prison sentences, so sanity was
becoming difficult to define.

Harvey Bell was a grinning wild man from Alabama
who’d been caught driving a nifty green TR3 with 200 kilos of hash
hidden beneath it. He’d spent three years in a small prison in
central Turkey and was transferred to Sagmalcilar after a botched
escape attempt had left him beaten, but not broken. He showed up
one day and proceeded to turn life there atilt.

“Yeeess!” he’d shouted, as he entered the
foreigners’ cellblock, a battered guitar in his hand. “Where the
hell are the Americans and who’s in charge of escape around here?
Goddamn, ah’m so tired of fuckin’ Turks an’ fuckin’ Ah-rabs and
fuckin’ Muslims.”

I was the only American in a cellblock full of Arabs
and Muslims, so I wasn’t thrilled to hear this scruffy madman
bellowing about escape. I got closer and realized he’d managed to
get himself drunk on the long trip here from Elazig.

“Oh, man, it’s clean here,” he drawled, a silly
smile creasing his thin, ascetic face. I looked around at the dirt
and scum, sniffed the putrid smell coming from the toilet, and made
a mental note never to transfer to Elazig prison.

I informed him of his situation and advised him to
keep his voice down, but the damage had already been done. That
evening I had to intervene in a pipe-swinging confrontation between
Harvey and a Jordanian car thief who’d taken grave offense to
Harv’s comments about the Muslims. It wasn’t the most auspicious
beginning to a relationship, but during the following year we
became best friends, and like most guys in prison, spent our days
plotting and planning escape attempts that we never carried out.
There’s a vast abyss of pain and fear between planning an escape
and actually trying it.

Harvey, like myself, had been an English major in
college, and his gruff exterior hid a sharp, educated mind. We
shared the books that passed through the prison, talked philosophy,
and argued politics. He was a good ole boy who could quote
Faulkner. “Lib Arts degree oughta be good for sumpin,” he’d
laugh.

I made the mistake of telling Harvey about one
escape plan— cut through the bars, climb onto the roof, then slide
down the wall with a nylon rope I’d improvised from a volleyball
net that had mysteriously disappeared one day after a game. I’d had
the file hidden away for several years, a parting gift from Claude
LeBrun, a Belgian diamond thief who’d been released. I’d never
tried the plan, because the bullet percentage was way too high.
Even if we managed to cut the bar without being spotted, the
chances of getting down the wall past the machine gun posts were,
as Harvey would say, thinner than frog hair split four ways.

But once Harvey heard I had the file and rope, he
was unrelenting; and then one cold November afternoon a letter
arrived from my mom:

November 15, 1974

Billy,

…here I am remembering about long ago. They say
that’s a sign of growing old. I’m fine. Still the same. Life goes
on, even with a little heartache every day for my oldest child so
far away.

Love,

Mom

The letter devastated me. The pain my mother had to
bear because of me hollowed out my heart. I picked up Harvey’s old
guitar and began to play the few chords I knew. Harvey came by and
began to softly sing some old Alabama blues. We found a simple beat
and improvised a song that seemed to write itself:

Mmmm… got the blues, babe, Got those old Istanbul
blues. Said, yeah, I got the blues, babe, Got those old Istanbul
blues, Thirty years in Turkey, babe, Ain’t got nothin’ left to
lose.

Busted at the border, Two keys in my shoes,

Said I was busted at the border, With two keys in my
shoes,

‘An they gave me thirty years, babe, To learn the old
Istanbul blues.

I said now Lord save me, save me,

Please save me from this pain. I said Lord come and
save me, Come save me from this pain. An’ set me free Sweet
Jesus,

I won’t never sin again…

The song wore down to a stop, then Harvey asked,
“How long you been here, Willie?”

He knew the answer. “Four years,” I said.

“How many summers?”

“Four.”

We sat while he plucked some strings. Then he
stopped and looked at me. “Four summers. They’re stealing our
summers, man. And now here comes another fucking winter. I mean,
can you ever get back a lost summer? Can you?”

I must have been crazed at the time, because I
agreed to try the roof escape with him that very night, which was
why I found myself cutting nervously at a bar in the toilet window,
certain the guards would burst in and drag us away.

“C’mon, for Christ’s sake,” whispered Harvey.

“It’s slower than I thought.” I filed for a while,
fighting the building panic as I realized I’d misjudged the
timing.

“You said it’d cut like butter,” said Harvey. “I was
wrong.”

Harvey worked at it for a while. The bar only had a
slight scratch mark. This would take forever.

We worked in shifts, one man filing while the other
kept guard. I looked out at the dark sky through the bars. Five
a.m. and we’d barely dented the tough metal.

“We’ll have to try again tonight,” I said.

Harvey stared at me, then coughed and spit on the
filthy stone floor. “Fuck it. We try again tonight.”

I picked up an old butt and Harvey scraped some
putty from the window frame. We mixed the cigarette ashes with the
putty and dabbed the mixture on the bars.

“We got lots of time, right?” grinned Harvey. We
both laughed.

Three days later, just before dawn, I woke in fear
to the sound of guards rushing into the cellblock. They were led by
Arief the Bonebreaker. They made straight for Harvey’s bunk, and
two guards dragged him up by the arms. He shook them off. Arief
slammed him across the face.

“Who else was with you!” Arief bellowed. “Where is
the file?”

They dragged Harvey to the bathroom. Arief rubbed
away at a few bars until he dislodged the makeshift putty. “They
saw you,” he said, pointing across at the children’s cellblock
across the yard. “You and someone else.”

Arief backhanded Harvey across the face. “Where’s
the file?”

What else could Harvey do? He went to the locker and
dug the file out from under the metal molding in the back.

“Who else was with you?” demanded Arief. Harvey
stared into Arief ’s face.

Arief smiled and told the guards to take Harvey to
the cellar. They dragged him past me, and we made flickering eye
contact. I kept my face a mask, but my heart slowly filled with
fear and anguish as the metal door slammed shut and Harvey’s shouts
faded away.

The next day I slipped the door guard a couple of
packs of cigarettes and bribed my way over to the prison
dispensary, where I heard Harvey had been taken.

I entered the dispensary and walked down a row of
small cells. Harvey wasn’t there. I turned to leave, then looked
again at a prisoner lying in bed with a puffy, blackened face.

“Harvey! Jesus Christ! I didn’t recognize you.”

He roused himself to a sitting position. “Hey,
Willie. Yeah, they really fucked me up,” he mumbled through swollen
lips. “Goddamn Arief kicked me in the balls. Think he opened my
hernia.”

It hurt me to look at him.

“They wanted my name, didn’t they?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks, Harv.”

He smiled and winced. “Yeah, well, what could I
do?”

“I owe you,” I said.

“Listen, Billy, tell the Consul. I’m afraid the
Turks are gonna hustle me away to some little prison in the
sticks.”

“I’ll contact him, Harv.”

“And do yourself a favor and get the hell out of
this prison while you still can. This place is bad news.”

I stared at him awhile. “I won’t forget you.”

“Everybody forgets when they leave here, you know
that.”

“I owe you.”

He nodded.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, slipping a few blue Nembutal
capsules between the bars, “These might help.”

“Thanks,” he said, taking them, “but some acid might
be better.”

I laughed. “This place is definitely a trip.” We
stared at each other.

I lifted a string of dark rosary beads with a tiny
silver crucifix out of my pocket.

“I want you to have these,” I said, flipping them
onto his bed. Harvey picked up the beads, stared at them. “You must
be shitting me, you don’t believe this crap.”

“I know, but my old grandmother sent ’em to me, said
they were blessed by the Pope or something, and I want you to have
them.”

Harvey smiled at me, then winced.

“Go with God,” I said, in Turkish.

He smiled again. “Go with God.”

Two days later he was gone.
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From the Frying Pan

Harvey’s balls were still swollen when the rattling
old red prison van rolled down the long stone ramp into the sunken
courtyard of Antakya Ceza Evi. He smiled around his bruised lips at
the Turkish phrase ceva evi—literally, “house of pain.”
Nothing could be much more painful than the thirty-six-hour drive
from Istanbul, chained in the back of a freezing van as it bounced
and rumbled across the frozen Turkish landscape.

The blue bombers had helped, but he was in great
pain from the kick in the nuts. This was his second failed escape
attempt in three years, and he knew his body couldn’t take much
more.

The back doors of the van swung open with a glare,
and Harv had a brief view of aging granite walls before the
soldiers grabbed his chains and hauled him out. He must have passed
out, because when he awoke it was nighttime and he was on a cot
beneath some coarse blankets. He heard whispered voices and opened
his eyes.

He was in a low-ceilinged barracks-like room, and
several men in prison pajamas and tattered robes were sitting on
the surrounding beds, smoking cigarettes and talking about him in
Turkish.

A heavy balding fellow with a sling on his left arm
let a slow stream of smoke flow past his droopy moustache and said,
“He’s all fucked-up now, but he’ll be tatli (“sweet”) when
he heals.”

“Ayip,” said a thin man with a gray beard and a
gauze patch over one eye, “that’s disgusting talk.”

“My apologies, Baba,” said Ayip, looking back at
Harvey and grinning like a wolf, “but you haven’t been in here as
long as I have.”

“He’s just another goddamn hippie,” said a ratty
fellow with ferocious acne. “I don’t care if you fuck him or fuck
him up.”

This seemed to be the prison dispensary. There were
a dozen beds, half that many prisoners. It was relatively warm.
Harvey saw ice on the bars beyond the frosted glass windows beside
his bunk. With much pain, he managed to pull himself up into a
sitting position. Baba motioned for him to lay back down, but
Harvey stared at Ayip for a moment then turned and smashed his fist
through the window. The men rushed toward him in surprise but
stopped abruptly when Harvey grabbed a shard of glass and swung it
in a wide arc.

He looked around the circle then said, in Turkish,
“Anybody fucks with me, I take their eye out.” He slowly dragged
the glass down his forearm, a red trail of blood following the
movement. The men all gaped at him.

Gotta make a good first impression, thought Harvey,
before he passed out again.
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