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About the Book

‘I was engulfed with the realisation that I was no longer a person, but instead AZ586, a criminal who had been sentenced to serve forty-five years in the federal penal system.’

It was 1942, and twenty-two-year-old Jim Quillen was on the run from San Quentin prison, where he’d been serving eighteen months for armed robbery. He thought he’d made a lucky escape – until he was caught and sentenced to
forty-five years in the federal prison system, including ten years at the infamous Alcatraz.

Inside Alcatraz tells the story of the brutality and extreme regimentation that were a part of daily life for the inmates of the island prison. They nicknamed it ‘Hellcatraz’, and Jim was about to find out why. He lived through it all, from solitary confinement and cramped, lonely cells to meeting Bob ‘the Birdman’ Stroud, and surviving the forty-six-hour bloody riot known as the Battle of Alcatraz.

In this moving memoir, Jim reflects on the ten hard years he spent on the island. He tells us of the hardships he suffered and the friendships he made on his long journey from desperation to redemption.


About the Author

Jim Quillen, born in 1919, had a difficult childhood; by the time he was an adolescent, he was regularly getting into serious trouble. At twenty-two – chained at the wrists and sentenced to forty-five years behind
bars – he saw the inside of United States Penitentiary Alcatraz Island for the first time.

Many years later Quillen returned to the island, which by that time was part of the National Park Service system. For several years he was one of the island’s most popular volunteers – retelling his story as part of the audio tour, and sharing his past with visitors fascinated by his life experiences.

Jim Quillen died in 1998 and is survived by his wife, daughter and granddaughters.
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I wish to dedicate this book to my loving wife, Leone Marie Quillen.

Thank you for your patience, encouragement, and understanding of the mood swings I experienced when recalling the unpleasant memories necessary to write this book. Had you given less, it would never have reached completion.


Author’s Note

This book is an autobiography describing the progressive and insidious nature of involvement in crime. It illustrates how minor infractions of the law, if unchecked, may escalate into major criminal activities. The ensuing consequences may be death or years of incarceration, humiliation, and degradation.

It was only through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and His intercession, that my life of hopeless incarceration was averted. His help and forgiveness permitted me to obtain freedom, family, and a useful and productive place in society.

As gratifying as it was to achieve a presidential pardon and a gubernatorial pardon, it will be more fulfilling if this book deters others from making the mistakes I made.

There is no glamor in prison. There is only loneliness, fear, heartbreak, and sorrow.

While writing this book, I resolved to write what, in my opinion, was truth as best I could determine without exaggeration or distortion. Many conclusions and opinions were based on what I personally saw or heard. In other instances I had to rely on my personal knowledge and observations as well as conversations with reliable guards and inmates. I believe I came to logical, reasonable conclusions. My writing was done without malice and with no intent to defame, malign, or injure any person or persons in the process. My intent was to show Alcatraz, the administration, Bureau of Prisons, guards, and inmates as they really existed.

Alcatraz was always a prison shrouded in secrecy, and many facts and occurrences were hidden from public scrutiny. The public was allowed to know only what the Bureau of Prisons and the administration wanted known. Much of what was disclosed was distorted, exaggerated, or glossed over with misleading statements or untruths.

The inmates were not without blame in many instances and I had no intent to justify their actions. The purpose of prison is to incarcerate the criminal, not to brutalize him physically, mentally, and spiritually until death is preferable to any existence in such a prison.

I will let the reader decide if this is what drove some inmates to atrocious actions.

Jim Quillen
1991


Preface

Alcatraz, 11 p.m., August 28, 1942

With a crash, the steel gate slammed shut, a sound that seemed to bring finality to everything that life had to offer.

I walked into the small six-by-nine-by-seven-foot gray cell that was to be my home for years to come. I saw a steel bed, a straw mattress, and a dirty, lumpy pillow. The cell was lighted only by the large overhead lights outside, which illuminated each cell enough to enable the guards to make their numerous nightly counts.

I noticed the cell contained a toilet with no seat. At the end of the bed, next to the toilet, was a small washbasin with only one tap. Cold water! Above the sink was a single shelf that extended the entire width of the cell. Next to the bed was a small metal table that folded down flat against the wall. This was my home. I realized that, at twenty-two years of age, this was to be my home, my future, for years to come—and possibly the place of my death.

As I looked about me, it was as though the room began to close in, with some strange odor that dominated the air and stifled me. I suddenly realized it was an odor I must learn to live with, the smell of a marking pen that gave me my new identity. It was on my bedding and my clothing, making me into another nonentity in the world of the criminal. I was engulfed with the realization that I was no longer a person, but instead AZ-586, a criminal who had been sentenced to serve forty-five years in the federal penal system.

I then became aware of the men around me. Some were awake, as I could hear low tones of whispering from one cell to another, passing the word that a transfer of “fish” had come in. This stirred hope in the hearts of some, for each time a new “fish” arrived, it usually meant that there was hope that some of the old “long-timers” might be transferred to another institution.

Not only was my cell dark and gloomy, I realized with a shiver, it was also cold and windy. Although I knew I would not sleep, I would at least be reasonably warmer for the remainder of the night if I got into bed.

While making up my bed, I was startled by the sudden flash of light hitting my eyes. It was a guard making his count. He asked why I was not undressed and in bed. I explained I was a new transfer and had just arrived. He warned me that if I wasn’t undressed and in bed in the next few minutes, I might find out what the “hole” was at the “Rock.” This added great haste to my retiring.

As I lay there, I began reviewing in my mind the various stories I had heard about Alcatraz. As can well be imagined, I did not sleep much that night.

I had lived in and around the Bay Area all my life, thus Alcatraz’s reputation was not unfamiliar to me. My thoughts flashed back to the many stories I had had occasion to hear, read, and wholeheartedly believe. I was soon to learn firsthand, however, that while some stories were fabricated, imaginative versions from a creative writer, most indeed were quite true. Much to my dismay, I could not recall ever hearing anything favorable about the prison or its inmates.

“Rehabilitation” was not part of the Alcatraz vocabulary, or ever considered. The institution was there for the purpose of proving to unruly prisoners that they had reached the ultimate termination of their undisciplined way of life. I recalled the prison being referred to as “Hellcatraz” and “Devil’s Island of America.” Vivid in my mind were stories of brutality and regimentation. Among the many facts I had read or heard about while in San Quentin (a tough prison in itself) was the lack of privileges allowed the inmates at Alcatraz.

I began to think about my past. How had I, in a few short years, progressed from a state reformatory to the United States’ toughest and most notorious federal prison?

I could vividly recall how I had been warned over and over again: “If you don’t change your ways, you will some day end up in prison for life!” It was true. The roads to crime and self-destruction are easy to locate in the journey of life, but once embarked upon, very difficult to abandon.


1 Growing Up Fast

I was born in San Fransisco, California, on September 16, 1919. My father was a man who did not know how to outwardly show affection and love. His whole life was devoted to being a good employee for the company where he worked. He was a quiet, nonverbal man and a strict disciplinarian who was inclined to use physical punishment.

My mother was a very lovely woman, with one very large problem: alcoholism. I have no idea how long she had this before my birth, and I did not have the opportunity to learn much about her or to know her very well, as by the time I was seven, she had deserted us. I do know my father had tried in many ways to help her, but to no avail.

Now, working in the medical field, I realize that alcoholism is a disease; but I have often wondered, as I have grown older, what underlying factor drove her to this point. I am sure that, in her own way, she loved her children—my younger sister Kay and me—but I am also sure the only thing she seemed to need more was alcohol. Thus her priorities in life were alcohol, husband, and then children. My sister and I were not bad children. In fact, I would say we were normal, average children and most generally well behaved. But for my part, that would soon change.

My memories of childhood during the time we were together as a family are mostly of a violent or sad nature. Today I have only three prominent memories of my mother, and each is associated with violence and sadness.

The first memory is that of my father, my mother, and myself sitting in front of the fireplace one evening just prior to Easter. We were fixing an Easter basket for my sister, who was asleep in another room. We were laughing and having a good time. My mother had been drinking but was not causing any problem. She was sitting in front of the fireplace. My father was sitting with his back to the door that opened into a hallway that led to the bathroom and my parents’ bedroom.

My mother excused herself to go to the bathroom. I was looking toward my father when I heard her returning. She opened the door, hesitated a few seconds, then reached down into the woodbin beside my father and picked up a large piece of firewood. My father didn’t pay any special attention when she returned, as he was fixing the basket for Kay. Instead of coming into the room and sitting down, my mother suddenly brought the piece of wood crashing down on my father’s head. It made a terrible sound that I can remember to this day.

I do not understand why it didn’t kill him. I am sure that was my mother’s intention. It did cause a terrible laceration to his head, but he did not lose consciousness. He had the presence of mind to roll away so that my mother could not hit him again. When he got to his feet, she dropped the wood and ran into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

My father took my sister and me with him when he went to get medical attention. After the doctor closed the wound, he advised my father to go home and rest. When we arrived home, my mother was gone. She was gone for several days. When she returned, my father was forgiving and took her back. Our lives settled back into the same old routine.

Whenever my mother could find a way to buy some liquor, she would. My father was very tolerant of her behavior but he also could become very violent if she managed to start an argument. This, at times, was not too hard to do, especially if my father was tired. Often this lack of tolerance was detrimental to all of us.

Some time after the incident when she’d hit my father with the wood, and when everything had been going reasonably well, my mother went on another drunk. When my father came home from work he was disturbed but patient with her. He asked her not to drink anymore and she agreed. During the course of the evening she found a way to sneak a few more drinks and became very abusive to my father. He finally told her that he was going to find her booze and dump it out because she was getting loud and mean.

To find her hiding places was not a simple matter as she was ingenious when it came to hiding her supply. But my father was a stubborn and determined man and, after much hunting, he found her supply and dumped it down the drain. This infuriated my mother to the point that she became violent. My father calmed her down and convinced her to go to bed. She agreed but told him he could not sleep in the same room with her.

Our home was a small one-bedroom house and my sister and I slept on a davenport that opened up into a bed. On many occasions when my mother was drunk, my father would be forced to sleep with us. The second memory of my mother relates to a night when my sister and I had been in bed and asleep for some time. I was awakened by my mother shouting and swearing and my father tearing things up, looking for her liquor. I was frightened by all the commotion and afraid that my father would be injured again, but because I was so sleepy I soon went back to sleep until I was awakened by my father getting into the bed with us.

At this time in my life I had a small brown-and-white fox terrier named Spotty who always slept on the foot of our bed. I can remember my father asking the dog to move over because he was taking up all the foot room on my father’s side.

I guess the three of us had drifted off to sleep for some time before we were awakened by the dog barking and whining fiercely. My father told the dog to shut up. I believe he thought the dog was barking at something outside, but the dog wouldn’t stop. This was unusual because he always obeyed my father. My father then decided the dog needed to be let out, so he got up, walked the few steps to the front door, and opened it. When the fresh air hit him, he realized he was feeling ill and dizzy, but it passed after a few breaths.

Suddenly he realized the house was full of gas. He ran back to the bed, picked up my sister, and yelled for me to follow him. He ran out on the porch with Kay and then came back to help me out. When I got to the porch, I saw that my little sister’s coloring was blue, and I am sure that in a short while she would have been dead.

My father left us on the porch and went back into the house looking for my mother. As he went, he opened all the windows so he wouldn’t pass out. He looked through the house but my mother was gone. Apparently, some time after we were all asleep, she had gotten up, gone out the back door, walked around to the front door, and plugged the crack at the bottom of the door with rags. She then came back into the house, turned on all the gas jets, including some old wall outlets. She then went out the back door, locking it after her. She stopped to plug the crack under the back door with rags. I’m sure she had made arrangements to be picked up by someone, as we lived too far from town for her to walk.

She never returned.

My father took my sister and me to the doctor to be examined. We were all right and were sent home and put to bed. It was this incident that made my father realize she was never going to be a wife and mother. He tried to keep the three of us close together for a while by boarding us with a family who lived a couple of blocks away. This didn’t work out, as I would just leave and go home. He then decided to let me live at home with him.

He would wake me in the morning as he left to go to work and tell me to get ready for school. I would get up, make the bed, fix breakfast, dress, and go to school. At noon, I would run home (about three blocks), make a sandwich, and return to school. After school I would return home, wash the dishes, set the table, peel the potatoes, and wait for my dad to get home to make supper. This worked out well and even though I missed my mother, I was happier at home than I would have been living in someone else’s home. I could also walk the short distance to see my sister every day.

Things went well until my dad decided to start night school. He would come home from work, cook dinner, eat, and then leave to attend night classes. This would leave me alone from about 6 p.m. until 11 p.m., or even later, every night. At first I would go see my sister each night, but I got into a fist fight with the son of the family she was boarded with and wasn’t allowed to visit unless my father brought me, which only occurred on weekends.

I soon began running with a gang of guys that were several years older than myself. We would go to the waterfront and run through the boxcars and even, on occasion, break a seal on a car to see what was inside. I ran with this gang for a long time, until they were caught breaking into a boxcar and were sent to Juvenile Hall. Fortunately for me, I had not gone with them that night. I don’t recall the reason why, but it kept me from being locked up with them.

I was allowed to run wild and totally unsupervised during the formative years of my character and I believe that, by associating with this gang that was so much older than myself, I found, or believed, that I was as tough and as able to handle myself as they were. I also believe this gave me the feeling I could challenge authority and was smart or clever enough to do whatever I chose to do. This reasoning was faulty, of course, as I found out years later when I was in prison.

My third memory of my mother was also the last time I ever saw her. I had gone to school as usual. About 11 a.m. I received a call to go to the principal’s office. I was told to go home immediately, change into my best clothes, and wait for my father to pick me up. I had been home an hour when my dad got home. He changed his clothes and told me to get into the car because we were going to San Francisco. As we were driving to Point Richmond to catch the ferry, my father told me that my mother was dying. He had received a phone call at work and the caller told him that my mother wished to see me before she passed away. He spoke to me about being brave and unafraid. This helped, but I was still frightened.

We caught the ferry to San Francisco and, after much searching, found the address my father had been given over the phone. It was a rather poor area of the city.

My father told me to stay in the car while he determined if we were at the right house. I watched as he climbed some stairs and knocked on the door of this dirty-looking house. He waited a couple of minutes, then knocked again. This time the door opened and I heard my father talking to someone in a very angry voice. He suddenly turned and walked rapidly away, toward the car. Immediately there was another person running after my father. It was my mother. She was very drunk, dirty, and loud. My father got into the car and started driving. As we pulled away, I looked out the back window and saw my mother running after us and yelling that she wanted to see me. My father did not slow down or look back. It was obvious he was very disturbed.

As we drove back home, we both realized my mother would never change and that we would never be together again as a family. It seemed to me that from that day forward there was a change in his attitude toward me, and a very noticeable change in my father’s outlook on the world.

He had never been a drinker but, at times, if I was awake when he came home from night school, I could tell he had been drinking. The time of his arrival home also became later and later and the frequency of his not coming home at all became more regular. The relationship between us became very strained and I felt I had become a tremendous burden to him. I don’t know if this was his feeling or not, but when I reflect back on what he tried to do for me, I realize that I owe him much more than I ever gave him credit for in my younger years. I am sure that not many men would have done as much or tried as hard as he did.

This strained relationship continued for a time, then he decided to put me in another boarding home. I was boarded with people who lived several miles from my father’s house. I did very well there for a time; the family was good to me and I liked them. It was also too far away from my father’s house to run home. I don’t know why, but much to my surprise, my father decided to board my sister Kay with the same family. At that time, my sister was three or slightly older. For some strange reason, I had the feeling this family didn’t like my sister. I felt they were always picking on her and, as a consequence, I would stick up for her and we would both end up in trouble.

I can remember the last day we spent there. It was in the summer and I was out of school. The lady of the house was doing her summer cleaning and made the children, including her own son, go outside. Apparently she had washed and waxed the floors. While we were waiting for the floors to dry, she stayed outside with us. The problem started when Kay complained she had to go to the bathroom, but the lady would not let her go inside. As a result of not being allowed to go inside, my sister wet her underpants. This made the woman very angry and she swatted her on the bottom a couple of times.

I was watching what was going on without saying anything until the lady told Kay she was going to punish her by washing her face with her wet pants. I thought she was only threatening her until she actually took her pants off and grabbed my sister. She was kneeling on the ground trying to hold her when I yelled at her to stop and to leave my sister alone. She ignored me and started to wash Kay’s face with the pants. I ran over, pulled Kay away, then hit the lady in the face as hard as I could. I then grabbed my sister and started running down the block as fast as I could. I looked back once and saw the lady sitting on the ground holding her face and her son yelling that he was going to call the police. This frightened me and I continued running. I didn’t know where we were going but I was convinced that if I went back, I would go to jail.

When I finally decided that I wasn’t in immediate danger of being caught, I sat down on the curb and tried to figure out what I should do. I decided that we had to go home to my father’s house. We started walking and I finally found a street I recognized and then knew we could make it home if we could just keep walking and not get caught. When my sister couldn’t walk any further and would cry, I would pick her up and carry her. It was suppertime when we arrived at my father’s house and we were both hot, hungry, and tired.

We never thought about knocking, but walked right in the back door of the house. We were both startled and surprised to see a very pretty young lady cooking dinner in our kitchen. At first I was frightened, but I knew my dad had to be there and he would make it all right. The girl asked who we were and what we were doing there. I told her I lived there and wanted to see my father. She left the kitchen and I could hear her telling my father that there were two children in the kitchen looking for their father.

My dad came to the kitchen and asked what we were doing home. I told him the story and I could tell he was angry at both me and the lady with whom we were boarded. I could hear the girl in the other part of the house crying. My father got us a glass of milk and told us to sit down. He went back into the bedroom to talk to the young lady, but she wouldn’t listen to him and apparently jumped up, ran into the bathroom, and locked the door. We could hear my father talking to her and pleading with her to unlock the door, but she refused.

My father finally threatened to break the door down if she didn’t open it. We then heard her tell him that she was going to kill herself. This must have frightened him because he did begin to kick in the door. The young lady suddenly unlocked the door and ran past my father to the bedroom. He went into the bathroom and we heard him say, “Oh, my God!” We then heard him on the phone, telling the doctor she had swallowed a full bottle of iodine. The doctor told my father to bring her to the hospital immediately. By this time, the lady had become violently ill and was retching and vomiting continuously. My father told my sister and me not to move and he would be right back. He went into the bedroom, picked up the lady, and carried her to the car to drive to the hospital.

We never saw the young lady again.

At that time, I really didn’t understand all that had happened, but as the years have gone by, I have reflected on this incident many times and realize that my father had asked this young lady to live with him without telling her that he was married and had two children. When we walked into the house, we upset the whole apple cart. My dad again decided we would go back to the old arrangement we had before we made the trip to San Francisco to see my mother. It seems that during this period my life started to take a very downward trend.

I began doing poorly in school and became somewhat of a school bully. I was constantly picking a fight with someone. I took pride in the fact that I would fight anyone, no matter how big. As a consequence, I was not permitted to play with many of the children who lived in our neighborhood.

I do recall making friends with a boy named Ernest Rassmussen. I would go to his house quite often. He had so many brothers that I don’t think I ever knew all their names or how many there were. I soon found out that if you went there at suppertime, you could just walk into the kitchen, sit down, and someone would feed you. They didn’t eat fancy foods but if you liked beans, stew, spaghetti, and things of this kind, there was always plenty to eat. His mother must have loved kids and cooking, as it really was a happy home.

I also met another boy whom I took a terrible dislike to. His name was James Pichlesimer. Even though fifty years have passed, I can still remember a couple of incidents related to this boy.

I recall one day we were playing together and for some reason a disagreement arose. I hit him, he fell, hit his head, and was unconscious. After I hit him, I ran home and left him lying there. I was scared but was also pleased with myself for knocking him unconscious with one punch. This brought about my first encounter with the law.

The fight occurred in the early afternoon and by the time my father got home from work, I had forgotten about it. My father and I were eating dinner when there was a knock on the door. He answered the door and there were two officers from the Richmond Police Department. As soon as I saw them, I remembered the fight and thought that James must have died. It was instant terror for me. When they asked my father if I lived there, I knew I was going to jail.

My father called me into the front room and the police said they wanted to talk to me about a complaint they had received. They asked me to relate what had occurred and if I had hit young James Pichlesimer. I admitted that I had. They then went on to imply that I had used a rock or other type of weapon on him. Of course this was not true and I told them so. After more questions, they apparently believed that it was a simple fight between boys and nothing more. I was given a stern lecture and the officers left. My father was very angry with me and insisted that I go over to this boy’s house the next day and apologize for my actions.

I really didn’t want to do this, but my father stated that if I hadn’t done it by the time he came home from work, I would be in big trouble. He said he was going to call the boy’s parents to check if I had done as he told me.

So, after school the next day, I worked up enough courage to go to the boy’s house. I knocked on the door and both James and his mother answered. I told them I was sorry for what I had done the previous day and that I had come to apologize. Mrs. Pichlesimer was very gracious and said she did understand how these things could happen. She said I was forgiven but she would appreciate it if I didn’t come to their home or associate with James anymore. This was fine with me, as I thought he was a real wimp.

After his mother left the door, James opened it enough to stick his head out and tell me that it might be over as far as she was concerned, but it wasn’t over with him and he was going to get even. I passed this off as just talk and went home. When my dad came home, he asked if I had apologized as he had ordered me to do. I told him I had, and just as he had said he would, he called the family to check it out. I was glad I had done as I was told. This whole incident was soon forgotten by me for a month or so.

One day, I went to the home of a boy who lived two houses away from James. While we were playing, I noticed that the Pichlesimers were getting ready to go on a trip. We could see them carrying clothes and suitcases to the car. I never gave it much thought except to think it must be nice to go on a trip with your family for the weekend. Before the Pichlesimers left, I had to go home. I was home that entire weekend. It was also one of the few times my father was home on a Friday night and spent the whole weekend without going out to see his “war buddies,” as he often called his dates. My father could vouch for my time the entire weekend.

On Sunday evening there was a knock at the front door and my father answered it. It was the same two Richmond police officers. They wanted to see me. I was truly in the dark about what they wanted. My father asked the reason and the police explained they had received a call from the Pichlesimer family complaining that they thought I had flooded their home with a garden hose during their absence.

My father explained that I had been with him all weekend and that it could not have been me. The police said they believed him but they would still have to take me to the station to get it straightened out. My father then explained that I had apologized for the previous incident and had not played or associated with the boy since that day. I then told the police about the threat James had made about getting even with me.

To make a long story short, the police began to believe my father and me and went back to talk to James again. What happened, we found out later that night, was that James had gone to the back of the house while his folks were packing the car, opened a bedroom window, slipped a garden hose in, then turned on the water. He then rejoined his parents and they left for the weekend. When they came home and opened the door, the water rushed out to meet them like a river. It ruined much of their home and furnishings. It was James who pointed suspicion at me. It was his way of getting even for the trouble we’d had. I am sure it would have worked except the police either tricked him or he gave himself away in some manner when the police questioned him the second time.

A short time after this episode, my father decided to divorce my mother. I don’t know why, but Kay and I were made wards of the court. She was taken from the home my father boarded her in and I was taken away from my father. We were taken to the small town of Martinez, where we were placed in a detention home.

We were the only two children in that detention home, to my knowledge. It was the first time in my life that I can remember when I could not come and go as I pleased. There were heavy mesh screens on the window where I was locked up for the night and in the dayroom, where we were kept during the day. I don’t know where they housed Kay at night but, because of her age, it was where she could be observed and cared for at all times.

I guess she must have been about four and I was about ten or eleven. At night I was locked in a special little room off to the side of the dayroom.

I was not isolated, because people were always coming and going, but still, I was lonely. I can remember looking out the window through the heavy screen, wishing I was home and that somehow everything could be made okay so that my mother and father were back together and we were a family again. I had a very lonely feeling in my heart for my mother even though I knew she had not been either a good wife or mother. I also wondered if I would ever get out of that detention home, as I felt caged, lonely, and forgotten. This same thought would be on my mind constantly in later years.

During the day it was not bad, as my sister and I were together. Our father came to see us two or three times during the weeks we were there; I looked forward to these visits, and they kept me going.

I can remember one time when he came. It was after visiting hours and they would not let him in. Somehow he found the window of my room and came around to talk to me for a couple of minutes. I’ll never forget how I felt when he left. I spent a great deal of that night crying, until I finally fell asleep.

My father was granted his divorce and was given custody of my sister and me. I think the court had insisted that he make better arrangements for our care, because we all went together to live in the home of a Mrs. Julio. I assume my father paid room and board for the three of us. He and I shared a room together and Kay shared a room with Mrs. Julio’s grown daughter, Alma. We all had our meals together, family style, and it seemed like a normal home with Mrs. Julio as the mother. My life settled down into a very happy existence. I liked Mrs. Julio and she in turn liked each of us and made it known that she did. She was always ready with a word of praise when you did something well, but would also scold you if you misbehaved.

This happy home life lasted for about a year. Reflecting back over my life, it is ironic to think that during the happiest year of my childhood, I accidentally became a thief, and the person I cared for the most, aside from my family, was the victim.

It was an episode in my life that to this very day makes me feel ashamed. As I said, the first incident was an accident, but after that, it was just plain stealing. Mrs. Julio would often have me go to the store for her to get groceries. She would give me a list of things she wanted and I would get them for her. On some occasions she would give me the money to pay for them and other times she would have me put them on her charge account at the small neighborhood store.

One day, she sent me to the store having given me the money necessary to pay for the items. I tucked it into my watch pocket so I would not lose it. But instead of paying for the purchase with the money, I had the man charge the items, which I took home to her. I did not do it with the intention of stealing the money. I just somehow forgot she had given it to me to pay with. It wasn’t until a couple of days later when changing clothes that I found it tucked away in my pocket. At first I was surprised, but then remembered where the money had come from. Instead of telling Mrs. Julio, I decided to keep it. It was not a large sum, just some change, but the act was the same. I stole it.

I had never before stolen anything, but soon realized that I had an easy source of money if I wanted to take the chance. I had broken the seals on those boxcars with that gang of kids, but I had never personally profited from those pranks. This was a new experience and certainly a new temptation that I found hard to resist. I did not want to lose this source and became very cautious in my dealings. Now if there was something special I wanted, I could just steal the money when she gave it to me for groceries. As I said, Mrs. Julio was a very good woman. Fortunately, she never caught me, as I am sure it would have broken her heart.

The sad part of this episode is that a seed was sown in my head, in that I now believed stealing was easier than working for what one wanted.

During the time I lived with Mrs. Julio, I made one very close friend. His name was Alroy Williams. In a very short time, we became quite inseparable. I suppose it was because we seemed to have a lot in common and understood each other’s problems so well. He, like me, was somewhat of a loner and not really acceptable to the families in our neighborhood.

Alroy always seemed to have money, so one day I asked him where he got it. He told me he would show me if I promised never to tell. We went into the front room of his house, where he pulled back the rug. Under the rug were rows of bills. His mother told him to get it from there whenever he needed money to eat. With my newfound interest in money, I was quite impressed, but I did keep my promise. His mother was a divorcee and was often gone all day and far into the night. She was an exceptionally beautiful young lady. Al lived a very similar existence with his mother as I had when I lived alone with my father. Years later, I realized that his mother’s income was the result of prostitution and that was why he was not accepted by so many of the people in our neighborhood.

The so-called good people of our society punished him for his mother’s sins. Mrs. Julio, however, was a fine Christian lady and she firmly believed the sins of the parent should not be taken out on the child. She never objected to my playing with Al and he was free to come to our house anytime he wanted. Mrs. Julio even invited him to many meals at our home. I am sure that the good Lord rewarded Mrs. Julio for her kindness to him.

I can still remember the day Al told me he was going to move. It came out of a clear blue sky. Thinking about the incident later, I surmised his mother had been forced out of town, given a choice between being arrested for prostitution or leaving the area. I remember how broken up I was about losing my best friend. I can only hope that his early life turned out better than mine.

Not long after Al left town, my life once again started changing. My father began staying out late, spending whole weekends away from home, chasing around and drinking again. He was never a heavy drinker and I can’t recall ever seeing him really drunk. He would just get to feeling happy, and Lord knows he had few happy occasions prior to my mother’s leaving.

None of these things did much to please Mrs. Julio, however. I am sure that for some time she had entertained the prospect of marrying my father. I think during this period she realized that, whatever my father was looking for, she was not it. She finally told us we were going to have to move. During the last part of our stay with Mrs. Julio, my father had been going with a woman named Alice, and when we moved from Mrs. Julio’s he rented an apartment in Berkeley and the four of us moved in.

For the first few months everything went well. Alice was good to us, cooking, cleaning, and making a home we all enjoyed. She really did seem to care for all of us, but there was one thing lacking in her life. She wanted to be married to my father. He, on the other hand, was very gun-shy whenever marriage was mentioned. He said he had had one marriage that put him through hell and there would never be another. Alice’s method to help my father change his mind was to have us children continually ask Dad when he was going to marry her. This went on for about two years. I guess we all just finally wore him down, as he decided to get married.


2 The Beginning of Trouble

Within a very short time after their marriage, my relationship with Alice started to deteriorate. I was continually in trouble with her and my father about one thing or another. There was no peace between Alice and me; in fact, it became open war.

I am sure that I contributed more than my share to this poor relationship. As I have grown older, and especially since I became a parent, I have become more sympathetic with what she had to put up with. I was doing poorly in school, cutting classes, and not really trying to learn.

I eventually became a habitual runaway. I would run away from home at the first sign of a quarrel with my stepmother—not give any warning, just take off. I might be gone for two days, two weeks, or two months. Whenever I did come home, I was taken back in and somehow my absences from school were squared away so that I didn’t get into trouble with the authorities.

Of course, it was never forgotten that I did these “bad things,” as my parents called them, and I was never allowed to forget how much I had hurt and worried them.

The fourth time I ran away from home, I went with a fellow habitual runaway named Dwight. He and I caught freight trains and traveled from Berkeley, California, to a small town in Wyoming where Dwight’s folks had homesteaded 160 acres of land years before. We had big visions of going there to live in the cabin on the property and making our fortunes.

It started out badly from the very beginning. It was March and, although it had been raining, the weather cleared. We were at school when we decided to run away, because we were both in trouble in school as well as at home. We decided we would go to Wyoming, even though neither of us had ever been out of California, to get away from the people who we thought were against us. We walked from Berkeley to the railroad yards in Oakland, where we caught a freight train pulling out. We didn’t have the faintest idea where it was going but it seemed to be headed in the direction we wanted.

We ended up in a small town called Roseville, which was the division point of the railroad. We realized when we got into the railroad yards that the train we were riding was going to be broken up and cars from it sent to various sections of the country. We got off and made our way out of the yards to an area where many transients were congregated around little fires. This trip was during the time when there were many, many men on the road. People were traveling over the entire country on freight trains in an effort to find work.

Apparently the railroad was sympathetic to the fact that times were hard and that these people, for the most part, were trying desperately to improve their situations in life. No one was ever hassled. In fact, the train crew, if asked, would give information on the destination of their train and where empty boxcars were in order to get out of the cold. If their train was not headed in the right direction, they would give information on the one that was: where it was “making up,” which track it would be on, its time of departure, and the best place to catch it before it got rolling too fast. They were really, as a whole, good men who had a love in their hearts for their fellow man.

We talked to some of the men waiting for trains and learned we wanted to catch a train headed for Sparks, Nevada, the next division point. Sparks had no special significance to us. We thought all we had to do was catch the train headed there and everything would be fine. If we had known what was in store for us when we caught that train, I am sure we would have turned around and gone home. I have had some close calls with death in my life, but I am sure the only thing that spared our lives that time was the intervention of our Savior.

We located the train we wanted to take, but it was dark and the train was moving, so we caught the first car we could. It was an oil tank car and certainly not the ideal car to ride. An oil tank car is nothing more than a large cylinder that sits on wheels and has a handrail around it. It also has a narrow platform or walkway that goes entirely around the car. This walkway is used by the crew to walk from one end of the train to the other. We thought this would be a fine place to ride, so we moved to the front of the car, which was following a boxcar. The height of the boxcar broke the flow of wind and made holding on to the handrail much easier. What we were not aware of when we caught that car was that we were committed to riding it through the Sierra Nevada mountains in the month of March.

When we left Oakland, the weather had cleared, but when we started climbing into the mountains toward Sparks, stormy weather converged upon us again. The higher we climbed into the mountains, the harder the snow and cold hit us. We were having a very difficult time hanging on. In addition, we started passing through the mountain snow sheds.

These are large and long (often half a mile) wooden sheds built to cover the railroad tracks in areas where large snow-slides occurred frequently. Before they were built, slides would block the tracks and bring all movement to an end.

When our train passed into these sheds we would be freezing, but once inside, the heat from the large locomotive (or locomotives, if the train was long enough) would suddenly warm us up. Unfortunately, the accumulated smoke in the shed would almost choke us to death. At times it seemed there was no air, only smoke. Several times we thought we were going to be forced to jump before suffocating, but just before jumping, we would again come out into the cold, snowy, fresh air.

First we would freeze, then we would choke. This went on mile after mile. We both finally came to the realization that we had to do something, as we were both fast becoming tired and could not stay awake. We debated taking turns holding each other as the other slept, but we both realized if the one holding passed out or fell asleep, we would both fall to our deaths beneath the train wheels. I am sure this gave us additional strength to hang on.

We debated jumping from the train, but this was equally bad because we were miles into the mountains and the snow was very deep. We would have frozen in a very short time. We finally took our belts off and hooked them over the handrail around the car in the hope that if we passed out, they would support us until we woke up, or would wake us when they tightened around our waists. It wasn’t much to go on, but it worked. When the train reached the summit, it stopped for a brake check before starting down the other side. The
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