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			Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.
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			INTRODUCTION

			by Hill Harper

			“There is no doubt that if young white people were incarcerated at the same rates as young black people, the issue would be a national emergency.”

			—Dr. Cornel West, Foreword, The New Jim Crow

			This was a book I had to write. After the publication of my first book, Letters to a Young Brother, I began receiving an increasing number of moving letters from inmates who had read it. With each letter I thought more about our broken systems of incarceration and our collective lack of political will to change something that is deeply flawed. It seems political debate has become more and more preoccupied with power maintenance, with few real solutions ever contemplated, let alone offered. The great issues of poverty, race, civil rights, exploited workers, or access to quality public education seem abandoned.

			Meanwhile, millions of young men and women graduate from the streets and matriculate to prison rather than to college. About 2.24 million people in this country are now being held in federal and state prisons or local jails1—more than one-quarter of the world’s total of eight million prisoners.2 Another 4.8 million are under parole supervision or probation.3 In thirty years, our prison population has quintupled.4 We aren’t experiencing a mass incarceration crisis, this is a hyper incarceration crisis.

			No mind, because we rarely see these people, do we? Wrong. We distract ourselves from thinking about it by discussing the high price of fighting crime, or we bitterly debate the efficacy of helping others by means of expensive social programs. We try not to think too much about “the immigrant problem.” When you can’t do anything about it, it’s better to lock away pain and poverty behind walls or push them to the outskirts of our boutique cities. Or like Chicago, tolerate young Black men killing one another at twice the rate of deaths of the war in Iraq. Or Washington, DC, where a mind-boggling three out of every four young Black men end up escalating through its penal system.

			In “The Caging of America,” Adam Gopnik writes, “Mass incarceration on a scale almost unexampled in human history is a fundamental fact of our country today—perhaps the fundamental fact, as slavery was the fundamental fact of 1850. In truth, there are more black men in the grip of the criminal-justice system—in prison, on probation, or on parole—than were in slavery then.”

			Apparently, all the proposed solutions for our social problems have become “business models.” Which would cost taxpayers less: government-funded incarceration like that of the past or the increasing privatization of the present? How can we lower the “debt margin” of having to feed these “unpleasant” people whom we’ve sent to prison? Perhaps they can make up for it by working at jobs below minimum wage. There’s an “elephant in the room” that is becoming more and more obtrusive—our system of incarceration. I, for one, am incapable of ignoring it.

			So are others. In Michelle Alexander’s awe-inspiring study, The New Jim Crow, she provides a chilling thesis: When you’re locked up, you’re locked out of the American mainstream and trapped within America’s latest caste system. If this were equally a threat to all citizens, it would be terrifying enough (and something would have already been done about it). But that’s far from the case. The target populations of our prison system are highly skewed toward three groups of citizens: Black males, low-income people in urban environments, and immigrants. African-Americans are at the top of the list, with an astonishing prison rate that is seven times higher than the imprisonment rate for white, non-Hispanic Americans. In fact, at this point, this country has locked up a larger percentage of its Black population than South Africa did during the worst years of apartheid.5 How did it happen? Alexander makes the case that the burgeoning incarceration of Blacks and other minorities is actually a reemergence of old Jim Crow.

			The Jim Crow laws were state and local laws in the United States enacted in the South about a year after the Civil War ended and endured until 1965. Their purpose was to establish de jure (law-based) segregation of the races in every public institution or facility of the former Confederacy. The establishment of the so-called separate-but-equal rule separated African-Americans from the white population starting in 1890, formalizing inferior economic, social, and educational conditions for Blacks. Northern segregation differed in that it was de facto (by common practice), perpetuated by housing, bank lending, and job discrimination. In the 1950s, school segregation was declared unconstitutional. The remaining Jim Crow laws were struck down by the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Jim Crow, however, has endured in the form of the prison industrial complex.

			The term prison industrial complex is an attempt to sum up the various strategies used by our system of incarceration to enslave and eliminate various populations in our country—and, as a side benefit, to create pools of cheap labor. As scholar and sixties activist Angela Davis bluntly put it: “Jails and prisons are designed to break human beings, to convert the population into specimens in a zoo—obedient to our keepers, but dangerous to each other.” Such virulent criticisms of the current prison system have revealed that dirty living conditions, unpalatable food, and unchecked violence in prison have a manipulative purpose. They are there to break the will of incarcerated men and women and to ensure that a large percentage (more than half) will return again as a source of labor, often within months of being released.

			The profit-making strategies of incarceration go virtually unchecked when private companies such as the Corrections Corporation of America or the GEO Group run them. Companies such as these are controlled by few government regulations. About 16 percent of federal prisoners (33,830) and nearly 7 percent of state prisoners (94,365) are housed in private facilities, even though their existence has never been statistically justified.6 In 2001, a study by the Bureau of Justice Assistance concluded that the supposed savings involved in privatizing prisons had “simply not materialized.”7 When money was saved, it was done by reducing staff, strangling education programs, or cutting medical services.

			Meanwhile, in less than thirty years, our prison population has mushroomed—six to ten times higher than the prison populations of any other industrialized nation in the entire world.8 At the same time, our crime rates have dropped below the international average. Yet as far back as 1973, the National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals clearly disproved the myth that decreasing crime rates have anything to do with increasing incarceration and announced that prisons unmistakably create crime rather than prevent it.9 In our cities, out-of-control incarceration has infected poorer neighborhoods like a plague. There are more than 1.7 million children in the United States with one parent—usually their father—locked up.10 Single-parent households put severe economic strain on the remaining parent, who must support her children financially and be their homemaker at the same time. They also make it more likely that children will drift into defiant, disobedient frames of mind. Many know that, statistically, they as well are slated for incarceration.

			However, swollen prison populations are not just the result of drug arrests or longer sentencing. They’re also caused by the way such inmates are “rehabilitated.” Quite often, a prisoner is released with no resources and little planning and placed in a halfway house from which he is given a certain time period to find a job or be sent back to jail. Federal and state governments across the country have spent billions of dollars on halfway houses, despite statistics that prove they sometimes make it more likely that offenders will return.

			As dire as these problems are, there is hope and there are solutions. I, along with countless others, watched, filled with inspiration, as newly elected Pope Francis washed and kissed the feet of inmates, expressing to one prisoner, “Washing your feet means I am at your service. . . . And I do it with my heart.” Others serving and providing solutions include Catherine Rohr, an ex–venture capitalist who founded a nonprofit group called Defy Ventures with bankers and other financial managers. Using $800,000 in donations and $60,000 of Rohr’s own money, they created an internship program that helps ex-cons succeed as entrepreneurs, income earners, fathers, and even role models for their communities.11 Why is this so successful? In my opinion, it’s because Defy educates and brings together two disparate social groups. The covert segregation of the new Jim Crow alienates the incarcerated from society. Rohr and others like her are grafting them back in. Other old and new strategies are proving just as effective. Founded in 1972, the Safer Foundation of Illinois has offered job-finding services that have reduced recidivism rates to 13 percent for their participants in a state whose recidivism rate overall is 52 percent. Mayor Cory Booker of Newark, New Jersey, sees his Office of Reentry and job-placement programs for the recently incarcerated as a way of helping Newark’s economic renewal. In a state with a 50 percent recidivism rate, he’s managed to lower the rate of re-arrest after nine months to 29 percent.12

			Such statistics have inspired me to get more involved with the problem of incarceration in this country, but I suppose my reason for writing this book also has a deeper emotional component. In part, my own identity as a Black man compelled me to create it for my brothers and sisters. Letters to an Incarcerated Brother is an attempt to reach out to those who make up our mostly concealed incarcerated population, to speak to as many as possible against the apathy of contemporary American ideas and attitudes about the subject. This book seeks systemic change by providing advice and inspiration in the face of debilitating challenges along with encouraging words for restoring a sense of self-worth.

			I want to demonstrate the transformative value of education and pathways to bring it to our prisons. I want to show how every one of us can create a detailed plan of reform and self-improvement and follow it to the letter. I want us all to blueprint the steps leading from whatever burdens we may be living with to a successful life as equal Americans. I want to offer books, manuals, and organizations that will agree to educate our prison population about the legal aspects of their incarceration and stand behind them with information as they face the parole board or teach them how to file a grievance with full knowledge of the consequences and risks.

			I want to offer examples of those who rose from the mire in which they were trapped but also reveal the manipulations of the prison industrial complex to produce and hold on to cheap laborers. I want all of us to feel the suffering of families torn apart and plunged deeper into poverty by the absence of a locked-up parent. I want us to understand how their child’s incarceration curtails the basic rights of mothers, forcing them to travel hundreds of miles and to pay thousands of dollars for expensive and required prepay collect-call services just to stay in contact with an incarcerated loved one. I want everyone to know that longer prison terms make it more likely that the next generation will end up suffering the same or a greater form of oppression. I want to reveal the housing, employment, counseling, training, recovery, and medical services available after parole and highlight methods to beat the odds and avoid returning. I want us to understand that, until the current prison system is reformed, we are all Incarcerated Brothers.

			Finally, this book isn’t just for the incarcerated. There are many people living in prisons not made of iron bars whom I hope this book will help free.
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			LETTER 1

			Aftermarket

			First comes thought; then organization of that thought, into ideas and plans; then transformation of those plans into reality. The beginning, as you will observe, is in your imagination.

			—Napoleon Hill, Think and Grow Rich

			Dear Brotha,

			Yes, I got your letters, and let me first say I’m sorry. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to respond, and I’m sorry that you had to write me more than once. I know there’s no good excuse for not answering your first letter in a timely fashion, even just saying, “Hey, I got your letter.” But I didn’t, and I apologize.

			The truth is—damn, this is hard to admit—the truth is, I didn’t know what to say. So I tried to pretend that if I just ignored it, the problem would disappear.

			Not to say you’re a problem, but your letter to me certainly was. See, I’m somebody who wants to believe I can solve any problem—that if I don’t know an answer, I’ll find it eventually. But because of your letters, it’s clear, my kind of thinking is just my BS ego talking. The truth is, your letters messed me up a little and brought me to my knees, literally and figuratively, because I have no clue how to answer them. No idea how to help you. I mean, I’ve never even spent one night in a prison, what am I supposed to say? I feel a weird mix of guilt, anger, and helplessness. Which I thought was crazy, ’cause I don’t even know you. Why should it bother me so much? But that’s bullshit, too, cause in a way, I do know you.

			And those aren’t the only reasons I didn’t write back at first. There was another. Your trying to hold me responsible for what’s going on with you pissed me off. I’ll be blunt about it, Brotha: It’s your life, not mine. Yet I do believe that “we are bound together in a single garment of destiny,” as Dr. King said. So maybe my being pissed off at your letter was just my cover for the guilt I felt, because in a way you and I are actually inextricably linked. Your future is linked to mine, and mine to yours.

			You’re probably saying, “What the hell does all that mean, Hill?” What it means is that if I’m truly serious about helping you, then I will never be successful unless you are. And, ironically, you won’t be successful unless I am. You and I, my friend, are inextricably linked in a single ragged and torn garment of destiny.

			Those were the reasons your letter sat in the inbox on my desk as if somebody else was gonna magically come along and write you back. Then your second letter came, rightfully giving me hell for not answering. Yet all I could think about, again, was how could I respond to you when I have no idea what it feels like to be incarcerated—even for one night?

			True, my first book, which you say you read cover to cover, didn’t keep you out of prison. I feel damn bad about that. And let’s be clear, I got love for you. I want to see you happy. I want to see you succeed, and I believe in my heart that you still can. But again, I’m also not into the blame game. Yes, I wrote a book—a user’s manual for growing into manhood—but the key is: You gotta use it! Your letters hint at how little responsibility you want to take for your current situation. That makes me sad. It leads me to think you didn’t pay much attention to my message. You see, it doesn’t do you any good to read a book if you don’t actually learn from it. So why don’t we dead this whole issue and say both of us failed. Cool?

			You wanted to know if I remembered those letters you wrote me almost seven years ago. You’re kidding, right? Brotha, I remember the way each letter would start out with the same kind of doubt you’re expressing now. Your bitterness spilled out like warm blood when you told me about your mom dying and your father absent. Your disappointment about living with your aunt, who you were sure was just doing it out of some sort of obligation. Your feeling of being in free fall, with no parachute to save you.

			So now the question is, why did I bother to answer you back? You were basically just writing to tell me how I failed you and how little you needed bullshit advice. But I figured the fact you wrote me in the first place meant you actually needed something. Maybe, somebody in your corner? Remember what you said to me a long time ago? You were going to be as successful as my paternal grandfather, Harry, had been. Then, all of a sudden, you disappeared on me. Not a word. . . . Nothing for six years. I thought it was because you were too busy working out that plan. I figured you were making moves. And what’s wild is that it seems you were, just not the right ones. And whose fault is that? Yours? Mine? Your drunk dad? The fucked-up school system? That girl who broke your heart? God’s? Whose?

			Now six years later. I get another letter, from a correctional facility. I’ve got to admit, as I sliced the letter open, seeing that new return address sliced right through me. As I already told you, I was at a loss.

			You know what I did after I shoved that letter in a drawer? I shoved you in a drawer. Yep. I completely shut you out of my mind. You know what I did next? I did what I like to do when I’m trying to clear my head. I went to look at cars. I’m a car fanatic, got it honest, too—my dad loved cars. He even quit his job to sell cars at a dealership when I was in middle school. Anyway, I headed to the Pomona Swap Meet. A place with a low-rent name, but badass aftermarket cars.

			Have you ever wanted a new car? I mean had your eye on a specific model that got your blood boiling and motivated you to fantasize about having the means to get that whip? Well, I know some people who have all the money in the world and prefer to buy a used car and add aftermarket parts as opposed to buying a car new off the lot. Have you ever seen the cars that come off of that show Pimp My Ride? These people ride in with clunkers and they ride out with Class. A fresh candy-coated paint, ice-cream leather, a set of rims (dubs and up), a custom wireless hotspot in your dashboard, a Fosgate amp, these things can alter the entire perspective of the driver and the outside world. I like to think of myself as an original composition of aftermarket parts that create a custom person, my best me showcasing my own unique style. My coat of paint may be learning another language, or my rims may be my ability to write, but all of my custom parts have to be found, acquired, learned, and earned like looking for the right set of speakers at a swap meet. But none of my aftermarket skills equipped me on how to answer your letter.

			So what, right? I don’t even really know you, right? At least that’s what I tried to convince myself. So I started looking for another way to escape dealing with you. I had some friends heading down to Daytona Beach, Florida. They asked me to roll, so I went.

			PIT STOPS

			After I connected with my friends in Daytona, I was surprised when they said we were heading to the Daytona International Speedway. Never been there before, didn’t know they let Brothas in. Ha. In the parking lot on the way in we saw a sweet 1969 Camaro Z28. Out of curiosity I asked my boy how much one of those would run on the open market. My jaw dropped when he told me he had just seen one sell at the Barrett-Jackson auto auction for fifty thousand dollars! A quick Google search found the original sticker was less than three thousand bucks. Talk about return on investment. Ever seen any race-car driving? I like fast cars myself, and I like to watch the pros race. It may sound stupid, but for some reason endurance racing is my favorite. Little did I know, the best endurance racing in the country is in Daytona, Florida. In the course of a twenty-four-hour race, every car covers more than twenty-five hundred miles. Around and around they roar on a 3.56-mile closed-course track within the Daytona Beach speedway arena—right through the entire day and night. My buddies and I saw about eight hours of it because I wanted to see if Porsche, which has the most overall victories of any manufacturer, could add to its lead.

			Doing anything with cars is one of my escape hatches when there’s too much of the world coming at me, and I suppose part of what I wanted to escape was feeling shitty about a letter from someone I’ve never even met. But guess what? All that race did was bring me right back to thinking about you. You quoted back to me that I’d said you and your generation were “the newest perfect models.” Just as each year’s car model gets better than the previous—more powerful, easier to handle, more endurance—you, my brother, the newest generation, are the most brilliant, the most perfect model of the human species. You know more than any generation before you did, right? You’re the 2014 Porsche GT of the human species. You are the human equivalent of Internet-enabled entertainment systems, adaptive and responsive suspensions, and dual-gear, seven-speed tiptronic transmissions. You are turbocharged, even if you don’t believe it.

			So the sight of those Porsches, Aston Martins, and Ferraris roaring around that track like lions reminded me of you. Suddenly I realized that your incarceration hadn’t changed anything. I still believed you were the newest perfect model. Nothing—not even prison—can take that away from you. I know your options have changed, but you’re still that same person with the same potential. And I still love you and still believe in you.

			Since we’re on the subject of endurance racing, let me hit you with something else: At Daytona, as those incredibly well-tuned machines roar around the track and day changes to night and back to day again, every single car needs to stop, to get out of the race for a time. They call ’em pit stops. It happens over and over during those twenty-four hours. Even the greatest of the race cars can’t make it without those stops.

			During a pit stop, each car needs five to twenty mechanics to put it back in shape. After a pit stop, the car is renewed; it’s faster and performs better. The new tires and mechanical adjustments are made in the middle of the race. And often those adjustments are more important than the shape the car was in initially. The same holds true for you. I don’t give a damn about all the mistakes from your past. I only care about you . . . your future . . . and how you can move forward.

			What’s more, no single driver can make the entire twenty-four-hour race on his or her own. Each car has several different drivers. At some of these pit stops, the new driver is waiting to change places with the old driver. It only takes a split second. One jumps out, and the other jumps in.

			I see the span of a person’s life in kind of the same way. Short, flashy bursts of performance usually don’t count for much. It’s all about managing to make it over the long haul. Brother, you are exactly like those Porsches and Aston Martins and Ferraris, but you are worth more. They’re true performers, but like any machine, they need their pauses. As you go through prison time, the same holds true for you. You’re not out of the race yet by any means. You’re just off to the side to refuel and make a few tune-ups and adjustments.

			Remember, even if a dude can’t afford the best car off the lot, as he gets more ends he can add to it in the aftermarket. He can improve it slowly, one new piece at a time. He may say he’s trying to “trick it out,” but if you really break down what he’s replacing the original parts that are either worn out or not the best design and replacing them with these aftermarket improvements. And sometimes after enough improvements are added you can’t even recognize the car anymore. I want you to think about your life the same way. What aftermarket parts do we need to add to your education, spirit, finances, family, faith, discipline, courage to change you for the better? So many that others might not even recognize you when we’re done. That’s right—we gonna upgrade you through the aftermarket and like that Camaro your value will skyrocket!

			I’m telling you right now, if you’re willing to trust me again—I promise—we can do it. Do I have all the answers? Hell no. But if we work together and access our resources, I know we can help each other. Oh yes, this isn’t a one-way thing. I will rely on you to look out for me, too, because there are a lot of areas in my life where I need to be a better man, and by no means have I figured it all out yet.

			Are you ready to ride with me? Let’s go on this journey together. Shit, what have you got to lose? Don’t let fears and doubts stop you. Fear is just an acronym for “False Experiences Appearing Real.” Let’s do this: Hit me back when you can, and let me know if you’re in or not. Time’s wasting. And BTW, I don’t be sittin’ in hammocks!

			Take care,

			Hill

			P.S. You know how there are little fortunes in cookies you get at a Chinese restaurant? When I was a kid I used to tape the good ones up on my walls. But then I decided, why not make my own fortune!? Since then, I’ve been writing and taping up motivational words and sayings on my mirror, cupboards, walls, and even on the dashboard of my car. I usually write them on an index card of some sort. I do it to elevate my frame of mind and spirit. I do it because words are powerful, and if I put enough positive ones in me,

			 REFUEL

			I get refueled, like a car at the pit stop. Even the Bible tells us, “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Proverbs 18:21). Writing down positive words is something I want you to get in the habit of doing. Come on, at least try it. I put one of mine in this letter so you can see what I mean.

		

	
		
			LETTER 2

			The Nature of Freedom

			The preparation and experience most necessary for understanding and valuing a great gift is experiencing its opposite.

			—Anonymous

			Freedom is nothing but a chance to be better.

			—Albert Camus

			Dear Brotha,

			I’m gonna keep it 100 with you, fam—I’m pissed off. And you might be reading this saying, “Awww, Hill Harper is pissed. I’m real sorry; some actor in his fancy apartment is pissed—fuck him!” Whether you’re thinking that or not, I want you to know it’s true. I’m fed up because we’ve been exchanging letters for a while now, and I get a letter from you telling me again how you don’t see or believe that you can break the cycle you’re in. And you finish it in your own classy way:

			You know what? Fuck it then. I quit. I guess I can write to you till my hand is sore, but if you don’t want to help yourself, then ain’t shit-else I can do. If you want to see change in your life, then you need to be prepared to change. It’s that simple. And, to be fair, I know that we all go through periods of doubts where we question ourselves. We let the fear (False Evidence Appearing Real) rule our egos and the voice of doubt and anxiety drive out all the other sounds. Most fears we carry are faker than a cheap weave. You have to use techniques to quiet the voices of fear and doubt in your head before they make you think that you can’t do something. That you can’t break the recidivism, the revolving door that keeps so many Brothas locked up for their entire lives.
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			Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

			—Marianne Williamson

			Last night, for some reason, though I was home in L.A., I couldn’t sleep. I’d finally answered your first letter, but you hadn’t answered me back. I began to believe you really had written just to tell me I had failed you.

			I kept thinking about your situation and the ways it mirrored the hundreds of thousands of other newest perfect models of your generation who are stuck behind bars in a six-by-nine. I began thinking about your feeling that everybody, including me, has let you down. I found myself trying to imagine what it might be like to be locked up. I began imagining what it’s like to be known as a number, not a name; what it’s like to be told what to do every minute of the day, what it’s like to wake up in the middle of the night, roll onto your back, and stare at bars. What it’s like to be told when to shave, sleep, and shit.

			The other day I had asked a smart Brother I knew who had done an eight-year bid what was the worst thing about prison. And he said: “For me, prison was terrible because I was idle. For eight years, I had to wait for my life to start again. The day they sentenced me I felt like a ghost, not real. As if I didn’t exist anymore. . . . You are expected to be willing to fight in prison, but it’s not about winning or losing. It’s more about standing up for yourself. Opportunity is low in prison, violence is high, there are mental patients everywhere, gangs, racism, but worse than that, it is just being frozen in time.”

			I couldn’t sleep, so finally I turned on the lamp and reached for the book that was lying half-open on the side table. I hadn’t touched it for a long time and I’d forgotten what it was. Turned out it was the life story of a guy who’s suffered some pretty rough pit stops on his race through life, some of them just as rough as yours. When he was just a little younger than you, he nearly lost all hope, all belief. He even spent some time behind bars.

			I’m talking about Sidney Poitier, the Oscar-winning actor. I should be finished with his book, The Measure of a Man: A Spiritual Autobiography, in a few days, and if you want it and they allow it, I’ll send it to you.

			I myself consider Sidney Poitier a first-class mentor. He’s the coolest cat for any generation—smart, classy, successful. He represents strength through intelligence. The thought of what he’s achieved, compared to the way he started out, keeps me afloat during difficult situations, especially when I begin to question myself. We all, no matter who we are—no matter where or from what circumstances we come—find ourselves in need of inspirational guidance. I have tried to build my own “personal board of directors” made up of people I know and others, like Mr. Poitier, that I read about.

			Sidney Poitier was the very first Black man to win an Academy Award, back in 1964. Almost fifty years later, in 2009, President Barack Obama pinned the Presidential Medal of Freedom—our country’s highest civilian honor—on him.

			Sounds like somebody born under a lucky star, right? But Sidney is no stranger to fear and doubt. By the time he was sixteen, he was often homeless in New York, sleeping on roofs and doing freelance gigs as a dishwasher whenever he could grab one. Winter came, and he found himself facing it without a hat, a scarf, boots, or even a coat. So he joined the army, just to get out of the cold and have three squares a day. Army discipline only ended up igniting his rage and leading to him throwing a chair at an officer. He admits it was a foolish decision, a stupid way to try to get out of the army. That’s when they locked him up while they determined whether he was a nutcase or just a bad guy. If the verdict had been “bad guy,” he could have been court-martialed and sent up for twenty-five years.

			Sidney calls this period of his life the lowest one of all. But he also calls this same time his “indispensable years.” According to him, “the young man must go ‘down’ in order to find the right path for going ‘up.’ Call it the ‘time of ashes.’ In some African tribes the young boys must cover their faces with ashes before their initiation into manhood. In certain Nordic cultures the young boys used to sit down in the ashes by the fire in the center of the lodge house until they were ready to take on their adult role.”1

			Sidney Poitier’s time of ashes taught him to fight for his life. It gave him an opportunity to balance the good and the evil impulses whirling through his mind. He put all of these energies where they fit—into the natural order of things, where they’d work to his advantage. So when a situation demanded aggressive energy, he had it on tap, but when it required calmness, compassion, or reflection, he had a supply of that, too.

			I’m hoping that your time inside will turn out to be the same kind of “time of ashes” for you, as you move toward a greater balance of light and shadow. By telling you about Sidney Poitier, I’m trying to tell you that “shit happens” to everybody. We’ve all gone through some hardships in life. We all have a story to tell. Sometimes nobody could have made it happen any differently. Sometimes we play a big role in what happens without even being aware of it. Sometimes we know we’ve made a bad decision, but we follow through with it anyway. Sidney did all those things, but once he’d learned to temper his impulses, he discovered gold among the ashes. Maybe you can, too.

			It may not make sense to you now, but I’m asking you to surrender to your own time of ashes. Most people don’t associate manhood and power with the maturity it takes to surrender. But sometimes surrendering can be the most powerful, courageous action you can take. Because when it comes to making big changes, we have to surrender the old, the trite, and the tired to create space for what can be new.

			MENTAL FREEDOM

			Conformity is the jailer of freedom and the enemy of growth.

			—John F. Kennedy

			It all boils down to mental freedom. Yes, I know you’re incarcerated; your body is locked up. But does that mean your mind can’t be free? Nelson Mandela inspired and influenced the world from a two-by-two prison cell. We may not have total control over what happens to our physical selves in this life. But no one and nothing can control our minds; no one can stem their freedom unless we let them do it. So the next time you feel the prison walls closing in on you or can’t take another moment of a bitch-made corrections officer, just remind yourself what Mahatma Gandhi said about his jailers: “You can chain me, you can torture me, you can even destroy this body, but you will never imprison my mind.”

			
				“You can chain me, you can torture me, you can even destroy this body, but you will never imprison my mind.”

			

			

			Brotha, can you actually push yourself to get to a place where your body is in prison but your mind is free? I think you can. No, that’s bullshit—I know you can. Try repeating to yourself out loud, three times in a row, My body is in prison, but my mind is free. . . . My body is in prison, but my mind is free. . . . My body is in prison, but my mind is free. . . .

			Peace,

			Hill

			P.S. That picture you sent was funny.

			MENTAL FREEDOM
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			LETTER 3

			Losing Is Learning

			There is no better [thing] than adversity. Every defeat, every heartbreak, every loss, contains its own seed, its own lesson on how to improve your performance the next time.

			—Malcolm X

			Hey, Brotha,

			Your letter couldn’t have come at a better time and your opening definitely made me laugh!

			From what you said in the rest of your letter, where you’re at now is like being in limbo. Stuck in a general population jail that has every variety of incarcerated person, from murderers and drug kingpins to petty thieves to guys picked up for smoking a joint.

			I know there’s hardly any training or recreational programs exist in these temporary joints. I hope your sentencing and assignment to a prison comes up soon, so you have more certainty about where you’re headed. The funny thing about certainty is that even if the answer isn’t always what we want it to be, at least it allows us to make a plan. Waiting around in limbo must be hell. It’s a kind of “bullpen therapy,” a system designed to either wear you down so you cop out and take a plea bargain, or numb you to everything going on around you. But we’re not going to let that happen, are we?

			Compared to what’s happening to you, this won’t sound like shit, but I just walked in the door after a bumper-to-bumper rush-hour commute from a location in L.A. where we shoot most of CSI: NY. Don’t ask why we shoot a New York show in L.A. . . . because the reason is, like most things, money. Bottom line, it’s less expensive to shoot our show in Los Angeles. The producers and the network want to make the show for the lowest cost possible.
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			THE COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS OF ACQUIRING MONEY

			I have a saying: You can’t be free if the cost of being you is too high. I’ll explain what I mean by that in a second, but first, let’s talk money, a subject that’s always on a lot of people’s minds. The interesting thing about money is that it influences the choices and decisions we make in so many areas of our lives in profound ways. For example, if you were to ask the vast majority of people who are in prison why they took the actions that led them to be there, most would say, “M-O-N-E-Y.”

			
				You can’t be free if the cost of being you is too high.

			

			It’s true, the vast majority of crimes committed are crimes related to getting money. Drug dealers sell drugs—for what? M-O-N-E-Y. Burglaries and robberies and auto theft are committed for what? M-O-N-E-Y. Most fights, arguments, and even divorces happen over what? M-O-N-E-Y.

			It’s often said—and I’m sure you’ve heard this before—that money is the root of all evil. But I think of it very differently. I think it is our perception of and relationship to money that’s the root of most poor choices.

			Most of us have been taught the wrong things about money. We’ve been taught that money is a result, so therefore we should chase it. I mean, you can’t even listen to a song these days—“getting paper,” “racks on racks,” “get money,” “got a condo on my wrist”—we hear it all the time. Money is something to chase, to pursue—a result. But what money truly is—and the wealthiest among us know this—is a tool, not a result. Just like a hammer, money is a resource tool that allows us to build the life we want to live. And if we think about money that way, we can use the tool of money to build the most efficient and effective life for ourselves. A hammer is a great tool when it’s used for the purpose for which it was designed. So if you’re pounding a nail, a hammer is perfect. But if you’re cleaning some hardwood floors, a hammer will do more damage than good.

			So we have to be smart about using the tool specific to our needs, instead of thinking, “I’m just going to grab this because it’s what I need.” Now, I’m sure you’re sitting there saying, “That’s great, Hill, it’s easy for someone like you who has all the money in the world to tell somebody else money isn’t a result, it’s a tool. . . . Only people with money say this, ’cause broke folks ain’t feeling this.” But I’m not telling you money isn’t important. I’m saying that’s it’s an incredibly important resource tool. And like any other resource—whether it’s time, knowledge, or experience—effectively using money will make the difference between failure and success. I’m not trying to say money isn’t important—it’s vital—but what’s more important is how we pursue it and use it. We can’t just get it by any means necessary. The whole idea of “getting real money” is relative; it’s not absolute. You probably didn’t hear about this, but Drake recently tweeted, “The first million is the hardest.” In response, Texas billionaire T. Boone Pickens retweeted that and responded, “The first billion is a helluva lot harder.” Yeah, he did kind of shit on Drake, but that’s the point. In T. Boone’s circle, Drake’s money is “short.” In Drake’s circle, his money is “long.” Yet to people who are homeless on the street, even one thousand dollars could make an immediate impact on the quality of their lives. “Short money,” “long money,” “big money”—all of these are relative.

			Rather than focusing on money as a result, our challenge is how we can back into the plan for our life, what resources in education and training we need to execute that plan, and how much acquiring those resources would cost in terms of money. Once we determine all that—find out how much money we need in terms of food, shelter, clothing, and the other basics of life—we need to do a cost-benefit analysis of how much time and what type of activity will be required to acquire that necessary amount. You may be thinking, “What the hell is a cost-benefit analysis?”

			So I’m about to blow your mind right now. Remember in one of your earlier letters you told me that you didn’t want to keep working your “stupid minimum-wage job” and that’s why you even got to the point of considering dealing on the corner like your Brother Vernon did? Not taking into account the question of whether dealing poison in our community is the right thing to do or not, let’s do a complete, straight cost-benefit analysis of that “stupid minimum-wage job” you hate versus the possibilities of dealing drugs on the corner. I think you told me Vernon spent up to eight hours a day either on the block or in front of a certain bodega, and you said he was dealing for eight months before he got arrested for the first time. That’s 1,947 hours of dealing. Then you said he also usually got picked to spend a day, sometimes two, in county before he was out . . . and over the past few years Vernon has been out of county several times with stints of a few weeks, and now he’s gonna be upstate for fifteen to thirty. That’s 131,472 hours for the first fifteen years locked up. Adding those hours he spent waiting to deal on the street brings us a grand total of 133,419 hours dedicated to a life as a dealer. Now, what’s the total amount of his so-called earnings during the time he was dealing? For example, let’s make it a big number—$200,000. If we divide the amount he earned by the time he spent “earning” it, it comes out to $1.50. So for all the hours he spent on the block and in and out of the system, based on my calculations, he was earning somewhere around $1.50 an hour. If you were at that so-called dead-end minimum-wage job for the same number of hours, you’d make almost five times that amount at $7.25 an hour. Steven D. Levitt and Sudhir Venkatesh actually gained access to three years of records kept by a Chicago gang lieutenant and in Freakonomics, Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner wrote:

			So J. T.[the lieutenant] paid his employees $9,500, a combined monthly salary that was only $1,000 more than his own official salary. J. T.’s hourly wage was $66. His three officers, meanwhile, each took home $700 a month, which works out to about $7 an hour. And the foot soldiers earned just $3.30 an hour, less than the minimum wage. So the answer to the original question—if drug dealers make so much money, why are they still living with their mothers?—is that, except for the top cats, they don’t make much money.

			SINGLED OUT

			In your letters, you keep insisting to me that there isn’t anybody with worse luck than you. You feel like you’ve been singled out for suffering. You speak as if you’re unique, a rare, tragic case. You say you didn’t do what they’re accusing you of. You were just there when they found the drugs in the car. You can’t stop feeling tortured by the injustice of all of it. You even take that point of view to the max by writing:
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			Only God could tell me if that’s really the case, but I can’t really buy the “singled out” idea. Sadly, your situation is far from unique. In fact, it’s all too common. I looked up a few figures about our prison system and discovered that it has swollen to such gigantic proportions, it’s larger than the entire university system in this country. Pretty ironic, isn’t it, seeing that it costs $10,000 more to send somebody to prison than it does to send them to an Ivy League college? We’ve outstripped every country in the world in terms of the number of people we incarcerate. At the same time, the quality of our public education lags behind that of other countries more every year. We’re the world champs when it comes to locking people up, yet when it comes to giving people the skills, knowledge, and hope to pursue other alternatives, we seem to suck more each year. Over two million three hundred thousand American citizens call a state or federal prison their home.

			Lots of people are making money out of that situation, Brotha, believe you me. You gotta read up on this stuff, bruh, I’m telling you, it’ll blow your mind. You see, in the past, state and federal governments ran all prisons. Now the building and management of quite a few have been turned over to private companies—for profit.

			
				Our prison system has become a runaway perpetual-motion machine that nobody seems to be able to stop.

			

			Locking people up and keeping them there as long and as often as possible has become an industry. Like any corporation, the companies that build and manage prisons only stand to gain by building more lockup facilities. As of December 2010, in this country, almost 130,000 incarcerated people out of a total 2.2 million are being housed in these private for-profit mills. They work for less than one-fifth of the legal minimum wage and also have to deal with foul food, cramped conditions, and medieval medical care. Our prison system has become a runaway perpetual-motion machine that nobody seems to be able to stop. It doesn’t seem to matter how many respected thinkers point out its flaws. Investigative journalist Eric Schlosser and political scholar Angela Davis call the whole exploitive system the “prison industrial complex.” Davis, in fact, put it very bluntly:

			Jails and prisons are designed to break human beings, to convert the population into specimens in a zoo—obedient to our keepers, but dangerous to each other.1

			So, Brotha, the real truth is much sadder than what you’ve been claiming. Instead of being unique, your situation is—in a tragic way—“normal.” Normal, at least, for the majority of Americans who are poor or belong to an ethnic minority, or don’t have a green card.

			I know you’ve heard it, but maybe can’t see yourself as being a part of it. Our prison population doesn’t equally represent all American communities. African-Americans are at the top of the list, with a crazy imprisonment rate of more than one out of every twenty-five of us. That’s six times higher than the imprisonment rate for white, non-Hispanic Americans. At this point, this country has locked up a larger percentage of its Black population than South Africa did during the worst years of apartheid. In Washington, DC, three out of every four young Black men at some point in their lives end up behind prison bars or in the penal system. As Michelle Alexander, author of a powerful book on our prison system called The New Jim Crow, has pointed out, when you’re locked up, you’re automatically—and sometimes permanently—locked out of American society. Alexander says that our prison system has put in place legal structures that in many ways create a subclass, a class of incarcerated or formerly incarcerated individuals, just like legal Jim Crow segregation in the South before and during the civil rights movement.

			
				My heart has already been broken in more than two million two hundred pieces—one for every single person incarcerated in this country.

			

			Maybe you understand where I’m coming from now. In all honesty, what has happened to you does break my heart, but my heart has already been broken in more than two million two hundred pieces—one for every single person incarcerated in this country.

			PRISON SUCCESS STORIES

			Now, I’ll bet you’re asking yourself why I’m being so damn negative in this letter. I just want to make it clear to you that you aren’t being singled out. And in certain ways, looking at the makeup of prisons from the economic and race aspect, you might be thinking that there is no way to win. But the system doesn’t have to beat you. The truth is, plenty of people have conquered this beast we call the system. There are folks everyone has heard of, like 50 Cent, Michael Vick, and Robert Downey Jr. And there are many other success stories who are not so-called celebrities. Take Tracey Syphax, who did his time for drug trafficking—today he’s an entrepreneur, CEO of Capitol City Contracting Inc. and Phax Group LLC.

			Syphax took risks as a young drug trafficker but realized that the same attraction to risk was what made entrepreneurs succeed. “I spent my entire young adult life taking risk every day standing on that corner,” he said. “In 1995, I took a risk and started my company Capitol City Contracting with my brother-in-law, also an ex-offender, as my first employee.” Jay-Z said, “I sold kilos of coke. I’m guessing I can sell CDs.” The list goes on and on. Kathy Boudin, PhD, was convicted in 1984 of felony murder for participating in an armed robbery motivated by extremist left-wing politics, during which three people were killed. She was finally released in 2003 and received a doctor of education degree from Columbia University’s Teachers College. Today she’s a professor at Columbia University School of Social Work. And what about Jim Harris, who was an IV drug user who ended up doing time in the Texas Department of Corrections for possession of cocaine? With the aid of a charismatic volunteer chaplain, he managed to turn his life around and is now a drug-free owner of a computer business.

			Finally, let’s not leave out Wilbert Rideau, who’s now known in the world of journalism throughout the world. He was a death-row inmate in Louisiana who not only became an award-winning journalist while he was still locked up, but who also received one of journalism’s most prestigious awards, the George Polk Award. Like you, Rideau claimed he was innocent and unjustly convicted. But he also did something about it. He developed the skills of a journalist while he was on death row, spread the word about his innocence to the outside world, and finally got his sentence overturned. When he got out, he started a program called the Innocence Project to help others who’d been falsely accused.

			In your letter you talk about your “bad luck.” You chalk up your arrest to “being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Maybe so. But these prison success stories I’m telling you about didn’t really have anything to do with luck. “Being in the right place at the right time” did not turn around these people’s lives. None of their good fortune happened to them. No magic dust was sprinkled on them, they didn’t win the lotto, and no one gave them the hookup. They made it happen. They accomplished such stunning life changes and subsequent victories because they never gave up on the idea that they had a right to be unreasonably happy. They knew and believed that they had that right and the ability to create their own lives.

			These future giants of music, sports, business, journalism, and education understood that no matter where you end up, it doesn’t have to be the absolute determinant of your ultimate fulfillment. Somehow they learned that hope and belief are all you need to move toward any goal. Hope is a uniquely human quality that is the powerful necessary precursor to belief. Why? Because even for the most hardened and cynical, hope gives us the right attitude to be able to believe again. And belief is something that we all carry with us. Sometimes it feels scary to believe in ourselves because none of us want to be hurt by taking a chance, and those old habitual voices of doubt start to creep in and push us back toward our old way of being and old beliefs. But the more you substitute new beliefs, new thoughts, new ideas, new plans, the easier believing becomes. In many ways, belief is like a muscle. You know when you’re lifting weights and you first start training a body part? That muscle is small and weak, and you lift the light weights tentatively. But the more you train it, the stronger it becomes, and the weight you used to struggle with becomes so easy to lift that you use it as your warm-up weight. You can throw it around. The same holds true for belief. It’s a muscle that we must build and train. We can build our belief muscles by using affirmations, small words or phrases that reiterate our trust in ourselves. As I mentioned earlier, I stick these words up on mirrors and my dashboard. Try coming up with a few of your own, like:

			
				Even for the most hardened and cynical, hope gives us the right attitude to be able to believe again.

			

			I can do whatever I set my mind to.

			I am able to turn things around.

			I can have a new attitude about my future.

			In your letter, you went into some detail about the deprivations of jail. It’s sad to hear that there isn’t even a library in the temporary holding place where you are. But that missing library is part of one of the prison’s most powerful tools. Everyone in the prison system is forced into living in “jail time,” a time of deprivation, and that includes even the corrections officers. I just called your jail and was informed that I’m not allowed to send you more than one book a month. There’s no reason for it except as a means of deprivation. The poison of deprivation is inside the head of that female guard you told me frisks your aunt and treats her rudely on those few times she comes to visit. It’s in the lousy food they give you, which you tell me is close to indigestible. But there’s an antidote to all that poison, and it works every time.

			BELIEF IS YOUR INEXHAUSTIBLE ALTERNATIVE POWER

			Your belief is the thing that can’t be poisoned by “jail time.” No one—including the guards—can destroy it. Belief in oneself is an inexhaustible source of power that is accessible to all of us, no matter what our circumstances. Psychology teaches us that if you tell a person that they are stupid, they will do worse on a test than if you said nothing. If
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