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Preface

Nothing escapes the effects of time. Oscar Wilde wrote: “With age comes wisdom, but sometimes age comes alone.” Such was the case at the now-famous Clinton Correctional Facility, simply referred to by most as “Clinton” or “Dannemora.” I will utilize these names as well throughout my story. Despite its formidable appearance, the aging maximum-security facility in Dannemora, New York, morphed and mutated over time, along with its employees and inmates. Unfortunately, wisdom became a commodity throughout the years. Leadership transferred or retired, and obedient Central Office (or better known as Building 2) soldiers in cheap suits with their marching orders took over the administrative reins. Sycophants amongst the staff – especially in the union leadership – made themselves known and wormed their way into their new master’s favor. The facility was simply never the same afterward. It slowly deteriorated and it became more apparent with each promotion that I took. I would return to this facility by which I judged all others.

The many changes within Clinton, as well as its administrations and staff over the years, contributed to the first successful escape by two convicted murderers, inmates Matt and Sweat. These changes were never cited in the laughable “official” escape report, which should have been titled, “As told by inmate Sweat.” Regardless, these changes took place and nothing was done to correct them. This is my first-hand account. 

Though this book incorporates much of my personal life in that horrific place, it is important to understand how my service changed me and those around me – some for the better, some not. As a good friend and former co-worker said just before the completion of this book, “The staff was a compilation of everything, from Nikola Tesla to Forrest Gump.” No truer words have ever been spoken.

The public cannot even begin to fathom the daily challenges that we faced, the injustices suffered, as well as the personal agendas and vendettas that I witnessed and endured. Camaraderie and laughter at times solidified us and some lifelong friendships developed; other staff we hoped to never see again. Few people realized that we were all a product of our environment and were consumed by it. What could some of my co-workers have possibly experienced to make them the way they were?

When Clinton experienced the first successful escape in its incredible history, everyone suddenly became an expert on the subject. Stolen valor by some claiming to have played a role at Clinton was rampant. Not a single person who wrote a book on the subject had worked 9,523 days, or 26 years and 27 days, like myself. Some were simply trainees for a few weeks over twenty-five years earlier. None had seen or experienced the things that those of us who called Clinton home had. It was a well-known fact that if you could work at Clinton, you could work anywhere. If you had been on the Clinton day tour count desk, upper F Block 1st Officer, or unlucky enough to be thrown into the main chart sergeant jobs, you knew that you could go to any other facility and shine. Those are some of the most thankless jobs that New York State has to offer and yet the staff did them without complaint. Everyone at Clinton has stories to share. You simply cannot be exposed to such an environment and expect to leave it behind when you leave. A part of you simply stays behind, unable to walk out the front gate for the last time.

Although all the events and experiences described in this book occurred as described, the names of the individuals mentioned in the story have been changed, except for those on public record.

 




Meeting Gene

The sun was high in the sky on that hot, sunny day in the summer of ’86. Fresh off our Peru, NY farm at 19, I was tall, lean, and strong from years of hard farm living. I sat down on some stacked lumber and opened my cooler to eat my lunch. The boss and most of the crew had already headed to a local diner. Despite the smell and the noise from the farm equipment and animals, I quietly reflected on the first half of the day. It seemed to have gone pretty smoothly on my first day as a laborer for a contractor that primarily built barns in the northern New York region.

I wasn’t alone. About 10 feet away was a tall, thin, 28-year-old fellow laborer with sunburned, white, freckled skin, and long, flaming red hair down to his shoulders. We hadn’t spoken during the day, as we worked in different spots of the site. He broke the silence with his surprisingly soft and gentle voice. “So, what do you think?” he asked with a smile. Small talk ensued and the friendship quickly solidified. I soon learned that he was a guitar player in a small rock band in the area. Both of us had taken different civil service exams for New York State Correction Officer and we both had equal hopes of securing jobs in the prison system. Little did I realize that I had just met future Correction Officer Gene Palmer, the man who would unknowingly contribute to the first successful escape from the Clinton Correctional Facility on June 6, 2015. 

Within a few months, I tired of the hard work at a low wage. Being pressured to work most weekends and having to ask for my overtime pay just was not, in any way, appealing to me. Whenever work was rained out I took advantage of the downtime as I looked for better jobs and filled out applications. One particularly desirable job was at a local wallpaper mill. The head of the personnel department was a kind, older gentleman who sent me for a physical and told me that he would be calling. Trying to do the right thing and not leave the contractor blindsided and shorthanded, I informed the boss that I would probably be getting the call soon. He and his son were relentless in their snide comments. A few weeks later, I received the call to report to the mill that afternoon. As I picked up my tools, Gene wanted to know how the boss had handled my leaving. I filled him in on how nasty he and his son had become towards me. “Fuck ‘em,” he said with a playful smile. Fuck ‘em indeed. I was walking away and I had no intention of ever returning. I never looked back, not even once. 

 




The Road To Harriman


Away I went and started at the mill that afternoon. The work was routine and tedious. The pay was great, but it was clearly a dead end. Some of the guys were wonderful to work with, but I was mostly surrounded by drunks and locals with little ambition. I had dreams of achieving more. They were happy in their routine. I patiently waited. I simply could not do over 40 years in this place. I wanted more. I had to get out.

It was while I was working at the mill that I met my future wife, Helen. I had stopped at the local mall after trying to get my hockey skates sharpened. She was flirtatious and we made small talk. She had a part-time job at the local movie theater, as well as being a secretary in Clinton’s mental health unit. We enjoyed each other’s company and the relationship developed. Her family was strange, to say the least, but they were seemingly tolerable.

Then one day I received a notice in the mail from New York State asking if I was still interested in employment as a Correction Officer – or C.O. I filled out the form indicating my interest and mailed it back that same day. Helen was livid that I did so. “Those guys are such assholes,” she whined when I told her about the notice, but this was my future, not hers.

Within a few months, I received another notice from the New York State Department of Civil Service. I opened my mail and read the letter. “Do not report for your physical unless you are at least 20 years and 9 months of age,” the notice stated. Panic set in. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 ,7 ,8, 9! I counted out loud and with excitement. I would be 20 years, 9 months and 9 days on the date of the physical!

I had never been as far as Albany before this trip. Although it was only 150 miles from my home, I stayed at a hotel the night before so I would be on time the next day. Nervous and feeling out of place, the next morning I reported to my physical. I was young, in great shape, and I could not believe how easy it was. The nurses who conducted the testing kept commenting on my age and I would simply smile and nod. A month or so later, I reported for the psychological portion of the exam. I sat in front of the psychologist who reviewed my file and broke the silence by asking me, “Why do you hate your mother?” I was shocked and speechless but I finally managed to say that I did not hate my mother. He insisted, “Of course you do.” Again I said no. He said, “I have to put something down here… give me something….” I thought and thought… ”S-s-s-s-she burns her cookies!” I blurted. He started laughing out loud. “You’re fine. We’ll see you soon,” he said, continuing to laugh as I exited the office. Now I had to await the next notice in the mail.

The letter finally came. I was to report to the Harriman Training Academy on the evening of Sunday, June 26, 1988, for training. I made the preparations and gathered the items listed in the notice. Laundry bag, t-shirts, underwear, socks, uniform shoes, workout gear. Everything was in order. I had given ample notice to the mill and thanked them repeatedly for the job. I was more than happy to get away from that crew of misfits. I felt free as I walked out for the last time and never looked back. Helen and I had been on the outs, but we still communicated.

My suitcase was packed and I was ready to roll as I awaited my ride that Sunday afternoon. A friend of mine, Aaron, had started weeks earlier and I gladly accepted his offer to carpool with him and his classmate, Ronald. We chatted freely as we made the nearly five-hour journey down the interstate. We grabbed a little dinner just before reaching the academy. Dressed in my dark suit and tie, they explained the ins and outs of academy life and what to expect. I was all ears. 

We approached the academy. It was rumored that the facility had been a convent at one time. It was a nice, peaceful setting, except for the wildfires burning in the region which left a film on everything and caused me non-stop sinus issues. Deer could be seen grazing on its well-manicured lawns in the mornings. Hoofprints were everywhere, which excited us rural recruits who enjoyed venison. I waited in line with several other recruits for admission and processing. We kept moving up in line and I was now the first person in line. It was now my turn to be greeted.

Officer Ricardo greeted me at the front door. He was a short, incredibly fit, late middle-aged Hispanic man with an impeccable Class A uniform and shiny uniform shoes. After looking me up and down, he challenged me, asking if I could make my shoes shine like his. “Yes, sir,” I replied since we were both were wearing patent leather uniform shoes that always shined. With a wipe of a rag and a little furniture polish, they were mirrors. He then directed me inward. 

Inside the academy were the processing stations. Information was taken and cross-checked, sizes taken, gray, “Class B” uniforms issued, bedding and room assignments given. Nobody said a word about the fact that I was not yet 21 years of age. They weren’t asking and I wasn’t telling. I just did as I was told and moved along with the others. I met my roommate, a local from my county, thoroughly cleaned my half of the room, made my bed, and cleaned up. I then fell asleep in nervous anticipation of the next day. 

 


 




Harriman


The morning of Monday, June 27, 1988, was here. This date would become as important to me as a Social Security number. I was now a member of Correction Officer Recruit Training Class 88-7A. In between filling out seemingly endless forms and several different speakers, we were addressed by Lieutenant Corey. He was a big, gruff man with white hair, and bore an incredible resemblance to Archie Bunker in the TV comedy, All In The Family. “If you look good, you will feel good,” he thundered as he spoke from the podium and looked down upon us. For the next six weeks, we would learn physical training, marching, contraband, transporting of inmates, directives, report writing, legals, weapons, chemical agents, unarmed defensive tactics, restraints, and all other aspects of the correctional services. I was attentive and applied myself. As long as you gave 100%, the instructors left you alone. One fact they revealed before investing too much time into us was that 85% of us would end up divorced. A collective gasp of shock and disbelief was heard. There’s no way that could be accurate. So many, just like myself, felt that their relationships or marriages could withstand anything. How naive we were.

The academy life was pretty simple with its routine. Each morning, except Mondays, started with physical training first thing in the morning, followed by a run. Then came showers and breakfast, before marching off to classes as a unit. More marching and calling cadence, lunch, classes, and more marching to dinner. Our downtime was filled with foosball, studying, and preparing for the next day. 

I turned 21 during the third week of training, which dealt with weapons. It was nice to be away from the classrooms for the week. My friends took me out to celebrate. Being an inexperienced drinker, I soon felt no pain. The very next day I had to qualify with the department rifle – the AR-15. I qualified with the weapon despite my hangover. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! echoed through my head with each squeeze of the trigger, despite my protective headphones. The rifle’s assault on my senses made shooting it quite a bit tougher. The little .223 caliber round was as impressive as it was effective. The departmental sidearm was a .38 Special Model 10 Smith and Wesson revolver. Having never used a handgun previously, I thoroughly enjoyed the weapon and easily achieved upper-level scores. All was well as we safely enjoyed the range, then moved on to the departmental Remington 870P 12-gauge shotgun. It was during this portion of range week that I started to observe behaviors that caused me to take notice. I began to see a pattern of unequal application of rules and discipline. I could not possibly imagine how much worse it would become throughout the years.

During one part of the shotgun training, we were to demonstrate a riot control technique in front of an instructor. One by one we would take control of the weapon, just like we had been trained, make it safe and clear, load it, and wait to be called up to the firing line. We watched as a thin, female recruit was literally lifted off the ground – either by recoil, reaction, or a combination thereof, and threw the shotgun onto the ground. A cease-fire was called and she began to scream at the instructor, “I am not shooting it again! I don’t have to. I’m not going to and you can’t make me, either!” She simply refused to budge on the issue. Several of us looked at each other in disbelief. “Talk to an instructor like that?” “How can she get away with that?” “They’ll boot her ass out for that!” my fellow recruits whispered to one another. An instructor pulled her aside and talked to her as we finished qualifying for that portion of the day. She remained behind as we returned to the academy. Later, we learned that she miraculously qualified with that same weapon after we had left. Funny how that happens.

Certain portions of the training remained with you throughout the years. One that stuck to me like glue regarded manipulation of staff and informants. The instructors drilled into us that manipulation starts with something small. It could be as simple as an inmate asking for something small, trying to engage in small talk, then it progresses and develops without the staff member realizing it. With female staff, it could be something as seemingly innocent as a comment about their appearance or inquiring about their weekend. All staff had to be vigilant about these things, as they could develop into full-fledged relationships. Prison informants only provide information when it benefits them. This could be purposefully misleading information to draw your attention away from their own unauthorized activities or to gain special favors such as staff looking the other way for committing minor infractions, or to seek leniency from hearing officers during disciplinary hearings for more serious offenses. Somebody always wanted something. Everything happens for a reason. 

During my fifth week, we received our blue Class A uniforms as the end of training rapidly approached. One evening, at a bar, an instructor loosened up and disclosed to me that the academy sergeant, a short, balding, little man with a big attitude, had noticed my age during the initial processing. This was a big deal since you had to be 21 years of age to become a peace or police officer in New York State. He had made some phone calls but was told by Central Office to let me stay. I would be 21 before graduation. That same sergeant many years later was a Deputy Superintendent at a maximum security facility. It was rumored that he had a drinking issue. One night he pulled into his facility for a midnight round and, unknowingly, nearly caught two convicts escaping. The cons later disclosed that they thought they had been seen, and were about to give themselves up. They then realized that the guy never saw them and away they went. One of the inmates, Vaile, and I would cross paths later in my career. 

Week six was here and we were crisp and sharp. Reality began to sink in when we were herded into the auditorium for a serious topic: Hostage Training. That very week, hostages had been taken at the Coxsackie Correctional Facility and it made for seemingly endless, intense discussion. You could hear a pin drop as we took our seats. The TV and VCR were on a cart before us and the discussion began. The instructors told us sternly that we were to watch a video of the Sing Sing hostage-taking of 1983. Toward the end, as it showed the hostages being released, staff abruptly stopped the video because a staff member, who had been a hostage, preferred that their image not be shown. They urged us to be sensitive to their wishes should we deduce who it was. It didn’t take us long to pinpoint the person. Later in my career, I would have the honor of working with a few of his fellow hostages. They were stand up guys who found themselves nearly in the middle of the Clinton riot later that same year. In this incident, the inmates refused to leave the north yard. The inmates had believed false information about an inmate involved in a use of force incident and it had prompted the demonstration. Once the sergeant had gotten his staff out of the yard and the officer in 12 Post fired 22 rounds into second base on the ball field, it helped convince the inmates to exit the yard and return to their cells. They had no bargaining power. Their cause was lost.

The training for class 88-7A was now complete. Helen had driven down with Fred’s girlfriend the night before for our graduation party. Everyone had an incredible time and cut loose. The next day, as we awaited graduation, I saw them walk up outside. It was the first time I had seen Helen wear a dress. I was shocked. It had become an issue between us. We proudly received our diplomas and badges as we graduated on that Friday morning with the typical New York State pomp and circumstance baloney that I would come to loathe. I was headed to the Clinton Correctional Facility with a good-sized group of our class for on the job training, otherwise referred to as OJT. Our OJT assignments were based on our region. They assigned you to be trained for four weeks at the maximum-security facility nearest to your home. I had the weekend off with Helen, but I anxiously awaited Monday at Clinton.
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Clinton


I drove up Route 374 to Dannemora with anticipation. As I maneuvered the final bend, the immense, sprawling grounds of Clinton Correctional Facility appeared. It seemed to go on forever and it became more ominous as I approached the massive wall with strategically placed armed wall posts. I had not traveled up there very often in the past. Upon arriving, we were directed to the training cottage - an old, gray, stone structure with rooms for classroom training. Every sound echoed throughout the old building. On the walls were a few historic photos depicting Clinton’s proud past, which oozed with history and dated back to 1845. This made Clinton the third oldest facility and the state’s largest with nearly 3,000 inmates. 

I had some history here as well. My Uncle Clifford had been a prison guard here from the late 40s to the mid-50s. He was a WWI veteran and had preferred the calm and quiet of an assignment on tuberculosis or TB Hill. It was just outside of the prison wall and up on the hill behind the prison where the state-owned houses now sit. My cousin Nathan worked there as an officer from 1974-1986 when he chose to transfer to a smaller facility. 
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After being herded into a classroom, our day consisted of being greeted by the training staff and addressed by the Training Lieutenant, filling out forms, having our photos taken, orientation and tour of both the Maximum A facility, referred to as the “Main,” and the Maximum B facility referred to as the “Annex.” It was all a blur. No matter where we went, staff closely looked at our name tags to see if we were related to anyone worth acknowledging. First, we toured the Main, which was surrounded by its wall, shielding from view this condensed city of cell blocks, mess halls with scenic murals painted on its walls, industry, as well as the special housing unit, or more commonly referred as the SHU. Clinton’s SHU had a unique designation: Unit 14 or “The Unit”. The tour continued through the very unique North Yard complete with a ski jump, ball field and little fenced-off properties in the side of the hill called “courts.” These courts, complete with crude furniture, firewood and a cookstove made from old 55-gallon drums, allowed inmates not under disciplinary sanctions to hang out and cook meals. The Annex portion of Clinton was much less intriguing, with its dormitories and fences topped with concertina wire. This facility had previously been the Dannemora State Hospital for the Criminally Insane from 1900-1975, complete with its own, long-forgotten bowling alley in the basement that required the pins to be set by hand. Upon ending its mission as a state hospital, it then took on a role similar to its function today. My Uncle Henry had worked there for years and through all of the transitions, retiring in 1978. 

No matter where our tour through the facility took us, you were bombarded with the sights, sounds and smells of institutional life; the echoing through the halls, the unexciting shades of green and brown paint on the walls, the stench of humans unwilling or unable to practice proper hygiene living together. I recall immediately comparing it to our farm and how much nastier this place was. No matter where I worked, or what promotion I would take, it would be consistent throughout my career. No matter where I went, things were pretty much the same everywhere. At Clinton, it was just a harder-core version of it. 

The first day was over and we were dismissed. My real education would start when I returned on Wednesday. I had been given Tuesday as a day off since I was to work the upcoming weekend.
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