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ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHS AND INTERVIEWS

The men and women in this book are serving life sentences in Pennsylvania prisons. All have been convicted of homicide or of being accomplices in homicide. Many have already served long sentences in prison. Most will die there.

Pennsylvania is one of only a handful of states that mandates life imprisonment without possibility of parole for anyone convicted of first or second degree murder. For a lifer, the only possibility of release is commutation by the governor, an exceedingly rare event. Life sentences in Pennsylvania are real life sentences.

I have worked with both victims and offenders, including prisoners, for many years, but prior to this project I had limited experience with lifers. I chose to focus on them here because we know so little about who they really are.

Issues of crime and justice are near the top of America’s agenda today. They dominate our news, our political campaigns, even our entertainment. Unfortunately, though, in most of our discussions about these issues we talk about abstractions; we tend to use stereotypes and symbols. Offenders are faceless enemies who embody our worst fears. Victims—if we think about them at all—become planks in our campaigns, pawns in the judicial and political processes.

We tend not to see victims or offenders as real people. We seldom understand crime as it is actually experienced: as a violation of real people by real people. Rarely do we hear the experiences and perspectives of those most involved.

This is certainly true for people who have been involved in murder. They epitomize our worst fears and stereotypes. Yet prison staff, as well as researchers, often consider lifers to be some of the most mature of all prisoners, those least likely to repeat their crimes. Lifers frequently provide significant positive leadership and act as role models within prison. Because they have been implicated in frightening crimes but often have subsequently matured into thoughtful individuals, lifers are a prime sample with which to examine our stereotypes.

Life, for these women and men, is a life sentence. What does it mean, for those experiencing it, to be locked up for life, with little or no possibility of ever returning to society? Furthermore, what reflections do these persons have on life itself? They have probably thought more seriously than most of us because of the lives they took and because of the difficulty of their own present life circumstances.

To begin this project, I obtained permission from the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections. I also met with the inmate board of Lifers, Inc., the lifers’ organization at Graterford prison. I outlined my ideas, showed them previous projects I had done, and explained that my purpose was to present them honestly, as individuals. They made helpful suggestions about how I might proceed and agreed to identify participants and to assist with logistics at their prison.

Eventually I visited a number of prisons. I asked the lifers’ organization at each one to select persons for me to interview and photograph. Prison staff sometimes made suggestions as well. I asked only that subjects be able to reflect on their lives and that they represent a variety of ethnic backgrounds, ages, and perspectives. Ultimately I conducted approximately 70 interview/portrait sessions, but I make no claims that this is a representative cross-section of lifers. Those who have been overwhelmed by their circumstances, who have not managed to mature and change for the better, are undoubtedly under-represented here.

What style of photography should I use? At first I considered environmental portraits in the prison setting. Yet I had noticed how often photographers seem fascinated by the bizarre features of prison life. I recognized how the barren, formidable settings of prison trigger our stereotypes about prisoners. If I were photographed among bars and cells, I would probably look like a stereotypical prisoner, too. So I decided on portraits against a muslin background. The plain background, combined with a “looking-at-the-camera” style of portrait, allows the viewer to see the subject as a person rather than a symbol. The sharp images and smooth tones that result from using a larger, medium-format camera contribute to presenting these prisoners as human beings. I asked that the inmates be permitted to wear street clothes rather than uniforms for their pictures, but I made no other suggestions about how they dressed.

Before photographing these men and women, I interviewed them, asking direct questions about what it means to be locked up for life, what images they use to understand their experience, what if anything gives them hope. After one or two questions about where they were from or about their families, I usually asked, “What is it like to be locked up for life?” Often they caught their breaths, said something like, “Whew, you ask hard questions!” and then began to talk.

After each interview, we did the photographs. I made one roll—12 images—for each person, as much as possible letting them pose themselves. I used no tricks to make them look good. Lighted by a single strobe in an umbrella softbox, posed against a plain background, they presented themselves.

I taped the interviews and then had them transcribed verbatim. I edited for clarity and flow, but I tried to retain the subjects’ own words, syntax, and structure of expression. I sometimes clarified their grammar or rearranged paragraphs to make their statements more readable on the page, and I selected excerpts from the interviews. I rarely, if ever, “cleaned up” their language, however. As much as possible, these are their own words.

Toward the end of the project, after seeing some of these portraits in a magazine, lifers at Huntingdon prison contacted me with an interesting challenge. What is missing, they said, is the time dimension. What were these people like when they were first incarcerated? How have they changed?

Subsequently, then, I interviewed several inmates at Huntingdon that dealt with this part of their experience. Each of these interviewees, provided a photo from the time of their incarceration. I made a quick Polaroid portrait of them now, and we began our discussion by having them reflect on the people in those two photos. These interviews have added an important ingredient to this collection.

Let me be clear about my own views. I am opposed to sentences with the ultimate finality of life without possibility of parole. That bias has been strengthened by my experience with lifers. In the 1990s I helped to develop and conduct a program that assists prisoners in better understanding and taking responsibility for what they have done. This has included an intensive seminar designed to have them empathize with victims. The majority of participants so far have been lifers. I also used a short sabbatical to teach photography to lifers in several prisons and have worked with lifers in other ways. As a result of such projects, I have learned to know some lifers very well. I am convinced that with careful selection and supervision, many could be safely received into society and make an important contribution to our communities.

As lifer Tyrone Werts says, however, the issue is even more basic: “We must find new ways to respond to crime, new ways which right what has been disturbed and mend the awful damage crime causes in our communities. All of our lives depend on it.”

My goal here is not to press a particular position, but to encourage a dialogue that is rooted in real life rather than abstractions.

When Doing Life was first released in 1996, 3,000 men and women were serving life sentences in Pennsylvania. Today there are over 4,000.

This reflects an overall trend in the U.S. According to a 2009 study by The Sentencing Project, the overall number of lifers in prison has doubled since 1992 to 140,610. In fact, one of every 11 offenders in state and federal prisons is now serving a life sentence. Of these lifers, over a quarter are serving life without parole. In six states, including Pennsylvania, all life sentences have no possibility of parole. This increase in life sentences, the Sentencing Project reports, is a result of changes in policy, not an increase in violent crime.

The long-term fiscal and social costs of this expanding and aging prison population are substantial.

As demands for punishment intensify throughout America, additional states are adopting life sentences and other “get-tough” measures. Consequently, justice and corrections expenditures are the fastest growing lines in many state budgets, increasing at the direct expense of social services, health care, and education. Life imprisonment has important implications for all of us; Pennsylvania’s experience may be helpful.

Of the men and women in this book, three—Jerry Mims (page 46), Sherri Robinson (pages 32 and 33) and Raymond Crawford (pages 70 and 71)—have died of illness. Unable to bear the thought of spending his life in prison, Julius Schulman (page 16) committed suicide. Other than Kenneth Tervalon (page 116), none has been commuted. Kenneth, however, has done well in the years since his release.

I have wanted to learn how these men and women have changed, and what they have learned, in the decade since I first interviewed and photographed them. Recently I submitted a proposal to the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections to conduct follow-up photo/interview sessions, but sadly, current departmental policy would not allow this.

Again, my primary goal is to offer an opportunity to see offenders as individuals with their own fears and dreams, rather than as stereotypes. I have tried to do that without imposing my own images and ideas in the process of photography, interviewing, and editing. As much as possible, this collection of portraits and words are the lifers’ own reflections. They contain important clues—to the meaning of life sentences, and to the meaning of life.

HOWARD ZEHR

2010
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LOIS JUNE FARQUHARSON

“I was in my 40s when I came in. I’m 67 now. I was a practicing psychiatrist and I’d like to get out of prison and contribute. But if I can’t, I hope that I’ll do as well here as I can in any community: contribute and not make life intolerable for myself or others.”
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AARON FOX

“If I have one wish, it is that I would be forgiven my sins.”
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LARRY HOLZ

“I’ve gotten somewhat wiser. More patient. A lot smarter. A lot friendlier. A bit heavier. Lost a lot of my hair. But my greatest fear is dying in here.”

I’ve been incarcerated 24 years. When I came here, I was a ninth-grade dropout. I was young, fast-moving, thought I knew everything. Then I came across some older lifers. There were some who had served more time than I’d been alive. We started talking. They said, “Here’s a little something for you to read.” I said, “Okay,” and came back the next day to give the book back. They said, “Did you read it?” I said, “Wait a minute—let me read it again.” I saw they were serious.

The book was Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning. It dealt with an individual’s experience in a concentration camp, which is not too unlike the situation that we’re in now. He was in the midst of hell, and yet all around him were examples of man’s nobility. Man needs to rise above his conditions and experiences. It touched me. I read it, and we started talking about it. And they said, “Here’s another book.” And another. I began to see that the world was immensely larger than I had every imagined. I hadn’t been off the step. The universe was limitless.

Over the years I’ve acquired a couple of degrees. I have my teaching certificate, a degree in education, and a degree in business administration. I started officially teaching classes in here, and I found that the best way to learn is to teach. When I walk away from a classroom and I see my students’ eyes have brightened up and the lights are going on in their heads, it’s a good feeling. But it’s an even better feeling when I walk away from the classroom having learned something myself.

I try to teach my students the relationship of one thing to another. Everything touches something else. And my teaching has affected my life—my relationships with my family, the people I

associate with, my ideas.

Life to us has two meanings. Life is life—the generic term. Being alive, waking up every day. Life is also a sentence to serve. In Pennsylvania, life is to be served until you die.

That life term—you can’t get away from it. If I succumb to the pain of it, it would indeed be dangerous; it could do things to the mind, to the spirit. But a life sentence can and should be served with your mind open, aware that life is all around you. That life is being influenced by you, and life is influencing you. We happen to be isolated, but that doesn’t limit the mind. Since I’ve been incarcerated, I’ve traveled the universe. I’ve met a host of people, but, more importantly, I have met and come to understand myself as a person, a member of the family of life.

IRVIN MOORE
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IRVIN MOORE

“A life sentence is like an insect encased in amber. Amber at one point is a fluid. As it is exposed to air, it becomes more viscous. Sometimes insects may get trapped in it. As it hardens, you see the insect’s movements become slower. When it solidifies, he’s just there. Thank God that I have been able to move enough to keep the liquid around me from solidifying.”

I’ve been in just two years. The first year was a real struggle just trying to adjust. I was overwhelmed. Then I went through a period of extreme withdrawal. Then some of the bitterness and anger started coming out. I said, “I don’t like this; I’ve got to pull myself up and start doing something.” And that’s where I am now. I still want to be a whole person. I want to be a good person and I’ve got to go for it.
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