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THE BIRTH OF THE PPF -Duncan Martinez  
     The Honor Yard here  a t  the  Cal i fornia  State  
Pr ison,  Los Angeles County ,  star ted in November  
2000,  and I  arr ived in January  2001 –  just  a  few 
months af ter  incept ion .  It  was s t i l l  new, s t i l l  
s truggl ing to f ind what  i t  rea l ly  was,  and,  i t  was  
about ha lf  fu l l  of  fu l l  of  men tha t  d id  not want to  be 
here .  An odd environment.  In Cal i fornia ,  pr ison is 
about segrega t ion,  v iolence ,  and a  form of  stoic ism 
where  fee l ing i s  seen as weakness .  I t  i s  a  hard place .  
The Honor Yard was about something complete ly 
d if ferent :  you had to promise  not to be a  bad guy ,  to  
respect  and even work with men of  other  races ,  and 
to try  to be something  more than another  thug.  
Essent ia l ly ,  i t  was about a  comple te  change in  
cu l ture ,  espousing  things that  many were  convinced 
would ge t  us s tabbed i f  i t  fa i led .  You have to do to 
survive  in Cal i forn ia ’s  pr isons .  Show no weakness .  A 
good fr iend of  mine ,  Chr is ,  i s  a  perfect  example  of  
thi s .  When he arr ived ,  he  looked l ike  he  was about 
heavy stakes .  
        But ,  i t  was about something so amazing that  
many of  us thought i t  worth the  r isk :  to see  thi s  
come to fru i t ion,  to rea l ly  see  an oasis  appear  in the  
desolat ion of  pr i son … to be able  to l ive  in a  wor ld 
where knives d id  not ru le  a l l .  
        Most  yards are  def ined by toughness ,  s toic i sm,  
a  walk and manner  that  evidenced exact ly  that .  New 
men would arr ive  here  with the  pr ison walk ,  carry 
themselves l ike  they  d idn’t  care ,  l ike  a  knife  was  the  
next dec is ion,  because  this  i s  what he  arr ived ,  he 
looked l ike  he  was about to go off  on everyone.  In 
months tha t  façade was gone,  and he was much 
better  –  not  tota l ly  the  man I know today ,  but  better .  
The changes of  a  place  l ike  this  happen s lowly  as 
people  come to gr ips with trust ing the  idea  of  le t t ing  
the  old  go .  As they  negot ia te  new ident i t ies ,  many of  
the  men are  doing so for  the  f i rs t  t ime in the ir  adult  
l ives .  This  process i s  de l icate ,  dangerous even.  That  
uncar ing glare  is  a  safety  net ,  comfort ing in tha t  i t  
works –  i t  keeps you from being a  v ic t im. To shed i t 
and try  to be something d if ferent  i s  scary  and 
admitt ing that  i s  even scar ier .   The cul ture  here  st i l l  
works to he lp new men adjust ,  bu t  a t  the  star t  there  
were  d if f icu l t ies  s imply  because  i t  was new.  
        There  were no programs back then,  not rea l ly .  
That  sort  of  thing came la ter .  And,  i t  a l l  would have 
come crashing down around us i f  not for  a  few o lder 
men who understood,  who rea l ly  saw what i t  would 
take  to make the  changes that  happened here .  They 

knew that  the  younger  men were  the  key ,  that  get t ing  
them to buy in was everything :  i f  the  youngsters  
could  see  an endgame to a l l  of  th is ,  then i t  could 
rea l ly  thr ive .  I  was  fortunate  to be taken a long for  
the  r ide .  One of  my mentors he lped me to see  what i t  
would take ,  how to affect  the  r ight  types of  change .  
Men in pr i son can be stubborn,  and there  are  a 
bunch of  ru le s ,  so how to get  k ids to break them 
without care? How to get  them to buy in? It  took 
humil i ty ,  se l f lessness ,  and a  lot  of  work.  Much of  
what I  d id  I  d id  through sports ,  most ly  softba l l  and 
vol leyba l l .  Pr i son sports  are  just  l ike  everyth ing e lse  
ins ide :  you play  with your  own. That ’ s  i t .  Our 
softba l l  team, which was bui l t  on hard work,  doing i t  
r ight ,  and team, was  the  f i rst  on the  yard to be a  
mixed race  team. A bunch of  people  stayed away ,  but  
we pushed forward .  It  was just  a s  necessary  that  we 
espoused hard work  as integrat ion,  just  a s  impor tant  
that  we were  about doing i t  r ight  and team: these  
were  the  lessons that  the  young men needed to learn 
to make a  p lace  l ike  thi s  work.  Lessons that  could 
not be  taught d irect ly  –  youth can be stubborn ,  l ike  I  
mentioned above .  But ,  having a  cu l ture  of  thi s  on a  
team, pushing a  se t  of  ru les tha t  s imply  made sense ;  
by having  the  team have  amazing success … this  a l l  
led  to ma jor  changes in how the yard was and could 
be .  It  showed the strength of  community ,  of  work ing  
together .  When we star ted ,  there  were  no mixed race 
teams;  there  were  no set  pract ice  days (pract i ce? 
What for?) .  We dominated ,  winning thir teen 
championships in a  row.  By the  end of  that  run,  a l l  
of  the  teams were  mixed,  and everyone pract iced .  To 
our  joy ,  other  teams c loned what we d id  and had 
success wi th i t .   
        Dur ing the  run,  most  everyone wanted to play  
with us .  We took in a  lot  of  men that  other  teams d id  
not want –  men tha t  needed a  l i t t le  he lp f inding the ir  
way .  
        Other  men d id  the  same things in the  l ibrary ,  
educat ion,  and in each bui ld ing .  Everywhere  men 
congrega ted ,  older  men set  the  tone .  The chapel  was 
quickly  a  place  where  groups from differ ing re l ig ions 
worked toge ther  to make  everything better .  They saw 
benef i t s  in everyone ge t t ing  a  long ,  be ing a  uni ted 
force .   
        The att i tude was about community .  That ’ s  what 
was sold ,  a  place  where  everyone cared about 
everyone,  or  c lose  enough that  i t  counted .  Elements  
of  that  cu l ture  are  st i l l  here ,  s t i l l  present f rom what  
those  men inst i l led .  Many of  the  old  guard are  gone ,  
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some tru ly  gone ,  but  what they  forged l ives on.   
        The Honor  Yard was changed at  some point  to  
the  Progress ive  Programming Fac i l i ty  (PPF) and the  
name f i ts  the  new yard .  We have become about  
programs and that  i s  exce l lent  in most  re spects .  The  
problem that  I  see  is  tha t  the  goa l  has become more 
indiv idua l .  Ins tead of  working for  others ,  a  lot  of  
men work for  the ir  own agendas.   There ’s  nothing  
worng wi th that ,  as  lond  as i t  i s  a  par t  of  someth ing  
e lse .  Men with l i fe  without parole  (I  am one ) worked 
for  years to create  an oasis  where  we might  do 
something to better  others and give  to our  l ives .  
There  were  no cer t i f ica tes ,  no rewards other  than 
doing i t .  Now, thanks to commutat ions,  everyone  
wants to stand out so that  they  might be  seen and 
granted a  chance to go home.  I  worry  what that  
could  do to community ,  espec ia l ly  i f  commutat ions  
ever  stop –  i f  hope is  los t .  
        The PPF is  a  great  place ,  better  than anyth ing  
e lse  we know  in Cal i fornia ’s  massive  pr ison system. 
What we have is  awesome,  but i t  i s  not the  same  as 
i t  was,  and i t  i s  easy  to  forget  what those  men d id  
back then;  easy  to see  the  vast  array  of  programs 
and assume that  they  are  the  most  amazing th ing  
here .  Programs are  great  and they he lp so many  of  
the  men –  I  jus t  completed a  great  one ,  and am 
involved in severa l  incredible  ones.  But ,  the  work  of  
those  before  us should be remembered for  what  i t  
was,  for  those  idea ls  are  the  rea l  beauty  here .  How 
we use  the  programs wi l l  te l l  how wel l  we remember  
those  lessons .   

R e f l e c t i n g  o n  W o r d s  U n c a g e d  B e f o r e 
Albuquerque Presentation - Jose Cubias  

Dr. Linda Greenberg ,  cha ir  of  the  Cal  Sta te  Los  
Angele s Engl ish Department ,  asked me give  an 
overview of  Words Uncaged (WU) as par t  of  a  larger 
CSULA Engl i sh Depar tment presenta t ion on 
community  engagement  and academia at  the  
Imagining Amer ica  confe rence in Albuquerque ,  NM.  
A lot  of  what  I  share  a t  the  conference on October  
19 focused on the logi st ics  of  the  program and i ts  
genera l  impact  on the men in A yard in Lancaster .  
As I  out l ined my ta lk ing points  for  the  presenta t ion,  
I   se l f -ref lected on WU’s impact  on my l i fe ,  which 
la ter  led  me to wr i te  the  fragments be low a  few days 
af ter  the  tr ip to Albuquerque .  

. . .  
Almost three  years ago,  some fr iends and I  

walked into a  meet ing in the  Engl ish department 
seminar  room. I  had heard about WU but had no 
idea  about the  organiza t ion’s  work.  I  don’ t  
remember  that  meet ing much except that  I  agree  to 
he lp out without understanding what that  meant .  

Months la ter ,  I  was in  a  room wi th Alfred ,  
David ,  El l ie ,  L izet te ,  and a  few others ed i t ing the  
work of  men from A-yard at  Lancaster  Pr ison .  That  
work eventua l ly  became the f i rs t  journa l ,  Human .  
Back then,  I  could  not imagine one day  meet ing the  
men whose wr i t ing I  he lped to shepherd beyond the 
pr ison wal ls .  

Human ’ s  re lease  par ty  took place  a t  Ave 50 
Gallery  in Highland Park.  At that  point ,  I ,  a  shy 

person in genera l ,  jus t  played my part  he lp ing  in 
s i lence .  I  remember  meet ing people ,  te l l ing them my 
part  in the  whole  process ,  and fee l ing overwhelmed 
by the ir  thanks and grat i tude for  my contr ibut ion .  I  
d id  not fee l  worthy of  pra ise .  

My contr ibut ion to  Disconnect :Reconnect ,  the  
second journa l ,  most ly  focused on the work  of  
George Sanchez who was incarcerated at  the  age  of  
13.  George manifested into my l i fe  in  the  form of  a  
two foot s tack of  mani la  enve lopes f i l led  with  
poems.  George ’ s  honest  poems are  something  
spec ia l ,  so I  wanted to do more than just  publ i sh  
his  work in the  journa l .  This  t ime around,  the  
journa l ’ s  re lease  par ty  in the  summer of  2018  
inc luded an ar t  exhibi t ,  and I  devised a  plan  to pr int  
George ’s  poems and cover  a  sect ion of  the  ga l le ry  
wal l  with hi s  words.   

I  f ina l ly  met George about a  year  ago at  a  WU 
BBQ because  hi s  juveni l e  sentence ended when he  
turned 18.  S ince  then,  we have become good  
fr iends.  For  6 months,  I  saw him once a  week.  I  
taught George to dr ive  and he lped him get  into  
col lege ;  we spoke about the  impor tance of  poetry  a t  
K-12 schools in Los Angeles .   

George taught  me a  lot  about  wr i t ing.  He sa id  to  
me once ,  “everything i s  a  poem,” and though I 
bel ieve  i t  to be  true ,  I  d id  not understand the 
s ignif icance of  such a  sta tement unt i l  I  heard i t  that  
day  whi le  dr iv ing around LA l is tening to Nipsy  
Hust le .  

GEORGINA’S LEGISLATIVE COLUMN  
Senate Bil l  1412- Criminal  History Inquiries  

Senate  Bi l l  1412 stops employers f rom having  
access to arrest  inquir ie s  tha t  d id  not resu l t  in  a  
convict ion,  a  d ivers ion program, or  a  convict ion 
that  has been judic ia l ly  d ismissed or  ordered sealed 
and stops them from us ing cr imina l  hi story  infor-
mat ion in employment dec is ions.  The only  way an 
employer  can now use  cr imina l  his tory  aga ins t  
someone is  when an employer  cannot by  law hi re  
someone with a  “par t icu lar” convict ion .  This  
“part icu lar” convict ion i s  descr ibed in the  bi l l  as ,  “a  
convict ion for  spec if ic  cr imina l  conduct or  a  cate-
gory  of  cr imina l  offenses prescr ibed by  any federa l  
law,  federa l  regulat ion or  sta te  law that  conta ins  
requirements ,  exc lusions ,  or  both,  express ly  based 
on tha t  spec if ic  cr imina l  conduct or  category  of  
cr imina l  offenses .”  

This  i s  impactfu l  because  how soc ie ty  dea ls  wi th  

those  accused of  cr imes speaks more than any prop-

aganda meant to s t i r  the  deepest  of  emotions.  When 

denied employment  due to pas t  arrest s  that  d id  not  

resu l t  in a  convict ion,  a  d ivers ion program, a  con-

vic t ion,  or  tha t  was d i smissed ,  people  can fa l l  be-

hind and be forced to actua l ly  commit cr imes that  

can resu l t  in a  convict ion -  such as theft  because  

they  were  not  employed and could not  afford to pay  

for  food to feed the ir  chi ldren.  This  b i l l  seeks to  

deter  employers f rom access ing those  documents  to  

a l low people  the  abi l i ty  to make  something of  them-

se lves .  
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P o e t r y  

U n c a g e d  

CAGED 
by 

J .D. Al len  
 

Some people  look surpr ised that  I ’ve  been  
in  pri son for  forty  years .  

Though I ’ve heard that  a  capt ive  Cockatoo l ives  
up to or  over  f i fty  years .  

There i s  somewhat  of  a  d i fference  I have  to admit !  
The Cockatoo i s caged for  i ts beauty .  

I ’ve been caged for  the  ugl iness  I ’ve committed .  
I ’m try ing to see the  t rue  beauty of  l i fe   

f rom behind bars.  
So that when I  come in  contact wi th i t ,  I   

Rather  than destroy  i t  l ike I  did  when…, I  
Wil l  recognized i t  and cherish i t  ra ther  destroy  i t  l ike  I d id when I  

Was too young to know i t  existed .  

Unt it led 
by 

Anthony Hernandez  

 
 
 
 

Detached from what ’s  rea l i ty ,  
The goa l  of  this  man’s  chi ld .  

With pa in in  heart  and loss  in  mind,  
I  pul l -off  my tomorrows.  
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 Editors and Contributors:  E lanor  Carpenter  

recent ly  earned her  ma ster ’s  degree  in  Engl ish  

at  CSULA. She has  been involved with  Words  

Uncaged for the past  three  years .  Lizet te  

Tor ib io  just  earned her  master ’s  degree  at  

CSULA in  Engl ish .  Erik  Vargas  also  earned 

his  master ’s  degree  in  Engl ish  at  CSULA. Jose  

Manuel  Cubias  graduated f rom CSULA with a 

Master ’s  in  Engl ish Literature  student.   

Duncan Mart inez,  Anthony Hernandez,  JD 

Allen ,  thanks for  the contr ibut ions  th is  

months.  Georg ina  i s  current ly  f in ish ing  up her  

Bachelor ’s  degree  in  Cr iminal  Just ice  a t  

Cali fornia  State  Univers ity ,  Los  Angeles .   

 

Specia l  Thanks  to  Bidhan Roy,  Tobias Tubbs , 

and  Ray Adornet to  and  our  board  members .  

 

Make sure  to  check out  the radio  show Think 

Outs ide the Cage.  Words  Uncaged hosts  the 

radio  show on the 2nd Saturday of  the month 

on KPFK 90.7 .  Also  l i sten  to  Sentences  

Podcast  this  month for  content  featur ing 

writ ing  f rom Words  Uncaged a lumni.  F ind i t  

on  iTunes  or  SoundCloud.   

 

Don’t  forget  to  fo l low us  on Instagram for  

updates  on  upcoming  events  @wordsuncaged  
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