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In
 th

e S
tad

e P
ace assau

lt on
 A

t- 
tica on the m

orning of Sept. 13, 1971, 
police bullets killed 10 guard hostages 
and 29 hiM

ates. E
xcept for the 19th-

century Indistn m
assacres, it w

as the 
"Ideodiest encounter 

report by the N
ew

 Y
ork State Spe-

cial C
om

m
ission on A

ttica. 
T

h
ese th

ree b
ook

s on
 A

tk
a h

elp
 

m
p

h
&

 w
h

y G
ov. N

ek
ton

 A
. R

ock
 

finer called the killings "justifiable 
hom

icide." M
any citizens still believe 

that the attack w
as prim

arily an at ' 
tem

pt to save the guards held hos-
tage and w

as prom
pted by the sight 

of th
e in

m
ate k

n
ives h

eld
 at 110a-

ta
re tim

e&
 B

ut these books show
 

th
at th

e assau
lt w

ou
ld

 h
ave b

een
 

m
ade in any case, that the G

overnor 
and–his C

orrections C
om

m
issioner, 

R
ussell G

. O
sw

ald, w
ere m

uch m
ore 

concerned to crush "revolution" than 
to preserve the lives of the hostages 
or inm

ates. O
nce G

overnor R
ocket_

_  
feller and his subordinates decided 
th

at th
e reb

ellion
 w

as n
o lon

ger 
tolerable, the C

om
m

ission concludes, 
"the lives of the hostages w

ere ex-
pendable." 

T
he excellent M

cK
ay report (so 

nam
ed after R

obert B
. M

cK
ay, dean 

of N
ew

 Y
ork U

niversity L
aw

 School 
and chairm

an of the Special C
om

-
m

ission), w
hich docum

ents m
any of 

the errors of state officials, appeared 
w

ith
 great p

u
b

licity th
ree m

on
th

s 
ago. L

ike m
ost com

m
ission reports 

on our social condition, the ripples 
from

 that report w
ere soon spent. T

he 
officials of N

ew
 Y

ork
 S

tate d
ealt 

w
ith the C

om
m

ission's criticism
s by 

ignoring them
. 

B
ryce N

elson
, a n

ation
al corre-

spondent for T
he L

os A
ngeles M

ires, 
reported on the A

ttica uprising for 
that new

spaper and has also w
ritten 

about prisons in several other states. 

A
ttica 
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he official R

eport of 
T

he N
ew

 Y
ork State C

om
m

ission 
O

n A
ttica. 
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E
dited by R

odney C
am
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418 pp. N
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 Y
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D
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 C

o. $7.95. 

A
 B

ill of 
N

o
 	

is 
A

ttica and th
e 

A
m

erican-P
risonSystem

. 
B

y H
erm

an B
adillo and 

M
ilton H

aynes. 
190 pp. N

ew
 Y

ork: 
O

uterbridge * Lazard. $6.95. 

A
ccording to the M

cK
ay report, 

th
e h

ey *P
M

 of th
e A

t*. d
ram

a 
w

as O
nnarnaC R

ockefeller, the m
an 

w
h

o m
ew

ed
 to b

e th
ere. T

h
e G

ov-
ernor influenced and approved by 
telephone the key actions taken by 
his subordinates, w

ho included O
s-

w
ald and the State. P

once com
m

and-
M

s. T
h

e G
iven

 r'; personal aides 

w
ere not 	

ve no book 
of R

ockefellees thoughts about those 
d

ecision
s, an

d
 th

e ch
an

ces seem
 

sm
all that w

e w
ill get one. F

or the 
present, w

e w
ill have to rely on the 

m
essage conveyed by R

ockefeller's 
d

ecision
s at A

ttica, an
d

 h
is p

u
b

lic 
w

ords in the days im
m

ediately be-
fore and after the m

assacre, along 
w

ith the account of his C
orrections 

C
om

m
issioner. 

C
om

m
issioner O

sw
ald's "A

ttica—
M

y S
tory"

 con
firm

s th
e ton

e an
d

 
content of G

overnor R
ockefeller's 

public statem
ents. T

he book doeir 
m

u
ch

 to clarify w
h

y R
ock

efeller 
could tell O

sw
ald 11 days after the 

attack: -"O
f course, there w

as m
ore 

at stak
e even

 th
an

 savin
g lives. 

T
here w

as the w
hole rule of law

 to 
con

sid
er. T

h
e w

h
ole fab

ric of ou
r 

society, in fact." 
F

or O
sw

ald, to have allow
ed the 

A
ttica reb

els son
ic su

ccess w
ou

ld
 

m
ean that the w

hole country m
ight 

have fallen to revolution: "T
he dis-

inherited and the villainous, the ali-
enated and the paw

ns, the flotsam
 

an 
jetsam

 of society, an
d

 a n
ew

 
generation of revolutionary leaders 
focused on the prisons as their point 
of leverage. H

ere w
as w

h
ere th

e 
E

stab
lish

m
en

t cou
ld

 b
e m

ad
e to 

b
u

ck
le."

 A
ttica w

as as m
u

ch
 of a 

test of ou
r n

ation
al h

on
or as is 

V
ietnam

. O
sw

ald calls the takeover 
of A

ttica "the sw
iftest and m

ost skill-
ful revolutionary offensive since the 
1968 T

et attack in South V
ietnam

." 
F

or O
sw

ald, the national and inter-
m

rtional reputation of the A
m

eri- 

can E
itabliallinent w

as at dike. put-
ins the negotiations, this vision be-
d

eviled
 h

ilm
: "

N
ow

 it is com
p

lete 
onvesty 	

an
 th

e lets* seitd
elet 

In the' collapse of the law
; there go 

the leaders, striding out of A
ttica, 

clenched 
fists 

held high, 	
thtdr
__ 

w
ay to th

e p
lan

e to A
lgiers. H

ow
 

to snake the U
nited State* look at-

lild
ia

n
d

 fo
o

lish
 A

n
 th

e ey
es 

of th
e rest a"

 th
e w

orld
. H

ow
 to 

spread the w
ord that violent radical-

in
n

 is su
re to saxeed

 . an
d

 on
ly 

a few
 hundred w

ell-trained convict 
cadres can m

ake the country craw
l." 

O
sw

ald asserts that the. A
ttica up-

rising w
as a planned revolutionary 

act (w
ithout citing real evidence—

his accounts differ w
ith the M

cK
ay 

C
om

m
ission's better docum

ented ver-
sion on m

any points). T
he C

om
m

is-
sion report concludes that "the up-
rising began as a spontaneous burst 
of violent anger and w

as not planned 
or organized in advance," - and it 
m

akes its case plausible w
ith a long, 

horrifying description of the squalid 
conditions atA

ttica, and by its de-
tailed

 accou
n

t of th
e even

ts of th
e 

d
ays th

at p
reced

ed
 th

e p
olice as-

sault. T
he C

om
m

ission lists several 
factors —

 a faulty gate w
eld w

hich 
broke w

hen the prisoners pushed, an 
insufficient-num

ber of guards, an in-
adequate internal-com

m
unication sys-

tem
 and an absence of riot plans and 

riot-control equipm
ent -- that ac-

count for - the ease w
ith w

hich the 
prison w

as captured. 
If the G

overnor and the C
om

m
is-

sioner had regarded the A
ttica revolt 

as a largely spontaneous response 
of m

en angry about their w
retched 

lives, rather than as the harbinger 
of national revolution, they w

ould 
have dealt w

ith it differently. T
hey 

m
ight have w

arned the hunates that 
their refusal to release the hostages 
w

ould result in gunfirc being used 
against them

. T
he inm

ates w
ere not 

given such (C
ontinued on P

age 18) 

• 1972, 71te N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es C

o. A
ll R

ights reserved. 



have to hear in person from. 
the relative • of Correction Of-
ficer Carl Valone, who told Jo-
seph Lellyveld of The New 
York Times, "We feel that 
Carl was killed ..not  by the .pri-
Boners-  but by a.bullet that had 
the name Rockefeller on it." 

The Governor does not have 
to meet socially with the fam-• 
ily of Sgt. Edward Cunning-
ham to answer why he failed 
to heed Commissioner-Oswald's 
request to come to Attica: "He 
should come. His refusal to 
come here is a monstrosity 
because what he is saying is, 
'Kill- these men, I haVe no con-
cern!' " The day after that tele-
vision interview, Cunningham, 
who had a wife and two chil-
dren, was killed during the as-
sault when a police bullet cut 
his cervical spinal cord. He was 

• one of those limited individu-
als who did not have the vision 
to realize that even when hu-
man lives are involved, in 
Rockefeller's words, "We have 
to look at those things not 
only in terms of the immedi-
ate, but in terms of the larger 
implications of what we are 
doing in our society." 

The Governor does not so-
cialize with the Valones and 
Cunninghams of western New .  
York State. He is a power who 
received a congratulatory call 
after Attica from President Nix-
on, a "Well-done" from the 
Commander-in-Chief of our 
forces in Vietnam to the Com-
mander4n-Chief of Attka. He 
is a celebrity who can assure 
himself of his clean conscience 
when accepting the Humanitar-
ian Award ofthe_ Year at a $150 
a-ticket dinner at the New York 
Hilton. 

Governor Rockefeller may 
well be right that the situation 
could not 'lave been basically 
changed if he had met with in-
mates, or even taken the small-
er, step of meeting with the 
cOmmittee of Observers, as 
that group urged. But if he had 
bestirred his patrician presence 
from the quiet of Pocantico 
Hills to the seething Attica, 
he could have been a man well-
rested enough to view the situ-
ation with a clarity that his 
tired subordinates did not. He 
would have had the power to 
remedy some of the incredible 
ckliciencies detailed in the Mc-
Kay Commission report. 

If Governor Rockefeller had 
come to Attica, he might have 
heard some of the comments 
made by State Police about 
"When are we going coon hunt-
ingr He might have heard 
some of the shouts of "kill the 
niggers" which we heard on the 
streets of Attica on the night 
before the assault. He might 
have seen that his police were 
tired and testy. He might have 
realized that there was no over-
all commander of the assault, 
and that the police had _not 
been given clear instructions 
about when to fire and no in-
structions about when to stop 
firing. He might have , sensed 
that insufficient consideration 
had been given to the use of 
non-lethal weapons for the as- 
sault 	of gas, water, stun- 
guns, or clubs — and that the 
weapons used by many of the 
troopers — shotguns loaded 
with double-ought buckshot -
were for too imprecise and 

_ damaging for the purpose. An 
alert administrator could have 

December 17, 1972 



Attica 
Continued from Page 1 
a warning; it might well havq 
made a difference. 
Oswald does not seem fully 

to comprehend why some criti-
cize him for participating in the 
decision to fire. He seems to be 
saying, I came from a humble 
Wisconsin background, but I 
became "Racine's wonder boy"; 
I was an Eagle Scout and 
worked my way through school; 
I have always been duly thank-
ful for the gifts and promotions 
the Establishment has bestowed 
on me; I've worked for the 
state all my life and haven't 
made much money at it; Fm a 
family man, a liberal, an ideal-
istic man, an administrator 
who has spoken for prison re-
form. Why then, at the end of 
my career, do I deserve to be 
accused of murder? - 

Oswald's conviction of his 
own virtue may have played 
apart in his failure to face the 
many fatalities that the state 
would cause at Attica. A man 
lass convinced of his own repu-
tation for rectitude might have 
thought more about how to 
minimize the force used in the 
assault. 

At Attica, Oswald's eyes 
often betrayed a frightened and 
haunted man; a man who, like 
the rest of us, has been placed 
in a situation whose horrify-

enormity dwarfed our 
to 	and to under- 

when be said in a meeting with 
the Observer Committee on the "P

ig ht before the attack that 
Pew of us in this room will 

ever have to go through what 

Commissioner Oswald is going 
through." Few honest persons 
would have volunteered to sub-
stitute for Oswald at Attica. 

Whatever Oswald's deficien-
cies at Attica, he seems a man 
more deserving of respect and 
pity than does his superior who 
called the shots. However 
"naive" Oswald may have been, 
it was he who had the cour-
age to risk his life by going in-
to rebel-held "I) Yard" to ne-
gotiate. It was Oswald who en-
dured the burden of sleepless 
nights and the obscenities and 
threats of prison guards and 
inmates. It was Oswald who 
knew that he dared not attend 
the funerals of those correc-
tion officers killed by police 
bullets. 

Oswald urged Rockefeller to 
come to Attica. He now writes 
that he did not believe the 
Governor's presence would 
have accomplished anything. 
Oswald asked him to come be-
cause of "my deep concern for 
his public image. . . . I was 
concerned about the Governor's 
reputation as a humanitarian." 
This philanthrophic humanitar-
ian knew that much blood 
would be spilled when his 
forces assaulted the hostages 
and inmates, but he also seems 
to have been aware that his 
hands would seem leis bloody 
if he was not on theme.. .  

To those who govern New 
York, guards and inmates must 
seem to come from the same 
general order at men — the 
welch, tIserwsdsesdvsossag_jbo______ 
possessors of little political 
power. To such politicians, the 
lives of such poorly-connected 
men probably do not matter 
much. The Governor does net 

The New York Times Book Review 



made awe that mationsHy in-
volved correctional officers did 
not participate in the assault. 
He might have also sensed that 
the rain and the tension might 
break up the insurrection before 
an armed attack, especially if 
it had been coupled with cutting 
off the food and water to the 
imnates. 

But even if all these facts 
and ideas had escaped the Gov-
ernor during his visit, certainly 
he would have had the wis-
dom is see that preparations 
had net been made for medical 
Care. It is apparent that one 
at the reasons officials seemed 
sty satiseed with Ow assault is 
that' they had expected the can 
ladder to be much higher than 
the 39 killed and more than 
1111 weanded during the 15 We-
stin et gunfire. .Yet, despite 
time ye na anticipations, "no 
enntheaght ablaut medical care 
of Wastes until it was too 
latte _ nerionling: theilidilay 
CAtenaissimareport.. 

The CemndasionPs detail as 
the leek of medical prepare. 
tion strains the senses,- Only 
two doctors, and a total of 
only 10 medical personnel were 
inside Attica at the time of the 
assrth. There were no oar-
owes. medics, or experienced 
litter bearers on hand; there 
were no anesthesiologists or 
anelithada, no blood bank or 
Wood plasma, no lab or tech*,  
dans fie sampling blood types. 
The Wounded inmates were.  
IrePe 	the prison long after 
the asekult, and surgery on the 
inmates did not begin until 2 
P.M., four hours after the at-
tack.  had ended. In his book, 
Comsidmioner  Oswald does not 
bother to mention the lack of 
medical care. . 

While the brutality displayed 
toward inmates on Sept. 13 
was massive, it would be 
a peat mistake to assume that 
all inmates had acted in ea 
automat manner. On the day 
of the assault prison officials 
said that the dead hostages had 
died of slit throats, a false-
hood which much of the press 
reported without sufficient at-
tribution. Although no hostages 
died of slit throats, two hos- 
tages were wounded by having 
their throats cut by inmates 
of the assault. Several oth-
er guards were cut and beaten 
by inmates during the assault, 
as wen as on the day of the 
take-over. Officer William 
Quinn died from a barbarous 
beating suffered during the up-
risinn 

Furthennore, D Yard was 
hardly the scene of racial unity 
that some of the observers as-
serted it to be. Three inmates 
were murdered in cold blood 
by other inmates during the oc-
cupation. Other white inmates 
were threatened with death. 
Although Oswald tried to plc. 
tore D Yard as a scene of uni-
fied militancy, the McKay Com-
mission interviews indicated 

that many inmates really did 
not want to be in D Yard but 
feared being killed by other 
prisoners if they tried to leave. 

The real racial hostilities at 
Attica — between guards and 
prisoners and among the in-
mates -- were facts that sev-
eral parties tried to minimize. 
"In no way . . . was Attica a 
white massacre of blacks," 
Oswald argues, stating that 20 
black prisoners were killed 
alms with 12 whites; those 12 
included 4 Puerto Ricans. It 
may be more accurate to call 
Attica a massacre of all races, 
but it should be remembered 
that stile State Policemen, every 
single one white, were remind-
ed that all the hostages were 
white before they began their 
attack Congressman Herman 
Badillo and Milton Haynes con-
clude in their book,. "A Bill of 
No.Rights" that "anyblack skin 
was enemy skin' that they and 

. Mundy ear than .11te__ assault 
represented "official murder." 

the inmates' display of the 
bound hostages "can be under-
stood only as an act of bravado 
intended to deter the authori-
ties from commencing the as-
sault The belief persisted 
among the inmates that the au-
thorities would hesitate to risk 
the lives of their own men." 

The inmates made a foolish 
misjudgment of character 
when they thought that Gov-
ernor Rockefeller and his sub-
ordinates cared more about cor-
rectional officers than they did 
about exterminating 'a supposed 
challenge to the political or-
der. Behind prison walls, as in 
Vietnam, our political leaders 
are determined to preserve the: 
state's reputation for toughness 
without worrying much about 
human liven I3 

When those white State Po-
licemen filed out of the front 
gate at Attica hours after the 
assault, they seemed tired but 
not at all troubled. Some looked 
around- as if they could, not 
understand why they were not 
being applauded ,,as they 
emerged. That night, much al-
coholic revelry characterized 
their celebration of "victory" 
at their motels in nearby Ba-
tavia. No sorrow was apparent; 
it was more like carnival. As 
some officers said in their ex-
ultation — it was the triumph 
of "white power." 

It would be encouraging if 
many readers thought it im-
portant to learn what took 
place at Attica and what is hap-
pening in prisons across the 
country. But all too few of us 
want to be further informed 
of the racial hatreds that are 
tearing this society apart, and 
few want to be reminded of 
what we do to prisoners of all 
races. But these inmates, fur-
ther embittered by our prisons, 
all too often return to commit 
even more violent crimes 
against those who have ignored 
them. 

The McKay Commission won-
ders if its work will have any 
effect: "The question we ask 
ourselves is whether what we 
say will be taken seriously or 
simply regarded as a problem 
that others should solve. The 
difficulty with that comfortable 
view is that there are no oth-
ers. We are they." 

Few of us have tried to un-
derstand what happens to pris-
oners and, at Attica, the pris-
oners failed to assess accurate-
ly the mentality of those who 
imprisoned them. In the min-
utes before the police attack 
at Attica, several inmates 
brought eight guard hostages 
onto the catwalks and placed 
knives to their throats. The Mc-
Kay Commission concluded that 


