Conversations
in jail with Sirhan,
a name

by ROBERT B. KAISER

For the seven months since his ar-
rest, Sirhan Bishara Sirhan—who
last week went on trial for the as-
saisination ol Robert Kennedy—
has been held under unprecedent-
ed security in a 73th-flaor cell of
Angeles Mall of Justice

the Los
Ra
defense team, is the only journal-
st to have wvisited Sirhan in (&l

thinner than |
imagined. One hupdred fourteen
pounds on a 3' 3" frame. He was
wearing a pair of 49¢ [apanese plas-
tic sandals and faded-blue, beli-
bottomed prison jeans. No shirt at
gll. Hairy chest. He was puffing
an a Muriel Perfecto cigar (he was
then smoking 10 of them a day,
purchased with money deposited
for him by his family). In be-
tween puffs, he smiled, apparently
amused by all the security that |
and Sirhan's lawyer Russell Parsons
had to go through—five locked
gales, nine guards and three frisk-
ings. Sirhan’s teeth shone in con-
trast to his dark, two-day stubble
of a beard, When we shook hands
his clasp was warm, strong.

Sichan's cell is tiny—six feet wide
and eight feet long, with a seat-
less toilet and ‘a sink at the far
end. We sat on chairs while Sir-
han perched on the edge of his
steel bunk, his knees practically
touching mine. Once, in an ear-
lier public hearing, | had seen Sir-
han take Parsons’ hand, He seemed
1 look on Parsons as a surrogate fa-
ther. And here, it was much the
same. Sithan was a suppliant son
and at the head of his list of re-
quests he wondered If Parsons had
been able o locate two "Mexican-
Igoking” men who had talked with
him at the Ambassador Hotel on
the night of the assassination. Par-
sons said he had found them and
went on to reassure bSirhan thal
ha and his chief investigator, Mike
owan, were doing sverything
they could to help him.

At the beginning of our talk
han was wary. He preferred to
talk not about his life but about

Sirhan was thin,

In exclusive pictures, ta
meeting with hus lawyver in
cused assassin Sirhan Sirhan is
and brooding
mous silver-haired attorney, Grant
Cooper (left), Sirfian wonders that
he's defending a punk like me ™
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ideds and books he had read, Sir-
hin loved to read. When he was
fiving 1n Pasadena, he told me; he
used to get up in the morning,
shower and shave, shine his shoes
and set off for a nearby branch of
the public library, whare he would
read all the latest periodicals and
pore through the books in the
stacks. Now, when he has a4 hard
time getting to sleep in his call,
he reads. He has the deputies buy

_ him slick magazines and bring him

bocks from the public library. He
ordered the Los Angeles Times ev-
ery day until recently, when he be-
came depressed by world events.
‘It's all lence, chaos, unrest,”
he said. “What ever happened to
the old days, peaca and quiet?”
He likes Esquire, but a piece in
the October issue hy William F.

Buckley |r., on “The Politcs of As-
sassination,”” drew his angry in-
teresl. Buckley wrote that Sirhan

was “neither de jure nor de facto
Amefican. He was legally a Jor-
danlan citizan. His loyalties were
clearly to Jordan.’

“What does he meani” asked
Sirhan, his eyes blazing. “"Nol
American!” Later he told me, “I

feel like an American. If |
back to Jordan | would be a for-
eigner.” On another occasion, he
said he felt like “a man without a
country.”

One thing is clear: even his name
makes him feel set apart. "My
name! My name!” he cries with
real anguish. “Sear-hann  Sear-
hann. As soon as anyone heard it
everything else stopped. They
wanted w know, ‘What kind of
name Is that?' | began to associate
mare and more with my name. Sir-
han means ‘wolt’ and | became
more and more of a lone wolf.”

It Is hard for Sirhan Sithan not
1o think of himseli as someone dif-
ferent. During his boyhood in Jor-
dan, his family lived with the un-
certain rootlessness of displaced
persons. In America, even though
Sirhan did well in school, he re-
calls a sense of estrangement which
began at John Muir High School
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kids walked to school—same, as
Sirhan did. with holes worn in
their shoes. Others drove their own
cars, a few even |aguars, “That's
when | hecame aware of differ-
ences between me and them,” says
Sirhan. “That's when | knew | was
different.”

As we talked, a deputy sat in a
heavy wooden chair about 15 feet
away. But he was hardly able 10
hear. A jail radio had been turned
up loud on station KCBS, It was
one of the little ways that Sheriff
Peter Pitchess could give Sirhan

and his attorneys some privacy,
but the blasting music became a bi-
zarra counterpoint to our conver-
sations. | remember once, in Au-
gust, Sirhan was recounting the
end of the scene in the s
try of the Ambassador
choking in my throat, and people
were holding me, and beating me
and twisting my left knee, and
pounding my head on the table
Thay hurt my left eye. It still hurts.

In the background in the jail
singing happily and loud, were the
Beatles,

In late December, | paid another
visit to Sirhan in his cell. He was
now wearing a white T-shirt with
a long-sleeved blue denim prisan
shirtover it and a pair of lined slip-
pars instead of the Japanese san-
dals. By now he had become warm-
er toward me, more trusting, more
open.

| noted that he had swilched
from Muriel Perfectos to Winstans
As he talked, he lett his breakiast
untouched d eggs and a piece
of coffee cake and some fruit—
and smoked an entire pack ot cig-
arettes. “How many packs a day?”
| asked

Six,”" he said. "Three different
brands.”
Like the cigarette smoke, Sirhan's

| thought, had begun to turn
gray, "Do vou really think you
ought to smokea 5o muc | asked.
He laughed grimly. “Nothing else
to do.

Even his reading had grown gray-
er, In the summer, he had re-
guested Les Miserables, by Victor

Hugo, and Witness, hy Whittaker
Chambers. Now he had 2 college
text on logic and a dry book an In-
dian philosophy. But my antismok-
ing commercial seemed tu take:
the next time | visited, two days
later, Sirhan wasn't smoking at all.
as wing gum

Whenever his attorneys visit and
talk abou the strategy they are
going to use |n the trial, Sirhan re-
veals his inlerest (n the intricacies

He was ¢t
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Sirhan keeps the Jun
TIME and Newsweek ¢
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special Kennedy issues of LIFE and
offee table in the liv-
5 up the mag-
azines now and then and talks 1o
the fa of Robert Kennedy on
the TIME cover, telling him |
sarry she is. Kennedy, moreo
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Sirnan's mother Mary brought him
ew sull for the trial. Flankivg her
inside Hall of Justice are her young-
est son Munir (with dark glasses)
and Defense Attorney Russell Par-
sans. Sirhan's case js
by Judge Herbert
right, who senten
man and has sent 18 1
Row. He has a reputation for fair-
mindedness, The trial is axpected
ep months or more.
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