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Attica Guards Tell 
By Jim Stingley 
L.A. Times Service 

Their Story 

Attica, N.Y. 
Attica State Correction- 

al Facility officers have 
been tightlipped a b out 
what caused the Septem-
ber 9 riot. Their silence, 
not understood by some,  
stems from many factors. 

One is that they have been 
ordered, in the face of a leg-
islative investigation, to re-
main mute. 

Another is that correction-
al officers never have been 
big talkers because there is a 
chance somebody might hear 
you who would like to kill  
you — and maybe your fami-
ly, too. 

A third factor is that these 
men are weary. Few have 
had a day off since the tur-
moil began. They have been 
going with just a few hours 
sleep each night. 

And finally, it is difficult to 
find words to tell strangers 
about something so personal. 

ANONYMOUS 
But, in the aftermath of a 

tragic time in which many 
accusations have been made 
against them, a few consent-
ed to private interviews with 
the Los Angeles Times -
and only after assurances 
they would remain anony-
mous. 

With bitter intensity, they 
declared that their side of 
the Attica story should al-
ready have been told. 

T h e officers maintained 
that serious trouble has been 
heading for Attica for eight 
years — that they saw it 
coming, but, by federal court 
order, were forbidden to do 
anything about it. 

COMING 
"There is no question 

about it — no question that it 
was coming, no question that 
it was planned. 

"In 1962 we became aware 
of this militant group, the 
Black Muslims, inside Attica. 
At that time they were set-
ting up an organization and it 
was then that we went in and 
broke them up and segregat-
ed them from each other and 
refused to permit them to 
have any type of gathering. 

"We have put listening 
devices in the cells and we 
heard their plans — to con-
quer the world, destroy the 
whites. 

"Well, they went to federal 
court and we had a full-
fledged hearing. 

BOXES 
"We presented boxes and 

boxes full of confiscated ma-
terial that set up the plan for 
their organization within the 
institution for Black Mus-
lims, that they would govern 
the institution, govern the 
cell blocks. 

"We presented evidence of 
their plans to run white pris-
oners out of their cell 
blocks, evidence that they 
would demand of the institu-
tion that they be separated 
from the whites, that they  

would have their own ser-
vices, their own food. 

"And what did the judge 
do? He ruled that this was a 
religion.. That you can't re-
strict them in their religious 
beliefs. And that we had to 
change the rules to permit 
Black Muslim ministers in 
and to permit them to have 
services within the institution. 

REHEARSALS 
"Well, their services were 

simply nothing other than or-
ganizational rehearsals for 
Black power, this was the 
total scheme that came in the 
guise of a religion. 

' "Well, we segregated them 
anyway. Simply because they 
were militant Blacks who 
w o uld not conform to the 
rules and regulations of the 
institution. They attempted 
to destroy every single proj-
ect the Department of Cor-
rections instituted: 

"They incriminated hun- 
dreds of ignorant, illiterate 
Negroes, telling them they 
would have nothing but a 
white mind inside a black 
body and that this is not per-
mitted under the teachings of 
Elijah Muhammad. 

"So we had illiterate Ne-
groes we tried to get enrolled 
in the school programs so 
they could at least read and 
write. But the Black Muslims 



system and we get fined for 
segregating him!" 

The  officers maintained 
that when this happened, it 
became apparent to them 
that the matter was out of 
their hands. 

"We had no choice. And 
the black radicals then had 
the opportunity to organise 
because they had a court 
edict saying you can't segre-
gate them. 

"So they were all together 
in the block at Attica — all of 
them, Muslims and  Pan-
thers. They were concentrat-
ed. They held their meetings 
on the lawn. They elected of-
ficers. They did the whole 
bit. 

"And so this (the riot) hap-
pened at Attica. And we 
couldn't stop it. We knew 
that this was a possibility 
and there we stood with the 
federal courts tying o u r 
hands. 

JOINT 
"It finally got to the point 

where a lot of the men said, 
`To hell with it. I'm through 
trying to make this place run 
sensibly. From now on I'm 
just putting in my eight 
hours and if they tear the  

whole joint down, so be it.' 
"Now you might say that 

was a bad attitude — but 
God damn it, you couldn't 
blame them for feeling that 
way" 

Asked about the relation-
ship between Black Muslims 
and Black Panthers; they re-
plied: 

"The only difference be-
tween the Muslims and the 
Panthers is ideological — 
they both are after the same 
end. And in this riot here, 
they were together . 

"The only place they were i 
not together • was during the 
riot when some of the in-
mates said, to hell with it, 
let's kill these bastards (re-
ferring to the hostages). 

"Well, the Muslims were 
so well organized that after 

forbade the illiterates to do 
it. 

SEGREGATED 
"It was a constant hassle. 

So when we found a man dis-
tributing literature or intimi-
dating inmates and other in-
mates, we segregated him. 

"Then the topper came. 
Constance Baker Motley, a 
colored Negro judge of the 
Second District of New York, 

I issued an edict against the 
I warden of Green Haven Pris-
on and fined him and the 
State of New York for impos-
ing on Brother Martin, this 
militant individual, and plac-
ing him in segregation (soli-
tary confinement) in viola-
tion of his civil rights. 

"Poor Brother Martin, one 
of the most vicious, one of 
the most evil people— he in-
stigated the riots at Buffalo, 
taught those people how to 
build Molotov cocktails, he 
was engaged in the narcotics 
trade and he was indicted for 
murder of a prostitute. 

CONCENTRATED 
"He was one of the most 

vicious people the penal sys-
tem has ever encountered 
and also one of the most 
clever enemies of the penal 



they assembled the hostages, 
they put a ring of Muslims 
around them, armed with 
'wives and spears. 

"When some of the in-
mates said 'Let's kill them,' 
immediately the order went 
out: double the guard. They 
did. They knew they had to 
protect the hostages to get 
their demands — and they 
did so most efficiently." 

QUENTIN 
Of the effect on Attica of 

the incident at California's 
S a n Quentin Prison last 
month in which three guards 
and three prisoners were 
slain, the guards interviewed 
said: "Two days after this 
thing at Quentin, they had a 
fast at Attica and in D mess 
there were only 11 inmates 
out of 768 who actually ate. 
And at a mess 90 per cent 
fasted. That was an all-day 
fast. In honor of the revolu-
tion and (George) Jackson 
(the "Seledad Brother" who 
was slain in the San Quentin 
incident). 

"But you have to realize 
I one thing. The solidarity is 
not that great among the 
blacks. Most of these men 
were intimidated. A small 
but damned powerful group 
said that if you eat any food, 
you're dead. And they meant 
it. A n d they proved it. 
They're still diggin' up in-

, mates' bodies in the yard up 
I there." 

Asked if they thought, as 
had the guards at San Quen-
tin, that the Attica incident 
was the result of outside 
planning, they replied: 

"They had no help from 
the outside in organizing this 
thing. I don't think. They 
didn't need any. When the 
guards have to permit a 
thing like this (the court or-
der regarding the Muslim re-
ligion) to go on, they don't 
need help from the outside. 

REV 
"They 	psychologically 

reinforce themselves from 
the inside. They get to the 
point where they believe they 
are in control. .They, rev 
themselves up. It's just like 
some of the religious Serv-
ices where they get the spir-
it and roll on the ground. 

"These militants are en-
tranced with their own power 
at this point. And that's why, 
unless hard steps are taken  
now, the same Goddamn 
thing is going to happen at 
prisons all over America. 

"The thing is, when they  

get to believing all this crap 
about themselves and start 
making demands — well, 
once these crazy demands 
start pouring out of them. 
then it's just a matter of 
time before they actually riot 
to get them. 

CORRIDORS 
"Hell, one of the demands 

was that we tear out the cor-
ridors and make this all one 
complete yard so that the in-
stitution could no longer se-
gregate even the black mili-
tants into separate situations 
such as B block and they 
could infiltrate other blocks. 
They wanted t o practice 
their brotherly love on all the 
other institutions." 

Why didn't San Quentin be-
come as bloody as Attica? 
The* Attica officers believe_ 
that at San Quentin there 
was not enough time. The 
California officers went right 
in and knocked down the in-
surrection before there was a 
chance for the inmates to .  
think. 

One guard said: "Yeah, I 
think the Quentin thing did 
happen prematurely. I often 
wondered how a man could 
hide a gun in his hair (refer-
ring to George Jackson) until 
I was going to Nebraska re-
cently and I saw several col-
ored guys get on the plane 
— Christ, they could h av e 
hidden a howitzer in their 
hair." 

CRITICAL 
The interviewed officers 

were all intensely critical of 
the handling of the trouble at 
Attica from start to finish. 
They agreed with the 
thoughts expressed by the 
warden of another New York 
state prison: 

"When that whistle blew 
there were at least 100 to 150 
correctional officers. There 
were at least a hundred wea-
pons. I would have armed 
those officers and I would 
have said, 'Fellows let's go 
back and get them.' And we 
would have gotten them -- 
within a matter of a couple 
of hours. Then I would have 
called the state police for 
reinforcements. 

"A show of force at that 
point — they only had 11 hos-
tages — would have done it. 
They were too disorganized, 
one group setting fire to one 
area, another setting fire to 
the school and so forth. 

EYE 
"L o o k, you had those 

AR-15s and you could have  

gone up through a block and 
gone up on that roof and cov-
ered the whole institution. 
And those AR-15s will shoot a 
man's eye out at 75 yards 
and it's no more than 150 
yards across the whole com-
pound. 

"But that's not what Rus-
sell Oswald (New York's pris-
on commissioner) decided. 
He decided to negotiate. God 
damn it, you don't negotiate 
with black militants! 

"But Russell must not have 
known that. Russell's experi-
ence has been that of a rath-
er vocal individual, having 
no experience at all in the 
field of penology except the 
experience he vocalizes. And 
his theories have been very 
well pointed out by the inci-
dent here, in that he brought 
in Bobby Seale and William 
Kunstler to talk with the riot-
ers. 

"Of all the people to bring 
in — people who could only 
serve to encourage the situa-
tion and who would leave im-
mediately afterwards to re-
vile him  and to continue to 
build up resistance on the 
part of militants through the 
operations of institutions and 
through the administration." 

BADGES 
There are varied opinions 

among the correctional offi-
cers interviewed at Attic a 
about the future. Some have 
decided the matter personal-
ly by turning in their badges. 

Others who stayed, and 
this includes ranking officers 
with up to 22 years service 
here, maintain that the Atti-
ca riot will set penology back 
20 years. 

"Prisoners are not normal 
people and we are trained to 
try and do something for 
these people. How can we re-
turn these people to society 
as contributors rather than 
preying on society? 

OUTCRY 
"This is the foremost thing 

in the -mind of every dedicat-
ed correctional officer. 

"And I don't think that  

these officers at Attica will 
be too discouraged by what 
happened. I don't think they 
will overreact toward the in-
mates despite the fact that 
they lost eight brother offi-
cers. 

"What's going to set penol-
ogy back 20 years will be the 
public outcry. The people of 
New York are going to de-
mand punitive action. Mem-
bers of the legislature are 
going to consider on the basis ' 
of votes some of these de-" 
mands." 

There are other sides of 
the Attica story to tell. Many 
sides. The men whose words 
are quoted here were all vet-
eran officers with more than 
two decades of service. At-
tempts to get younger offi-
cers to talk in such a manner 
have proved fruitless. 


