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Prisoner in the United States

ASSATA SHAKUR: On the night of May 2, I was shot twice by the New
Jersey State Police. I was kept on the floor, kicked, pulled, dragged along
by my hair. Finally, I was put into an ambulance, but the police would not
let the ambulance leave. They kept asking the ambulance attendant: “Is she
dead yet? Is she dead yet?” Finally, when it was clear that I wasn’t going to
die in the next five or ten minutes, they took me to the hospital. The police
were jumping on me, beating me, choking me, doing everything that they
: could possibly do as soon as the doctors or the nurses would go outside. I
y@ @ME was half dead — hospital authorities had brought in a priest to give me the
last rites — but the police would not stop torturing me. That went on until
the next morning, when I was taken to the intensive care unit. They had
to calm down a little while I was there. Then they moved me to another
room, which was the Johnson Suite, and they closed off the exit from the
hallway. So they could virtually control all traffic in and out. It was just
open season on me for about three or four days. They'd turned up the air
conditioning so that I was freezing to death. My lungs were threatening to
collapse. They were doing everything so that I would get pneumonia.

QUESTIONER: Did the medical staff participate or acquiesce to this
treatment while you were under their care?

“Finally, I was put into an
ambulance, but the police would
not let the ambulance leave. They
kept asking the ambulance
attendant,

‘Is she dead yet? Is she dead yet?’
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Just finding one was a task in and of itself. Stanley Cohen had made some
initial contacts and initial agreements with an investigator, and was en
route to being able to deal with some of these experts and expose some of
this tampered evidence — and the next thing I knew, he was found dead in
his apartment. The cause of his death was never made public. The initial
report said that he was a victim of trauma — but we never got the real cause
of death, whether or not he was murdered. They finally said something
about natural causes, but there never was a report of how he was killed.
What we do know was that all of my legal records that were in his
apartment were taken by the United States — no, by the New York Police
Department — everything. They said that they took those — my legal
records — as evidence. They didn’t say evidence of what. Evelyn had to like
a lawsuit to get those legal records back. Different records were missing;
all the notes that referred to investigations of the case were never found.

Then, immediately after Stanley Cohen’s death, the judge retracted the
orders saying that the state had to help us pay for these experts. The city’s
order said that we hadn’t gotten these experts in time, and therefore the
order was no longer good. William Kunstler was one of the lawyers on the
case, and so was Lennox Hines; the next thing we knew, both of them
were cited for contempt. The judge held a hearing to get Kunstler thrown
off the case, because he was trying to raise money so we could pay the
experts. Instead of even being able to prepare my defense, my lawyers were
put in a position where they had to prepare their own defenses and that
went on through my whole time in prison. Evelyn Williams — who was
also my aunt — was my lawyer. She was cited for contempt, she was
smitten with it daily, she spent time in prison for contempt, for no reason
at all. That happened to most of my lawyers, if not all of them: they were
all threatened. Lou Meyers, a lawyer from Mississippi, said that he would
rather try a million cases in Mississippi than try one in New Jersey,
because New Jersey was the most racist place he’s ever been in. But it
wasn’t just New Jersey, it was New York, it was every place that I went to
trial in.

And it didn’t happen just to me; this was something that was repeated
across the board in all cases that concerned political prisoners; on every
single case the lawyers were harassed, the prisoners received the worst
treatment.

16

“They gave me the poetry of
our people, the tradition of
our women, the relationship
of human beings to nature
and the search of human
beings for freedom,

for justice, for a world that
isn’t a brutal world.”

AS: I spent about two weeks at the Middlesex County Hospital. And then
I spent another two weeks in the Roosevelt Hospital for the chronically
ill. I had two bullet wounds — I still have one bullet in my chest. I was
paralyzed in this arm. I had trouble breathing. And after I was released
from the second hospital, it took me a couple of years to gain full use of
my hand. I was not allowed physical therapy, or medical treatment in the
hospital, we had to get a court order for simple things like a rubber ball
so I could squeeze my hand and teach myself how to use it again. And the
only kind of exercise that I was able to acquire was at the instructions of
the nurses. I asked them, what can I do? I was acutely aware that the
prison system would do everything possible to frustrate my getting well
again. The nurses would give me a towel and even though I couldn’t wring
it up, they’d say: “Just try.” So I would put my hand on top of it — and
then the police would come and take the towel away, even though I was
cuffed to the bed. I don’t know what they thought I was going to do with
the towel, but the towel wasn’t the point. The point was to just do every-
thing possible to make me suffer.

Q: So is your experience that you were not given any recuperative or reha-
bilitative therapy for the wounds that you suffered on May 2, 1973?

AS: I was given some, but I mean the state, the police, the DA’s office, the
FBI, I believe, did everything possible to frustrate my recovery.

5
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In Quentin Prison, immediately on my arrival, they closed the building
that I was in, which meant that all of the women who worked in the
prison, and were going to school or had jobs in the population lost their
jobs and could only move around inside of maximum security building.
All of the recreation programs women had been allowed to participate in
— until I came — they lost all of that. And the prison administration would
go around to the women saying: “She’s the reason that you've lost your job
and are no longer able to get an education. She’s the reason why you are
confined in this building 24 hours a day.” I could see that prison officials
were trying to create a situation where the women would move on me.
They had moved most of the women who had some kind of an insight as
to what was going on to the other maximum security building, and had
crowded the building where I was with women who were informers, who
were tools of the administration or women who were just mad or who
were absolute fools.

Q: So is it your view that the prison authorities tried to incline other
inmates to physically attack you?

“In Quentin Prison,
immediately on my arrival, they closed the building
that I was in, which meant that all of the women who
worked in the prison, and were going to school
or had jobs in the population lost their jobs and|
could only move around inside of maximum
security building.

And the prison administration would go
around to the women saying:

O

confined in this building 24 hours|

»

‘She’s the reason why you are H

a day.
N Y

AS: Yeah. My lawyer (and aunt) Evelyn constantly protested the condi-
tions, but she was talking to deaf ears. She went to court I don’t know how
many times to have the lawyer-attorney visits respected, with the doors
shut, but they were virtually in the room, and that room was bugged

anyway.
Q: What do you mean by the term ‘bugged’?

AS: T mean that they had electronic listening devices where we would
meet. The guards would come around and say: “We know what you're
saying.” It was their way of saying: “We've got it on tape anyway. So
what?”

%

° “The rules were that you could have contact visits
with immediate family and lawyers,

but the police kept entering
our conversations.

They would just ignore the fact that there
were supposed to be client-lawyer
- privileges, or that it was a family visit.

/) They would just be there and
= nothing we could do about it.”

(

Q: In your view, did the combination of inadequate medical therapeutic
attention and the lack of confidentiality with your attorney impede your
ability to defend yourself against the many state charges that were subse-
quently brought against you?

AS: Absolutely. My lawyers had to fight for such elementary things that
they couldn’t even deal with the case. The state resisted everything. Most
of the energies they would normally be spending preparing for trial, they
had to spend filing suits around the right for me to have a ball, to have
medical attention, or even have food, which was the worst of any prison
that I’ve been in. ;
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AS: No. Male and female guards. In front of my cell, writing down every-
thing, you know: ‘Subject is now eating. Subject is now on the toilet.
Subject is now reading’ — everything I did they wrote.

Q: When you say “we,” could you state exactly who —

AS: Sundiata Acoli and I were on trial together. We had the same charges
and we decided that we would go on trial together. They didn’t oppose
that.

Q: Had you recovered from your wounds at the time?

AS: 1 was still wearing a brace for the broken clavicle, but the problem
was mainly my right arm. I was basically paralyzed. And I was a wreck. I'd
broken out in a rash, I was very thin... Anyway, we started the jury
selection process. And in the middle of it the trial was stopped. It was
postponed until January, 1974.

Q: Why?

AS: Because it was found out that there was such a racist climate in the
jury room that the trial could no longer proceed. There was like this lynch
mob atmosphere, there was no way we could receive anything resembling
a fair trial. So they gave us a change of venue to another county — Morris
County — where we were supposed to resume the trial. Morris County
happened to be 99% white and one of the richest counties in the state of
New Jersey, as a matter of fact, in the whole country.

Q: What evidence was presented to indicate that there was a racist climate
at that time?

AS: There was no evidence presented, but the press had been trying me
for years. I was turned into a monster. They pictured this vicious woman
that goes around terrorizing police, this madwoman essentially... They
had created this whole mythology in order to destroy me. They started
this whole mythology in order to destroy me. They started building this
whole campaign in the press in 1970-71.
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