The Institution 

    It was late in August 1987.  Four two- week National Guard annual training efforts had failed to complete the missing section of the Mississippi River levee at the Louisiana State Penitentiary.  The Mississippi River was on the rise and was threatening the Penitentiary’s existence.  It was a critical situation for the state of Louisiana.  If the levee could not be closed, the state would be forced to move the entire prison population to a safer location.  This move would be a costly and dangerous endeavor.

    No available civilian contractor could complete the levee in time to beat the rising river. The Governor had no choice but to order the adjutant general of the Louisiana National Guard to finish the levee.  The immediate call went out for someone to take the responsibility to make this order a reality. 

  At the time, I was in a secondary staff position that could be easily taken over by the battalion logistics officer.  With this in mind, I volunteered to go to the prison and try to accomplish the mission.  When I arrived at the prison, there were no cell- block type buildings, only open farm land with small fenced- in compounds.  It resembled a large plantation.  Later I found out it was formerly a slave plantation called Angola.  I will never forget wondering what  the two trenches on either side of the main road were. This road ended at the Transient Employee and Trustee Barracks. This was my Angola home for the next two and a half months. The first night was very strange.  I kept looking out the window for guards or some semblance of security.  I stayed up most of the night thinking how easy it would be to escape by simply climbing a single, unguarded fence.   

   The next day my troops slowly began to trickle in from all over the state.  After the usual in briefing on what they could and could not do, we started working on the levee.  The project was progressing ahead of schedule, and it was not necessary for me to stay on the project.  I would take time away from the work back at our compound to work on the payroll.  During this time, one of the inmates talked to me about his life at Angola and asked me questions about the outside world.

    Mr. Garrett, the inmate, told me, “I have been here twenty- seven years and will never be paroled.  I came here for armed robbery with a fifteen year sentence, and while here I killed an inmate for stealing my stuff.”

    I asked him,  “What are the two trenches on either side of the main road?”                                    “The trenches are trails beaten into the ground by the inmate work crews walking in columns of twos out to the fields.”                                                                                                                  

    I asked Garrett,  “Have you ever tried to escape?”                                                                            “Yes, I walked away two times.  I made it to St. Francisville both times and was caught in the same place both times.”                                                                                                                        “In the same place both times?”                                                                                                         “Sure, I really didn’t have anywhere to go.”

    Garrett asked me,  “What is it like to be free?” 

    I thought about all the people on the outside stuck in dead end jobs and how they, like the inmates, get caught up in their work and become a part of the institution. I told him,  “Nobody is free.  Everybody is an inmate in some way or another.  Everyone has to answer to someone, and everybody follows some beaten path in his or her everyday life.”                    

    Mr. Garrett looked at me and said,  “I understand what you mean.”   

    My experience in prison changed forever the way I look at the world. I understand how people can become institutionalized by not having the opportunity to change their lifestyle, and how they can forget what it is like to be free. 

