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y’all know what struggle is – in each moment. It was an honor to work with 
each and every one of you, to experience together the power of creativity 
and art behind the prison walls. I pray for all of us to continue to walk with 
that same courage each day, to continue to support and inspire each other 
through our creative force, integrity, and resistencia. I hope that our work 
together will sow seeds that can help prevent another generation of Black 
and Brown youth from being institutionalized and “disappeared” from their 
families and communities… 

* gr a t i t u d egr a t i t u d e  *  

 From the very first workshop, João’s improvisational bass-playing 
disrupted the bleak, barren, and austere environment behind prison walls.  
His bass notes wrapped our circle in another realm of possibility beyond 
these four brick walls designed to sedate, dull, and hinder creativity and Life.  
Learning to listen to the rhythms of Black improvisational music opened up 
varied possibilities to the students for how poetry could become musical, 
healing, and non-conformist.  We experienced how poetry could become 
their unique and autonomous instrument in the midst of their immediate 
discordia.  
 Co-facilitator Rene Valdez brings a singular heartfelt force and sincerity 
into each and every workshop. His vision and belief in the power of the word 
allowed us to take risks to introduce the SOY youth to ideas & formats way 
beyond their immediate environs. raúl’s teachings live on through Rene. With 
Heart and humility, he brings a sacredness and political and spiritual clarity 
and grounding into every space and circle that he opens. He made this SOY 
project possible (our first ever at Gardner Betts!). It is his perseverance and 
spirit that transforms the day-to-day toil of a mom-and-pop business into 
the sacred space that is Resistencia Bookstore/Red Salmon Arts. 
 Many people accompanied our “circle” physically and in spirit…. Here I 
would like to recognize our two Guest Artists:  Jorge Renaud’s poetry is as 
real as it gets, down to the marrow—haunting, peeling open the wounds. It 
makes you feel the raw struggle of life and savor the joys. Jorge immediately 
connected with the youth as a role model on transcending the system on 
many levels. Jon Mahone of Riders Against the Storm fed the circle with 
gorgeous introspective rhymes and meditations on language and idioms. I 
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built on conflict, power imbalances, injustices, and masculinist showdowns, 
doesn’t make for smooth sailing for anyone involved. Each session, we faced 
many challenges to participation. Because “mean teachers” had berated 
youth for being “bad students,” the youth had lost confidence in their 
reading and writing abilities and were sometimes reluctant to show their 
vulnerability in these areas. (One student wasn’t literate, but did produce 
poetry, included here.) Students had emotionally shut down to varying 
degrees, making poetry a difficult terrain to enter. Also, under the high 
pressure of constant surveillance, where each little decision has magnified 
consequences, and where expressions of anger at their imprisonment are 
punished, the youth understandably displayed wide variations in their mood 
from day to day. A comment from a staff person could strike a nerve–so that 
a youth who had been enthusiastic for most of the workshop could shut 
down for the final ten minutes.  Yet, all these challenges were also exactly 
why SOY was there—to allow a space where the youth could at least 
express their anger and sense of indignity and injustice through our 
discussions, poetry, and spoken word. To help them in their process for 
getting out. 
 To do this, SOY facilitators had to dedicate a lot of good energy to 
create a safe, supportive atmosphere in the midst of this fraught 
environment. However, even this was out of our control at times. Random 
searches of the youths’ cells interrupted a couple workshops. Not only did 
these disrupt our focus, but it violated our collective efforts to maintain a 
safe space—where the youth could let down their guard and for at least a 
couple hours during the week be able to relate to each other as youth, in a 
real way. Sadly, the searches reinforced to the youth the opposite message, 
that they can never let down their guard. 
 Poetry writing is intense and scary, especially when used to take a 
close, honest look at your life. Jorge advised the youth to turn to poetry to 
look at their hurts, pains, and emotions instead of escaping from them—to 
take responsibility for them as a step to recovering their power of self-
determination. 
 You, the reader, will find that honesty and courage in these poems. I 
thank the youth for trusting us, the facilitators, and for taking the leap to be 
courageous with their “word-power.” I am humbled by you, the SOY youth: 

Hard times are rough, hard times are sad, 
But I realized you are something I’ve never had. 

So if hard times are what I got to go through to be with you 
Then so be it.  That is something I have to do. 

I never knew what love was until I saw your eyes 
And the last thing I would want is to say our goodbyes. 

That would be the day that I cry 

And feel so much pain as if I were going to die, 
But hopefully that day won’t ever come. 

Just thinking about it makes my body numb. 

Hard times are rough, hard times are sad, 
You are something I am glad to have. 

You have changed me in ways I can’t explain. 
You have done something to my brain. 

The way I think, the way I feel, 
For you and only you.  Blood I will shed, Blood I will 

spill… 
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