I Was Shackled to My Bed After Giving
Birth. Then They Took My Baby Away.
by Keeley Schenwar, TRUTHOUT

kind of breastfeeding or pumping by
inmates was out the question. They
said a breast pump was a safety risk.
But after a struggle, activists finally
got the Department of Corrections to
allow breast pumps in Logan Prison.
Until I started last year, using a breast
pump in an Illinois prison without the
baby being at the facility had never
been done.
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I’m R87914. Even though I’m no longer in prison, that number, just like my
social security number and name, will
never change. I’m also a proud mom
and a new one at that. There were no
balloons or cards, no flowers or family
allowed in the delivery room at the
time of my daughter Aniela’s birth.
The prison where I was incarcerated wouldn’t allow mothers-to-be to
No one should ever have to
go into labor naturally. Too inconvenient. Each birth was scheduled ahead
be handcuffed, shackled and
of time. Mothers were not told until
pulled away from their newthe morning of their scheduled labor
born child.
day that they were being taken to the
hospital and induced. Families of the
women were not told until after the
Still there was no funding for a
baby was born; a three-minute phone
breast pump. Further efforts led to the
call was allowed after the birth, per
donation of three breast pumps, along
discretion of the officer.
with the other supplies needed to save
Keeley Schenwar with her baby.
During my 36 hours of labor, an officer COURTESY OF KEELEY SCHENWAR
and freeze milk.
would sit on the couch, and watch me, and
So, when I got back to prison, there
make occasional small talk and sometimes even pretend like they were two of us women who had just given birth the day before.
cared. Their shift, just like any other person’s, would end and
I chose to use a breast pump and send home milk. She decided
eager to go home, they would leave, a new officer would walk in. against it when we found out that if we used the breast pump, we
Pregnant women in Illinois and a few other states are not alwould be restricted to staying only in the health care unit of the
lowed to be shackled, only handcuffed. I can’t imagine having to
prison until further notice. (In some ways, that was kind of living
waddle in shackles eight or nine months pregnant. But so many
in a prison inside of a prison.)
of the guards in Illinois complain about not being able to use the
For the next month and a half, I stayed in the health care unit
shackles during pregnancy.
and pumped every two to three hours — that is, of course, after
After birth, women can be shackled — regardless of any
we were done mixing up pieces to the different pumps and finally
pain from stitches one may have, or the women with C-sections.
got one of them set up correctly. I had a picture of my daughter
Once the baby is born, all restraints are once again an option, per
that had been taken at the hospital, and I looked at it while I
discretion of the officer.
pumped. I labeled bags of breast milk with the time and date, and
So, there I was. Still in tears, both from being happy and
every two weeks my family would have to drive four hours to the
also in pain, with my first born in my arms, an officer still on
prison and pick them up, which ended up not really being posthe couch and my feet shackled to the hospital bed, all the time
sible. Milk would be wasted if it was brought out before visitors
knowing that in less than 48 hours my daughter would be taken
were allowed to leave. All visitors need to be escorted in and out
from my arms and I would be driven back to the prison, handof the prison at set times, and no coolers can be brought in to help
cuffed and shackled the entire ride.
preserve the milk, so some of the milk was spoiled. On top of
I cried the whole drive back to the prison after I was pulled
this, for most women, it is not possible for their families to come
away from my daughter. I closed my eyes and just tried to keep
and pick up breast milk.
seeing her face.
I was taken out of the health care unit after a month and a
Although I could not breastfeed my daughter, I was the first
half. The breast pump stayed in the health care unit. I was alperson in my prison to be able to pump milk while incarcerated.
lowed to go there every three hours during the day, but I was not
Before that, the Illinois Department of Corrections said that any
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allowed to go at night. That
about. Also, prisons need relimeant I couldn’t pump at night.
able pumps that are not old,
A month after that happened, I
donated pumps with scattered
stopped being able to produce
pieces, and mothers need to
milk, not long before I went
have access to the pump at all
home to my baby. That felt like
times.
a lot of pumping for no reason.
But also, when it comes
In the end, I was not able to
down to it, my question is why
breastfeed my daughter when I
we need to be thinking about
came home.
breast pumps in prison in the
Here’s another thing that’s
first place. Why are all these
important to mention: After I
moms sitting in prison when
was taken out of health care,
their babies are on the outside
one day they called me back
missing them?
in. Another woman was about Prison separates parents from their newborns and makes breastfeeding impossible.
If new mothers are incarcerto start using the breast pump. This cruelty must end. JARED RODRIGUEZ / TRUTHOUT
ated, they need to have access
They called me in to find out
to breast pumps. But really, no
how to put the second breast pump together. It wasn’t because I
breast pump can replace being with your baby. No one should
knew a lot about setting up a breast pump — it was because they
ever have to be handcuffed, shackled and pulled away from their
knew so little. There was no one at the prison who could really
newborn child.
support people in using the pump.
NOTE: This essay was written in 2014.
So, it’s a good thing that breast pumps are now allowed at
the prison, but it’s not enough. If they even had one person in
the prison who knew what they were doing, and knew what was
Copyright © Truthout. May not be reprinted without permission.
going on, it would make a difference. It wouldn’t need to be
BIO: Keeley Schenwar was a mother and an advocate for insomeone’s full-time job. More people just need to know what’s
carcerated women. She spoke out about the injustices of prisons
going on. When I told the male guards, “I need to use the breast
and the cruel treatment of incarcerated mothers. Keeley died on
pump,” they laughed at me and had no idea what I was talking
February 4, 2020.
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Truthout is proud to launch
the Keeley Schenwar Memorial Essay Prize.
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This prize will go to a formerly incarcerated person for an essay of 1,500 words or less on the topic of prisons, policing or a
related subject. It may be written as a first-person narrative (although that is not a requirement). Two
winners will be chosen and awarded a
prize of $3,000 each. The essays will
be published on Truthout.
This prize is in honor of Keeley
Schenwar, who was a devoted mother,
daughter, sister, friend, writer and
advocate for incarcerated mothers.
Keeley was incarcerated, on and
off, over the course of 14 years.
She wrote often, both poetry
and prose, particularly focusing on her experiences of
incarceration and addiction. Keeley spoke out publicly
about the inhumanity of the U.S. prison system and
wrote about her own experience of incarceration. She
wrote this essay about giving birth while incarcerated, and the brutality of being separated from
her newborn baby.
Keeley died on February 4,

2020. This prize is in the spirit of Keeley’s desire for the kind
of world where everyone can live a good life.
Keeley, was the sister of Truthout Editor-in-Chief Maya
Schenwar, and was one of the inspirations for Truthout’s early and sustained
dedication to covering the injustices and
violence of incarceration and policing.
We are launching the Keeley Schenwar
Memorial Essay Prize on the first anniversary of Keeley’s death to continue drawing attention to the cruel realities of
the oppressive systems she struggled
against and wrote about.
The deadline for submissions is
May 1. Prizes will be announced by July 1.
Essays can be emailed to essayprize@truthout.org.
(Feel free to submit your essay either as an attachment or
within the body of the email.)
Alternatively, essays can be mailed to:
Truthout
PO Box 276414,
Sacramento, CA, 95827

