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Bayview Prison: The road to college and beyond
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PRISON EDUCATION COMEBACK

It was 1984 when Kathleen Conway
was first incarcerated at Bedford Hills,
a maximum-security facility that is also
the mandatory first stop for every woman
entering the state prison system, before
being transferred to facilities through-
out New York. Unlike two-thirds of the
4,000 women currently in New York
prisons, Conway had managed to get a
high school diploma before being arrest-
ed. (Like the other inmates and ex-
inmates interviewed for this story, she
declined to discuss the circumstances
surrounding that arrest.) But when she
got to Bedford Hills, which had just
started a new college degree program run
by Mercy College, Conway was finally
ready, she told Chelsea Now, to listen to
her mother.

“[My mother] said, ‘Kathy, you gotta
keep your mind active. None of us went
to college. You're the last one [with a
shot],”” said Conway.

The program at Bedford Hills was
then one of 350,000 such programs in
prisons around the country, enrolling
nearly 10 percent of all inmates nation-
wide. Started as part of a national prison
reform movement that took off after the
1969 Attica prison riot, Bedford Hills’
and other prison schools thrived by mak-
ing ample use of federal Pell Grants for
low-income students. Meanwhile, studies
soon documented that these programs
were great investments of public monies
by being the single best way to prevent
recidivism, showing dramatically lower
rates of re-arrest and higher rates of
employment for college enrollees than
for other parolees.

While the exact numbers vary, re-
arrest rates for those who had completed
a degree program ranged from 1 percent
to 26 percent, versus between 55 and
70 percent of the general prison popu-
lation. One 1987 Massachusetts study
of more than 200 inmates serving time
for violent crimes—including murder,
rape and armed robbery—over a 25-year
period found that “college was the only
program with a 100 percent success
rate: Not a single inmate who earned a
college degree had been re-incarcerated
for a new crime.” Other studies have
confirmed this trend (the higher the level
of education, the lower the recidivism):
One, done in 1991 in Utah, showed a 3.7
percent re-incarceration rate for inmates
holding associate degrees, 5.6 percent
for those with bachelor’s degrees, and
0 for the small number with master’s
degrees.

Prison education initiatives remained
a potent weapon against recidivism
before the tough-on-crime wave of the
early 1990s, when the new Republican
Congress in 1994 blocked the incarcer-
ated from receiving Pell Grants, claim-
ing they were “coddling” prisoners and
a waste of taxpayer funds. Most states,
like New York under a new governor
named George Pataki, followed suit.
Within three years, only eight prison
college programs remained in the whole
country. “In nearly every case,” wrote
Kenneth Mentor, of the University of
North Carolina, in 1998, “the individu-
al’s education abruptly ended as funds
were denied.”

The exterior of the Bayview
Correctional Facility, on the corner of
West 20th Street and Eleventh Avenue

The Mercy College program that had
welcomed Kathleen Conway at Bedford
Hills closed in 1995. But a few years
later, that prison community mobilized
to revive the program, with help from
such disparate supporters as inmate
Kathy Boudin, longtime volunteer Thea
Jackson, actress Glenn Close and play-
wright Eve Ensler, along with academics
from Teachers College-Columbia, NYU
and Marymount Manhattan College, the
latter of which agreed to host the new,
privately funded program.

By 2001, the New York State
Department of Corrections (DOCS)
coordinated and published “Changing

Minds: The Impact of Higher Education
in a Maximum Security Prison,” which
showed a 7 percent re-incarceration rate
for Bedford Hills’ inmate college gradu-
ates, versus 30 percent for those without
college. Elsewhere in the state, private
alternatives to Pell Grants emerged,
including Sing Sing’s Hudson Link, devel-
oped by current DOCS Commissioner
Brian Fischer and Bayview’s current
superintendent, Catherine Cook.

EXHIBIT A...B AND C

At Bedford Hills, one of the first new
students was Cheryl Wilkins, who would
go on to help bring college to Bayview
before being released last year. A striking
woman with reddish braids and a wide
smile, Wilkins spoke to Chelsea Now
last week from her office as academic
coordinator of John Jay College’s Prison
Reentry Program, which matches ex-
offenders with college and employment
resources.

Wilkins arrived in Bedford Hills in
1997, just as the “buzz” about the new
college program was intensifying. Asked
to describe her life before then, Wilkins
spoke mostly about growing up in the
South Bronx, in a housing project where
shots rang out every night.

“T saw no way out—I was into the
street life,” Wilkins said. “The culture
in my neighborhood was running the
street.” All around her, she remembers,
many of her classmates were being cared
for by drug-abusing siblings. That envi-
ronment, she said with a droll smile, was
hardly conducive to wanting to complete
high school.

Motivated by the college program
at Bedford Hills, Wilkins got her GED
at age 20 and was admitted to the first
Marymount class set up for the inmates.
She had two in-prison jobs then: one
in the print shop and one helping set
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Cheryl Wilkins, a former Bayview inmate who is now academic coordinator of John Jay College’s Prison Reentry Program,
briefs a client last week.

up the nascent college program, from
fixing computers to running the copier.
Eventually, she went on to join Bedford
Hills’ Student Advisory Board with her
fellow inmate Boudin and others; now
she sees all her fellow 2001 graduates
as little siblings and rattles off their
achievements.

“One works at [the homeless shel-
ter] Samaritan Village. One’s involved
with Women’s Prison Association. Every
single one is giving back in some way,”
she said.

By the time she was transferred to
Bayview in 2003, Wilkins already had
a B.A. in sociology and was happy to
help out the nascent LCWP Student
Advisory Board at that prison. Already
on it were fellow Bedford Hills veterans
Kathleen Conway, who had come down
to Bayview the previous year to await her
parole hearing, and Marlene Tejada, who
had survived a childhood resembling
Wilkins’, though in Bedford-Stuyvesant,
before landing at Rikers Island after
“something happened.” At Rikers, she
passed her GED exam right away and,
at Bedford Hills, passed a legal research
class that convinced her college was in
her future.

GRADUATES IN THE MAKING

The LCWP, now in its fifth year,
was created by Bayview’s Community
Advisory Board, which over the
years has included notables like State
Senator Thomas Duane and several of
his aides, including Cecile Scott; NYU
Anthropology Professor Angela Zito;
Barbara Brancaccio, a former executive
director of the prisoner-reentry nonprofit
group Womencare; and An Trotter, who
now runs the Executive Education M.A.
program at Columbia University.
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They took the plunge in 2002 after
being approached by Bayview inmates
who had started their education at Bedford
Hills. First, the LCWP Student Advisory
Board organized non-credit classes such
as the painting course run by Irish art-
ist Brian Maguire and sponsored by the
White Box Gallery (featured in Chelsea
Now’s Feb. 9 issue). They also began
to raise funds, including $2,000 in seed
money from Quinn’s office. Next, they
“auditioned” various colleges and chose
Bard College, whose Prison Initiative had
already been running classes at Eastern
and Green Haven Correctional Facilities,
in Ulster and Dutchess Counties, respec-
tively. In the summer of 2005, the LCWP
board ran an intensive summer writing
program to get a pool of 200 applicants
ready for college—it didn’t matter that
most hadn’t finished high school and
that some would need years of tutoring
before passing the GED exam, mirroring
New York’s female prison population as
a whole. Finally, the applicants had to
apply to Bard as any prospects would,
with five essays, a timed essay exam and
an interview.

“At the interview they ask you, ‘Do
you realize it’s class five nights a week?””
Conway said last week. “I guess a lot of
people don’t realize.”

Of the 15 students who entered with
the first class last year, five have left,

either because of prison transfer or
parole. The 10 remaining work at their
day jobs from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., fitting
in appointments, study time and dinner
before 6 p.m., when class begins each
weeknight. The classes themselves are
rigorous and can seem bewildering to
the inmates. Take the current global
history class, taught by NYU’s Joshua
Humphrey, who uses the Socratic meth-
od. “I never saw anyone teach like that
before,” said Conway.

Though it will be years before the
LCWP holds a graduation, the program
is already having a salutary effect on the
prison, according to Brancaccio, who
left the LCWP board last year to become
New York’s deputy mayor for commu-
nications. GED graduation rates have
increased, and college has become the
“cool” thing to do. Nationally and state-
wide, the salutary effect of higher educa-
tion in prisons is also well documented,
improving countless lives.

“If you talk to corrections officers,
you’ll find that they prefer to have col-
lege programs in their prisons,” said
State Senator Thomas Duane, who was
on Bayview’s advisory board before
he became an elected official. “Where
there’s college, there are fewer discipline
problems.”

The 2001 “Changing Minds” study
notes that at Bedford Hills, minor inci-
dents of “disrespect” were less likely to
escalate after college was established, and
inmates’ relationship to their children

also improved. Duane said he admires
the Bard program but that it’s no substi-
tute for the return of federal and state aid
for such programs. “It’s very clear that
education is an important part of reentry,
and that the further along an inmate gets
in their education, the less likely they are
to re-offend,” he said.

‘It’s very clear that educa-
tion is an important part
of re-entry, and that the
further along an inmate
gets in their education,
the less likely they are to
re-offend.’

— State Senator Tom Duane

Asked by Chelsea Now about the
future, Conway and Tejada first spoke of
wanting to deepen and expand the LCWP
program with better computer equip-
ment, more volunteers to do Internet
research and bigger classrooms. As sec-
retary and president of the student advi-

sory board, taking the program to the
next level is their job, they stressed—and
a crucial one at that.

“It’s so important, this ability to trans-
form the personal into the community,”
said Brancaccio. “So many treatment
programs are so confessional. Inmates
start out telling their secrets, about what
happened to them. But there [at LCWP],
they make a contribution,” she said, add-
ing, “I hope that gets played out in their
professional lives.”

About her future, Conway said she
looks forward to job hunting with a
degree on her resumé, while Tejada said
she wants to build on her experience at
Bedford Hills, where she worked as a
paralegal helping inmates with immigra-
tion problems. Now, Tejada said, she
wants to get a masters’ degree in non-
profit management and start a nonprofit
agency for immigrant families, combining
the discipline she experienced in the col-
lege program and the empathy absorbed
from her own life lessons, just like fellow
board member Cheryl Wilkins.

“You can use your past as an asset,”
said Wilkins, who just this past weekend
went up to Taconic Correctional Facility,
in Westchester County, to help “change
the culture” of that prison. She told
inmates there what she tells everyone:
“At John Jay, I facilitate groups. I teach.
I mentor. I raise money. I go to school.
I run an office. And all of it,” she fin-
ished triumphantly, “I first did when at
Bedford Hills.”

Remembering the Hotel Chelsea

FIRST IN A SERIES ON THE HOTEL
CHELSEA—PAST AND PRESENT

BY MARY REINHOLZ

There was a time during my stay at the
Hotel Chelsea more than three decades
ago when I wondered if Valerie Solanas’
vengeful spirit had become flesh in the art-
filled lobby.

Leaving my cramped space on the
fourth floor and heading outside one winter
day in 1972, I looked back and thought I
saw Valerie in her blue jeans and newsboy’s
bop cap, sitting stern-faced beneath some
of the wilder abstract paintings and sculp-
tures left behind by generations of grateful
guests. She had to be plotting something
terrible, I surmised, maybe murder and
mayhem. Or perhaps she was planning
to shake down people she knew—a year
after her release from jail for shooting and
nearly killing Andy Warhol in 1968.

Such dark visions were not unusual at
the red brick hotel with the wrought-
iron balconies at 222 W. 23d Street. For
me, then an impressionable California girl
looking for love in all the wrong places, this
bohemian stronghold was a funky crucible
of creativity that had nurtured the likes of
Dylan Thomas, Brendan Behan, Arthur
Miller and a multitude of other mar-
quee writers, artists and musicians—Ilong
before becoming known as the notorious
New York landmark where punk-rocker
Sid Vicious allegedly stabbed his girl-
friend, Nancy Spungen, to death in 1978
(and then allegedly committed suicide a
few years later).

Solanas, of course, was no less a lethal
force. The deranged late actress, writer
and panhandler apparently believed that
Warhol, her one-time director in his film
“I, a Man,” had stolen one of her scripts,

which he had lost, and owed her money.
After her shooting spree, which also
injured a Warhol colleague, she became an
instant radical-feminist icon and something
of a literary sensation with the publication
of her iconoclastic anti-male tract “The
SCUM Manifesto” (SCUM was said to
be an acronym for a fictional Society for
Cutting Up Men). In it, Solanas described
men as “incomplete” females, genetically
and emotionally deficient, "walking abor-
tions,” calling for their destruction. Years
later, she claimed she was just kidding
around.

But after completing her three-year
prison sentence, Solanas was no joke
to those in Warhol’s Factory circle who
were living at the Victorian 12-story, 220-
room hotel, then known simply as The
Chelsea. Viva, one of Warhol’s so-called
superstars, was said to have been threat-
ened by Solanas. According to one Warhol
associate in an interview taped by another,
Viva’s then-husband, Michel Auder, start-
ed carrying a hunting knife, which he sup-
posedly stuck to Valerie’s throat, saying
he’d “slit it” if she ever came back.

As a young reporter, who having pre-
viously lived in a reclusive Lauren Canyon
cottage above the Sunset Strip before relo-
cating to New York City, I was unaware
of such harrowing details. Still, I was fas-
cinated by Solanas, labeled a “girl assassin
with balls” by one of my editors. I flew
to New York for a week’s visit in 1968,
interviewing Solanas’ legendary publisher,
Maurice Girodias, for a story I was writing
for the Los Angeles Free Press, and booked
a room at the Hotel Chelsea, returning in
late 1971 as a full-time resident.

Girodias, whose Olympia Press had
put into print such banned erotic mas-
terpieces as Henry Miller’s “Tropic of
Cancer,” lived in the Chelsea during the

The hotel also seemed

to suit Gregory Corso,
the eminent beatnik poet
whose gutsy working-
class language in his slim
volume ”Gasoline” was
a major influence in my
youth.

same time Solanas was there, giving her
a book contract shortly before she griev-
ously wounded Warhol (and later pleaded
guilty to attempted murder). He also felt
threatened and stalked by Solanas, who
hustled him for money. But he told me in
wry tones that she had looked “rather
sweet” when he saw her in her prison
uniform, after having taken aim at the
pop pope. In his preface to her manifesto,
Girodias ascribed her awful deed to “a cri-
sis of culture, a crisis of the heart and of
the intelligence.” He did not hail her as a
literary genius.

But the feminist author Vivian Gornick,
who wrote an introduction to “The SCUM
Manifesto” for Olympia Press, put Valerie
in the company of underground titans,
claiming her “love-hate” document was
written with the secret knowledge of the
victim, echoing the “unholy accents of
inspired madness and calling to mind such
other penetrating unholies as Swift, de
Sade, Celine, Henry Miller.”

That kind of intense artistic mission—
to dive into the murky waters of the sub-
conscious and come back with powerful
plays, lyrics or exhibition images—was
the obvious attraction of the Chelsea to
many of the eccentric artists, wannabes
and full-blown nut jobs I eventually met
during my nine months living there in
the early 1970s. It was the hip place to
be, a shadowy nesting spot where offbeat
ideas and opinions were tolerated, even
encouraged. In the hotel’s gothic womb,
it was okay to have dangerous dreams and
delusions, okay to rant and rave against the
war in Vietnam and the military-industrial
complex like a windy soap-box orator. If
you couldn’t or wouldn’t end the carnage in
Vietnam by bombing the Pentagon, you
could try blowing up brain cells, to para-
phrase the more aggressive rhetoric of the
late yippie leader Abbie Hoffman, who
also stayed at the Chelsea shortly before he
jumped bail on charges he sold cocaine in
1974 (and granted me an interview at the
nearby Horn & Hardhart automat, now
also long gone).

The hotel was a haven for other travel-
ing celeb radicals as well, like Jane Fonda,
who had been introduced to me at the St.
Regis Hotel—in Manhattan’s tony East
Side—not long after I blew into New York
from Los Angeles in the fall of 1970, on
the prowl as a freelancer for gritty stories
and “real people” after a romance with
a hippie activist had gone on the rocks.
Fonda was a friend of a friend, and she had
become deeply involved in various antiwar
and black liberation movements after leav-
ing her French husband, director Roger
Vadim, in Paris.

“This is a rip-off,” she said to the
St. Regis desk clerk before paying up
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