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Locked-up 
literature

Death row inmates tell stories 
of their time spent behind bars

Whether by a prison-provided writing 
utensil or with the help of outside family 
and friends, prison inmates have often 
shared their struggles, lessons and fears 
through the written word. Some maintain 
innocence, others regret past actions, and 
still others lament the social system. These 
books by current and former death row 
inmates expose the life of those awaiting 
execution. 

+ ZOeY LARSeN

In the Place of Justice: A Story of 
Punishment and Deliverance
Author: Wilbert Rideau
Publisher: Knopf, 2010
Cost: $26.95, hardcover
After being sentenced to death at age 19 
for killing a woman in a robbery attempt, 

Rideau spent 44 years in multiple prisons, 
including the Louisiana State Penitentiary 
in Angola — at the time said to be the most 
violent in the nation. Eleven years later, in 
1972, his sentence was amended to life in 
prison after 10 years on death row. During 
his time at Angola, he became editor of the 
penitentiary’s newspaper, The Angolite. He 
transformed the publication into a daring 
vessel for exposing violence, corruption 
and racism in the Louisiana prison 
system. From 1992 to 1995, he served as 
a prison correspondent for NPR’s Fresh 
Air program. Following this journalistic 
style, he poignantly details in his book his 
struggles with a life of solitude and the 
injustices he experienced from the system 
he was a confined to for so long. Rideau was 
released in 2005.

That Bird Has My Wings: The 
Autobiography of an Innocent Man 
on Death Row
Author: Jarvis Jay Masters
Publisher: HarperCollins, 2009
Cost: $24.99, hardcover
Now a devout Buddhist, Masters writes 
about his heroin-addicted mother, abusive 
foster family and the spree of robberies 
that led to his incarceration. While in 
prison, Masters was sentenced to death 
for sharpening metal that was used to kill 
a sergeant at San Quentin State Prison in 
California. Masters’ book serves as both 
a warning for those tempted to engage 
in crime and drugs and an appeal for 
recognition of the dangers of becoming a 
forgotten members of society.

Blue Rage, Black Redemption: 
A Memoir
Author: Stanley Tookie Williams with 
Tavis Smiley and Barbara Becnel
Publisher: Touchstone, 2007
Cost: $16, paperback
In his tell-all book, Williams, co-founder of 
the Los Angeles gang the Crips, denounces 

gangs, including the one he helped create. 
While behind bars, Williams found 
redemption through advocating against 
gangs by writing children’s books warning 
against the dangers of gangs, drugs and 
violence. This posthumous edition of 
Blue Rage, Black Redemption includes an 
examination of the effects of Williams’ 
activism and an eyewitness account of his 
2005 execution. 

I Shall Not Die: Seventy-Two Hours 
on Death Watch
Author: Billy Neal Moore
Publisher: AuthorHouse, 2005
Cost: $11.50, paperback
This book is a dramatic tale of what were 
supposed to be the last 72 hours of Moore’s 
life. Moore, a one-time Army private, was 
sentenced to death after returning from 
deployment, finding his wife addicted to 
heroin, taking their son from her and her 
drug dealer, and robbing and killing a 
man to pay their bills. After 16 years on 
Georgia’s death row and 13 postponements 
of his execution date, Moore’s sentence 
was commuted seven hours and 15 minutes 
before he was to die, due in part to the 
victim’s family’s petition. Moore spent six 
more years in prison before being released 
in 1991 and becoming a minister.

Waiting to Die: Life on Death Row 
Author: Richard M. Rossi
Publisher: Vision, 2004
Cost: $17.95, paperback
Rossi, who was sentenced to death in 1984 
for committing murder, provides a glimpse 
into the execution regulations of Arizona’s 
death row by describing inadequate medical 
attention, psychological abuse by prison 
authorities and perilous work on chain 
gangs. Rossi died in Arizona State Prison 
Complex’s hospital in 2006 after 22 years of 
incarceration.


