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Authorities investigate
inmates' claims, but say
proof is always difficult
BY GARRY LENTON
OfThe Patriot-News

"Mom. Please listen. The COs beat
me up. I think my nose is broke. I can't
even sec streat [sic]."
So begins the letter that Dauphin
County Prison inmate Douglas Harris
wrote to his mother on April 17.
Dougie, as his mother, Robbin Harris,
calls him, is 21. In a series of letters
received between late April and late
May, Harris detailed to his "Staff are
mother how he trained to
says a corrections
officer, or co, remove inmates
sucker punched in a matter of
him
Harris, in the seconds. It may
Swatara Twp. appear like
prison for a pab t
role violation, said gang US er
he was being ha- tactics ... but
rassed by prison It's necessary to
staff about his
sexual orientation avoid inflaming
- Harris is gay Inmates."
and fears more
beatings.
Daupin County Prison
He asked his Warden Dominick DeRose
mother to contact the warden. She did, and his case
is under investigation. But the one
thing Robbin Harris wanted to do visit her son to see if he was OK was not allowed, she said.
"Right now, I am scared for my son,
and I don't know what to do," she said.
She is not alone.
Please see PRISON on Page A9
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PRISON: County inmates allege abuse
Continued from Page Al

Phyllis Bennett, Melody
Vines, William Smith and
Laurie Strobel are worried
about their children, too. All
of them told The PatriotNews that their children
were beaten by prison officers. The newspaper identified seven inmates whose
claims of abuse date to 2004.
Bennett was one of nearly
100 people who attended a
meeting last week in Harrisburg to air complaints about
the prison. She has been attending county prison board
meetings and pressing county and prison officials to answer questions for more than
six months.
"I'm not out to demonize
people," she said. "There are
some good people out there.
I'm out to get the truth."
Dauphin County District
Attorney Edward M. Marsico, who recently charged a
guard with institutional sexual assault on an inmate after
a yearlong investigation, said
he is investigating the alleged
beating of Bennett's son,
Charles, on Nov.10.
But Marsico, defense lawyers and prison advocates
said the allegations are difficult to prove because witnesses fear retaliation and
are reluctant to cooperate.
Also, they said, prisoners
lie.
Still, defense lawyers, clergy and community groups
said a recent increase in allegations of abuse at the prison
is worrisome.
"I am deeply concerned,"
said Stan Lawson, president
of the Har:risburg Chapter of
the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored
People. "There's not a week
goes by that I don't hear
about a beating of some kind
out at the Dauphin County
Prison. It's got to be checked
out thoroughly."

Families barred
The Patriot-News interviewed family members and
alleged victims about seven
alleged incidents of abuse.
Their stories describe eve~thing from punches and

The claims are difficult to
verify. The only witnesses
tend to be inmates and officers, and both have reason
to fear retribution. As a res ult, some allegations are
never proved.
"Do I believe there has
[ever] been a criminal assault by a CO? Sure," Marsico said. And if he can prove
it, he said he'll prosecute.
Fear of retaliation stops
corrections officers from
testifying, said a former officer with many years at the
county prison. He asked
that his name not be used
out of that same fear.
"That's how you feed
your family," he said.
"You're pulling your feet
out from under you. It's a
very closed shop."
But does abuse happen?
Yes, he said. "Night shift
was famous for it."

False allegations

PHOTOS BY GARY DWIGHT MILLER, The Patriot-News

Joe Kramer of Lower Paxton Twp., a former inmate who was named Alumnus of the Year in 2006 by an ecumen·
ical group that helps Inmates find housing and work after release, says he was beaten by guards in 2004 during
an incident he says started over a radio in the prison commissary.

• Tasia Layton Jackson, 21, of
Harrisburg, April 28, 2007. Fam·
ily members said she was
strapped to achair, kicked in
the ribs and strip-searched in
view of two male corrections
officers. Injuries included cuts
and bruises and possible inter·
nal injury. Currently in State
Correctional Institution at Mun·
cy. Case under investigation.
• Douglas Harris, 21, of Highspire, April 19, 2007. Injuries:
facial bruises and a possible
broken nose. Under investiga·
tion.
• Terrell Vines, 24, of Harris·
burg, Jan. 21, 2007. His family
says he was beaten after
throwing juice at a corrections
officer. Currently in state pris·
on, where his family says he is
suffering from hearing and vision loss on his right side. Un·
der investigation.
• Charles Bennett, 45, of

Rick Smith of Highspire shows a spot where he alleges
he was kicked by a prison guard In July.

Harrisburg, Nov. 10, 2006. Ben·
nett's family said he was beat·
en and choked to unconscious·
ness with his own shirt. Under
investigation.
• Rick Smith, 44, of Highspire,

July 2006. Smith, who is Doug·
las Harris' stepfather, said he
was punched and kicked with·
out provocation in the booking
area of the prison. Injuries: broken nose, broken arm, cuts and

bruises.
• William T. Smith 11, 26,
on May 20, 2005. Afederal
lawsuit alleges he was
handcuffed, pushed down a
flight of stairs, beaten and
forced to stand naked in
front of a fem ale nurse.
Smith alleged that the beat·
ing started when he asked a
corrections officer to stop
crumpling pages in his copy
of the Quran. Injuries in·
eluded cuts and bruises to
the face, head and body.
Prison employees named in
suit deny the allegations. A
civil hearing is pending.
• Joe Kramer, 30, on Sept.
14, 2004. He alleges that he
was pepper-sprayed, beaten
and forced to clean up his
own blood. He said he suf·
fered a head injury and tern·
porary loss of vision.

There is another reason
the cases are difficult to
prove: Prisoners lie.
Two months ago, an inmate was taken to a hospital
and county Chief Detective
John Goshert went to interview him. The inmate stuck
to his story while his parents were in the room. But
days later, the inmate recanted, Marsico said.
Haste said some of the
abuse allegations are being
trumpeted by families who
know the complaints have
been investigated and dismissed. Their efforts to inflame the public will only
divert resources away from
efforts to investigate new
claims, he said.
Former NAACP President
Clare Jones, who served on
the group's prison committee, recalled visiting an inmate who alleged he was
covered with bruises from a
beating. She found no
bruises.
"I've learned that there
are people who want to try
to take advantage of you
and not tell you the truth,"
she said.
The Pennsylvania Prison
Society, an advocacy group
empower7~ by th~ Legisla-

,,,

humiliation. The accounts
share a few similarities: The
events occurred at night,
away from video surveillance cameras. According to
the families, the use of force
was not preceded by a violent act by the inmate.
Family members also
complained that they were
barred from visiting relatives to check on their wellbeing.
Melody Vines of Harrisburg said she was not allowed to visit her son, Terrell,
who she said was beaten on
Jan.21.
"The whole thing is, it's
so hard to get through the
system," Vines said. "I have
never been through anything like this in my life."
Prison Warden Dominick
DeRose confirmed that family visits are limited. But attorneys, clergy and prison
advocates are permitted in
the jail on short notice, he
said.
DeRose and Dauphin
County Commissioner Jeff
Haste, who chairs the prison board, said they are concerned about the allegations, some of which are
under investigation. But
they said they are skeptical
of the descriptions provided
by some inmates.
Counselors and caseworkers are assigned to
each housing area of the
' prison, and rumors often filter through to the warden.
But on this issue, he has
heard nothing to suggest
that officers are abusing inmates, DeRose said.
Force is sometimes necessary to maintain order, DeRose said.
"Staff are trained to remove inmates in a matter of
seconds. It may appear like
gangbuster tactics ... but it's
necessary to avoid inflaming inmates," he said.
His description nearly
matches a beating alleged
by former inmate Joe Kramer, a born-again Christian
who was named Alumnus of
the Year in 2006 by Firm
Foundation, an ecumenical
group that helps inmates
find housing and work after
their release.
On Sept. 14, 2004, Kramer
said, he became angry when
a female worker in the prison commissary confiscated
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Relatlves of Dauphin County Prison Inmates spoke out at a town meeting Tuesday
night, alleging abuse by guards. The meeting was held at Martin Luther King Baptist
Church In Harrisburg.

a radio he got from another
inmate in a trade for food.
He had given the radio to
the commissary to have it
engraved with his inmate
identification number. Bartering is not permitted in
the prison.
When he realized the radio was not inside a plastic
bag of snacks and other
items he had ordered from
the prison store, he reached
through the bars of the cellblock and slammed the bag
onto the floor. The slap of
the bag hitting the concrete
floor startled the commissary worker and she
screamed.
Kramer said he was
grabbed by two guards, who
cuffed his hands behind his
back and walked him to a
holding cell. From there he
was taken to P-block, the
area used for solitary confinement, he said. Along the
way he was pepper-sprayed,
he said. Once in a cell, he
said, he was told to take off
his clothes for a strip
search. Kramer remembered saying "[expletive]
you."
"I immediately got
punched on each side of the
face," he said. "My head hit
the wall, then I hit the
ground."
While on the ground and

still handcuffed, the guards
kicked him in the ribs and
stomped on his back and his
arms, Kramer said. When it
was over, he was given a
spray bottle and paper towels and told to clean up his
blood, he said.
DeRose and Haste said
they were not familiar with
the allegations, but Haste
said the methods used to remove Kramer from the cellblock sounded appropriate.
But punching and kicking a
handcuffed prisoner are not,
he said.
"Retaliatory force is not
acceptable," Haste said.
Verbal threats can be a
justification for "hands-on"
treatment if there is a possibility of inciting a riot, DeRose said.

Who's watching?
County prisons in Pennsylvania operate with little
oversight from the state.
If an inmate has a complaint, he or she must complain to prison officials. It is
then the responsibility of
the warden or the prison
board to investigate the
complaint.
Attorney Don Bailey, who
represents inmates Charles
Bennett and William Smith
II, described the county

p · ons system as a "family
aff: ir."
' he cases are always investigated by a county detective, and the prisoners
kn w if they say something,
they are going to suffer repercussions," he said.
he state Department of
Corrections inspects county
prisons, but is limited to the
p sical condition of the facilities, said
Sheila
Moore, a
spokeswoman for the
agency.
The department
"does not
determine
the compece or integrity of the
c nty prison staff," Moore
salt!.
he state requires county
pdsons to report "extraordi~ y events," such as suicicies and assaults, to the department within 48 hours.
According to a summary of
t se reports there hasn't
b n an allegation of an in11Jt te being abused by a
p on staffer in three years.
I find that hard to beIi e," Marsico said. "There
art certainly more alleged
a aults than that."
e should know. His of-

Dauphin County District
Attorney Edward M.
Marsico, defense lawyers
and prison advocates say
inmates' allegations of
abuse are difficult to prove
because witnesses fear
retaliation and are
reluctant to cooperate and
that inmates often lie.
flee investigated 20 alleged
assaults on prisoners during
the same period.
DeRose said the form
used to report incidents to
the state has no category for
assaults on inmates by
guards. The state interprets
the reports, he said.
The same data show the
counties reported 437 incidents of force used on a
prisoner.
Moore said the "alleged
CO assault" category is likely not used unless a prisoner files a grievance."
She acknowledged that
the accuracy of the reporting is up to the prisons, because the state lacks the authority to enforce reporting.
"We don't have any teeth
to sink into the enforcement
of this," she said.

D.A. investigating

abuse c~mplaint every six
weeks, but they are rarely
confirmed, said John Hargreaves, director of volunteer services.
"We don't see the evidence for it," he said.
Reports of abuse go to the
prison, which he said does a
good job of policing itself.
He said the prison has been
cooperative and willing to
accommodate the prison society's concerns.

Away from camera
DeRose, the warden, said
allegations of abuse rise and
fall.
In 2003, amid a rash of
abuse allegations, the prison
began photographing inmates on arrival. Any injuries were cataloged. Soon
the complaints disappeared,
DeRose said.
In the years since, the
prison has installed video
surveillance cameras to provide better security for inmates and staff. But not all
areas of the prison are covered, some for privacy reasons, he said.
The prison has video of
Doug Harris being escorted
into a room without cameras on the night he said he
was assaulted, DeRose said.
Harris alleges his nose was
broken when an officer
punched him. The video
shows Harris being brought
out of the room 90 seconds
later with no sign of injury,
DeRose said.
DeRose said the video
suggests that Harris was not
beaten, or that if he was, it
didn't happen at the time he
claims it did.
Cheryl Humes, staff attorney for the Lewisburg Prison Project, an inmate advocacy group, said it's difficult ·
to gather evidence when it's
controlled by the defendant.
"You've got a situation
where the potential plaintiff
is under control of the people he is suing," she said. ''It
takes a lot of bravery to file
a suit or even contact an advocacy group. They start
making threats.... It takes a
really brave person to come
forward and speak up."

So far this year, Marsico's
office has been called to investigate eight claims of excessive force at the county
prison. If that rate continues, he will hear of about 20
cases this year, three times
last year's total.
"I am concerned about
the number of allegations at
this point of the year, and
we will investigate every GARRY LENTON: 255·8264 or
claim," he said.
glenton@patriot -news.corn

