OAK WOOD IS STRONG  (From HARPER’S MAGAZINE, Sept. 2003, Vol. 307, No 1840, 22-26.)
“I Remember,” by Wardog, an inmate at the maximum security Corcoran State Prison in Corcoran, California. The essay was published last May, in The Beat Within, a weekly journal of prose and art from juvenile halls and prisons. Wardog has served seven years of a twenty-one-year sentence . 

Only now as I waste away in this unnatural environment of concrete and steel do my childhood memories play back in my mind in a continuous loop. I’m sure most of you long-term prisoners know exactly what I’m talking about. Well, I would like to share some of these memories with you, and please know that I’ve never spoken a word to anybody about these memories that are more like ghosts haunting my brain. 

One of my earliest memories is of removing the wings of a bee that had just stung me and placing it at the entrance of a red-ant colony. The ants, sensing an intruder, immediately began to attack the bee, swarming it like a finely oiled machine. I must have laid there on my stomach, watching those ants for hours, fascinated, before I finally got up and slapped off the dust from my skinny, bare, sun-bronzed torso. 

I remember lighting a bundle of dry grass on fire, then opening up a man-made beehive. The bees did not attack, allowing me to steal a big piece of honeycomb. I picked off the bees that got stuck in the honey, then took a huge bite, chewing on the waxy substance as the prized honey slid down into my belly. 

I remember my dad stealing a cow from the neighbors’ herd. He led the cow into our garage, and I secretly peeked in, I saw him take the rope that was around the cow’s neck and wrap it tightly around his wrist and hand. Then I saw him bend down and pick up a large hammer that was lying on the floor, and with shocking speed he violently struck the cow on the top of its skull. Well, what happened next surprised both my father and me, for that cow let out the most horrifying groan and began to drag my dad around that garage, all the while screaming.  My wide-eyed father regained his footing for a second and delivered another vicious blow, which had pretty much the same results as the first. I don’t recall how long this psychotic scene lasted, but after countless blows, the concrete began to get soaked with blood, and not all of it belonged to that poor cow. The cow started to stumble and tire, and eventually its nightmare came to an end. Yet even after its tongue hung grotesquely out the side of its mouth, my father continued to hammer it, kick it, scream and rage at it, all the while covered in blood. Man, I remember the hell out of that.

I remember the soles of my feet being so tough and callused from never wearing shoes that I could run hard and fast on any surface.  I could even slide to a stop as if I was wearing the thickest boots. 

I remember my father never went to a gas station for gas; instead, he kept a piece of water hose in the trunk or truck bed. He would creep up to cars, slide the hose into the gas tank, and siphon out all the gas. It got so that I was always watching the gas gauge of any vehicle we were riding in with dread, and only when it read a full tank did my stomach unknot. 

I remember one day being in the bathroom and picking up a hair-care product that belonged to my father. I began applying the liquid to my hair, styling it just like Pops wore his, and as I went to recap the bottle and place it just as I had found it, the bottle slipped from my greasy hands and shattered in the sink. (Back in those days hardly anything was made with plastic.) Well. I cleaned up with lightning speed all the evidence of my crime, then washed my hair as fast as humanly possible, and got my butt away from the house for the rest of the day. When I got home from my day’s adventures, my stepmom was about to serve dinner. The whole family gathered around the table, and at that moment my father asked who messed with his hair grease. My sisters and stepbrothers all exchanged confused looks, and nobody made a sound until my father’s chair was pushed back and he came to a standing position. He began walking around the table smelling each child’s head, and when he got to mine I felt his nose touch my head and could have sworn some strands of hair got pulled into his nostrils as he sniffed. 

The next thing I heard was his voice calmly saying, “Go to your room,” and I knew the game was up. I sat in my room like a man waiting to be executed. A couple hours later the other kids began filtering back to the rooms, and I bombarded them with questions of my fate, yet they all stated, “Dad ain’t said nothing.”
Well, we began to play our nightly games before sleep, but unlike the others my heart was not in it, and I kept expecting the door to fly open and all hell to break loose. Only when I was in bed with my eyelids closing for the night did I finally feel safe and allow the dream world to take me. I don’t know when the dream turned ugly, but I dreamt I was being violently yanked out of bed by my arm. Only as I was being pulled down the hallway with the tips of my toes barely skipping along the hardwood floor did I realize it was not a dream at all. My father pulled me out into the back yard, where I immediately saw the silhouette of the giant oak tree that can look so foreboding at night, specially on a windy night, because the wind would whistle through the long crooked limbs, which resembled old bony fingers reaching out for souls. 

He marched me right underneath that old tree and ordered me to sit down on the grass. The blades of grass had a fine layer of frost on them, and on any other early morning I would have pretended it was snow. At this moment, however, it only added to my misery, for as soon as my behind sat down on the cold crispy blades of grass, the frost quickly melted into the only scrap of material I wore, my underwear. The goose bumps stood at attention, and my tiny teeth began to chatter as I noticed the rope my father was attempting to throw over one of the branches. With each failed attempt he muttered and cursed under his breath. The few words I caught were, “Little fucker, dumb bastard, teach you.” Finally, he managed to get the rope over a branch and roughly tied one end around my neck. Then he just walked away, and with him went the slack. My fingers instantly went to the rope as it pulled me to my knees, then my feet, and when my feet left the earth’s surface so did my rationality. I began to panic, kicking, twisting, and shaking like a dog with his head caught under a fence. 

1 didn’t cry out to my father, because he believed in punishing even more severely those who cry, so I just dangled in the wind trying to pull the unforgiving rope away from my neck as my father tied his end of the rope to the chicken coop, double-checked the knot, then walked back into the house. 

I began to cry the cry that only someone who has cried that cry would know. I cried out for my real mother, praying she would sense my need and come rescue me. I cried to God, hoping he would look down from heaven and see this seven-year-old boy who didn’t weigh enough to hang to death from a mean-looking tree. 

After about an hour of this I realized I wasn’t going to die. My main goal became getting more comfortable. I’m not positive, but I think at one point I even giggled at the ridiculous predicament I was in. One thing I do know is as dawn began to break, the birds began to chirp, and the roosters began to crow, I hung there with my little fingers between my jawbone and the rope (that was the least painful position), and every- thing seemed peaceful. Isn’t that peculiar? 

Well, the first person to see me was my stepmom’s youngest son, Momo--he was four years old and still couldn’t speak. He came out on the back porch, pulled the waistband of his underwear down, and began to urinate. When I called his name he looked up and was so frightened he pulled up his underwear before even stopping and ran into the house. (I guess that image didn’t help with his speech problem.) My father quickly came out with a knife and cut the rope loose from the chicken coop so that I fell to the ground like a sack of bones. 

For the rest of the day I had to sift through a giant pile of ashes that were the remnants of boards my father had burnt. My job was to search for nails and hammer the bent ones straight. Yeah, muthafucker, I remember that. 

I remember my older sister Annie telling me to stop putting sugar in the cereal before the milk. She said, “If you put the sugar in first, the milk makes it all go to the bottom of the bowl.” Well, I never again put the sugar first, and all my bowls of cereal have been that much sweeter. 

1 remember wandering into the barn and stumbling across one of my older sisters on her knees in front of our father. When he seen me, he screamed, “Boy get your little ass out of here,” and I was gone, because Dad don’t use that voice unless he’s about to get crazy. I didn’t know what I had stumbled across back then, but I’m older now and I know what that scene was all about. 

I remember the first night back with my real mother after she removed me and my sisters from that farmhouse. I slept in my mom’s bed and she held me as if were a toy bear and I never felt more safe in my life. 

We all have memories that make us who we are; those were a couple that make me unique. I see a bee different than anyone else. I see a cow in a different light. And when people say oak wood is strong, I believe that for different reasons. 
