When Ojai’s four-cell jail closed in the early
1970s, some of the people imprisoned
there left their mark—literally.

This zine documents graffiti from Ojai’s jail
walls and shares reflections on the historic
graffiti from people
who are incarcerated today.
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Graffiti from the Ojai jail, annotated by current California
prisoner Laura Lutrell

Commissioned by the Ojai Jail Arts
Intiative
First printing: September 2022
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OJAT CITY JAIL

THE COUNTY BUILT THIS JAIL IN 1929,
IT HOUSED OVER 650 INMATES DURING
ITS 50 YEARS OF USE.

CITY OF OJAI
HISTORIC LANDMARK NUMBER 12

“It squats under the shady oaks of Ojai’s Libbey Park, a
windowless concrete bunker with 8-inch-thick walls and a

formidable steel door.”
— Los Angeles Times, 2001

When | was growing up in Ojai, the old jail was a mysterious
building. The beige concrete box built in 1929 sits right in the middle
of a popular park. It’s difficult to see inside and only open to the public
one day a year—on Ojai Day, the annual town celebration. The atmo-
sphere on Ojai Day is festive, but when | got to step inside the jail, |
was always immediately spooked. The jail is chilly, even on hot days,
and two severe metal bunk beds hang on chains in four cells next to a
tiny toilet and sink. Shafts of light come in through small squares cut
high in the concrete. It feels sad and dark. | often wondered about the
people imprisoned in the jail. What would it have felt like to be locked
in this cold, echoey box for days, weeks, or months?

Some of the 650 people imprisoned in the jail left their mark—
literally. Poems, names, jokes, complaints, and drawings are penciled
and etched onto the cell walls. When the county closed in the early
1970s, relocating prisoners to a larger and more modern jail in Ventura,
the graffiti remained. Now, it feels like a time capsule from fifty years
ago. The drawings and words express the humanity of the people
imprisoned in the Ojai jail. Looking at the graffiti, you can see people
who were counting the days, laughing at the police, and quoting Bob
Dylan.



At its most basic level, graffiti says, “l exist.” In a society that
dehumanizes the millions of people we imprison, locking them away
and trying to erase their existence, even writing your name on a cell
wall is a profound expression of resistance. To me, it felt important to
document and share this graffiti. With this zine, the words scrawled on
the Ojai jail walls can be read more than once a year—and by people
all over the world.

Since the Qjai jail closed in the early 1970s, the number of
people incarcerated in the United States has exploded. Punitive
politics, the War on Drugs, and the continued racial biases of the U.S.
justice and policing systems led to a 700% increase in the incarcera-
tion rate from 1972 and 2009. While the number of people in prisons
and jails has dropped somewhat since its peak in 2009, we still have
the highest incarceration rate in the entire world. The system is built
on racial inequality and injustice: one in three Black men and one in
six Latinx men in the United States will be incarcerated during their
lifetime (compared to one in ten white men).

With this project, | wanted to connect the history of the Ojai jail
to our current reality of mass incarceration. Via snail mail, | asked
people currently incarcerated in California to respond to the Ojai
jail graffiti and asked what they would like to write on a cell wall for
people to see 50 years from now. | hope what comes through in this
zine is that the people we put in jail, whether it’s in 1969 or today, are
real people, with real lives, feelings, and dreams. This jail isn’t just an
old-timey box, but the predecessor of the cages we continue to put
millions of people in today. — Editor Sarah Mirk
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Incarceration Rate in the United States, 1960 - 2012
Federal policies, such as the Sentencing Reform Act, and state policies, such as “three strikes” legislation, were
major contributing factors to the 222 percent increase in the incarceration rate between 1980 and 2012.
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What’s in this zine?

«  Graffiti from the Ojai jail, redrawn by artist Kevin Roper

« Responses to Ojai jail graffiti by currently incarcerated
Californians

- Essay on graffiti in prison by incarcerated artist Kit Brixton

- Poem by incarcerated writer Horace Thomas

« List of contributors and acknowledgements

How this zine was made

In Spring 2022, the Ojai Jail Arts Initiative set up a tour of the
jail for me, where | took photos of all the graffiti on the cell
walls. | then reached out to the Oregon Justice Resource Center,
who connected me with a formerly incarcerated artist, Kevin
Roper. Kevin redrew the graffiti from my photos and drew the
zine cover. | made copies of his graffiti drawings, wrote a let-

ter explaining the project, and snail-mailed the art out to fifty
incarcerated Californians, whose addresses | got from A.B.O.
Comix (a collective of creators and activists who work to amplify
the voices of LGBTQ prisoners through art). People mailed back
their hand-written responses, which took the form of drawings,
poetry, personal stories, and testaments to their continued ex-
istence. | also asked one of my pen pals, zine-maker Kit Brixton,
to pen a short essay about his thoughts on why people write
graffiti on the walls of jails and prisons despite the possibly
steep punishments for such an act. All the incarcerated people
who contributed to this zine will receive a free copy, and were
mailed a booklet of postage stamps as an honorarium for their
contribution. Kevin and Kit were also paid for their work.
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Incarcerated
Californians respond

to the Ojai jail graffiti

('

\ 9
k('“\(‘ 5% ¢ \

CALIFORNIA DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS
AND REHABILITATION INDIGENT INMATE MAIL

Facility Post Office Boxes

Facility A _ P.0. Box 40
Facility B P.O. Box 40
Facility C P.O. Box 409060
Facility D_ P.O. Box 409089
Facility E P.0. Box 409090

Facility Minimum__P.O. Box 409000
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?

Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?

Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future? B -
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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In the year 1998 I was confined in the most deadliest jail in the United States,
known to man as the Los Angeles County Jail, where some of Los Angeles' most
brutal suspects are located. .

One day under a dim light, inside my jail cell. I sat quietly on an old mildewed
mattress, unleasing twisted thoughts. I found a broken pencil. I had no
stationary so I wrote notes on toilet paper to begin my manuscript. I searched
my memory bank, in essence of my wonder years. My book is based on the perils of
my youth. I, along with "M.P" my sidekick, as we grew up in the hood. A known
historic landmark. For the notorious Compton Crip Gang. I loved the smell of
money. So I learned the traffic of hustling: In later chapters, I face off with
legendary dangerous minds. Gambling and shooting dice. I became acquainted with
angel dust, experiencing hallucinogenic twists and turns. My story is genuine.
Leaving you breathless—yearning for more.

Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?

Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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If you could, what would you write or draw on the wall of a cell for people
to see 50 years in the future?
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Is there anything you want to say about what you drew above or about graffiti in general?
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Essay by Kit Brixton
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Cover artist Kevin Roper

Entering prison at the age of 18 and serving 33 years, | became
a self taught artist (although | did take one art class where |
fought with the instructor). The system held me frozen, expect-
ing silence and death. | found I am drawn to pieces that reveal
movement and life. | became a versatile artist, working in most
anything from pencil to wood. | found joy in the challenge of
trying new medias. One joy | found was being able to volunteer
to teach art while inside, which led to a passionate experience
of where creativity meets life, believing that people can always
grow, and in helping others embrace their own creativity they
find themselves. To me art is not just about what you create, but
how it connects you to others.

Essayist Kit Brixton

I'm a queer, gender-nonconforming anarcho-punk artist and
author serving life in prison who finds happiness in many forms
of creative expression.

Editor Sarah Mirk

I'm a comics journalist, teacher, author, and somewhat obses-
sive zine-maker. I'm an editor at comics publication The Nib and
a digital producer at Reveal from the Center for Investigative
Reporting, where my work on comics series In/Vulnerable: Stories
of Inequity Amid Pandemic won a Robert F. Kennedy journalism
award. I've written several books, including graphic nonfiction
anthology Guantanamo Voices: True Stories from the World’s Most
Infamous Prison. My work centers on collaboration, socially
engaged art, and complicating historical narratives. After
growing up in Ojai, | now live in Portland, Oregon.
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OJAI : Fate of Old Jail Divides Officials
By Caitlin Rother | Oct. 23, 1992

Not one of the 600 prisoners who were locked up in the squat cinder-block building
behind Libbey Bowl in Ojai ever escaped. The light came in through the side of the jail,
and the heavy door closed like a vault. Just like in Alcatraz, said a park supervisor, smiling.

“You couldn’t get out of there if you wanted to,” said Elizabeth McAllister, chairwoman

of the Ojai Historic Preservation Commission. The building, which served as the city jail
from the 1920s until the 1970s, is now used by the city Department of Public Works to
store fencing for events in the 30-acre Libbey Park. Some council members and land-
scape planners see the building as an eyesore that should be replaced with picnic tables.
James Loebl, who has served on the council for 24 years, said his opinion has not changed
during his tenure.

“I believe it is in the wrong spot, and I think it’s an ugly building and I think it detracts
from the park as a whole,” Loebl said. “I've always thought so and I always will” But
McAllister is leading a fight to restore the square white structure and educate people about
its history.

“I think it reflects the history of social order in the valley,” McAllister said. “When you
think we had this little tiny jail up until the 1970s, it shows how times have changed.”

McAllister and the commission want to see the building cleaned up and become the

focal point of information about Ojai history. Free-standing signs could be stuck into

the ground, they say, revealing facts about historic sites. For example, the Ojai Trail,
which runs next to the jail, was once a railroad track that transported oranges to Ventura,
McAllister said. The biking and walking trail starts at Foster Park, heads through Ojai and
Libbey Park before it turns into a horse trail that ends at Soule Park.

Since history repeats itself, it is not surprising that this is not the first time that the battle
over the jail has been fought.

The argument began 20 years ago when the original master plan called for demolition of
the jail.

“It happens to be in a place that just doesn’t help the park as a park,” said Robert Royston,
the Mill Valley landscape architect who designed the original and recent plan. “It’s visually
in the way.”

The debate started up again after Royston repeated his recommendation that the jail be
demolished. The council has approved the plan, leaving the jail issue for more discussion.



Landmark Status Urged for Former Ojai Jail
By Tracy Wilson | May 20, 2001

It squats under the shady oaks of Ojai’s Libbey Park, a windowless concrete bunker with
8-inch-thick walls and a formidable steel door. The old city jail, a beige box built in the
1920s, may lack the architectural grace of the town’s Mission-style arcade or the stately
beauty of the post office tower. But members of the Ojai Historic Preservation Com-
mission say the tiny lockup matches those structures in historic value, and they want it
preserved as a city landmark. In a report that will go to the City Council this summer,
preservationists say the jail has a colorful history and represents how Ojai dealt with crime
in an earlier era.

“It is somewhat unique,” said commission Chairman Terry Hill, a longtime Ojai resident.
From the time it opened in the 1920s to its closure in the early 1970s, four-cell jail served
as the town’s sole detention facility. It housed about 650 small-time offenders over those
years, without a single escape. By day, inmates worked on maintenance projects in the
park or around town. At night, they were locked two-to-a-cell, sleeping on bunks that
dangled from ceiling chains. Over the years, inmates scrawled graffiti on the concrete
walls, and much of their writing remains there today, including lyrics from Bob Dylan
songs and a musing that “LSD is here to stay”

After the 1970s, the old jail, which measures 23 feet across and 15 feet wide, was occa-
sionally used when newer police facilities in town were full. Now, most people who are
arrested are taken to Ventura County’s main jail in Ventura. The push to preserve the old
jail began years ago when a landscape architect hired by the city described the building as
“atrocious” and recommended knocking it down.

Commissioner Betty McAllister was horrified. “I just felt it was part of our history;” she
said recently. The drive is not without precedent. Across California, historians have moved
to preserve law-and-order landmarks as reminders of efforts to tame the lawlessness that
went hand-in-hand with westward expansion. Of course, there is Alcatraz, the former
maximume-security federal prison built on a rocky island in San Francisco Bay. It housed
some of the nation’s most notorious inmates.

The prisoners held in Ojai’s little jail were far from infamous. McAllister writes in the draft
report that in the early 1920s, most inmates were “fighters, drunks or horse thieves.”

The concrete jail replaced a wood jail built in 1873 by Constable Andrew Vancuren.
According to historians, the townspeople replaced Vancuren--and he refused to let them
have the jail. The original wood jail was moved and now stands behind Cold Springs
Tavern in Santa Barbara County, Hill said. “That one got away from Ojai before we really
had a focus on what historic buildings really mean to us,” Hill said. Preservationists aren’t
about to let that happen again.

In recent years, volunteers have renovated the city jail’s interior, carefully preserving the
graffiti, wash basins and toilets. They also have repainted the outside walls and erected an
informational kiosk and metal benches.

The steel door was recently welded shut to prevent vandalism--though preservationists
hope to open the jail during special events in the future.
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