Soledad Brothers
[from left] Fleeta
Drumgo, John
Cluchette and the late
George Jackson.
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California inmates and, in effect, prisoners
throughout the country, won a major victory April
9 when a civil jury found eight Soledad Prison
guards and administrators responsible for the
intentional slaying of three Black prisonets in
January 1970.

The all-white, three-man, three-woman jury
determined that the prisoners had been *‘set up”
for the killing and that prison officials were liable
for their deaths. The jury will determine the
amount of damages to be awarded to the families
of the slain men this week. The families are
asking for $1.2 million.

The three slain men, W.L. Nolen, 25, Alvin
Miller, 23, and Cleveland Edwards, 20, were shot
by 0.G. Miller, a gun tower guard and one of the
defendants in the suit, on the opening day of the
“Q’"* Wing exercise yard. A campaign designed
to stir up race hatred was engineered by
authorities for several months before the exercise
yard was opened, attorney Melvin Belli,
representing the families, maintained. The seven
Black and eight white prisoners held in the
maximum security wing of the Soledad prison
were told deliberate lies by the guards about
what the “‘cthers’’ were saying and planning
against them. The object of the campaign was to
instigate a fight between Black and white
prisoners once the exercise yard was opened.

The official prison administration story was
that the guard saw two Black prisoners ‘“‘severely
beating a white prisoner’’ and blew a warning

whistle, fired two warning shots and then fired at
the feet of the two Black prisoners. When the
guard, an acknowledged marksman, had finished
shooting four bullets, Nolen and Miller each had
a bullet in the heart, Edwards had been shot in
the side and a fourth prisoner was wounded in
the groin. There were no other serious injuries to
indicate any major fight or severe beating had
taken place.

RACIST SET-UP

Addie Miller, Nolen’s mother, testified that
her son had told her several months before the
opening of the exercise yard that a set-up was
planned by prison officials to get rid of the Black
organizers in the institution. The three slain men
were well-known for their militancy and support
for prisoners’ struggles. .

“My boys never came crying to me about
anything,” Nolen’s mother said. ‘I knew that if
he was telling me he was afraid they were going
to kill him when that exercise yard opened, he
must know what he was talking about.”

Despite evidence exposing the intentional
slaying of the three men, the case was delayed
for over five years. The prisoners’ deaths were
ruled ‘‘justifiable homicide’’ by the original
Salinas County grand jury that investigated the
shootings in 1970. A half-hour after the
“justifiable homicide’’ verdict was aired on the
prison television, a white guard was discovered
dead in ‘0"’ wing.

George Jackson, charged along with Fleeta
Drumgo and John Cluchette with murdering the
guard, was later killed in an alleged escape
attempt from the San Quentin Adjustment
Center. Drumgo and Cluchette were later
acquitted of the murder charge. The trial of the
San Quentin Six on charges stemming from
Jackson’s alleged escape attempt began at the
same time as the proceedings in the civil suit
against the Soledad prison officials.

The case presented on behalf of the slain
prisoners’ families convinced the jurors that the
prison was responsible—through intent or
negligence—for the murder of the three young
Black men. The jury apparently did not believe
that the tower guard—an acknowledged expert
marksman who “‘could shoot an apple off a man’s
head at 150 feet’’—had ‘‘accidentally’’ hit two
men in the heart from 80 feet. Or that he had
fired two warning shots, thus killing three men
and wounding a fourth with only two bullets.
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