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Foreword
Groundings of Gratitude

Derek R. Ford

The U.S. incarcerates a higher percentage of 
its population than any other country in the 

world. According to the latest edition of the World 
Population List, as of 2021 the U.S. had “more 
than 2 million prisoners.”1 The Russian Federation, 
by contrast, has just over 430,000 people impris-
oned with a population less than half than that of 
the U.S. The number of Black and Afrikan incar-
cerated people in the U.S. is almost double Russia’s 
entire prison population. None of this is to account 
for other 5 million people ensnared in the state’s 
captive mechanisms—those on parole or proba-
tion, under house arrest or wearing ankle monitors. 
Obviously, the mass incarceration system is under-

1   Helen Fair and Roy Walmsley, World Prison Population 
List, 13th ed. (London: Institute for Crime & Justice Policy 
Research, 2021), 2.
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girded by white supremacy, but as Eugene Puryear 
notes, overall, it “has a clear class function, fun-
neling poor people of all backgrounds […] those 
sections of the population that the capitalist class 
considers most ‘superfluous’ from the point of view 
of the labor market” and that, historically, are the 
most oppressed and therefore rebellious sectors of 
the population.2

As an educator, questions of access to school-
ing and access to equal schooling inevitably come 
up when it comes to prisons, whether it be “recid-
ivism” or incarceration rates. The slogan “Schools, 
Not Jails” or “Education, Not Incarceration” are 
common—and correct—refrains amongst pro-
gressives. They are right: we should invest in 
schools instead of jails, we should live in a society 
that values education and in which incarceration 
is unimaginable. The problems come, however, 
when we think that schooling and mass incarcer-
ation correspond with each other in any way, as if 
the reason there are 7 million people directly liv-
ing under the carceral state is because of a lack of 
education and schooling opportunities. This erases 
or hides the historical production of certain pop-
ulations as “criminals” or “animals,” whether it be 
Black people, gay men, Arab or Muslim popula-
tions, etc. This reinforces the myth of meritocracy: 

2   Eugene Puryear, Shackled & Chained: Mass Incarceration in 
Capitalist America (San Francisco: Liberation Media, 2013), 4.
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that if you only took advantage of the schooling 
choices you had, if you only studied harder, saved 
more money, used your time more wisely, you too 
could be rich. In reality, those who have the most 
money do the least work. If all the bosses in your 
city didn’t show up to work for a week, no one 
would notice. Now, if all the janitors didn’t show 
up to work for a day, people would surely notice. 
It’s the same with prisons. If the real criminals in 
society were imprisoned, we would have one of the 
lowest prison population rates in the world because 
we have one of the highest levels of inequality in 
the world. Yet the real criminals, those who bomb 
and invade countries all across the globe, who steal 
people’s savings and pensions, who bankrupt en-
tire towns and regions, who deny people access to 
health care and housing, are the least likely to go to 
prison. Why is that?

To ask the question is to answer it: there is no 
such “thing” as crime, and the ruling-class defines 
what constitutes a crime. Crime is, in the most lit-
eral sense imaginable, socially-produced, or man 
(and woman) made. To return to schooling, so 
much of what being a kid entails in the U.S. used 
to get you sent to time out or the principal’s office; 
now it gets you sent to jail. Throwing a pencil across 
the room in a fit of rage, an example of a harmless 
necessary act in learning how to feel and relate to 
one’s emotions, is attempted assault. There is no 
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“school-to-prison-pipeline” because schools in the 
U.S. are already like prisons. We walk single-file 
against one side of the wall between classes, enter 
and exit through ex-ray machines, are subjected to 
routine search and seizures, lockdowns, and even 
brutality by police or “school resource officers.” 
The reason there are so many people imprisoned is 
because there are so many crimes, and those crimes 
are selectively and brutally enforced. The simple 
solution to mass incarceration? Eliminate laws that 
define crime. Because, let’s face it: even if you’ve 
never been arrested or even had an encounter with 
a cop, you’re just an unconvincted criminal and 
probably even felon. Have you ever thrown away 
a piece of mail addressed to someone else? That’s a 
felony right there: a “federal crime.”

Focusing on prisons alone narrows our focus 
to the physical structures that undoubtedly do tre-
mendous violence to our people, but are not the 
only ones that do so. With such a limited focus, we 
might forget that there is no oppression without 
resistance and there is no need for the ruling class 
to resort to force if there is no counterforce capable 
of not only resisting but overthrowing it. Prisons 
function to contain the power of the people. There 
would be no need for a state if it weren’t for the 
infinite intellectual and creative capacity of the 99 
percent and the clear threat they posed to the com-
pletely illogical and irrational society in which we 
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live.
The state is a relatively recent phenomenon 

in human history, and it serves as a mechanism 
to protect the oppressing class and enforce its will 
over society. It does so through repressive and pro-
ductive means. It represses with cops and courts, 
prisons and militaries, but it produces through 
media and schools, cultural norms and routine 
habits. On both counts—repression and produc-
tion—it isn’t seamless. Humanity can’t be confined 
or enclosed. Harnessing that which always resists 
into a force capable of producing a new society is 
the most complex, realistic, and necessary process 
in the world that entails innumerable processes. 
One key element is the teacher, and Leon Benson 
is one of my favorites, one of the teachers that I, as a 
teacher, look up to. I urge the reader to engage this 
book as a series of lessons from a teacher, but not 
just any kind of teacher. To be more precise then, 
instead of lessons, they are groundings. 

Grounding with Gratitude
Benson was incarcerated for over 24 years, which is 
how old Walter Rodney was when he got his PhD 
in 1966. Born in colonial Guyana six years before it 
gained political independence after centuries of co-
lonial rule, he left for Jamaica in 1960 on a scholar-
ship to attend the University of the West Indies in 
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Jamaica, a country that achieved flag independence 
in 1962, although the British Crown still called the 
shots, even if Black and West Indian people car-
ried them out. He graduated in 1963 and shortly 
thereafter moved to London to study at the School 
of Oriental and African Studies. He and his wife, 
Patricia, moved to the newly-independent Tanza-
nia governed by the socialist leader Julius Nyerere, 
before returning to Jamaica for another academic 
position. While Rodney first felt the disconnect 
between academia and the streets as an undergrad-
uate, it was more pronounced in 1967. As Patricia 
Rodney recalls, his being was traumatized by the 
division “between academia and the working class,” 
which motivated his attempt “to bridge these 
worlds.”3 Despite gaining a wide audience from his 
many spontaneous lectures, this was not a practice 
of the academic “enlightening” the ignorant; it 
was, in fact, the opposite.

Rodney was influenced by the wave of so-
cialist and anti-colonial revolutions at the time, 
including the Black Power movement in the U.S. 
In Jamaica, he translated it into the West Indies 
context. After teaching about Black Power in the 
academy, he went to talk about it with the masses 
or, it might be better to say, he went to the people 

3   Patricia Rodney, “Living the Groundings—A Personal 
Context,” in W. Rodney, The Groundings With my Brothers, ed. 
A.T. Rodney and J.J. Benjamin (New York: Verso, 2019), 80.
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to teach him about Black Power. He called his ped-
agogy “groundings,” a term he took from his broth-
ers in the streets and in churches, in the gutters and 
abandoned houses. Black Power, he argues, is part 
of this pedagogy, the act of “sitting-together to rea-
son, to ‘ground’ as the brothers say” but, he clarifies, 
“to ‘ground together.’”4 Groundings exposed Rod-
ney to the immense capacity of the most oppressed 
Black people in Jamaica, as he says, “with the  
[B]lack brothers you learn humility because they 
are teaching you. And you get confidence, too; you 
get a confidence that comes from an awareness that 
our people are beautiful.”5 Humility and confi-
dence are allies, not antagonists. 

All working and oppressed people are capa-
ble and creative, if only we lived in a social system 
that nourished that fact instead of repressed it. 
In fact, I learned about Rodney’s pedagogy from 
my comrade D. Musa Springer, a teacher of mine 
who is a decade younger than me and doesn’t have 
some string of letters next to their name. Rodney’s 
groundings occurred wherever Black people gath-
ered together to talk and were part of Black Power 
(although he had an expansive notion of Blackness, 
arguing Cuba was only country in the entire hemi-
sphere free from white power even though most 
4   Walter Rodney, The Groundings with my Brothers (New 
York: Verso, 2019), 67. 

5   Ibid., 72.



xiv     LETTERS OF GRATITUDE

Cubans were “white”).6 The various poetic reflec-
tions and meditations, theoretical expositions and 
political explanations, confessions and misgivings, 
certainty and vulnerability that overflow through-
out this short book read like a groundings session. 

My suggestion to the audience, particularly 
those unfamiliar with Leon or his case or the in-
tense struggle against mass incarceration in In-
diana, is that you engage them like a grounding 
session. You will, at the very least, learn the same 
humility and confidence in our people that I did. I 
learned both in my latest grounding with it in five 
sentences consisting of less than 100 words. In the 
10th letter, one addressed to the relatives of the man 
Leon was convicted of murdering and written years 
prior to his liberation from prison, he writes:

That whole trial was a mockery. Because it was based on 
the values of white privilege against those of poor black 
people. The word of one white woman, no matter how 
contradictory, held greater value than that of seven people 
of color who firmly showed that i did not kill your loved 
one... It’s bigger than black or white, like Hip Hop artist 
Lil Baby sings. It’s about justice for Kasey and myself. 
But we must see the reality of the situation without being 
made to be enraged by our losses or manipulative people.

Read how Leon moves from the (now) indisput-
able fact that his decades in prison (one decade 
spent in torturous conditions) were due solely 

6    Ibid., 27.
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to a racist, capitalist system to the desire to build 
common unity with the recipients. The system he 
identifies and the techniques it’s developed over 
centuries now to repress—that is to re-press, to 
press again, to mold—our state of mind into res-
ignation and hatred, isn’t denied or bypassed but 
acknowledged and transcended. It’s like watching 
water flowing over a rock to reach the goal that 
we’re raised not to be able to see or conceptualize: 
justice for all. When you read in the 11th letter how 
Kolleen Schoen-Bunch, the sister of Kasey Schoen, 
reached out to Leon and how that interaction un-
folded, you’ll learn confidence, the belief that we 
can win justice for all.

As I said, Leon Benson is one of my favor-
ite teachers, and this introduction is my letter of 
gratitude to him and his comrades. The letters that 
follow bear witness to an individual whose poten-
tial was unleashed while enduring the state’s most 
repressive forces; they stand as a permanent witness 
to the system’s inability to capture the imagination 
and the common that is the universal condition of 
the spirit.
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Preface
Common + Unity

Leon Benson

My humanity is bound up in yours,
for we can only be human together.
—Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

Be thankful for what you have; 
you’ll end up having more.

 If you concentrate on what you don’t have, 
you will never, ever have enough.

—Oprah Winfrey

After having endured 25 years of wrongful in-
carceration in the state of Indiana, in February 

of 2023, while still incarcerated in the Correction-
al Industrial Facility in Pendleton, i1 had finally 
come into the realization that my exoneration was 

1   i is intentionally lowercase in this book to symbolize that 
the unhealthy individualisms of I & Me, have lesser value than 
the Common Unity of the collective We.
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going to happen any day. My confidence was real-
istic due to all the work done for my case by presti-
gious attorneys and students from the San Francis-
co School of Law and the Marion County Convict 
Integrity Union. Not to mention that my case was 
in the process of being decided before the court. 

While my legal team, family members, and 
advocates were all becoming restless due to all the 
setbacks the decision process was having, i was 
calm and cool. No one had experienced all the dis-
appointments that i had over the years. i felt some-
thing different. It was a faith, a hope, and even a 
gratitude in the greater good. Throughout the years 
i would often read this passage by W.E.B. Dubois 
for encouragement: 

Through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs
 there breathes a hope

—a faith in the ultimate justice of things.
 The minor cadences of despair

 change often to triumph and calm confidence. 
Sometimes it is faith in life, 
sometimes a faith in death,

 sometimes assurance of boundless justice
 in some fair world beyond. 

But whichever it is, 
the meaning is always clear: 
that sometime, somewhere, 

men will judge men by their souls 
and not by their skins.

 Is such a hope justified?
 Do the Sorrow Songs sing true?
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Yes, such hope is justified. This passage really 
resonated with me due to the injustice that i had 
been forced to experience. These words helped me 
have deeper, historical empathy for the hardships 
my African Ancestors endured during the Trans-
atlantic Slave Trade, Jim Crow, and Apartheid. 
My empathy grew beyond their pains toward how 
many of them were still able to demonstrate faith, 
hope, and gratitude in spite of their suffering. i 
grew to see the strength in that type of spirituality.

My faith grew even more when i read books 
about other people like Viktor Frankl, a Holocaust 
and concentration camp survivor during World 
War II, who formed a new existential therapy that 
sought to find purpose despite suffering; and Nel-
son Mandela, who not only survived 27 years of 
prison due to South African Apartheid, but who 
became the first native South African president. 
While Frankl gave me the philosophy that all indi-
viduals have the power to choose meaning and pur-
pose in any situation, Mandela gave me a collective 
philosophy that recognized humanity in all people 
in any situation.

Mandela’s philosophy was called Ubuntu 
(oo-boon-too), a South African phrase meaning 
“humanity” or “I am because we are.”2 The term 

2   Claire E. Oppenheim, “Nelson Mandela and the Power of 
Ubuntu,” Religions 3, no. 2 (2012): 369.
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is derived from the phrase umuntu ngumuntu ng-
abantu, which translates as, “a person is a person 
through other people.” Due to Mandela’s notori-
ety, the ancient African concept was adopted into 
philosophy in post-apartheid South Africa, a place 
like parts of America, that is still recovering from 
a long period of political, economic, and cultural 
turmoil. The philosophy was developed as a way to 
overcome these tensions plaguing the society.

Also, i learned that Ubuntu is one of the ear-
lier models of Restorative Justice and has 8 prin-
ciples of respect, compassion, love, solidarity, shar-
ing, reciprocity, care, and reconciliation. All these 
principles are for repairing relationships. My faith 
in the greater good of humanity was nurtured by 
the Ubuntu “i am because we are” and the gratitude 
that i had at that point was the love and support i 
had already received. From the start i had not been 
alone, a higher power was always present. There-
fore, while waiting in limbo for my case to be ruled 
upon i decided to compose these “Letters of Grat-
itude” in the Ubuntu spirit and with the notion 
that we typically get what we prepare for. Why not 
write as if i was already free?

Compelled by this faith and gratitude, i began 
to type out this collection of heartfelt expressions 
of appreciation and acknowledgement on a prison 
issued Global Tel Link (GTL) tablet. While writ-
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ing my gratitude to others i began to realize that in 
24 years there were so many people that pitched in 
to assist my plight from different places, different 
backgrounds, and at different times. I could have 
written a book on each unique encounter and ac-
complishment i had with each person, but instead i 
chose to focus more on the most recent and central 
players directly involved in my exoneration, while 
also acknowledging that others who came before 
them had played a significant role in my life as well.

These letters (1-9) were written in a span of 
two weeks, emailed through the GTL systems to be 
copied, pasted, and saved for after my exoneration. 
Each letter is a testament to the power of human 
connection and the unwavering thread of support I 
received throughout my wrongful imprisonment. 
They convey a sense of hope, resilience, and the 
pursuit of justice that permeated my heart and 
mind amid a backdrop of hopelessness in the form 
of brick walls, prison cells, and barb-wire fences.

While i became more determined, creative, 
and spiritual throughout the years, these letters 
acknowledge that i could not be who i am without 
community. Through these letters you will read 
that this community spans from inside prison 
and across several continents. Each individual and 
group mentioned had the common unity of the 
pursuits of justice and personal growth. These let-
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ters also reflect the need for us all to work together 
in community (common + unity) in order to re-
solve many social, political, and economical issues 
that plagues our justice impacted society, in and be-
yond the Criminal Justice System in the U.S.

The letters from 1 through 9 remain original 
as i wrote them while inside. However, two new 
letters were included in this book for a broader 
context. One is an Open Letter to Schoen’s Family 
written in 2021. This highlights one of the deepest 
points of where my gratitude developed in regards 
to the victim, Kasey Schoen and his family. One day 
while raging about my innocence while in a dirty, 
dark solitary confinement cell, it strongly occurred 
to me that i was still living, but Kasey was not; that 
my family still could hear from me, but his family 
could never hear from him again.  This gratitude 
of having my life while so many others were gone 
allowed me to empathize more with others despite 
my struggles. My letter to the Schoen Family came 
from this type of empathy and hope for true justice 
to be served to Kasey and myself. 

The other new letter is the Postscript: Smell 
the Flowers of the Soul as an extension of my grati-
tude due new perspectives and developments that i 
could not have foreseen while still in prison. Often 
when we have a chance to see or think about some-
one or something from a different angle, it allows 



LEON BENSON     7

us a deeper understanding and perspective. This is 
what happened here.

For instance, from a therapeutic and mental 
wellness perspective, all of these letters operate as a 
huge opportunity to heal as individuals and collec-
tively. Being acknowledged for the good you have 
done and for who you are is very powerful. I know 
first-hand the feelings of being forgotten while in 
prison, especially while i was in solitary confine-
ment for a decade. I don’t want anyone to ever feel 
like i did in those times. These letters are one of my 
attempts to remember and remind others of the 
good.

In my personal practice, spiritual gratitude is 
finding and recognizing the good things in your 
life, no matter how small. In doing so, i found 
that i made the most out of the least. No one can 
be grateful and bitter at the same time. One of my 
biggest hopes in releasing these letters is that peo-
ple can learn from my situation and become more 
grateful in their personal lives. Having gratitude 
for the right people and things is essential for per-
sonal and collective wellness. Something our world 
is always in need of.

Now that i have been free for a year, i realize 
that my recovery from the illness of injustice is 
much harder and longer than i anticipated, but by 
expressing my gratitude to others here, i believe it 
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has helped me tremendously.  These letters remind 
me that although the roads traveled in life can often 
feel lonely, they don’t have to be by merely being 
grateful for one of the smallest and most powerful 
things each living person has: the power of choice. 

My final hope for this writing is that it inspires 
others to make the choice to stand up for justice, 
love, healing, unity, and freedom by supporting 
those wrongfully incarcerated, and helping to cre-
ate a more just and compassionate society. Todah 
(thank you).

In Solidarity,
Leon Benson
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Letter of Gratitude 1
HALLELUYAH

Leon Benson’s Finally Free 
from Indiana Prison!

3/13/231 

Yahweh lives! Blessed be the Elohim
my rock & salvation. It is Yah who 

avenges me, who puts nations under me,
& who frees me from my enemies.

You exalted me above my foes
& delivered me from violent men.

Therefore, I give thanks to you,
O’ Yahweh, amongst the heathen,
& I will sing praise to your name.

He is the tower of salvation for his king,
& shows mercy to his anointed, to David,

& his seeds forever.
—2 Samuel 22: 47-51

||//||[♦]||\\||[♦]||//||[♦]||\\||[♦]||//||
1   This date indicates when the author posted the letter to the 
public via social media.
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Finally, i have ascended the tombs of Indiana 
prisons. Do you hear me? i am here. i am back 

for everything and some. All praise goes to the cre-
ator, the Most High, Yahweh. Yah-Echad (God is 
One)! i am literally crying tears of joy as i write this 
love letter to the world, while listening to the song 
Krazy by Tupac.

i no longer believe in Yah, I know (him/her/
them) personally. The divine spirit has been with 
me from the beginning, i just had to walk in the 
wilderness of captivity for 25 years to finally realize 
it.

What’s even more apparent is the fact that i 
have not been exonerated only because i was 
innocent of the 1998 murder of Kasey Schoen, but 
also because i have finally become the man Yah 
wanted to be (cf. el be). All of this is evident, by 
the fact, that despite my enduring decades of pain 
and hate against me, i came out from the other end 
of the wash (so to speak) stronger than when i was 
pushed in.

i am not a broken man. i don’t suffer from 
mental illness. i am not a bitter soul. i didn’t turn 
into anything or anyone that was not true to who 
i am, like that of a quitter, coward, hater, or the 
broken. Yet, i am full of love, energy, creativity, and 
vision. This was only possible through the blessings 
of Yah. First & foremost, all praises to 
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Yahweh.
Now, i can give thanks to everyone else in-

volved in manifesting my freedom. Please read my 
Letters of Gratitude. See y’all soon. Halle-
luYah. Love.

Give Me Love,
LB
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Letter of Gratitude 2
THE BLESSINGS OF QUEEN SISTER

Mairiam sang to them:
“Sing to Yahweh for he is exalted.

The horse & its rider
he has hurled into the sea.”

—Exodus 15:20

Queen Sis a Virgo
with a hitter with a Taurus.

—el•bently•448

★★★{♥}★★★

The biggest and longest standing supporter of 
my innocence and freedom was my biolog-

ical sister, Valerie Buford. When i was convicted 
in 1999 she was a single mother to my niece, La-
Dashia. And like most older adults at the time, her 
17-year-old self had little-to-no understanding of 
my wrongful conviction nor how to bring me jus-
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tice.
In the first 10 yrs of my incarceration Val came 

to visit me more than any other family member. 
She brought my niece when she was around 4 yrs 
old and LaDashia sung me “America the Beautiful.” 
i thought it was cute despite the irony of the condi-
tions i was forced to live in while in prison. None-
theless, my niece left me with a much needed smile.

By 2009 Val had become more involved with 
my case, even contributing financially to hire legal 
representation. She connected with other support-
ers of the innocence movement (Tamika Sanford, 
Kim McCellan, etc.) and began to educate herself 
on the many flaws in the system and how to cam-
paign to correct them. There were a lot of trial and 
errors along the way, but she stayed involved and 
connected.

The best ability is availability. Ok. My sister 
is not an ivy League educated person nor has the 
financial resources. But she stayed available to do 
what she could. And in the end that is what mat-
tered the most.

For that and much more, she is my Queen 
Sis. i feel so blessed to have a sister that cares about 
me so much. Out of all the supporters i encoun-
tered before my eventual exoneration, none comes 
close to having a family member back me. My 
Queen Sis to me, is like what Moses’ sister Mirriam 
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was to him in Biblical times. Halleluyah!
Thank you, Queen Sis. You are the truth that 

never died. That truth is divine love. Keep such a 
big heart open. It’s your superpower.

Much Love,
King Bro
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Letter of Gratitude 3
GODMOTHER SHANNON

Love doesn’t mean
doing extraordinary or heroic things.

It means 
knowing how to do

 ordinary things with tenderness.
—Jean Vanier

••~••={♥}=••~••

The way Shannon Coleman became an intricate 
part of my exoneration is extraordinary. It was 

like she was God/Yah sent. And this is why i call 
her my Godmother.

After 2018 i exhausted all the legal avenues in 
Indiana state courts. The only move that i believed 
i had left was to file a Federal Habeas Corpus under 
“Actual Innocent” as an attempt to overcome pro-
cedural default for my failure to file timely. i feared 
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that i would be in prison for the remainder of the 
60-year sentence.

At this point i was at the crossroads of spiritu-
al and mental exhaustion, lacking legal resources, 
considering going pro se in federal court, and figur-
ing out the best way for a sentence modification in 
state court. The strategy i came up with was to file a 
state clemency first before a sentence modification. 
People who were claiming to be advocating for me 
thought that it was a bad idea to file a clemency due 
to its little-to-none success rate. It was difficult, but 
i decided against the push back from others and 
filed a state clemency petition by the October of 
2020.

While putting together my clemency petition, 
i wrote a post that was placed on Facebook and 
Change.org seeking letters of support for my clem-
ency. From that i received 21 letters, but one stood 
out from the rest. It was from Shannon Coleman, a 
Black woman from Philadelphia, who pleaded for 
my release because she personally knew about the 
flaws of the system. She helped exonerate Anthony 
Wright, a man who was wrongfully convicted in 
1991 for the rape and murder of 77-year-old Louis 
Tally.

What was even more powerful about this sto-
ry was that the victim in that case, Mrs. Tally, was 
Shannon’s great aunt. She went against the grain to 
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help Wright after discovering so many conflicts in 
his case. DNA evidence would finally clear Wright 
of the crime in 2016.

After i wrote Shannon a thank you letter 
for supporting my clemency, she replied asking if 
she could help my case in some way. i sighed, be-
fore reaching back to her. i almost decided not to 
because my case had none of the DNA elements 
that Wright’s had. Reluctantly i wrote her back to 
see what she had to say. i’m glad i did. We brain-
stormed. i would never get an answer from the 
state to my clemency, but by December 2020 Shan-
non connected me with a new Conviction Integri-
ty Unit starting in Indianapolis in 2021. By April 
of 2021 i filled out and sent back the CIU’s case 
questionnaire and by July 2021 they accepted my 
case for investigation.

In the course of the CIU accepting to investi-
gate my case Shannon contacted a prior acquain-
tance attorney and professor, Lara Bazelon, of San 
Francisco School of Law, and director of the Racial 
Justice Clinic. Lara had interviewed Shannon for 
her new book entitled Rectify: The Power of Restor-
ative Justice, After Wrongful Conviction, and that is 
how they first became acquainted. By August 2021 
Bazelon became my official attorney.1

1   Lara Bazelon, Rectify: The Power of Restorative Justice After 
Wrongful Conviction (New York: Beacon Press, 2018).



18     LETTERS OF GRATITUDE

Bazelon would introduce me and my case to 
her assistant professor, Charlie Kleever-Nelson, 
and a legal team of law students, a private investi-
gator, and a retired attorney. After working with 
them i grew to believe that they all took the time 
to see me for more than my case, but as a human 
being. Of course, the rest is history. Chuckles.

Godmother Shannon i thank you so much 
for your wit, intellect, practicality, and motherly 
intuition. You listened to and read from me criti-
cally. You never sold me dreams of what you could 
do, but you did the ordinary things with the deep-
est of love and humanity. In the end that is what 
counted the most.

As a result, i will continue the legacy that your 
late friend Jane bestowed to you. And that is to act 
kindly to others in need, while knowing that the 
smallest efforts done with the heart of sincerity can 
and will change the world.

Love Always,
Leon Benson



LEON BENSON     19

Letter of Gratitude 4
LEGAL DREAM TEAM

Love for us means
everyone is worthy

of a life of dignity & decency—just because. 
Not because of where they were born, 

who they know, where they live, where they were educated…
or what size of their annual income is.

The sheer humanity of each & everyone of us 
warrants our steadfast commitment 

to the welling being of each other.
—Dr. Cornel West

To love is not a state; it is a direction.
—Simone Weil

{♥}~★~{♥}~♦~{♥}~★~{♥}~♦~{♥}

I had to be the most blessed innocent man in 
prison for my case to have been rediscovered by 

the Legal Dream Team of the University of San 
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Francisco School Law and its Racial Justice Clinic. 
Without the assistance of their unique legal team 
made up of law professor-attorneys and students, a 
private investigator, and a retired attorney; i am ab-
solutely sure that i would still be suffering the deep-
est despair of hopelessness in an Indiana prison.

After the CIU accepted my case, my God 
Mother contacted an attorney on my behalf who 
had written about her work on Anthony Wright’s 
case in a book. After attorney Lara Bazelon re-
viewed my trial transcripts on pdf files, she con-
tacted me in August of 2021. She explained the 
injustice she saw in my conviction, her vast experi-
ence in exonerating the innocent from prison, and 
requested to represent my case pro bono. omg.

In Oct. of 2021 i had my first visit with Lara 
on Zoom. It was there that i was introduced to the 
legal team she had organized. i met assistant pro-
fessor Charlie Kleever-Nelson, Eric (private inves-
tigator), Terri (retired attorney), and Wendy (law 
student). They were all very welcoming and well 
informed on the facts of my case.

i remember leaving that initial meeting with a 
lot of mixed feelings. On one hand i was excited to 
finally have a group of enthusiastic people working 
on my case. And on the other hand, it was hard for 
me to trust and believe that a bunch of white peo-
ple were so genuine in helping me.
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Revisualized, Rehumanized
I am invisible, understand,
simply because people refuse to see me. 
When they approach me
they see only my surroundings,
themselves or figments of their imagination
—indeed, everything & anything except me.
—Ralph Ellison

Before encountering attorneys Lara and Charlie i 
had had bad experiences with all six of the attor-
neys that had been involved with my case the prior 
decades. They all happened to be white males too. 
Due to their apathetic legal performance and out-
right sabotage, i came to believe that they were ei-
ther racist or suffered some form of implicit bias.

Since the victim, Kasey Schoen was a white 
male it was easy to understand why these white 
male attorneys could only see Schoen, his family’s 
lost, the attack on white privilege; my conviction, 
denied appeals, me being a Black male, a murdering 
drug dealer from Michigan, a prisoner, and anoth-
er convict in the system falsely claiming to be in-
nocent. Yeah, they saw everything and everybody 
else, except me.

The refusal to see the real me was not only 
the denial of these white males, but as the years 
passed my humanity became more invisible to the 
system and society as a whole. Ironically, me being 
misidentified by a white eyewitness during trial was 
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symbolic of the fact that i (& others like me) had 
long been invisible in America. While i was held 
in solitary confinement for 10 years, all the hate i 
had experienced from white people at that point, 
caused me to become untrusting and unfavorable 
to white people in the U.$.

It should be understandable of why i had 
mixed feelings after my initial meeting with a legal 
team made up of mostly whites. However, due to 
the fact that Lara and Charlie were not only white, 
but also women, mothers, attorneys, profes-
sors, and grass roots advocates against 
racial injustice, that it made a different im-
pression upon me. Over the months their words of 
respect and actions demonstrated that they seen 
me, believed me, & believed in me. They be-
came hostesses of hope.

It’s been said 
that a person can live 40 days without food,
 4 days without water, 
4 minutes w/o air,
 but only 4 seconds without hope.
—John C. Maxwell

My Legal Team’s belief in me and my inno-
cence were confirmed by their actions. This gave 
me back my hope of freedom; that had been tragi-
cally lost after i exhausted all legal avenues. Which 
had me existing in a prison within a prison dying 
spiritually. i would grow to realize that we all live in 
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prisons, but few can still see stars.
My Team instilled hope in me by their ded-

ication and how fast they worked on my case. By 
spring of 2022 they flew to Indy to put boots on 
the ground. The group consisted of Lara, Charlie, 
law students ( Jordan & Roxanne), & (p.i.) Eric. 
They met the CIU, interviewed witnesses, and vis-
ited the crime scene.

They discovered new evidence and aspects of 
my case that had not been revealed. One piece of 
that new evidence burst open my case. While inter-
viewing retired detective Alan Jones he confessed 
to his bias and withholding of an eyewitness state-
ment who identified and was with the real killer 
while committing the crime. Jones gave a sworn 
statement that he kept this evidence from the de-
fense—a bold Brady violation.

After Charlie compiled all of their findings in 
a detailed Petition, the actual court filings would 
be done by Indiana attorney, Fran Watson. They 
recruited Watson, an Indiana University law pro-
fessor and director of the Indiana Innocent Project, 
due to her vast experience with Indy’s legal system. 
As a result of their nationally-unified efforts, the 
court granted the petition. Now I am free!!!

Therefore, i give my deepest gratitudes to 
my legal dream team of Eric, Terri, & USF law 
students: Wendy, Jordan, Roxanne, Noah, Mad-
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ison, Leigh, Nate, Kirsten, Emma, Hannah, Ron, 
Kali, Alison, & Alison.

Also, i give special thanks to my attorneys 
Lara & Charlie because you took a chance on me 
and embodied the hope that is essential to applied 
healing justice.

For A Better World,
Leon
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Letter of Gratitude 5
I SEE YOU

The Wholeness of Indy’s  
Conviction Integrity Unit

The future does not belong to those 
who are content with today, 

apathetic toward common problems 
& their fellow man alike. 

Rather it will belong to those
 who can blend vision, reason, 

& courage in a personal commitment to the ideals 
& great enterprise of American society.

—Robert Kennedy

[]•[]•[]•{}•[]•[]•[]

One of the cornerstones that made my exonera-
tion absolutely possible was the founding and 

work of Indianapolis (Marion County Prosecu-
tor’s Office) Conviction Integrity Unit (CIU) for 
my case. While ClUs had been established in many 
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other major U.$. cities in the early 2000s due to so 
many wrongful conviction cases coming to light 
due to new DNA evidence and corrupt prosecu-
tions; the Indy CIU was not found until 2021 by 
the Prosecutor Ryan Mears’ office, and directed by 
Kelly Bauder and Jessica Cicchini.

Honestly, after my Godmother first told me 
about this new CIU in Indy i was skeptical and 
didn’t have confidence that they would really help 
me. However, ¡ reluctantly filled out and sent the 
CIU’s questionnaire on April 18, 2021, along with 
this statement attached: “Although I am Black, a 
former drug dealer, a deadbeat father, & to many a 
worthless son of a bitch. I am not a murderer!”

At that point i had nothing to lose, but more 
hope if i didn’t do something. Surprisingly, in May 
of 2021 the CIU had accepted my case for review. 
This caused me to amp up my campaign events 
and social media voice. So much so that Kelly of 
the ClU wrote to me in July asking me to stop my 
supporters from calling their office demanding 
updates, and for them to refrain from mentioning 
CIU’s ongoing investigation of my case online. Ini-
tially i felt like Kelly’s demand was another attempt 
of the State repressing and suppressing the truth of 
my innocence. Smfh.

However, in August of 2021 my new attor-
neys gave me the same advice. I refrained from any 
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more detailed disclosures of my case online or any-
where else.

Wholeness: See-I-You
Wholeness is like a flower with four petals.
When it opens, 
one discovers strength, 
sharing, honesty and kindness. 
Together these four petals 
create balance, harmony & beauty.
—Marie Battiste

What became apparent to me was the integrity 
of the CIU through the interactions between me, 
Kelly, and my attorneys during the course of inves-
tigations. i believe that due to the mutual respect of 
each other and shared ideals of what justice should 
be, there was an undeniable harmony between my 
legal team and the CIU.

This relationship was paramount to the justice 
i would finally receive from the same county’s court 
that once convicted me and denied my appeals nu-
merous times. Even more, i felt like CIU co-direc-
tor, Kelly looked at me not only as a human being, 
but one she empathized with. Since then to me 
the CIU has come to mean: “See I [am like] you 
[Leon].”

This empathy was affirmed after i finally met 
her with my counsels present during a Zoom vis-
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it in May of 2022. She had a stern appearance as 
we stared at each other over computer screens. But 
when she spoke her eyes and voice tone echoed 
compassion. This was especially so when she shared 
that she had finally found my court files that were 
mysteriously missing since 2003.

Eventually, after concluding the CIU’s inves-
tigation Kelly submitted her findings to the Court 
that the State no longer saw integrity in my convic-
tion and recommended my release.

Therefore, my gratitude and respect are deep 
for the entire ClU staff, including their District 
attorney, Ryan Mears. You embody the ideal of 
integrity and Restorative Justice. Meaning, you re-
stored me back to the whole of society by clearing 
the injustice suffered by me and my family the last 
25 yrs. Although i can never recover the time lost 
from my life, my exoneration is a great step in the 
right direction. Even more, thank you, Kelly, for 
sharing with me the spiritual wealth of justice and 
humanity in your heart.

Sincerely,
Leon Benson



LEON BENSON     29

Letter of Gratitude 6
FAMILY TIES

A friend 
loves at all times 

& a brother 
is born for adversity.
—Proverbs 17:17

Today our very survival depends 
on our ability to stay awake, 

to adjust to new ideas,
 to remain vigilant & to face the challenge of change.

 The large house in which we live 
demands that we transform 

this worldwide wide neighborhood 
into a worldwide brotherhood [& sisterhood].

—Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Where We Go From Here

[][][][]♦[][][][]♦[][][][][][][][]

Over the years of my struggle i came to realize 
that there is nothing like being supported and 

celebrated by your own family. However, things 
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don’t always happen the way we would like. As 
the years passed while i was in prison many family 
members grew apart from me for different reasons. 
The excuse that i always heard most was: “Life hap-
pens fam!”

OK. Smfh. i get it though. For this reason it is 
easy for me to recognize those real family ties that 
pulled me through in one way or another.

Firstly, much love and gratitude to my King 
Bro, Roderick Benson. Rod it has been a long 
fought battle, but you have been there for me, for 
the most part. i seen your face at every court hear-
ing that i can remember, even if you had to fly from 
across the world to be there.

Man i really appreciated that, not to mention 
the many other contributions you have made for 
my well-being and freedom. i look forward to liv-
ing free while building a better world with you as a 
brother while finally meeting your family.

Secondly, much love and gratitude to my 
Queen Daughter, Koby Bluitt. You have truly been 
a blessing to me. Whether graduating from college 
or when you drove to visit me on your own once 
you were old enough.  I understood your plight as 
a young, Black woman seeking to find herself, and 
even you being a little distant at times. However, 
when you showed up—you showed out! Especially 
all the events and campaigning you did on my be-



LEON BENSON     31

half in 2021. Your efforts were a part of the reason 
I am free. Thank you.1

Thirdly, much love, respect, and gratitude to 
my Queen Mother, Yvonne Buford. You have al-
ways been there for me in the capacities that you 
could provide. This had a positive impact on my 
spirit. i have always understood where you came 
from and what you went through due to my wrong-
ful incarceration. There is nothing more powerful 
than a mother’s love, understanding, and embrace. 
Also, i recalled how you always believed in me and 
as a child you told me that i could overcome any 
obstacle. Now, i more than believe that. i know it. 
Smile. Thank you Bomba.

Fourthly, much love, gratitude, and respect 
to my Queen Aunt, Valerie “Tiny” Cardwell. You 
have had a tremendous impact on my life due to all 
the positive reinforcement you impressed upon me 
as a child. This encoded confidence was invaluable 
to my surviving and thriving through my carceral 
experience.

Early on you sent me key books that helped 
shape my thinking. And you wrote to me a lot. 
One of your letters encouraged me not to succumb 
1   For one example of the work they did, see The Final Straw 
Radio, “IDOC Watch, Leon Benson and Abolitionist Orga-
nizing in Indiana,” 30 May 2021. Available here: https://the-
finalstrawradio.noblogs.org/post/2021/05/30/idoc-watch-le-
on-benson-and-abolitionist-organizing-in-indiana.
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to hating those who inflicted injustice upon me. 
In another letter you shared with me the “Goat 
& the Well’” parable. Even more, i appreciate all 
the petition signatures you got from your church 
members. So i’m smiling because a smile travels a 
thousand miles and frowns ain’t even getting start-
ed. Lol. Thx.

Fifthly, much love and gratitude to sever-
al other family members. My Queen Sis, Ronda 
Benson-Dixon. Thank you for your support and 
prayers. My Queen Sis, Chevon Buford. Thank 
you for your support early on and even helping me 
buy a cellphone. My Queen Daughter, Keandra 
Bluitt. Thank you for your support early on and for 
putting out that music video for my song. My King 
Sun, Leon Bluitt. Thank you for holding me down 
when you got out. We are gonna build now that i’m 
out. Also, much love to my cousins Christina “Tina 
G” Gibbs for sharing your book with me it was em-
powering and Lance “Rich the Ruler” Gibbs for 
plugging me on your I-Heart Radio show. I appre-
ciate all the love i received from the family.

Family’s Loyalty, Not Blood,
Lee
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Letter of Gratitude 7
THE GLOBAL ANGEL NETWORK

Angels are the sure 
& heavenly guards of the soul of man 

during that uncharted & indefinite period of time
 which intervenes between the death of the flesh 

& the new life in the spirit abodes.
—The Urantia Book

Many people
 will walk in & out of your life, 

but only true friends 
will leave footprints in your heart.

—Eleanor Roosevelt

👼🌐👼🌐👼🌐👼🌐

One of the biggest lessons i gained while strug-
gling to overcome injustice, or any obstacle 

in life, is that no one can do it alone. i was alone 
throughout my epic battle, but The Most High has 
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always sent unique angels to work with me from 
all around the world. i now see the blessings of the 
many different women and men i had the chance 
to work with on my case. Let’s call this the Global 
Angel Network.

Across the Pond Supporters
Steve Willet (UK), Leesa Marie Taylor (AUS), 
Joanne Royston (UK), Leigh Golombick (AUS), 
Susanna Quadros (GER), Siobhan Burleigh (UK), 
Alina Dollat (ITALY), Katja Pumm (GER), An-
gela Nikolic (AUS), BriGina Edwards (UK), 
Tamowski-Krynicka Virginia (FR), Marina Drum-
mer (GER), Jane Spirit (IRE), Susanna Klatt 
(GER), Dr. John Bond (UK), Annabelle Gabriel 
(FR), Dunny Cipolli (SWISS), Sigrid Davies & 
Family (GER) & Luke Charles (UK).

~

i deeply thank each one of you for any and 
all efforts you put forth on behalf of my fight for 
freedom. All of it was needed to push me to where 
I AM at today: FREE! i can’t explain how much 
i appreciate the small and large contributions you 
have made to me. You have left a deep impression 
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upon my heart and soul due to all the humanity 
you have shown me in the past and for those of you 
who are still sharing such love with me today. My 
gratitude is endless.

i look forward to flying out to see some of you 
soon. i’m already in the process of getting my pass-
port (i no longer have a crime record). So i can trav-
el anywhere and anytime on earth i please. None of 
this would be possible without any of you.  ♥♥

U.$. Supporters
Leda Grace (IN), Robert Lee (CA), Anglina 
ADream (NY), Armen Baye Syvester (IN), Amy 
Montgomery (IN), Dr. Geoffrey Loftus (WA), 
Somone Jackson (MI), Minister Ruth Cosby-Tay-
lor (IN), Keith Anderson (WS), Karyne Golden 
(NY), Dana Burns (MI), Billie Fulton (KY), Al-
sia Lee (DC), Michael Cruz (CA), Adam Scouten 
(IN), Ann Wright (NH), Eva Solano (CA), Carla 
Andrews (IN), Rebecca McKnight (IN), Matthew 
Burkett (NY), Patrick McGee (PA), Takenya Stew-
art (LA), Austin & Justin Blievins (IN), Kennedith 
Marshall (NV).

Dakari Fulton (IN), Richard Anthony (IL), 
Pamela Eller (OR), Daniel Combs (NC), Sonya 
Hennet (PA), Grave Grim (OR), Nancy Bailey 
(TX), Janissa Davies (AZ), Carolina Soza (CA), 
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Philana Homes (FL), Kenneth Furguson (MI), 
Michelle Schmude (WIS), BriGina Edwards 
(CA), Philip Shelton (MO), Ruthanne Amarteifo 
(IL), Louis Richard (Can), Bonnie Newman (FL), 
Michelle Fite (CA), Dr. Jordan Venson (DC), An-
gela Perry (MI), Devin Westmoorland (IN), Kayla 
Lawson (IN) Maggie Weigley (NY), Amani Sawari 
(MI), Rober Cooper (NC).

Nick Greven (IN), Sarah Fritz (IN), John 
Carter (IN), Nadia Fischer (OH), Ben Harris (IL), 
Dr. Jacquelyn Frank (IL), Devin Waldman (NY), 
Jermaine Conway Jr. (NV), Carol Knight (IN), 
Aimee Nieman (NY), Justis Malker (NC), Felix 
Kauffman (MA), Marissa Cote (MA), Mickey 
Hoover (NY), Griffin Woodard (PA), Kimberly 
McClellan (GA), Betsy Isaacson (NY), Sally Horr-
witz (NY), Holly Rodriguez (OR).

LaDashia Frye (VA), Rafael Vaquez (CA) 
Lory Hannah (Can), LaShanti Overton (CA), 
Leonna A. Brandae (ME), Lisa Padol (NY), Eero 
Ruuttila (ME), James (MI), Eric Klein (NY), Rob-
ert Boyd (AZ), Cassandra Bluitt (IN), Ingri Cassel 
(ID), Walter Karim Goudy (CA), Kimberly Car-
ter (VA), JayRené Teague (DE), Twanda VanDroff 
(SC), Jame Gallagher (NY), Fury Young (NY), 
Kara Morefield (VA).

~
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My deepest Gratitudes to you all. Each 
one of you, one time or another, bigger or small-
er effort, helped contribute to my Freedom. You 
are angels to me in many ways. i look forward to 
meeting you soon.

Love Always,
Leon
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Letter of Gratitude 8
COMMUNITY

The Grassroots Organizations

A small body of determined spirits
 fired up by unquenchable faith 

in their mission 
can alter the course of history.

—Mahatma Gandhi

The whole idea of compassion 
is based on keen awareness 

of the interdependence of all these living beings, 
which are all part of one another 

& all involved in one another.
—Thomas Merton

|||||\\||♦||//||♦||\\|||||

Surely without the help and empowerment of 
many grassroot organizations and activists, my 
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freedom today would not have been possible. 
These grassroot organizations and activists always 
made it clear of their common-unity with me, 
which equated into community (common + uni-
ty). Having a sense of community empowered me 
and gave me purpose, even beyond my personal 
needs, and to that of others.

In addition, by allowing me to be a part of 
the solution, in many ways i was able to contribute 
from a prison cell.  These organizations gave me 
value and citizenship in a community that not only 
wanted me but needed me. This helped me over-
come the “learned helplessness” that the system 
was always trying to bombard upon my mind daily. 
Even more, this community participation gave me 
a deep sense of civic duty while inside and now ev-
ermore that i have been exonerated.

Through the course of decades of imprison-
ment i mostly worked with the following organiza-
tions and activists:

I.D.O.C. Watch (IN) is a prison abolitionist col-
lective community dedicated to prisoner solidari-
ty with society while challenging inhuman prison 
policy and conditions including those in solitary 
confinement. IW was a huge resource in helping 
me grow as a person and campaigning for my exon-
eration. Whether through organizing events and 
rallies, keeping me in communication by phone, 
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appearing at my court hearings, networking, ed-
ucating, letter campaigning, and allowing me to 
contribute to help others. 

Midwest Pages ℅ Boxcar Books (IN) of-
fers free books by request to prisoners in Indiana 
and nationwide. This resource was vital to my 
personal education while inside. In 2018, i was al-
lowed to create a “Changing Lives Through Liter-
ature’’ program while inside, but i lacked enough 
books for my students. i sent a request to BoxCar 
Books outlining the reasons why i needed the large 
volume of books. They promptly ordered a bulk of 
these books from Amazon and sent them within a 
week. The class went on to be successful, but not 
without such a contribution.

Kite Line Radio (Broadcast Opposi-
tion) (IN) is a grassroot radio show dedicated 
to exposing corruption in Indiana communities, 
prisons, governments, etc. They aired a series of 
my recordings of my case story in 2017. Later they 
allowed my daughter, Koby on their show to ad-
vocate my innocence and for the rights of female 
prisoners.

Walkintheseshoes.com (VA) is a website 
created by Kimberly Cater, not only to allow pris-
oner writers a voice, but to help society empathize 
with all people within the carceral experience and 
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beyond. She edits the writings and helps writers 
become better through her thorough critiques of 
their work before publishing. i was given several 
opportunities over the years to post my writings on 
this site and it was fruitful.

San Francisco Bayview (National Black 
Newspaper) (SF) is a grass roots Black news-
paper established by Willie & Mary Ratcliff in 
1976. They cover major issues that affect the Black, 
Brown, and indigenous communities, as well as 
prisoner rights. This was the first newspaper i read 
that gave prisoners, not only a voice, but a net-
working platform as well. In 2004 SFBV was the 
first publication to publish my poems and writings 
in their Behind Enemy Lines section. i would go 
on to develop a strong community through SFBV.

Black Leaf Foods (IN) is a vegan food service 
that advocates healthy lifestyle choices. They were 
the first Black owned vegan food service in India-
napolis, Indiana. BLF is all about community sup-
port, in 2021 they donated their catering and food 
service to one of my Indy events organized by my 
daughter, Koby and IDOC Watch.

True Leap Press Zine Distro (CA) is a grass 
roots zine distribution network that provides pris-
oners nationwide with social, political, cultural, 
and gender conscious materials. This service is free 
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of charge to prisoners. It’s very empowering to read 
about the struggles and perspectives of other pris-
oners from different states and countries, whether 
from the past or present. In time i was able to con-
tribute to the collective knowledge of prison strug-
gle and abolition.

Prison Riot Radio (DEL) is a grass roots radio 
show run by creator and hostess, JayRené Teague, 
dedicated to giving prisoners a voice. Whether 
by allowing them to appear by phone live on the 
show, or a pre-recorded podcast, poems, raps, or 
statements to be posted on their site. i was blessed 
to work with PRR several times.

The Streets Don’t Love You Back Org 
(AZ) is a grass roots org created and run by Lucin-
da and Robert Boyd dedicated to community out-
reach, prisoner’s rights, and human right’s period. 
The TSDLYB radio show featured me and my ad-
vocates several times throughout the years. Also, i 
worked with them to bring their Life Intervention 
course to Indiana prisons where i facilitated over 
500 participants to graduate.

Freer Records (NY) is the first grassroots, 
nonprofit record label in the U.$. dedicated to 
the Justice Impacted community. Founded by 
Fury Young, since 2014 he has entered into pris-
ons nationwide to record and produce music by 
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incarcerated musicians and for other released. All 
as a means to bring awareness to the stories of the 
people afflicted by the New Jim Crow (mass incar-
ceration epidemic). FREER hosts events and work-
shops that bring light to these carceral issues. I am 
currently one of FREER artists and have worked 
with them since 2014.1

||||[]||||[]||||||||[]

Sorry if i forgot to mention other organizations 
(American Pen, Solitary watch, Focus Initiative, 
Christmas Behind Bars, Changing Lives Through 
Literature, Shakespeare @ Pendleton, etc.).  i’ve 
worked with, but i share my deepest apprecia-
tion, gratitude, and respect for any and all 
the help you give and gave to me and others. Now 
that i am free i will assist you in your continued 
efforts of making the world a better place by em-
powering Justice Impacted citizens. thank you.

For A Better World,
LB

1   Check out eL bentLy 448, “Innocent Born Guilty,” Freer 
Records.
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Letter of Gratitude 9
IRON SHARPENS IRON

The Brothers Who  
Helped Me Through

A mind is not a mind 
without a culture around it.

—Alison Jolly

If you tremble with indignation
 every time

 an injustice is committed in the world, 
we are comrades.

—Che Guevara

The highest courage 
is to dare to be yourself 
in the face of adversity. 

Choosing right over wrong, ethics over convenience, 
& truth over popularity. 

These are the choices that measures your life.
 Travel the path of integrity without looking back, 

for there is never a wrong time 
to do the right thing.

—Supreme Understanding
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[]~[]~[]~[]~[]

I couldn’t end this series of thanks and apprecia-
tion without acknowledging all the comrades 

and brothas i met while in prison that inspired 
and guided me through those hard times. Some 
of these men have been released, some have tran-
sitioned from this life, while others still remain in 
the concrete and steel maze of the Prison Industrial 
Complex.

Nonetheless, i believe they were each essential 
encounters that guided me to freedom. My battle 
was more than through the courts; it was a spiri-
tual and mental battle too. When i didn’t receive 
letters, visits, or when my appeal was denied, i had 
real brothas who would bring me comfort and per-
spectives of hope.

These are the following inside brothas that 
guided me through one way or another through 
their writings, conversation, or example:

John “Balagoon” Cole, Tommy Sparks, Sean 
“Big Shack” Miller, Shaka Shakur, Chrisphor 
“Naeem” Trotter, Raylon Young, Carlos Wallance, 
Aaron Smith, Aaron Staton, Devon Rush, Jar-
vis Peele, Kevin Payton, ObadYah Yisrayl, Bravo, 
Bumps, Derek Williams. Anthony “Shango” Tyler, 
Ramar Daniels, David Newson, Janssen Hamlett.
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Tarnell Nash, Paul Veal, Lavar “Richie Rich” 
Thomas, Jamar Minor, Nakoshi, Keith “PG” 
Woodson, James Durham, Philip “Popalani” 
Strouds, Pierce “Ruku” McDade, Kofie Ajabu, 
Devin George-EL, Gary “YahKim” Waters, Josiah 
Spears, Pizza Man, Reese Davies, Justin Hargrove, 
Lil Psycho, BP.

Dayon “Kwame Shakur” Miller, James “White 
Mike” Colliers, Daniel “Boone” Snail, Big C, Mar-
cus Snail, Josiah Jones, Aaron Israel Isby, Cliff Els-
wick, David “Bilal” Amos, Walter “Karim” Goudy, 
Antonio Harris, Richard “Bolo” Smith, Philip “Tri-
ple H” Lee, Kevin “Rashid” Johnson, Little James, 
Kevin Ralley, TZ, Elder Lokmar, Shapshire-EL, 
Ervin Hall-Bey.

Tony Warren-Bey, Love-EL, Negro, Deme-
trius “MeechthaGod” Burks, Jerrel Bonds, An-
dre Tillman, Charles Knuchols, Malvin “Buddy” 
Smithson, William “OJ” Johnson, Lindale Wen, 
Bone, Mathew (24), Woota, Saybert Huff, Billy 
Adams, Brian Pace, Quon Turner, Demetris “Cifu” 
White, Lil Franko, Leonard “Kalfani” McQuay, 
Mitchel-EL.

Willis-Bey, Man Child-Bey, Larry Huncho, 
Francis-Bey, Charles “Manie” Carter, Jeffrey “Pay-
Day” Carter, Kwali, Michael  Bruno-Bey, Flip 
Wooten, Straw Dawg, Jerry Craig, Dustin Mc-
Cowan, Brandon Stewart, Michael “Kwame Shak-
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ur” Joyner, Malcom Graham, Paris Bush, Steven 
Tuck, Kingmalco Washington, Chuck Adams, 
Big Michael Rhone, Bobby Brown, Willie Walker, 
ShaRico Blakey, Ira White, Paul Maze, Terry Davis, 
David Robert, Brandon Stewart, Terrell Carson, 
Curtis Jones, Thomas Edwards, etc.

~•~•~•~•

Each one of these brothas from different cultures, 
faiths, and backgrounds were the elements that 
forged the fortitude that i now possess today. i 
only can pray that i had a tenth of the impact on 
you that you have had on me. Surely, i know that i 
am not done learning from many of you, as we can 
count the apples on the tree, but not the many trees 
that are in an apple.

When i reflect i see this truth from all wisdom 
bestowed to me while a decade in solitary, sitting at 
the ankles of the elders like LJ, Balagoon, Naeem, 
Lokmar, and Bilal. It was years after i had left from 
around them, before some of that wisdom would 
take root.

As the comrade ObadYah reminded me one 
day: I am, because we are. Meaning we’re all 
standing on the shoulders of others who helped us 
through life one way or another. Therefore, thank 
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you, my brothas. i only regret that i can’t many 
of you with me, but i will never abandon the strug-
gle while in society. HalleluYah! Much love & 
respect.

Uhuru sasa,
LB
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Letter of Gratitude 10
OPEN LETTER TO THE  

SCHOEN FAMILY
Urgent Reach for Reconciliation

1.11.21

♪Do I have to rule the world, or will it come to me?
Do I have to live in doubt, or will it turn to me?

Do I have to lose my mind, ‘cause it has been wandering?
Will they ever let me out, I’ve been wondering?

Help me to see/ Who can I be
Help me to know/ Where I can go

[Take me!] Take me out of myself again
[Help me!] Help me lose control

[Show me!] Show me love, show me happiness
[Love me!] I can’t do this on my own♪

—Michael Kiwanuka, “Rule the World” (1:42—2:12)

Dear Schoen Family:

I pray that my most sincere and earnest thoughts 
find you all in superb health and divine spirits 

despite the hardships that our nation has experi-
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enced in 2020 due to the covid-19 pandemic; but 
even more, despite the terrible and unjustified loss 
of your beloved son, brother, uncle, and cousin Ka-
sey Schoen in 1998.

You may remember me? My name is Leon 
Benson, the man accused and convicted of Kasey’s 
murder. Yet, to this very day i stand before God, 
you, and the entire world still proclaiming my ab-
solute innocence of that crime over 22 years later.

My intentions here are not to disrespect, up-
set, or patronize you in any way. Because i deeply 
empathize with your loss and even your sense of 
closure that the Indianapolis Police deceitfully gave 
you in my conviction. However, i love and respect 
you enough to challenge you to at least bring rest 
to Kasey’s spirit—rest—if not to see an innocent 
man set free after he was forced to experience what 
death feels like on this side of life.

Now i beg you to empathize with me. By now 
you have seen how flawed our justice system can be. 
Every other week it seems like an innocent person 
is released from prison for crimes they did not com-
mit. Usually it is new DNA, eyewitness, or forensic 
evidence that exonerates them. Sometimes they’re 
imprisoned for decades before justice is served to 
them and their families. Can you imagine having 
such an experience? 
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Social Perspective
Like you, all citizens are supposed to trust our 
public servants of politicians, police, prosecutors, 
and judges. But our trust in these officials cannot 
be blind, due to all the corruption and scandal that 
has been exposed in our Information Age. Racism, 
greed, or indifference has been the motivating forc-
es behind this misconduct at the expense of public 
integrity.

This misconduct occurred in my case. First, 
a Black suspect was accused of Kasey’s (a white 
victim) death. Even today, we all know how much 
white life is valued over those of color. In 1998 
this rare cross-racial crime brought out rage in 
Indianapolis, a predominately white city. Second, 
the alleged eyewitness (Schmitt) of the crime was 
a white woman. Who claimed to see a dark com-
plexioned, Black male from 47 yards away at night 
shoot in Kasey’s truck and run from the scene. 
Third, because i was Black, a drug dealer in the area, 
and from a different state it made me vulnerable to 
false accusations. Especially when Schmitt picked 
my photo from a lineup as a killer, even though 
my physical appearance (light complexion) greatly 
conflicted with her initial description.

The reason I am bringing up these racial fac-
tors is to demonstrate how easily misconduct oc-
curred against me (& Kasey) whether by malicious 
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or implicit means. i was not convicted by the facts, 
but rather i was made a scapegoat of retribution for 
the death of a white man.

That whole trial was a mockery. Because it 
was based on the values of white privilege against 
those of poor black people. The word of one white 
woman, no matter how contradictory, held greater 
value than that of seven people of color who firmly 
showed that i did not kill your loved one..

It’s bigger than black or white, like Hip Hop 
artist Lil Baby sings. It’s about justice for Kasey 
and myself. But we must see the reality of the sit-
uation without being made to be enraged by our 
losses or manipulative people. 

You Are Different
In no way am i accusing your family of racism. 
You’ve been made victims by a reckless urban youth 
and an irresponsible justice system. i have an om-
ni-remorse for your hurt, pain, and loss. But what 
is so amazing, since the beginning you have had 
doubts about my conviction.

As early as 2003 Kasey’s brother, Kyle reached 
out to me regarding my claims of innocence. In 
2006 your family members left concerning com-
ments on a MySpace ad page dedicated to my case. 
In 2017 Kasey’s beloved Mother and cousin were 
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in communication with my family. There was a lot 
of healing from that exchange. And in 2019 more 
of your relatives reached out to me directly and we 
developed a great respect and understanding with 
each other.

This shows me that you’re different from most 
victim’s family members. Not only do you have a 
conscience and compassion for me, but the cour-
age to know and seek the truth. And i greatly ap-
preciate this.

Unfortunately, nothing major has come from 
our communications. However, i have not been 
provided a proper platform, until now.

Healing Justice,
Leon Benson
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Letter of Gratitude 11
POSTSCRIPT

Smell the Flowers of the Soul

I’ve learned 
that people will forget what you said,

 people will forget what you did,
 but people will never forget
 how you made them feel.

—Maya Angelou

Only in a free society could right triumph in difficult times, 
and could civilization record
its magnificent advancement. 

In recognizing the humanity in of our fellow beings, 
we pay ourselves the highest tribute.

—Thurgood Marshall

“In some way,
   suffering ceases 
 to be suffering 
at the moment 

 it finds meaning,
such as the meaning 

of a sacrifice.
—Victor Frankl    
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[][][][][][][]|||{•}||[][][][][][][]

I couldn’t conclude these letters of gratitude with-
out including this PostScript. There are several 

individuals and events that i feel a great amount of 
gratitude towards, but for very different reasons.

Firstly, i want to express my deepest grati-
tude to the late George Floyd, who unexpectedly 
became a catalyst and sacrifice that played a signif-
icant role in my exoneration. His tragic murder, 
captured on video and shared globally through 
social media, served as a haunting reminder that 
we live in a Justice Impacted Society. It highlighted 
the urgent need for change, to ensure that innocent 
lives are no longer lost at the hands of police bru-
tality or wrongful convictions. One positive out-
come of Floyd’s sacrifice was the establishment of 
new conviction integrity units (CIU) across Amer-
ica, which directly impacted me when the Marion 
County District Attorney, Ryan Mears, established 
the first CIU in Indiana in 2021. i humbly extend 
my gratitude to George Floyd and his surviving 
family members, because without his untimely 
death and the subsequent civil unrest in 2020, i 
would not have achieved the justice and freedom 
i have today. Rest in power, Brother.

Secondly, i must acknowledge the first of-
ficial from Indianapolis, who was not part of the 
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CIU, to publicly apologize to me. This person is 
Indianapolis Mayor, Joe Hogsett, and his assistant, 
Hampton Shields. Less than 24 hours after my re-
lease from prison, i had a chance encounter with 
Shields while at P-30s (an office space hub), whom 
I recognized from my time in prison when he at-
tended an inside-out program at Pendleton Cor-
rectional Facility, where he and his Indiana-Pur-
due University, Criminal Justice, classmates came 
inside to learn public speaking from my Rising the 
Bars Toastmasters Club. He was now the assistant 
to the Indianapolis mayor. This unexpected meet-
ing with Shields led to a brief conversation with 
Mayor Hogsett, during which he apologized for 
my wrongful incarceration and encouraged me 
to share my story to help others.1 As the months 
passed, i grew to respect and appreciate what 
Shields and Mayor Hogsett had done even more. 
In that moment, the mayor of the city that had 
once wrongfully convicted me was now welcom-
ing me back home. This made me feel like i truly 
belonged in the community once again. For this, i 
extend my sincere thanks and respect.

Thirdly, i was completely taken aback by 

1   This interaction between the author and the mayor was 
caught on film by Britni West. Thank you so much, Brit, for 
having that video camera on at all the right time. Learn more 
about the “Truth Never Dies” documentary at: https://film-
freeway.com/TRUTHNEVERDIES
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the empathy and understanding shown to me by 
Kolleen Schoen-Bunch, the sister of Kasey Schoen, 
whose murder remained unresolved for two de-
cades due to my wrongful conviction. We had en-
gaged in heated exchanges on social media regard-
ing my exoneration, which was understandable 
given the pain her family had endured. However, in 
my Open Letter to the Schoen Family, i expressed my 
deep empathy for their loss, recognizing that while 
i had a chance to be reunited with my loved ones, 
they had lost Kasey forever. Three months after my 
exoneration, i received word from my attorneys 
that Kolleen wanted to reach out to me. i didn’t 
know what to expect. We eventually connected 
through Jennifer Thompson of the healing jus-
tice foundation and had a transformative meeting 
over Zoom. We cried together, laughed together, 
and ultimately reconciled. Kolleen had taken the 
time to review the evidence that led to my freedom 
and admitted that she had been wrong about me 
all along.2 Her apology touched me deeply, as i 
understood the pain her family had endured and 
the courage it took for her to embrace the truth. To 
Kolleen and the entire Schoen family, i extend my 
deepest gratitude. While you have suffered a tragic 
loss of a brother due to injustice, please know that 

2   The Author and Kolleen’s first in person meeting was fea-
tured the true crime podcast Suspects: Five Shoots in the Dark, 
“Episode 9,” available on Spotify.
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you have gained another one in me through love.
Lastly, one of the most courageous and 

honorable figures in my exoneration was Marion 
County Superior Court Judge, Shatrese Flowers. 
The circumstances of my case were unprecedented, 
as my legal team had exhausted all legal avenues 
for appeal, and it seemed unlikely that i would be 
granted another opportunity to be heard in court. 
The decision made by Judge Flowers carried im-
mense weight. As an African American woman in 
a predominantly white and conservative Indiana 
Judicial system, she faced political pressure but 
remained steadfast in her commitment to justice. 
On March 8, 2023, she ordered my release and de-
clared my innocence.  

However, due to overwhelming sensations 
that my newly restored freedom had brought me 
after 25 years, it wasn’t until 7 months later that 
i thought of reaching out to Flowers. i regret not 
having connected with her sooner, and it pained 
me to the core that she suddenly passed away on 
November 5, 2023, at the young age of 50, after 
battling a long-term illness.

My attending her funeral on November 14, 
2023, was the first i had attended since my release. It 
was sublime almost. i had the opportunity to meet 
her husband, Kevin L. Moore, her mother, Melissa 
L. Flowers, and her sister, Sharonda Flowers-Rog-
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ers. Her husband embraced me like a brother and 
shared that she had wanted to meet me before her 
passing. During the service, i couldn’t help but cry, 
torn between the guilt for not making the effort to 
meet her earlier and admiration for the profound 
impact she had made on countless lives. i couldn’t 
help but notice the abundance of flowers at the fu-
neral, which made me realize that regret often leads 
to more flowers being given to the deceased than 
gratitude does for the living. i shook my head in 
disappointment at my own thoughts.

In the end, i am still torn between gratitude 
and regret. My regret is that i will never be able to 
personally meet and thank Judge Flowers for what 
she has done for me and my family. However, i 
am eternally grateful, because i feel as though she 
is resting peacefully with the Ancestors, knowing 
that she gave me my flowers when she had the 
chance.

In conclusion, all these individuals and events 
have had a profound impact on my life, and i am 
filled with the deepest sense of gratitude towards 
each of them. From George Floyd, whose blood sac-
rifice brought attention to the flaws in our justice 
system and led to the establishment of conviction 
integrity units, to Mayor Joe Hogsett and Hamp-
ton Shields, who offered me a warm welcome back 
into the community. From Kollen Schoen-Bunch 
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taking the time to meet with me despite the pain 
her family has had to endure and her courage in 
acknowledging my innocence has brought me 
healing and a sense of belonging, to Judge Flow-
ers bring an example of steadfast and swift justice 
has seeded in my heart the intentions of creating 
the gardens of empathy, gratitude, love, and justice, 
whenever and wherever i have the chance to do so.

These letters of gratitude were but petals of 
encouragement from my soul, in my attempt to 
remind others that no matter what hardship you 
are experiencing, there is always hope if you can be 
grateful for the smallest acts of kindness. 

Truth Never Dies,
LB
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About the Author
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Leon Benson still lives with the hope that his sto-
ry will help in the setting of a national tone for the 
restorative justice initiatives desperately needed to 
repair the criminal justice system—the beginning 
of an atonement for what was taken from him. 

Since his release, he has been attending events 
as both an emcee and a guest speaker, and has been 
engaging with other directly impacted communi-
ties to cultivate awareness. What sets Leon apart 
is his unwavering commitment to service-driven 
leadership. He understands that creativity and 
community-building are not mutually exclusive 
pursuits, but, rather, interdependent forces that 
can fuel positive change. 

By harnessing the power of his creativity, Leon 
leverages his platform to shed light on important 
social issues, fostering dialogue and inspiring col-
lective thinking and action. 

www.leonbenson.org.



62     LETTERS OF GRATITUDE




