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Once a Pathfinder, Always a Pathfinder

Hello fellow Intergroup Association group delegates and board of trustees. My name is Jim K. and I'm an Alcoholic.

It is my great privilege tonight to send ya'll a big Texas Howdy from the “Pathfinders” AA fellowship -- the first prison AA group formed in The Lone Star State -- and tell you about its history.

"Pathfinders" is also the second oldest prison AA group in the U.S. -- some say the third -- but what does it matter when you meet inside the infamous “Walls” prison established in 1849 in Huntsville, Texas? 

First, I would like to give you a little history about the "Walls" before I tell ya'll the group's history.

The proper name for the Texas Department of Criminal Justices' “Walls” prison is the “Huntsville Unit.” It was established as a farm prison where TDCJ "leased out" the inmates as hard labor to area farmers and ranchers. 

Far too many inmates starved, were severely beaten or died, and the privatized system was abolished in the 1870s for more humane, supervised work conditions.

The famous outlaw and gunslinger John Wesley Hardin served as a prisoner at the "Walls" from September 28, 1878 to March 16,  1894. Hardin claimed to have killed 42 men at the time of his incarceration. His criminal career resulted not only in the deaths of his victims but also those of his brother Joe and two cousins who were hanged by a lynch mob seeking revenge for one of Hardin's murders.

Hardin served 16 years on a 25-year sentence, passed the bar exam while in prison, and practiced law in El Paso after his release. His name was the title of singer-songwriter Bob Dylan's eighth studio album, released in December 1967.

A few days ago, Alcoholics Anonymous marked its 75th anniversary. Let's look back at AA's history for a moment. The Big Book tells us that in November 1934, Bill Wilson -- drinking alone in his kitchen --- knew he was at the end of his rope. He was visited by an old drinking buddy and friend, Ebby, now a changed and sober man. Ebby delivered Bill a sparkle of Hope.

Then in June 1935, Bill W. delivered that sparkle of Hope to Dr. Bob. It was one hand reaching out to another to share a message of hope.

Together, Bill and Dr. Bob delivered that sparkle to Bill D. and AA's first group was formed in Akron, Ohio. These pioneers started with nothing more than Hope, Faith and Determination. AA's Big Book was published in 1939 and a seed had taken root.

The "Pathfinders" AA group was started in 1946 with just five men under a tree in the recreation yard. Armed with one Big Book, they had the same determination to survive that Bill and Dr. Bob experienced roughly 10 years earlier. While this group of five men were often scoffed at and ridiculed by other inmates, they maintained a sense of hope, faith and courage, and their fellowship grew.

Over the years, "Pathfinders" moved off the yard and into various buildings around the unit, meeting back under the tree when necessary. In some cases, attendance was mandatory for prisoners to make parole or for those inmates who were part of the substance abuse program. In all cases, members of "Pathfinders" have stood with outstretched arms to welcome any man who is willing to face his addiction. Today, the meetings are voluntary and the group's unity is strong.

The "Pathfinders" fellowship has been richly blessed with many courageous men who have given of themselves, their character and their personality. Among them is Al Badger, a founding member who has been described as the "Foundation Stone of Prison AA." Twelve years after his release, Al became chairman of the Texas Commission on Alcoholism. 

The national prison magazine, "Wynot," got its start in the cell of Ned "Skillet" Robertson. He collected unit news from other prison AA groups from coast-to-coast and published those along with his own writings.

The magazine's name was derived from Ned's writings: "Wy not admit you're powerless over alcohol?" Wy not admit to God and another person the exact nature of your wrongs?" While the "Wynot" is no longer published, its impact lives on and it is sorely missed by many.

Other "Pathfinders" members include Luke Curtis, Rudy Velasquez and Roger H., who has told the story of how the group struggled to survive following the infamous Carrasco incident in 1974, when inmates held prison guards and staff members hostage for 11 days. It is considered one of the longest hostage takings in U.S. history.

On the final day, the armed inmates used the "Pathfinders" group's plywood AA steps and traditions boards and chalkboards to construct a box for their escape. Their attempt ended in tragedy.

Roger H's experience, strength and hope are also included in the AA pamphlet, "It Sure Beats Sitting in a Cell." Today, Roger speaks to students in schools across the nation about how they can break the cycle of addiction.

By group conscious, "Pathfinders" has joined the service structure of AA both locally and with the General Service Office. The group's number is 154358.

Our GSR is Woody (Inmate No. 1099902), and our  Alt. GSR from outside the walls is Richard D.   Intergroup delegates are Manuel R. (Inmate No. 754686) and myself.

Current outside Pathfinders include Chuck M., Rito V., Debra D., Jerry F., Dean and Rama, Herman, Cindy, Leo, John L., George S., Randall D., Roland and many others -- all keeping the phrase "Once a Pathfinder, always a Pathfinder" alive. 

Thanks for listening and keeping me sober today.

Jim K.   
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