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In custody, adults  
and teens learn to 
stretch, relax, and 
keep their cool.
Juan, 59, looks me in the eye, gaze unwav-
ering. I ask him what crime brought him to 
San Quentin 28 years ago. “Murder.”

“That was a violent time for me,” he ex-
plains. “Today, I advocate nonviolence, no 
matter what. People here call me a ‘sissy.’ I 
don’t care about that. I’m not interested in 
being macho any more. I realize that living as 
a violent person is a choice. If you choose to 
be reactive or explosive, it will hurt people.”

Juan neither minimizes nor glorifies his 
crime. He does not shift blame nor deny 
culpability. He expresses open remorse.

What does Juan credit for his transforma-
tion? Yoga. He is not alone in his belief in 
the powers of yoga. Bay Area yoga teachers 
are taking their good karma behind bars, 
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Time of refuge: Hernandez,  

Ben, and Alfonso meditate  

at the beginning of their weekly  

yoga class at San Quentin.
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You acquire aa practice of being able to be in a calm state. Someone “mean mugs” you,  

and instead of raising up, you settle down. —PJ, “lifer” at San Quentin

All’s well that bends well: Bhavani Kludt  

explains to women in the San Fancisco jail how  

inverted postures assist the immune system.

Below: James Fox leads an advanced yoga  

class for “lifers” at San Quentin.

0703_Yoga_v5.indd   108 2/20/07   8:05:23 AM



109March/April 2007

and a growing body of research suggests that yoga does reduce re-
peat offending.

The class of 20 San Quentin “lifers” take yoga seriously. Many 
have been in the weekly class since it began three years ago. They 
refer to it as their sangha (family and community). Different races 
mix easily within the class, unlike other areas of the prison.

Instructor James Fox leads an advanced practice. The sequence 
is rigorous and the alignment instruction meticulous, but it is the 
level of calm and concentration in the room that is striking. In a low 
steady voice, Fox invites the men to “take this time of refuge, drop 
into the deepest part of yourselves.” Eyes closed, they do.

As sun salutes and standing poses challenge them physically, 
the only sound is slow synchronized breathing, propelling each 
pose into the next. While in a seated forward bend, Fox speaks: 
“With these yin poses held a long time, often unpleasant sensa-
tions arise, a desire to get out of the pose and away from the 
sensation. Stay with it. Let it be there. Learn not to react to the 
discomfort. Allow your breath to work with it and notice how the 
sensation changes.”

The going rate to roll out your mat in a trendy San Francisco stu-
dio yoga class is nearly $20, which raises the question: Who’s pay-
ing for prisoners’ yoga? Yoga is one offering of the Insight Prison 
Project (IPP), which is funded by foundations and private dona-
tions. IPP offers 18 classes for 300 San Quentin inmates per week. 
Fox teaches two weekly yoga classes, each with a waiting list.

Prison programs are not easily marketed to taxpayers, as many fa-
vor punishment over rehabilitation. The Bureau of Justice Statistics 
puts the number of prisoners held in federal and state prisons and 
local jails at more than 2.1 million. The vast majority, 95 percent, 
will at some point be released into local communities. How suc-
cessfully do these former inmates reintegrate? Of the 4.9 million 
on some form of probation or parole, only 45 percent successfully 
complete their term of supervision.

Jacques Verduin, IPP founder and director, explains how yoga 
teaches impulse control. “They learn to pay attention to their re-
actions—to be less reactive. That can be the difference between 
committing a crime or not.” Verduin rolls out a mat and takes the 
class alongside the inmates.

The students praise yoga for helping them manage emotions. 
“Yoga gives me a moment-to-moment focus,” explains Rusty, age 
50, who has been in custody 29 years. “In this environment of dark-
ness and negativity, it gives you a clarity and peace that is unparal-
leled. You can walk through the noise and the chaos and maintain 
a center and peace. When you take a sense of wellbeing with you, 
it’s easy to let things go.” PJ adds, “You acquire a practice of being 
able to be in a calm state. Someone ‘mean mugs’ you, and instead 
of raising up, you settle down.”

The men practice on their own between classes. Several have 
taught their cellies (roommates) yoga and marvel at how it helps 
with cabin fever during lockdowns. Fox himself spent a little time 
in a cell to research teaching a “cell vinyasa” class, poses that work 
in the small space.

After 28 years, Juan is up for parole for the fourth time. Three 
times he has been granted release dates, only to have the gover-
nor reverse the decision. “I don’t know what I would have done 
before yoga. People hang themselves over those reversals. But I 
am not bitter. I brought myself to prison. Everything that comes 
in that package is mine to deal with.” He smiles. “I hope I will get 
out this time.”

Standing recidivism on its head 
at the San Francisco Jail
Tara, 26, entered the San Francisco jail miserable, because she was 
kicking heroin. Cristina, 22, wears a memoir in tattoos. Both say 
that the weekly yoga classes they have attended for several months 
in jail will help them stay out once released. Tara hopes to return to 
Detroit and stay clean; Cristina wants to reunite with her children, 
ages two and four.

They are two of the 36,818 thousand people booked into the 
San Francisco Jail in 2006. We observers are among the few who 
enter the jail by choice, stopping at the entry to leave our identi-
fication with a deputy sporting a colorful bicep tattoo that reads 
“love.” Door after door slides open, then quickly seals us in with a 
clang-click. After a labyrinth of windowless hallways, clang-click, 
clang-click, doors open into “E Pod.” Deputies with overcrowded 
utility belts gather on a raised platform to monitor the two-story 
pod which circles them, providing the “direct supervision” which 
reduces violence and suicide.

A typical jail stay here is just over a month long. Most of the 88 
women of E Pod attend classes for a high-school diploma during 
the day, and evening classes like writing, parenting, and yoga. As a 
deputy booms “Yoga class! Yoga upstairs!” seven women filter into 
a tiny beige classroom with the faint citrus smell of industrial clean-
er. The space fills with chirpy greetings and boisterous giggling. It 
could be a sorority tea, but with more tattoos and everyone dressed 
identically, head to toe in the color of traffic cones.

As each woman sits cross-legged, teacher Bhavani Kludt—sporting 
a tee that reads “All’s well that bends well”—urges the women to relax 
and not strain. “Yoga is about nonviolence, so we don’t want to do 
violence to our own bodies.” Cristina translates for Spanish-speak-
ing Lupita. As she rolls her head backward, I find myself studying the 
tattoo “Insane Ways” scrolled across Cristina’a neck. She catches me 
looking and offers a quick girlish smile. Later she happily shows me 
the tattoos: cartoons, her Salvadoran nickname, gang symbols.

Kludt’s easy laughter doesn’t disguise her control of the room. 
With steady confident instructions, she leads the women through 
strength-building lunges and rigorous sun salutations that prompt 
them to gather their hair into ponytails over glistening necks. Kludt 
is undaunted by constant interruptions. A deputy pulls one woman 
out of class for “pill call.” An intercom barks. A woman reads a 
composition defiantly in a neighboring class. (“I had few friends. I 
didn’t care that people thought I was weird,” she confesses aloud.) 
Constant cries for validation from the yoga students. “My feet are 
slipping.” “Am I turning red?” “Damn, did you hear that pop?”

 Kludt catches me raising my eyebrows at the ceaseless racket. 
“This is a quiet day,” she says. Though they chatter rebelliously, the 
women adore Kludt. Tara, who has been in the class five months, 
comments, “We like Bhavani. She’s straightforward, and people 
don’t run all over her.” There are few quiet moments, but a sense 
of calm somehow emerges.

Deeply affected by the incarceration of a family member, Kludt 
was a volunteer teacher for seven years prior to receiving grant 
funding this year, coordinated by Community Works in Berkeley. 
She still teaches a few free jail classes. “Yoga had such a huge bene-
fit to me physically and mentally,” Kludt explains. “I thought maybe 
people incarcerated could benefit from it too.”

Kludt guides them into a final relaxation. “Notice the stillness, 
maybe a little pulsing in your fingers. Feel your breath moving in 
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and out. Is it warm or cool? Watch your thoughts come and go. 
Observe them, don’t run off with the thoughts. Be in the stillness 
between the thoughts.”

The class closes with a Sanskrit chant: its translation “may the 
entire universe be filled with peace and joy and love and light.” 
By the students’ request, it is repeated twice. Cristina sums up the 
appeal of the program amid the turmoil of jail, gangs, relationship 
woes, and missing her children. “Yoga makes you relax. It makes 
you feel like not crying.”

Eileen Hirst, chief of staff for Sheriff Hennessey, praises Kludt 
and the yoga program. “Yoga is becoming really important. It teach-
es people to deal with stress. They can take that with them when 
they leave. It gives them a tool for success in the community.”

According to Yoga Journal’s 2005 “Yoga in America” survey, 7.5 
percent of U.S. adults, or 16.5 million people, now practice yoga. 
With its principles of non-violence and non-stealing—and its goal of 
potential liberation—yoga seems a logical match for the incarcerated.

In another section of the San Francisco jail, yoga is mandatory for 
prisoners in the award-winning Resolve to Stop the Violence Program 
(RSVP), a comprehensive program for violent offenders that seeks to 
heal offenders, family, victims, and the community. A study from Har-
vard University found that offenders who participated in the RSVP 
program for more than four months were 80 percent less likely to be 
re-arrested for a violent crime one year after being released.

Not for poseurs: Incarcerated 
teens learn mindfulness
There are things about juvenile hall that make San Quentin seem 
positively uplifting by comparison. It’s bleak to see kids locked up, 
traveling down the path of neglect or delinquency. When we arrive 
at the Alameda County Juvenile Hall’s “Unit B-2,” the teens are do-
ing morning “check in.” One by one they stand and state how they 
are feeling (on a one-to-ten scale) and their goals, things like “get 
out of here” and “stop flashing on people.” Many shift to look at us, 
new people with notebooks and cameras. Some begin performing 
with jokes or sarcasm. They are quickly silenced and directed to 
stand in line with their hands clasped behind them.

Focus is the greatest challenge in the yoga classes. A dozen pairs 
of eyes and points of attention bounce around the room like explod-
ing popcorn. The teacher, Erin Hill, 30, instructs the class firmly. 
Her brisk pace and continual instruction—“Extend your right arm 
up, press your left toes into the mat, gaze just in front of your foot, 
inhale and feel the belly rise”—leave little time for distraction or inter-
ruption. They protest, “This is dorky.” “It’s okay,” she laughs, urging 
them to “embrace dorkiness.” Her relentless enthusiasm wins over 
their attention. “Notice your heart beating. Listen to the sound of 
your breathing. Notice what emotion you’re feeling—relaxed, agi-
tated? Notice your body sensations in relation to your emotions.”

Still, some chuckle, scoff, or just sit down defiantly and stop par-
ticipating. But some don’t. Some find a sense of relaxation. Some 
step forward to teach a pose proudly. Some sincerely chant “om, 
shanti … peace be unto all beings in the universe.”

With funding from the Probation Department and Health Care 
Services, Niroga Institute offers yoga every weekday morning  
to the teens housed in B-2, a unit for twelve boys and eight girls. 
A Niroga study demonstrated that youth participating in yoga  
had improved self-control and reduced stress.

Niroga founder Bidyut Bose explains. “Yoga is a comprehen-

sive discipline. We use breath to affect state-of-mind and facilitate 
introspection.”

One boy, 18, says he does yoga postures and breathing exercises 
in his room. “It helps me find a place to relax, to deal with the coun-
selors and peers, just to get through the day. The mornings before 
court I breathe a lot and do some of the hard poses.”

Camp Glenwood
Incarcerated youths typically spend around 20 days in juvenile 
halls. With longer stays of six to nine months, detention camps of-
fer opportunities for expanded programs. San Francisco’s Mind 
Body Awareness Project (MBA) connects with up to 300 young 
people per month in five Bay Area counties, at juvenile halls, deten-
tion camps, and aftercare programs. “In a ten-week camp class, we 
can really build a skill set, a foundation in mindfulness,” explains 
executive director Gabriel Kram.

To observe an MBA class at a boys’ detention camp, I carpool 
with co-teachers Jonathan Weinstock and Gabriel Kram along what 
Weinstock calls “the best hour commute in the Bay Area.” His Prius 
hugs the cliff and the Pacific rolls out a carpet of sparkling blue. Fif-
ty miles down Highway 1, we turn away from the coast toward La 
Honda, winding past cows to come upon Camp Glenwood, run by 
the San Mateo Probation Department. With its square classrooms 
connected by breezeways, it looks like a typical rural California 
high school. Passing deer mingle with parked trucks. There is no 
gate, no fence. Nonetheless, 60 teenage boys, aged 14 to 18, are 
sentenced to be here by the juvenile courts. If they run away, they 
face reassignment to a locked facility.

In the classroom, Weinstock and Kram pull several bench couch-
es into a circle. Kram lights incense and the room begins to smell 
less like the adjoining weight room and more like a Grateful Dead 
show. Eleven teenage boys enter in a precise line, politely shaking 
hands with both instructors. Each boy has been selected based on 
his written letter of interest in the class. Several have done yoga 
before at Juvenile Hall. A few request specific poses by name. One 
asks if there will be eye pillows for the relaxation.

At the outset, each boy names the animal he would choose to 
be on that day. Slouched against the bench cushions with heavy 
eyelids, one offers “I’d be a tiger because they’re ‘sick.’ They circle 
their prey before they attack, and that’s what I do.” Even with the 
obvious bravado, it is chilling.

Kram leads a series of yoga poses. As the boys balance in eagle 
and tree, they begin to breathe deeply, audibly. When they resume 
their seats, they are visibly more awake and relaxed. There is less 
slumping, less fidgeting. Weinstock introduces the idea of mindful-
ness. “Pay attention to what’s happening right now,” he repeats. 
“Are you hungry, tired, bored?” He reminds them frequently 
“There are no right answers. Whatever your experience is, it is wel-
come in this class. You don’t have to agree with everyone, just give 
mutual respect to each other.”

The yoga and meditation tap into something sincere. At the end 
of the class, when queried about issues he hopes to address, the boy 
who idolized the predatory tiger quietly responds “to control my an-
ger.” It’s a common response. Other top contenders include “clear 
my head,” “relax all the nervousness,” “focus better,” and “sleep bet-
ter.” Unlike the opening circle, there are no chuckles and no jeers.

David [not his real name], 18, explains why he has returned to 
assist in the class after taking the last session. “When I was in the 
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class, when I got mad, I could just sit by myself and think. Before,  
I would cuss and try to fight.”

“Not to be too new age-y,” says Kram, his unruly curls bouncing 
into his face as he sips green tea from a mason jar, “but you take 
these tools of movement and meditation to people who need it, 
and it can transform their reality.”

Kram’s current gig as MBA director and teacher is a long way 
from dropping out of a neurobiology program at Yale to go 
through his own “massive rebellion,” during which he says “medi-
tation was one of the things that kept me alive.” This story arc is 
familiar: MBA founder Noah Levine chronicles his own path from 
Santa Cruz street punk junkie to meditation teacher in his roller 
coaster of a memoir, Dharma Punx. From idealistic beginnings, 
the MBA Project has grown to employ nine teachers, with funding 
from private foundations and individual donors.

I come home from Camp Glenwood to find the spare tire stolen 
from my car, in front of my house. I read that crime is up 29 percent 
in my neighborhood. Not too long ago, a dozen middle school kids 
swarmed and beat a businessman walking down my block toward 
BART, taking photos with cell phones and boastfully posting the 
beating on the internet. Will yoga somehow change all this?

A 2005 study of participants in MBA mindfulness classes showed 
measurable improvement in stress levels, self-control, and tenden-
cy to respond with anger to provocative situations. Though more 
research is needed, a study of Camp Glenwood mindfulness par-
ticipants suggested a reduced number of individuals who received 
a new sustained felony charge after release from camp.

“David” will be released in two weeks, back to living “on the 
outs” as they say at Camp Glenwood. He’s adamant that yoga 
will help him stay out of trouble. “When I want to do a crime,  
I just try to relax. I take a deep breath to relax and try to just  
chill. I think about the consequences.” Hopefully he’ll never be in 
the San Quentin yoga class. B

How to help…
For more information about local programs offering 
yoga to inmates, or to make a donation of your time or 
money, contact these organizations:

Insight Prison Project currently offers 18 classes 
per week for 300 San Quentin inmates, including vio-
lence prevention, victim-offender dialogues, substance 
abuse, and yoga. IPP seeks additional funding, and plans 
to double its programming to reach 800 inmates per 
week. 805 Fourth St., Suite 3, San Rafael, CA 94901,  
415-459-9800, InsightPrisonProject.org.

Niroga Institute trains and coordinates a pool of 
yoga teachers to teach therapeutic yoga at juvenile halls, 
cancer centers, and programs for at-risk youth and other 
underserved populations. 3101 Arizona St., Oakland, CA 
94602, 510-883-1250, niroga.org.

Mind Body Awareness Project teaches mind- 
fulness to teens at juvenile halls, camps, and aftercare 
programs throughout the Bay Area. 3001 19th St., 2nd Floor, 
San Francisco, CA 94110, 415-824-2048, mbaproject.org.

Community Works is the service provider for the 
RSVP program at the San Francisco jail, as well as an  
extensive jail arts program and additional yoga classes 
for inmates. 1605 Bonita Ave., Berkeley, CA 94709,  
510-486-2340, community-works-ca.org.

San Francisco Sherriff’s Department over- 
sees all jail programming, including yoga, substance  
abuse, arts, and vocational training. Room 456, City Hall, 1 Dr. 
Carlton Goodlett Pl., San Francisco, CA 94102, sfsheriff.com.

Yoga gives me a moment-to-moment focus. In this environment of darkness and negativity,  

it gives you a clarity and peace that is unparalleled. —Rusty, “lifer” at San Quentin
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