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Global warming, terrorist threats, unending wars, 
a depression-inducing recession, nerve-wracking un-
employment, debilitating political infighting...the list of 
things gnawing at our collective consciousness is un-
paralleled in recent history. At times like this, despair is 
bound to overwhelm society.

I, too, would have been a card-carrying cynic and a 
pessimist—if not for the fact that early in my life I was 
witness to a historic and miraculous transformation 
that infused in me a measure of optimism anchored in 
reality. The metamorphosis of the city of Surat, India, 
my hometown for six years in the early eighties—from 
a notoriously filthy city to one that stands today as a 
role model of cleanliness, progress, enterprise and civic 
pride—has been a revealing example of what is pos-
sible even when all indications are to the contrary.

Prior to a plague in 1994 that killed more than 50 
people and spread terror across the city, Surat was per-
haps the dirtiest city in India. The story of how S. R. Rao, 

a gritty and visionary municipal commissioner, used 
the fear and disgust caused by the plague to challenge a 
decaying bureaucracy and the people’s hopeless mind-
set to reinvent the physical and mental landscape of 
the city inspired a documentary film called Blessed by 
the Plague.  

The Dhamma Brothers is a documentary celebrating 
a similarly unbelievable transformation, if not of an en-
tire city, of the dead-end lives of numerous hardened 
criminals—murderers, even—into relatively enlight-
ened beings who have found peace, hope, wisdom, self-
awareness, compassion, and even a degree of internal 
liberation despite the fact that they will most likely 
never leave their jail cells.

The W. E. Donaldson Correctional Facility in rural 
Alabama is one of the state’s most notorious prisons. 
Named after an officer who was killed by an inmate, 
Donaldson is an end-of-the-line facility that is home 
to the most hardcore of Alabama’s convicts. Many of its 
inmates are on death row, and most of the others are 
“lifers”—those with virtually no chance of ever being 
released. Fights, stabbings, killings, suicides, and severe 
mental illness characterize the general environment of 
this prison. No wonder the inmates refer to Donaldson 
as the “House of Pain.”

Imagine my shock therefore, when in the course 
of watching the film The Dhamma Brothers, and read-
ing the book Letters from the Dhamma Brothers, both of 
which are about the miraculous transformation of the 
inmates of Donaldson, I was gradually allowed a peek 
into the hearts and minds of these so-called hardcore 
criminals—to find them remarkably reformed and pro-
found in their insights about life. 

Here were some of the most disadvantaged men, 
most from broken families, most from rural Alabama, 
who were living the truth revealed by the Buddha him-
self. These country boys from the South were even using 
the language of the Buddha—using terms like dhamma, 
metta, anapana, Vipassana, and many more. 

How did this feat come about? How were these tor-
mented souls and raging bulls transformed into wise 
beings who had made genuine peace with their fate as 
lifelong prisoners? How did the program that made it 
possible come to Donaldson despite the odds?

To be sure, Donaldson, like other prison systems, 
had grappled with various types of rehabilitative pro-
grams. Dr. Ron Cavanaugh, Director of Treatment at 
the Alabama Department of Corrections, had experi-
mented with programs such as faith dorms, honor 
dorms, GED programs, substance abuse programs, 
and others addressing mental health, stress manage-
ment, and anger management. But none of these, said
Dr. Cavanaugh, showed any long-term promise of mak-
ing a lasting impact on the highly challenged prison 
population. “What we were looking for is a program 
that was sustainable—to settle the institution down, 
to settle the inmates down, to have better interactions
between the inmates and the staff. …We were looking 
for something that had the power to change your life-
style, your way of thinking, the way you conduct your-
self, your values, so you have more of a foundation to 
be rehabilitated or socialized.” 

Thankfully for Dr. Cavanaugh, it was Dr. Kiran Bedi, 
India’s famous Inspector General of Prisons, who had 
faced similar predicaments for an even more notorious 
prison—the infamous Tihar Jail of Delhi—and had ex-
perimented in the early 1990s with a bold, visionary pro-
gram involving a 10-day Vipassana meditation retreat 
for a thousand of its inmates. The grit and novelty of 

Many of the inmates in one of Alabama’s toughest prisons are in for 
heinous crimes such as murder. Thanks to a revolutionary rehabili-
tation program, highlighted by a rigorous 10-day meditation retreat 

based on the teachings of the Buddha, these distressed souls are find-
ing a way out—while never leaving the walls that imprison them.
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