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Introduction

EVERYONE SHOULD UNDERSTAND the brutal reality of living behind bars. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, one in every two hundred Americans is sent to prison. With these kinds of numbers, it may not be you going to jail, but there’s a good chance you know someone who has been incarcerated, or he’s on his way there. This person may even be a white-collar criminal or suburban drug dealer—someone who’s never spent time on the street. Unfortunately, the culture on the inside is an intensified version of the culture prevalent in our nation’s most chaotic and violent neighborhoods. Office rules don’t apply. The snapping of fingers to get your coffee is behind you. Nor do soccer-mom rules apply. No one is going to politely listen if you kvetch and complain. You may be a Master of the Universe in your nine-to-five world, but that just puts you more at risk on the inside, where the cell blocks are run by men and women who deal only in respect—a respect maintained through violence.

FROM A PAST INMATE

Unfortunately, I spent eleven years in high, medium, and low security institutions around the country, so I know all too well of which I speak. I had to learn the ropes the very hard way.

A reporter from Loaded Magazine once asked what it was like when I first went in. I was honest and told him that I tried to beat the system, thought I was bigger and better than the others. I tried to do things my own way. I let anger rule me. For a while, I ran with a group of other inmates, violent guys, many of whom were known for going around and stabbing other inmates. The fights were dangerous. And all the fighting got me kicked out of numerous prisons. Finally, I realized that when I stopped trying to buck the rules, when I let myself just be a cog, my time was easier.

While on the inside, I saw too many men unwilling to conform to the prison culture, drowning in rage, or unable to withstand depression; almost a third of the deaths in prison are attributed to suicide. Others, like me, resorted to violence, often irrationally. Obeying the institutionalized inmate rules, and my own advice, can possibly save your life—but only if you are willing to abandon the belief that you are tougher, wealthier, smarter, or more privileged than your fellow inmates. The street-level hustlers and gangbangers (who, on the outside, were snubbed by the rich and middle class driving their luxury cars into gated communities) are now respected, feared, and admired as leaders; their thirst for confrontation, intimidation, and violence permeates the air. They run the show, no questions asked. Don’t be fooled: you can be seriously injured or killed for breaking a rule you don’t even realize exists, much less refusing to show respect.

The environment inside jails and prisons varies according to the security levels (low, medium, or high security institutions). The culture of the inmates who have an influence in these facilities, and the staff members who run them, will also differ. But once you get a grasp for the basic rules by which prison culture operates, you should be able to adapt the suggestions in this book as needed, whether in a county jail or a high security prison.

But there is one more thing to consider …

A DAY IN PRISON FEELS LIKE A LIFETIME

Standing in line. Staring at a wall. Sitting in a cell. Wishing for a visit. Waiting for a letter. Wanting a caress from a loved one.

Tick … Tock.

Tick … Tock.

Tick … Tock.

A minute drags by like an hour. That hour drags by like a day. If you’re behind bars, facing a ten-year sentence … well, time is your enemy. Abiding by the rules will help you survive, but patience is something just as important. Einstein claimed time passes quickly when sitting with a pretty girl, but minutes slow to what feels like hours when you are in pain—or bored. If you’re headed off to jail, you’re about to prove Einstein’s theory of relativity to yourself.

In order to come out of this on the other side as a whole and sane person, pay attention, keep your guard up, and start breathing deeply—inhaling calm and exhaling the rage. You can’t force the guards to open the doors, the lines to move forward, the second hand on the clock to move any faster … you can only control your response. That response needs to be based on patience or you will go crazy.

It will help to know what’s ahead of you. On the following pages, you will find chapters devoted to breaking down a typical day in your average prison, offering stories, advice, and rules that correlate to the activities appropriate to that time of day. It’s important to realize the hourly breakdown is figurative, since every prison is different … and, frankly, daily schedules can be changed at any time, thanks to lockdowns and head counts. But the basic elements don’t change, like waking up in a cell, going to the cafeteria, taking a shower, etc. (only the scheduled times vary from prison to prison), so you will easily be able to take the information and apply it to your own particular situation or schedule.

This book also has tips on how best to help your family from the inside, how to maintain relationships, and how they can help you. In addition, there is a list of resources in the back, offering information to help the family financially, emotionally, and socially. One more reason to stay alive and come out healthy is your family.

STAY STRONG

This does not have to be the end of your life. It’s a weigh station. Stay patient. Stay strong. See you on the other side, brother.

—Doc Fuller


Processing a New Convict

THESE ARE THE usual steps taken once you are found guilty and become state property:

1.   You will be housed in the municipal county jail where the crime was committed. You will wait for a transfer to a correctional institution, the security level* to be determined by your criminal history and the sentencing guidelines. This generally takes about a month but can take longer.

2.   You will likely then be taken to a transfer facility, where you will be held until the next bus, van, or airplane is available for transport. Your intake papers will be prepared during this time. You may be at a transfer facility or a holding unit for up to six months, maybe longer, waiting for your permanent placement. Prisoners at this stage of the process are disinfected, inspected thoroughly for contraband (this includes a cavity search), and issued orange uniforms.

3.   You will be assigned and transferred to a housing unit or block in a minimum, medium, or maximum security facility, anywhere in the United States where there is space. The Federal Bureau of Prisons can transfer you to another prison at anytime due to disciplinary infractions, overcrowding, or change in your custody status. Prisoners at this stage are again disinfected, inspected thoroughly for contraband, and issued clothes to match the color of the rest of the convict population in that facility, usually beige or dark green. Prison jobs are usually assigned at this time, so you will be physically and mentally evaluated.

4.   Six months prior to your release date, you will be considered for a halfway house placement to finish out your time. Sometimes you may be offered limited counseling for addiction or work rehabilitation. You will be given a set of clothes, a bus ticket, an inmate identification card, and a Social Security card upon release.

*Security Levels

Minimum-security Federal Prison Camp or Satellite Camp (FPC or SCP)

Low-security Federal Correctional Institution (FCI)

Medium-security Federal Correctional Institution (FCI)

High-security United States Penitentiary (USP)

Administrative Maximum Security (ADX)

Administrative Facilities (FMC, FTC, FDC)


Entry Checklist

YOU ARE ALLOWED to enter a federal prison with only a few possessions:

_______   A two-day supply of medication in its original container

_______   Plain wedding band (no stones or intricate markings)

_______   Earrings, females only, (no stones) with a declared value of less than $100

_______   Medical or orthopedic devices (must be pre-approved by prison)

_______   Legal documents

_______   Religious items, as long as they do not present a threat to the security of the institution; religious medallions and chains must have a declared value of less than $100

_______   Prescription eyeglasses


A Typical Daily Schedule

AT A MEDIUM SECURITY FACILITY

THE DAILY SCHEDULE of an inmate varies from prison to prison; from low, medium, and high security facilities; from block to block within the prison; and from day to day depending on the number of lockdowns and head counts. Below, you’ll find a generalized example of how prisoners are moved throughout their day, in specified blocks or dorms at a time. They are usually only allowed to relocate when the loudspeaker or bell announces a Ten-Minute Move. Head counts occur regularly throughout the day. A prisoner must stand in place for the 4:00 p.m. dorm count.








	
CELL BLOCK A





	
5:00 a.m.


	
optional morning prayer





	
5:30


	
lights on





	
6:00


	
breakfast





	
7:00


	
exercise, morning prayer, reading





	
7:30


	
shower





	
8:00


	
work





	
11:00


	
lunch





	
12:00 p.m.


	
work





	
2:00


	
exercise, shower, laundry





	
3:00


	
visitation, self-help group, or college class





	
4:00


	
head count





	
4:30


	
dinner





	
5:00


	
more education or therapy opportunities





	
6:00


	
use phone, socialize, watch TV





	
9:00


	
locked back in cell, read, write







The following chapters break down a typical schedule, explain the unwritten expectations you will encounter throughout any given day, and provide rules and tips for survival.


The Ten Prison Commandments

RESPECT YOUR FELLOW INMATES

DO NOT TRUST YOUR FELLOW INMATES

RESPECT THE STAFF

DO NOT STARE

MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS

DO NOT STEAL

DO NOT SNITCH

DO NOT USE DRUGS

DO NOT GAMBLE

AVOID PRISON GANGS


PART I

Your Day Behind Bars


CHAPTER 1

WAKING UP IN A CELL

5 A.M.

THE CRIMINAL SLEEPING on the bunk below you in your six-by-nine-foot cell is still sleeping. You’re going to want to sit up slowly and try not to creak the metal springs under the thin cotton mattress. You have no idea if the guy below you is a murderer. He may have stabbed his last cell mate. You don’t want to start the day getting thrown against a cement wall.

I think this first morning is the toughest. In 1993, at the age of twenty-nine, I was charged with conspiracy to distribute cocaine, leading to a ten-year sentence in federal prison. No amount of reading or talking to ex-cons can help you wrap your mind around waking up to discover you’ve got a hard pillow under your head, a thin wool blanket replacing your goose down comforter, and a gray ceiling a foot above your face. And it’s not your favorite radio station that’s awakened you—it’s a goddamn loudspeaker. I almost had a stroke the first time I had a jailhouse alarm go off next to my head. I woke up thinking an air-raid siren was going off.

The first thing to do when you wake up behind bars is to accept responsibility. You are here because of choices you made. More importantly, accept reality. You are here. No one cares if you’re innocent or not. Make the choice to do your time quietly and patiently, or suffer further consequences. Your choices now can’t erase your sentence, but they can make it shorter and help you survive.

So, wake up and just breathe, in and out.

Inmates have a code, a set of unwritten rules everyone lives by—or they pay the price. Prison culture is institutionalized. You’re not going to change tradition or practices, but you can get yourself beaten, raped, or killed if you don’t fall in line—even if you accidentally disrespect someone or break a rule. There’s not a lot of compassion or empathy on the inside; that, too, can get you killed. A guy sitting on the toilet can receive a swift kick to the chest because he’s used the rest of the toilet paper. That’s an impromptu lesson in prison behavior you don’t want. Remember, what seems normal on the outside is not the norm for a group of men living in a cage together.

So listen up. The following is meant to give you a feeling for what it’s really like inside—what the prisoners live with day after day. If you are on your way to prison for the first time, there are only three things that can ease your time behind bars: patience, being respectful of others, and learning the inmates’ rules immediately. In the following chapters, you will find rules and tips and tricks to help you maneuver through an average day in the average penitentiary; the hourly schedule may differ slightly from prison to prison, but you will get the gist of how you will spend your day.

I wish I’d had this book before I went in. When I was first taken into custody, they stuck me in the county jail in Paris, Kentucky. Right from the get-go, I had a bad attitude, refusing to talk to anyone. My cell mate, or “cellie,” would ignore me, though he’d often use my bed to leverage himself to hop onto the top bunk. I didn’t say anything at first, even when he stepped on my leg several times without an apology. I finally asked him to stop but he continued to ignore me, clearly using this as an intimidation tactic. He mistook my quiet manner for weakness. But one day, I let my rage get the better of me. I snatched my cellie off the top bed, slammed him to the floor, and stomped on him.

Some officers saw me. They sounded the alarm and stormed into our dorm. I was smart enough to immediately turn around and put my hands behind my back. Two of the four officers grabbed me and led me away, asking why I assaulted the guy. I responded, “I will not tolerate being disrespected by anyone in your county jail.” Their response was, “We will not tolerate assaults between inmates.” And they placed me in The Hole. This means I was in an isolation cell, officially known as Administrative Segregation, for twenty-three hours a day for nearly three weeks. That’s a lot of time alone. People can go crazy.

But even this wake-up call did nothing to alter my actions. I refused to adjust to the prison culture, even getting kicked out of various prisons for violent confrontations. As I said, I had to learn the hard way.

Okay, so now your poor, sorry self has woken up in General Population, unless they’ve stuck you in in a private cell until they can place you. Don’t get comfortable—you will have a cell mate, if not six or seven. In the mornings, your “cellie” may be reading, writing, or sleeping. Leave him alone.

Let’s start with getting out of bed. Your cellie will not like being kicked in the head. If you’re on the top bunk (and as New Guy, you probably are), shimmy over the side, careful to control the swing of your legs, and do it quietly. Your cellie knows he’s got to be up soon if he wants to get something from the cafeteria, but you’ll probably have the first shift at the sink and toilet; he’ll most likely want to sleep a little longer—but if he gets up, you sit your ass back down. It’s only polite. So brush your teeth and wash your face, careful to run the water only when absolutely necessary—even though it’s noisy as hell all around you, with the sound of flushing, spitting, random yelling, etc., coming from your cell block. You’ll get used to that, it’ll become white noise, unless you’ve got a screamer or a sobber close to you.

One of the biggest tests of respect is based on the use of the toilet. That may sound crazy now, but we’re all used to privacy. If Cellie thinks for one instant you are disrespecting him, you’re done. And “done” means you can kiss your ass good-bye. If you are in a facility where inmates are locked down and you must use the cell toilet, let your cell mate know before you go. At the very least, tuck your sheet under the edge of the top mattress and let it hang to create a privacy barrier—though, again, you’re going to want to ask permission first, unless he’s asleep. Your cellie doesn’t have to watch you squat on the toilet. You had better flush the toilet immediately and often to avoid smelling up the joint. Using the toilet is something that cannot be avoided, but it can be done with respect, and respect is everything in prison. The inmates are not your buddies from high school; if they feel disrespected, they may try to kill you while you are on the toilet with your pants down. Believe me, it’s happened.

And speaking of pants, put your clothes on immediately. It’s disrespectful to walk around in your tighty–whities, and you will be mocked. Wear boxers over them. You’ll most likely be given orange scrubs when you’re first transferred to your facility, so put those on. You will receive beige clothes (or whatever drab color the prison uses) when you are transferred from holding to your permanent housing unit. Regardless of the color of your clothes, make sure you put on your shoes or shower flip-flops before walking around. The fungus you can pick up from the floor (especially the shower floor) is no joke. I saw it; it’s gross.

Do not use your cell mate’s soap, razor, toothbrush, deodorant, or towel. Not only will this most likely result in violence, you can get MRSA (staff infections), which runs rampant through jails. It’s hard to get rid of, it’s painful, and it can kill you. Further, according to the Center for Disease Control, one in seven inmates is living with HIV.

I was incarcerated with Ray, a guy in his sixties who had injected drugs intravenously in the seventies and eighties, and was then diagnosed with HIV while in prison. He told me when he found out he was HIV positive he tried to bite correctional officers, to pass on the virus. He was one of the first inmates in the country to be charged with attempted murder by deliberating trying to infect a correctional officer. He’d been on an experimental HIV drug for at least eight years by the time I met him, and he actually looked pretty phenomenal for a sick guy, playing handball every day. He had very long gray and black dreadlocks and kept his color by letting the sun beat down on him regardless of the temperature. But I was always careful around him. I definitely wouldn’t have shared a water bottle or a towel.

Besides HIV, prisons see a much higher rate of sexually transmitted diseases, tuberculosis, and hepatitis. I can’t tell you how many dudes I know who came out of prison with at least one disease that no simple dose of antibiotics was gonna’ cure. Don’t share your water bottles or razors.

Respect your cell mate’s property. This was his home prior to your arrival, so do not comment or ask questions about his personal belongings or his habits. Do not take it upon yourself to read his personal mail, magazines, or newspapers. Don’t even think about eating his food, or ask to do so. Your cell mate may not have much, so do not bother with what little he does have. Do not be shocked if your cellie’s underwear and socks are hanging on a makeshift clothesline (a portion of torn bedsheet, usually half an inch thick) next to your head. Don’t say a word. You’ll be doing the same thing soon enough, since you are provided with a limited amount of clothes (and you must wear the socks, underwear, pants, and shirts they give you or what you can buy at the commissary), and you usually only get to wash your clothes and bedding once a week. You can be penalized if your clothes are not clean or if you’ve written on them and, if you stink, the other inmates will have no problem sharing their displeasure.

As I said, you’ll probably be stuck on the top bunk, since the bottom bunk is generally preferable and has most likely been taken by your cell mate. Do not ask to switch, do not complain. He’s been there longer than you. Respect that. It will be a hassle to get in and out of bed if you’re heavyset or not feeling well, but you’re going to have to deal with that. There’s no one there to take care of you, either, so you will need to make up your bed, neatly, before you leave your cell. You’ll want to keep blankets, sheets, pillows, and mattress on the bunk at all times. Tidiness is monitored by the guards, but no cell mate wants to deal with your mess, either. If you were a pig before you went to jail, that ends now. No one else is going to put your socks in the laundry bag or pick up your empty potato chip bag.

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
A DAY IN
PRISON





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
A DAY IN
PRISON

AN INSIDER’S GUIDE
TO LIFE BEHIND BARS

JOHN FULLER
With Holly Lérincz

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
hig! |
vl

‘\' i\

)y
il

AN INSIDER'S
JOHN GUIDETO
FULLER LIFE BEHIND
with Holly Lorincz BARS






