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way you can survive in these cells is by adapting to the painfulness. The 

pressure of the cell changed most men. Some got depressed and went 

into themselves, isolated themselves, never speaking, never leaving their 

cells. Others talked constantly, were confused, irrational. When I saw 

that a man was about to break I'd talk to him, try to help him through 

it. I could feel what he was going through, even though I wasn't going 

through it at that moment, because I 'd experienced it myself I made a 

strong effort to distract him. I occupied the headspace he was in so he 

wasn't alone. It didn't always work. I'd see men who'd lived for years with 

high moral principles and values suddenly become destructive, chaotic. 
I had to fit everyone on the tier into my life. Dealing with 15 per

sonalities 24 hours a day, my own and 14 others, was always draining 

and exhausting. Every time somebody new came on the tier I had 

to learn his personality, likes, dislikes, and what set him off. At first, 

the tier goes quiet for a while until the guys figure him out and see 

how he's going to act on the tier, whether he will blend in or make 

trouble. Some of these men were damaged people, with no sense of 

honor, no sense of decency, no moral values, no principles. Prison is 
a very violent place. There was always the threat of being attacked. 

There were prisoners who were paranoid, who stored urine and shit 

in their cells to use as weapons. There were prisoners who threw hot 

water or human waste on someone in another cell in anger or revenge. 

There were psychopaths who attacked others for no reason, they just 

felt the need to stir up trouble. 
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to a different program. You can't hold on to those experiences or you 

become bitter. Every day you start over. You look for the humanity in 
each individual. 

I made my bed every morning. I cleaned the cell. I had my own 

cleanup rag I used to wipe down the walls. When they passed out a 

broom and mop I swept and mopped the floor of my cell. I worked out 

at least an hour every morning in my cell. On the days when I didn't 

have yard I ran up and down the tier almost the whole hour out of my 

cell. Exercise is important to keep depression away. I watched an hour 

or two of news through the bars of my cell and read at least two hours 

a day. I actively stayed away from negative conversation on the tier. 

Sometimes I lay across my bed and propped my feet on the wall. My 

head would hang over the edge; it was relaxing at the time. 

The repetitiveness of every day could feel very painful. I used to call 

it "another day in Dodge."! tried to make the routine different. I might 

sit on my bunk to eat breakfast for months or maybe a year. Then I'd 

stand to eat breakfast for months. Then I 'd sit at the table to eat break

fast. Deep down I always knew it was the same routine. I couldn't really 

trick myself into believing" otherwise. 

As much as we hated the routine, though, we needed it for mental 

stability. It gave us familiarity, a sense of confidence and the illusion of 

control over our surroundings. Eldridge Cleaver talked about "territo

rial imperative": when people know their surroundings, they know how 

to survive in their environment. To have the lights go on at the same 

time, to eat at the same time. It brought order to our lives. Once we 

were used to the structure of the day it was something we could count 

on. The smallest change could feel devastating. 

Most changes happened when a new warden or colonel was put 

over the camp and he wanted to use his power, even when it wasn't 

necessary. The old saying that unchecked power corrupts is true. I have 

yet to see or experience a situation where ultimate power of one human 

over another is benevolent, except that of mothers and fathers over their 

children. But there is often cruelty there too. When there was a change 

imposed on us it upset everybody, guards too. Prisoners felt it most. It 

could be something as simple as breakfast being served late. 




