Bruce W. Herforth 11/7/13

Hole Time

Introduction:

Here's how to acquire complimentary office supplies in a
private prison. If a non-indigent inmate wants something in a
for-profit facility, he usually needs to purchase it for himself
from the commissary list or an outside vendor. I recently
discovered that all an inmate needs to do to get free paper and
envelopes is to g%Z%he hole for a week.

At 1:55 PM on Friday, October 11, 2019, the unit manager of
the M-Building entered the inmate law library, located in the
Multi-Purpose Room. She declared, "You only have permission to

be here in the mornings!"

I replied, "Pardon me, but there
appears to be adequate space available for me to use the law
library this afternoon as well." She pronounced an emphatic "OK!"
Thehshe turned on her heel and exited the Multi-Purpose Room.

She never instructed me to return to the MB Living Unit at that
time.

At 2:15 PM, I ran into %6 male lieutenants.in the M-Building
rotunda. I asked them, '"Are you looking for meb" One of them
anég}ed with a rhetorical question, "Well, are you the bad guy?"

I commented that the answer to that question is obvious, because
I am clearly a convicted criminal. The other lieutenant requested
that I leave the law library and return to my living unit. I

obeyed his direct order by packing up my legal documents and

going back to my cell in the MB unit.
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When I entered the relative safety of my cell, I assumed

that my interaction with the officers had finished. The
lieutenants had admitted that it was not worth dragging me over
something so trivial as an alleged initial refusal to leave the
law library. However, the unit manager declared, "Inmate 79751
has disobeyed a direct order, and for that he will go to the
hole!"

I observed a case worker leading the two lieutenants into
the day room. She asked me, "Where is your cell mate?" At
that point, I realized that I was actually getting dragged
afterall. 1 apologized to my bunkie for asking him to pack up
my personal property in my absence. I quickly returned a book
about human body language that I had borrowed from a classmate
in my Relapse- Drug and Alcohol Prevention (R-DAP) class. I
heard another inmate on the top tier clgp as I was escorted out
of the unit in handcuffs. I flipped higigg bird from behind my
back, but I doubt he even saw it.

As we left the day room, I declared to the two lieutenants,
"I am not resisting'" They escorted me through the rotunda,
past the Multi-Purpose Room, around the metal%detector and
outside into Yard 2. As we skirted the small recreation yard,
I joked that I could probably get away from Lt. T, but Lt. H
would definitely catch me, because he is younger than I am. I
observed my R-DAP instructor, SeTlor V, coming out of the main
building. I said in broken Spanish, "Yo estoy en 'el box'
lunes, martes, miercoles, y jueves la semana avanca.'" 1 was

attempting to communicate to him that I did not expect to attend
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class during the follq_wing week. I could tell from his body
language that that Ségor V was disappointed in me even though he
said nothing in either Spanish or English.

As I entered the main building with the two lieutenants,

I confided, "I have always been curious about the hole inithis
facility." Lt. T retorted, "Curiogsity killed the cat!" After
an uneventful visit to the medical office in the main corridor,
I announced, "I am conducting a fact-finding mission to the H-
Unit." Lt. H quipped, "What will you do if nobody agrees to
give you the facts?" I concluded, "My own personal experience
will be much more instructive than anx&}ing anybody could
possibly tell me."

We made our way around a corner and through a sliding metal
gate. I was entering a part of the main building that I had not
seen before. Near the end of a long hallway, I noticed one
door labeled H-19, 21, 23. We went through a doorway marked
H-16, 18, 20 directly across fom it. I noted that there are six
separated pods in the H-Unit.

1]

Around here, they call it "seg,'" which is an abbreviation

for "disciplinary segregation.'" The second word of this phrase

i

reminds me of the racial-segregation that was imposed under: the
state-sponsored system of apartheid in South Africa during the
twentieth century and for many years in our own country. Since
most of the employees in Mississippi prisons are black, and the

Vermgat
majority of ,inmates are white, I prefer the terms "box" or

A

"hole" rather than "seg."
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As we entered a narrow corridor with a high ceiling, I
caught a glimpse of an inmate named JC through a plexi-glass
window. A year prior, we had been shipped to the Tallahatchie
County Correctional Facility (TCCF) on the same bus from Vermont.
JC was living in the H-16 pod, a.k.a. Protective Custody (PC).
Half a dozen Vermont inmates had chosen to '"check in" to the PC
unit, because they did not feel safe living in the General
Population (GP) for various reasons. JC seemed surprised to see

me. I could not hear him, but I read his lips, "What the hell
are you doing down here?"

I was assigned to Cell 106 in the H-18 pod, which serves as
the disciplinary segregation unit for inmates from Vermont, |
Wyoming, and South Carolina. TCCF currently contracts to five
separate governmental entAtities and hosts six different inmate
programs. The Vermont inmates wear red and white horizontally
striped uniforms. The other inmate populations are dressed as
follows: Wyoming- charcoal gray, South Carolina- canary yellow,
Tallahatchie County Jail- blaze orange, United States Marshall's
Service- light blue, and the ICE men from the Federal Immigration
and Customs Enforcement Agency wear dark green uniforms. Vermont
inmates are allowed to mix only with the othef state inmates
from Wyoming and South Carolina.

There are two dozen double-bunk cells on two tiers in the
small H-18 pod. About half the cells were occupied by a single
occupant when I first arrived. The day room contains eight
tightly-spaced square metal tables and two slightly higher

round plastic tables with checker boards printed on their tops.
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There is a row of six shower cages along the diagonal wall to
the left of the entrance door and a face clock on the short
wall near the door. A large flat-screen television is perched
on a metal shelf above a kitchen sink, and a microwave oven sits
on the top of a kitchen counter along the right diagonal wall.
Once I had been locked into my single cell, I noticed a
variety of correctional officers (cops) performing safety checks
on each inmate roughly every fifteen minutes. There were clip-
boards attached to the door of each occupied cell. The cops
wrote comments such as "Sitting, Standing, or Lying Down" on the
paper record attached to my clipboard. I was usually standing

up at first.

Life in the Box:

Disciplinary segregation in this facility is actually quite
régorous compared to "administrative segregation'" in Vermont.
I was locked into my single cell for 22 to 23 hours a day here,
whereas we had at least five hours outside the cells in Vermont
ad-seg.

During my stint in the box, I reminded m%self repeatedly,
"You will have to this stretch of time completely on your own."
I told myself, "You knew what you were getting into when you
talked back to the unit manager in the law libraryf/ I cajoled,
"You have doynftime in the box in Vermont before, and you can

i
definitely do it again here. I concluded, "You have the tools

to solve this problem."

Page 5



Before I was allowed to exit my cell, I was required to be
handcuffed behind my back. I placed my hands through a
rectangular portal, similar to a letter slot, to give a cop
access to my wrists before he/she opened my cell door. I commented
to a male cop that I had not yet been convicted of any offense,
but I was being treated as if I were already guilty. He
responded, "Have you ever been to County (Jail)?" I explained
that Vermont no longer administers county jails.

Outdoor recreation is held for one hour on weekday mornings
in a dozen separate metal cages under a corrugated tin roof just
outside the exit at the end of the long hallway. I heard other
inmates referring to this recreation area as the '"dog kennel."
Showers are available after recreation on Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday mornings. Each shower stall is completely enclosed in
expanded metal mesh with a padlock on the front. A segregated
inmate is physically locked into the shower stall while he is
taking a shower. He has to wait for a cop to re-cuff him and
unlock the gate before he is allowed to return to his cell. I
took only two showers during the whole week that I spent in the
hole. Segregated inmates are not allowed access to the day room.

Meals are delivered on reusable plastic trays through the
cell door portal three times a day at regular intervals. 1 ate
alone, seated at the small table attached to the wall. Microwave
access is virtually non-existent for most inmates. I was allowed
to heat up water for a soup once. I received a special delivery
of a medium veggie pizza and one dozen oatmeal cookies that I had
ordered from outside vendors on the second night that I spent jr
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in the hole. Any trash that inmates generate from food wrappers
and waste paper, etc., is slid under the cell door into the day
room and collected by the pod porters. Laundry is collected and
returned clea&jﬁeekdays following the facility-wide schedule.

Even though hole time can be described as "solitary
confinement," it is quite social in my experience. Inmates in
disciplinary segregation and protective custody have recreation
periods together. I met three inmates from Wyoming and
reconnected with three of my colleagues from Vermont while we
were standing in contiguous recreation cages. Inmates regularly
pass small items to each other through the fences or across the
central sidewalk. I did not participate in the distribution of
contraband items, but I contributed four mini Three Musketeers
candy bars and one written address for the Vermont Parole Board,
for the general good of the order. I don't know who exactly
received these items in the end, because inmates tend to pass
them around to each other. |

During my time in the box, there were two inmates from
South Carolina who worked as pod porters in the H-18 pod. Duke
is a tall black guy with a loud voice and Tattoo is a short white
guy whose skin is covered with ink. Duke had been living in the
box since early April, 2019. He only had seven months remaining
until his expected release from prison. I told him that my
maximum release date of May 30, 2020 must be very close to his
expected release date.

Duke informed me that my next door neighbor, JB is

. Cag+Hle {*an,
originally Trom Vermont. It turned out that I had worked with

A
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