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A Hand from the 
Other Side of the Bars

A t the Sero Project, we receive 
countless letters from incarcer-

ated people describing obstacles to 
accessing health care, decent food, 
and other necessities. They fre-
quently share heartbreaking stories 
of callous treatment and injustices 
that are difficult to imagine, let 
alone something any person should 
have to endure.

That motivated us to produce 
Turn It Up! Staying Strong Inside, 
to help people advocate and care for 
their own health and welfare while 
incarcerated. But sometimes we 
despaired of finding people in posi-
tions of authority who would depart 
from the inhumanity rampant in 
prison systems.

Kerry Thomas is a member 
of Sero’s board of directors  who 
has been incarcerated at the Idaho 
State Correctional Center on HIV 
criminalization charges since 2009. 
Through Kerry, I met someone who 
gives me hope: Jay Christensen, a 
prison warden who truly wants 
something better for, and will go 
out of his way for, the incarcerated 
people under his watch.

With his blessing, the prison 
has allowed Kerry to address, by 
telephone, Sero’s biennial HIV is 
Not a Crime conferences, a confer-
ence of human rights lawyers in 
South Africa, several International 
AIDS Conferences, and other gath-
erings. Arranging these calls has 
required coordinating with prison 
staff to provide Kerry phone access.  
Due to time zone differences, this 
was sometimes at odd hours in the 
middle of the night.

The prison’s willingness to 
cooperate with Sero and enable 
Kerry’s voice to be heard prompted 
me to ask Warden Christensen about 
his philosophy. Two excerpts from 

our conversation provide insight 
into his thinking:

[We] practice a different level 
of transparency than other states. 
We allow [media] access.  

We invest in our food, with 
fresh fruit, good greens. … We keep 
the facility green, clean, and well 
cared for. If someone breaks up the 
cell and makes a mess, we go in and 
fix it. I believe that if you make the 
facility a better place for the [incar-
cerated people] to live, it’s a better 
place for my staff to work.

As the call ended, I told 
Warden Christensen about Sero’s 
efforts to modernize Idaho’s HIV 
laws. He listened carefully and said, 
“You’re doing honorable work.” 
It’s nice to be reminded that there are 
prison employees who, in their own 
way, also do “honorable work.” We 
hope Turn It Up! will help you find 
support from unexpected places, both 
within and beyond your own self. 

—Sean Strub, 
Executive Director, Sero Project
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The Panthers have also organized ways to provide 
foods that Diggs described as “not as dangerous as the 
commissary.” In contrast to the commissary’s chips, 
cookies, and ramen noodles, the Panthers can sell dried 
fruit, nuts, and protein bars. 

They also offer classes, including yoga and math, 
to keep older people active and engaged. “I joined the 
math class because I have not used any math in decades,” 
Diggs wrote. “Helps me keep my mind alive.” 

The Panthers also advocate to end the use of life-
without-parole sentences.

Golden Girls
In 2017, the California Institution for Women held 

slightly more than 260 people over age 55—at a yearly 
cost of $138,000 each. 

California’s prisons have begun to address the 
aging population. At the Central California Women’s 
Facility, women 55 or older benefit from a Silver Fox 
program, which offers some privileges such as being 
allowed to take shortcuts when walking from one place 
to the next, extra pillows and blankets, and extra time 
for doing laundry. 

At the urging of the older women, the program 
was expanded in 2011 to include a Senior Living Unit 
for older women’s emotional and physical needs, with 
extra mattresses, unlimited phone access, and other 
benefits. According to a 2012 Human Rights Watch re-
port, however, some rules were not modified. Whether 
or not a person is geriatric, infirm, or has disciplinary 
violations, she will be put in cuffs and shackles when 
taken offsite to a medical visit, even though such re-
straints can be painful for persons with older bones.

These same accommodations were provided to 

elders at the California Institution for Women (CIW), 
the state’s other women’s prison. In 2008, CIW’s then-
superintendent Dawn Davison created the Golden Girls, 
a group for women 55 and older. Initially, the group 
met regularly with the administration and won benefits 
for aging women, such as getting a double mattress, an 
extra pillow and blanket, assignments for lower bunks, 
and early access to meals and canteen. “It was the gold 
standard for care of the elderly incarcerated,” said 
Golden Girls incarcerated chair Jane Dorotik. 

But, she continued, “over time, most of these ac-
commodations have eroded and access to administra-
tion has been reduced, so the Golden Girls is diminished 
and demoralized.” In 2018, Dorotik notes, of the 139 
women age 60 and over, 90% had been assigned lower 
bunks; the other 10%, or 14 women, were “still climbing 
up and down from the upper bunk.”

In addition, CIW is not ADA-approved for wheel-
chairs or walkers. That means that women whose 
mobility has declined and who now need walkers face 
the threat of being transferred to the Central California 
Women’s Facility, separating them from the community 
and support networks they’ve built. 

Three years ago, Geri Meyers joined their ranks. 
She also joined the Golden Girls. “I joined for the sup-
port of my peers who are 55 years or older,” she wrote. 

Before her incarceration, Meyers had been a fitness 
instructor. She decided to use that training by offering a 
workshop on how to stay healthy despite the stresses of 
aging behind bars. She demonstrated ways to minimize 
back problems, modeling exercises that could be done 
while sitting or standing. “She particularly focused on 
developing a mindset of what you can do instead of al-
ways lamenting what you used to be able to do,” noted 
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The Golden Girls of the California Institution for Women.
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5 Tips for 
Getting the Best Care You Can

By Brian Carmichael

I’ve spent more than half my life incarcerated, everywhere from the California Youth Authority to Rikers Island, 
San Quentin to Sing Sing, so I’ve obviously been a failure as a criminal. But over the years I have learned to deal 
with the Medical Department to get the best care I can get, and am here, alive and healthy, after living with HIV 

for more than 20 years, doing hepatitis C (hep C) treatment successfully, and even surviving a couple of surgeries. 
It’s fair to say I’ve had lots of interactions with doctors and nurses in corrections. 

Here are some of the techniques and tactics I’ve developed over the years that I recommend to everyone, for 
the best relationship with your providers, and the best results in your care, treatment, and recovery.

1. Educate yourself.
Learn about your medical 

condition, including the best avail-
able treatments and medications. 

Reach out to knowledgeable peers 
and local organizations. This issue 
of Turn It Up! is full of great re-
sources that you can write to. Get 
friends and family to research and 
send you relevant information from 
reputable Internet sites.

Ask questions of your provid-
ers, or even write to the Pharmacy at 
your facility requesting information 
about your medication. This is espe-
cially important if you’re changing 
medications or starting a new one, 
because important, even vital infor-
mation might be overlooked, or just 
not fully explained to you. 

Cases in point: When my HIV 
meds were changed from Atripla 
to Genvoya, both the HIV doc and 
the Pharmacy neglected to inform 
me that unlike Atripla, which is 
supposed to be taken on an empty 
stomach, Genvoya is most effective 
when taken with food! I only dis-

covered this after  my best friend 
outside researched Genvoya online 
at TheBody.com website. 

Similarly, a rheumatologist 
once prescribed me a medication 
for arthritis, then immediately 
discontinued it, after my research 
showed it was in a class of meds 
called “immuno-suppressants”—not 
recommended for people with HIV 
or “chronic immune system issues,” 
like me. 

The best way to ensure you’re 
getting the best care available: Know 
your stuff and be your own advocate.

2. Keep a journal.
In a writing tablet, calendar, 

or some blank typing paper from 
the Law Library, create your own 
little medical file, keeping track of 
everything related to your health. 

Thursday, 12-21-2017, Sick 
Call, Fever & Headache. Or 

Tuesday, 12-26-2017, Lab re-
sults: 800 T-Cells, 213 Viral Load. 

Entries don’t have to be long 
and drawn out, but enough for you 
to keep track and provide accurate 

information to your provider when 
making decisions about your treat-
ment. And, if you ever need to file 
a grievance or lawsuit, you’ll have 
accurate records, and know which 
documents to subpoena.

3. Be polite, respectful,  
and appreciative.

Just saying “Please” and 
“Thank You” goes a long way. Even 
if you’re beefing with a doctor or 
nurse, avoid personal attacks and 
insults, as much as their attitudes 
or actions may lead you to feel 
disrespected. 

Being incarcerated means 
you can’t just go across town to 
another hospital, or see another 
doctor. When you need care and 
treatment, for better or worse, those 
same doctors and nurses are go-
ing to be in control of your care. 
Doctors and nurses are human, so 
they’re not perfect. If they’re go-
ing to shit on one guy, and maybe 
go a little extra on someone else, I 
would much rather be the guy they 
treat right. I’m not saying you have 
to be a kiss-ass, or just lay down 
and accept being mistreated. In 
fact, I’ll stack my record of point-
ing out truly bad treatment next to 
any other incarcerated person’s. But 
I’ve always been polite, respectful, 
and appreciative of time, effort, and 
energy my providers give me.

A perfect example is when 
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Prisoner Diabetes 
Handbook
c/o Prison Legal News
P.O. Box 1151
Lake Worth, FL 33460
prisonlegalnews.org
561-360-2523
37-page handbook by & 
for people in prison. Single 
copies free.

HIV/AIDS

Center for 
Health Justice
900 Avila St., 
#301
Los Angeles, 
CA 90012
213-229-0985
Prison Hotline: 
213-229-0979
centerforhealthjustice.org
No legal help. Free HIV 
prevention & treatment 
hotline; takes collect calls 
from prison Mon.-Fri., 8 
a.m.-3 p.m. (PT). People 
being released to LA County 
can get referrals for health 
care & insurance.
 
POZ Magazine
212 West 35th St., 8th Fl.
New York, NY 10001
212-242-2163
poz.com
Lifestyle, treatment, & 
advocacy for people living 
with/affected by HIV/AIDS. 
8 issues/year, with annual 
guide to HIV drugs. Free 
to people living with HIV 
in prison, but you have to 
request a new sub each 
year. 
 
Positively Aware
Attn: Distribution Manager
5537 N. Broadway St.
Chicago, IL 60640
773-989-9400
positivelyaware.com
An HIV treatment magazine 
published by a not-for-
profit organization. 6 
issues/year, $30 suggested 
donation, free to those with 
HIV who can’t afford it.

HEPATITIS C: See page 8 

HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE/
STROKE
 
American Heart 
Association
7272 Greenville Ave.
Dallas, TX 75231
800-242-8721
heart.org
They’ll send free print 
materials to address a 
question; no individual 
answers.

MENTAL HEALTH
 
National Alliance on
Mental Illness
3803 N. Fairfax Dr., #100
Arlington, VA 22203
800-950-6264
nami.org 
Free info packets: Bipolar 
Disorder; Depression; 
Schizophrenia; Borderline; 
PTSD; Coming Home: A 
Guide to Re-entry Planning 
for Prisoners Living with 
MI, plus fact sheets & 
brochures on specific 
mental health conditions. 
Each mailing is limited to 2 
brochures & 5 fact sheets 
per person.

LEGAL RESOURCES

Some of these groups 
work to change prison 
conditions (like physical 
abuse or medical neglect), 
while others help with 
post-conviction relief 
(fighting your case after 
you’re convicted). Some 
groups offer info so you 
can represent yourself or 
file your own paperwork 
& grievances. A few file 
class action lawsuits (one 
or more individuals sue on 
behalf of a larger group of 
people, called “the class”). 
Class action lawsuits require 
that the issues are faced by 
all members of the group 
forming the class, & that so 
many people are affected 
that it’s difficult to bring 
them all before the court. If 
a class action suit wins, it’s 
supposed to help everyone 
affected, whether directly 
involved in the suit or not.

Prison Legal News (PLN)
P.O. Box 1151
Lake Worth, FL 33460
561-360-2523
prisonlegalnews.org
Monthly 72-page magazine 
on prison rights, court 
rulings & criminal justice 
in state, federal & some 
international arenas. 
Subs for people in prison 
are $30/year; $35/yr for 
those on the outside. PLN 
also distributes Prisoners’ 
Self-Help Litigation 
Manual, a 960-page book 
that explains the legal 
system (civil rights, tort, 
habeas corpus, workers’ 
compensation, etc.), suing 
the right defendants, 
choosing a remedy, class 
action suits & the ways 
prison officials often 
defend themselves against 
charges. It describes how to 
file a suit & get it through 
the court system. $45.95. 
Address payment to Prison 
Legal News.

Criminal Legal News 
(CLN)
P.O. Box 1151
Lake Worth, FL 33460
561-360-2523
criminallegalnews.org
Companion to Prison 
Legal News, CLN offers 
extensive coverage of 
issues like prosecutorial 
misconduct, habeas corpus 
relief, ineffective assistance 
of counsel, sentencing 
errors, due process rights, 
police brutality, & more. 
$48 for a year sub (12 
issues). Address payment to 
Criminal Legal News.

Exoneration Project
311 North Aberdeen St.,  
3rd Fl., Ste. E
Chicago, IL 60607
312-789-4955
exonerationproject.org
Reviews cases of innocence 
for people who have gone 
to trial & were found 
guilty of crimes they did 
not commit. To apply, you 
must be innocent of the 
crime & the trial must 
be completed & have 
resulted in conviction. They 
consider post-conviction 
cases for people wrongfully 
convicted of different types 
of crimes & with different 
sentence lengths, including 
cases where a defendant 
has served the complete 
sentence or pled guilty. 
They don’t consider cases 
of self-defense.

Prison Policy Initiative 
P.O. Box 127
Northampton, MA 01061
Write for a print copy 
of their Legal Resource 
Database, an up-to-
date list of law firms & 
organizations that provide 
free legal assistance to 
incarcerated people on civil 
(non-criminal) matters. On 
the Internet, the list is at 
prisonpolicy.org/resources/
legal.

WOMEN’S HEALTH

Reproductive Health, 
Living and Wellness 
Project
Justice Now
1322 Webster St., #210
Oakland, CA 94612
For women/transwomen 
in CA only: Navigating 
the Medical System, a 
free, 53-page manual 
on reproductive health, 
including abnormal 
Pap smears, pain 
management, & how  
to communicate with  
your doctor.

im
ag

e:
 C

an
 S

to
ck

 P
ho

to




















