
 “Another chain link in the extortion process”

ON THE 
WORK POD 

An interview with a former 
Durham County jail worker-inmate



— Excerpts from contract between Durham County Sheriff and Aramark

— Excerpt from ”Backgrounder, Durham County Detention Facility,” 
published by Durham County Sheriff ’s Office, 2016

DETAINEE VOLUNTEERS

Detainees who work for Aramark do so on a volunteer basis. It has been errone-
ously reported that the detainees are unpaid or work for free. The detainees are 
neither coerced nor forced to volunteer for the positions.

Some detainees volunteer in the Work Detail program which helps to maintain the 
facility. These detainees help to provide janitorial, kitchen, laundry, and painting 
services. Durham County pays for weekly incentive meals for our Work Detail 
detainees. These meals can consist of fresh coffee, fried chicken, buffalo, wings, 
pizza, and beverages. The daily caloric intake for detainees who participate in 
Work Detail exceeds 2,900 calories. 



 

INTRODUCTION
 This booklet exists primarily to share the thoughts, feelings and 
insights of  Vincent as he reflects on the time he spent on the work 
pod at the Durham County Detention Center. 

 Of  a total inmate population that hovers around 450, only about 
50-65 people are on work detail, on pod 4B. They perform various 
tasks on a daily basis, including laundry, preparing meals, painting 
walls in cells and pods, and janitorial work. They do not receive any 
wages for their work.

 The inmates on work detail at Durham jail do not produce any 
material goods, such as license plates or road signs, which are made in 
state prisons. But, their ‘volunteer’ work allows Aramark, the corpora-
tion contracted to run the kitchen and commissary, to make a hand-
some profit, and it indirectly pads the sheriff office’s coffers.  What 
Durham jail detainees also produce, however, is much more subtle: 
they produce themselves, and they reproduce the conditions under 
which they and all of  the rest of  those held there can be incarcerated. 

 It’s important to note that some of  the grievances voiced by 
inmates are a direct or indirect indictment of  the work performed 
by detainees on the work pod. The quality of  the food and its poor 



preparation are a common target. Laundry services are another 
common grievance, including by the First Five Grieving Committee, 
a DCDF inmate organization that complains of  clothing coming 
back “dingy and dirty.” Sanitation in the showers and throughout 
the facility is another frequently cited problem, and sometimes 
inmates have wondered why they couldn’t be provided with cleaning 
products themselves. 

 These grievances lay bare how the jail thrives on divisions sown 
from the top. The ‘volunteer’ worker-inmates are undermined by a 
number of  factors, including a lack of  training, poor materials to 
work with, and, of  course, the very nature and conditions of  their 
work. This is by design. Detention officers and Aramark workers 
play the role of, as Vincent calls them, “slavers” and “overseers.” 
Work detail at DCDF is not job training, or skill building, and the 
work experience doesn’t help outside of  the jail. (Not coincidentally, 
after a six-month stint in the jail working nearly every day, Vincent 
is finding it exceedingly difficult to get work.) 

 Along with Vincent’s interview, we have included a few selec-
tions of  letters from current or former inmates relating to work 
inside the Durham County jail. Although this pamphlet is especially 
intended for current and former inmates of  the Durham jail, we 
hope it finds a wide readership among people inside and outside of  
other U.S. jails, prisons and other detention centers. With prisoner 
self-activity in the form of  unionization drives and hunger and work 
strikes on the rise, and with a planned national prisoner strike set for 
September 2016, it is a crucial time to look at what happens not only 
in prisons but also in county jails. 

 We hope this booklet will contribute in some small way to discus-
sion, analysis, and action among prisoners in Durham and elsewhere.
 

— Inside-Outside Alliance, June 2016



INTERVIEW
Vincent was incarcerated in the Durham County jail for six 
months for being $900 in arrears in child support, all of  which 
had accrued several years earlier. His children had been staying 
with him, but when he got locked up, they were separated from 
him and from each other. He says it was a bad time for his 
family, and his sentence had nothing to do with what was 
best for his kids. During his stay in what he calls “the most 
dehumanizing place on earth,” Vincent spent much of  his time 
working on the work pod. 

In May 2016, not long after he got out, Inside-Outside Alli-
ance sat down with Vincent to talk about his experience as a 
worker-inmate.

Vincent, tell us what it’s like to work in the jail.
 You can work 40 hours a week in the jail, and still owe money 
when you get out. Like me, I was put in there for owing in child 
support, I worked most of  the time I was in there, and I came out 
and was no better off. The people in the kitchen work from 4:30 in 
the morning until 6 at night. It’s crazy. But they don’t want anyone 



to know all that worker-inmates do to keep the jail running. They 
don’t want the public to know. When you go to court, you have to 
change out of  your blue uniform (signifying work pod) to go to court 
to appear in orange. They don’t want you to have any special recog-
nition. The orange shows you are a criminal. The public knows that, 
they know orange = criminal. Even though you are doing a service 
for the jail. But they don’t want people to know that.

How did you come to be on the work pod?
 Because I was having trouble adjusting to being confined. I went 
five days without eating when I was there. Mental health suggested 
I go on the work pod and I accepted. (As an aside, mental health is 
overworked, understaffed—for 400 people, it’s not enough). Basi-
cally, it was a way for me to keep busy, and keep my mind off things.

What did you get for working?
 Basically there’s more out time. You get an extra walk — the 
night walk. That’s all you get. Fried leg quarters every two weeks 
— I guess that’s the paycheck. Every two weeks on Tuesday you get 
fried leg quarters. And some hygiene stuff: Free deodorant, soap, 
toothpaste. You can get an extra tray at lunch. Extra helping of  slop 
at lunch—potatoes, soy and carrots. Raw potatoes for breakfast, all-
the-way done potatoes for lunch. You usually have to sign up to get 
on the work pod, but I didn’t go through the kiosk. Mental health 
did it for me. Most people try to get on there to have more time out 
of  their cell. Some people who are doing time there, on a sentence, 
might be able to get up to 4 days 
off their sentence per month (but 
this is discretionary). DWI or child 
support or probation violation get 
no gain time. It’s up to the facility 
to grant you the days off. Those 
people not getting the days off is 
because of  the sheriff.
  There was a day people were refusing to go into the kitchen, and 
they threatened to lock everybody back. The other threat is you’ll be 

“Those threats keep 
people in line.”



removed from the pod. Those threats keep people in line.
 They don’t want to cut days off of  those people, because that’s 
money for them. The longer those people stay, the more money the 

county gets. The added bonus they 
get is they’re working in the work 
pod, and that’s 65 people for free 
labor.
 In my opinion, it’s the same 
thing they used to do in the Old 
South. Keep everyone in the field 

working, you keep all the money. 65 people running your jail, from 
laundry, to sanitation, to cooking your food—all the officers have 
to do is just sit there, pretty much. Conditions in DCJ are like the 
Old South because c.o.’s are like black slavers. They work their own 
people and rarely assist in the work. I’ve noticed that they have a 
White Sheriff followed by a black female Colonel Perkins who is 
submissive to him and Major Couch submissive to Colonel Perkins 
so the black female has Authority over the black male who is submis-
sive to a white male. It’s the best way to divide and conquer.
 The sheriff’s department is the new headquarters of  the Klan—
they even recruit black people. The best way to oppress a people is 
to use their own people because they know them.

How does anyone get to be on the work pod?
 Most people ask at the kiosk. As long as you fit the criteria. As 
long as you’re sentenced, or have a bond less than $20,000. It’s totally 
voluntarily done. But if  you give limited recreation time, people will 
jump at the opportunity.
 Everyone does it just to get out of  the cell. Sitting in a box all day 
long is no fun.

For people who don’t understand, what work do inmates 
perform at the Durham jail?
 In the kitchen they don’t have enough kitchen staff. They are 
totally dependent on inmates. Most of  the time, you’ll have one 

“Sitting in a box 
all day is no fun.”



cafeteria worker, who works for Aramark. He or she is like the whip-
master, the dictator. Roughly 10 to 15 inmates per one paid kitchen 
staff paid by Aramark. The inmates work for the whole day. They 
treat you like you’re getting a check.

What did you do? Take us through a typical day.
 I did laundry. A typical day in laundry, there’s only four of  us 
who work. We wash everything. We pick it up, we wash it, we dry 
it, we bring it back. We do at least two floors, or eight pods a day. 
Wash, dry, put each bag back on the appropriate door. One officer 
is with us everywhere, to make sure you’re not doing anything you’re 
not supposed to. They don’t do the work. They’re the overseers. We 
started about 7 a.m., and we’d be done by 3:30 or 4 in the afternoon. 
Everything that has linen on it, we do it. Intake and outgoing laundry.
  In the laundry we fold all inmate jail-issued clothes. And washed 
all personal items in net bags. We fold blankets, sheets, towels, wash-
cloths and supply the kitchen and sanitation departments. We go 
in every pod except for the female they don’t even want us to look 
at them, it’s like they think we’ve never seen women before. But we 
hang the bags back on the doors we take them off in the morning. 
We do it all.
 The clothes they buy are the cheapest possible. So people will 
buy more. The blankets are like 
sheets; if  you get a pinhole in them 
you can rip them from end-to-end 
with little force. The sheets are 
see-through. The new uniforms 
are stock piled in the back, out of  
circulation, while the old raggedy 
laundry ones are circulated.
 I did try other work, but laundry suited me best. I worked a 
little in the kitchen, and another inmate-worker said to me “you’re 
putting too much meat on there.” (We’re talking four pieces of  thin, 
thin meat.) I looked at him like, ‘what the fuck you talking about? If  
I’m gonna be down there, I’m gonna do it my way.’  It’s funny how 
they feel like it’s coming out of  their pocket. That’s the assimilation 

“Inmate workers save 
that jail a lot of money.”



stuff I’m talking about, they identify with the jail in a way. Inmates 
prepare food for officers. Spaghetti with real beef  in it. They pay two 
dollars for a tray. The officers get milk. No inmates get milk at all. 
No fruit, except for applesauce. But, sometimes the inmates get the 
officers in their own ways.

Would you say the work of  inmates is very important to 
the daily functioning of  the jail?
 It’s essential! You can’t have all the inmates sit in the pod all day 
and have all this stuff happen. Inmate workers save that jail a lot of  
money. 65 times 8 times 40. I figured minimum wage, I forgot the 
amount, but it’s a lot of  money (at $7.25/hr--$18,850).

How aware are all inmates of  how vital their work (or the 
work of  the work pod) is?
 I think most inmates know, but they become assimilated. They 
feel like they’re obligated to work there, like it’s a real job they’re 
getting paid for, where there is no gratitude whatsoever. My thing is 
they’re feeling like they have to do it. But I guess you do, because if  
you don’t you go back in your box.

What did you think about your role as a worker-inmate at 
DCDF?
 I felt like I was giving them a discount on ways to confine me. 
It was ultimately disrespect. Everything I did was to benefit them, 
nothing to benefit me. No payment, no less time to serve, you’re 
pushed into the streets and no means of  taking care of  yourself. You 
come out to more problems than what you went in with, which is my 
case. And they got a lot of  my labor.

What do you think people on other pods think about the 
work pod?
 They think we’re privileged. But we earn every moment we had 
out. Grass on the other side of  the fence always is greener til you get 
there.



It’s interesting because you would think with all the work 
that inmates do that the jail would be clean. But one of  
the things that people complain about a lot is not having 
access to cleaning materials.
 As far as the jail being dirty: imagine you have 65 inmates in a 
pod in 48 cells with one mop head for seven days and you’re cleaning 
around toilets with diluted chemicals. Those mop rooms smell like 
urine and sewage.

What is the common understanding among inmates about 
who and what Aramark is?
 Aramark: people know how they are making money off them. 
You feed people potatoes three times a day and they know people 
are starving them out to buy hot trays at 8 or 9 bucks a pop, and/
or canteen. And they’re doing this with almost all inmates doing the 
work.

What would happen if  no one agreed to be on the work 
pod, or they just didn’t do the work?
 They’d have to hire people and actually have to pay people. And 
it would be a county job so it would have to be over minimum wage. 
They are running their business as cheaply as possible. Period. The 
jail is a business. It’s a racket.
 I mean the work pod, it’s another chain link in the extortion 
process. If  you owe the county money, and you work six months for 
them, and you still owe them money afterward—who benefitted? I 
didn’t. Not at all. Matter of  fact, the jail and the whole legal system 
is the source of  my anxiety.
 I talk about assimilation, but it’s not just the inmate being assimi-
lated, it’s the employees, too. This assimilation comes from the Willie 
Lynch mentality. The Old South is like a roach problem. You can’t 
stomp it out.



MORE NOTES ON WORK - FROM THE INSIDE
“I tried to get them to stop working so the jail would have to pay them…
but they don’t want to hear that. Their pay consists of a tray of food (extra), 
beans, rice, bread. And about waiting 45 days before you work anywhere in 
here, that’s a lie. Two to three days, they will have you working — yes, we are 
painting, waxing, sewage water clean up, cleaning of officer’s bathrooms, 
men’s and females, picking up of trash, everything that needs to be done. 
Some are getting paid for this work, and it’s not us…”  (October 2013)

“It is a lack of respect. Just like overworking is. Yet 4B (the work pod) just 
seems so much more appealing than locking back. See the connection? 
When inmates choose to go to 4B to work they initiate a lack of respect for 
themselves. Not just because they work for the same person that condemns 
them, but also because they let themselves be overworked for meager ‘pay.’ 
This lack of respect subconsciously deteriorates your own self-worth to the 
point where you’re so unconsciously sick of who you are you let this jail (the 
c.o.s) mold you to as they want you. Seriously, if this place hired real cooks-
-no offense 4B!--they would scoff at the food they try to serve us, and deny 
feeding us rather than dish us this poison. Hell if 4B (the kitchen) all said 
“I’m not working” in one day the jail would be annihilated. How? They’d 
have no one to serve us food, and if we don’t get fed that’s a lawsuit. From 
some 500 inmates.”   (October 2014)

“I’m a trustee. The officer came into the pod today and told all the kitchen 
guys, ‘If you all don’t go to work today the whole pod will be on lockback!’ I 
thought to myself, ‘Damn — real live slavery.’ For real. That was some real slick 
shit on the police’s part, you know. Holding lockback over your head. The Ara-
mark staff didn’t even show up to work this morning. The meals were late to-
day cause the inmates  mostly had to put it all together…“  (November 2015)

“They keep us locked back so much, like we’re animals. . . . We come out every 
day 9-12:45 and 4-6:45. Wish we could stay out 9-10:45 at nite. A trustee is 
someone who has been here for a long minute. They clean the showers, clean 
up after each lock back, clean the rooms when someone leaves. One of the 
c.o.’s choose [who] it is. I wish I could work on work detail but my bond is too 
high.”   (January 2016)



“I felt like I was giving them a 
discount on ways to confine me. It 
was ultimately disrespect. Everything 
I did was to benefit them, nothing 
to benefit me. No payment, no less 
time to serve, you’re pushed into the 
streets and no means of  taking care 
of  yourself. You come out to more 
problems than what you went in 
with, which is my case. And they got 
a lot of  my labor.”
     — Vincent
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