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In a spot of
bother with the
law? Time to call
in the original
‘prison coaches’
Oberfest and
the Doc...

the prison coaches

i

n a strange quirk
of the law in the
United States those
sentenced to jail are
sometimes given a
month’s ‘grace’ to
settle their affairs on
the outside before
heading for the big
house.
For most it’s a time
of panic and dread, and with good
reason; nearly 2.5 million people
are locked up in US prisons, the
largest jail population in the
world, in some of the most violent
institutions ever built. AIDS
and hepatitis are rife, murder
and male rape an everyday
occurrence.
It’s understandable then that some use the
grace period as a chance to go on the run or
drink and sniff away their remaining moments
of freedom. Others, more
sensibly, face up to their
Shawshank Redemption
fears and call in one of
the burgeoning number
of ‘prison coaches’;
experts who train you
on how to get through
your time behind bars.

We met up with two of the industry’s leading
‘incarceration consultants’ Steve Oberfest and
Doc at their New York offices and found out
just what to do if the soap slips out your hands
or your cellmate starts calling you ‘Darling’.
Oberfest, a large, heavily built guy wearing
jeans and a basketball top that shows off the
tattoos of fighting dragons on his arms meets
us in the lobby of his midtown Manhattan
building. He apologises that his partner, Doc,
is running late as he’s counselling someone
who is currently under house arrest. “He’ll be
along later. After he gets the client’s mental
state right.” Taking the lift up to the roof - “One
of the best views in New York, you have to see
it” - he explains that as prison coaches, they are
permanently on call for their clients, 24-hours
a day. “If you’re facing 10 years inside you are
going to wake up in the middle of the night
and you will need to talk to someone who
understands what you’re about to go through.”
On the roof of the 45-storey building
Steve, who spent 15 months in prison on a
racketeering charge, explains how the prison
coach business came into being. “I’m the guy
who originated it. There are other companies
doing it now, copycats, but I was the first.” The
idea first came to him when he was working as

a martial arts trainer back in the early 2000s.
He says, “One of my clients had a socialite
friend who’d done something she shouldn’t
have in the Hamptons (super-posh holiday
area on Long Island) and she was going to
prison. She was worried and wanted to learn
how to defend herself. I helped her out and it
was a like a light-bulb going off in my head. I
saw these people who were being convicted
of financial crimes on TV and who would not
have a clue what to do inside.”

nobody’s bitch

It was the perfect time to start the business.
Billion-dollar financial scandals such as Enron,
WorldCom and Anderson saw a steady stream
of Wall Street executives losing their Gordon
Gecko status and heading to jail. And while
they may have been Masters of the Universe in
their own domain, in prison they would be easy
meat. Steve looks nostalgic when talking about
the early boom years. With a glint in his eyes
he tells us, “The phone just rang constantly. It
was almost impossible to keep up with
demand.”
Business hasn’t really slowed down since.
“Can you imagine a time when no one goes
to prison in America? Me neither.” And so

aids and hepatitis are rife
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Coach Steve
down the
gym

“Aim at the
temple. Then
boom. He
won’t stand a
chance”

a steady procession of clients ranging from
embezzling lawyers, celebrities caught with
something they shouldn’t be caught with,
through to suburban teachers facing a stint
inside after a drink driving conviction have
come through their doors. Steve and Doc take
them all - with one exception; pedophiles.
“I know everyone is innocent until proven
guilty but with those cases there is too much
baggage so we stay away.”
Steve won’t say precisely how much he
charges for the 100-hour course that he and
Doc offer, but he says it’s in the low to mid five
figures. “That might sound a lot, but think how
much these guys are paying their lawyers. And
I can guarantee you that once the case finishes
and the judge sentences you the lawyer isn’t
going to be advising you on what to do on your
first night in jail. Because he hasn’t got the first
clue of what it’s like. He’s never been there as
an inmate. That’s where we come in.”
For their money clients get training in every
aspect of prison life from form-filling to what
not to say on the telephone during calls to
friends or family. Some, on the face of it, is
mundane like being told to give up cigarettes.
But it is actually important in avoiding
becoming what Steve terms, someone’s ‘Bitch’.
Which is probably one of the worst things that
can happen inside the wall.
“One of the first things with any client is to
help them to kick any habits they’ve got. If they
smoke, drink or do drugs we try and get them
to stop. Those things cost in jail and you can
get into debt buying them from people who
aren’t, how can I put this? Pleasant when you’re

in debt to them.” He explains
that rape is often used as a
debt collection method and
doesn’t laugh when we joke
about how high a price that
is considering how much
cigarettes cost on the outside.

shower fears

don’t rely on
the guards.
they’re making
10-15 dollars
an hour. they
aren’t going to
do anything

Swiftly changing the subject we ask about
preparing clients for fights or when someone
does try something sexual. Steve sighs and
looks as if we’ve seen too many prison movies,
“That’s what all the clients want to know at
first.” He explains that, “By no means do we try
and turn any of our clients into a cage fighter.
If a client tells me that their biggest fear is
taking a shower, we’re not going to put the
Rocky music on and tell you to go and find the
biggest guy and knock him out and then
everyone will respect you.”
That doesn’t work? “No, only if you have a
film crew behind you and you’re being paid six
figures on a film set. In the real world we teach
a very technical and tactical close combat
course that will a) defend you, b) escape the
situation. And you have to remember that
being that you are in prison it is best to avoid
violence completely. There is so much
hepatitis and HIV running rampant. If I were
to punch someone in the mouth and cut my
hand on their teeth and they are infected,
suddenly I’ve turned an 18-month sentence
into a life sentence. We really educate on how
to defuse, avoid and defend. And if you do
defend, not to break skin.”

fighting talk

Steve’s instructions on how not to get into an
AIDS fight are interrupted by Doc’s arrival. In
contrast to Steve’s typical New York street
dress, Doc in his tan, well-cut suit looks like a
Wall Street banker-type at a cocktail reception.
It belies a ‘colourful’ past including a 10-year
sentence for conspiracy to distribute cocaine.
“I’m not saying I knew it was cocaine, but I’m
not saying I didn’t.”
He says his experiences inside give him a
unique perspective on helping clients facing
up to doing time. “I tried to beat the system.
Thought I was bigger than it. I got kicked out
of a lot of prisons trying to do things my own
way. I was with a group of other inmates and
we were known for going around stabbing
other inmates and acting very violently
towards them.” We interrupt him and ask if he
killed anybody. He smiles, “I take the Fifth
Amendment on that,” and adds more seriously,
“but all that (the fighting) got me was into a lot
of trouble. The sooner you act like a cog and
don’t try to fight it, the easier your time will be.”
Doc is a great believer in ‘respect’ and says it’s
probably the greatest tool an inmate will have.
We thought it would be more about having
a quick way with a shank or the ability to
smuggle contraband inside. Doc shoots
us down, “Respect is a commodity.
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we’ve helped athletes, popstars,
and hip hop artists. They forget
there are televisions in prison
If you are born with a silver spoon in your
mouth and you don’t know the proper etiquette
around people and are arrogant, you are going
to get into trouble. They have to change their
attitude and blend in or they’ll be tortured by
their fellow inmates. Don’t be in other people’s
business. Look straight ahead and don’t,
whatever you do, tell anyone you’re innocent.”
Why? “It looks like you’re saying, ‘you guys
are all criminals but not me, I’m different. I’m
better. It’s a quick way to make enemies.”
Other things to remember if you’re unlucky
enough to find yourself in the US prison
system include not to sit with people who
aren’t of the same ethnic group. Steve explains,

“You can be the most non-racist white guy in
the world but if you sit with black guys it has
potential to cause a lot of trouble. Prisons are
extremely racist places.”
And the guards can’t be relied on to help. Doc
says, “They’re making 10-15 dollars an hour,
they aren’t going to do anything to help.” And
don’t talk too much. “People will think you are
a rat. That’s our business, to tell them the best
strategies. For example we teach them that if
you catch someone’s eye to say ‘hello’ before
‘what the fuck are you looking at?’ comes out.”
Of the celebrity clients they’ve helped and the
unique circumstances the famous face when
sent down Steve says, “We’ve helped athletes,

pop stars, hip hop artists. They forget that there
are televisions in prison. The whole population
knows you are coming and there will be as
many haters as there are fans. The correctional
officers don’t want the hassle so you’re put in
‘Administrative Segregation’ for 24 hours a day.
That’s a lot of time alone. People can go crazy
so we teach them meditation techniques to
help them through it.”
As the sun sets over the New York skyline
we ask for the golden rule, a way to serve your
time without being stabbed or raped. They
look at each other, before Steve smiles and
says, “Yeah, there is one golden rule.” And
what’s that? “Stay out of jail.” n loaded

loaded’s guide to surviving jail
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Hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can drive a man insane. Whatever...
A stretch in prison is a daunting
prospect, especially for a first timer.
Thankfully former inmate Carl
Cattermole has written a handy guide
to help newbies through the pratfalls
of life inside. Here’s a few pointers.
Firstly, go to court prepared. Once
you’ve been found guilty you’ll be
hauled into the cells immediately so

make sure you’ve packed your bags.
Also, don’t admit to smoking weed or
you’ll be subject to mandatory drug
testing for your entire sentence.
It’s best to keep your head down at
first – most inmates are harmless but
don’t bullshit anyone and stay low-key.
Play your cards close – the less people
you know the better.

Food is obviously valuable, so
keep close tabs on your money
to buy sensible stocks and get
friendly with someone in the
kitchen.
And most important, don’t
have an attitude or take smack.
HMP – A Survival Guide can be
found at prisonism.info

AD

