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ABSTRACT 

This is a history of the origins and evolution of the system of state 

prisons for adult women; it covers the 48 continental United States and 54 

different penal institutions. The study identifies every state prison for 

women founded between 1835 and 1979, discussing reasons for their establish-

ment, the types of inmates they held, and the kinds of program which they 

provided; more importantly, it locates the founding of individual institutions 

within the broader context of regional and national developnents. The study 

also identifies historical origins of problems faced by the women's prison 

system today, finding that at least three of these problems--those involving 

the geographical isolation of many women's prisons, social class biases in 

aspects of their operation, and the fact that incarcerated women often receive 

care inferior to that accorded to male prisoners--are rooted in contingencies 

of the past. 

Several different developmental patterns characterize the evolution of 

the women's prison system. One relates to different types of prisons for 

women. The report identifies two traditional types (the custodial and the re-

formatory models) and a third (the modern campus model) which has begun to 

emerge in the last twenty years. A second developmental pattern relates to 

stages in the system's developnent: the first stage, during which the custo-

dial model took shape, ran from the early nineteenth century to about 1870; 

the second stage, durj.ng which the reformatory model predominated in the 

Northeast and North Central regions, ran from about 1870-1930; and then, after 

a period 1930-1960 during which the custodial and reformatory models somewhat 

merged, there began to develop the modern campus type of women's prison. A 

third pattern relates to regional differences: the study finds that in each 
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of the four regions of the country, the women's prison system evolved in a 

distinctly different manner. Al though nearly all prior research on women's 

prisons has centered around institutions of the reformatory type, this type is 

far from representati ve of all women' ,s pri sons. Thus the almost excl usi ve 

focus on women's prisons which originated as reformatories has distorted our 

understanding of the nature and development of the women's prison system as a 

whole. 
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NOTE ON ABBREVIATIONS AND REFERENCES 

In the footnotes which appear at the end of each chapter, references to 

annual reports (ARs) and biennial reports (BRs) have been standardized. The 

date following the abbreviations AR and BR is that of the last year spanned by 

the report. Thus an annual report covering July 1917-June 1918 is referenced 

AR 1918, and a biennial report covering April 1888-March 1900 is referenced BR 

1900. 
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INTRODUCTION: GOALS AND METHODS OF THE STUDY 

This is a history of the origins and evolution of the system of state 

prisons for adult women. It covers the forty-eight continental United States 

and fifty-four different penal institutions for women established between 1835 

(when the first' separate prison for women was founded at Ossining, New York) 

and 1979. 1 Basically, it is an institutional history. We do discuss charac-

teristics of the prisons' inmates (reporting, among other information, data 

collected directly from intake ledgers of some institutions), and we identify 

the founders and early administrators of the institutions as well. The pri-

mary focus, however, is on nelther the prisoners nor those who served as their 

custodians and reformers but on the prisons themselves. 

Women's prisons have been neglected in most of the criminal justice, 

historical, and sociological literature, both past and present. It is possi

ble to read entire volunes on the history of penal institutions in the United 

States without finding more than a passing reference to women prisoners or the 

institutions in which they were held--a failure the more remarkable in that 

some women's prisons were innovators, preceding and ofte~' outdoing men's 

prisons in experiments with new methods of management ~nd reform.
2 

In in-

stances where information is given on women's prisons, it is often inaccurate. 

For example, the 1980 edition of the American Correctional Association's 

Directory states that Indiana's Women's Prison was opened in 1973; that 

information is a century off-target, this institution in fact having opened 

in 1873. Similarly, a recent work titled Women in Prison states, "As we know, 

women's prisons were created as a refor~ measure in the 1920s." That infor

mation, too, is seriously out of line w~th the historical reality.3 
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To determine and report fundamental information about the origins and 

develoJ:ment of the women's prison system was one central aim of this research 

project. That is, we hoped to create an empirical foundation of basic knowl

edge, one on which other researchers might build. The second goal of the 

research was to identify sources of problems faced by the women's prison 

system today. Women's prisons are currently beset by a number of difficult 

problems, many of them unique to institutions of this type. Although atten

tion is increasingly being paid to these problems, some of them are proving 

intractable. One reason why these problems are difficult to address, much 

less alleViate, lies with the fact that we know so little about their origins. 

The history of women's prisons sheds light on the origins of at least 

three sets of problems confronting women's prisons today. One of these stems 

from the relative isolation of such institutions. Women's prisons, for rea

sons explored in the text, were often deliberately located on large and remote 

tracts of farmland. Their isolation has led to a variety of problems, includ

ing lack of access to community resources, difficulties in hiring staff, and 

discouragement of visits from families and friends. 

A second set of problems which are rooted in history relates to the 

social class biases of the women's prison system. Today as in the past, 

women's prisons tend to be administered by white, middle-class women but to 

incarcerate a population which is predominantly poor and heavily black. In 

i tsel f, this class difference is not unique to women's prisons; other types of 

institutions also have middle-class administrators and lower-class popula

tions. However, the women's prison system sonletimes operates on the basis of 

class-grounded assumptions, attempting (for example) to train lower-class 

women to meet middle-class standards of attractiveness and propriety; 4 and 

this problem does flow from historical traditions. 

" 
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The third set of problems involves differential treatment of the sexes: 

women's prisons provide care inferior to that of prisons for men. The former 

offer fewer programs and fewer opportunities for work or study release. Their 

limited vocational programs continue to be based on traditional notions about 

work "suitable" to women. Rules are more restrictive than in men's prisons 

tl . f t'l' . g T·:."men's pr1'sons, moreover, are often the last and frequen y 1n an 1 1Zln. ~v 

to be funded by male-dominated correctional bureaucracies. 5 Those who founded 

separate prisons for women hardly intended such negative results. However, 

mcmy of them (as we shall see) fought for the establishment of women's prisons 

just because they fervently believed in the necessity of differential treat

ment of men and \'IOmen. Such treatment became part of the tradition of these 

institutions. 

Not all of the difficulties currently facing the women's prison system 

are historical in origin. Some, for example, stem from the sl.mple fact that 

there are fewer incarcerated women than men. As a resul t of women's lower 

crime rates, most states operate only one prison for women, an institution 

which therefore must (in contrast to men's prisons) be mul ti-fUinctional. 
6 

But 

many of the pl'oblems--especially those which, as already noted, involve iso

lation, sncial class biases, and differential treatment of the s:exes--are 

. 1 l' A better undo erstanding of the origins of susceptible to histor1ca . ana YS1S. 

these problems, and of the ways they have become imbedded in the philosophy 

and operation of women's prisons, should improve our abiiity to correct them. 

Desi~n of the Study 

Defini tion of a "State Prison for Women" 

t,\ 

Befo~e states established separate prisons for women, they usually held 

female state prisoners in a part of their central prison for men, sometimes 

-3-
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off in an attic room or even a small se?arate building in a corner of the 

pr]son yard. We investigated conditions under which women lived in these 

units, but, because our intention was to focus on the origins of independent 

prisons for women, we wished to exclude these older, adjunctive units from our 

defini tion of "state prisons for women." Therefore we established, as one of 

our primary definitional criteria, an explicit legislative action which made 

the women's unit independent. 

The primary definition became problematical, however. when we began to 

deal with some woments prisons established in the twentieth century, espe-

cially those founded during the last two or three decades. The difficulty 

resulted from the fact that in the twentieth century, as states centralized 

authority over prisons in departments of correction, these departments them-

selves began to make decisions about the establishment of new prisons, without 

going to the legislature for anything other than funds. For example, in 1923 

Alabama completed a new prison to which male prisoners were transferred from 

the old Wetumpka penitentiary. Wetumpka's women inmates, however, were left 

behind, and so the penitentiary in effect became a separate women's institu-

tion; this was accomplished, however, not through legislative action but 

rather through the administrative transfer of the men. In a variation on this 

process, in 1967 Michigan decided to build a new prison for women. Funds for 

preliminary planning were obtained from the legislature in that year, but 

thereafter initiative for location and construction of the nell/ facility lay 

(insofar as we have been able to determine) with the Department of Correc-

tions ,. which opened the Huron Valley Women's Facility in 1977. We did not 

wish tlO exclude institutions like Wetumpka and Huron Valley from our survey 

and thElrefore decided to modify our primary definition when dealing with 

twentieth century prisons so as to include those established through adminis-

-4-
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t " (Had we attempted to use this modified trative as well as legislative ac lone 

definition for nineteenth century institutions, we would have been unable.to 

exclude the older, adjunctive units which, though administratively estab

lished, were not in any way independent women's prisons.) 

OUr primary definition, then, described a state prison for women as a 

for mentally normal. adult female G'riminals which state-supported institution 

t f penal l"nstitution for men or juveniles, having was legally separa e rom a 

been established through legislative action and operated with some degree of 

administrative independence. This definition, it will be noted, includes 

three main criteria: 

(1) State-supported: This criterion excludes municipal and county 

jails and federal institutions. 

(2) For mentally normal, adult female criminals: This criterion 

"1" d prl"sons (such as New York's former instiexcludes speCla lze 

tution for female defective delinquents) 7 which held popula

tions differentiated by mental disability. It also excludes 

prisons whose populations did not consist primarily of adult 

women convicted of crlmes. " However, as explained more fully in 

the body of this repo~\t, the legislation which established 
\\ 

women's prisons sometifhes included a clause permitting the 
1/ 
;i, 

transfer in of "incorr;igible" girl s from institutions for 
~.-

juveniles. 

Legally separate and established through legislative action: 

This criterion requires that the prison nave been established 

through a formal and explicit legislative gesture. as opposed 

to an administrative decision by a warden or prison governance 

board. Sometimes the legislative act created an entirely new 

-5-
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insti tution • In other cases, it merel y mad e ind epend ent a uni t 

which had previously been administered by a nearby men's 

prison. 

It shou:~d be noted that the primary definition does not include these cri-

teria: 

(1) Geographical separation from an institution for men or juvenile 

women.: Geographical separation was frequently an accompaniment 

of the legislative action. but not always. In the case of 

Indiana, for example, the legislation created a new institution 

di vided into two "departments ," one for girl s and the other for 

adult women. In time the girls were removed to an institution 

of their own. but from the start the two departments were di-

vided in all aspects of their activity, even to the extent of 

having their own kitchens and yards. Thus we deal with this 

adult department. and with other institutions which meet the 

defini tional criteria but were not geographically separate from 

an institution for men or girls, as separate prisons for women. 

(2) Administration by women: Legislation which established prisons 

for women often mandated that the new institution's director 

and most of its other staff be women. But such requirements 

wer~ )inot set by all states; moreover, at least one (New Yor k) 

later changed its mind, amending the original legislation to 

permit a women's prison to be h~aded by a male;8 and some 

women's units had female administrators for decades before the 

legislature established them as independent entities • Thus the 

presence of female administrators is not used as one of our 

definitional criteria. 

-6-



Total administrative independence from a male or juvenile 

institution: Like geographical separation and female adminis

tration, total administrative independence was also a frequent 

result of the legislative actions which established women's 

prisons. But in some cases this independence from an'other 

~ institution for adult males or juvenile females was not com

plete (as in the aforementioned case of Indiana, for example). 

Thus we decided not to use total administrative independence as 

a definitional criterion. A women's institution met our cri

terion of "operated with some degree of administrative indepen

dence" if its daily operations were supervised by its own 

staff, even if its chief matron or other head did not have 

total or exclusive authority. 

As mentioned earlier, it became necessary to modify the primary defini

tion when we came to twentieth century institutions which, though not legis

latively established, were clearly separate and independent women's prisons. 

The modified definition was identical to the primary one except that it 

omitted the "established through legislative action" criterion to permit 

inclusion of prisons established through administrative decision as well. 

The National Survey 

The research design had two main components, the first of which was a 

state-by-state survey to identify women's prisons established by the forty-

Some eight continental United States. We identified fifty-four such prisons. 

states never established a women's prison; others established several. A few 

founded a women's prison only to close it at a later point; we covered these 

now defunct institutions as well. 
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It would have been impossible to follow every prison from the time of its 

establishment into the present (or to its point of demise); moreover, our aim 

was not to do full-scale histories of each prison but rather to follow the 

development of the women's prison system as a whole. Therefore for each 

insti tution we focused on the period from five years before the prison opened 

to the end of its first deca~,e of operation. We wanted to look at the si tu

ation of women convicts in the five-year period before the independent prison 

was opened to see if this situation had created pressure for creation of the 

new institution (if, for example, the warden of the penitentiary wh~re the 

women were previously held had for some reason been anxious to get rid of 

them). We were also interested in the prior arrangements because we wanted to 

determine how (if at all) conditions for women prisoners changed after the 

opening of the independent prison (if, for example, a better program became 

available to them). So we collected ir;t:(ormation from documents pertaining to 
:'-- .. 

penitentiaries, jails, and other institutions where female state prisoners 

were held during the five-year period before they had a prison of their own. 

For information on the new institution, we covered the first five and then the 

tenth annual report of each prison and other documents pertaining to this 

first decade of operation. 

We formulated a list of key questions to guide the research on each 

prison. Our first question was the one' just noted--where were female state 

prisoners held previously and under what conditions? The second involved 

discovering who the backers of the new institution had been and what arguments 

they had used in their lobbying efforts. We then gathered basic factual 

information on each prison, asking a set of subsidiary questions about its 

original title, dates of e~tablishment and opening, location, and the ration-

ale for sele/f,tion of that.;J.ocation. Next we asked if any restrictions had 

-8-
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been placed on the type of prisoner the institution could legally receive, and 

we determined the types of sentences which applied to its inmates. We also 

tried to determine who the women were who were incarcerated in the prison in 

terms of their age, race, nationality, and offense--an arduous and sometimes 

impossible task, given the nature of published reports. In addition, we asked 

questions about the physical plant, administrative structure, program, and 

disciplinary mechanisms of each new institution. (For a full list of the 

guideline questions, see Appendix D.) 

We were not able to answer all questions for each institution. For a few 

states, our access to data was severely limited because no official reports 

had been issued, either by the prison itself or by its supervisory agency. In 

these caseD, an attempt was made to gather information on the origins of the 

prison from state libraries, departments of correction, and historical soci

eties. These efforts usually proved successful, and at least a general pic-

ture of the early history of the prison could be drawn. In only one state, 

Arkansas. were we unable, to gain access to annual reports which we know exist, 

due to lack of official cooperation with our research.9 

In the body of the report, information collected in the course of the 

national survey is organized by region (Chapters 2 through 5). The regions 

are defined in Appendix C. 

In-de~th Studies 

The second m~jor component of the research design consisted of in-depth 

studies of five prisons, one in Tennessee and two each in Ohio and New York. 

The in-depth studies, providing full-scale portraits of a few specific prisons 

over time,10 were included to supplement the overview of the evolution of the 

women's prison system as a whole which had been obtained through the state-by-
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state survey. Moreover. because the in-depth studies included collection of 

data from original prisoner registries, they provided more reliable informa-

tion on inmate and offense characteristics than those we obtained (relying on 

published reports) through the national survey. 

At the time the five prisons were chosen for in-depth study, little 

information was available to guide selection. Tennessee, Ohio, and New York 

were chosen in part for their geographical diversity,11 in part because we 

knew they had excellent records on prisoners (including intake ledgers) in 

their state archives. They offered other advantages as well. For example, 

Tennessee was the first southern state to found a state prison, and we had 

reason to believe that women were sent to this institution as early as 1850; 

thus Tennessee appeared to offer an opportunity to learn about the treatment 

of women prisoners in the South well before separate women's prisons were 

founded. The women's "annex" to the Ohio Penitentiary (to give a second 

example), although it was not created through legislative action, appeared to 

have been the first separate structure for women prisoners in the country, 

predating even the women's prison at Sing Sing (Ossining), New York. (The 

former opened in 1837; the latter, though established in 1835, did not open 

until 1839.) Attention to the history of this annex and the \-Jomen it held 

would, we hoped, give us another long-range view of the treatment of women 

prisoners before they were removed to an independent institution. 

W~ were particularly interested in New York because in the late nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries it was national leader in the area of 

female corrections. Furthermore, New York had simultaneously operated both a 

high security prison for female felons and several reformatories for misde-

meanants; the contrast between the two types of institutions would, we 

expected, provide valuable informat,ion .12 
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Like New York, Ohio operated both a high security unit for women (the 

Ohio Penitentiary annex) and a reformatory.13 Inclusion of Ohio offered not 

only a second opportunity to compare the sentences and other characteristics 

of inmates at two very different types of institutions within one state but 

also a chance to contrast this set of institutions with the comparable ones in 

New York. The women's annex at the Ohio Penitentiary appeared to be a good 

candidate for an in-depth study for two further reasons. First, because it 

was not a fully independent women's prison according to our primary definition 

(it was never legislatively established), focus on it would enable us to at 

least partially determine the nature of nineteenth century women's units 

excluded by our primary definition. Second, it appeared to provide an inter

esting parallel to women's units operated simultaneously in Tennessee, the 

latter state also having made merely administrative arrangements for its 

female prisoners until the twentieth century. 

On the whole, then, selection of the institutions for in-depth study, 

though some~nat blind, proved fortuitous. The results of the in-depth studies 

are presented in Chapters 6 through 10. (For information on sampling of the 

prison registries, see Appendices E and F.) 

Sources 

Secondary sources on the origins of women's prisons and histcry of female 

prisoners are few in number and limited in scope. Until very recently, the 

only book-length treatment of the subject was Eugenia C. Lekkerkerker's 

Reformatories for W9men in the United States, a work published in Holland in 

1933.14 Lekkerkerker' thoroughly covered the major eastern and midwestern 

reformatories established before her tour of the late 1920s, but she slighted 

institutions of other regions and other types. Her book is, moreover, uncrit-
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ical in its approach, accepting with unquestioning enthusiasm the tenets of 

reformatory ideology. Another important secondary source, Estelle B. Freed-

man's Their Sisters' Keepers·. W 'P i R f omen s r son e orm in America, 1830-1930, 

appeared in print just as the present report was completed; we were, there

fore, unable to use it. We did, however, make frequent reference to the 

dissertation on which it was based (a work Whl'ch, i 'd t 1 nCl en a ly, is the only 

one in addition to the present report to make use of original records on 

female prisoners) and to an article of 1974 in which Freedman summarized the 

dissertatl.Orl's fl' ndl' ngs .15 F d ree man concentrates, in all three works, less on 

the reformatories themselves than on the women who founded and at first ran 

them. She argues that these ."eformer s (" thel" r . t 'k ) SlS ers eepers" t in the 

process of establishing a toehold for professional women in the field of 

corrections, also created 

a legacy of differential treatment which insisted that female 

prisoners be treated like juveniles and retrained as "true women" 

and menial laborers. Such was the 'itlixed record of women's 

pri son reform: for the fallen, retrainlng as traditional females; 

for the keepers, transcendance [sic] of women's roles and entry into 

public and professional careers. 16 

A third signifioant piece of research 9n women's prison history is that re

ported in 1965 by W. David Lewis in his informative and often amusing account 

of women held at New York State prisons in the early nineteenth century.17 

Other than these, however, there are few historica~i Yaccounts of the . / ongins of 

women's prisons or the treatment of early female state prisoners. 18 

During the last five years, several articles have appeared in the women's 

studies literature which, though they do not focus directly on the history of 

adult women's prisons, do begin to locate conceptions of female deviance in a 
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socio-historica1 context. Barbara Brenze1' s "Domestication as Reform: A 

study of the Socialization of Wayward Girls, 1856-1905," a report on the 

Lancaster, Massachusetts, reform school for girls, expertly interprets the 

policies and programs of that institution in the light of nineteenth century 

thinking about poverty, reform, childhood, and "true womanhood." 19 Peter L. 

Tyot' , s '''Denied the Power to Choose the Good:' Sexuality arid Mental Defect in 

1\merican Medical Practice, 1850-1920," an article which examines the influence 

of medical concepts of sexuality on institutionalization policies, is of great 

relevance to women's prison history because many of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century women's reformatories were founded with the explicit 

intention of "correcting" wayward women, prostitutes, and other sexually 

deviant females. 20 Similarly -I Schlossman and Wallach's "'lhe Crime of Preco-

cious Sexuality: Female Juvenile Delinquency in the Progressive Era" deals 

with turn-of-the-century institutionalization practices in terms of the 

period's social purity movement. 21 'lhese works and a few others like them
22 

take the important step (one which is beyond the scope of the present report) 

of placing attitudes toward female deviance within the broader picture of 

changing sex roles and new social movements. 

A few dissertations, master's theses, and scattered papers delivered at 

nineteenth and twentieth century meetings of the National Prison Association 

and the National Conference of Charities and Correction have also chronicled 

aspects of women's prison history. The most striking characteristic of all 

the works we have referred to here is their almost exclusive concentration on 

women's institutions of. the refor'matory type. 23 The sole exception is W. 

David Lewis's study of women held at the decidedly non-reformatory prisons of 

Sing Sing and Auburn. The others deal mainly with juveniles or adult petty 

offenders and with the relatively "feminine" reformatories which held these 
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populations •. This concentration, moreover, leads them to deal mainly with 

institutions of the Northeast and Midwest, the regions where most women's 

reformatories were located. Higher security, more "masculine" prisons for 

women, and those of the South and West, have therefore been largely ignored. 

As for primary sources, five types provided the backbone information for 

the present study: (1) legislation (laws which established women's prisons 

were often quite comprehensive, specifying the institution's function, its 

structure of governance, types of programs, and so on); (2) the annual or 

biennial reports issued by the institutions themselves; (3) other annual or 

biennial reports issued by the prisons' supervisory bodies; (4) reports of the 

institution(s) where women were held before the independent prison was opened; 

and (5) archival materials, most importantly intake ledgers, which were used 
=.:::::/" 

for the in-depth studies. Depending on need, we also utilized a number of 

other sources such as governor's messages and reports of special legislative 

investigatory committees; general histories of the state's institutions or 

welfare boards; historical society journals and documents; and newspapers. 

Particularly useful were the various Handbooks published by the National 

Society of Penal Information between 1925 and 1942, works frequently compiled 

by Paul W. Garrett and/or Austin Mac Cormick which reported the results of 

prison-by-prison investigations throughout the country.24 Similarly helpful 

for the national picture in the early twentieth century were the studies made 

by the federally-funded Prison Industries Reorganization Administration, a 

body which generated descriptions of the prison systems of a number of states 

without by-passing prl'sons ~or '· .... men. 25 (Fi . ~'nv or a fuller description of the 

sources utilized for this report, see Appendix B.) 

In the course of using these primary sources, we formulated several 

rules-of-thumb relating to the quality of information we could expect, rules 
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which may also be used to provide a few cautions to readers of this report. 

We found that information wasgenerall y more limited and more difficul t to 

obtain for women's prisons which were: 

administratively rather than legislatively established; 

established relatively recently;26 

established in the South or West. 

(Readers of the report will discover that these three phenomena often went 

together.) These limitations of our data sources are reflected in the report, 

wh:l.ch perforce presents less information on insti tuti~ns which were estab

lished administratively, relatively recently, and in the South or West. 

Organization of the Report 

This report is organized into four parts. The first (Chapter 1) sum

marizes the findings on types of women's pr'isons and stages in the develoIlllent 

of the women's prison system. Part two (Chapters 2-5) describes the develop

ment of the women's prison system in the Northeast, North Central region, 

South, and West. The third part (Chapters 6-10) presents the findings of the 

five in-depth studies. Finally, part four (Chapter 11) summarizes regional 

differences and reviews the -\:hdings of the study as a whole, providing a 

conclusion. 
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Notes 

1See Appendix A. The study in fact covers fifty-five institutions, 

fifty-four of which meet our defin:l tional criteria for a "state prison for 

women" and one (the women's annex operated for most of the ninetee.nth century 

and part of the twentieth at the Ohio Penitentiary) which does not. As noted 

later in this chapter, we included the latter in order to gain some under-

standing of the nature of women's units excluded by our definitions. 

2The most obvious example of leadership by women's prisons, and of the 

ways their contributions have been slighted, relates to the origins of re-

formatories. Nearly all the ,1rison history literature, including David J. 

Rothman's new Conscience and Convenience: The Asylum and its Alternatives in 

Progressive America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1980), holds that the 

first reformatory was the men's institution opened at Elmira, New York, under 

Zebulon R. Bro~~Way in 1877. The first reformatory was, in fact, the women's 
1\ 
.) 

insti tution9~ned in Indianapolis in 1873. Moreover, the Massachusetts 

Reformatofy Prison for Women was also opened in 1877, the same year as Elmira. 

3 American CorrecUonal Association, Directory 1980 (College Park, Mary-
II 

land: The Association, 1980):84; Kathryn W. Burkhart, Women in Prison (Garden 

City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1973):366. 

4See , for exampI'e, Ruth M. Glick and Virginia V. Neto, National study of 

Women's Correctional Programs (Washington, D.C.: National Institute of Law 

Enforcement and Criminal Justice, LEAA, 1977):xxii. 
<::J 

5Burkhart, Women in Prison; Clarice Feinman, Women in the Criminal Jus-

tice System (New York: Praeger, 1980): Chapter 3; Estelle B. Freedman, Their 

Sisters' Keepers: Women's Prison Reform in America, 1830-1930 (Ann Arbor: Uni-

versity of Michigan Press, 1981); U.S. General Accounting Office, Comptroller 
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General's Report to the Congress, Women In Prison: Inequitable Treatment 

Requires Action (Washington, D.C.: General Accounting Office, 1980); Glick and 

Neto, National St~dy of Women's Correctional Programs; Judith Resnik and Nancy 

Shaw, "Prisoners of Their Sex: Health Problems of Incarcerated Women ," in Ira 

Robbins, ed., Prisoners' Rights Source Book: Theory, Litigation, and Practice 

(Clark Boa1'dman, 1980); Linda R. Singer, "Women and the Correctional Process," 

American Criminal Law Review 11 (Winter 1973):300-308. 

6Ironically, then, women pay a price for committing less crime. For 

comparative data on the numbers of men and women in prisons, see, for example, 

the GAO report on Women in Prison:21. 

7New York operated an Institution for Mentally Defective Delinquent Women 

at Albion between 1931 and 1970; for a history of this institution, see 

Nicolas Fischer Hahn (Nicole F. Rafter), "The Defective Delinquency M:>vement: 

A History of the Born Criminal in New York State, 1850-1966" (unpublished 

doctoral dissertation, State University of New York at Albany, 1978): Chapter 

IX. There seem to have been few other such specialized and independent female 

insti tutiorls in the countr y • 

8Clifford M. Young, Women's Prisons Past and Pres(~nt and Other New York 

state Prison History (Elmira r.eformatory: The Summary Press, 1932):38 (pam.). 

9In Maine, no one was able to locate reports which we knew to exist until 

one volunteer resea~cher discovered them for us in an attic at the girls' 

training school in Hallowell; hopefully, thS'Y are now in the state' s archives. 

10We followed the history of three of these prisons until their date of 

_closing (1917 for the women's unit at the Ohio Penitentiary, 1931 for the 

Western House of Refuge at Albion, New York, and 1933 for the New York State 

Prison for w:>men at Auburn). We followed th~,t of the Ohio Reformatory for 

Women until 1943, a point beyond which our resear'dh capacity could not carry 
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us. In the case of Tennessee, however, we were able to follow the incarcer

ation of women until 1979. 

11 The original research design al so incl uded California as a state for 

in-depth study; we had expected to be able to utilize computerized'data on 

California's women prisoners collected by another research team. However, as 

we did not receive these data, we finally had to exclude California from this 

part of the study. 

120 . . 11 
ngJ.na y we selected Bedford as the New York reformatory for in-depth 

study. We had to substitute the Albion Western House of Refuge, however, 

because we found that Bed ford's prisoner records had been destroyed (fed to 

the furnaces at Sing Sing, according to one report). 

13In contrast to the situation in New York, however, the two Ohio insti-

tutions were operated sequentially, not simultaneously. 

14EUgenia Cornelia Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for Women in the United 

States (Batavia, Holland: Bij J.B. Wolters' Uitgevers-Maatschappij, 1931). 
15 

Estelle B. Freedman, Jheir Sisters' Keepers: Women's Prison Reform in 

America, 1830-.12lQ (see note 5), "Their Sisters' Keepers: The Origins of 

Female Corrections in America" (CoILlllbia Universi 'Cy, Ph .D. dissertation, 

1976), "Their Sisters' Keepers: An Historical Perspective on Female Correc

tional Institutions in the United States: 1870-1900," Feminist Studies 2 (1) 

(1974):77-95. The data from the prisoner records do, of course, appear in the 

book as well as the dissertation. 

16 
Freedman, "Their Sisters' Keepers: The Origins of Female Corrections 

;:~:::: 

in America ," p. 3. 

17W• David LewiS, "The Ordeal of the Unredeemables." Ch. VII in From 

Newgate to Dannemora: ':-::;, 

The Rise of the Penitentiary in New York, 1796-1848 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1965). 

-18-



------------- ~- ----- ~-----------------

18Claudine SchWeber is working on a full-scale history of the origins and 

early years of Alderson, the first federal prison for women; some of her 

findings will soon appear in "'The Governments's Unique Experiment in Salvag

ing Women Criminals:' Cooperation Lnd Conflict in the Administration of a 

Women's Prison," in Nicole F. Rafter 'and Elizabeth A. Stanko, eds •• Judge, 

Lawyer, Victim, Thief: Women, Sex Roles, and the Criminal Justice System 

(forthcoming, Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1982). Also see Chapter 

I:l{ in Hahn, "The Defective Delinquency Movement" and Nicolas F. Hahn, "Too 

Dumb to Know Better: Cacogenic Family Studies and the Criminology of Women ," 

Criminology 18 (1) (May 1980):3-25. 

19Barbara Eren zel, "Domestication as Reform: A Study of the Socializa-

tion of Wayward Girls, 1856-1905," Harvard Educational Review 50 (2) (May 

1980): 196-213. 

20peter L. Tyor, '" Denied the .Power to Choose the Good:' Sexuality and 

Mental Defect in American Medical Practice, 1850-1920,11 Journal of Social 

History 10 (2) (Summer 1977):472-489. During this period, female sexual 

deviance was frequently attributed to mental defects. 

21 Steven Schlossman and Stephanie Wallach, "The Crime of Precocious 

Sexuality: Female Juvenile Delinquency in the Progressive Era ," Harvard 

Educational Review 48 (1) (February 1978):65-94. 

22 For example, Mark Thomas Connelly, The Response to Prostitution in the 

Progressi ve Era (Chapel Hill: Univel'"si ty of Nor't~h carolina Press, 1980). 

23Thics type is defined in Chapter 1. 

24The National Society of Penal Information, Handbook of American Prisons 

(G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1925); Austin H. MacCormick and Paul W. Garrett, eds., 

Handbook of American Prisons, 1926 (New York: G.P. Putnam's. Sons, 1926); 

Garrett and Mac Cormick , eds., Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 
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1929 (New York: National Society of Penal Information, 1929): William B. Cox, 

F. Lovell Bixby, and William T. Root, eds., Handbook of American Prisons and 

Reformatories, Volume I, 1933 (New York: The Osborne Association, 1933); Cox 

and Bixby, eds., Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories: Volume I, 

West North Central States, 1938 (New York: The Osborne Association, 1938); 

Austin H. MacCormick, ed., Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories: 

Volume II, Pacific Coast States, 1942 (New York: The Osborne Association, 

1942). The National Society of Penal Information became the Osborne Associ

ation in the early 1930s. 

25The U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administration did state-by

state investigations which were printed by the U. S. Govel~nment Printing 

Office, often in mimeographed form; the specific reports which we used are 

cited in the text. 

26Th " h ~s p enomenon relates to the manner in which a prison was adminis-

tered. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, before state prison 

bureaucracies developed, institutions oPerated with relative independence and 

tended to report fully--often proudly--on themselves and their inmates. More 

recently, however, state boards of corrections have assumed the task of re

porting on all institutions to the legislatur!!es, and these bodies usually 
'I' 
i'. 

condense information on all states prisons, ari~ prisoners into a brief, some-

times merely mimeographed, annual report. 

The relative paucity of our data on recently established prisons for 

women also reflects, to a small extent, a change from the initial study de

sign. Originally we had planned to stop our survey about 1935; that is, we 

did not plan to cover institutions established after that date. At the re-
". 
" quest of the funding ag~ncy, we agreed to trace the origins of the women's 

prisons established through the late 1970s. As many such institutions were 
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founded after 1935, however, and as our research time remained limited to one 

year, we were unable to devote as much effort as we would have liked to fer-

reting out the usually difficult-to-obtain information on these recently 

established women's prisons. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS 
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CHAPTER 1 

TYPES OF WOMEN'S PRISONS AND STAGES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM 

Several developmental patterns characterize the development of the 

women's prison system. One relates to types of women's prisons, a second to 

stages in the system's evolution, and a third to regional differenoes in both 

the predominant type of prison and developmental stages. Thts chapter iden

tifies the major types or models of women's prisons and gives a national 

overview of stages in the system's development. The final chapter of the 

report summarizes regional dj,fferences and discusses the particular problems 

associated with the main types of women's prisons of the past, problems which 

they passed on to women's prisons of today. 

Between the founding of the first cellular-style state prisons in the 

early nineteenth century and about 1930, there developed two different types 

of prison for women, one conforming to a custodial model, the other to a 

reformatory model. Women's prisons of the custodial type primarily served the 

purpose of punishment; retribution was their main function. They were high in 

security level and often dependent on a nearby men's prison for staff and 

other resources. Women's prisons of the custodial type might be described as 

"masculine," for they closel y resembled state prisons for men. Those which 

conformed to the reformatory model, on the other hand, were designed to reha-
<, 

bilitate as well as punish; indeed, the women who founded and operated them 

often considered rehabilitation to be the central mission of institutions of 

this sort. Women's prisons of the reformatory type tended to be low in secu

rity level and operated with complete independence from a men's institution. 
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Administered by women and providing female-specific programs, women's prisons 

of the reformatory type frequentl y haddi~;tinctl y "feminine" characteristics. 1 

Women's Prisons of the Custodial. and Reformatory Types 

Origins and Reasons for Establishment 

The custodial model developed first, in fact originating with the prison 

system as a whole. When the first cellular state prisons were founded in the 

early nineteenth century, they held both sexes. O' . rlglnally, it seems, women 

convicts were celled right next to men; but over time, as their numbers ex

panded, the women were gradually isolated into quarters of their own--separate 

wings or large attic rooms above the administrative offices. Later still, 

some states built separate structures within the prison walls for their female 

convicts, and at about the start of the twentieth century, the women were 

sometimes moved to a separate building outside the walls but nearby the cen

tral prisons.1 Eventually, some of these separate units became independent 

institutions through legislative action. 

These steps toward increasing isolation of female prisoners in custodial 

institutions were primarily dictated by not rehabilitative considerations but 

administr'ati ve convenience: wardens found it troublesome to hold men and 

women in proximity. As a Wisconsin report of 1926 put it, "wardens of prisons 

everywhere are unamimous in the belief that the housing of women and men 

prisoners upon the same ground is bad practice, and is the occasion of prison 

problems which can and should be avoided by wide separation of these two 

classes." From prisons and penitentiaries throughout the country wardens 

complained that when women and men were held within the same walls, they would 

wave at each other, send notes, and engage in lewd behavior. Some wardens 

fel t that the sight of women drove male convicts to "moral perversion, sexual 
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diversion and degeneracy." Occasionally a guard or other official impregnated 

a female prisoner, newspapers got wind of the story, and scandals ensued. 

Hence the wardens' desire to isolate women in custodial quarters of their 

2 own. 
The Women's prisons of the reformatory type had quite different origins. 

reformatory model was conceived when, about 1870, penologists began to articu-

h Ol h known today as the rehabilitative or treatment late the penal p 1 osp y 

approach. Despairing of custodial prisons which aimed merely at punishment, 

they advocated a new system of prisoner management directed at reformation. 

The new penology was first set forth in detail at a national connference of 

prison administrators and reformers held in Cincinnati in 1870. There leaders 

t ot d d the1°r large and influential audience of the PI"j.son reform movemen 1n ro uce 

f f t o n· a system of rewards, based on the then-to the new principles 0 re orma 10 . 

innovative "Irish" method of prison discipline, which would enable convicts 

who evidenced reform to gain promotion to higher "grades" and greater pri v-

t o hO h could further reward "reformed" ileges; and indeterminate sen enc1ng, w 1C 

convicts with early release on parole. The leaders also strongly advocated 

classification of both prisoners and prisons. Their Declaration of Principles 

included a call for the classification of women prisoners into institutions of 

their own: '- "(T)here shall be ••• separate establishments for women, and for 

criminals of the younger class." This meeting of 1870, with its mapping out 

of rehabilitative strategies and its demand for separate women's prisons, was 

The a major event in the origin of women's prisons of the reformatory type. 

women's reformatory movement had begun slightly earlier, but the Cincinnati 

prison congress, by sta~~ing the movement with official approval, gave it 

respectability and impetus. 3 
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From roughly 1870 to 1930, women's reformatories were founded in most 

states of the Northeast and Midwest, and a few in the South and West as well. 

In contrast to custodial units for women, which (as we have seen) were estab-

lished mainly for reasons of admin~strative convenience, the reformatories 

were started with an explicit intent to rehabilitate. Those at whom the 

reform efforts were aimed, however, were usually not the female felons already 

being held in custodial units but rather less serious offenders who had tradi-

tionall y been sent to local jail s. Concern for "fallen" women in jail s was 

perhaps the single most important motive which impelled backers of the reform-

atories, for such women were often mixed with men under filthy and crowded 

conditions which offered no opportunity whatsoever for reformation. Indeed, 

jail conditions appeared to degrade "fallen" women even further. According to 

Rhoda Coffin, founder of the country's first reformatory, Indiana station

houses and jails in the late nineteenth century were an "almost unmitigated 

evil" in which women of all ages were 

hustled together, like cattle in a pen, often so crowded that there 

is not room, even so much as to sit on the floor; obliged to stand 

all night in that noxious atmosphere of physical and moral impurity, 

while all around their open cells • • • very frequently may be seen 

one surging, sickening mass of men and boys ••• pressing so close 

as to converse freely in such a manner as would make one blush to 

hear it.4 

A North carolina report of the early twentieth century, this one urging 

ex&ansion of the state's already established but very small reformatory for 

women, similarly condemned jail conditions. It described the situation of 

North Carolina's female misdemeanants as that of 
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a continually moving, continually added-to procession of unfortu

nate, "FORGOTTEN WOMEN"--daughters, mothers and grandmothers--in and 

out of the jails, and in and out again,--back to dirty, desolate or 

unhappy homes, back to bawdy houses, to drunkenness, soliciting, 

immorality, running the streets or infesting tourist camps • 

NQ constructive, practical rehabilitative work can be done • 

with women in jails. In the jail environment, the worst, not the 

best, in a woman is almost inevitably brought out. 

To remove women from unwholesome jail conditions, isolate them in all-

female institutions, and provide for them a rehabilitative program including 

work, education, and moral training, was the aim of those who throughout the 

country backed establishment of women's reformatories. Their goal was not 

easily achieved. however. Despite the endorsement of separate women's prisons 

by the 1870 prison congress, the backe~s of women's reformatories often had to 

lobby long and vigorously to persuade legislators _·~f the need for a ne\J state 
\ , 

institution. Thus mobilization of public opinion, as well as the new penology 

of rehabilitation, was frequently associated with the establishment of women's 

prisons of the reformatory type. 

Locations, Architecture. and Operational Costs 

The two kinds of women's prisons, custodial and reformatory. also dif

fered considerably in their typical location, architecture, and operating 

costs. Custodial prisons for women, as noted earlier, originated as units 

within the walls of the states' central prisons for men; and even after sep

arate structures were erected for the women, these were built adjacent to or 

close by the main mien's prisons. In design they resembled men's prisons, 

usually containing cell blocks with tiers and being high in security level. 
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Women held in. such units frequently had less space for work and recreation 

than did their male counterparts, their small quarter's having been added as 

afterthough~':s to the basicall y male l' nst-l' tutl' on. C t us odial women's prisons 

cost relatively little to operate, for they aimed no higher than to maintain 

order. 

Reformatories, on the other hand, tended to be located on large tracts of 

land of their own, often several hundred· acres of farmland. They were often 

constructed on the licottage plan ," with a central d ' , t a mlnlS rative building 

around which were group~j separate "cottages ," each with bed space for from 

twenty to fifty inmates. Wl'th'n th tt 1 e co ages, women had their own "rooms," 

more spacious and comfortable living units than the cells of custodial insti

tutions. though they too could be locked from the outside. The reformatories 

were unwalled and in other ways, too, low in security. Such plants were 

costly to operate. Each cottage had to have its own kitchen, dining room, 

source of heat, and staff', moreover, the farms often ' t d aSSOCla e with reforma-

tories required personnel and machl'nery. B th ecause e reformatories incurred 

such costs, and because they trl'ed t 'd o prOVl e rehabilitative programs, they 

were expensive to operate--usually the costliest penal institution in the 

state. 

Administration 

Predictably, the two types of women's prisons were administered in quite 

different fashions. Those which conformed to the custodial model were managed 

by men--the wardens of the adjacent men's prisons and their male clerks, 

phYSicians, and other staff. Aft th 't er e poln at which the women were isolated 

in wings or small buildings of their own, custodial institutions usually hired 

a matron to oversee the daily details of operation, and these matrons were 
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sometimes assisted by a few female guards. Ultimate authority, however, was 

very firmly in the hands of the officials of the nearby men's prison. The 

matrons and assistant matrons were required to live in the women's prison and 

to work very long shifts for extremely low pay. They were often older women, 

widowed, and poorly educated--women who had been forced by necessity to accept 

such unpleasant and poorly paid positions. 

In sharp contrast, the reformatories were run entirely by women, and 

these women enjoyed high degrees of administrative independence. Reforma-

tories were headed by female superintendents; moreover, many states required 

by law that the superintendent hire mainly female staff. Not only the guards 

but also the physician and the head farmer were often women in reformatories. 

This emphasis on female staff was in part a result of the theory (usually 

expressed most strongly by women reformers themselves) that only other women 

could understand and deal with the problems of criminal women. The emphasis 

also flowed from the concept of role models: late in the nineteenth century 

reformers began to develop the idea that "proper" women, through example and 

sympathy, could encourage "fallen" women to mend their ways. Both lines of 

reasoning were articulated in a plea of 1868 for matrons to care for female 

convicts at the Detroit House of Correction: 

There are mental peculiarities; there are dark and diverse 

shades of character; there are labyrinths and mazes of moral perver-

sion, among female prisoners; that demand the presence and molding 

influence of thoroughly qualified matrons and lady teachers, who, by 

quicker and more exact intuitions, are enabled to treat and control 

more successfully the peculiarities of these erring ones.
6 

Many women's reformatories attracted well-educated, vigorous career women to 

their first superintendencies. Such women were usually a good deal younger 
/-;·r·\ 
\'..., .. ;.1-" 
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than the matrons of custodial institutions. They weren't necessarily better 

paid than their matron-counterparts, and they too had to live on their insti-

tutions! grounds. But their liv' t 1ng quar ers were separate and more spacious, 

and such women seem to have enjoyed not only the authority of their positions 

but also the challenge of attempting to rehabilitate offenders--the new exper

iment in prisoner care.7 

In terms of ultimate administrative authority, too, there were differ

ences between the two types of women's prisons. Those which conformed to the 

custodial model us,ually fell under the jurisdiction of the state's prison 

board, the body whose main function was to supervise and inspect the state's 

penal institutions for men. Women's prisons of the reformatory type, however, 

frequently fell under the aegis of a separate state board of charities and 

correction, the body also responsible for supervising and inspecting institu

tions for juveniles, the mentally disabled, and the aged. (As this difference 

suggests, reformatory women were viewed as more akin in their problems to what 

nineteenth century commentators called "the dependent and defective classes" 

than to male crim1'nals.) More h th over, wereas e state prison boards were 

usually all.,.male bodies, the boards of charity and correction frequently 
" 

included women, efti1er as regular members or as supplementary groups of "lady 
\'\ 

visitors." In additi~~n .. many women's reformatories (in contrast to prisons of 

the custodial, type) had institutional boards of trustees intermediate in 

authority between the superintendent and the state board of charities and 

correction, and nearly all of these boards of trustees were required by law to 

include female members. Thus both It' t d' t ,. u 1ma e an 1n ermediate authority over 

refor'matory inmates lay in part in the hands of women, women who (as later 

chapters explain in more detail) often went out of their way to obtain more 

funds for arid otherwise ameliorate the conditions of females under their care. 
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Inmate Characteristics 

Just as custodial and reformatory institutions differed in their admin-

istrative structures, so did they differ in their types of prisoners. Women 

sentenced to the two kinds of prisons tended to be dissimilar in respect to 

their offenses, age, and race. 

Custodial prisons held mainly felons, women convicted of serious crimes 

like homicide, robbery, and grand larceny. The reformatories, on the other 

hand, were mainly designed to hold misdemeanants, women convicted of prostitu-

tion and other minor public order crimes. Not all reformatories were able to 

withstand pressures to also receive more serious female offenders, and as time 

went on, most gradually incorporated felons into their populations. But 

particularly in the early decades of the reformatory movement, some reform-

atories were able to maintain their ideal of receiving only those minor 

offenders who w~re, according to the new penology, most susceptible to reha-

bilitative efforts. 

Women sentenced to custodial prisons thus resembled male state prisoners 

in their offenses; both sexes were commit~ed to state-supported custodial 

institutions for felonies. But women committed to reformatories, especially 

in these institutions' early years, had no male counterparts in state-sup-

ported penal institutions in terms of their offenses. Although there were 

state-run prisons for men which were called reformatories, these held young 

felons, not misdemeanants. 8 Hen who had committed crimes like fornication and 

drunkenness, if prosecuted at all, wer~simplY not sent to state prisons; 

at most, they were punished with brief jail terms. The establishment of 

women's reformatories, then, carried with i 1; unequal justice for women; it 

brought under state control female offenders who had previously been handled 

by cities and counties and previously treat~d more similarly to males. Re-
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formatory advocates and administrators felt they were doing such women a 

service by providing for them special ca~e.9 But in the course of providing 

this special care, they were also instituting a double standard whereby women 

were expected to conform to a more difficult moral standard than men and were 

punished if they failed to do so. Female inmates of (~ustodialprisons, on the 

other hand, were treated more like males. 

Not surprisingly, women committed to the reforrnatories tended to be 

young. In fact, during the reformatories' early years of operation, many had 

populations in which the majority of the inmates were between the ages of 16 
, 

and 21. A few states went so far as to prohibit their reformatories from 

receiving women over age 30 at the time of conviction on the theory that women 

over 30 were unlikely to respond positively to rehabilitative programs. In 

contrast, the inmates of custodial women's prisons were older, this difference 

being in part a function of the different type of offenses for which they were 

convicted. In part, too, it was a result of the fact that women in custodial 

prisons tended to serve longer terms; in particular, the presence of lifers in 

such populations worked to raise the average age. Furthermore, none of the 

custodial prisons placed an upper li~it on the age of women who might be 

received. 

In terms of race, larger proportions of the inmates of the custodial 

institutions were women of color. Even in the North, ~p to 50 percent of the 

population of a custodial ~men' s prison might have been black at the turn of 

the century; at the same time, one could have searched almost in vain for a 

non-white among the population of many women's reformatories. 10 Racial preju

dice on the part of judges was probably one factor which created this differ-

ence: many judges--particularly in the South--appear to have treated white 

female felqns with a degree of chivalrousness, finding ways to avoid commit-
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ting them to custodial prisons. 11 Chivalrousness also seems to have operated 

when judges sentenced women to reformatories, but in this case it worked to 

excl ude bl ac ks • That is, while judges appear to have been read y to "save" 

white women by committing them to reformatories, they seem to have been reluc-

tant to simila~ly "save" women of color, perhaps because they considered the 

latter less worthy of rehabilitative efforts. Another factor which worked to 

exclude blacks from the reformatories was racial prejudice on the part of the 

institutions themselves: two southern reformatories openly refused to receive 

black women during their early years of operation, and there are indications 

in the records of at least one northern reformatory that its early adminis

trators did not consider even the possibility of non-white commitments.
12 

Sentencing Practices 

Another important difference between the two types of women's prisons to 

evolve prior to 1930 lay in their sentencing practices. During the nineteenth 

century, women sentenced to custodial prisons reoeived determinate sentences 

keyed to the s~housness of their offenses. A woman convicted in 1880 of D1.an-

slaughter, second degree, for example, might have received a determinate 

sentence of ten years, and she could have expected to serve the full te~m with 

the exception of some time off for good behavior. About the turn of the 

twentieth century (and .as part of the implementation of the new penology 

articulated at the 1870 prison congress), many states introduced indeterminate 

sentencing, providing, for example, that a person convicted of manslaughter, . 

second degree, could be held for up to ten years but released on parole after 

seven if she or he had behaved well. The crucial point here is that women in 

custodial prisons received the same type of sentence as did men convicted of 

similar felonies. These sentences were determinate or indeterminate, depend-
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ing on the historical period, and their length was linked to offense serious

ness. The sexes were treated with relative equality then, in custodial 

institutions, and the principle of proportionality, according to which the 

punishment should fit the crime, still prevailed. 

Sentencing practices were quite different in the women's reformato~ies. 

It is somewhat difficult to generalize on this point because the reformatories 

developed a great variety of sentencing structures. However, there was a type 

of sentence which was typical of the "pure" reformatory, the ideal institution 

which did not have to compromise reformatory ideals. That was the indeter

minate three-year sentence, a type unknown in custodial women's prisons. The 

indeterminate three-year sentence had no minimum. Women could be released on 

parole at any time, but they could also be held for the three-year maximum if 

they failed to show evidence that they had been rehabilitated. It is impor

tant to note that this type of sentence ignored the old principle of propor

tionality. It linked time-served to the prisoner's current behavior rather 

than to the seriousness of her past offense. 

What about time-served? Did women in custodial prisons spend more time 

in incarceration than those in the reformatories? Our review of sentencing 

data for states which operated institutions of both types indicated that women 

in custodial prisons did serve longer terms--a predictable finding since they 

had been convicted of more serious offenses and their sentence lengths were 

tied to offense severity. Howev_~:, the terms served bt reformatory women, 

though generally briefer, were arguably more severe in at least two senses. 

They were more severe in that, first, the principle of proporttonality 

had been abandoned by the reformatories, at least those which adopted the 

three-year indeterminate (or an analogous) sentence. The typical reformatory 

inmat~, it will be recalled, was a mi.sd.emeanant, convicted of a publ ic orde~;; 
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'offense such as prostitution or drunkenness; up-to-three-years was a long term 

for such petty offenses. Some women who founded and managed the reformatories 

argued that it was quite proper to ignore the principle of proportionality 

because their aim was not to punish but to treat--to retrain and reform, a' 

process which required time .13 other supporters of women's reformatories, 

those who subscribed to the principles of eugenics, argued that the long terms 

worked to keep genetically inferior women out of sexual circulation. Eleanor 

and Sheldon Glueck, for example, went so far as to urge that the limited 

indeterminate sentence received by Massachusetts reformatory inmates be made 

wholly indefinite: 

It may be argued that offenders should not be subjected to the 

risk of protracted incarceration, perhaps lifelong imprisonment, for 

"a mere sex offense." Such a view [however] ignores the true 

significance of the facts. • • • We are dealing not only with a 

complicated network of biological and socio-economic deficiencies, 

but with such socially dangerous consequences as the spread of 

venereal infection, the unrestricted birth of illegitimate, under-

privileged children, and like tangible ill effects of unrestrained 

sexual indulgence. In effect, the majority of our [Massachusetts 

reformatory] women may truly be regarded as irresponsible members of 

society, requiring, in many cases, continuous control if not life-

1 t ' 14 ong quaran lne. 

No matter what the justification, up_to_three_years (not to mention up-to-

life) was a high price to pay for minor. crimes from the standpoint of concern. 

for proportionality between offense and punishment. 

The second sense in which reformatory sentences were more severe than 

those of custodial prisons lies in the fact that they helped institute differ-
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ential treatment of women. As observed earlier, there were no prisons for men 

comparable to women's reformatories; if a man was sent to state prison, he had 

to have committed a felony, whereas women could be committed to most reforma

tories for mere misdemeanors. Similarly, men could not be required to serve 

up-to-three-years for minor public order offenses, just as women were not 

required to serve such terms before the reformatories were founded. Thus the 

effect of reformatory sentences was, to repeat, to institutionalize and re

inforce the double standard; women sent to reformatories were punished more 

severely than men who committed the sam~ types of crime. 15 Custodial institu

tions for women, in contrast, were more even-handed in that their inmates 

tended to receive terms comparable to those of men convicted of similar 

crimes. 

Programs 

The differing correctional orientations of the two types of women's 

prisons, the one toward punishment, the other toward rehabilitation, affected 

all aspects--vocational, educational, and recreational--of their programs. 

Custodial prisons often ran an industry, one which was, moreover, likely 

to be organized along factory lines. In some inmates produced clothing for 

the rest of the state's prisons; in others they caned chairs or otherwise 
" 

finished off products ~~nufactured in the nearby men's prison. The industry 

of a custodial women's prison was expected to turn a profit or at least to 

substantially reduce operating costs. In such institutions, women might labor 

\I 
eight or more hours a day,~and they were sometimes paid a pittance for their 

work, money they could collect on release. In all these respects, custodial 

prisons for women resembled prisons for men, which also usually ran indus

tries, tried to realize a profit, and paid inmates a small wage for their 

labor. 
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Reformatories, on the other hand, rarely ran prison industries. In them, 

work programs consisted of training in the womanly arts of sewing, cooking, 

waiting on tables, and cleaning. Although inmates of custodial prisons were 

al so assigned to institutional chores, the reformatories glorified such activ

ities, even to the point of offering "courses" in them. A few of the better-

funded reformatories, for instance, set up cooking schools with a number of 

work tables, sinks, and stoves so that inmates could be instructed in foqd 

preparation. Many provided instruction in different types of knitting 'and 

sewing, courses which might cUlminate with the production of one's "parole 

outfi t ." Such elaborate training in what the reformatories often called 

"domestic science" could not have been found in custodial \oX)men' s prisons. 

The reformatories developed such vocational programs because they aimed at 

producing "proper" women who would, on release, assume positions as domestic 

servants or marry and become good wives. As a New York report of 1927 on the 

Western House of Refuge explained, "No industries are maintained, but every 

inmate is taught to cook and care for a home. This is the most important 

thing in the work of the institution. MOst of the girls when paroled go into 

homes where this knowledge is necessary • • Reformatory women tended 
I 

to spend less time in work programs than their sisters in custodial prisons, 

usually no more than four hours day; and only rarely were they paid for their 

work. 

As for educational programs, these were almost non-existent in the cus

todial prisons but played a crucial role in reformatory life. Insofar as the 

custodial institutions provided any educational training at all, they usually 

offered it in the evening--after the more important work program had been 

completed. Typically, the classes were taught by not trained teachers but 

educated inmates. If there was a paid teacher in a custodial women's prison, 
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she was likely to be supervised by the male head teacher of the nearby prison 

for men. 

Reformatories, in contrast, made considerable to-do about education, for 

it was part and parcel of their rehabilitative approach. Generally speaking, 

reformatory women were required to attend classes for four hours a day (this 

was the reason they had less time for work programs). There they received 

instruction in such subjects as reading, penmanship, and personal health care. 

The reformatories fell far short of providing high-quality education; most 

were constrained by both inadequate funds and a rather restricted view of what 

future domestic servants should know. But in contrast to custodial women's 

prisons, some did offer an abundance of educational opportunities. 

In terms of recreational programs, too, the reformatories were superior. 

Custodial \oX)men's prisons allocated ,space for little other than cells; their 

inmates often had no yard for exercise and no room other than the mess hall 

for religious services, meeting with viSitors, or socializing with each other. 

The reformatories, on the other hand, were usually designed to maximi ze recre

ational activities. Their extensive acreage made outdoor sports possible; 

their central buildings often contained a chapel which could double as an 

auditorium; and the individual cottage units frequently included "living 

rooms" where inmates could congregate in the evening. The reformatories" 

moreover, at least in their early years of operation, encouraged involvement 

of outsiders in institutional activities. Women's clubs w~uld donate books 

and props for plays, and some of their members might make a practice of regu

larly visiting the local institution. Involvement of outsiders in the recre-

ational activities of custodial institutions was not unknown, but it occurred 

much less frequently. 
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Discipline 

Perhaps the most significant contrast between the two traditional types 

of women's prisons lay in their differing approaches to discipline, using that 

term in a broad sense to cover not only specific rules and chastisements but 

. also daily routine and more general behavioral standards. The two types of 

prison did of course differ in their correctional orientations; but even more 

important than the punishment-rehabilitation contrast is the fact that these 

varying orientations came to be operationalized, in the two types of women's 

prisons, in terms of sex roles. Women's prisons of the custodial type ap-

proached discipline--rules, punishments, routines, and general behavioral 

expectations--in a manner similar to that of the men's prisons with which they 

were closely associated; they applied to women much the same standards as were 

applied to men. Women's reformatories, on the other hand, "feminized" prison 

discipline, translating the penology of rehabilitation into an approach which 

stressed individualization of treatment, mildness of punishments for rule 

infractions, minimization of security precautions, and programs designed to 
(;.~ 

teach womanly skills. The discipline: of women's reformatorie:,., moreover, was 

congruent with female sex roles in its emphasis on sexual _purity and its 

tendency to infantilize inmates--to treat them as errant children. The trans-

lation of "rehabilitation" into feminine terms (a transformation which cer-

tainly did not occur in the male institutions classified as reformatories) can 

only be understood in the context of two social movements--the more general 

women's reform movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

and the social purity movement of the same period--which fed into the women's 

reformatory movement, shaping the,latter and stamping it with much of its 

distinctive character. 

-39-

---------.. --~----

/ 

During the period 1870--1930, as Jill Conway and other historians have 

shown, middle-class women led a variety of reform movements aimed at improving 

the lot of "the dependent and defective classes" and other underprivileged or 

disenfranchised groups (including women themselves). Some female reformers 

became involved in suffrage, others in temperance, the settlement house move

ment, "child saving," women's prison reform, and so on. Most important to our 

discussion is the fact that these reformers clung to and even amplified sex

role stereotypes. Indeed, such stereotypes were the vehicle on which they 

rode into public life, for, as Conway has pointed out, "Intellectually they 

had to work within the tradition which saw women as civilizing and moralizing 

forces in sObiety." l1bw~ver. in the process of creating settlement houses, 

the juvenile court, women's reformatories. and other in$titutlons, "they 

naturally duplicated existing assumptions about the sexes and their roles." 17 

rais close link between the broad ~~men's reform movement and the sex roles by 

which such reformers justified their public activities helps explain why those 

who founded women's reformatories "feminized" prison discipline--almost as a 

matter of course. 

A second influence contributing to the feminization of prison discipline 

in the reformatories was the social purity movement, also roughly spanning the 

period 1870-1930. Fueled by anxieties about prostitution, "bad breeding," 

urbanization, alcoholism, and the like, and by concern about government cor

ruption and bureaucratic inefficiency as well, the social purity movement 

generally sought to reaffirm and reinstate traditional Anglo-Saxon standards. 

Its leaders, as Schlossman and Wallach have shown, "were, by and large, the 

same types of middle-Class, nonethnic individuals who participated in the 

better-known political and social reforms of the period. n18 For our purposes, 

the \~~cial purl t y movement was important because it encouraged the incarcer-

-40-

.... Ilt;. ___ . 



,~~ ___ .--_____ .n--_--------

I 
at ion of prostitutes and other "immoral" women in reformatories andoecause it 

stressed middle-class, Anglo-Saxon standards of propriety--the standards which 

became institutionalized in reformatory discipline. 

In part as a result of themes developed by the women's reform and -social 

purity movements, discipline in women's reformatories came to be patterned 

-after an idealized model of family life. The concept that the institution was 

to function as a family--protecting, nurturing, resocializing--was expressed 

in the very architecture of reformatories, struc~ured as many were on the 

cottage plan with its relatively small, home-like units. "The idea of having 

small houses with little groups ," one early advocate of women's reformatories 

explained retrospectively, 

was that each cottage should be a real home, with an intelligent, 

sympathetic woman at the head to act as mother for t~e often worse 

than motherless girls. Certainly many of the young girls and 

women who come into industrial schools and reformatories have never 

known real home life or true mother love. It was believed that if 

small groups could be placed in cottages enough motherly women could 

be found to give to them the work of affection which would most 

surely help to redeem them. 19 

The family ideal also affected the kinds of j"ul~5 fQrmulated to maintain 

institutional order and the kinds of punishments meted out for rule-breaking. 

To the first superintendent of New York's Western House of Refuge, for exam

pie, the "family system" meant an "absence of rewards or penalties without any 
fI 

system of marking for conduct or misconduct." Like many other superinten-

dents, this one al~50 believed, significantly enough, that the "female temper

ament" could not abide the "arbitrary rules" and stern punishments which 

characterized discipline in institutions for men. 20 Reformatories conceiveq 
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of their charges as temperamentally closer. to children than to male criminals 

and punished them accordingly; priding themselves on underutilization of 

punishment cells, a number of reformatories chastized difficult inmates by 

sending them, like children, to their "rooms." 

An effort to "normalize" incarceration--to make the experience as non-

stigmatizing as possible--was another result of the conceptualization of the 

reformatory as an institutional form of the fa'llily. The reformatories 

rejected traditional prison garb, substituting gingham dresses and other 

civilian-type outifts for the coarsely-woven striped dresses commonly found in 

custodial institutions. They also discarded traditional prison terminology, 

substituting "superintendent" for "warden" and "inmates" or "girls" for "con-

victs." In yet another manifestation of their anti-institutionalism, most 

declined to impose the ancient rule of total silence which characteri zed 

discipline in a nunber of c.ustodial prisons for women well into the twentieth 

century. 

Thus broader social concerns, especially those involving the nature of 

woman J s "place" and the need for social purity, flowed into the feminization 

of discipline in women's reformatories. The result was a new type of prison 

discipline, one vastly different in styl~ and function from that of both penal 

insti tutions for men and custodial prisons fc)r women. 

These differences between the t~'O, tradit.i.onal types of women's prisons, 

custodial and reformatory, are f.urther clarified and elaborated in the chap-

ters which follow. They are summarized in Table 1:1. Needless to say, not 

every custodial or reformatory prisop exhibited every characteristic attrib-
. 

uted to these types in Table 1: 1; toe table merely identifies typical traits. 

As the next section of this chapter indicates, there were in fact a number of 

women's prisons which combined elements of the two models. 
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Stages in the Development of the Women's Prison System 
and Emergence of a Third Type 

The chronological stages in the develolEent of the women's prison system 

have already been indicated and can be briefly summarized here. The custodial 

model originated wHh the founding of -cellular, bastille-like prisons in the 

early nineteenth century. What evidently was the first separate (but not 

independent) ~nit for women, that established in conjunction ~ith the Ohio 

Penitentiary in 1837, conformed to this model as did the first legally-estab_ 

lished prison for women, that opened in New York in 1839. Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, states took steps to isolate women pris-

oners into sepa~ate quarters of the custodial type. About 1870, however, the 

second traditional model, that of the reformatory, also began to develop. As 

a result of the recommendations of the 1870 CinCinnati prison congress and of 

lobbying efforts by women, reformatories were established in a number of 

states in the period running from about 1870 to 1930. 

As we have seen, the reformatories were designed mainly with misdemean-

ants--particularly morals offenders-_in mind; the lobbyists who struggled to 

estab1 ish reformatories were less concerned with the female felons for whom 

states had already made some sort of prOVision. Nevertheless, in some states 

the lobbyists were unable to achieve their goal without agreeing that the new 

reformatory should also receive the felons held until then at or nearby the 

state's main prison for men. And in nearly all other states with reformator-

ies, as time went on provision was eventually made for the transfer of felo-

nious women away from the predominantly male state prison to a unit on the 

reformatory's grounds. This second develolEent was forced in part by the 

continual build-up in the nunber cf prisoners for whom space was needed at the 

central prison, a solution for which transfer-out of the women provided a 

temporary solution. 
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Another consideration which forced states to commit female felons to 

their reformatories was financial: to maintain both a custodial unit and a 

reformatory was simply too expensive. Significantly, it was about 1930, just 

after the start of a major economic crisis, that a number of states authorized 

transfer of th~~.l"· female felons to units on the grounds of their reformator-

ies. At about the same time states also appear to have begun doubting the 

wisdom of spending large sums to incarcerate female minor offenders, often for 

periods lengthier than those they would have served if held in local jails. 

In any case, after 1930 expansion in the number of felons, in combination wi~h 

a decline in enthusiasm for:--ehabilitating "fallen" women, led to the gradual 

squeezing out of misdemeanants from the reformatories. The misdemeanants 

became, once again, the responsibility of local jurisdictions, and those state 

prisons for women which had begun, in whole or in part, as reformatories for 

misdemeanants came to hold populations mainly comprised of felons. 

Increases in the number of felons and the gradual exclusion of misdemean-

ants spelled the end of the reformatory type in its pure form: women's 
(-;, 

prisons which had begun as reformatories now changed character, perforce 

. d 1 22 incorporating elements of the cust~dial mo e ~ This intermingling of the 

two types, however, evidently caused little, if any, dismay among members of 

the groups which traditionally had backed women's reformatories; at any rate, 

we found no evid,ence of objections. That merger of the tl-.\') types occasioned 

little resistance is in fact not surprising: by 1930, the women's reformatory 

movement had run its course, having largely achieved its objectives. More-

over--in part just because the women's prison reform movement had lost its 

energy-the concern of penologists had by 1930 somewhat shifted from rehabil-

itation of individuals to efficient management of the state-wide systems. 
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Since 1930, a numrer of new women's prl"sons h b ave een established, mainly 

in the South and Wes:t-regions which, as Chapters 4 and 5 show more fully, had 

founded few prisons for women in earlier years. Several of these post-1930 

institutions (most notably California's Institution for Women at Tehachapi) 

mixed modes, drawing upon elements of the original reformatory plaheven 

though theib: populations were mainly comprised of felons. Others were purely 

custodial institutions. Within the last two decades, moreover, there has 

begun to emerge what appears to be a third model of women's prison, one which 

might be labeled the modern campus type. 

This emergent third type of women's prison incorporates characteristics 

of the two traditional models r bt.~t it does so in such a manner as to consti-

tute more than merely a ml"xed mode. L"k th t 
1 e e cus odial model, it concentrates 

on felons, not misdemeanants; it may be headed by a male; and it is estab

lished for reasons of administrative convenl"ence. L"k th 
1 e e reformatory model, 

it shuns outer trappings of security such as walls with guard towers, prefer-

ring a campus image; and it too stresses rehabilitation. However, in a number 

of important respects this modern campus model resembles neither of its 

predecessors. Architecturally it does not conform to either the traditional 

prison layout 0: to the cottage plan but rather to that of a new college 

campus: institutions of this type tend to consist of low, landscaped build

ings of brick and glass, structures among which most inmates may pass with 

relative freedom during dayll"ght hours. F f th ew 0 ese institutions have the 

funds to provide adequate vocational training programs or .rehabilitation 

services, but a number are struggling to break away from the traditional re

formatory equation of female rehabilitation with sex-role training. They 

continue, in other words, to stress rehabilitation, but they hope to achieve 

that goal not through domestic training and courses in cosmetOlogy but rather 
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through training for competitive jobs (including work with computers and in 

industry), work and study release, and physical and mental health care (in-

eluding drug and alcoholism programs and the maintenance of family ties). The 

best known prison of this new type is Washington's Purdy Treatment Center for 

Women, although several others have been established around the country. MOst 

insti tutions of the modern campus type are severely overcrowded arld unable to 

realize their goal of developing programs different from those which have 

traditionally characterized women's prisons. It is significant, however, that 

they have broken (in theory at least) with both mere custodialism and the 

marked sex-stereotyping of the reformatory to develop a type of women's prison 

new in both its plant and ideal program. 

Figure 1:1 illustrates these stages in the devleopment of the women's 

prison system. 
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Figure 1:1 Stages in the Development of the Women's Prison System 

--MODERN CAM
PUS MODEL--

[--CONFLUENCE OF CUSTODIAL AND REFORMA
TORY MODELS-] 

----------REFORMATORY MODEL--------
(First reformatory founded in 1869 

at Indianapolis) 

-----------------------CUSTODIAL PRISONS ESTABLISHED------------------------
(First independent prison for women--one of the custodial 

type--founded in 1835 at Ossining, New York) 
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Notes 

1Because this chapter summarizes findings of the report as a whole, we do 

not attempt to document every statement here. ,Full documentation can be found 

in the text and notes to Chapters 2 through 10. 

2Wisconsin State Board of Control, BR 1926:36; Virginia, Board of Direc-

tors of the Penitentiary, BR 1923:5. 

3E. C. Wines, ed., Transactions of the National Congress on Penitentiary 

Discipline Held at Cincinnati', Ohio, October 12-18, 1870 (Albany: Weed, Par

sons and Company, 1871):543 [quotation]. This was the first meeting of the 

body which became the National Prison Association and which is today known as 

the American Correctional Association. 

4Mrs • C. F. [Rhoda] Coffin, "Women's Prisons ," National Prison Associ-

ation Proceedings 1885:193. 

5North Carolina State Board of Charities and Public Welfare, Division of 

Institutions and Correction, BR 1936:307; emphases as in original. 

6Detroit House of Correction, AR 1868:40. 

7 See, for example, Florence Monahan, Women in Crim~") (New York: Ives 

Washburn, 1941); Monahan was superintendent of, first, the women's reformatory 

in Minnesota and, later, that of California. 

8For example, the first reformatory for men" that at Elmira, New York, 

took felons only; also see Chapter 10, note 27. 

9For example, the 1889 report of the New York reformatory at Hudson 

countered objections to its sentence, which was at that point an indeterminate 

sentence of five years, with the exclamation that "surely five years is not 

too long for the sundering of old and evil associations, the breaking of' 

pernicious habits, the formation of' new, and the practice and continuance of 

such till they become fixed and stable" (Hudson House of Refuge, AR 1889:10). 
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Similarly, the founders of the juvenile court system--also (and not 

incidently) upper middle-class women--considered their work to be an act of 

benevolence. As Anthony M. Platt has shown, nowever, (The Child Savers: The 

Invention of Delinquency [2d. ed., enlarged; Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1977]), they too were extending the mantle of state control. Platt 

rightly ties this development to the changing nature of capitalism in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A similar analysis of the women's 

reformatory movement is largely beyond the scope of this report; it is, how-

ever, impor~ant to note that the reformatory movement (1) vastly increased 

state control over working class women; (2) aimed at inculcation of middle-

class standards of morality and middle-class conceptions of woman's "place"; 

and (3) worked to produce a work force of obedient domestic servants. See, 

especially, Platt's "Introduction to the Second Edition." 

10See Chapters 7 and 8. 

11some of the routes which judges may have taken to avoid certain com-

mi tments are suggested in the section on "Commitment Laws and Practices" in 

Chapter 7. 

12The two southern reformatories were those of North Carolina and Vir-

ginia; see Chapter 4. The northern reformatory was the Western House of 

Refuge at Albion; its intake ledgers leave space for t~e recording of infor-

mation on a large number of variables (including mental disabilities of the 

inmate's grandparents) but none fo'r race" thus indicating that only one race--

the whites whom the institution did in fact exclusively receive at first--was 

expected at the time the ledgers were prepared. 

13See supra n. 9. 

14Eleanor and Sheldon Glueck, Five Hundred Delinquent Women (orig. 1934), 

as excerpted in Freda Adler and Rita James Simon, The Criminology of Deviant 

Women (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1979):30. 
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15In a sense, then, and to use modern terminology, sentence to the re- . 

formatories consti tuted the "most drastic al ternati ve ." 

16New York State Commission of Correction, AR 1927:87. 

17Jill Conway, "Women Reformers and American Culture, 1870-1930," in Jean 

E. Friedman and William G. Shade, eds., Our American Sisters: Women in Amer-

ican Life and Thought (2d ed.; Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1976):309. For a 

related analysis of women's prison reform in particular, see Estelle B. Freed-

man, Their Sisters' Keepers: Women's Prison Reform in American, 1830-1930 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1981); on child saving see Platt, 

The Child Savers: The Invention of Delinquency. 

18Steven Schlossman and Stephanie Wallach, "The Crime of Precocious 

Sexuality: Female Juvenile Delinquency in the Progressive Erat'r Harvard 

Educational Review 48 (1) (February 1978):86. Schlossman and Wallach deal 

with the social purity movement as spanning the period 1900-1920. We, how-

ever, prefer to locate its origins in the 1870s, the point at which Richard 

Dugdale published one of the key works of the social purity move~ent, his 

study of the degenerate Jukes family ("The Jukes." A Study in Crime, Pauper-

ism, Disease and Heredity [New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1877]). For another 

analysis of the social purity movement as it related to deviant women, see 

Egal Feldman, "Prostitution, the Alien Woman and the Progressive Imagination, 

1910-1915," American Quarterly 19 (Summer 1967):192-206. 

19Isabel C. Barrows, "The Reformatory Treatment of Women in the United 

States," in Charles R. Hender son, ed., Penal and Reformatory Institutions (New 

York: Charities Publication Committee, 1910): 133. Also see Barbara Brenzel, 

"Domestication as Reform: A Study of the Sociali zation of Wayward Girls, 

1856-1905," Harvard Educational Review 50 (2) (May 1980):196-213. 
>:t 

20 New York Western HOuse of Refuge, AR 1898:16-17. 
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21 
'Of course the tendency to treat reformatory inmates like children also 

stemmed from more general beliefs about the nature of women. " Women ," as 

Lombroso explained in The Female Offender, "have many traits in common with 

children; their moral sense is deficient; ••• they are revengeful, 

jealou's • " (as quoted in Dorie Klein, "The Etiology of Female Crime," in 

Adler and Simon, eds., The Criminology of Deviant Women:63). This view of 

women as childish encouraged the Gl uecks to argue for extension of juvenile 

court procedures to adult women. "(I)f one • reviews the evidence of the 

irresponsibility of women of the type described in this work," they wrote in 

their Five Hundred Delinquent Women, "one must concl ude that they need just as 

much protection and 'salvation' as children; that many of them are, in fact, 

psychologically children • • .", (as excerpted in Adler and Simon, The Crimi

nology of Deviant Women:27-28). 

220f course some reformatories had held both misdemeanants and felons 

from their time of opening; in these, elements of the two models had naturally 

been mixed from the start. However, even in these, as felons came to predom

inate in the population, the character of the institution necessarily changed. 
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PART II 

NATIONAL SURVEY: REGIONAL PATTERNS IN THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM 

o 
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CHAPTER 2 

DEVELOPMENT OF. THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM 
IN THE NORTHEAST 

This chapter covers nine states and thirteen institutions. One of the 

states, New Hampshire, never established a prison for women. New York more 

than compensated fi>r this lack, however, by establishing six. In what fol-

lows, regional developments are covered chronologically for the most part, a 

few exceptions being made in order to present a coherent view of the extraor-

dinary development of the women's prison system in New York. 

The First Pr-ison for Women 

The Mount Pleasant Female Prison, the first state prison for women in the 

United States, was established in 1835 at Ossining, New York. In order to 

understand why it was created, it is first necessary to explore how the state 

handled its female prisoners in previous years. Before the Mount Pleasant 

insti tution ";was established, New York held its female convicts at two sites: 

the Bellevue Penitentiary in New York City and the state prison at Auburn. 

When New York's first prison at Newgate was closed in 1828, its males 

were transferred to the new institution at Ossining and its six women to the 

Bellevue Penitentiary.1 Technically the Bellevue women were in the custody of 

the Mount Pleasant prison for men at Ossining' (Sing Sing): whose inspectors 

travelled to Bellevue from time to time to investigate their care. According 

to the reports of these inspectors, living conditions for the Bellevue women 

were unpleasant in the extreme. Though separat.ed at night, during the day the 

women were herded together in one room where they made, mended, and washed' 
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clothing for New York City convicts. Seldom (if ever) was there a matron to 

supervise or care for them. In 1830, there were 38 females at this institu-

tion, 25 of them black. One had been convicted of murder, three of arson, the 

rest of property offenses. Their sentences were long: two of the white 

burglars had terms of 8 and 10 years, respectively, while a black burglar was 

serving a sentence of life. 2 Visiting inspectors from Sing Sing complained 

that food served to these women was poor in both quantity and quality. When 

cholera swept through Bellevue in 1833, 11 female convicts managed to escape, 

but another 8 died. New York City officials in charge of Bellevue were anx-

ious to get rid of the female prisoners; and the Sing Sing inspectors felt 

obligated to provide better quarters for them. 

Conditions for the state's other female conVicts, those hp.ld at the 

Auburn prison, were even more primitive. These women were separated from the 

male prisoners by confinement in an attic room over the south wing. There 

they were, perforce, together twenty-four hours a day, with no privacy, no 

relief from the bedlam created by others, no exercise or fresh air. An inves-

tigation of 1833 produced the observation that "If there be upon the escutch-

eon of our State pride and greatness a stain of reproach deepeer than all the 

rest, it is our too great neglect of this class of miserable beings. 1I3 One of 

these "miserable beings," Rachel Welch, became pregnant after incarceration, 

was flogged for bad conduct, and died shortly after delivering her child; her 

death was attributed to the lashing. 4 Harriet Martine?u, visiting Auburn in 

the mid-1830s, described the women's quarters as "extremely bad." 

The women were all in one large room, sewing. The attempt to en-

force silence was soon given up as hopeless; and the gabble of 

tongues among the few who were there was enough to paralyze any 

matron. There was an engine in sight which made me doubt the 
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evidence of my own eyes·, stocks of a terrl'ble t cons ruction; a chair, 

with a fastening for the head and for all the limbs. Any lunatic 

asylum ought to be ashamed of such an instrument. The governor 

[warden] liked it no better than we; but he pleaded that it was his 

only means of keeping his refractory female prisoners quiet while he 

was allowed only one room to put them all into. 5 

After 1832, the Auburn women were supervised by a matron, Miss Lucinda Foot. 

Without means to separate the women, however, or to provide exercise or 

bathing facilities, Foot could do little to alleViate the miseries of their 

existence. 

Construction of SeIJarate prl'sons f th t t ' or e s a e s female convicts was 

recommended in the early 1830s by the governor, the Inspectors of Sing Sing 

and Auburn, and several legislative comml'ttees. At first there was a plan to 

build two regional prisons for the women, one to be affiliated with Sing Sing 

and the other with Auburn. W D L 'h ' • • eWlS as amuslngly chronicled the efforts 

of these two institutions to have all the women relocated to the other--

neither wanted the expense and bother of havl'ng t ' o provlde for females. As it 

happened, only one women's prison was built, that at Sing Sing, an outcome 

which Lewis attributes to two developments. F' t lrs , a SUdden drop in the 

number of female convicts in the mid-1830s obviated the need for two insti

tutions; and second, because Sing Sing had reall'zed greater profits from 

prison labor, it could better afford to build. 6 

The Mount Pleasant Female Prison was established in 1835, but as con

struction took several years it did not open until '1839. Even before it 

offiCially opened, females held at Bellevue were t 'I, " ransferred to Sing Sing, so 

anxious was New York City to pass them on. Th ' ey were lncar~~rated in one of 
If',. 

the cellblocks within the men's prison until the new unit was ready, at which 

\ 
,I 
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point they and women from Auburn were transferred to the new quarters. A New 

York law of 1841 provided that, thereafter, all women sentenced to a state 

prison should be ~ent to the women's prison at Sing Sing. 7 

The women's building was located on the hill behind the men's prison, 

overlooking the Hudson River. According to a description of the late 1860s, 

it was "a handsome building, two stories high • It has a front of fifty 

feet, with a Doric portico of imposing proportions, and a depth of one hundred 

a~id fift.&' feet." The inside was modelled on the Auburn plan, with three tiers 

of cells, twenty-four cells in each tier. At the west end of the building, 

from which the view was best, were located quarters for the matron. At the 

east end, within the prison area, was an elevated platform used for chapel 

services, readings, and lectures. Below it was a nursery. In addition to the 

main building there was a workshop and two large, separate ce!J..ls for punish-

ment, each with its own yard. In contrast to the men's area, which was as yet 

unenclosed, the women's complex was surrounde~; by a high wall. More cell 

space was needed within a few years, but the women's prison could not easily 

be expanded or remodelled. "Poorly designed and difficult to alter," as W. D. 
,~ .) 

Lewis observes, "the Greek temple overlooking the Hudson was an example of 

penny-wisdom P1d pound-foolishness. ,,8 

Ultimate authority for management of the Female Pris9n lay with the Board 
\\ 

of Inspectors of Sing Sing, but daily aamiI~istration was left to a matron to 
\~ ij 

whom was relegated the same authority over ,government and discipline as to the 

principal keeper of the men's section. Several assistant matrons helped her 

with these tasks. Outstanding among the Sing Sing matrons was Eliza Farnham, 

who served from 1844 to 1847. Farnham's experiments with reformational tech-

niques were the most ambitious and innovative efforts to date to morally 

improve criminals. Far in advance of its time, Farnham's penology forecast 

the great reformatory movement of the late nineteenth century. 
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A phrenologist, Farnham was 
convinced that if she could stimulate her 

prisoners with positive ' f 
~n luences, their criminal 

tendencies would be over-
come. To this end h , s e introduced a program of 

edUcation, instructing the 
women each morning and providing b k 

Farnham was her If ' 
00 s Which they could take to their cells. 

se a str~ct disciplinarian, t h 
ye s e rejected the harshest 

physical punishments of her 

ished the rUle of silence. 

day, tried to keep rules 
to a minimum, and abol-

In another radical departure from contemporary 
practice, she attempted to 

alleviate the grimness of the 
prison environment by 

introducing flOWers, music, and Visitors from the 
outside. Farnham also 

developed ad' t rU ~men ary classification system. 9 

These reforms, though they 
were widely endorsed toward the end of the 

century, were too radical 
for Farnham's contemporaries. 

Conservatives like 
Sing Sing's chaplain John L k 

uc ey considered novel readl'ng 
and other innova-

tions to be irreligl'oUS. 
/1 Moreover, Farnham's abolition of the s~lent rUle 

Sowed dissention at the neighboring men's ' prlson, Where the rUle still pre-
vailed. Fa h ' rn am s opponents publicly attacked h d 

er an her reforms. She 
fought back but eventually 

lost the struggle, resigning in 1847. 

What of the prisoners themseives? 
All women sentenced to the Female 

Prison at Sing Sing 

tences in the early 
had determinate sentences, and, as noted earlier, sen

nineteenth century could be very 
long indeed. They were 

not, ho'wever, ne 'I cessarl y served in full. 
Sometimes, for example, the Board 

of Inspectors would ask th 

crowd iog. 10 Du 
e governor to pardon some women 

to relieve over

of the Pt'!i, son' s'operation, about half the 
ring the first years 

POpulation at anyone ti to 
me seems have been b t 

e ween 21 and 30 years old, 
with another 25 p~rcent under 21 and 

the last quarter over '30. I n the earli-
est years, much of the population 

evidently consisted of women f o color; in 
1841, for example, of 

G a total of 70, 51 percent were reported to be black and 

G:" 
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another 3 percent Indian. In this same year, 70 percent of the prisoners were 

reported as native born and another 16 perqent to have been born in Ireland. 

Later, the composition of the prison seems to have changed. In 1851, for 

example, of 75 convicts, only 3 percent were women of color and only 24 per

cent native born. The proportion of Irish- had risen dramatically to 51 per-

cent, with another quarter of the population reported as having been ,born in 

other Europ~~lm countries. As for offenses, it appears that in the early years 

less than 15 percent of the Female Prison's inmates were convicted of crimes 

of violence; nearly all the rest were serving time for property offenses, 

petty and grand larceny being the mmost common offenses in 1851. 11 

From the start these women were put to work, their early employments 

including hat-making, boot-binding, and sewing clothes for men at Sing Sing. 

Their program was minimal, consisting in 1841 of only a Sabbath school taught 

by lady visitors. By 1843--a year which, as we shall shortly see, was cha-

otic--even the Sabbath school had been discontinued. With Farnham's arrival 

began a brief period of programs, the new matron introducing chapel services, 

a librarY and daily instruction on "the more interesting persons of the his

tory of our country, in ••• astronomy, in geography, and also in ••• the 

elements of physiology and physical education." During her tenure, the con-

victs also continued to work, especially at button-making and hat-trimming. 

The fact that Farnham did not keep them at work fulltime, however, enraged her 

critics, who charged that (;the women's prison shOUld earn higher profits. 

Farnham replied that women at Sing Sing, like their counterparts outside the 

wall, were paid much less than men. But this logic did not appease the 

profit-oriented traditionalists who opposed Farnham. 12 
~ 

Due in large part to overcrowding, diss~pline was frequently a major 

problem at the Female Prison. In 1843, at which point nearly 85 were being 
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held in cells designed to hold a maximum of 70, discipline broke down entire-

lye "Violent battles are frequent," according to the prison's report for 

that year, "and knives have been known to be drawn among them." There was a 

matron, but she found it impossible to enforce the silent rule or to prevent 

women from making contact with male prisoners at work in the nearby quarry. 

She herself was discovered to be illegally employing a prisoner in her home. 

The prisoner escaped. the matron was fired, and the women inside the wall 

engaged in a full-scale rebellion, refusing to work, assaulting keepers, and 

threatening new matrons. It took several weeks to subdue them. 13 

Pun.ishments for disobedient convicts at the Female Prison were often 

severe. Visiting in 1844, Dorothea Dix was appalled by the punishment of 

gagging, "which seems to me shocking and extremely objectionable." Dix be-

lieved gagging to be used more frequently with women than men, but on the 

other hand, she was informed that "'In the women's prison, the lash is never 

used. There the punishments are confinement to their own cells in the main 

dormitory. or in separate cells. with reduction of food'" and, of course. 

gagging. 14 Farnham preferred kindness to punishment as a means to achieve 

order, but even she could react punitively, meting out long periods in sol

itary. cropping women's hair, and using the gag and strait jacket. A list of 

violations and punishments of 1846 includes: 

--"Noise and violence in her room at noon. Shower bath.,,15 

-"Disobedience and noise in her room. Twelve days solitary confinement 

in outer cell." 

__ "N01' se l' n her room at nl' ght • St a' ht . k t f th . ht d " r 19 Jac e or e nlg ,an bread 

and water for one week." 

--"For rushing from her cell when the door was open • and repeating 

it many times • • • a chain six feet in length was made fast to the 

wall and locked upon her wrist.,,16 
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Discipline at the Female Prison was less harsh than at the old Auburn unit for 

women, where Rachel Welch was said to have died of her lashing; but on the 

other hand, the frequent administration of physical punishments was not, as 

yet, a matter about which authorities felt embarrassed. 

By 1859, the Female Prison was ~~ overcrowded that another 28 cells were 

constructed. This stopgap measure, however, hardly sufficed, and by 1865, 

with a population of nearly 200, the prison's population was nearly double its 

capacity. This overcrowding led, soon afterwards, tq closing of the women's 

prison at Sing Sing. In 1865 the legislature authorized that women from the 

seventh and eighth judicial districts be sent to penitentiaries rather than to 

Sing Sing. and a law of 1877 emptied the women's prison entirely by providing 

that all its prisoners be transferred to the King's County Penitentiary.17 

The building itself was not demolished until early in the twentieth century, 

but for more than a decade after 1877 there was no special institution for 

women prisoners in New York State. 

Developments in other Northeastern States to 1874: 
Placing the New York Experience in Context 

In New York, isolation of women prisoners took place earlier than in 

other northeastern states, but in other respects the New York process was 

typical of that which occurred elsewhere in the region. Before states began 

to establish prisons, there was little separation of the sexes in penal in-

stitutions. (Indeed, throughout most of the eighteenth century, workhouses 

and jailS seem to have been indifferent to classification of any type', mixing 

young with old, women with men, misdemeanants with felons, the untried with 

the convicted.) Not long after the first prisons were established, women 

began to be at least partially separated, held apart in rooms or on different 

tiers in these institutions, which were predominantly male. This was the case· 
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at the Auburn prison, which isolated its women in the attic room. It was also 

the case in New Hampshire: after 1812, when the New Hampshire State Prison 

was opened at Concord, women were held togeth~r in one part of that institu-

tion. But because the female state prisoner population of New Hampshire was 

miniscule--evidently never exceeding six--the need did not develop in that 

state for a separate prison for women. Th t· th N H h a ~s, e ew amps ire arrangement 

remained similar to the old arrangement at Auburn. 18 

Pennsylvania provides an example of a state midway between New York and 

New Hampshire in the rate at which it developed its women's prison system. 

When the Walnut Street jail was opened in Philadelphia about 1790, women were 

separated from the men (as they had also been at New York's first prison, 

Newgate) and provided with a matron. In the early nineteenth century, when 

Pennsylvania established penitentiaries at each end of the state, female 

departments were established within these. Thus Dorothea Dix observed in 1845 

that "The Eastern Penitentiary has 20 woman-convicts," supervised by a matron, 

while "In the Western Pen~tent;ary are 7 women conv~cts no m t • • - ., a ron • 

The Pennsylvania arrangement at this point resembled that which existed at 

Auburn until 1839. But in contrast to New York, Pennsylvania retained women's 

units in what were essentially men's prisons for nearly 100 years: reports of 

the early twentieth century census enumerated a total of about 50 women at the 

Eastern and Western penitent~ar;es.20 An • • arrangement analogous to the early 

one at Auburn and to that of New Hampshire, in other words, perSisted in 

Pennsylvania well into the twentieth century. It was not until Pennsylvania's 

first separate prison fo~ women opened at Muncy in 1920 that the departments 

for women in the Eastern and Western penitentiaries were closed, in a step 

analogous to that taken at Auburn early in the nineteenth century. 
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That New York's women's prison system developed first (and, later, most 

elaborately) can be explained by the state's relatively large numbers of 

female criminals and its wealth. These two factors fed into the establish-

ment, in 1835, of the country's first women's prison at Sing Sing. New York's 

return, in 1877, to the older solution of holding female state prisoners in 

wings of penitentiaries appears, at first, to have been a reversion, an aban-

donment of the developing ideal of total separation of women. In fact, how-

ever, the closing of the Female Prison in 1877 and transfer of its convicts to 

the King's COunty Penitentiary merely marked the start of a brief interlude in 

the overall process of creating a system of entirely independent prisons for 

women. 

The Nineteenth Century Reformatories 

The Female Prison at Sing Sing, although it held women separately from 

men and hpd a female administration, was still an institution of the custodial 

type: its cells were arranged in tiers and, except for the brief period under 

Farnham, it paid little attention to rehabilitation. The next step in the 

development of the women's prison system in the Northeast, one taken just as 

the Sing Sing institution was closed, was the establishment of an entirely new 

type of women's prison, the reformatory, first in Massachusetts and then, 

toward the century's end, at t~9 locations in New York. We have already 

identified two factors as important in the establishment of separate prisons 

for women: the size of a state's population of female prisoners and its 

resources. To these we must now add a third which became important in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century: the development, in states like 

Massachusetts and New York, of pressure groups led by women who lobbied for 

entirely separate, administratively independent institutions fo'r female 
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offenders. Deeply influenced by the penological principles endorsed by the 
".: 21 

Cincinnati prison congress of 1870, the reformatory movement aimed at estab-

lishment of a totally new type of prison, one which would be rehabilitative 

instead of custodial. The work of women in this movement led to development 

of the type of prison which is often taken as typical of women's prisons 

today. 

The Massachusetts Reformatory Prison established in 1874 at Sherborn 

(today called Framingham) was the first women's reformatory in the Northeast 

(and, some would say, the first real women's reformatory anywhere in the 

United States).22 Not long afterward, in 1881, New York established a House 

of Refuge for Women at Hudson, in the eastern part of the state, and in 1890 

it established a second reformatory, the Western House of Refuge for Women, at 

Albion. All three of these institutions opened before the end of the nine-

teenth century. (Yet another New York State reformatory, that at Bedford, was 

established in the late nineteenth century; but because Bedford did not 0tpen 

until 1901, and because it had more in common with twentieth century refor'ma-

tories than with its three predecessors, it is treated in a later section :of 

this chapter.) 

Establishment 

As noted in connection with the Mount Pleas~n~ Female Prison, it is 

usually necessary to determine where women prisoners were held previously if 

we are to understand why a new institution for this population was estab-

lished. This is certainly true in the case of Massachusetts, where a buildup 

in the number of women held in local penal institutions, especially in the 

Boston area, contributed directly to the pressure for establishment of a 

women's reformatory. 
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In the very early nineteenth century Massachusetts held its female con-

victs at the Charlestown Prison, but due to overcrowding, after 1826 women 

were sent to local houses of correction and jails. By the late 1860s, women 

were being committed to such institutions in considerable numbers; in 1868, 

for example, 610 women were qommitted to the Bos,ton jail and another 283 to 

the South Boston House of correction. 23 At such institutions wome~~ere 

usually supervised by a matron and provided with some employment at institu-

tional chores. They were not, however, absolutely separate from the men and 

it was not possible, given crowded conditions and short sentences, to develop 

programs for them. In 1870 women reformers tried to have the Greenfield jail 

designated as a single sex institution to which all the state's female pris-

oners could be sent. But resistance from the jail's officials nullified these 

efforts, and the reformers set their sights on an entirely new, reformatory 

prison for women. 24 

After the women's department at Sing Sing closed, in New York, too, women 

were sent to local institutions--in this case, county penitentiaries. There 

they were reported to suffer "debasement and wrongs, ,,25 for only three of the 

six penitentiaries had separate wings for women inmates and none could abso-

lutely separate the sexes. The presence of these women in New York peniten-

tiaries, however, did not directly influence establishment of reform&tories in 

that state, for reformatories at first took less serious offenders than those 

held in the penitentiaries. (The presence of the women in the New York peni-

tentiaries, on the other hand, did feed into the establishment of a custodial 

institution later in the century, a development treated in the next section.) 

Supporters of the women's reformatory movement in the two states can be 

grouped, for analytical purposes, into three categovies: the women who lead 

the movement; a state prison or welfare body through which these women chan-
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neled their influence; and, more peripherally, a loose confederation of other 

individuals and organizations which helped lobby for the cause. 

In Massachusetts, two leaders dominated the movement: Hannah B. Chick

ering, who in 1864 had established a halfway house for discharged female 

convicts and who had been active in the abortive Greenfield jail effort; and 

Ellen Cheney Johnson, later a superintendent of the reformatory. (It was 

common, as we shall see, for women active in the reformatory movement to later 

assume administrative positions in the institutions they helped found.) 

Chickering and her associates, realizing that they needed a power based in a 

state body if they h were to ac ieve their goal, first fought for establishment 

of a Board of Commissioners for Prisons which had an Advisory Board of three 

women. (One of the first commissioners was Ellen C. Johnson.) This was the 

state body which, in Massachusetts, shepherded the legislation for a women's 

prison into law. Among the peripheral supporters were three men prominent in 

the national prison reform movement--ZebUlon R. Brockway, Frank B. Sanborn, 

and Enoch C. Wines--and a league establ1"shed l°n 1873 which conducted a peti-

tion campaign urging legislators to appropriate money for a women's prison. 26 

In the case of New York the most prominent leader of the women's reforma

tory movement was Josephine Shaw Lowell; Lowell was assisted, at an important. 

juncture later described in some detail, by Abby Hopper Gibbons. Lowell began 

her extraordinary career as a founder of institutions for women in the late 

1870s, when she established an "asylum" for feeble-minded women at Newark, New 

York. From there she went on to found no fewer than three reformatories--

those at Hudson, Albion, and Bedford. Th k t t e ey s a e body in New York was the 

State Board of Charities, on which Lowell served for many years. The outer 

ring of supporters in,New York included the governor, who in his annual mes

sage of 1881 urged the legislature to establish a reformatory for women;27 the 

-66-



Prison Association of New York, a private philanthropy which had a women's 

branch; and, most importantly, the State Charities Aid Association, another 

private philanthropy with a stong contingent of women, some of them close 

associates of Lowell. 

The arguments put forth in support of a reformatory in Massachusetts were 

very similar to those stated in the Declaratiop of Principles endorsed by the 

Cincinnati prison congress in 1870. If women prisoners are to 'be reformed, it 

was argued, they must be isolated entirely from men and put under the super

vision of women. Instead of being relegated to the poorest quarters in local 

institutions, they must be confined under circumstances which would help 

restore their self-respect. There they should be provided with academic and 

vocational training, and theI"e their treatment should be individualized. They 

should be held for long terms, the argument continued, for short terms made 

reformational work impossi ble. Further, the pri son shou~,d incorporate 

classification, grading, and other features of the Irish system of prison 

discipline. 28 To these arguments of principle the backers added a few of 

practicality: establishment of a women's prison would free cell space for men 

in jails and houses of correction; and the labor of women prisoners would 

29 becozpa more profitable if all were located in one place. 

Arguments for women's reformatories were similar in New York, but to them 

was added a strong eugenic rationale, largely through "the influence of Lowell. 

At about the time Lowell became a member of the State Board of Charities, she 

was deeply influenced by Richard Dugdale's study of The Jukes, a degenerate 

family of criminals, drunkards, and mentally diseased persons who, according 

to Dugdale, were produced by promiscuous women •. Lowell was anxious to have 

New York establish institutions where such women could be prev~nted from 

breeding more of their kind. "(O)ne of the most important and most dangerous 
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causes of the increase of crime, pauperism and insanity," she wrote in 1879, 

"is the unrestrained liberty allowed to vagrant and degraded women." Lowell 

argued that reformatories could serve two ends: reformation of fallen women, 

if possible, eugenic restraint if not. Both ends required longer sentences 

"" 30 than "vagrant and degraded" women were currently recelvlng. 

The State Charities Aid Asso,ciation amplified this eugenic note. To 

demonstrate the need for reformatories for women, the SCAA wrote to county 

poorhouses in 1878 to collect information on "poorhouse women who, being 

young, have passed ~earlY all their lives between the jail and ~he poorhouse. 

••• (T)hey go on, getting constantly harder and more desperate, until they 

become utterly debased themselves and a cause of debasement to many others 

" In language similar to that of Dugdale and Lowell, the SCAA urged in 

1879: "Do not let us allow these women to make of the poorhouse a pauper 

lying-in hospital for illegitimate children •• " A reformatory would try 

to save "debased" women, and even if it failed, it would still keep them from 

"d f" t" 31 reproducing themselves during their perlO 0 lncarcera lone 

Another arg~ment put forth in New York for establishment of a women's 

reformatory--also influential elsewhere but seldom so clearly articulated--was 

based on the view of women as weak and hence in need of protection. The first 

report of the Hudson House of Refuge pointed out that 
l 

-:;::::/ society everywhere is inclined to visit its censure and ostracism more 

severely upon women than upon men who have once stepped aside from the 

paths of rectitude and virtue. This ••• grows out of the fact that 

women are weaker and less able to protect themselves 32 

Because women are weaker, the state must protect them more than men--espe

cially young women involved in sexual misconduct or in "manifest danger" of 

becoming so involved. On the basis of such reasoning, the women's reformatory 
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movement did much to institutionalize the double standard of sexual behavior 

for men and women. 

Commitment and Sentencing Provisions and Parole 

There were considerable differences in the restrictions placed by the 

first northeastern reformatories on the types of offenders they might receive, 

the l"nstl"tutl"ons and in the laws pertaining to individual differences between 

these laws were Changed over time. institutions as The differences reflected 

l"n the states' needs and the fact that these first reformaboth variations 

tories were experimental institutions. By the early twentieth c~ntury, a norm 

ff d best suited to reformatory had developed according to which the 0 en ers 

treatment were women between 16 and 30 cOllvicted of misdemeanors or lesser 

offenses. But the nineteenth century reformatories, having no blueprint, 

tried a variety of approaches. 

To the Massachusetts refo~ma ory t could be Sent women of any age but only 

those conv.icted of minor offenses. There was a flood of commitments the first 

1 " b" t s and prostitutes; therefore a proyear--nearly 800 women, main y lne rla e 

vision was added making it possible to exclude repeaters. Then early in the 

twentieth century, in a dramatic change, Massachusetts passed a law mandating 

t 33 As we shall see, other commitment of female felons to the reforma ory. 

states also decided in the early twentieth century to send felons to their 

Such steps, however, marked abandonment of the original rereformatories. 

formatory aim of excluding women whose offenses suggested they were beyond 

reformation. 

In contrast, the changes in the law governing commitment to the House of 

New York, worked to restrict the reformatory's population to Refuge at Hudson, 

ever milder offenders. According to the establishing legislation of 1881, the 
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Hudson reformatory could receive all women between 15 and 30 years convicted 

of pet! t larceny, habitual drunkenness, common prostitution, or fl'equenting 

disorderly houses of houses of prostituion, except women convicted in New York 

and King's County. (More on women from these New York City-area counties in a 

moment.) This law was revised in 1896 so that only women between 12 and 25 

could be committed to Hudson. At the same time, it was provided that women 

between the ages of 15 and 30 could be sent to the newly established reforma

tory at Albion and to the projected reformatory at Bedford. (The lower limit 

of 15 years was raised to 16 in 1910.) Albion was to draw from the judicial 

districts to the west; women from the east were to be sent to Hudson until 

Bedford opened, after which Bedford should receive women from the New York 

City area. Continuing the downward trend in the ages of its commitments, 

Hudson was tUrned into a training school for girls in 1904, not long after 

Bedford opened. 34 

There was, then, a good deal of fiddling with commitment laws as these 
. , 

first reformatories tried to define the populations whom they wanted to reform 

while at the same time adjusting to the states' needs for space in which to 

hold various categories of female offenders. In retrospect we can see that 

Massachusetts was anomalous, in terms of the reformatory movement as a whole: 

its reformatory received older women from the start, and although for a while 

it tried to exclude repeaters, early in the twentieth century it began to 

receive another type--the felon--~ho was elsewhere usually considered an 
'I 

unsuitable reformatory commitment. Ne~York, on the other hand, was more in 

line with the reformatory movement as a whole in the way it restricted its 

reformatory commitments to young, non-serious offenders. In fact, the commit

ment laws of early Hudson and of Albion and Bedford were largely responsible 

for establishing the commitment normrdopted 
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The first reformatories for women were among the pioneers in indeter-

minate sentencing. Again, the absence of a blueprint meant that there was, at 

fir~t, considerable experimentation with sentences. The central problem faced 

by those who framed such provisions was how to reconcile their desire to hold 

minor offenders for long periods with the trad~tional principle of propor-

tionality, according to which punishments should be determined by severity of 

the offense. In efforts to resolve this tension, Massachusetts made several 

changes in the provisions governing sentence to the women's reformatory. The 

law which established the reformatory specified a two year maximum (this for 

offenders who previously would have had a maximum of six months). 35 However, 

it did not bar COUl"tS from setting lower maximums, which they often did. (In 

Sherborn's second year of operation, for example, the great majority of pris-

oners had sentences of one year of less.) Low maximums seemed to subvert the 

need for time to retrain offenders; thus changes of 1880 established a one 

year minimum sentence for all. When felons were introduced in the early 

twentieth century, a maximum of five years was proVided for them unless the 

committing court explicitly prescribed a longer term; misdemeanants continued 

to have a maximum of two years.36 

In New York, too, legislatien geverning terms at the refermateries pre-

vided that we~en'whe, previeusly, weuld have been ignered by the justice 

system 'Or, at mest, incarcerated briefly, ceuld new be held fer lengthy peri-

'Ods. OriginallY"g:'omen sent to Hudsen 'Or Albien ceuld be held fer up te five 

years. 37 Seme judges objected to the disperpertienality invelved in such 

lengthy cemmitments for wemen cenvicted 'Of petty offenses, hewever, In 1888 

'the Hudson House' 'Of Refuge cemplained that some 'Of the state's largest coun-

ties w~re not committing women to it in the mistaken belief that five year 

sentences were too harsh, given the nature 'Of the 'Offenses involved. Juq.ges 
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simply had not grasped the point, according to the Hudson report, that because 

the purpose wa~ reformation, not punishment, long sentences were "indispen-

sable to geed results.,,38 "(S)u 1 "th H d 8 re y, e u son repert of 1 89 exclaimed, 

"fi ve years is net tel) leng for the sunderl" ng 'Of old and evil asseciatiens, 

the breaking of pernicieus habits, the fermatien 'Of new, and the practice and 

centinuance of such till they become fixed and stable." But despite these 

protests, in 1899 the maximum term was lowered te three years fer women cem

mitted te both Hudsen and Albien. 39 

Just as these early wemen's reformateries were pieneers in the develep

ment of the indeterminate sentence, se tee were they pieneers in the devel

epment 'Of parele. Having few examples te follew, they themselves had to work 

'Out ct"i teria and precedures for release en parele and supervis:ten. TYl-'LJally, 

the state bedy autherized to supervise the refermatery was given the autherity 

to parele. In Massachusetts this was the Board 'Of Cemmissiener's 'Of Pri sens; 

at the twe New York refermateries, it was the institutiens' beards 'Of mana

gers. Alse typical was the practice 'Of pareling wemen te their families 'Or, 

if the families were censidered "bad," te demestic pesitiens; in either case, 

the female heaas 'Of househeld served as infermal parele 'Officers, supervisisg 

the released priseners and reperting en their behavier te the institutien. 

After their first few years of eperatien, refermateries 'Often budgeted a 

pesitien fer a parele 'Officer whe weuld visit parelees in the hemes te which 

they were released, providing anether check en misbehavier. The Hassachusetts 

refermatery developed an infermal parele system 'Of indenture as demestic 

servants in 1879, twe years befere its parele system was fermally instituted, 

and in 1882 the state funded an Agent 'Of Discharged F~~Flle Cenvicts te check 
.1 

up on released pril\nersO Women released from the twe New York reformatories 

were required to write 'Once a month to their institutions, and the persen 
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responsible for them was expected to sign these reports, attesting to their 

accuracy. The New York reformatories also developed positions for parole 

officers, women who would visit discharged prisoners and return them to the 

institution if their morals seemed in jeopardy.40 

Physical Plants 

The nineteenth century reformatories for women in the Northeast contrib-

uted greatly to the development of a type of plant which, with its cottage 

living units, embodied the notion that criminal women could be reformed 

through domestic training in a family atmosphere. But the new type of plant 

was not developed overnight; again, it is important to recognize that these 

nineteenth century institutions were breaking new ground. The only available 

model for penal institutions for adults was that of the maximum security 

fortress, a model to which even the new reformatories for men adhered~ Lead-

ers in the women's reformatory movement wanted to develop a more open type of 

plant, one more suitable to what they considered woman's g~ntle and domestic 

nature. !~ut they were, after all, dealing with prisoners as well as adven-
'I 

\\ 
turing into uncharted territory, and so they experimented cautiously with 

architectural innovations. The evolution of the reformatory plant can be 

observed as we look from the reformatory at Massachusetts to the two in New 

Yorl~t these three institutions having been opened in 1877, 1887, and 1893, 

respecti vel y. 
Fe" 
\ ) 

The Massachusetts reformatory moat'/ closely resembled the old-style 

prison, consisting of a central building 'Nith 300 cells and two fifty-bed 
} 

;: dormitories. Hannah Chickering had wan?ced at least some cottages,41 but her 
\[, 

proposal was in advance of its time and C;'t.h{; huge congregate building was 

erected instead. This building still expressed, architecturally, the older, 
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more punitive prison philosophy; and it reflected the fact that the domestic 

training programs which later became typlocal of women's reformatories were 

still in an embryonic stage. Th t b ere were, 0 e sure, signs in Massachusetts 

that the new penology was on lOts "way: the central building did have dormi-

tories (an arrangement unthinkable in men's prisons), and efforts had been 

made to create "rooms" less bleak th3n the traditional cell. But clearly, the 

Massachusetts institution was constructed at a very early point in the tran

sition from prison to reformatory (a fact also reflected in its original 

title, "Reformatory Prison"). 

Hudson took an enormous step forward in developing the type of plant 

Which eventually became typical of the northeastern women's reformatory: it 

was the first institution for adult women prisoners to adopt the cottage plan 

already in use in some JOuvenlOle lO~stlOtutlOons. H" ° .owever--a slgn that the new 

plan was still in its infancy--Hudson also had t a cen ral prison building to 

which new inmates were first assigned •. '!his contained cells much like those 

of the t:rad~',tional prison, their doors and windows barred. Th j at the cottage 

plan was still in an early stage is also indicated by the fact that whereas 

the prison building at Hudson could hold 150, its cottages had a capacity for 

only 96; the emphasis, that is, still fell on custody. Furthermore, the first 

cottages did not include living rooms; the notion of the cottage as a family 

unit was as yet nascent. Cottages built at Hudson after it opened, however, 

did include 1,iving rooms, and Significantly, in 1897 the State Board of Chari

ties recommended that the tiers of the prison building be removed and this 

space converted to dormitories. 42 The auth °to orl les were beginning to realize 

that they could break entirely with the custodial model. 

Like its predecessor at Hudson, the Albion reformatory had a central 

building with cells and outlying cot'tages. H t owever, a ~lbion most of the 
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beds were located in cottages: its prison building had cells for 66, whereas 

"ld h ld 88"n tes Moreover, unlike the orig-the four original cottages cou 0 ~ rna • 

inal cottages at Hudson, those at Albion did include rooms where "family" 

activities could be pursued. Photographs. of the Albion reformatory in its 

early days reveal a sharp break with the penal atmosphere o( the old-stYle 

prison. The interior spaces were still spartan, bleak, and uncomfortable, but 

h 1 homel;ke, w;th flowers and tableclothes and pictures on they were nonet e ess • • 

the walls. 

Administration 

At first glance there appears to have been a marked difference between 

the ways in which Massachusetts and New York administered their new reforma-

tories for won{en. In Massachusetts the ultimate authority was the Board of 

h body wh;ch ;nspected all the prisons in"the Commissioners of Prisons, t e.. 

state. In New York, ultimate authority over the two reformatories was placed 

jointly in the hands of the State BOard of Charities and the State Commission 

of Prisons. but irt:,lrrmediate between these two supervisory bodies and the 

institutions themselves were boards of managers responsible for monitoring 

institutional activities, appointing the superintendents, and paroling in-

mates. The differences between the two state,s are, in fact, more apparent 

The Massachusetts Board of Commissioners for PrisonsJ we recall, than real. 
\\ 

had an Advisory Board of three women. This Advisory Board evidently served a 

function similar to that of the New York State boards of managers, leaviilg the 

supervision of the other state prisons to their male colleagues and themselves 

focusing on the women's reformatory. 

Just as Albion advanced over Hudson in its architectural development of 

d;d ;t adva'nce ;n administrative structu"re; New York the refon~atory plan, so • • • 
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learned from mistakes made at the earlier institution and corrected them when 

it founded the second. When Hudson-opened, there was no requirement that any 

of the five members of its board of managers be a woman. (The first board 

did, in fact, include a female member, but by the early 1890s it was all 

male.)43 That there was no representative of female interests conflicted with 

a key tenet of the women's reformatory movement, according to which such 

institutions should be managed by women because other" women best understand 

the problems of criminal females. A law of 1895 raised the number of managers 

of Hugson to six and required that two must be women. When Albion was founded 

in 1890, the establishing legislation required that its five-member board of 

managers include two women. 44 

For both New York reformatories, establishing legislation specified that 

the superintendent be a women. The analagous Massachusetts law expressed a 

preference that internal operations of that state's reformatory be directed 

almost entirely by women, but--another reflection of the fact that the Massa-

chusetts reformatory was one of the earliest--this law allowed for the pos-

sibility that the superintendent and treasurer be male. In fact, the first 

superintendents at Sherborn were all women, and there, as at Hudson and 

45 Albion, most of the other officers were female as well. 

The character of these institutions' early superintendents helps explain 

a curious phenomenon: near the tUrn of the century, although the two New York 

institutions were more advanced in their development of the reformatory model, 

Sherborn was better known nationally and regarded as the model to be followed 

by other women's reformatories. Not until after tbe turn of the century, when 

Bedford opened under the direction of Katherine B. Davis, did New York become 

leader in the women's reformatory movement. It seems significant that at the 

height of its fame, Sherborn waS superintended by the dynamic Ellen C. John-
(I 
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son, a woman who travelled and lectured widely to advance the reformatory 

cause. Befo~e Johnson became superintendent, Sherborn was run by women who 

were not agressive in that role.. Similarly, the early superintendents of 

Hudson and Albion assumed caretaker rather than proselytizing roles. They 

were content to stay at home at their institutions, administrating but not 

venturing far beyond local territory. But almost from the moment that Davis 

became superintendent at Bedford in 1901, she attracted the national lime

light, and from that time on, Bedford was regarded as the leader in female 

corrections. The radical experiments in penology which were taking place 

women's reformatories needed publicists. Those women who were personally able 

to assume such roles--first Johnson in Massachusetts, later Davis in New 

York--became famous and drew national attention to the institutions which they 

managed. other reformatories, though perhaps as innovative as Sherborn and 

Bedford, were for the most part ignored. 

Inmates, Programs, and Discipline 

What kinds of women were committed to these n~neteenth century reform·a-

tories during their first few years of operation? We shall attempt to answer 

that question in terms of age, race, nationality, and offense type. Despite 

variations, .the general answer is that the typical inmate in the three refor-

matories under consideration was a young, white, native-born woman convicted 

of a publio order offense, very often a morals offense, for which men were not 

similarly punished. 

Women committed to the Massachusetts reformatory wepe, on the average, 
C 

older than their New York State counterparts, Massachusetts having placed I n6' 

upper restriction on age. In this ins'titution's first year of operation, for 

instance, the oldest commitment was 76 years old and the ayerage age was 30. 

,c; 
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The reformatory did not report on inmates' race during its early years (an 

omission quite possibly indicative of an exclusively white population), but it 

did report carefully on nationality. During the first two years of operation, 

more than half of the population was foreign-born (Ireland having been par

ticularly well represented), and an even higher proportion had foreign-born 

parents. 46 The first year's commitments had mainly been copvicted of drunk

enness, prostitution, and idle and disorderly conduct. In the fifth year, the 

commitments were still mostly public order offenders, but bf that point the 
\ ~ 

proportion convicted of crimes against persons and property had begun to 

. 47 rlse. 

At Hudson and Albion, where commitments were restricted to women between 

15 and 30 years of age, inmates were younger, the majority being under 21. 

They were especially youthful at Hudson: even before the legal ch~.J1ge of 1896 

lowered the commitment age from 15 to 12, the State Board of Charities re-

48 ported commitments as young as 13. Information on race is not available for 

Hudson; at Albion, few if any non-whites were admitted during the first dec-
'.1 

ade, and there are indications in the institutional records that the early 

administrators did not even entertain the possibility that they might receive 

non-whites. 49 According to both institutions' annual reports, the majority of 

commitments in their first decades were native-born women with native-born 

parents. At both (again according to their annual reports), most women ad-
;/ 

Ii' 
mitted during the first decade oJ ope;ation had been convicted of public order 

crimes such as vagrancy, immora~'iity, disorderly conduct, and prostitution. 

All three reformatories made strenuous efforts--within the limitations of 

their often slim budgets--to provide programs which would train inmates to be 

moral and self-supporting women. Religious, academic, and vocational training 

were woven together in programs which emphasized conformity to gender-role 
:) 
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expectations, especially in terms of sexuality and domesticity. Industrial 

d l'nstl'tutl'onal chores--cooking, sewing, and cleaning-training centered aroun 

b t tl b use administrators believed partly out of practical necessity u mos y eca 

that reform of female prisoners involved making them proficient in traditional 

womanly tasks. Ellen C. Johnson did establish an extensive farm program.~t 

Sherborn, and she planted a mulberry orchard in an abortive attempt to estab-

lish a silk industry. At Albion, too, gardening and farming were important 

activities in the early years. But as time went on, the agricultural emphasis 

at both institutions decreased. Industrial training at the two New York 

reformatories revolved around the cottages, and both of these institutions 

on thel'r "home-like atmosphere," a Hudson report of 1897 prided themselves 

, ,,50 proudly referring to this as the reformatory's "mainsprlng. 

In general, the three reformatories achieved discipline through systems 

All three, of course, could reward good behavior of rewards and punishments. 

with early parole; and we have already noted that even before parole was 

formalized at Sher orn, b that l'nstl'tutl'on developed an indenture system whereby 

women with good records could be released to domestic positions in local 

homes. 51 All three also used a grading system to reward good behavior within 

t th New York reformatories had more resources in this the institution, bu e 

line as they could promote well-behaved women to cottages and return disci_ 

plinary problems to the cells of the prison buildings. 

As noted later in the chapter on Albion, discipline at that institution 

seems to have been excellent in the early years, inmates and staff working 

together with a good degree of cooperation. Credit for this success is large-

t d t Mary K. Eoyd, who strove to keep rules and ly due to the first superin en en , 

punishments to a mi~imum a(~~~rided herself on not employing the elaborate 
c 

rewards systems popular in some men's reformatories. Hudson, orl the other 
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hand, had far more disciplinary troubles in its early years. Two years after 

it opened, the State Board of Charities questioned whether solitary confine-

ment was not being used too extensively at Hudson. Though convinced that some 

women had to be kept in cells to preserve "good order ••• and. the personal 

safety of • inmates," the SBC hoped such confinement would be used spar-

ingly. Six years later it condemned the use at Hudson of dark cells for 

punishment, arguing that they were "depressing and unsanitary." According to 

the SBC, the dark cells were often used to pupish trivial offenses, and women 

were sometimes held in them for weeks with no exercise and little food. In 

one case, it reported, the offense involved no more than "loud talking or 
i' 

boisterous laugl~er.,,52 Great variations in the quality of institutional 

discipline were, as we shall see, typical of early women's reformatories. The 

variations seem to have been a function of two key factors: the degree of, 

crowding and, as in the case of Hudson, the extent to which the reformatory 

stressed minor rules. 

In sum, these early northeastern reformatories incarcerated mainly young, 

white women who had violated expectations of womanly propriety through sexual 

misbehavior, drinking, or some other public order offense. The institutions 

aimed at elevating these women throug17t moral and domestic training. To the 

end of reform, they used an array of new penological techniques, including the 

indeterminate sentence and parole, a new type of physical plant designed to 

foster domesticity, administratiq,n by other women, and programs which empha-

sized religious, academic, and vocational development. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the refo~matory type of women's 

prison had been well developed in the Northeast by these three insti'tutions. 
li 

Their mutual experience and innovative efforts culminated, at the turn of the 
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century, in the new reformatory at Bedford, established in 1892 but not opened 

till 1901. Taking advantage of the wisdom a,ccumulated by its predecessors, 

Bedford became the Progressive women's reformatory par excellence and the 

model for the six women's reformatories established elsewhere in the Northeast 

between 1900 and 1922. Before we turn to these twentieth century reformator-

ies, however, we will look at a peculiar and regressive development in New 

York: that state's return to the custodial model with two women's prisons 

founded in 1893 and 1908. 

New York's R~turn to the Custodial Model 

The women's reformatories founded in the Northeast in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries usually held a population not previously incar

cerated in state in~titutions--pE:rsons convicted of misdemeanors or lesser 
o , 

offenses. The reformatories by and large eschewed felons, the offenders 

traditionally considered prqper subjects for institutionalization in state-run 

prisons. Thus even states which had established a reformatory for women still 

had to devise some means of dealing with women convicted of serious crimes. 

Most northeastern state§.~ventually solved this problem by combining 

their populations of female felons and lesser offenders at their women's 

reformatory. This solution, however, was antithetical to the original reform

atory ideal of excluding from such institutions women whose age or offense 

record indicated that they were probably unreformable. In the early tWentieth 

century, when reformers still adhered closely to this ideal, the tl.Bual solu

tion was to keep felons in separate institutions. Most'states continued to 

incarcerate their female felons in sections of the (predominantly male) state 

prisons. But New York tried another alternative: that of running separate, 

custodial women's prisons for felons and older misdemeanants. This alter-
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native eventually proved too expensive even for New York. It did, however, 

prove viable for a while, particularly at the State Prison for Women which was 

operated at Auburn between 1893 and 1931. Less successful was the state's 

effort to establish a custodial women's prison at Valatie in 1908. 

The State Prison for Women at Auburn 

That a 'State Prison for Women was founded at Auburn, New York, in 1893 

was the result of several factors, most importantly the build-up in local 

penitentiaries of popUlations of female felons. As we have already seen, 

after the old prison for women at Sing Sing was closed in 1877, there was no 

place but the penitentiaries in which to hold such women. But the penitentia-

ries lacked the resources to entirely separate women from men, a situation 

which created management proble,\I1s 'and conflicted with the new penological 

theory that female prisoners should be isolated and supervised by other women. 

Just as these problems were coming to a head ~11 the early 1890s, two develop-

ments encouraged the state to establish a women's prison at Auburn. First, 
\} 

the old asylum for insane criminals which adjoined the men's prison at Auburn 

had recently been emptied by transfer of its population to a new prison. 

Second, there had recently been a drop in the population of the Auburn prison 

for men, which was therefore not desperate for extra cell space. 53 It was at 

the old asylurn--adjacent to the men's prison but separated by a wall from it--

that the State Prison for Women was located. 

This prison is described in detail in Chapter 7 of this report. Thus it 

will be dealt with here only insofar as it presents a contrast to the reforma

tories founded at Hudson and Albion at nearly the same time. 54 

One major difference lay in restrictions on the type of prisoner who 

could be committed: to the Auburn pri~on could be sentenced any women over 16 
" f' 
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convicted of a felony if her term was one year or longer, and any such woman 

under 30 if she had previously been convicted of another felony.55 (Most 

11 

!I 
\j 
! 

felons and women over thirty were, of course, excluded from the reformator-

ies.) In contrast to the indeterminate sentences of the reformatories, 

sentences at Auburn were at first determinate, a sign of the institution's 

conformity to older prison traditions. After 1901, when indeterminate sen-

tencing became the rule in New York State even for felons, Auburn women too 

could be released on parole. Yet their terms continued to be geared to their 

offenses: the principle of proportionality still applied at Auburn, in oon-

II i 
Ii 
'\ 

I 
II 
iJ 
I" 

II 

trast to the reformatories, which had a fixed maximum for all. 
II 
II 

In terms of pllysicial plant and administration, there were also marked 

contrasts between the State Prison for Women and the two reformatories. The 

State Prison was located in the abandoned asylum, an aged and crumbling struc-

ture, whereas the reformatories had been built from the ground up. The Auburn 

cells were not stacked in tiers as at a regular men's prison, but they were 

cells nonetheless; there were no cottage rooms at Auburn. Ultimate authority 

over the Prison for Women was the Superintendent of State Prisons; the State 

Board of Charities, with its eleemosynary concerns, was not given a super-

visory role at Auburn as at the reformatories. Nor was there a board of 

managers to oversee the immediate details of administration. Rather, the 

chief administrator was the warden of the adjacent prison for men. Daily 

management was handled by a matron and her assistants, but they had little 

autonomy; and most of the other personnel--the physician, chaplain, and 

clerk--were men who primarily worked on the men's side at Auburn. During the 

last years of operation of the State Prison for Women, there was no matron at 

all, administrative details being handled by Frank L. Heacox, physician of the 

men's prison. 
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Despite some similarities, there were strong differences between the 

characteristics of women held at Auburn and at the two reformatories. Like 
the reforcatory inmates, the majority of Auburn women were native-born and 
white. But there was a higher proportion of women of color at Auburn, and the 
Auburn population was generally older, there being no limit on commitment age. 

The offenses of the Auburn women were also different: in contrast to the 

public order offenses of which most reformatory lOnmates h d a been convicted, 

violent and property crimes brought women to AUburn. 56 

In program, the State Prison for Women was impoverished when compared to 

the reformatories (and, kndeed, most prisons for men). As at the reformator

ies, work at Auburn centered around institutional maintenance and traditional 

women's tasks like sewing. But at Auburn, work was not approached as voca

tional training, and it was seldom supplemented by academic or recreational 

activities. Moreover, the sewing industries at Auburn were t d expec e to pro-

duce revenues, and inmates were (in some years, tIt) a eas paid a small wage 

for their work. Discipline at Auburn was also more characteristic of men's 

prisons than reformatories, relatively rigid and imposed to keep order rather 

than to instill in inmates a sense of responsibility. For instance, the rule 

of silence was continued at least through 1915 at the women's prison at 

Auburn. 

The State Prison for Women was closed in 1933--or, rather, moved to 

grounds attached to the Bedford reformatory. At thO 0 t N v lS pOln, ew ~ork combined 

its prison and reformatory populations by placing them in geographical prox-

imity and under the same administration. Although the two groups were kept 

separate, the move marked relinquishment f th 0 o e orlginal reformatory ideal of 

keeping reformable and unreformable criminal women completely apart. 
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The State Farm for Women at Valatie 

Ne\<l York's second attempt to establish a custodial prtson at. the turn of 

the century proved to be a failure--the State Farm for Women at Valatie opened 

in 1911 only to be closed four years later. The effort is of intel~est, 

however, in that it represents an attempt to develop a new type of penal 

institution for older females who were repeat, though minor, offenders. 

Before the State Farm was established in 1908, New York had no special 

institution for misdemeanants over 30 years; such women continued to be sent 

to local jails. This population, especially repeat petty offenders such as 

inebriates and prostitutes, aroused the concern of the Women's Prison Asso-

ciation of New York. the main backer of the State Farm bill. The WPANY had 

little interest in rehabilitating such 'women, whom it considered "incapable of 

reformation.,,57 Rather, it wished to keep them off the streets, and that for 

eugenic reasons. At this point in its history, the WPANY was caught up by the 

Progressive mania for social purification. Its mem~ers believed that women 

who repeatedly committed petty crimes had a "far-reaching and subversive" 

influence on the morals of society; that their influence penetrated homes to 

destroy family life; that they lured the young into houses of prostitution; 

and that, perhaps worst of all, the vast majority of such women were foreign

ers. 58 In 1905 the WPANY declared that: 

If promiscuous immigration is to continue, it devolves upon the en-

lightened, industrious, and moral citizen, from selfish ::IS well as from 

philanthropic motives, to instruct the morally defective to conform to 

our ways and exact from them our own high standard of morality and 

legitimate industry.59 

This 1905 report concluded that "It is for this purpose that our bill provid

ing for a State Farm for Women was introduced. ,,60 
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The next year WPANY elaborated further on the theme of contamination of 

the American gene pool by immoral female foreigners: 

Do you want immoral women to walk our streets, pollute society, endanger 

your households, menace the morals of your sons and daughters? Do 

you think the women here described fit to become mothers of American 

citizens? Shall foreign powers generate criminals and dump them on our 

Shores?61 

For such genetic pollutants, the backers of the State Farm bill had in mind a 

totally indefinite sentence \o/hich would allow inmates to "remain as long as 

they live, within the sheltering walls of the institution.,,62 

Over the years leading up to enactment of the State Farm bill in 1908, 

WPANY mobilized supporters in many quarters. According to the association's 

report of 1907, for example, the bill had been endorsed by almost every char-

itable, civil, polit~cal, and religious organization in the state, and by 

boards of magistrates. county judges, sheriffs, district attorneys, and court 

and prison workers as well. That WPANY had to put so much effort into its 

campaign, and to mobilize such extensive support, may have been a function of 

lack of genuine interest in the reform they were pushing. At any rate, the 

legislature refused several times to endorse the State Farm bill. Its final 

approval came only after members of WPANY travelled to Albany to enlist the 

support of people "high in authority from all parts of the State.,,63 

The establishing legislation specified that the new insti tutiorl should be 

located on fertile land and in a "healthful situation." From the start of 

their campaign, WPANY had argued that the best activities for State Farm women 

would be agricultural. Outdoor work would improve their heaJ,th, and the 

vegetables they produced could make the farm self-supporting. Moreover, in a 

remote area their old criminal ties would be severed. 64 And so 315 acres were 

purchased near Valatie in Columbia County. 
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One hundred thousand dollars were appropriated to establish the institu-

tion which, it was projected, would consist of cottages, an infirmary, work-

houses, and a trade school, the whole to have a capacity for 500 inmates. 

What in fact materialized must have been disappointing: two cottages \<lith a 

combined capacity of sixty.65 Moreover, even when these two cottages had been 

completed--five years after the prison's establishment--they could not be 

inhabited as no money was left to purchase furnishings. This barrier was 

overcome by more intense lobbying on the part of WPANY, and inmates did start 

to arrive in 1914. But they all had to be held in one cottage as the other 

was needed as a residence for the warden. The second cottage was eventually 

freed for use by inmates but the institution remained poor in space, and in 

personnel and programs as well. For example, because it lacked funds for 

staff, it had to rely on male prisoners sent from the Great Meadow and Auburn 

prisons for repairs and farm work. 

According to the establishing legislation, all women over the age of 30 

convicted of misdemeanors or lesser offenses who were not insane and had been 

convicted at-1east--f!-i-..,-e _____ times during the past two years of any offense what-
-----------------------66 

soever, might be sent to the State Farm. Amendments of 1918 eviderlt:ly made 

it possible to commit to Valatie some women with no priors: these provided 

that females over 16 convicted in the city of New York of public intoxication, 

disorderly conduct, vagrancy, or of frequenting disorderly houses or houses of 

prostitution, could also be sent to the State Farm.
67 

All sentences were in

determinate with a maximum of three years, the WPANY having failed to realize 

t 
. 68 

its eugenic goal of totally indefinite sen enclng. 

Ultimate authority over the State Farm was lodged with the Superintendent 

of State Prisons. As at Auburn, there was no intermediate body analogous to 

the boards of managers which supervised reformatory operations. Rather, the 
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superintendent of State Prisons was authorized to appoint the institutional 

officers, including a warden, keepers, matrons, and a female superintendent of 

agriculture. The WPANY realized that a board of managers would provide sup-

port for the faltering institution and in 1916 tried to persuade the legisla-

ture to authorize one. This effort failed, however, and WPANY itself had to 

act as the prj. son , s parental body, albeit an unofficial one. 69 

The founding legislation stipulated that all officers of the State Farm 

were to be women except in cases where "the nature of the work • • • neces

sitates employment of men.,,70 Apparently Governor Dix felt that administra-

tion was one of these exceptions, for he appointed a man, John H. Mealey, to 

be the State Farm's warden. Mealey served from 1912 (arriving on the scene 

before the State Farm opened) to 1916. He seems to have had his doubts about 

the institution and to have done little to fUrther its cause. 71 In 1916, 

Mealey was replaced by Jane L. Armstrong, a woman whl') had served on the board 

of man9gers of the Western House of Refuge and as a probation officer. She 

served until the institution's ignominious demise. 

Courts did not commit enthusiastically to Valatie, as Table 2: '1 indi-

cates: 

TABLE 2: 1 

COMMITMENTS TO AND POPULATION OF STATE FARM FOR WOMEN, 1915-1918 

Population on 
Commitments September 30 

1915 79 66 
1916 33 75 
1917 26 87 
1918 8 30 

Total 146 

SOURCE: New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1918:330, 332. 

NOTE: The first inmates arrived on 1 October 1914, but as the 
1915 data include all women commited over the fiscal year 1 October 
1914 to 30 September 1915, the table's total of 146 represents all 
the women committed to the State Farm. 
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Most of these women were between 30 and 60 years of age at commitment, but the 

age range in 1915 went to 76 years. During the first three years of opera

tion, most of the inmates were white and native-born.
72 

Ninety-seven percent 

of the first. three years' commitments had been convicted of intoxication; 

perhaps because young women were excluded from the prison, the prostitutes 

anticipated by WPANY never materialized. 73 State Farm inlllates often 1i ved in 

crowded conditions: the institution's capacity was 60 but, as Table 2:1 

indicates, in September of 1917 the Farm held 87 inmates. Insofar as they had 

any employment whatsoever, the women worked at farming and sewing. There was' 

almost no staff to supervise them, no physician, no chaplain. In 1917, warden 

Armstrong complained that there was no money for books or entertainment. It 

must have been a bleak existence for the aging inebriates held at the State 

Farm, and some tried to improve it: in 1917, seventeen attempted to escape, 

three succeeding. 74 

Several factors fed into the institution's failure. Not long after it 

opened, the country went to war; funds and attention were diverted by more 

pressing concerns. At the same time, Progressive energy for social reform and 

institutionalization began to subside. Enactment of Prohibition and of immi-

gration restriction laws may have quieted some of the fears which inspired 

WPANY to found the State Farm. The most immediate cause of the institution's 

failure was lack of funds. Counties would not commit women because they could 

not afford to transport them to Valatie. At one point, the prison could not 

release parolees because it did not have funds to return them to their homes. 

The WPANY assumed both costs for a while, but it could not do so indefinite

ly.75 

And so in 1918, the State Farm was turned over to the Department of 

Health to be used as a treatment center for women with venereal diseases. All 

remaining inmates were summarily paroled. In 1919, the war's end having 
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alleviated concern that soldiers might be infected by venereal disease, the 

institution was returned to the Superintendent of State Prisons. There was 

some discussion of designating Valatie as an institution for mentally defec

tive women from Bedford, a proposal endorsed by WPANY. This plan did not 

materialize, however, and in 1920 Valatie again passed out of the hands of the 

Superintendent of State Prisons to become a residence for mentally defective 

children. 76 

The State Farm was a poorly conceived, badly planned, and inadequately 

funded institution. Basically custodial in intent and design, it attempted to 

graft some aspects of the reformatory (cottages, countryside location) on to 

the custodial model; but the mix was unsuccessful. The original concept of 

the State Farm as a prison where female misdemeanants could be held indefi-

nitely was, in fact, the reductio ad absurdam of Progressive idealism, for it 

completely disregarded the principle of proportionality and naively assumed 

that the state could afford to incarcerate relatively harmless offenders for 

long periods. That the State Prison for Women at Auburn fared better was no 

doubt a function of the fact that its inmates were convicted of crimes which 

demanded a state response. 

Reformatories of the Progressive Period 

Seven women's reformatories were opened in the Northeast early in the 

twentieth century (Table 2:2). Three of these--the reformatory at Bedford. 

New York, and those of New Jersey and Connecticut--were at first outstanding 

institutions of their type, highly successful realizations of the ideals of 

Progressive penologists. Two others, those of Vermont and Rhode Island, just 

barely qualify as reformatories, their states having failed to establish full

fledged institutions of this kind. 77 The last two, those of Pennsylvania and 
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Maine, achieved success midway between the two extremes, realizing the gQala 

of the reformatory movement but without great distinction. In what follows, 

these seven institutions are analyzed as a group. 

TABLE 2: 2 

WOMEN'S REFORMATORIES OPENED IN THE NORTHEAST, 1901-1925 

Date Es- Dat,e 
Original Name Location tablished Open\ed 

New York Reformatory for Women Bedford 1892 1901 

New Jersey Reformatory for Women Clinton 1910 1913 

Pennsylvania State Industrial Home 
for Women Muncy 1913 1920 

Maine State Reformatory for 
Women Skowhegan 1915 1916 

Connecticut State Farm for Women Niantic 1917 1918 

Vermont State Prison and House 
of Correction for 
Women Rutland 1921 1921 

Rhode Island Reformatory for Women Cranston 1922 1925 

Establishment 

Before establishing their reformatories, these seven states held fem~le 
, 

prisoners at a variety of scattered sites. Serious offenders were held f.it the 
9 

states' maximum security prisons--in New Jersey at the Trenton State Pr:ttson, 
// 

in Pennsylvania at the Eastern and Western Penitentiaries, in Connecti<{ut at 
J, 
/: 

the Wethersfield State Prison. _and so on. t ~--, 

Minor offenders were held i,'l1 local 
/' 

I 

jails and. in New York. at the Hudson and Albion reformatories as weliL. 
/; 

Several of these states also had intermediate-level penal insti tutiori's--local 
I 

penitentiaries or houses of correction--where women were held if thEiir crimes 
I 

were of neither great nor minor magnitude. 
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seemed unsatisfactory to those most closely concerned with the care of women 

pri~:,oners. Incarceration of females in mainly-male institutions led to man-

agern;ent problems and, occasionally, scandals; it generally spelled inferior 

treatment of the women (just as it does today in mixed-sex jails); and it 

mean,'~ that' the women were occupying sf)ace which wardens often needed for male 

prisr;me'rs. Furthermore. it seemed inefficient to have women prisoners thus 

scat~;ered about the state. If these female populations were consolidated, 

arguE'ld reformers'. the \iOmen could be held separately. treated better, and 

theil" work organi zed more productively. 

Four of the seven states experienced a very early wave of agitation for a 

female reformatory. shortly after articulation of new penological principles 

by th~ 1870 pri;son congress. Al though it was a harbinger of twentieth century 

dev-elot1ments. this wave subsided without issue in all but one of the four 

states. In'New York alone. among the states under consideration here. 78 did 

this early surge of concern about women prisoners produce nineteenth century 

results (the ,reformatories at Hudson and Albion). In two states it was de

flected by other ~~forms: in New Jersey, by appointment of a very capable 

matron who improved conditions for female felons held at the Trenton State 

Prison;' in Connecticut. by establishment of an institution for a more "hope

ful" type of offender. the delinquent girl. 79 A nineteenth century \o]omen' s 

reformatory movement in Rhode Island similarly failed to found an institution. 

It did, however, achieve a result which proved crucial to that state's re

formatory movement in the long run: establishment in the early 1870s of an 

Advisory Board of Visitors to institutions which incarcerated females. This 

Advisory Board, by law consisting of "seven competent women," continued to 

campaign for the cause. Over the years its members gained a good deal of 

political sophistication and developed support for the reform they advocated. 

Through this Board, the Rhode Island movement eventually achieved success. 80 
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In New Jersey and Connecticut, too, the early reformatory movement did not die 

out despite initial lack of success; it merely went dormant for a while. 

In six of the seven states,81 the agitation which led to establishment of 

a women's reformatory was led by women operating from power bases within 

charitable organizations. (We observed a similar pattern earlier in connec

tion with the nineteenth century establishment of reformatories in Massachu-

setts and New York.) Abby Hopper Gibbons and Josephine Shaw Lowell were the 

New York leaders through whose efforts the Bedford reformatory was founded. 

Gibbons was President of the Women's Prison Association of New York, the 

organization which had long been concerned about the treatment of the state!s 

women prisoners. In 1892, at the age of 91, Gibbons travelled to Albany to 

persuade legislators of the need for a New York City-area women's reformatory, 

and the bill passed in the Assembly with a 90 to 0 vote. (Hopper died the 

next year. Her last words to Alice Sandford, who became a member of the 

Bedford Board of Managers, were "Be sure, Alice, thee makes it a Reformatory 

and not a Prison.,,)82 Lowell by this time was the grand ~ of many New York 

State reform movements. Her efforts on behalf of Bedford included the 

important work of educating others about the aims and nature of women's re

formatories and selecting an outstanding woman to be the institution's first 

superintendent. As a member of the Bedford Board of Managers, she also 

shepherded the new institution through some early difficulties. 83 

The outstanding woman in the New Jersey movement was Caroline Bayard 

Alexander, a member of the Women's Reformatory Commission which, in 1903 and 

1904, recommended establishment of a reformatory in New Jersey.84 Alexander 

continued to mobilize supporters until the bill finally passed in 1910. (Her 

son was the State Assemblyman who introduced the bill which finally became 

law.)85 Like Lowell in New York, Alexander offered moral, political, and 
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financial support to the New Jersey reformatory during its early years. In 

Maine, the leader of the reformatory movement was the president of the WCTU, 

Mrs. L. M. Stevens. Rhode Island's efforts were spearheaded by the all-female 

Advisory Board of Visitors and those of Connecticut by the militant, all-

female Committee on Delinquent Women of the Connecticut Prison Association. 

These leaders were aided in their campaigns by other women who were 

already superintendents of female institutions. Most prominent were Martha P. 

Falconer, head of the Sleighton Farm institution for girls in Pennsylvania; 

Katherine Bement Davis, the first head of the Bedford, New York, reformatory; 

and Jessie D. Hodder, superintendent of the Massachusetts reformatory in the 

early twentieth century. Travelling, speech-making, using their influnece 

behind the scenes, these superintendents helped persuade doubters in other 

states that women's reformatories, run by women, were not only possible but 

necessary. 

Leaders of the reformatory movement within the states usually received 

further support from a loose federation of private and public philanthropic 

organizations, typically the state's board of charities, State Charities Aid 

Association, prison association, and Federation of Women's Clubs, joined in 

several instances by the local WCTU. In at least two cases, those of Con

necticut and Rhode Island, lobbying for the reformatory bill took tremendous 

organization and energy. The efforts of the Connecticut Committee on Delin-

quent Women included raising $1,500 to support their campaign and organizing 

support groups in 84 towns. The Committee on Delinquent Women also organized 

a mass rally, led by ex-President William H. Taft, which greeted the returning 

General Assembly in 1917. It coordinated testimony so skillfully at the final 

hearing on the bill that the reluctant Connecticut legislators had no alterna

tive but to acquiesce. 86 Similarly in Rhode Island, legislators at one point 
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received petitions for a women's reformatory from hundreds of individuals and 

91 organizations claiming to represent 7,000 members. 87 

Vermont provides an exceptiQn to the process whereby, in other states, 

reformatories were established through mobilization of public opinion. There 

seems to have been no women's reformatory movement at all in Vermont. Rather, 

that state established its reformatory in 1921 as a bureaucratic solution to 

the need to improve conditions at the state prison at Windsor, where, in the 

early twentieth century, women were confined on the third story of a central 

building. This area was cramped, a fire-hazard, and unsanitary in the ex

treme. Until 1919, Vermont held its serious female offenders in this spot, 

sending less serious offenders to the House of Correction at Rutland, where 

they also were mixed with men. In 1919 the legislature decided to consolidate 

the two operations by closing down the Rutland institution and transferring 

all its inhabitants to Windsor. The legislature appropriated $25,000 for 

construction of a new building for the women at Windsor, but this never mate-

rialized. And so in 1921 all the women were transferred back to Rutland, 

where a State Prison and House of Correction for Women was established in the 

previously abandoned but now renovated House of Correction. (Correspondingly, 

male misdemeanants and felons were now consolidated at Windsor.) That part of 

the Rutland institution designated as a House of Correction for Women, though 

operated as a reformatory, was thus established for administrative reasons 

rather than in response to public demand for ref6~matory care for women. 88 

Lobbyists for women's reformatories in the various northeastern states 

put forth very similar arguments. Many of these echoed the principles en-

dorsed by the 1870 prison congress: Reformation of criminal women requires an 

approach entirely different from that used with men; this approach necessi

tates not only separate institutions but also female staff, indeterminate 
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sentences, and grading. Other arguments flowed from disapproval of conditions 

women were forced to endure in state prisons, penitentiaries, and local 

jails--especially the latter. To these two main lines of argument, some 

. lobbyists added a third: establishment of a new institution for women would 

in fact save the state money. It would reform and thus reduce the number of 

repeaters, according to the cost-effectiveness argument in New Jersey; it 

would locate all female offenders in one spot where they could then work 

productively and earn money for the state, according to money-conscious Penn

sYlvanians.
89 

A fourth and unique argument came from the Maine State Board of 

Charities and Correction. It backed a women's reformatory partly on the 

ground that because there was no adequate place to send criminal women, judges 

were giving suspended sentences to or dismissing charges against the great 

majority of females who came before them. 90 In most states, lobbyists com

bined several of these arguments. Through reiteration, the points became 

familiar and were received with ever-lessening reSistance. 

Selection of the sites on which these northeastern reformatories were 

located was governed by a number of factors, most commonly the desire for a 

rural location in combination with convenience. The legislation which estab

lished the Bedford reformatory stipulated that the new institution should be 

located near New York City, whence the preponderance of women offenders. 

Proximity to the Harlem railroad favored selection of the particular site at 

Bedford Station. In Maine, too, site selection was affected by proximity to a 

railroad. The theory that fresh air and exercise were curative, in tandem 

with a desire to hold women in rural areas "where the temptation todissipa

tion is remote ," led site selectors in Connecticut and New Jersey to purchase 

isolated tracts of farmland. The legislation establishing the Pennsylvania 

Industrial Home instructed the building commission to find land in the center 
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of the state, near a railroad, between 100 and 500 acres in extent, and cul

tivatable; the commission came up with a suitable parcel near Muncy.9
1 

In Vermont and Rhode Island, neither geography nor penology but rather . 

thrift dictated selection of sites for the women's reformatories; instead of 

building new institutions, both of these states converted old ones. In 

Vermont, as we have already seen, a reformatory for women was created by 

r~lnovating the old institution at Rutland. Rhode Island was even more effi

cient: it merely changed the name of its old House of Correction at Cranston, 

where female offenders had been held s:i.nce the late nineteenth century, to the 

Rhode Island State Reformatory for women. 92 (As might be expected, this 

in~titution was a reformatory more in name than practice.) These two states, 

however, were exceptions. Most northeastern states, when they founded their 

reformatories, spent freely to purchase :3i tes which, according to the new 

penology, would help cure female offenders of'their criminal tendencies. 

Commitment and Sentencing Provisions 

The Massachusetts reformatory, as observed earlier, placed no age re-

strictions on commitments, and after 1907 it took felons as well as misdemean

ants. The two New York reformatories -;pened' later in the nineteenth century 

were more restrictive, limiting their populations to women under thirty who 

had been convicted of misdemeanor-so The trend toward narrowing commitment 

restrictions was short-lived, however, for all seven of the northeastern 

reformatories which opened in the early twentieth century took felons and only 

two excluded women over thirty. That these twentieth century reformatories 

were enabled to receive heterogeneous commitments was in part, perhaps, a 

result of experience: female administrators (and the legislators who rele

gated authority to them) may now have felt more confident that they could cope 
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with older and more serious offenders. As it turned out, however, the reform-

atories of the Northeast mainly received minor morals offenders during their 

early years of operation. 

All seven of the institutions under consideration set a lower age limit 

of 16 or 17 years, thus excluding children. Of the seven, only Bedford and 

the Pennsylvania reformatory set an upper age limit, at 30 years, and Pennsyl

vania removed this.age cap in 1925. 93 Nearly all of the reformatories could 

take any adult female convicted of a misdemeanot' or felony. Bedford had· a few 

restrictions: it could. not receive misdemeanants from the \-lestern part of the 

state (who went to Albion), nor could it receive felons if they had a prior 

felony conviction or had been convicted of murder, manslaughter, burglary, or 

arson. 94 Clinton Farms (as the New Jersey reformatory was known) also hedged 

a bit at first on felony commitments: felons other than those convicted of 

murder could be committed to the reformatory, but this was discretionary. 

Until 1929 the state prison at Trenton maintained a unit for women convicted 

of murder or who were transferred there, for disciplinary reasons, from Clin-

ton. In other words, the women's unit at Trenton served as a back-up institu-

tion for Clinton Farms in the early years when the reformatory still viewed 

itself as an institution from which unredeemable cases should be excluded. 95 

Similarly, Connecticut's reformatory could receive felons from the start, but 

the state maintained its maximum security unit for women at the Wethersfield 

state prison until 1930. 96 

Perhaps the ,most striking aspect of the reformatory commitment, laws was 

that they also permitted most of these institutions to receive offenders other 

than misdemeanants and felons. Unmarried women found to be in "manifest 

danger of falling into habits of vice" could be committed to the Connecticut 

State Farm at Niantic, for example, and during World War I, "in an attempt to 
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remove the diseased women from the vicinity of the army and naval bases," 

Niantic also received women with venereal diseases. 97 Bedford could receive 

w()men "in danger of becoming morally depraved" as well as those convicted of a 

host of other petty morals offenses. Indeed, during its f~rst decad'e of 

olperation this reformatory received mainly women convicted of offenses less 

serious than misdemeanors. Maine's reformatory, too, concentrated heavily on 

98 t minor sex offenders during its early years. This concentration, i~ fac , 

seems to have been the rule for northeastern reformatories during their first 

ten years. Two states received yet another category of female offend~r in 

addition to less-than-misdemeanants, misdemeanants, and state felons: until 

the first federal prison for women opened in 1929, federal prisoners were held 

in the women 7s institutions of Vermont and Rhode ISland. 

Least restrictive of all the northeastern reformatories in terms of 

commi tment.s was that of Rhode Island, which took all women who previously 

would have been sent to the Providence County Jail, the State House of Correc

tion, or the State Prison. It also held girls "who [did] not seem to fit 

into" the State School for girls; witnesses and pretrial detainees; and, as 

just mentioned, federal prisoners until 1929.99 

There was, then, considerable variation in the types of offenders who 

could be received by these reformatories. From the welter of variations, 

however, a general rule emerges. Those institutions which, in their early 

years, adhered most closely/to the ideals of the women's reformatory movement 

were most restrictive in the types of offenders with whom they actually dealt, 

focusing on the morals offenders who seemed most susceptible to treatment. 

The reformatories which adhered least closely to the reformatory model, on the 

other hand, were likely to open their gates to other offender types'. 
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Indeterminate sentencing and parole having been central to reformatory 

theory, it is not surprising to find that establishment of all but 'one of 

these northeastern reformatories was accompanied by an indeterminate senten

cing provision.
100 

Where to set the maximum became a complicated issue, 

however, for these new :i.nsti tutions took felons as well as lesser offenders. 

Bedford came up with the Simplest solution, setting a three year maximum for 

all. Pennsylvania and Connecticut also set a three year lid on terms, but in 

these two states, if law specified a higher maximum for the particular of-

fense, the offender could be held longer. Maine added a wrinkle by setting an 

outer limit of three years for misdemeanants and of five years for felons, 

unless the crime could be punished by a sentence of more than five years, in 

which case the offender could be held for the longer term. In New Jersey and 

Vermont, the maximum was set by the law governing the particular conviction 

offense. 101 

Rhode Island was regressive in sentencing, retaining the old-fashioned 

determinate sentence even after it converted its house of correction to a 

reformatory. The determinate sentence, combined with the fact that most 

prisoners at the Rhode Island State Reformatory for Women were petty offenders 

serving brief terms, made for a rapid turnover and left no time for implemen-

tation of reformational programs, even if these had existed. The governor 

resisted the conversion to indeterminate sentencing, and a decade after the 

reformatory opened, the g~eat majority of its inmates were still serving terms 

102 under one year, some of them periods as short as five days. 

The fact that misdemeanants and more minor offenders served the shortest 

terms in Rhode ISland, the state whose reformatory was most custodial in 

orientation, points to an important conclusion about the reformatories and 

their sentencing structures. Their sentencing provisions, in combination with 
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their commitment laws, meant that female offenders (including some felons) 

were now likely to serve more time than previously, and to serve it in a state 

prison. This was particularly true in those states which did not allow sen-

tence to be determined by offense severity but rather established indeter-

minate sentences with no minimum and a maximum of three or five years. Before 

the reformatories were opened, female misdemeanants and pettier offenders 

served, at most, brief terms in local penal institutions. Their terms, more-

over, were not explicitly different than those for which male misdemeanants 

and pettier offenders were liable. 103 But with the opening of the reformator-

ies, such women could be held longer than previously and longer than their 

male counterparts. It should also be noted that with the opening of reforma-

tories, women began to be arrested and institutionally treated for minor 

sexual offenses like fornication which were probably often disregarded in 

earlier years. To institutionalize the double standard (that is, to give 

special treatment to what was considered the weaker sex, especially when 

sexual transgressions were involved) and to hold women for longer terms were, 

of course, among the main aims of those who worked to establish women's 

reformatories. 

Physical Plants 

As \'1e have seen, the "cottage plan" was first adopted for adult use by 

the nineteenth century reformatories at Hudson and Albion. Five more north-

eastern reformatories were built on this plan in the early twentieth century, 

making it the architectural norm for this region. Two of these--the reforma-

tories at Bedford, New York, and Muncy, Pennsylvania--were built from the 

ground up and were nearly completed when the first inmates arrived. The other 

three were started in former farm buildings, the cottages and central adminis-
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tration buildings being added later. (These three, for reasons to be explored 

in a moment, best realized the reformatory movement's aim of individualized 

treatment.) The two twentieth century reformatories' which did not conform to 

the cottage plan were, of course, those of Vermont and Rhode Island, the 

states which did not build new institutions but merely converted former houses 

of correction. 

The Bedford reformatory, built on a tract of 107 acres, was architectur

ally transitional--so transitional, in fact, that it was redesigned just 

before opening. The original plan was for four cottages for about thirty 

inmates each and a large "dormitory" with cells for 144; the plan, in other 

words, called for more cells than cottage rooms. But after two years of 

construction, the Board of Charities began to regret "the undue preponderance 

of the punitive over the reformatory idea," and a year later the Board of 

Managers requested funds for "altering prison building into cottage [sicJ, 

taking out cells." The board expressed embarrassment at having to recommend 

this expensive change but noted that many advances had been made in penology 

since construction was begun in. 1893. (One of these, perhaps, was that female 

administrators had become more confident in their ability to control prisoners 

without bars and other trappings of security.) The change was made before 

Bedford opened in 1901, at a cost of $50,000. 104 

The State Industrial Home for Women at Muncy, PennsYlvania, covered even 

more ground--535 acres. Like Bedford, it had a central building and outlying 

cottages, all built from scratch. Muncy too demanded a large financial com-

mitment from the state (the originai appropriation was for $350,000), and as 

at Bedford, there was a lengthy gap between the institution's establishment 

and its opening due to the construction. 105 
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The reformatories of New Jersey, Maine, and Connecticut were also estab-

lished on extensive tracts (that of Connecticut had 700 acres, including a 

lake, three farms, and a woods). Unlike Bedford and Muncy, though, these 

three were built slowly and after the institutions had opened; the first 

inmates were held in converted farmhouses in which were also located staff 

quarters and administrative offices. That staff and inmates lived and worked 

together in the early days of these institutiqns, labo~ingto create something 

new and facing common hardships, fostered a spirit of camaraderie, especially 

at Clinton Farms and Niantic. 106 The first superintendent of Clinton Farms, 

the young and energetic May Caughey, tried to keep rules to a minimum and to 

encourage mutual respect. In her first annual report she wrote: 

Perhaps the first days of this institution were the happiest we 

have ever had... • There was an enormous amount of work to do and 

very few people to do it. Everyone was so busy getting the house 

and grounds cleaned up, that we found no necessity for rules of any 

kind. There was a splendid spirit of responsibility and cooperation 

which made both officers and girls enjoy any kind of work--for 

example, when we all pitched in together and scrubbed and shellacked 

a large floor in one afternoon. 107 

This spirit wore off after routines were established and construction was 

completed on more institutional buildings. But it is noteworthy that some of 

the least finished reformatories were those which, in their early periods, 

best realized the reformatory movement's ideal of approaching inmates as 

individuals. 
\,\. 

The cottage plan could not be adopted in Vermont and Rhode Island, states 

which established their reformatories in former houses of correction. There 

living quarters and routines were more custodial. The Rutland institution 
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consisted of an open dormitory on the top floor with cells below. It had no 

land. The nature of the plant of the Rhode Island State Reformatory for Women 

is more difficult to. determine. There had been plans for remodeling so that 

witnesses and pretrial detainees could be separated from convicted criminals 

and the female convicts in general could enjoy the advangates of a hospital, 

"neat, attractive little rooms," and a chapel. Some reports dating from the 

first years of this reformatory do refer to a hospital, dormitories (not 

"rooms," but also not cells) t a chapel, and even a garden within the walls. 108 

But in 1928, three years after the Rhode Island reformatory opened, an inves

tigatory committee's report indicated· that the majority of the remodeling 

plans had not been realized. According to this Committee, in the "main bUild-

ing, • • • built some fifty-four years ago," were "two tiers of old~fashioned 

cells, those below used for confinement in punishment cases, those above 

affording the only means of actually segregating women with venereal disease 

in the infectious stage. The only toilet facilities," the report continued, 

"are the buckets,-relics of the dark ages in prison history." Recommenda

tions had indeed been made that the women be provided with an infirmary and 

separate rooms, but these had been "ignored or passed over with deplorable 

results." Such conditions were precisely those which the women's reformatory 

movement sought to overcome. 109 

Largely because the cottage plan was adopted so extensively in the North-

east, this architectural arrangement became associated with women's prisons. 

By the early twentieth century it had become the norm in the Northeast and the 

model which states of other regions emulated. So closely did women's prisons 

become associated with unwalled campuses and cottage living units that even 

today, it is sometimes assumed that all women's prisons are of this type. 110 

The powerful image obscures that fact that women were also held in institu-
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tions of 'the custodial type such as the reformatories of Vermont and Rhode 

Island and the older prisons at Auburn and Sing Sing. 

Administration 

The seven reformatories under consideration here typically had a three

tiered administration. At top was a body charged with control of state insti-

tutilons. Frequently these were boards of charities, not prison boards, a 

reflection of the common belief that female criminals ne'eded help more than 

punishment. Intermediate in the hierarchy were the boa,'/"ds of managers of the 

institutions themselves. The managers (sometimes. callfi:d "directors" or "trus

tees") usually were appointed by the governor and serv'ed without recompense. 

The Most states required that a minority of the board of managers be women. 

managers appointed the superintendent, made parole d'ecisions, and were sup-

posed to oversee the daily workings of the institution. Their role was an 

important one, particularly in that they could cheok the power of the super

intendents. When reformatories ran into trouble-~;;when there was a scandal 

about abusive punishments, for example, or widespread staff discontent--i t Wl:ts 

usually in cases where the board of managers had grown lax in performance of 

"dt" 111 thelr u leSe 

Two of the reformatories we are dealing with here did not boards of 

managers. Predictably, these were the institutions in Vermont and Rhode 

Island. custodial in orientation, these two reformatories were viewed merely 

as parts of their states' prison systems. 

At the bottom rung of the administrative hierarchy was the superintend

ent, charged with internal management of the institution and its staff. M:>st 

of the seven states required that the superintendent be female and that her 

staff consist, whenever possible, of women. (Male staff members were, in 
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fact, kept to a minimum by these reformatories, being hired mainly as farm 

managers, repairmen, and supplemental guards.) 

Several of these early twentieth century reformatories had highly capable 

superintendents, the most famous being Katherine Bem:ent Davis of Bedford, the 

outstanding penologist of her day. Davis was forty-one when she came to 

Bedford. A Vassar graduate, she also held a doctorate in political economy 

from the University of Chicago. 112 Like others among the original officers of 

Bedford, Davis was chosen from a list generated by a ciVil service exam. 

Members of the board of managers~-especially Josephine ~. Lowell--had taken 

steps to persuade qualified women to take the exam; and Lowell chose Davis 

from among them. Davis served as superintendents until, in 1913, she became 

Commissioner of Correction of New York City. Sharing Lowell's eugenics theo-

ries, she did much to develop the eugenical "feeble-mindedness" theory of 

criminal behavior which became popular in the century's second decade, and she 

did much to promote penology as a "science." Davis also introduced classi-

fication based on mental testing into prison management. Under her direction, 

Bedford became the prison which most thoroughly incorporated the medical model 

of penology, according to which the criminal is sick and in need of either 

treatment ~'o'br lifelong care. 113 

Two of the reformatories, those of New Jersey and Connecticut, were 

troubled in their early years by conflicts between able superintendents and 

strong-minded women on the boards of managers. In the case of New Jersey, the 

conflict developed between May Caughey, the liberal young superintendent, and 

Caroline Wittpenn (the former Mrs. Alexander). Mrs. Wittpenn had led the 

reformatory campaign in New Jersey. She served as a manager of the reforma-

tory and later became a member of the institution's ultimate supervisory body, 

the New Jersey State Board of Control. Caughey's resignation has been attri-
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'114 buted to her weariness with interference from Mrs. Wittpenn. Before she 

left, however, she created at Clinton Farms the innovative, open atmosphere 

. 't 1 115 often observed by visitors ~n 1 sear y years. 

A similar story was played out in Connecticut. Initially, the Connecti

cut State Farm for Women had difficulty finding a suitable head, but after 

eighteen months of ~bting superintendents, early in 1920 it hired Anna M. 

Peterson, formerly superintendent of the Girls' Industrial School in Virginia. 

Peterson resigned in April of 1923 after a protracted struggle with board 

member Helen W. Rogers, a woman who had been much involved in the campaign to 

found the institution and who thus felt entitled, as did Mrs. Wittpenn in New 

116 
Jerse~r, t'o voice opinions about management. 

Three years later the Niantic superintendency was assumed by Elizabeth 

Munger and the administration was finally stabilized. Munger did much to 

individualize treatment, developed a classification system which was used for 

decades, and brought in professional staff from out of state. She was also 

active outside the reformatory, attending national and international prison 

congresses. Though less well known than Katherine B. Davis, Elizabeth Munger 

was one of the most competent prison administrators of her day.117 

The Pennsylvania reformatory, like that of Connecticut, at first experi

enced difficulty in finding a suitable superintendent. During the first eight 

months of operation, three superintendents came and went, "manifestly unable 

to hew an orderly plan out of the rough material presented," according to the 

Pennsylvania Prison Society. But in July of 1921, Miss Franklin R. Wilson 

became superintendent. Wilson had prior experience as a teacher and as head 

of girls' schools in Kansas and Missouri. She was superintendent at Muncy for 

many years, and, again according to the Pennsylvania Prison Society, "Probably 

nothing less than her combined qualities of robust vigor, common sense, and 
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open-mindedness could have brought the present wholesome order out of the 

chaotic insubordination she found.,,118 

One of the most backward institutions, the Vermont State Prison and House 

of Correction for Wo~en, had one of the strongest superintendents. From its 

opening in 1921 until her death in 1936, the Rutland institution was headed by 

Lena ~ss, a woman whose Progressive spirit enabled her to run a remarkably 

hUmane institution despite almost insuperable odds. Her difficulties included 

the outmoded facility, the heterogeneous population, and understaffing. Fur

thermore, in 1933 the legislature degraded her title from that of Superintend

ent to Matron, leading the Department of Public Welfare to observe acidly that 

"all other states give the heads of their institutions the title of Superin

tendent. It [the change] places your Superintendent outside the circle, and 

bans her from professional clubs." But Ross continued to act on her correc

tional philosophy, which she artiCUlated near the end of her career in these 

words: "Prisons do not need bars, nor walls, nor cells. All they need is 

good, sound common sense and sympathetic understanding of human nature." This 

was a good summary of the penology which shaped many women's reformatories in 

their early days.119 

Reformatory Inmates 

On the basis of data reported by these seven northeastern reformatories 

during their first decade of operation, we can piece together a portrait of 

the typical inmate: she was young, white, native-born, and committed for a 

sexual impropri~-ty of some sort. These four dimensions of age, race, nation

ality, and offense are explored in more detail in what follows. 
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Age 

In the case of some of the reformatories, the age of inmates at commit

ment was determined in part by legal restrictions. For instance, at Bedford, 

which excluded women over 30, more than half of the inmates were under 21 

during that prison's first decade. On the other hand, at Clinton Farms, which 

had no age restriction, the population was somewhat older. But several insti

tutions developed norms which were somewhat independent of their formal com

mitment laws. Pennsyl v'ania, for example, had an age restriction of 30 years 

until 1925, but even thereafter, commitments tended to be young. (In 1928, 

for instance, of 126 commitments, 43 percent were under 20 and another 21 

percent between 20 and 30 years; only 10 were older than 40.) The majority of 

inmates of the reformatories in Connecticut and Maine were under 21, those 

institutions concentrating on cases of sexual immorality. Vermont data bear 

out the impression that reformatories focused their attention on quite young 

women: inmates held in the prison department of the Vermont institution 

tended to be older (the majority were between 20 and 30 years in the 1920s) 

than inmates in the reformatory department (the majority of whom were under 20 

in the 1920s).120 

To generalize about the characteristics of offenders held at the Rhode 

Island reformatory is complicated because statistics on federal prisoners 

(mainly drug cases) were combined with those on state prisoners in the insti

tution's reports until the federal reformatory at Alderson, West Virginia, 

opened in 1929. Before 1929, the majority of the Rhode Island inmates were 

between 30 and 40; thereafter the modal age bracket became 20 to 30 years. 

Even these data, however, support the gerleralization that reformatol"y women 

121 tended to be young. 
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Race 

The racial composition of these reformatories in their early years was 

influenced by the racial composition of the state as a whole but even more by 

informal restrictions on the type of offenders the institutions received. 

Hefol"matories which dedicated themselves to retraining morals offenders were 

often almost exclusively white. Courts evidently hesitated to send to such 

institutions women whose color suggested that they might not respond well to 

improving influences.
122 

On the other hand, reformatories which received 

women convicted of crimes against property and persons tended to have sizeable 

pl~oportions of blacks. proportions higher than that of blacks in the general 

population of the state. According to a 1910 study by Katherine B. Davis of 

the first 1,000 commitments to Bedford, 18 percent had been non-White; in 

contrast, less than 2 percent of New York's general population was non-white 

during that decade. Similarly, the New Jersey reformatory reported that 13 

percent of its population was colored in 1920, 20 percent in 1930, figures 

which compare with 4 and 5 percent black for the total New Jersey population 

for those same years. 123 In P 1 i b t 12 t f t ennsy van a, a ou percen 0 he reformatory 

population was black during the institution's first decade. As for Rhode 

Island, its reformatory population was predominantly white but included high 

proportions of blacks (nearly 50 percent in 1926-1927) until the federal 

prisoners were removed. It should be noted that most (and probably all) of 

these institutions practiced segregation for many years, holding non-whites in 

separate cottages or wings and keeping them apart for most activities as 
well. 124 
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Nationality 

Definitional problems make it difficult to generalize about the nation-

ality of women in the early reformatory populations. Some institutions re-

ported statAs ~cs . t· on two categories, "native-born" and "foreign-born." Others 

took into consideration the parents' place of birth, and some attempted to 

h h d one Or both parents foreign-born. distinguish between women w 0 a 

"nat';onality" stems from the fact that even further difficulty in determining • 

f 1 unles~ we have comparable data on the composi-reliable data cannot be use u _ 

tion of the state's population as a whole. 

The most that can be said here is that in these seven northeastern re-

. the;r ear'_y years, the maJ'ority of inmates were native-born formatories dur~ng • 

born abroad or born in this country of but large proportions had either been 

foreign-born parents. For example, of 126 women received by the Pennsylvania 

reformatory in 1928, nearly one-quarter were reported as foreign-born. Ac-

the f ';rst 1,000 women committed to Bedford, 29 cording to Davis's study of • 

percent had been foreign-born. (Moreover, onl y 36 percent had two 'native-born 

. t ) 125 parents, and of these, tHo-fifths were non-whl es. 

those reformatories which interested themsel V~::I mainly 

It :I.s possible that 

in morals offenders 

numbers of f oreign-born women or women with foreign took in disproportionate 

whose Cultural characteristics may have contributed ancestry--that is, women 

to a perception of them as deviant. At the moment, however, there is not 

enough reliable data to confirm this hypothesis. 

Commitment Offenses 

It is easier to generalize about the commitment offenses of the early 

inmates of these reformatories: even in institutions which could receive 

felons as well as misdemeanants, the majority of women served time for minor 
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morals offenses, mainly sexual in nature. According to Davis's study of the 

first 1,000 Bedford commitments, a little over half were convicted of offenses 

other than misdemeanors or felonies. "other offenses," Davis explained, 

means common prostitute, frequenting disorderly houses and in danger 

of becoming morally depraved, habitual drunkards, soliciting on the 

public streets, etc. It should be said that out of the one thousand 

the n\lmber of those who have led sexually' regular lives is almost 

negligi ble. 126 

New Jersey inmates of the first decade were mainly convicted of prostitution, 

adultery, bigamy, and other sex offenses. Observers in Pennsylvania were 

impressed with the heterogeneity of the Muncy population, reporting in 1925 

that "Among the 100 inmates ••• are offenders of, all grades--from homicides, 

brigands and robbers, to petty thieves, prostitutes and incorrigibles." The 

latter, however, were far more numerous. 127 Similarly, the women first held 

in Maine's reformatory had nearly all been convicted of breaches of sexual 

morality such as fornication, wanton and lascivious behavior, and adultery. 

Of 102 women co~mitted to this institution in a two-year period between 1920 

and 1922, less that 10 percent were convicted of other-than-morals offenses. 

(The records of this institution even mention one case in which the inmate was 

an incest victim. She had beflln institutionalizea because authorities consid-

ered her to be in need of protection and moral training.) In Connecticut, 

after a brief initial period of concentration on alcoholics, the reformatory 

tUrned its attention to morals offenders--incorrigible girls, pregnant but 

unmarried women, the venereally diseased, and women convicted of "lascivious 

carriage." 

The picture of conviction offenses differs somewhat for the reformatories 

of Vermont and Rhode Island, the two states which took federal prisoners. In 
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both, most federal prisoners were violators of the Harrison Act. But women 

committed directly by the states' courts were convicted of offenses similar to 

those of reformatory inmates in other states. Women sent to the prison de-

partment in Vermont were most f?equently convicted of adultery, those sent to 

the reformatory department of liquor law violations. Similarly, women com-

mitted to the Rhode Island institution by the state's courts tended to have 

been convicted of offenses like lewdness, di;';lorderly conduct, drunkenness, and 

prostitution. 129 

These data bear out the contention th~t the reformatories institution-

alized the double standard. They mainly held women convicted of minor morals 

offenses, often offenses which did not even rise to the level of misdemeanors 

and certainly offenses for which men were not sent to state penal institutions 

on indeterminate sentences of a number of years. 

Classification and Program 

Prisoner classification, perhaps the most widely endorsed aspect of 

?rogressive penology, was developed most thoroughly in some of these early 

women's reformatories. While they were new and their populations still small, 

their administrators frequently made great efforts to determine the individual 

causes of crime, to individualize treatment, and to group inmates in ways 

which would maximize potentials for reform. That such goals were best real-

ized in women's reformatories was in part a function of their physical de-

signs. Typically, as we have seen, there was a central, high security build-

ing supplemented by outlying cottages. New commitments were first held in the 

central "prison building" for several weeks or months of discipllne and study 

by the staff. From there they were promoted to cottages. Superintendents 

experimented extensively to find the most effective cottage classifications, 
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usually deciding to group' t lnma es according to cooperativeness of behavior, 

length of time they had b . th . . 
een ln e lnstltution, age, race, and health. When 

the "feeble-mindedness" th f eory 0 criminality became popular, degree of intel-

ligence was also sometimes used as a criterl'on 
for cottage classification. 

In the area of program, teo, the idea'l of individualized treatment was 

more nearly achieved in these women's 
reformatories than in comparable insti-

tutions for men. 
Programs usually began to deteriorate in quality after the 

institutions' first decade 
or so due to lack of funds, overcrOWding, and 

routini zation. 
During their first years, however, the women's reformatories 

did make strenuous efforts to educate inmates 
and prepare them to be self-

supporting. These efforts were often heavl'ly l'nfluenced by middle class 
notions of woman's "proper" role. 

That is, the programs of most reformatories 

female offenders to become respectable wives or competent aimed at preparing 

domestic servants. 

School could be an . t . 
ln enslye, time-consuming activity in these women's 

reformatories in their early years. Bedf d' or s program included reading
g 

writing, spelling, free hand d 
an geometric draWing, music, and physiology. As 

at other reformatories, gym t· nas lCS was stressed, partly because it helped the 

young inmates work off energy, partly because l·t 
trained them in propriety 

("many have in carriage the distingul' Shl' ng marks of the 'fast' woman wM.ch 

must be eradicated before they can hope to 130 
lead respectable lives"). Voca-

tional training at Bedford inclUded sewing, laundry work, cooking, basket 
making, and hat and dress making. K th . 

a erlne B. Davis was unusual (though not 

unique) among the superintendents of women's 
reformatories in wishing to train 

at least some inmates to compete for 
non-traditional jobs. "(I)t is not every 

woman in our mixed throng," h t· s e wro e ln 1903. thinking perhaps of herself as 
well as her charges, 

I, 
I, 
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who is adapted by nature or taste to domestic service, sewing or 

laundry work. In the reformatories for men, no one for a moment 

seriously considers limiting the trades taught to cooking and 

tailoring e • • • In the reformatories for women we will never meet 

with a large measure of success until we recognize the industrial 

demands made upon women today and provide training in a sufficient 

d " "t" 131 variety of lines to meet the variety of talent an d~spos~ ~on. 

At one point Davis requested funds for greenhouses so that inmates could be 

trained in horticulture, a field not already "overcrowded" with women, and she 

set inmates to work laying sewers, grading land, and chopping ice. Bedford 

women also helped construct two of the first cottages, and in the first sum

mers they farmed and poured cement for walkways. Most of these activities, 

however, were dictated by institutional needs. After Bedford was firmly 

established, even there most training came to be centered around cooking, 

cleaning, and other aspects of what was popularly called "home economics." 

One Pennsylvania report expressed the ideal Which did in fact predominate at 

all the northeastern reformatories: "Our aim is to give the average girl a 

workable knowledge of food and raise her idea of home life to a higher 

132 plane." 

In the early years of the best women's reformatories, recreational ac-

tivities were more diverse than at prisons for men. Holidays were observed, 

dances scheduled, picniCS held on the grounds. Attracting benevolently in-

clined outsiders, the women's reformatories occasionally presented speakers 

and other special programs. For example, in 1910 a woman from Chicago donated 

$50 to Bedford for production of a Christmas play, and the play's author 

contributed another $25. 133 Extra-curricular programs at the reformatories 

also included heavy doses of religious training. 
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The degree to which the reformatories could attempt to achieve the goal 

of reformation through retraining was, of course, affected by factors such as 

funding and the resourcefulness of the superintendent. The program at the 

institution at Muncy, Pennsylvania, seems to have been relatively rich in its 

early years: all inmates had jobs in the kitchen or sewing department or on 

-
the extensive farm, which included a poultry department, a piggery, and a 

dairy. Muncy inmates also raised fruit and vegetables which they canned in a 

factory-like operation. (Sale of these products enabled the institution to 

offset its high expenses.) FUrther contributing to Muncy's successful program 

was its relatively generous funding from the legislature and the fact that it 

expanded slowly, remaining small in its first years. Freed from having to 

cope with overcrowding, officers were able to concentrate on training. 134 

The program offered by the Maine reformatory, on the other hand, was 

impoverished. Inadequate funding combined with uninspired (and, indeed, 

heavily moralistic) leadership to produce a routine which did no more than 

feebly imitate more innovative programs elsewhere. The silent rule was still 

enforced in the dining room as late as 1929, one indication of Skowhegan's 

failure to keep up with new penological principles. Similarly, programs were 

almost non-existent at the custodially-oriented Rhode Island Reformatory for 

Women. There, too, inadequacies were a product of underfunding, but they also 

stemmed from the population's heterogeneity and the fact that inmates served 

determinate, often very brief, terms. "(T)he odds are against the superin-

tendent," one Rhode Island report pointed out, "who even with the [inadequate] 

means afforded her attempts to reform her inmates. For one thing, they are 

here for a fixed period, and they know it." (Some Rhode Island inmates, as 

noted previously, served only five days.)135 The programs of the Maine and 

Rhode Island reformatories were the most backward of the northeastern institu-

tions under discussion here. 
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The State Prison and House of Correction for Women in Vermont, though 

custodial in many respects, managed to create an innovative program. Super-

intendent Lena Ross, like others who enthusiastically embraced Progressive 

penology, did what she could to normalize life for her charges: they were 

taken on outings and encouraged to organize parties for needy children; and 

community groups of women were involved in prison activities. Even after 

release, ex-inmates would return to the Vermont institution with their fam-

ilies for visits. The Vermont Department of Public Welfare frequently boasted 

of its women's reformatory, noting in 1934, for example, that it was "chiefly 

remarkable to the extent to which normal, human relationships have been main-

tained under institutional conditions. It ranks with the best institutions in 

136 the country." 

Many of these reformatories were pioneers in the application of radically 

new concepts of inmate treatment to classification and program. By their own 

standards, overall they achieved, in their first years, a high degree of 

success. Generally the most successful were headed by a woman who, either 

with ample resources (as at Muncy) or few (as in Vermont), wholeheartedly 

endorsed the new penology. Over time, howev~r, even in the most successful, 

the level of achievement sloped off as the reformatories became too expensive, 

overcrowded, and set in their routines. 

Discipline 

Even minor disciplinary problems stood out in the open, relatively in-

dulgent women's reformatories, far more so than in custodial institutions 

which cared little about rehabilitation and had more resources for maintaining 

order. At first, as we have observed, some reformatories seem to have 

maintained discipline with few rules or punishments. Inevitably, however, 
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uncooperative inmates appeared on the scene. These presented management 

problems. They also discouraged administrators, for they seemed to disprove 

the reformatories' claims about what they could accomplish. 

The reformatories of the Northeast developed similar techniques for 

dealing with recalcitrant and surly inmates. Privileges which rewarded good 

behavior could be denied. Those reformatories with cottages could transfer 

women back to the main prison building. (Some, like the New Jersey reforma-

tory, could also transfer difficult inmates to the state prison.) Most of the 

reformatories had or soon built disciplinary cells where defiant inmates were 

held, sometimes on limited diets, for periods ranging from a few hours to 

weeks. 137 

Before long, most reformatories began issuing calls for separate, secure 

cottages for troublesome inmates. Some even called for entirely separate 

institutions to which "incorrigibles" could be sent. According to the Bedford 

report of 1903, for example, "The care of such inmates is a serious drag on 

the work of the reformatory, and it is hoped that a way may yet be devised for 

the transfer of such inmates to some institution of another character." Pro-

posals were frequently made that at these "institutions of another character," 

sentences be totally indefinite; for incorrigibles by definition were beyond 

reform. 138 The~e proposals fit well with the eugenics movement popular during 

the Progressive era. According to eugenists, incorrigibles were not suscep-

tible to treatment because they were feeble-minded, hereditarily incapable of 

conformity to society's rules, and they should be incarcerated for life to 

prevent them from producing more of their kind. Bedford pioneered in this 

movement for special custodial institutions for IIdefective" criminals, partly 

because it attracted private funds from eugenists interested in finding ways 

of scientifically detecting the genetically unfit. 139 

-118-



-----------~-- ---"------------~-----~-----------------------=------------
"""\------

--= 

1\ 
I 

The New Jersey reformatory developed a unique method of handling disci-

plinary problems through a system of inmate self-government. To a large 

extent inmates policed themselves and decided punishments for rule infrac-

tions. Several illustrations of how this system worked have been provideu by 

Eleanor H. Little, the psychologist at Clinton Farms in its early days; One 

concerns an inmate who had developed an eye infection: 

She was transferred to Plainfield Hospital where it cleared up. On 

return to the institution it reappeared. The other women, doing 

some detective work, discovered that to avoid work she had been 

putting Dutch Cleanser in her eye. The inmate self-government board 

decreed that her minimum be extended by the number of days she did 

not work. 

The second illustration involves some workmen at Clinton Farms, one of whom 

had 

made contact with one of the girls. He offered to take four of them 

on a joyride. At that time a group were sleeping out of doors (they 

parked their clothes in the laundry, which they called Vanderbilt's 

Boudoir). The tryst was kept. The men offered the girls money and 

transportation to a railroad station. They refused saying they'd 

140 
signed a pledge not to run away. 

Inmate self-government, a disciplinary system which was highly compatible with 

Progressive notions about making criminals more responsible, was also tried at 
141 

a few men's institutions in the early twentieth century. But evidently 

nowhere was it as successful as at Clinton Farms. 

Typical of disciplinary needs and techniques of other northeastern 

reformatories in their early days were the problems and methods of the Con-
,/., 

necticut institution. "A:s"Yiu'ce'Ci previously, at first discipline seems to have 
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been excellent at this prison, rules being held to a minimum and infractions 

punished mildly by deprivation of privileges or room confinement. By 1923, 

however, there were four "thinking rooms" In the basement of Fenwick Hall. As 

the reformatory became more crowded and the initial esprit de corps wore off, 

emphasis was increasingly placed on control. The 1924 report announced that 

"Many of the women are psychopathic [the term which succeeded "feeble-minded" 

as a label for incorrigibles]; practically all are disciplinary problems." 

This same report blamed the deterioration in discipline on a deterioration in 

the qua~ity of inmates: courts had learned that they could send only a few 

women to the crowded reformatory, and thus (the report claimed) they were 

sending the worst, putting less hardened cases on probation. At this point 

Niantic began issuing requests for a special institution to which unreformable 

women could be sent and held on indefinite sentences. This progression from 

pride in a minimum of rules to calls for permanent institutionalization of 

uncooperative inmates also occurred in other northeastern women's reformator-

ies is the early twentieth century. In them, too, it was a result of over

crowding and deflation of original hopes for succe"·~ in achieving reforma

tion. 142 

Of the seven reformatories under consideration, that of Maine seems to 

have had the worst disciplinary record in its early years. Aside from usual 

methods such as locking unruly inmates in their rooms, Skowhegan used four 

other means to induce obedience to its numerous and oppressive rules. One was 

to positively reinforce good behavior with membership on the "honor roll" and 

attendant special privileges. The other three were punitive. M:>st dramatic 

was transfer to the state prison at Thomaston, a practice condemned as "very 

undesirable" in 1929 but which continued until legislatively barred in 

1'938. 143 Another was transfer to a detention building erected on the grounds 
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in the late 1920s. This building, the product of years of agitatiOl'l for a 

unit where "psychopathic" women could be segregated, was jail-like indeed, 

described in 1929 as "something of a monstrosity inside, ••• resembling the 

, . Nearly half of the building is taken up punishment section of a men s pr~son. 

. . d " 144 The fourth by six rooms with solid doors and barred outslde w~n ows. 

method of discipline comes to light in a letter of 1941 from Superintendent 

Mary W. Libby to a correspondent who had requested information on babies in 

prison. "The conduct of the mothers," Mrs. Libby replied, 

decides in a measure the time they are allowed to spend with their 

babies • • They always have the privilege to kiss them good 

night and to spend an hour in the afternoon with them, unless their 

. "1 145 conduct precludes the loss [sic] of t~rs prlvl ege. 
!I I') 

regulat~on of child clontact was also used as an insti-It seems probable that • 

tutional control in other reformatories for women, though it is difficult to 

document such practices without materials such as the unusual letter from Mrs. 

Libby. 

It is important to recognize thai; these women's reformatories were in 

something of a dilemma when it came to discipline. Harsh physical punish

ments, such as those used at the Mount Pleasant Female Prison in the mid-

Nor did nineteenth century. were now generally regarded as barbaric. 

administrators have the resources of custodial institutions for discipline 

maintenance. With their anti-institutional biases, most in fact scorned the 

guard towers, barred cells, and lack of movement within traditional prisons. 

Thus their disciplinary resources were relatively limited. Some developed new 

methods--inmate self-government, for example, and restriction of access to 

babies. All soon came to rely on the traditional technique of punitive segre-

gation. In time, some even resorted, sub~, to physical punishments which 
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146 were in direct conflict with reformatory ideology. The dilemma was one 

which the founders of these reformatories, despite their caution, did not 

anticipate: the contradiction between rehabilitative aj.ms and institutional 

demands for control. 

Thus the women's prison system developed in the Northeast from the origi-

nal units for female felons in maximum security institutions for men. As we 

have seen, the first step was taken by New York with the establishment at Sing 

Sing of a separate but still custodial prison for women. Overcrowding at Sing 

Sing and in the women's wings of prisons in other states, together with the 

burgeoning of a new penology of reform about 1870, led to near abandonment of 

the older custodial model and evolution of a new, reformatory model on which 

most northeastern states established totally independent women's prisons. The 

reformatory movement affected the development of the men's prison system as 

well, but its ideals were most fully achieved in the new prisons for women 

which, through experimentation, gradually developed a novel type of institu-

tion, one radically different from men's prisons in architecture, commitment 

practices, and program. With the exception of the two regressive steps in New 

York to establish additional custodial women's prisons, the reformatory dom-

inated development of the women's prison system in the Northeast. By 1922, 

eight of the nine states had established at least one reformatory. 

Although this study's focus is on the early histories of women's prisons 

rather than on their histories over time, we can take a brief look forward at 

developments which occurred after the reformatories of~.he Northeast were in 

place. Not long after the last of these institutions opened in 1922, the 

reformatory movement began to wane. It had been sustained for fifty years, 

but now its goals had largely been realized. States were, moreover, beginning 
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to find it too costly to maintain both a reformatory which mainly held minor 

female offenders and another unit in their maximum security prisons for men 

for women convicted of serious crimes. Gradually, the populations of the 

reformatories and these custodial units for serious offenders were amalgam-

ated, felons being transferred to the grounds of the reformatories and their 

old Units in men's institutions abolished. Moreover, misdemeanants and lesser 

offenders were gradually excluded from the women's reformatories, being re-

turned once again to local jails or ignored entirely by the criminal justice 

system (as they often had been before the start of the reformatory movement). 

With these developments, the women's reformatory, in its pure form, ceased to 

exist in the Northeast. 

Exclusion of minor offenders from state prisons for women in the late 

1920s and the 1930s meant that deviant female sexuality was no longer dealt 

with so harshly by the criminal justice system. But as the custodial and 

reformatory models converged, they pooled their negative characteristics in 

what now became the states' only institutions for female prisoners. Held over 

from the custodial model was the tradition of giving fewer benefits to female 

prisoners than males--funding their institutions last and paying less atten-

tion to inadequacies in facilities and programs. Held over from the reforma

tory model was the tradition of treating women prisoners in female-specific 

and often infantilizing ways which also meant that, in the long run, they 

received treatment inferior to that of male state prisoners. Both traditions, 

each in its own vlay, beqweathed to our current women's prison system its 

legacy of differential treatment on the basis of sex. 
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were foreign-born and 86 percent had foreign-born parents. According to the 

latter, of 519 women committed during the second year, 55 percent were for

eign-born, and 33 percent had been born in Ireland. 

47Massachusetts Board of State Charities, AR 1879:187; MRPW, AR 1882:6. 

In the latter year, of 193 commitments, 80 percent had been convicted of 

offenses against public order and chastity, 20 percent of offenses against 

persons or property. 

48 New York State Board of Charities, AR 1895:53. 

49The earliest record books for the Western House of Refuge (held by the 

New York State Archives in Albany), although they left spaces for the record

ing of obscure information like mental condition of the inmates' grandparents, 

left no space for the recording of race. When non-whites were committed in 

later years, notation of race was written in at the" top of their record page. 

50HRH , AR 1897:10. 

51Under the superintendency of Miriam Van Waters, who took charge at 

Framingham in 1932, the indenture system was expanded to include "day work," a 
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form of work-release under which the prisoners returned to the reformatory 

each evening. However, political opponents of Van Waters' brought all forms 

of indenture at Framingham to an end in 1948. See Beth Davis, "Sketch of a 

Penologist: Miriam Van Waters." unpublished paper" Northeastern Uni versi ty, 

College of Criminal Justice, 1978. 

52New York State Board of Charities, AR 1889:127-128, AR 1895:xxiv, 54, 

56. 

53New York State Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1892:22-23, AR 

1893: 6-7. 

54For general information on the State Prison for Women, I usually do not 

repeat in this chapter footnotes which can be found in Chapter 7. Readers 

interested in more complete documentation are referred to the later chapter. 

55New York, Laws of 1893, Ch. 306, sec. 9. Some first felons under age 

30 could be sent to Bedford after that reformatory opened in 1901. 

56A d" t th 1894 t th St t P" f W (N Y, k ccor lng 0 e repor on e a e rlson or omen ew or 

Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1894:159-160), 40 percent of the total 

population of 116 were foreigners. In 1908 and 1928, 13 and 14 percent, 

respectively, of the years' commitments were listed as foreign-born (New York 

State Commission of Prisons, AR 1908:306; New York State Commission of Correc-

tion, AR 1928:513-514). For more details on demographic characteristics and 

conviction offenses of the Auburn women, see Chapter 7. 

57Womenrs Prison Association of New York (hereafter WPANY), AR 1902:52. 

58WPANY, AR 1905:37, 39. 

59WPANY, AR 1905:39. 

60Ibid • 

61 WPANY , AR 1906:57-58. 

62New York State Conference of Charities and Correction, AR 1914:230; 

also see WPANY, AR 1907:45. 
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63WPANY, AR 1907:46, 8, AR 1908:6. 

64New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, sec. 2; WPANY, AR 1902:52. Also see 

WPANY, AR 1908:5; New York State Conference of Charities and Correction, AR 

19!0:159, 189; and New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1914:126. 

65 New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, secs. 3, 12. It would be interesting 

to learn what happened to the $100,000. 

66New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, sec. 8. 

67New York, Laws of 1913, Ch. 372, secs. 88 and 89. I say "evidently" 

because, whil~ these amendments did not specify that such commitments had to 

have prior records, neither did they specify that an exception was being made 

to the general commitment law governing Valatie. 

68New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, sec. 8. 

69 New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, secs. 1, 5; WPANY, AR 1916:8. 

70New York, Laws of 1908, Ch. 467, sec. 5. 

71 For example: while claiming to "strongly" believe in the cottage 

system, at one point Mealey asked that one large building, "presumably a cell

block, II be built to hold 300 inmates. Such a building, he argued, would 

reduce costs and improve discipline (New York Superintendent of State Prisons, 

AR 1915:344). 

72New York Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1915:338-340, AR 1916:344, 

AR 1917:342-345. 

73See note 72. 

74New York Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1917:344 [Armstrong's 

complaint], 22 [escapes]. 

75WPANY, AR 1918:37; New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1916:26. 

76 New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1920:28; Young, Women's Pris-

ons Past and Present:36; WPANY, AR 1919:23-37. 
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77 Vermont and Rhode Island, ~s we shall see, did not found new insti tu-

tions but rather redesignated former' houses of correction to be their women's 

reformatories. That they did not spend more on these institutions may have 

been a function of their small size, state size influencing available funds 

and the number of women prisoners. 

78 If we were dealing here with Massachusetts, it, too, would be an ex-

ception. 

790n the early New Jersey movement, see New Jersey, Report of the Commis-

sioners to Examine the Various Systems of Prison Discipline and Propose an 

Improved Plan (Trenton: The True American Office, 1869):5-6, 22. For descrip-

tions of the work of Mrs. John H. Patterson, matron of the women's division at 

Trenton State Prison. see New Jersey State Prison, AR 1890:19, 32, 62 and AR 

1895: 12. A detailed description of the Connecticut movement is given by Helen 

Wo.rthington Rogers, "A History of the Movement to Establish a State Reforma-

tory for Women in Connecticut," Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology XIX 

(4) (February 1929):518-541. 

800riginally called the Women's Board of Visitors, the Advisory Board 

issued annual reports. An account of its early struggles to found a reforma-

tory in Rhode Island appears in AR 1905:9-18. 

81 The exception was Vermont, where--as we shall see--there seems to have 

been no agitation for a women's reformatory at all. 

82WPANY, AR 1892:6 [vote of 90 to 0], AR 1893:6 [dying words]. 

83Some details on Lowell's Bedford involvement are given later in this 

chapter; also see William Rhinelander Stewart, The Philanthropic Work of 

Josephine Shaw Lowell (New York: Macmillan, 1911):313-319. 

84 The work of Mrs. Alexander, later Mrs. Wittpenn; and of others involved 

in the New Jersey movement is described in detail in Mary Ann Stillman 
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Quarles, "Organizational Analysis of the New Jersey ReformatorY for Women in 

Relation to Stated Principles of Corrections, 1913-1963" (unpublished disser-

tation, Boston University, 1966):38-41; also see New Jersey Women's Reforma-

tory Commission, Report of the New Jersey Women's Reformatory Commission 

(Trenton: MacCrellish & Quigley, State Printers, 1905). 

85Quarles, "Organizational Analysis":40. 

86Rogers, "A History of the Movement to Establish a State Reformatgry for 

Women in Connecticut":531-538. 

87Rhode Island Advisory Borad of. Visitors, AR 1905:44. 

880fficers of the Vermont State Prison, BR 1916:10; Vermont Director of 

State Institutions, BR 1920:4, 68; Vermont General Assembly, Acts and Resolve~ 

1921, Public Act No. 216. 
In 1933, the name of the Vermont State Prison and 

House of Correction for Women was changed to Women's Reformatory. 

89New Jersey Women's Reformatory Commission, Report (190;):8, Pennsyl-

vania Prison Society, The Journal of Prison Discipline and PhilanthroPY 39 

(January 1900):244 

gOMaine State Board of Charities and Corrections, AR 1914:14-15. 

91 Board of Managers of the New York State Reformatory for Women at 

Bedford, N.Y., Report 1892-1895 (N.Y. Sen. Doc. No.6, 1896):5-6, 20; Maine 

Reformatory for Women, AR 1917:1; Pennsylvania Prison Society, ~Journal of 

Prison Discipline and Philanthropy 53 (March 1914):7 ["temptation to dissi-

pation"]; Pennsylvania General Assembly, Laws of 1913, Act No. 816, sec. 1. 

92Rhode Island General Assembly, Public Laws 1921 and 1922, Ch. 2230, 

sec. 18, specified that the women's reformatory should be located in "That 

part of the state institution at Cranston heretofore used as a part of Oaklawn 

school [for girls] known as the administration building." However, the re-

formatory was in fact located in the former House of Correction. See IIReform-
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atory for Women is Planned," Providence Journal, 30 December 1923:4 and Rhode 

Island Public Welfare Commission, AR 1925:15-16. 

93 Pennsylvania Pris S 't on oc~e y, The Prison Journal V (2) (April 1925):8; 

Harry Elmer Barnes, The Evolution f P o enology in Pennsylvania (Indianapolis: 

Bobbs-Merrill, 1927):402. 

94 New York, Laws of 1892, h 637 c. ,sec. 8. 

95 Quarles, "Organizational Analysis": 2. 

96 , 
Connect~cut State F f U arm or nomen (hereafter CFW), BR 1930:6, 15. 

97 Co t' nnec ~cut, Public Act~.of 1917, Ch. 358, sec. 9 enabled courts to 

commit to Niantic "unmarried girls between the ages of sixteen and twenty-one 

years who are in manifest danger of falling into habits of vice or who are 

leading viciQUS lives." The quotation about "diseased women" comes from CFW, 

BR 1920:5; also see pp. 14-15. 

98New York State Reformatory 

1910:56; Maine 

for Women at ~tjford (hereafter NYRW) , AR 

Reformatory for Women, AR 1917:4, BR 1920:15, BR 1922 [pages 

unnumbered] • 

99 Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for Women in the United States: 125. 

100The exception, Rhode Island, is disGussed below. 

101 New York, Laws of 1899, Ch. 632, sec. 1; Pennsylvania General Assem-

bly, Laws of 1913, Act N 816 o. ,sec. 15; Connecticut, Public Acts of 1917, Ch. 

386, sec. 9; Maine, Acts and Resolves 1915 Ch 206 --,-~--=:.::.:.::...::.:::.::.:~~~2..!2.' • ,sec. 7; New Jer se y , Acts 

of the Legislature 191q, Ch. 72, sec. 14. As for Vermont, see Vermont, Acts 

and Resolves 1921, Act No. 216 and Department of Publl'C Welfare, BR 1924: 60, 

62. 

102 _ _ of the Commission to Rhode ,Island, Governor's Message and Report 

Investigate the State Public Welfare Commiss;on and • all Departments Thereunder 

(Providence: E. L. Freeman C • ompanYl 1929):8; Rhode Island Department of Public 

Welfare, AR 1936:78. 
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103This is not to say that there were no inequities in the sentencing of 

women before the reformatories opened. Prostitutes could be punished while 

their customers were not; and police may have been more inclined to arrest 

women than men for morals offenses such as drunkenness. The reformatory 

movement, however, greatly increased differences in the ways the sexes were 

treated by the criminal justice system. 

104 New York State Board of Charities, AR 1895:xxviii; Board of Managers 

of the New York State Reformatory for Women at Bedford, AR 1897:8-9. 

105pennSYlvania General Assembly, Laws of 1913, Act No. 816, sec. 5 

[appropriation] • 

106Less information is available on the early days of the Maine reforma-

tory, but to judge from the moralistic tone of that prison's first reports, 

management there was probably more formal. 

107 As quoted in Quarles, "Organizational Analysis" :57. 

108 "Reformatory for Women is Planned," Providence Journal, 30 December 

1923:4; Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for Women in the United States:125; Rhode 

Island PUblic Welfare Commission, AR 1926:17. 

109"Report Condemns Facilities at Women's Reformatory," Providence 

Journal, 24 December 1928:16 (the article contains portions of the text of the 

report of a legi~lative committee appointed to investigate the institution). 

110For example, Kathryn Watterson Burkhart, in Women in Prison (Garden 

City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Company, 1973, at 366), writes, "As we know, women's 

prisons were created as a reform measure in the 1920s." 

111 For an example involving New York's Western House of Refuge, see 

Chapter 8 of this report. 

112 Freedman, "Their Sisters' Keepers":410-411. 
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113 . 
See, for example, Mabel Ruth Fernald, Mary H. S. Hayes and Almena 

Dawley, A Study of Women Delinquents' N Y k S --~~~~~~~~~~_~~~~l~n~e~w~~o~r~~t!a~te (New York: Century 

Company, 1920); Edith R. Spaulding, An Experimental Study of Psychopathic 

Delinquent Women (orig. 1923; repro M t I ' . on c alr, N.J.: Patterson Smith, 1969); 

and Jean Weidensall, The Mentality of the Criminal Woman (Baltimore: WarWick & 

York, 1916). 

tendent. 

All three works reflect trends started while Davis was superin

Also see Nicolas Fischer Hahn, "The Defective Delinquency Movement: 

A History of the Born Criminal in New York State, 1850-1966 11 (unpublished 

Ph.D. dissertation, State University of New York at Albany, 1978):Chapter VII. 
114 

Thanks for this information are due t E o leanor H. Little of Guilford , 
Conn., a lifelong friend of Caughey's and, in the early days of Clinton Farms, 

the institution's psychologist and parole officer. 
115' 

Not long after Caughey's departure, Dr. Mary Belle Harris became 

superintendent of Clinton Farms. H ' h arrlS ad earlier worked in corrections in 

New York City with Katherine Davis. Later she became head of the first 

federal prison for women. 

116F 'f or ln ormation on the struggle, see hI t a pamp e written by Rogers' 

husband, A. K. Rogers, An Episode l'n Hl'story f C 
- 0 a onnecticut InstituUon (New 

Haven: City Printing Co., 1923). I t am gra eful to Eleanor H. Little for 

showing me her copy of this pamphlet. 

117F 'f or ln ormation on Elizabeth Munger I . am indebted to Eleanor H. L:i.t;,Ue 

and to Janet York of Old Lyro C e, onn. When York joined the Niantic staff il'~ 

the late 1940s, Munger's influence was still very apparent, especially in the' 

classification system. York b . ecame superintendent of Niantic in the early 

1960s. 

118p I' 
ennsy vanla Prison Society, The Prison Jou~ V (3) (July 1925):6. 

119 
On Ross, see Vermont Department> of Public Welfare, BR 1928:81, BR 

1934:74, and BR 1936:58. 
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120 Paul W. Garrett and Apt:ltin H. Mac Cormick, eds., Handbook of American 

Prisons and Reformatories (N1:ltlY York: National Society of Penal Information, 

1929): 829 [Pennsylvania data f"or' 1928]; other information in this paragraph 

was derived from the insti tutio,rls.' ,annual reports. It should be noted that 

none of these data include the babies who were often kept with their mothers 

in the reformatories, usually in a separate "nursery cottage." 

121I f t' , norma lon derlved fr'om the annual reports of the women's reforma-

tory, Which appear in the series of annual reports published by the Rhode 

Island Public Welfare Commission (later the Department of Public Welfare). 

122 For an example and more details, see Chapter 8 of this report. 

123NyRW , AR 1910:55; u.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 

Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970. Part I 

(Washington, D.C., 1975):32 [data on total New York population]; Quarles, 

"Organizational Analysis": 370-371 [data on Clinton Farms and to'tal New Jersey 

population] • 

124Rhode Island Public Welfare Commission, AR 1927:155 [1926-1927 data]. 

The annual reports of the New Jersey reformatory present particularly inter

esting dat~ on differential treatment of whites and non-whites. 

125 Garrett and Mac Cormick , Handbook of American Prisons and Reformator-

ies:829 [Pennsylvania data]; NYRW, AR 1910:53. 

126NyRW , AR 1910:56. 

127p 1 ' P' ennsy vanla rlson Society, The Prison Journal V (3) (July 1925):5, 

quoting the Pennsylvania Committee on Penal Affairs. According to the Penn

sylvania State Industrial Home for Women, Report For the Four Year Period 

Ending May 31st, 1928 (hereafter PIHW, Report 1924-1928), at 34, of 227 women 

committed to Muncy during these four years, 25 percent had been convicted of 

fornication, 14.5 percent of larceny, and 13 percent of incorrigibility; those 

were the three most common conviction offenses. 
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128M , R alne eformatory for Women, BR 1922:[11-12]; untitled typescript 

headed "Mrs. Libby" and dated 5 February 1925: [4] (this document and other 

archival materials were located fo'r us by Ms. Linda Dwelley, Media Resources, 

Maine Criminal Justice Academy in Waterville, and should now be in the state 

archives); CFW, BR 1920:19, 23. 

129Vermont Dl'rector of State I tit t' ns u 10nS'1 BR 1922;81-82; Vermont Depart-

ment of Public Welfare, BR 1926:56-62, BR 1928:84-88: Rhode Island Public 

Welfare Commission, AR 1926:150, AR 1933:91. 

130NYRW, AR 1903:34. 

131 Ibid. :23-24. 

132NyRW , AR 1901:19 [greenhouses]; PIHW, Report 1924-1928:18. 

133NyRW, AR 1910:29. 

134p 1 ' P' ennsy vanla rlson Society, The Prison Journal IV (2) April 1924):12; 

PIHW, Report 1924-1928:16-31; Pennsylvania Prison Society, The Prison Journal 

V (3) (July 1925):6-7; Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for Women in the United 

States: 115-116. 

135Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformator-
". 

ies:396 [silent rule at Maine]; "Report Condemns Facilities at Women's Reform-

atory," Providence Journal, 24 December 1928:16. 

136 Vermont Department of Public Welfare, BR 1934:74. The visits are 

mentioned in ibid.:81. The phenomenon of visits by ex-inmates, which also 

occurred at the Massachusetts and Albion, New York, reformatories, is nearly 

unthinkable in connection with men's penal institutions. 

137According the the Prison Association of New York, AR 1902:72, at 

Bedford in that year the most severe punishment was confinement in a light 

cell, usually for a short time; but one woman was thus confined for seven 

weeks. 
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138NyRW , AR 1903:12 [quotationJ, AR 1910:13 [need for completely indef-

inite se~tencesJ. 

1390ne source of such funds was John D. Rockefeller, Jr.; see Katherine 

B. Davis's introductions to Fernald et al.~ A Study of Women Delinquents in 

New York State and to Spaulding, An Experimental Study of Psychopathic Delin-

quent Women, and Hahn, "The Defective Delinquency Movement," Chapter VII. The 

eugenists' ambitions were realized when, in 1931, the reformatory at Albion, 

New York, was turned into an Institution for Mentally Defective Delinquent 

Women; sentences there were indefinite. Before 1931 in New York and in other 

states, disciplinary cases were sometimes simply-transferred to the local 

institution for the mentally retarded, where they could be held indefinitely. 

140Eleanor H. Little, "NOTES HE • Clinton Farms,1I typescript dated 25 

August '1980 in the possession of Nicole F. Rafter. 

141 The self-government system instituted at Sing Sing by warden Thomas 

Mott Osborne was particularly well known. 

142cFW , BR 1924:8, 11-12, BR 1928:5-6. 

143Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformator-

i~s:396; "State Reformatory for Women, Skowhegan, Maine," typescript dated 28 

January 1939:[3] [for the location of this manuscript, see n. 128, aboveJ. 

144Garrett and Mac Cormick , Handbook of American Prisons and Reformator-

les: 396. 

145Mary W. Libby to Clement J. Wyle, 24 October 1941 [for location, see 

n. 128, aboveJ. 

146 
For example, an investigation of 1920 found that at Bedford, women had 

been handcuffed with their arms behind their backs and then hung from a grat-

ing so that their toes barel y touched the floor, "and, while thus suspended, 

their faces were dipped into pails of water until sUbdued" (New York State 

Commission of Prisons, AR 1920:68). 
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CHAPTER 3 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM IN THE NORTH 
CENTRAL STATES 

The women's prison system of the North Central states developed in three 

phases. In the second half of the nineteenth century. women's units began to 

split off from the male prisons of which they had traditionally been a part. 

This first phase saw establishment in Indiana of the region's first independ

ent women's prison and, in Michigan, a brief but highly significant attempt at 

reformatory treatment of women held at the Detroit House of Correction. Dur-

ing the second phase, which spanned the period 1900-1930, e~ght women's pris

ons were established in seven North Central states. All but one of these were 

reformatories; the exception occurred in Illinois, which established both a 

Women's Prison and a State Reformatory for Women. The third and most recent 

phase occurred when, in the mid-twentieth century, two more states established 

women's prisons. 

Organized according to the three developmental stages, this chapter deals 

with the institutions listed in Table 1. The chapter also deals briefly with 

two states, North and South Dakota, which never established prisons for women. 

Michigan 

Indiana 

TABLE 3: 1 

WOMEN'S PRISONS OF THE NORTH CENTRAL REGION 

Original Name 

House of Shelter, Detroit 
House of Correction 

Reformatory Institution 
for Women and Girls 
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Location 

Detroit 

Indianapolis 

Date Es
tablished 

1868 

1869 

Date 
Opened 

1868 

1873 

(continued) 
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Ohio Reformatory for Women Marysville 1911 1916 

Wisconsin Industrial Home for Women Taycheedah 1913 1921 

Iowa Women's Reformatory Rockwell City 1915 1918 

Minnesota State Refor~atory for 
Women Shakopee 1915 1920 

Kansas State Industrial Farm 
for Women Lansing 1917 1918 

Illinois Women's Prison Joliet 1919 1919 

Nebraska Reformatory for Women York 1919 1920 

Illinois State Reformatory for 
Women Dl~ight 1927 1930 

Missouri State Penitentiary for 
Women Jefferson City 1955 1955 

Michigan Huron Valley Women's 
Facility YpSilanti [ 1972] 1977 

NOTE: Brackets have been placed around the date of establishment of the 
Huron Valley Women's Facility to indicate that this prison was established 
through not legislative action but administrative decision. 

Nineteenth Century Origins of the 
Women's Reformatory 

As we observed in Chapter 1, the most important single event :l:n the 

development of the women's prison system occurred in 1870, when the first 

national prison congress endorsed the principle that "Prisons • should be 

classified • • • so that there shall be • • • separ-ate establishments for 

1 women," designed to reform. The prelude to enunciation of this principle 

occurred during the decade leading up to 1870: dur~ng the 1860stook place 

two developments which indicated that separate, reformatory inst1 tutions for 

women were possible. First, at the Detroit House of Correcti~n; Superinten-

dent Zebulon R. Brockway established a semi-independent ~Quse of Shelter 

which made a concerted effort to apply with female prisoners the methods of 
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the "Irish system" of reformational prison discipline. (One of three key 

organizers of the 1870 congress, Brockway brought his Detroit experience to 

that meeting.) Second, in 1869, Indiana moved to establish an entirely sep

arate prison for women. From these two experiments eventually flowed not only 

women's prisons of the reformatory type but also the national system of inde

pendent prisons for women. 

Treatment of Women Prisoners at the 
Detroit House of Correction 

Although the House of Shelter operated at the Detroit House of Correction 

between 1868 and 1874 was not an independent institution, it was of great sig-

nificance to the development f t ' o separa e women s prisons because it pioneered 
, , 

in seven reforms which later became the foundation of female corrections in 

many states: 

(1) Deliberate and concerted efforts to treat female prisoners 

differently from males on the grounds of inherent differences 

between the sexes; 

(2) Special, longer sentences for female "sex" offenders; 

(3) Indeterminate sentencing; 

(4) SuperVision of prisoners released on parole; 

(5) "Grading," so that prisoners could be rewarded for good behavior 

by promotion to~ a higher grade with greater privileges; 

(6) "Familial" treat'm~rit of adult women prisoners; 

(7) Educational training aimed at reform. 

Though short-lived, the House of Shelter began what became a revolution in the 

care of adult female prisoners. 

The Detroit House of Correction , established in 1861, was designed to 

hold Michigan's young male and nearly all of its female prisoners. (Previ-
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ously women were incarcerated in a building on the grounds of the old state 

prison at Jackson, where some continued to be held until 1873.)2 Although 

operated by Detroit, the new institution was in effect a state prison, Michi-

gan reimbursing the city for expenses. Moreover, despite its name, its em-

phasis on youthful and female offenders, and the reformatory overtones it took 

on during Brockway's tenure, the Detroit House of Correction was definitely a 

custodial type of institution. The separate yards for exercise of women and 

men, for instance, were each "surrounded by a brick wall sixteen feet high, 

surmounted with sentinel towers.,,3 All prisoners, at first, had definite 

sentences, and as in other custodial institutions, women were paid for their 

work. 4 There was, in short, nothing remarkable about the treatment of women 

at the House of Correction in its earliest years. 

Innovation began when Brockway established a House of Shelter for women 

as an adjunct to the prison. His inspiration came during a visit to the 

Lancaster, Massachusetts, school for delinquent girls, where he observed two 

reformatory features: a system of treating the girls as though they were 

members of a "family"; and the employment of "cultured" women officers who 

provided role models. This visit demonstrated to Brockway "what could be done 

to save our women prisoners, and on my return to Detroit I asked and readily 

obtained permission to build what we named the 'house of shelter.'" (Per-

mission was "readily obtained" because by using profits from the House of 

Correction, Brockway was able to establish and operate the shelter without 

extra cost to the city.) The House of Shelter opened in 1868. 5 

Before looking at the operation of the shelter in more detail, it is 

necessary to note a second innovation at the House of Correction, the enact-

ment, in 1869, of the famous "three years law" which gave€! Brockway power to 

hold women convicted of prostitution for up to three years. The first pro-
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vision for indeterminate sentencing in the country, this law was based on the 

"Irish system" of prison discipline which was just then beginning to revolu

tionize penology. (It is noteworthy that Michigan was willing to introduce 

such a radical experiment when it applied to women. Brockway hoped to see 

enacted a similar law which would apply to men sentenced to his prison, but 

the proposal relating to men was declared unconstitutional.) The new law 

subjected prostitutes to much longer periods of confinement than previously, 

on the ground that they might thus be reformed. The three years law was also 

significant in that it made available, for the first time, the possibility of 

parole. But as yet, no one knew how to deal with paroled prisoners--which 

returns us to the House of Shelter. 6 

The House of Shelter received four types of inmates. First were those 

women received from the House of Correction proper before expiration of sen

tence, i.e., those paroled, who were "under moral obligation to remain until 

their term • expires. 1i This transfer was the original solution to the 

dilemma posed by parole. A second group was comprised of women who volun-

tarily entered the shelter after their termz at the House of Correction had 

expired; for them the shelter functioned as a half-way house. The third group 

consisted of "upper grade" women sentenced to the House of Correction under 

the three years law; for them, entry into the less penal shelter served as a 

reward for good behavior. The type of woman who belonged to the last group 

was characterized as "a friendless one, who is guilty of no crime" but in need 

of protection. The shelter, then, combined featUres of relaxed prison disci

pline with those of the protecti ve "home." 7 

At the time the shelter was founded, no one had a clear idea of how to 

achieve the reformation of women criminals. But Brockway was convinced that 

the effort should be made. "The dismissal of a convict woman from her prison 
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gates," in his opinion, was "an open dismissal to a life of renewed crime and 

shame.,,8 Brockway freely admitted that he was venturing into new and perhaps 

perilous territory: 

The difficulties in this field of [female] reform have hitherto 

seemed insurmountable. How much can be done, we confess we do not 

know. But we are profoundly convinced that little can be done to 

reclaim fallen women, except through the sisterly care, counsel and 

sympathy of their own sex. 9 

Maternal care by other, more "proper" women was thus the central concept 

around which Brockway built his program of reform. "It is intended to receive 

here," the institution's inspectors explained, 

as into a home, women who ••• seem willing to accept a reform of 

life. It is intended that they should be received here into a 

family life, where they shall receive intellectual, moral, domestic, 

and industrial training, under the influence, example and sympathy 

d . t 10 of refine and v~r uous women. 

With justification, McKelvey has referred to the shelter as "in a sense the 

first women's reformatory in America.,,11 

The "refined and virtuous women" who operated the shelter were a Mrs. 

Wiggin, the first matron, and Emma Hall, the teacher. When Mrs. Wiggin re-

signed and the three years law came into effect, Hall took over as both matron 

and teacher. It was she who first operationalized the new theories of female 

reform. Emphasizing religious uplift and both domestic and academic training, 

Hall foreshadowed the generation of reformatory superintendents who followed 

her. She brought to her work talent as a teacher and a missionary dedication. 

Brockway spoke with awe of her perseverance under bleak conditions: 
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She had not, nor under the circumstances could she have, any social 

life outside the institution where she lived; no outside entertain

ing occasions either private or public . . . . Sole head of the 

house of shelter, without assistance beyond the service of prisoner 

women of her charge, she must herself be always present early and 

late, attending to all the details of the family life • Miss 

Hall [also] found time for frequent visits to the 1flOmen prisoners at 

the house of correction • • 12 

Willingness to endure the stigma of living with prisoners and dedication to 

the task of helping less fortunate women also characterized other reformers 

who followed Emma Hall's lead into female corrections. But these later re

formers usually worked in the more benign context of a reformatory, and they 

had support groups of other women. In Emma Hall, Brockway indeed found a 

self-denying, "virtuous" woman to carry out his experiment in reforming female 

criminals. 

The Detroit House of Shelter closed in 1874, not long after Brockway and 

Hall had resigned. According to Brockway, the experiment was terminated 

because overcrowding in the House of Correction 

made demand for more room • , so that the house of shelter 

buildings were required for officers' quarters and offices. There 

was, too, on the part of my successor as superintendent ••• less 

appreciation of the importance and practicability of accomplishing 

reformation with prisoners 13 

But although the shelter itself was short-lived, its influence continued. 

Channeled through the conduit of the 1870 prison congress, the correctional 

techniques pioneered by Brockway and Hall in Detroit flowed into what became a 

mainstream of female corrections. 14 

-146-

----:-:: 



----- ---- -~--------- -------------~---~~ - --------~----~--- ------

The Indiana Reformatory Institution for Women 
and Girls 

Even more nearly forecasting developments to come was the Indiana Reform

atory Institution for Women and Girls established· I ln ndian~polis in 1869. 

This was a radical institution indeed. Second only to the women's unit at 

Sing Sing as an independent prison for women, it was the first to survive into 

the twentieth century. 15 It was, moreover, the first completely independent 

pri~on for women and the first to be run entirely by a female staff, without 

interference (as at Sing Sing) from supplementary male officers. Final.ly, 

e men s re orma ory at Elmira, New York, despite the claims usually made for th ' f t 

the Indiana institution was the first adult reformatory in the United States. 

Establishment 

Three factors fed into establishment of this institution. One was the 

desire of officials at the Indiana State Prison at Jeffersonville, where 

female felons were previously held. to get rid of their women prisoners as 

rapidly as possible. The prison's warden complained in 1869 that "We have all 

the female convicts of the State, h 1 b w ose a or is altogether qnproductive, and 

who are an expense • • " Even Jeffersonville's physician wanted to see the 

end of the women prisoners, de 1 . th c arlng em an "expense and annoyance." Sec-

ond~ Indiana lacked an institution for delinquent girls; it was thought that 

by combining t.he populations of felons and delinquents ,the expense of oper

ating a separate institution for females could be justified. Third and most 

decisive, "very grave charges" had been brought "against officers and guards" 

at Jeffersonville "of drunkenness, and ••• prostitution of female convicts, 

and demoralization generally." 16 

-147-

~ 

I 
I 
J 

j 

~ 
~ 
11 

I 

! 
! 
! 

I 
I 

j 
I 

I 

~ 

~ 
~ 
~ 
l 

1 
I 
I 
I 

1 
I 

1 
I 

I 

\1 
{ 
I 
l 
1 
! 

! 
I 
I 
I 

Leveling of these charges came about through the following process. A 

Quaker couple, Charles and Rhoda Coffin, were scandalized in 1866 by rumors of 

sexual mistreatment of female convicts at Jeffersonville. The Indiana Yearly 

Meeting of Friends appointed a committee to improve, if possible, the treat

ment of women prisoners and delinquent girls, and the Coffins traveled to 

Jeffersonville to investigate. 17 Of that experience Rhoda Coffin remarked: 

Could I convey to you some idea of the terrible abuses which have 

been unveiled in the investigations which my husband and myself have 

made into the conditions of our prisons • . . , you would at once be 

convinced of the need of some reform as regards the case of female 

criminals. 18 

The Coffins found that guards had keys to the women's cells. "The results in 

some instances HAVE BEEN MOST TERRIBLE • • •• !hey [the women] • • • may be 

forced to minister to the lust of the officers, or if they refuse, to submit 

to' the infliction of the lash until they do." 19 The Coffins reported the 

matter to the governor, who, in the words of Charles Coffin, 

~ 'j 

visited the prison himself and entirely substantiated all that we 

had reported. He brought the subject to the attention of the Prison 

Committee of the Legislature, and they sent a deputation to visit it 

and reported back that "the hal f had not been told." It resul ted in 

" the establishment of a Women's Prison and Reformatory in Indianapo-

lis, and the removal of the inmates from Jeffersonville to the new 

prison. My Wife with two other ladies formed the Board of Directors 

20 
for many years, she being President of the Board. 

The new institution opened in 1873, about two miles from the center of 

Indianapolis. Observers described its central building as "graceful and 

imposing" and "not'very prisonlike in appearance." It was originally adjoined 
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by eight acres of land, and the whole is said to have been walled. 21 Within 

the main building there were two "departments," one penal for "the adult fel

ons, the other reformatory for the delinquent girls. The two were completely 

separate, even to the extent that each had its own kitchen, laundry, and yard. 

The Penal Department had cells with a capacity of 40, the Reformatory Depart

ment dormitories which could hold 160. 

Administration 

Internal administration of the institution was relegated to a superin

tendent and her assistants. According to law, all of these officers were to 

be women unless the superintendent was married, in which case her husband 

might also be an administrator. 22 Sarah J. Smith, a Quaker who had partici

pated with the Coffins in the work of the prison committee, was first appoint

ed superintendent. Together with her husband, who served as steward, she 

guided the novel institution through its first ten years. Like Emma Hall, 

Smith was intensely religious and deeply devoted to her work. According to 

contemporaries, she was also a capable administrator. The prison's tbird 

annual report, for example, observed that: 

Mrs. Sarah J. Smith and her worthy companion, James Smith, seem 

to have been highly gifted by nature for the positions they occupy. 

PosseSSing wonderful power to control, and at the same time imbued 

with a lofty religious enthUSiasm, Mrs. Smith • exercises an 

elev~ting and harmonizing influence in both departments of the 

Institution. Even the most reckless and abandoned characters, who 

have been accustomed to resist authority until perfectly hardened 

and desperate, soon yield to the firm discipline exercised by her 
23 . . . 
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Smith was conscious of her responsibility to ensure that the bold experiment 

succeeded. The institutional report of 1877 noted that: 

This being the only governmental prison known--either in the 

United States or in Europe, under the entire management of women--we 

have felt the responsiblity of our position and have sought to so 

discharge the trust aSSigned to us as to ensure success to the 

institution and to be an honor to our State, which has thus taken 

the advanced step of assigning to woman the privilege of caring for, 

elevating and reforming her own sex. 24 

These were heavy burdens, especially because Smith and her colleagues, as 

pioneers, had little to draw on but their own convictions. 

Ultimate administrative authority over the new prison was relegated to a 

three person Board of Managers, appointed by the governor. Originally, all 

these managers were men. A conflict soon developed between them and the 

superintendent, brought to light by Lewis Jordan, a member of a subsidiary 

Board of Visitors. According to Jordan, writing in 1876, the President of' the 

Board of Managers "to some extent has supplanted the Superintendent in super-

vising and directing the domestic affairs of the Institution. Upon inquiry, I 

find that he has made his will paramount in all things." The president had 

visited the institution frequently and issued orders on his own. Although 

Smith had not complained to Jordan, "from several sources I have learned that 

her position has been made quite unpleasant by the continued supervision of 

the minutiae of the household by the President of the Board." Supporting 

Smith in the conflict, Jordan recommended that the law be changed to require 

that all the managers be women. This was accomplished in 1877, and at that 

point Rhoda Coffin joined the board as its preSident. Thereafter, the two 

levels of the administration were united in their goals and procedures. 25 
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Reformatories of the Northeast, as noted in Chapter 2, were character-

istically managed by a three-tiered administration, with a state prison super-

visory body at the top, the superintendent at the bottom, and an institutional 

board in between. As we have just observed, at first Indiana's women's prison 

had only two administrative levels, the Board of Managers and the superin-

tendent. Changes of 1889, however, brought it into line with the more usual 

reformatory model. In that year Indiana established its Board of State 

Charities, which thereafter served as the Reformatory Institution's ultimate 

supervisory board. The former Board of Managers, now called the Board of 

Trustees, became the intermediate body which supervised daily management by 

the superintendent. 26 

Sentencing 

In the restrictions it place!d on women who might be received and in its 

sentencing structure, the Reformatory Institution revealed its temporal prox-

imity to the older, custodial model of the prison. This was particularly true 

of its provisions for inmates of the Penal Department. Rhoda Coffin described 

the types of females who might be :committed as follows: 

The Indiana Reformatory for women and girls is • composed 

of two branches entirely distinct and separate • The one is 

penal, to which are sent those who are convicted of crime, such as 

murder, manslaughter, horse-stealing, arson, counterfeiting ••• as 

in any other State prison. The other department is for girls young 

in sin, and those exposed in the midst of evil. These are committed 

during minority and may be let out on good behavior on "ticket-of

leave" under surveillance of the board. 27 
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To the Penal Department were to be committed females over 15 years of age who 

would formerly have been sent to the State Prison, and they ""ere to serve the 

same terms they would have served if at Jeffersonville. Until indeterminate 

sentenc~ng was introduced in 1899, their sentences were definite. Thus estab

lishment of the Indiana Reformatory Institution, unlike that of independent 

women's prisons elsewhere, was not accompanied by changes in the type of adult 

woman who could be incarcerated or in sentencing structure. 28 

PrOVisions governing sentence to the Reformatory Department for delin

quent girls were more "reformatory," but these are of less concern to us here 

and in any case, in 1907 girls were removed from the institution entirely. 

The decision to hold delinquents and felons in the same institution, it was 

found, had been "a great mistake. • •• (I)t must appear to all a great 

injustice to wayward or even incorrigible girls to be under the same roof with 

criminal women." The area vacated by the girls in 1907 was renovated to 

become a Correctional Department, to which were sent adult female misdemean

ants. Introduction of misdemeanants, however, was not accompanied by the 

extension of term often associated with. such a change in other states. 29 

Inmates and Program 

We have almost no statistical information on the characteristics of women 

committed to the Penal Department in its early years.3D We do, on the other 

hand, have a few fascinating glimpses of the first prisoners, the women trans

ferred in from Jeffersonville in October of 1873. These were the women whom 

the Coffins had discovered being victimized by male guards. Such discoveries 

notWithstanding, Rhoda Coffin later reported that the transferred women were 

indignant when, upon arrival in Indianapolis, they found they could no longer 

trade "certain favors" for liquor and tobacco. According to the Institution's 
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first report, "when told they could not use [tobacco] in any form, gloom and 

sadness settled like a pall upon them which taxed all our ingenuity to dispel. 

Our superior accomodations sank in utter insignificance, and ••• they wished 

themselves back to 'old Jeff!'" And Sara Keely, later involved in the pris

on's administration, described them arriving "with their white tucked skirts 

and morning wrappers and trunks full of fine clothing," finery shortly re

placed by "plain gingham dress and smoothly arranged hair.,,31 

In its program, the new prison renounced most prison traditions, attempt-

ing to replace them with reformatory methods. Like later female penologists 

in other states, Smith, Coffin, and their associates were decidely anti-insti

tutional in their biases. Inmates under their charge wore gingham dresses 

instead of stripes and "were allowed to decorate their rooms with pictures and 

plants • • (A) white table-cloth, flowers and attractive china dishes 

were not considered too good for their dining-tables." The desire to repli-

cate a home environment influenced discipline as well as decor. There was a 

cell where disciplinary cases could be confined on a limited diet, but "We 

have not a weapon of defense in the house," Sara Keely reported in 1898, "and 

they all know it. We cannot govern all alike; their natures must be studied, 

the flash of the eye; the expression of the face must be noted. We approach 

very carefully the citadel of the inner life of the subject of reproof and 

reprimand." This emphasis on individualized, maternal treatment became a 

hallmark of the rhetoric on female reformatory disciPline.32 I 

Unlike later women's prisons, the Penal Department did not have an 

educational program. But on the other hand, there, as in the Reformatory 

Department and in women's prisons elsewhere, domestic training was heavily 

emphasized. The main work activities involved laundering, sewing, and knit-

ting. Little machinery was purchased em the theory that "it is best for them 
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to learn those much-needed branches of labor thoroughly by hand, hoping it may 

help them to get homes when their time expires." In other words, the Insti-

tution tried to train inmates "to th it occupy e pos ion assigned them by God, 

viz., wives, mothers and educators of chl"ldren." T o supply good examples 

through role models was another important aspect of the prison's reformational 

program. At the end of its first year the administration announced that its 

prisoners were under the constant influence "of pure womanly examples." 

Indeed, no officer was hired unless she was "II" Wl lng to conduct religious 
services. 33 

This emphasis on examples of "true womanhood" was closely connected to 

the prison's need to prove that women could and shOUld administrate institu

tions for females. The second annual report claimed, 

It is already demonstrated that woman is competent to govern 

the depraved·and desperate of her own sex by womanly measures and 

appliances without a resort to the rigorous means which are gener

ally supposed to be- necessary in prisons governed by men, and 

intended wholly or chiefly for male convicts. 34 

Had they attempted to operate merely cust?dial institutions, prisons devoid of 

the "elevating" influences which they themselves provided, women reformers 

could not have justified their mission. They had to prove that they and their 

charges were different from men. 

There was some oommunication between the House of Shelter in Detroit and 

the Reformatory Institution in Indiana: when Sarah Smith became superinten

dent of the latter, she visited the "penitentiary at Detroit, the better to 

understand the workings of a model prl" son.,,35 B t f u re orm was also in the air, 

as the size and enthusiasm of the 1870 prison congress demonstrated. Inten-
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sification of sex roles was leading to the conclusion that women and men 

called for very different care. The evident failure of prisons to serve as 

anything more than schools for crime was encouraging penologists to search for 

reformational methods. These two trends produced the Detroit House of Shelter 

and the women's prison in Indiana. Later reformatories followed their exam-

pIe, making use of the same methods. But that forty years elapsed before 

another reformatory prison for women was established in the North Central 

region indicates the truly innovative character of these experiments of the 

1860s. 

Development of the Women's Prison System, 1900-1930 

Seven of the twelve North Central states established women's prisons 

during the first third of the twentieth century. Previously, all seven main

tained units for female state prisoners in their predominantly male peniten

tiaries, units which in some cases were continued for some years even after 

the independent women's prison was opened. These units mainly held felons, 

although prostitutes and other minor offenders were also sent to them on 

occasion. Generally they were supervised by a live-in matron. The quarters 

were cramped and uncomfortable, with minimal toilet facilities and little room 

for exercise. TIleir female prisoners had few activities outside of work 

assignments (usually laundering and sewing for the men) and Sunday religious 

services. I) 

Arguments for and Backers of Independent Prisons 
for Women 

Arguments for establishment of a new, separate prison for women in the 

seven states usually began with the crowded, unsanitary conditions of these 

women's units in tpe penitentiaries. Conditions for women held in local 
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jails, reformers also pointed out, were no better. In states which had al-

readY' established a reformatory prison for young men, lobbyists for a women's 

prison argued that it was unfair to deny w m 1 o en equa opportunity for reform. 

The methods of reform which the lobbyists had ' In mind, however, were not those 

used in male institutions but rather those of the Northeastern women's reform-

atories, to which examples they frequently pointed. 36 In a statement of aims 

typical of the region's reformers, a leader of the Wisconsin women's prison 

movement explained that: 

We do not desire to punish them; that is not our object. There 

are two things that are desired: one is that the woman herself may 

be corrected, reformed and returned to society a decent woman~ if it 

is possible to accompll'sh thlos. Th th e 0 er thing desired is that 

society may be protected from that woman. With her kind 

drifting up and down the streets of every small town, can you say 

that your sons and your daughters are in no danger from that 

woman?37 

Backers of the women's prison in Minnesota, lloke those of other states of the 

region, argued that female offenders needed special care: 

The woman's institution should be on the cottage system, in a loca

tion that will give every opportunity for the healthful use of the 

possibilities of farm and garden, as well as the home and domestic 

crafts that are the dCiHight of normal womanhood. W b • • • e are egin-

ning to understand more and more that simple labors of home crafts, 

under kind and sympathetic supervisl.°on, on th ••• l. e open country, 
if 

will do more for the tluman driftwood 6'f society than II any other 

methods. 38 
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As in the Northeast, reformers particularly emphasized the need to incarcerate 

prostitutes for periods long enough to accomplish reformation. According to 

one, "The problem of the woman offender in Illinois is not a criminal problem. 

It is a sex problem. Eighty-two percent of the arrests of women each year in 

the State of Illinois are for sex offenses." Better conditions were necessary 

if the female offender was to be reformed and society protected from women who 

"scatter disease through every community.,,39 

Those who backed establishment of separate women's prisons in the North 

Central states fall into three categories. One consisted of men in various 

leadership positions--the penitentiary wardens who wanted to pass on their 

women prisoners, legislative committees which argued for the need for separate 

women's prisons, governors who endorsed the bills which created these institu-

tions. Forming the second group were members of state boards of charities and 

boards of control who struggled, often arduously and over many years, to 

awaken legislators and the public to the need for separate institutions for 

women criminals. In some cases, the impetus for the activities of these state 

boards came from affiliated boards of "lady visitors" who inspected female 

institutions. The third and most influential group of reformers was comprised 

of middle-class women who mobilized public sentiment, organized letter writing 

campaigns, presented petitions, and argued their case before their legisla-

tures. Some of these women operated from a base of support in women's clubs 

or the WCTU, other were active in their state's Conferences of Charities and 

Correction. One of the most effective was Mrs. Isabel Higbee, once a pres i-

dent of the Minnesota State Federation of Women's Clubs and leader of the 

women's prison movement in that state. In 1915, during the hearing on the 

bill for a state reformatory for women, 
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frail Isabel Higbee • • • was speaking. • •• (S)he was pleading 

for a more wholesome environment and saner, more hUmane methods in 

the state's dealings with women convicted and imprisoned for crime. 

She finished, groped for her chair, then crumpled to the floor. 

Men close by sprang to assist her. But she was dead!40 

MOVed by her death, the legislature immediately passed the bill and the 

Minnesota Reformatory for Women was established. The process by which similar 

institutions were founded in other states of the region was less dramatic; but 

in them, too, it was usually led, pushed, and prodded by middle-class women 

like Higbee who took upon themselves the task of saving their fallen sisters. 

An exception occurred in Illinois, which established a Women's Prison in 

1919 and a Reformatory for Women in 1927. The latter was created through the 

process outlined above. The Women's Prison, however, was created through 

legislative fiat. A law of 1889 had required that all female state prisoners 

be held at the penitentiary at Joliet. There they were, at first, incarcer

ated on the fourth floor of the administration building. Five years later 

they were moved to a separate building across the street, and in 1919 this was 

made a separate administrative entity, the Women's Prison, a custodial insti

tution for felons over 18 years of age. EVidently this Women's Prison was 

established mainly for reas~ns of administrative convenience; its founding was 

certainly not accompanied by the lobbying process and arguments for reform 

which usually led up to the founding of reformatories. 41 

l ( 
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Physical Plants 

exception of the Illinois Women's Prison, all of the female 

penal institutions established in the North Central states in the early twen-

tieth century conformed to the reformatory plan developed earlier in the 
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Northeast. Located on extensive tracts of farmland, they were for the most 

part entirely new constructions, typically consisting of a central administra

tion building around which cottages were grouped to form a quadrangle. They 

were unwalled but at least one, that of Wisconsin, fenced in an area around 

the dwelling units. In the early 1930s, two of these reformatories (those of 

Wisconsin and Illinois) added new, higher security buildings to which felons 

42 still held at their penitentiaries were then transferred. 

Living conditions in most of these new women's prisons, which had indi

vidual "rooms" and homey decorative touches, were a consid~rable improvement 

over those in the penitentiaries (although, as just indicated, the peniten

tiary women did not always have a chance to appreciate them). A rather grim 

°d d b th f K sas In 1916, women held in the State exception is provl eye case 0 an • 

Penitentiary at Lansing were transferred to a farmhouse about a mile away. 

This farmhouse became the nucleus of the Industrial Farm for Women which was 

formally established the following year. But--perhaps because the women were 

already in situ--Kansas did not throw itself into the task of constructing a 

reformatory. At first women slept on the farmhouse floor, in the barn, and in 

tents; the chapel was located in a chicken house. Meals were prepared in the 

yard over an open fire, and water had to be hauled in buckets from some dis

tance. Eventually, two wooden cottages were constructed, but these were 

overcrowded before they were completed, and because doors and windows were not 

in place before the prisoners moved in, "the snow blew in through the cracks 

in winter and settled on the beds." Not until 1921 was construction of brick 

cottages begun. 43 

Not surprisingly, the Illinois Women's Prison established at Joliet 

provided a marked contrast to the region's reformatories. Consisting of one 

large building, this was constructed according to the usual custodial plan, 
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with administrative offices in the center and cells on either side. Unlike 

the cells of many men's prisons, however, these had windows; corridors ran 

down the center o~ the cell areas and were used for recreation and assemblies. 

There was also a walled yard. According to one account, this building was 

capacious but "inconvenient, expensive, and not only difficult, but impossible 

to keep clean; out of date as to plumbing and heating, an unwieldy unit." 

This institution for women was closed when, in 1933, all its inmates were 

transferred to the building specially constructed for them at the reformatory 

at Dwight. 44 

Administration 

Ultimate authority over the seven reformatories under consideration here 

was lodged with the states' boards of control of institutions. (The title of 

this body varied from state to state and over time; about 1920, many states 

adopted the title of Department of Public Welfare.) These boards were gener-

ally charged to make the rules governing state institutions, supervise them, 

and appoint their superintendents. In membership, these boards were wholly or 

predominatly male. Between them and the prison superintendents there was no 

intermediate administrative body, although two states (Minnesota and Illinois) 

did appoint a female board of advisors to give guidance at the time their 

reformatories were constructed. 45 

Internal administration of the institutions in all cases, including that 

of the Illinois Women's Prison, was relegated to a superintendent. Five of 

the states required that the superintendent be a woman and all seven did in 

fact appoint women to be the first superintendents, two of them hiring female 

physicians.
46 

Several early superintendents of the North Central reformator

ies became well known nationally. One was Helen I-Iazard of the Illinois Re-
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formatory for Women, who had previously been superintendent of the Connecticut 

State Farm and had also worked at Alderson, the federal women's reformatory. 

Another was Florence Monahan, the spirited first superintendent of the Min-

nesota reformatory at Shakopee who later authored a book about her prison 

experiences. 47 

That the twentieth century reformatories of the North Central region had 

a two-level administrative structure instead of the three-tiered structure 

common in the Northeast can be explained in part by the fact that the women's 

reformatory movement flour ;,:shed earlier in the east. Not long after the Civil 

War, populous states in both regions began to establish bodies which would 

supervise all state-supported institutions and buffer them against the vicis

situdes of politically appointed administrators. But before these state 

boards became strong, there was a need for an intermediate supervisory body, a 

board of managers, consisting of persons who lived near the institutions and 

could supervise internal operations. (In some northeastern cases, as we have 

seen, these managers also had the power to grant parole.) By the time the 

North Central states embarked on their intense period of reformatory building, 

the boards which supervised state institut~.ons were in place and operating 

smoothly. Thus, perhaps, less need was felt for an intermediate board of 

managers. But tradition, too, seems to have played a role in determining 

administrative structure, for some northeastern states (Connecticut for in-

stance) instituted an intermediate board of managers even though their state 

boards were firmly in place. 

Sentencing Restrictions 

In terms of the age of prisoners who might be received, the eight insti-

tutions established in the North Central region in the early twentieth century 

-161-

! 

l 
I 
I 

II 

I 
I 

I, 

J 
i 

l 
I 
I 
I 

Ii 
11 

r 
l 

! 
1 
i 

imposed fewer restrictions than did some reformatories of the Northeast. All 

of them did ,establish a lower limit (of 15, 16, or 18 years) on the age of 

women who might be committed. But only one set the upper limit of 30 years 

which could be found in a number of northeastern reformatories. That was 

Wisconsin, which removed the upper age restriction in 1933. 48 It is not 

surprising that the Illinois Women's Prison at Joliet had no upper age re

striction; this absence was .common to custodial institutions. That all but 

one of the·region's reformatories also had no upper age limit, however, indi

cates .that they conformed less than some northeastern counterparts to the pure 

reformatory model. 

The North Central institutions were also closer to the custodial model in 

that they were less likely to place restrictions on commitments according to 

conviction offenses. All but one of the eight institutions under considera

tion could take felons. The exception occurred i'n Illinois, which could at 

first restrict its reformatory population to lesser offenders because felons 

were sent to the Women's Prison. Several of the other states also maintained 

back-up units in their state penitentiaries to which serious or difficult 

cases could be sent. 49 
But generally they were more willing than northeastern 

states to include serious offenders in their reformatory popUlations. 

Aside from felons, four o'cher categories of offenders could be committed 

to the reformatories under discussion. One consisted of misdemeanants: all 

seven of the reformatories received prisoners of this type, although several 

excluded women whose sentences fell under a certain limit, such as thirty 

days.50 Se d 1 0 k con, 1 e their northeastern counterparts, the North Central 

reformatories were also more than willing to receive women convicted of what 

some states defined as lesser offenses--vagrancy, habitual drunkenness, pros

titution, and other minor pUblic order violations. Women convicted of "delin-
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quency," for example, could be sent to the Ohio reformatory, and until the 

mid-1920s, the Wisconsin institution received women whose only "offense" was 

being pregnant but unmarried. The institutions of Kansas and Nebraska concen-

trated heavily on cases of women with venereal disease, and those of Ohio and 

Wisconsin also took cases of this type. The other two categories of prisoners 

who might be sent to the reformatories were less significant numerically. One 

consisted of girls: in Iowa and Ohio, incorrigibles from the girls' training 

school might be transferred to the women's reformatory, and in Iowa, girls 

twelve years and older sentenced to life imprisonment might be sent there as 

well. The second consisted of federal prisoners, some of, whom the Iowa and 

Nebraska reformatories received in their early years. 51 

As time went on, the tendency in these North Central reformatories was to 

receive more felons and to exclude misdemeanants. Just as the New York re-

formatory at Bedford relaxed its standards in the early 1930s to incorporate 

felons, so did the reformatories of Wisconsin, Nebraska, and Illinois receive 

more serious offenders when the women's units at those states' central prisons 

were closed in 1933. At about the same time Ohio limited its "reformatory" 

population to felons and incorrigibles transferred in from the girls' training 

school, and the Minnesota institution, too, eventually restricted its popu

lation to felons. 52 

Sentencing Structures 

Of the sentencing str1lctures of the eight prisons under consideration, 

diversity bordering on incoherence was the outstanding characteristic. 

Variety characterized not only the sentencing structures of the region as a 

whole but also those governing terms of prisoners within specific institu

tions. 53 Aside from this striking lack of uniformity, the most important 
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trait of the sentencing structures, from the point of view of the development 

of the women's prison system, was the relative absence of the open-ended, 

reformatory type of sentence found in a number of northeastern women's reform

atories--sentences which imposed, for example, a maxl·mum of three years on all 
prisoners. Instances of these reformatory sentences did appear in the North 

Central region, but they coexisted with other types, even within specific 

prisons, and they were not widely employed. 

Wisconsin provides a case in point: women sentenced to its Industrial 

Home could at first receive five different types of sentence. Misdemeanants 

and those convicted for the first tl·me of f 1 a e ony could be sentenced to 

definite terms of not less than one year. Se d t con ,a the discretion of the 

courts, prisoners could be given indeterminate sentences, their minimum and 

maximum limits set by the law governing the specific offense in question. 

Third, misdemeanants and lesser offenders could also receive indeterminate 

sentences of up to five years. (Here we see the influence of the reformatory 

type of sentence developed in the Northeast.) Fourth and fifth, the Indus

trial Home also received venereal disease cases, who were held till cured, and 

pregnant women, who werecommi tted for the term of their pregnancy. This 

Welter of different provisions led to great variety in the length of sentence 

of women committed to the l·nstl·tutl·on d an , Qne surmises, to unrest over in-

equities, since women convicted of the same offense could receive quite dif

ferent sentences. 54 

The Illinois Reformatory for Women provides another example of the sen

tencing diversity typical of the region's reformatories. On July 1, 1938 

(after felons had been transferred in from the f ormer Women's Prison at 

Joliet), this institution held 244 prisoners. Of these, 55 (22.5 percent) 

had definite sentences, ranging from 10 to 199 years. Another 122 (50 per-
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cent) had indeterminate sentences with minimums lIP to 5 years and maximums up 

to life. Yet another 67 (27.5 percent) were misdemeanants with minimum terms 

of one year who were expected to serve 11 or 12 months (evidently time was 

subtracted for good behavior). Of a similar mixture of short and long termers 

at the Iowa women's reformatory, Garrett and Mac Cormick complained that· "Mix-

ing the two groups creates unrest in the whole institution, makes the problems 

of discipline more difficult and tends to reduce the effectiveness of the 

whole institution." The observation probably applied equally well to most of 

the region's reformatories. 55 

Two factors appear to have contributed to the heterogeneous sentencing 

structures of these women's institutions. First was the great variety in the 

types of offenders who could be committed to them, ranging from women illegit-

imately pregnant to those convicted of murder. Second, the period in which 

these institutions were founded was one in which, through the introduction of 

indeterminate sentences, sentencing in general was in a state of change. 

Later--when the shift over to indeterminate sentences was completed and the 

reformatories began to accept more felons, concomitantly squeezing out minor 

offenders--sentencing structures became more coherent. 

Prisoner Characteristics 

What types of women were committed to these institutions during their 

first decades of operation, and of what types of crime had they been con

victed?56 

As noted in the section on Sentencing Restrictions, only the Wisconsin 

reformatory set an upper limit on the age of women who might be received, and 

even Wisconsin eventually removed the restriction. Thus, predictably, in 

terms of age, the outstanding characteristic was the great range in the ages 
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of women at the time of their comml"tment to th 4 h e e~g t prisons under consider-

ation. Some were as young as the lower age restriction permitted (1 6 5, 1 , or 

18 years); other were in their seventies. A s a general rule, the greater the 

proportion of "sex" offenders among commitments, the lower was the average age 

of commitments. For example, during the early years of the Kansas reforma

tory, which received mainly venereal disease cases, the majority of inmates 

were between 15 and 25 years old at commitment. A related rule can also be 

formulated: the more felons in a population, the higher the average age of 

the population. For example, the average age of women held at the Illinois 

Women's Prison, which took only felons, was relatively high--about 30 years 

throughout the 1920s. As th f t i e re orma or es of the region began to accept more 

felons, the proportions of their inmates who were over 21 years also rose, as 

did the highest age of women who could be found among the populations of the 

institutions. 57 

As for race, the proportions of women of color varied greatly, both 

within specific institutions from year to year and between institutions of the 

region. 58 Th t e mos consistent of the eight prisons, in terms of the propor-

tion of women of color in its population over time, was also that which held 

the highest proportion of such women: the Illinois Women's Prison, where 

roughly 45 percent of the inmates were non-white throughout the 1920s. In 

other regions, too, women's prisons which limited themselves to felons also 

had large numbers of non-Whites, so the high proportion and relative consis

tency of the Illinois Women's Prison are not unexpected. Elsewhere in the 

region, however, there were large fluctuatio~s--at, for example, the Kansas 

reformatory, where the proportion of women of color varied between 16 and 31 

percent during the first decade. During the first decade of the Ohio reforma

tory, the proportion of women of color varied from a low of 11 pe~cent in 1918' 
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to a high of 47 percent in 1926, with some radical changes from year to year. 

All we can do, at this point, is to take note of these fluctuations. It is 

not possible to try to explain them without data which would enable us to look 

for correlations between race and other factors. 

Turning to the question of nationality, we find that most of the inmates 

of these North Central institutions were native born. The largest proportions 

of foreign-born women were to be found in the reformatories of Ohio and Minne

sota. Even there, however, they did not exceed the 15 percent level, and 

often they were much lower;, 

When we examine the issue of the types of offenses of which inmates of 

these institutions were convicted, we again find a striking heterogeneity, 

especially in the reformatories of Ohio, Minnesota, and Nebraska, where the 

populations' conviction offenses sometimes ranged from disorderly conduct to 

murder.59 But despite their diversity in inmates' conviction offenses, many 

of these institutions also specialized, receiving large numbers of offenders 

convicted of a particular type of crime. About half of the women committed to 

the Minnesota reformatory during its early years, for instance, were convicted 

of crimes against property, mainly larceny and forgery. Kansas and Nebraska, 

in particular, concentrated on cases of venereal disease. More than 80 per

cent of those sent to the Kansas institution in its early years were cases of 

this type. Nebraska began its first decade of operation with go percent 

venereal disease cases; although this figure fell to 47 percent by the end of 

the decade, it was still high in comparison to that of some other reformator

ies of the region. At the Illinois reformatory could be found, at first, many 

women convicted of drug-related offenses such as possession of a hypodermic 

needle. After inmates fr'om the Women's Prison were transferred in, the most 

common conviction offenses at this reformatory became murder and manslaugh-

60 ter. 
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Diversity and specialization notwithstanding, it is also true that the 

majority of women committed to these institutions during their early years 

were (like their counterparts in northestern reformatories) convicted of minor 

sex offenses (fornication~ prostitution, pregnancy, venereal disease) and 

public order crimes (vagrancy, contributing to delinquency, intoxication). 

While we do not have comparable data on commitments to North Central male 

prisons, it seems likely that men were committed to them for felonies, not for 

crimes like fornication and vagrancy. Furthermore, we have the testimony of 

those who helped found these women's institutions that previously, women 

convicted of minor sexual and public order delinquencies were punished by, at 

most, a few days in local jailS. Thus one effect of the founding of state-

supported prisons for women in the North Central region, as in the Northeast, 

was to intensify the punishment of women convicted of minor crimes, especially 

those considered sexual in nature. Put another way, these prisons helped 

insti tutionalize differential treatment of t:he sexes. 

Programs 

Four types of program were developed by the prisons under consideration. 

In ascending order of the emphasiS placed on them by the institutions, these 

were programs of academic, recreational. physical-moral (the two were some-

times paired), and vocational training. 

Academic programs were the least well-developed; indeed, several of the 

eight prisons had none. The Nebraska reformatory, which had a stronger aca-

demic program than most of its sister institutions in the region, offered one 

hour of schooling a day, but this included study of the Bible and of hygiene. 

Furthermore, there was no regular teacher on the Nebraska staff, instruction 

rather being provided by the institution's bookkeeper and by inmates. Two of 
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the region is ret01'mat,ories. however, did rise above the generally low level in 

their academic programs. After a slow start, that of Minnesota eventually 

offered inmates regular academic classes and an oppor'cunity to take correspon-

t ' 'ty And the program of the Illinois dence courses through the sta e unlverSl • 

Reformatory for Women included classes on current events, debating, and act

ing. Inmates of the Illinois reformatory also issued a monthly newspaper, and 

due to the fortunate incarceration of a woman with secretarial skills, between 

1931 and 1935 it was able to offer courses in typing, shorthand, and filing. 

The poorest recreational programs were those of the custodially-oriented 

Illinois Women's Prison and the overcrowded Ohio reformatory. The other 

institutions of the region, however, took advantage of their extensive acreage 

to organize picnics and outdoor games on summer evenings. Many received help 

in recreation from local women's clubs and the WCTU 9 groups which supplied 

materials like books and props for pageants. Once again, the most elaborate 

programs were provided by the reformatories of Illinois and Minnesota. That 

of Illinois organized gymnastics, community singing, and Saturday evening 

dances and films. And at Minnesota, superintendent Florence Monahan empha

sized evening musical activities in the belief that music soothed inmates by 

"straightening out their kinks." In general, those institutions which most 

enthusiastically embraced the principles of the women's reformatory movement 

61 offered the richest recreational programs. 

Half of the women's prisons founded in the region in the early twentieth 

~~~tury did not make a link between physical and moral training: through 

farming and other vocational programs, their inmates got plenty of outdoor 

exercise, and moral training consisted of no more than holding religious 

services and keeping the women out of contact with men. But in four of the 

North Central institutions--the reformatories of Ohio, Wisconsin, Kansas, and 
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Nebraska, especially the latter two--physical and moral training were blended 

through emphasis on the care of the venereally diseased. One Wisconsin report 

observed that prisoners often arrived with impaired health, "brought on prin-

cipally by their own indiscreet, immoral actions," and vaginal examinations 

comprised not only the main form of that reformatory's admission tests but 

also, apparently, a regular part of the institutional program. Reports of 

Kansas officials included a good deal of talk about "cleaning up" inmates, 

especially the "internes ," i.e., those "interned" for treatment of venereal 

disease. These internes were separated from the rest of the population for 

many activities and had to use separate outhouses. (According to one account, 

a guard stood outside the toilets to insure that the infected women used 

62 
special compartments.) Overwhelming numbers of "treatments" were given to 

these .cases. The Kansas physician's summary for the 1925-1926 biennium re-

corded that: 

We have performed 138 operations. • • • We have administered 2,319 

doses of arsphenamine, 2,227 doses of mercury, and 110 doses of 

.silver arsphenamine, in the treatment of syphilis. We have given 

92,648 local treatments of the gonorrhea cases. We sent 1,746 blood 

specimens to the laboratory for the Wasserman test, and 2,618 smears 

, , 't' 63 for mlcroscoplC examlna lone 

Similarly, at the Nebraska reformatory "The major emphasis [was] placed on 

physical care and on the cure of the large numbers • • • committed for dis

ease.,,64 

One of the arguments which led to establishment of the North Central 

reformatories, as we saw earlier, stemmed from the belief that prostitutes 

were spreading moral and physical disease throughout society. Thus it might 

have been anticipated that some of these institutions would function to 
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punish, through incarceration and painful "treatments," women whose "crime" 

was that of venereal disease. As Garrett and MacCormick pointed out after 

their visits to Nebraska and Kansas, however, "There is no question that these 

women should have hospital treatment but it seems equally clear that it might 

be better done in connection with some state hospital rather than with a 

correctional institution.,,65 

It was on the area of vocational training that, as a gro~p, the eight 

prisons concentrated most heavily. In all of them, domestic chores consti

tuted the most time-consuming activity. To supplement these tasks of institu-

. d t· . ,,66 tional maintenance, some reformatories added courses 1n" omes 1C SC1ence. 

Most maintained an industrial department where clothing and other products 

. 67 h. were manufactured, and at least two paid wages to inmates. Anot er 1mpor-

tant vocational activity was farming, which, in these states, included raising 

animals as well as vegetables. Even the inmates of the Illinois Women's 

Prison farmed--until the nearby men's prison made a rock quarry out of their 

garden. 

The programs of these North Central institutions differed in their empha

ses from those of female prisons in the Northeast. The former were relatively 

impoverished, academically. On the other hand, they offered more opportunity 

for industrial work and, appropriately enough (given the region), for farming. 

And although many of those who had backed establishment of separate women's 

prisons in the Northeast had also been concerned about the prostitute and her 

evident potential for spreading physical~ moral, and even genetic disease, 

none of the northeastern institutions went so far as to center commitment 

policies and programs around the cure of the venereally diseased. 
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Discipline 

In the reformatories of the North Central states, as in those of the 

Northeast, disciplinary problems were unusual in the early days. But as the 

institutions became filled beyond capacity, and as their populations came to 

include sizeable numbers of older and more serious offenders, morale deteri-

orated. In its fifteenth year of operation, the Wisconsin reformatory com-

plained in particular of some of its felons, 

middle-aged psychopathic women of average or superior mentality who 

are stubborn and at war with their environment, definitely resistive 

to all efforts to help them. They are quarrelsome, given to gOSSip 

and fault finding, and usually the center of intrigue and unrest •• 

68 

At the Illinois reformatory, morale was reported to be "very high" until 

arrival of the women from Joliet, whose advent "created a strenuous situation 

The women from the State prison had been impregnated with prison 

practices and prison traditions," and to improve their attitude proved "to be 

exceedingly difficult." Most troublesome, claimed the institution, were black 

women convicted of serious offenses: "This population, without any question, 

69 gives the reformatory its greatest problems." 

Three. measures were used by the institutions under discussion to maintain 

discipline. One was early release, either through parole or the award of good 

time credits. Second was the granting of special privileges:' most of the 

institutions "graded" their inmates according to deportment, rewarding member

ship in the highest grade with such privileges as permission to have visitors 

and to write letters. Two reformatories also rewarded good behavior with the 

opportunity to earn wages (Kansas) or to receive the highest possible wages 

(Minnesota) • The third method of matbtaining discipline was, simply, 'pun-
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ishment: confinement in one's room or in a punishment cell, sometimes on 

restricted diet. 

The silent rule, a holdover from early nineteenth century prisons, was 

enforced in at least two North Central women's institutions well into the 

twentieth century. In 1929 Garrett and MacCormick reported that silence was 

maintained at the Iowa reformatory at most meals, during school hours (when 

there must have been considerable tension between reformatory and custodial 

aims), and during work. There was, at first, no silent rule at the Minnesota 

reformatory, but when overcrowding set in in 1929, Monahan found it necessary 

to require silence in the sewing department. 70 

In contrast to many northeastern reformatories, most of those of the 

North Central region did not expound lengthily, in their reports, on psycho-

pathology, feeble-mindedness, and the (leed for life sentences for "defec-

tives." Traces of such rhetoric did appear from time to time. For example, a 

Kansas report of 1920 attributed most institutional disciplinary problems to 

"nervous, un:;;:l;:able women," and it maintained that some women should never be 

released due to their "inherent weaknesses, viciousness, depravity and defec-

tiveness." The volume of such rhetoric was lower, however, perhap~l because 

many of the North Central reformatories were not opened tintil after the eugen-

fcs movement, and the concomitant enthusiasm for medical ~xplanations of 

criminality, had begun to wane. 71 

There was a long hiatus between the early reformatory efforts in Indiana 

and at the Detroit House of Correction and the advent of the full-blown 

women's reformatory movement in the North Central region. But beginning in 

1911, these states established seven reformatories in rapid succession. 

Arguing for the need to incarcerate women in institutions more humane and'; 
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rehabilitative than state penitentiaries or loc~l jails, the middle class 

women who led the reformatory movement succeeded 10n replicating, in the Mid-

west, the cottage plan developed in the Northeast. 
In the reformatories they 

helped establish, however, there generally could be found 
more elements of the 

custodial model than in northeastern counterparts: these institutions placed 
fewer restrictions on commitments in t f 

erms 0 age and offenses, and although 

they, too, concentrated on young "sex" offenders, they were less likely to 
impose indeterminate , "reformatory" sentences. They offered less in the way 

of academic training, and the.ir administrators, perhaps because they felt 

under less pressure to "cure" criminality, were not 
so likely to complain 

about the inherent defects of inmates who Would not reform. 
Less shrill, 

moralistic, and ambitious than the reformatory movement 
of the Northeast, that 

of the North Central region was, perhaps, more realistic, facing as it did 

more squarely the needs of a prison system for custody and control. 

Expansion of the Women's Prison System 
at Mid-century 

This section covers two North Central states Whloch established women's 
prisons in the mid-twentieth century and the two states 

of the region, North 
and South Dakota, hi h w c never established a women's prison. The first of the 

two prisons, that of Missouri, was established in 1955. But because its 
founding involved little more than 

a name change--the location, population, 

and program remaining much as th h 
ey ad been for decades--the prior history of 

this institution is also treated in some detalol. 
Discussion of the second 

prison, established in Michigan in 1972, enables 
us to follow the treatment of 

women prisoners in that state from the days of the Detroit House of Shelter 

into the present. 
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Women Prisoners in Missouri 

When the Missouri state Peni te.ntiary for Women, the first; independent 

institution for adult females in that state, was established in 1955, no more 

was involved than a few statutory and administrative changes. The institution 

continued to be located in the buildings it had previously occupied as the 

Women's Branch of the State Penitentiary. 

Women were held at the main -(and predominantly male) Missouri State 

Penitentiary at Jefferson City at least as early as the 1860s. There they 

could often be found in considerable numbers: the penitentiary held 40 women 

in 1881, for example, 60 in 1916. For decades wardens recommended--indeed 

pleaded for--their removal to separate quarters. In 1900, for instance, the 

warden declared that "The female cell-building is a disgrace to the State of 

Missouri; it is old and dilapidated, very crowded, with no facilities whatever 

for caring for the sick." From about 1905 until 1926, women at the peniten-

tiary "were confine ~n ... d " the admin;stration building, where they were kept 

locked in steel cages • • • • Those that were not needed to do the cooking, 

dining room or dormitory work were assigned to the factories where they worked 

" h " ,,72 at sewing machines, doing the same kind of work as the men ln t e pr~son. 

In 1926, the women were moved to "Farm No.1," the site which eventually 

became that of the independent women's prison. Including thirty-eight acres, 

Farm No. 1 was nearby the penitentiary, w ~c owne • h" h d it Its main building was 

a large house said to have once been the home of a slave owner. Called the 

Women's Branch or, 

prison for men and 

sometimes, the Women's Prison, this was "still part of the 

• • • in no sense a separate institution.,,73 

Although there was general agreement that conditions for women were 

t th Women 's Branch than they had been at the main penitentiary, they l:)etter 'a e 
1\ I: II 
\.1 )1 1 

n6i:ietheless left room for improvemen ~ • Garrett and Mac Cormick, inspecting in 
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the late 1920s on behalf of the National Society of Penal Information, ob-

served of the inmates that penitentiary methods "still dominate their treat-
., 

mente This is the only institution in the country where representatives of 

this Society have seen women wearing a ball and chain." A decade later, 

visitors from another group reported that "the Women's Prison attempts nothing 

beyond 'keeping its inmates in custody and busy." Until 1934, the silent rule 

prevailed at meals. Prisoners did a little light farming, but otherwise they 

had no program. In the late 1940s, the, population consi sted of between 60 and 

70 women, usually about 40 percent of them black. The races were segregated, 

but otherwise there was no classification. Condemned as a fire hazard and as 

unsanitary, "The place had crumbly plaster, leaky roofs and a pervasive musty 

odor. It had roaches, rats and an occasional snake. The women were dressed 

in prison gray, with blue denim overall coats for winter wear. No make-up was 

allowed." One of their "favored forms of recreation" was said to consist of 

"waving towels and handkerchiefs" at convicts in the main penitentiary.74 

A bill to establish a State Reformatory for Women was killed by the 

legislature's appropriations committee in 1923w In th~ years whicn followed, 

various visitors continued to recommend establishment of a separate institu-

tion for women. This advice was finally heeded in 1955, when a Joint Correc-

tional Institution Study Committee recommended that the Women's Branch "be 

made a separate institution • • •• (T)he special and peculiar problems 

involved in the administration of this institution require that it be operated 

separately and apart from the state penitentiary and by an administration 

having the status and authority of a superintendent." And so the Missouri 

State Penitentiary for Women was established in 1955. 75 
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Subsequent Relocations 

Not long after the new institution was established, plans were formulated 

for its relocation to the former Training School for Negro Girls at Tipton. 

One consideration which led to the move was the impossibility of renovating 

the central farmhouse, now nearly 140 years old "and for the most part beyond 

repair." But according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, another incentive came 

from the fact that women at the institution had called attention to their poor 

l:i, Ving conditions: "It was fire that started the move for a new prison for 

women convicts. Back in U'54, l'ecurrent riots at the nearby prison for men 

stirred the women convicts to turbulence, too. Several times inmates set fire 

to bedding or furniture." Th~women's prison was moved to the remodeled 

Tipton facility in 1960. 76 

Conditions were somewhat better at Tipton, which had amenities like a 

chapel and library. However, in 1974 the Tipton plant was, in its turn, 

condemned as outmoded, understaffed, and overcrowded, and therefore over the 

next two years all the women were moved once again, this time to the Renz 

Correctional Center in Cedar City. There Missouri's women prisoners remain 

today.77 

Inmates 

The 1955 law which established the Missouri State Penitentiary for Women 

stated only that it was intended for "women prisoners in this state," without 

fUrther specification. However, given that it was a "penitentiary"and that 

(according to a 1976 report of the Division of Correction) sentences of its 

inmates ranged from two years to life, it seemz likely that all its prisoners 

were felons. 78 
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'£he typical inmate of this institution, during its first decade of opera

tion (i.e., 1955-1965), was an older, white woman who had been convicted of a 

serious offense. There was considerable variation in th,a inmates' ages--in 

1957, for example, they ranged from 18 to 75 years--but the median age at 

reception seems to have been about 30 years. Racially, roughly one-third were 

women of color. Data on offenses is scanty in official reports, but according 

to a St. Louis Globe-Democrat article of 1961, "Nearly a third [of the 64 

current inmates] have been convicted of murder [probably including manslaugh-

ter] • The next most ~ommon offenses are thievery and passing bogus checks. 

Small numbers are serving sentenc s f bb e or ro ery, assault, burglary, auto theft 

and narcotics charges.,,79 

Program 

While the women's prison was still located at Jefferson City, its program 

consisted of little more than maintenance work, light farming, and weekly 

religious exercises. Some improvements occurred with the removal to Tipton. 

There inmates had access to courses in elementary and high school subjects, 

typing, and shorthand, to which were later added IBM training and courses in 

cosmetology and money management. Cred~t f th . • or e ~mprovements was due partly 

to the more adequate plant, partly to Isabel Gauper, the woman who became 

superintendent in 1958 and was credited with liberal penological ideas. At 

Tipton, prisoners were allowed to wear their 1 t own c 0 hes, to use cosmetics, 

and to move freely around the fenced grounds when not in classes. "Rehabil

i tation" was said to be "the key word in Mrs. Gauper' ,$ glossary of prison 

management." However, there was little room for recreation at Tipton, and 

because in 1974 the program was condemned as inadequate and understaffed, we 

may surmise that Mrs. Gauper fell somewhat short of her rehabilitative 

goals. 80 
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The incarceration of women in Missouri differed markedly from that of 

most other states of the region. Aside from the brief and unenergetic effort 

of 1923, the state was untouched by the reformatory movement. Its women's 

prison was, in fact, never more than a makeshift, consisting more of a group 

of female felons who were moved from pla(le to place than of an institution 

itself. As details like the ball and chain observed by Garrett and MacCormick 

suggest, the Missouri prison held more in comm('H) with women's prisons of the 

South than those of other North Central states. 

Women Prisoners in Michigan 

Efforts to Establish a Reformatory 

For a century after Zebulon Brockway and Emma Hall departed, Michigan's 

adult female prisoners continued t,o be held at the Detroit House of Correc

tion. In 1<:: r1' the state did pass a law establishing a State Training School 

for female misdemeanants and felons, and a rural site near Okemos was selected 

which seem conducive to the I"rehabili tation of wayward women." However, 

selection of that site proved to be the death of the project because the land 

was four miles from the Michigan Agricultural College, and some thought the 

projected women's prison would be "detrimental to developing young minds at 

e gro~ng s a e co e e. <u • th . t t 11 g " ',l'1.., e Sag;naw Chapter of the American Association 

of Uni versi ty Women, the Wome.n' s Club of Ann Arbor, and the governor pressed 

for continuance of construction. But the legislature refused to complete the 

project, which was finally ahandoned. "Today," accordin.g to an article of 

1956, "moss-covered foundations ilnd letters in the Archives of the Michigan 

Historical Commission are the only reminders of what was to have been Mich

igan's 'wonder prison,' a dream which faded amidst political protest and 

. I . ,,81 financ~a cr~ses. 
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The Huron Valley Women's Facility 

The state's female prisoners therefore continued to be held at the 

Detroit House of Correction, with the state reimbursing the city on a per diem 

basis. However, "it became evident that both the misdemeanants and state 

felons were not receiving humane treatment [,] nor were the living quarters 
82 adequate. " 

The state had little to say about programs and policies at the 

Detroit-run institution. Women prisoners, while having the same 

legal status as male felons, were treated much differently. 

Although programs and activities improved slightly over the 

years under the sponsorship of the City of Detroit, the prison it

self greatly deteriorated, program space was limited and vocational 

training was noticeably deficient. 83 

In an effort to upgrade conditions, the state took over the Detroit House of 

Correction in 1975. But "the institution continued t.o deteriorate, to become 

84 crowded and to offer only very limited choices to the offender." 

Michigan's first independent prison for women, the Huron Valley Women's 

Facility, was established in 1972, the point at which the Department of Cor

rections started to draw up formal plans. Construction began in 1974 near 

Ypsilanti, and the new institution, designated for felons only, opened in 

1977. According to a report of the Michigan Department of Corrections, "It is 

an example of contemporary correctional architecture using materials not 

normally associated with prisoners. There are no bars, except in the control 

center.. "With a capacity of nearly 400, the institution was divided 

into three security levels. 85 

Except for the modular housing, added at the last minute because of 

anticipated crowding, each prisoner has a private room, and some 
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prisoners have their own keys. Each living unit has its own study 

room, recreation room, facilities for the application of cosmetics 

86 
and hair styling, kitchenette and laundry. 

The new institution, in other words, conformed to neith~r- the custodial model 

of the older House of Correction nor to the reformatory model with its cottage 

plan but rather to the campus model typical of recently built women's prisons. 

The Huron Valley institution offered a program stronger than that avail

able to women at the Detroit House of Correction. Concentrating on academic 

courses, it provided remedial education, preparation for the high school 

equi valency examination, and college-level tiork. In the vocational area, it 

;n food serv;ces, office practices, graphic arts, nursing, provided courses ... ... 

and child care. A special program for drug offenders was also developed. 

However, the vocational programs, with their emphasis on training women 

to assume traditional roles, aroused the ire of the inmates, who in 1978 filed 

a class action suit to protest their unequal opportunities. Michigan's male 

prisoners, they argued, had a choice among twenty-three vocational programs, 

whereas they had only five. Moreover, the programs available to them were 

held to be "a sham and [to] lead nowhere." These included, according to a 

summary of the brief, "a graphic-arts program that allows women to make per

sonal calendars and notepaper; a building maintenance program; a carpentry 

course that teaches women how to make small items like jewelry boxes; a food

services program that teaches basic family cooking rather that commercial 

cooking." The suit called for a stronger academic program, work-release, 

prison industries, and training for competitive jobs. The Department of 

Corrections responded that it would be too expensive to set up programs for 

women as strong as those for men: "'such money should not be wasted because 

to an unreal ;stic concept of equal protection. ,,,87 of a dogmatic attachment ... 
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The HUron Valley facility faced yet another set of problems: from the 

start, it was badly overcrowded and had to transfer some inmates to the 

Kalamazoo County jail. By 1979, Michigan had begun to consider establishment 

of a second prison for women. 88 

Woman Prisoners in North and South Dakota 

North and South Dakota are the only states of the North Central region 

which never attempted to establish an independent women's prison. Lack of 

need explains their lack of interest: in 1978, the two states together had 

only twenty-two female felons. 89 

The history of incarceration of female prisoners in these two states is 

similar. Since the late nineteenth century, both have held their female 

felons in their main state prison--in South Dakota, at the penitentiary 

established in 1881 at Sioux Falls, in North Dakota, at the penitentiary 

established in 1883 at Bismark. According to a census of 1916, of a total 

population of 204 at the South Dakota institution, only two were women, and of 

277 prisoners in the North Dakota institution, only one was a woman. Visiting 

in the late 1920s, Garrett and MacCormick found seven women at the North 

Dakota penitentiary, supervised by a matron. "The quarters," according to 

Garrett and Mac Cormick , "are not satisfactory and the women inmates should be 

removed as early as possible." Similarly, these visitors found thirteen 

women, some of them federal prisoners, held at the South Dakota penitentiary 

"in a section of the prison near the administrative offices." The only work 

availiable to them was sewing, and their only recreation area was the prison's 

front yard. As of 1978 there were e.ighteen women at the South Dakota prison 

(3 percent of the total of 532) and only four (2 percent of the total of 200) 

in North Dakota, making the latter th~ smallest female state prisoner popu-
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lation in the nation. The situation of these women was analogous, to that 

which could be found elsewt;ere in the region in the nineteenth century, whsn 

states, having few female prisoners, held them in a section of their main 

penal institution for males. 90 

From one perspective, the women's prison system of the North Central 

region was, in its development, a follower of the Northeast. Developing 

later, it repeated patterns which had appeared previously in the East: its 

early effort to establish penal institutions for women at Detroit and in 

Indiana mirrored the earlier establishment of the Mount Pleasant Female Prison 

in New York at Sing Sing; its reformatory movement began later; and its re-

formatories were not as completely reformational in design as some of those of 

the Northeast, incorporating as the former did more elements of the custodial 

model. Considering the slow and half-hearted development of the women's 

prison in Missouri and the fact that two North Central states remain today, in 

terms of their development of women's prisons, at a point typical of the 

nineteenth century, it could also be argued that the North Central region is 

the more backward of the two. 

But from another point of view, this region was advanced in some of its 

approaches to women prisoners. The Reformatory Institution for Women and 

Girls established in 1869 at Indianapolis was not only the first independent 

women's prison in the country to survive into the present but also the first 

reformatory for either sex. From the perspective of minor female offenders, 

the Dakotas exercised admirable restraint in not attempting to build women's 

prisons on the rationale that they could hold misdemeanants, "wayward women," 

fmd venereal disease cases as well as the states' few felons. And one North 

Central state, Michigan, was the first in either region to build one of the 

new campus-stYle prisons for women. 
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1National Congress on Penitentiary and Reformatory Discipline, Transac

tions (Albany: Weed, Parsons and Company, 1871):543. 

2It is not clear what criteria were used, between 1861 and 1873, to 

decide which women should go to Jackson and which to Detroit. The Jackson 

female population included lifers but also women with sentences under one year 

(see, for example, Michigan State Prison, AR 1866:37). 

Conditions for women at Jackson were described in 1855 as a "reproach to 

the State" (Michigan Department of Corrections, Huron Valley Women's Facility, 

undated [19781] and unpaginated brochure, citing an 1855 report of the Board 

of Inspectors of the Michigan State Prison). A report of 1866 described the 

Jackson women's building as "ill adapted to its purpose, being devoid of 

ventilation, insecure, the apartments badly arranged • • • and the building 

located so as to be surrounded by shops where the male convicts are at work" 

(Michigan State Prison, AR 1866:11). When the last women were removed in 

1873, the Jackson administration expressed its hope that "the unsightly old 

hovel, so long used for the imprisonment of female criminals, will ••• be 

speedily torn down, without one stone being left upon another." It also 

remarked that the former proximity of males and females had been "at times, an 

occasion for scandal, and • • • for severe discipline" (Michigan State Prison, 

AR 1873:9-10). 

3E• C. Wines and Theodore W. Dwight, Report on the Prisons and Reforma

tories of the United States and Canada (Albany: Van Benthyusen & Sons, 1867): 

341. 

4 
Brockway introduced a system of payment for "overwork" in 1864, partly 

for disciplinary reasons. However, overwork was not available to all women, 

as it evidently was to all men, being limited "to about one-fifth of those 

-184-

--~ 



[women] released, such as were serving the longest terms and were the most 

incorrigible cases" (Detroit House of Correction, AR 1866:9; also see AR 1865: 

19). 
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(orig. 1912; repro Montcl~ir, N.J.: P~tterson Smith, 1969):106-107; Detroit 
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held at the Detroit House of Correction until 1977. The history of female 

inoarceration in Michigan in post-Brockway years .is dealt with in the last 

section of this chapter. 

15The Indiana Women's Prison continues to be located in Indianapolis. 

16Indiana State Prison South, AR 1869:7, AR 1873:11; Sara F. Keely, "The 

Organization and Discipline of the Indiana Women's Prison," American Prison 

Association Proceedings 1898:276 and Eugenia C. Lekkerkerker, Reformatories 
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offense categories were petty larceny (of which 13 or 32 percent had been 

convicted), grand larceny (another 13 or 32 percent), and 'murder (9 or 22 

percent). TW0 women had been convicted of forgery and one each of assault and 

battery, blackmail, assault with intent to kill, and kidnap'ping. Of the 21 
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Several other states of the region had similar institutions: for example, in 

the early decades of the century, Wisconsin main~ained a women's unit at its 

state prison at Waupan as did Ohio at its penitentiary (see Chapter 9). Un-

like the Illinois Women's Prison, however, these units were not (insofar as we 

were able to determine) established through a formal and explicit legislative 

gesture, and thus they are not trea.ted here as separate women r S pri sons. 

42 At that time, the w.omen's units in the penitentiaries a~ Waupun and 

Joliet were closed. However, the area of the Wisconsin reformatory where the 

felons were held was called the Prison for Women until 1945, despite the fact 

that the entire institution was under one administration. A Wisconsin law of 

1945 (Ch. 343, sec. 1) formally consolidated the t\\fO parts into one institu-

tion that was thereafter known as the Wisconsin Home for Women. 
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Prisons and Reformatories, Vol. I, 1933 (New York: The Osborne Association, 

1933):188-189 [closing]. 

45Minnesota, Session Laws of 1915, Ch. 324, sec. 6; Illinois General 

Assembly, Laws of 1927:208 (no chapter number). As for the administration of 

the Illinois Women's Prison, "Until the adoption of the Administrative Code of 

1917, the Warden [of Joliet] had supervisory charge of the women's prison," 

which thereafter became a separate administrative entity (Florence Northridge 

Beatty, "The Woman's Prison," Welfare Mag;a;~i_ne XVIII [July 1927]:n.p.). 

46In Illinois, law required that the supe~intendent of the reformatory be 
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Women's Prison, although that institution too seems consistently to have been 

headed by a woman. 

47See supra n. 40. "One great danger to keep in mind," wrote Monahan in 

a line which illustrates her antipathy to institutionalization, "is that of 

becoming so thoroughly organized and standardized that needed changes of rules 

or policies are difficult to make" (Minnesota State Reformatory for Women, BR 

1930:7). Inspired by the suffrage movement, Monahan studied at Northwestern 

College of Law, completing the four year course in three and serving, at 

graduation, as class valedictorian. She left Shakopee in 1932 to become head 

of the Geneva, Illinois, Training School for Girls and in 1937 became super

intendent of the California Institution for Women at Tehachapi (Monahan, Women 

in Crime:23-25, 105-108, 175-176). 

48This was the point at which the felons were transferred in from the 

penitentiary. 

49Until 1933, women convicted of murder or of a felony beyond the first 

could be sent to the women's unit at the Wisconsin state prison at Waupun. 

Difficult cases from the reformatories of Nebraska and Illinois could be sent 

to those states' central male prisons until 1930 and 1933, respectively. 

50 Those with sentences of under thirty days were excluded from the Iowa 

and Ohio reformatories; those with sentences under six months from the 

Illinois reformatory; and those with sentences under one year from the reform

atory in Wisconsin. 

51Wisconsin Industrial Home for Women, BR 1922:329 [cases of pregnancy 

and venereal disease]; Iowa, Acts of 1915, Ch. 216, secs. 7, 10 [commitments 

e orma ory, u e .!!....2.... under 16 years of age]·, Lena A. Beach, "The Women's R f t "B 11 ti f 

~I~0~w~a_I~n~s~t~i~t~u~t~i~0~n~s~~~~1~9~2~3 XXV:55-56 [federal prisoners at Iowa]; Nebraska 

Board of Control, BR 1931:190-191 [Harrison Act offenders at the Nebraska 
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reformatory]. Commitments to the Ohio reformatory~re discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 10, and the focus of the Kansas and Nebraska reformatories 

on venereal disease cases is dealt with more thoroughly below. 

52W ' lsconS1n State Prison, BR 1934:42; William B. Cox and F. Lovell Bixby, 

eds., Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories: Volume 1, West North 

Central States, 1938 (New York: The Osborne Association, 1938):277 [Nebraska]; 

Cox, Bixby, and Root, Handbook of American Prisons, 1933:188-189 [Illinois]; 

Ohio, Laws of 1929, House Bill No. 234, sec. 2148-1. That the Minnesota 

reformatory eventually restricted itself to felons is indicated by the Amer

ican Correctional Association Directory 1980 (College Park, MD.: Amer,ican 

Correctional Association, 1980): 129, \"hich states that the Shakopee insti tu

tion currently holds only adult female felons; evidently this restriction was 

imposed after the ten-year cut-off point used in the present study. 

53Th , 1S was true even of the Illinois Women's Prison, where some prisoners 

had definite sentences, others indeterminate. 

54W' , 1scons1n, Session Laws of 1913, Ch. 723, sec. 4944-0 (first three 

types); Bernett O. Odegard and George N. Keith, A History of the State Board 

of Control of Wisconsin and the State Institutions: 1849-1939 (Madison: State 

Board of Control, 1939): 228 (". the Board of Control has designated this 

home [Industrial Home for Women] as one of the state institutions to which the 

judge of any court of record may commit any female person afflicted with a 

venereal disease and who has refused to t k t' a e or con 1nue treatments"); Wiscon-

sin Industrial Home for Women, BR 1926:477 [examples of cases sentenced for 

term of pregnancy or until cured of venereal disease]. 

55Illinois Department of Public Welfare, AR 1938:611-612; Paul W. Garrett 

and Ausin H. MacCormick, eds H db k f A ., an 00 0 merican Prisons and Reformatories, 

1929 (New York: National Society of Penal Information, 1929):344-345. 
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56 The reader should be aware of problems with the data presented in this 

section and with generalizations drawn from them. All of the data are taken 

from official reports--not necessarily reliable sources. The great variety in 

the prisoner populations makes it difficult to generalize about prisoners in 

the region as a whole. For the Illinois reformatory, we have data only on the 

first five years of operation, in contrast to ten years' worth. of data for the 

other institutions. Some institutions did not report on all the variables 

which we consider. Others reported data which cannot be utilized; for examp-

Ie, we cannot use Nebraska data on age of inmates at reception because the 

reports included babies in their statistics on age. 

57As we are dealing with eight institutions and at least five reports on 

each institution, it is impossible to specifically document each statement 

made in this section. The reader is generally referred to the yearly reports 

published by the institutions during their first decades of operation; these -

were the data sources for this section of Prisoner Characteristics. 

58For this paragraph on race, we have no information from Wisconsin and 

Minnesota and only limited data from Nebraska and the Illinois reformatory. 

590n offenses, we have no data from Iowa (due to the nature of that 

state's reporting system) and information on only the first five years of 

operation for the Minnesota and Illinois reformatories. 

60Most of the information on offenses was drawn from state reports (see 

nG 57). However, for Kansas we also leaned on a very useful article by the 

institution's chaplain. W. R. Ward, "The Social-service Work of the State 

Industrial Farm for Women," Proceedings [of the] Kansas Conference of Social 

Work ••• 1922 (Topeka: B. P. Walker, 1923):45-47, and for Nebraska, we 

supplemented state reports wi'th Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for Women:123 and 

Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 1929: 

575. 
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61 
Florence Monahan, "Parole P t' repara lon for Women Offenders," Minnesota 

State Board of Control Quarterly 24 (2) (November 1924):37. 
62 

Wisconsin Industrial Home for Women, BR 1924:366 ["l'mmoral actions"] , 
367, 370, BR 1922:327-328, BR 1926:469 (accordl'ng to which women with venereal 
disease were often t i k d ' t r c e ln 0 consenting "to 'plead guilty' • • • upon 
representations of att n i 

or eys, soc al workers and other interested, that the 

condition is not serious and that three or four \-leeks time will 'complete the 

cure'''); Ward, "The Social-service Work of the State Industrial Farm for 

Women," Lekkerkerker, Reformatories for W 
~~~~~~~~~o~m~e~n:199 [segregation of Kansas 

internes]; Kansas W 'I d 
omen s n ustrial Farm, BR 1920:6 [strict sanitary measures 

necessary because 95 percent f th o e women have venereal diseases]; Monahan, 
Women in Crime [guards]. 

63 
Kansas Women's Industrial Farm, BR 1926:21. --.. 

64Garrett and M Co i k H ac rm c, andbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 
1929:575. 

65Ib , 
ld.:366; also see p. 575. I am grateful to Dr. Ronald Gold of the 

Toronto Hospital for Sick Children for his help in understanding the treatment 

of venereal disease in the early twentieth century. 
According to Dr. Gold, 

severe side effects of mercury treatments for syphilis "were so common that 

most patients did not complete the course of treatment [which may have been 
why some women had to be tricked into treatment~ . see n. 62]. The same applies 
to salvarsan. C bi d t om ne reatment with salvarsan (arsphenamine) and mercury 

was the standard regimen in the 1920s and the serl'es of weekly injections for 
six weeks seems to 1 b lave een a very popular method. H b owever, ecause the side 
effects of mercury and of arsenic compounds were so severe, the U.S. Public 
Health SerVice began a study in the 1930s of not 

. treating syphilis--the Tus-

kegee experiment. • • • (D)octors had finally realized that mercury plus 
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The major 
arsenic treatment may have killed as many patients as syphilis. 

fatal reaction was from the severe liver damage caused by salvarsan. 

usually gl'ven by intramuscular injection and was very 
". • • Mercury was 

The most common severe side effects of mercury tre~tment were 
painful. • • • 

stomatitis (l'nflamation and ulceration of the mouth), and 
kidney damage, 

Arsphenamine ( also known as salvarsan) ••• caused 
severe skin rashes •••• 

"tl " [Personal communication of 27 Janfatal adverse reactions more frequen y. 

uary 1980.] 

66 't' f the "pl'oneer crudeness" of institutional After a lengthy descrlp lon 0 

i I F Lekkerkerker delivered her opinion 
activities at the Kansas Industr a arm, 

remembered that Kansas is a rural state where the homes 
that "It should be 

of the Farm gl'rls will have to conduct offer few of the 
which the majority 

modern conveniences. The girls of the ~arm have to learn, therefore, to work 

with the simplest of utensils and materials, and to use their ingenuity to 

, f W '119) Although other reforma-make the best of it" <lleformator1es or omen. • 

t f them also operated on the principle, 
tories were less primitive, mos 0 

endorsed here by Lekkerkerker, that their most important job was to prepare 

inmates to be good housewives or servants. 

67Kansas (Laws of 1917, Ch. 298, sec. 19) and Minnesota (Monahan, Women 

in Crime:56). 

68Wisconsin State Board of Control, BR 1936:515. 

69Illinois Department of Public Welfare, AR 1931:376, !Enual Reports of 

P bl ' W If June 30, 1935:325, AR 1938:612. the Department of u 1C e are, ••• 

1 was l'dentified at the Minnesota re
Another troublesome group, homosexua s, 

h discussed them without too much formatory. However, Superintendent Mona an 

alarm (Mini~esota State Board of Control, BR 1928: 142): 
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For the first time we have had a series of homosexual problems due 

largely to overcrowding. The women most apt to indulge in this sort 

of thing are those who have been in institutions for juvenile 

delinquents during adolescence. Others do it to substitute normal 

association with men, and others as imitators of what they see going 

on. 

70 Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 

1929:341; Minnesota State Board of Control, BR 1928:141-142. 

71 Kansas Women's Industrial Farm, BR 1920:6. 

72Missouri State Penitentiary, BR 1882:244; U.S. Department of Conwerce, 

Bureau of the Census, Statistical Direc~pr~ of State Institutions for the 

Defective, Dependent, and Delinquent Classes (Washington: Government Printing 

Office, 1919):222-225 [giving statistics for 1916]; Missouri State Peniten

tiary, BR 1900:6; Missouri Department of Penal Institutions, BR 1928:14. 

73Missouri Department of Penal Institutions, BR 1928:14; Garrett and 

MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 1929:534 [quota~ 

tion]. At some point the farm 'was enlarged, for according to the Missouri De-

partment of Corl~ections, BR 1957:3, by that time it consisted of 78 acres. 

74Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 

1929:543; U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administration, The Prison 

Problem in Missouri (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1938): 

113; "Tipton Institution Restores Women," St. Louis Globe-Democrat, 3 Septem

ber 1961 [last two quotations]. 

75Missouri Department of Penal Institutions, BR 1928:14, citing Missouri 

Senate Journal, 1923:869; Missouri General Assembly, Final Report of the Joint 

Correctional Institution Study Committee (Jefferson City, 1955):9; Missouri, 

Missouri Statutes t Vol. 12A (Kansas City: Vernon Law Book Co., 1962) t sec. 

216.375 (passed in 1955). 
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76Missouri Department of Correction, BR 1959: 10; "Blair Dedicates New 

Women's Prison at Tipton," St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 12 February 1960. 

77"Closing of 2 Correctional Facilities for Women Urged," St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat, 19 and 20 January 1974, citing a study by the Missouri Com-

mission on the Status of Women which concluded that Tipton was "outdated, 

understaffed and overcrowded." We are grateful to William R. Turner, Super-

intendent of the Renz Correctional Center, for an account of the events 

leading up to the transfer of women to Renz (personal communication of 1 

February 1980). 

18Missouri Division of Correction, AR 1976:17. For the establishing 

legislation, see n. 75, las"t citation. The state's prison reports provide 

only scanty information; thus the data on which this section is based are few 

in number, and we have tried to supplement them with newspaper reports. 

~ssour~ epar ment of Correct~ons, BR 1957:12 [includes estimated 79M" "D t " 

median age of 30 years]; "Tipton Institution Restores Women," St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat, 3 September 1961. A 1970 newspaper report appeared after our 

cut-off point at the end of the institution's first decade of operation; 

hO\iever, because there is so little other information, its data is relevant 

here. According to this article ("Women's Prison Comfortable, But Price is 

Freedom," Daily Capital News, 9 July 1970), there were, in 1970, 94 women at 

Tipton. Their ages ranged from 17 to 57 years, with the average in the early 

thirties. Two-thirds were white. Most had been convicted of burglary or 

check forgery, but 16 (17 percent) had been convicted of murder of man-

slaughter. 

80llTipton Institution Restores Women," St. Louis Globe-Democrat, 3 Sep-

tember 1961. 
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81 C. Ray Freeman t "The Ruins at Okemos," The State Journal, 19 September 

1965. For arguments which preceded th b t" e a or ~ve reformatory effort, see 

Michigan State Board of Corrections and Charities, BR 1914:7-8. There was 

also a very early women's reformatory movement in Michigan as in several 

northeastern states; see Michigan Board of State Commissioners for the General 

Supervision of Charit,able, Penal, P auper, and Reformatory Institutions, BR 

18'"(8:53. 

82 Personal communication from Clar~ce St • ovall, Assistant Deputy, Michigan 

Department of Corrections, 12 August 1980. 

83Michigan Department of Corrections, Huron Valley Women's Facility 

(undated [19781] and unpaginated pamphlet). 

84Ibid • 

funds 

until 

85Ibid • According to this pamphlet, "Publlc Act 244 of 1967 appropriated 

for preliminary planning of [the] new facility." But as it was not 

1972 that "the department began formal procedures to initiate construc-

tion" at Ypsilanti, we use the later date as the point of establishment. 

86Ibid • 

87 Joan Potter, "Women and Job Training--Tak~ng Th • eir Case to The Courts," 

5 (3) September 1979) Corrections Magaz~:47. 

88W h" D ~c ~gan epartment of Corrections, Huron Valley Women's Facility. 

89 U.S. Comptroller General, Women in Prisoh: Inequitable Treatment Re-

quires Action (Washington, D.C.: General Accounting Office, 1980):40-41. 

90U q D ' .~. epartment of Commerce, Statistical Directory of State Institu-

tions for the ••• Delinquent Classes:238-241 [1916 data]; Garrett and 

Mac Cormick , Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories, 

894; U.S. Comptroller General, Women in Prison:40-41. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM IN THE SOUTH 

The southern I'egion includes sixteen states, only one of which (Missis

sippi) has never established a distinct penal institution for women. 1 A total 

of twenty-one women's institutions have been founded in the region, but we 

should quickly note that (1) several of these are no longer in operation and 

(2) many of them do not meet our primary definition of an independent women's 

prison because they were not established through legislative action. Only 

nine of the twenty-one institutions, in fact, were founded by state legisla-

tures, the others having been created administratively; and in two of these 

nine cases, the legislative action occurred a number of years after the insti-

tution was administratively established. Clearly, it is necessary to include 

consideration of institutions which do not fully qualify under our primary 

definition as independent women's prisons if we are to understand the devel-

opment of femal~ corrections in the South. 

Table 4-1 lists the twenty-one institutions in the chronological order of 

their establishment. Dates of establishment are bracketed in those instances ---
where the institution was created merely through administrative decision; 

unbracketed dates indicate legislative action. Dates of opening are bracketed 

to signify that women had in fact been held at the same location for a period 

before the institution's formal "opening," a phenomenon explained more clearly 

later in the chapter. Dates which could not be confirmed by a second source 

are followed with a question mark. 
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Texas 

Arkansas 

Alabama 

North Carol ina 

Delaware 

Virginia 

North Carolina 

Kentucky 

Maryland 

West Virginia 

Arkansas 

Florida 

Louisiana 

South Carolina 

Tennessee 

Georgia 

Oklahoma 

Oklahoma 

Texas 

Kentucky 

Florida 

TABLE 4: 1 

WOMEN'S PRISONS OF THE SOUTH 

Original Name 

Goree Farm 

State Farm for Women 

Wetumpka State Penitentiary 
(later moved to Julia Tutwiler 
Prison, which opened in 1943) 

Industrial Farm Colony for Women 

Women's Prison 

State Industrial Farm for Women 

Women's Prison 

Women's Prison 

Women's Prison 

State Prison for Women 

State Reformatory for Women 
(moved in 1975 to Pine Bluff 
and known as Women's Unit) 

(Original name not determined; 
today known as Florida Correc
tional Institution) 

Date Es
tablished 

[1910] 

1919 
[ 1923] 

1927 
[ 1929] 

1930 
[1933] 

[19381], 
1964 

1941 

1947 

1951 

[1956] 

Women's Prison (Women's Institution, 
State Penitentiary for Women) 

[1961?] 
1970 

Harbison Correctional Institution 
for Women (moved in 1974 to 
Columbia and known as Women's 
Correctional Center) 

Prison for Women 

Rehabilitation Center for Women 

Women's Unit 

Mabel Bassett Correctional Cen'cer 

Mountain View Unit 

Daniel Boone Career Development 
Center 

Broward Correctional Institution 
-' ," ~ , 

[1964] 

1965 

[1968] 

[ 1971] 

[1973] 
[unknown] 

[unknown] 

[19771] 

*Formally opened in,Cj 939. 
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Date Opened 
as a Women's 

Prison 

19111 

1920 

[1923 ] 

1929 
[1929 ] 

1932* 

1934 

1938 

1940 

1948 

1951 

1956 

1961 

1964 

1965 

[1968 ] 

[ 1971] 

1975 
1975 

1976 

1977? 

=:: -



.... ::l1\::!i 

Several regional characteristics typify the development of the women's 

prison system of the South. One is the absence of establishing legislation. 

Legislative action accompanied the establishment of nearly all female institu

tions of the Northeast and North Central regions; but as already noted, the 

majority of women's pris(ms in the South were created administratively, wi th

out legislative involvement. Second and even more striking is the poor quali

ty of care which incarcerated women received in the South, even after separate 

i,nsti tutions were established for them. Lack of adequate care correlated 

strongly with lack of establishing legislation; as we shall see, the best of 

the southern institutions l-rere those in which state legislatures were directly 

involved at the start. Th:i.rd, there was virtually no women's reformatory 

movement in the South. Only four reformatories were established in the area 

(of which two were eventually closed); these were, significantly, among the 

few :i.nsti tutions created through legislation. Fourth, female prisoners in 

these southern states were relocated with relative freq~ency. Whereas the 

states of the Northeast and North Central regions, after establishing women's 

prisons, usually continued to hold female prisoners in these institutions, the 

southern states tended to move this population around from one make-shift 10-

cation to another. This factor, in combination with the lack of establishing 

legislation, helps explain a fifth characteristic: the absence of a clear 

chronological pattern in the development of the women's prison system of the 

South.2 

Reformatories of the South 

The four women's reformatories established in the South were the Arkansas 

State Farm for Women (created in 1919), the North Carolina Industrial Farm 

Colony for Women (1927), the Vil"ginia State Industrial Farm for Women (1930), 
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and the Maryland Women's Prison (1941), later renamed the Maryland State 

Reformatory for Women. If titles alone were a reliable guide, this section 

would also deal with the Arkansas State Refol~matory for Women, established in 

1951 at Cummins Farm. But the women's .institution at CUmmins Farm, a purely 

custodial operation, bo're no resemblance to a reformatory; even an Arkansas 

penal investigatory committee referred to it as "the so-called Reformatory for 

Women.,,3 Therefore we deal with it later, in the section of Farm Units. 

Previous Arrangements 

All four of the southern states which established reformatories origin

ally held their female felons at their central penitentiaries. There the 

nature of their incarceration resembled that described in more detail in the 

chapter on Tennessee (Chapter 6). In very early years, when few women were 

sentenced to state prisons, these convicts were probably mixed in with the 

general population. As t'he fem lItO a e popu a lons grew, women came to be isolated 

and, in better years, put in charge of a matron. (For example, by 1826, the 

Baltimore penitentiary had a female department of six rooms, located on the 

second story of the south wing; there the female convicts were supervised by a 

Mrs. Jerijo, who appears to have the first prison matron in the country.)4 In 

at least one case, a separate building was eventually set aside for the fe

males; after an inspection of the Virginia Penitentiary, Garrett and MacCor

mick reported in 1929 that: 

Seventy women prisoners are quartered in a separate yard and 

cell house separated by a wall from the main prison. Their cell 

house is similar to the new one in the main prison and but one 

prisoner is assigned to a cell. The women work in the clothing shop 

in an industrial building in the main prison on one of the con

tracts. They are in general charge of one matron. 5 
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In a slight variation on this pattern, in 1921 Maryland moved most of its 

women convicts out of the penitentiary to the House of Correction at Jessup; 

but the conditions of incarceration there resembled those of the penitentia

ries--close quarters, contract work, high security. Eventually these women's 

quarters in the penitentiaries and at the Maryland House of Correction became 

horribly overcrowded, one factor which, in several southern states, fed into 

establishment of reformatories for women. 

Women were. of course, also held in county jails; as in states of the 

Northeast and Midwest, concern about these jail conditions in some cases also 

contributed to establishment of a separate reformatory. This was most clearly 

the case in North Carolina. According to a 1922 report of the North Carolina 

State Board of Chari ties and Public Welfare, in one county jail, "when women 

are confined they must be kept in the jailer's corridor. There are not toi

lets in the jailer's corridor, so that the women are compelled to use buckets 

with no privacy except such as the darkness might afford. The judge refuses 

to send white women to this jail • " . . . The Board also reported that "Dur-

ing the past summer negro men carried the keys to two county jails, and [in] 
-. 

at least one of these jails the negro had free access to all wards, including 
j - . 

that for white women." Two years later, the same body'reported that a male 

guard had picked the lock of a woman's cell in one county jail and "spent one 

night in her room. The next night he took her into the men's quarters. He 

contracted syphilis." The guard in this story seems to have received just 

de~Berts; for women in such jails, however, justice was frequently synonymous 

with humi1iation. 6 
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Backers of the Reformatories and Their Arguments 

One set of supporters of southern reformatories for women was comprised 

of prison officials. They had both practical and chivalrous reasons for 

wanting women removed from the penitentiaries. The superintendent of the 

Virginia Penitentiary, for example, several times recommended establishment of 

a "separate prison for women. Present conditions are a menace to the disci

pline and welfare of the inmates of this institution. I do not believe that 

men and women should be placed in visual contact in prison. It causes moral 

perverSion, sexual diversion and degeneracy." Similarly, the Maryland Super

intendent of Prisons remarked in 1936 that the women's department "has been an 

eyesore and a heartache to me for the past six years • • • • It is not fair 

to the women, it is not fair to the matron, it is not fair to the guards nor 

fair to the administration, to keep women confined under the same roof with 

men • .,,7 

State boards of charities and public welfare were also active supporters 

of the southern reformatories, in large part, it seems, out of alarm over 

prostitution and the spread of venereal disease. (In this respect, th0 south

ern reformatory "movement" resembled that of the North.) According to the 

North Carolina State Board of Charities, most 

women offenders • are receiving no constructive treatment either 

phYSical or moral. Those who are convicted of some offense are 

usually fined a nominal amount, given a few weeks in jail [condi

tions in Which, as we have seen, were also a matter of concern to 

this body], or ordered to leave town in a given time •••• (I)n 

this way Raleigh contributes to the problem of immorality in Durham; 

Durham to GreenSboro; Greensboro to Winston-Salem, and so on. It is 

a vicious cycle of crime, changing only in the personnel. The prob

lem still remains untouched. 8 
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Virginia's Departmen n t of Public t.relfare was particularly concerned about a 

"focJ." of physical and moral corruption," who had been singled group of women, 

out for special treatment y an ac 0 • b t f 1922 This act had provided for com-

mitment to the Department of a group of women, "largely of the prostitute type 

• • • many of them • • • diseased and feeble-minded," on indeterminate sen-

th Btile!! the Department could find few tences of three months to ree years. ~_ 

IdentifJ."cation of a similar group in Arkansas places to send such women. 

seems to have fed into the movemen ere as • t th well ' durJ.'ng World War I, be-

tween four and five hundred women convicted of "immorality'it were detained for 

treatment (evidently of venereal disease) at a clinic in Little Rock. Thus 

of the reformatory i n Arkansas, there was considerjust before establishment 

able concern about female sex offenders and a localized build-up in their 

numbers. 9 

A third group of backers consisted of prison reformers representing the 

National Society of Penal InformatJ.on. " Garrett and Mac Cormick , one set of the 

bl ' h d a state-by-state report in 1929 in which they Society's emissaries, pu loS e 

criticized the conditions under w J.C women e • h· h w re held In VJ."rginia, they 

objected to the housing of women in a unit adjoining the men's penitentiary 

but even more to the practice of "using them in a section of the prison indus-

tries. It is accepted as a sound prison principle that women prisoners should 

be removed from the prison for men and cared for in some institution for 

women ." also crJ."tJ."cal of conditions for women at Garrett and MacCormick were 

the Maryland House of Correction, as were other investigators for the Society 

in 1933. 10 

In only two of the southern states did women activists constitute an 

important pressure group for independent female institutions. A visit by 

Martha P. Falconer to Arkansas "led to the movement to create a State reforma-
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tory for delinquent women." an institution built with not only federal funds 

but also "proceeds of the public campaign ••• for the erection of institu-

tions,. for the care of women and girls." And in MarYland, according to a Board 

of 'Correction report of 1940, "With the completion of the new Women's Prison 

at Jessups, ••• we have accomplished what the women's organizations of the 

State and other interested groups have been advocating before our Board and 

before the Legislature for years.,,11 In other southern states, however, 

middle class women apparently took little interest in the reform of female 

corrections. Their relative indifference helps explain why the women's re-

formatory movement was so weak in the South. 

Locations and Plants 

In their physical aspects, the four southern reformatories generally 

resembled their sister institutions to the North, although a closer look 

reveals that they conformed less closely to the "pure" reformatory plan. All 

four were relatively isolated on extensive tracts of farmland. But two were 

located near to or on land belonging to a men's institution: the Virginia 

Industrial Farm was established on state-owned land in Gouchland County, about 

five miles distant from the State Farm for Men; and the Maryland Women's 

Prison was established at Jessup on land which was part of the Maryland House 

of Correction. As indicated in Chapters 2 and 3, women's institutions in the 

Northeast and North Central regions were likely to be entirely separated from 

men's prisons. 

Only two of the four southern reformatories, those of Maryland and North 

Carolina, were built on the cottage plan. The Maryland institution seems to 

have most closely resembled women's institutions to the North, where the 

cottage plan was typical, in that it used its cottages to classify inmates 
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into various custody levels. The North Carolina Industrial Farm Colony, .by 

the end of its first year of operation, had only two inmate buildings, with a 

capacity of thirty each. These bore a vague resemblance to the "cottages" of 

northern reformatories but were called "dormitories" (evoking the more typical 

southern plan), and ·each in fact included several rooms designed to hold 'more 

than one inmate. The other two southern reformatories departed more radically 

from the usual reformatory design. The legislation which established the 

Arkansas State Farm for Women at Jacksonville had called for cottages, but at 

first its inmates were bunked on porches and in a large tent, and later build

ings were described as dormitories. 12 The first building at the Virginia 

institution was a two-story, L-shaped, concrete structure later supplemented 

by three other custodial-buildings. 

The southern reformatories, then, made some efforts to imitate their 

progressive prototypes to the North. However, none of them entirely succeeded 

in terms of both location and physical plant. 

Commitment Restrictions 

As noted in earlier chapters, the early and "purest" reformatories of the 

North took only adult women under thirty who had been convicted of misdemean-

ors or lesser offenses, mainly women who had commited some sort of sexual 

impropriety. None of the southern reformatories was this restrictive. All 

took adult women of any age, and only North Carolina legislatively restricted 

commitments to misdemeanants. (Thus that state's female felons remained at 

the prison at Raleigh, necessitating the creation of yet another women's 

institution in 1933.) Interestingly enough, the North Carolina Reformatory 

also excluded women of color. With a ~otal capacity of only sixty, it was 

forced to be selective; and, as the State Board of Charities and Public Wel-
() , 
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fare explained in 1936, "The Colony ••• is concerned entirely with the care 

of women misdemenants • • • Ef ~ trainable type," a coflcern which seems by 

definition to have eliminated blacks. 13 For its first seven years of opera

tion (i.e., before the opening of the three new buildings which enabled it to 

more than double capacity), the Virginia reformatory also excluded non-whites; 

further, it did not, until 1939, receive transfers from the penitentiary. 14 

The Arkansas and Mal·yland reformatories received both felons and certain mis

demeanants from the start. On the whole, then, the reformatories of the South 

were less "rehabilitative" in thrust than northern t t co un erpar s in that they 

generally did not try to limit themselves to women whose ages and offenses 

suggested the greatest potential for reform. It is surely not a coincidence 

that the most restrictive southern institution of this type, North Carolina's 

reformatory, was even'cually closed; apparently it could not continue bucking 

the region's overall orientation toward custodialism. 

Sentencing Structures and Sentences 

The three southern reformatories which received felons could hold such 

prisoners for the maximum terms specified by the law governing the particular 

offense. But three elf the southern reformatori~s (those of North Carolina , 
Virginia, and A~kansas) did conform to the reformatory model by providing 

indeterminate sentences with a three year maximum for their misdemeanants. 

(Virginia did so not through the law accompanying establishment but rather 

through the practice of concentrating, at first, on women sentenced under the 

special act of 1922.)15 These institutions were thus similar to those of the 

North in that their estaQlishment was accompanied (or, in the case of Vir

ginia, preceded) by laws which extended the amount of time which might be 

served by misderneanants. 
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However, in the reformatories of North Carolina and Virginia, during 

their early years of operation, there ~as in fact a very rapid turnover in 

population, suggesting that misdemeanants did not actually serve lengthy sen-

tences in those states. (At the North Carolina Industrial Farm Colony, the 

average term served between 1936 and 1938 was said to be 6 to 8 months; and at 

the Virginia State Industrial Farm, the "diseased and feeble-minded" prosti-

tutes at whom the special act of 1922 had aimed were said to have served, in 

1936, an average of 5 months.) In Maryland, the one state of the four which 

did not provide a reformatory-type of sentence for misdemeanants, all women 

prisoners had determinate sentences, their maximums set by the statute for the 

offense in question, until 1945. Thereafter both determinate and indetermin-

ate sentencing were available, but length of term continued to be keyed to the 

seriousness of offense. 16 

The southern reformatories were, then, affected by northern practices in 

the provision which three of them made for misdemeanants. However, at least 

two (and perhaps three; we have no data on time served for Arkansas) moved 

inmates through the system at a rate which many northernr-eformatories would 

have considered too rapid for rehabilitation.. Further, Maryland had no re-

forma tory-type of sentence. Moreover, all but one (the reformatory of North 

Carolina) also took felons. These factors indicate that the northern influ-

ence did not penetrate too deeply. 

Inmates 

Our information about the types of women sentenced to the southern re-

formatories is sketchy at best. In some cases, no institutional reports were 

i,o:lsued; in others, reports were issued but contained little useable da'ca; and 

in one case, that of Arkansas, state officials would not let the researchers 
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for this project read the reformatory reports. Despite these limitations, 

however, it is possible to piece together a partial picture of the women who 

were incarcerated in the reformatories of North Carolina, Virginia, and Mary

land during their first decades of operation. Predictably, the variations in 

commi tment restrictions caused the profiles to vary considel"ably. 

None of the four institutions, we recall, placed a limit on the age of 

women who might be committed. One seems to have received mainly younger 

women--North Carolina, the southern reformatory which restricted itself en

tirely to misdemeanants. Of those committed in North Carolina in 1931 and 

1932 (the only years on which we have age data), 56 and 66 percent, respec

tively, were said to be under 21. We expected to find similarly high propor

tions of young women in the population of the Virginia reformatory during its 

early years of operation, i.e., before it became able, through expansion, to 

receive transfers from the penitentiary. But inexplicably, the proportion of 

those under 21 years in the Virginia institution ranged between only 23 and 32 

percent in the years 1932 through 1936. (More predictably, it did fall to 17 

percent in 1942, after the reformatory began to receive women who previously 

would have been sent to the penl"tentl"ary.) I M 1 d nary an , too, the proportion 

of young women was low during the early years of operation, ranging from only 

15 to 32 percent. In this case, the low proportion of young women is more 

easily understood, for this institution received many felons from the start. 17 

As for racial characteristics, we have already observed that the North 

Carolina reformatory took only whites and that Virginia excl'lJd~ld women of 

color until 1939. We have data on commitments during 1942 ·r,t.';ithe Virginia 

insti tution which indicate that after the 1939 lifting of ~"t:d:'I:;Jrmal restri c

tions, the population became heavily bli3ck: of a total of':220 inmates held 

during the fiscal year 1942, 175 or 79.5 percent were reported as "colored." 
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Maryland, too, had high proportions of blacks in its women's reformatory. 

Blacks comprised 69 percent of all commitments in 1941, for example, and 60 

percent of all commitments in 1950.
18 

Information on inmates' nationality is available only for the Maryland 

reformatory. During that institution's first decade of operation, the propor

tion of admissions who were identified as foreign-born did not rise above 2.4 

19 percent. We can speculate that Virginia and North Carolina did \\not report 

information on nationality because the great majority of their female inmates, 

too, were native-born. This speculation is supported by the det~iled study of 

f conv;cts ;n Tennessee (Chapter 6), where the over-intake records 0 women • • 

whelming majority of such prisoners were native-born. But in the absence of 

more complete data, we can only surmise that most inmates of southern reforma-

tories were native-born. 

Our data on conviction offenses for the southern reformatories (again 

with the exception of Arkansas) is somewhat more complete. During its early 

years, the North Carolina institution (~lich took only misdemeanants in any 

case) concentrated on prostitutes and women convicted of related offenses such 

as keeping a disorderly house. To an undeterminable extent, the Virginia re

formatory also focused on sex offenders during its first years of operation; a 

report of 1933 observed that its population usually included 50 to 60 (out of 

an unspecified total) of the Department of Welfare cases serving the indeter

minate three-months-to-three-years sentence applied by the 1922 law to sex 

offenders. In 1942 (several years after the informal restrictions on comm:!. t-

ments were lifted), of a total of 445 women received by the Virg.inia Indus-

20 
trial Farm, 50 percent were misdemeanants. 

Our most complete data on conv:tction offenses pertain to the Maryland re-

formatory, which could receive women convicted of crimes from prostitution to 
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murder. During its first year of operation, the outstanding conviction of-

fenses were larceny, assault, vagrancy, and murder, in that order. With some 

reversals in order, this general pattern was maintained through the first four 

years. But gradually prostitution took over as the main conviction offense 

and remained outstanding (comprising 22 percent of all convictions, for ex-

ample, at the end of the £irst decade of operation). There is no obvious 

21 explanation for this change, which was evidently one of policy. 

To summarize as best we can from the limited data available: in a number 

of respects these southern reformatories seem to have tried to emulate nor

thern counterparts by concentrating on young white women who had been con

victed of sex offenses. But they were far from successful. They were more 

likely than many northern counterparts to take older women, blacks, and those 

convicted of felonies. These differences, of course, were largely determined 

by their less restrictive commitment policies; and those less restrictive 

policies, in turn, seem to have been a function of the generally low level of 

southern interest in the principles of rehabilitation. 

Administration 

In their administrative structure, two of the southern reformatories 

closely resembled those of the Nort,heast in that they had boards of directors 

who were expected to play an important role in guiding institutional opera-

tions. According to its establishing legislation, the Arkansas reformatory 

was to be managed by nine directors, at least five of them women. These 

directors, who were t~ be appointed by the governor, were not to be paid. 

They were charged with writing rules for the institution, appOinting a super

intendent, and acting as parole board. The same law required that the super

intendent be a woman and that her staff be female, insofar as possible. The 
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first superintendent was Mary de Wees, who had had prior experience at Clinton 

Farms, New Jersey's reformatory for women. (de Wees may have been a protege 

of Martha P. Falconer, a woman with close ties to Clinton Farms and through 

whose agency the Arkansas institution had been founded.)22 

Similarly, the legislation which established the North Carolina reforma-

tory delegated supervisory powers to a board of directors, in this case con-

sisting of f.ive members of whom at least two were to be women; they, too, were 

to serve without compensation, make the rules, and appoint the superintendent. 

Requirement~ for the superintendent and her staff also resembled those of 

Arkansas. The North Carolina reformatory had, at first, considerable trouble 

in finding a satisfactory superintendent, but with the hiring of Elsa Ernst in 

1932, it embarked on a period of administrative stability. Like de Wees in 

Arkansas, Ernst had a college background (she had, in fact, studied psychology 

at Harvard) and prior institution~l experience. 23 

Lacking boards of directors, the reformatories of Virginia and Maryland 

resembled those of the Midwest more than those of the Northeast in administra-

tive structure. In both cases, the ultimate governing authority was the state 

board of prisons. The first superintendent of the Maryland reformatory, re-

qui red by law to be a woman, was Helen de Corse (later Helen deCorse McArthur), 

who served in that capacity for most of the first decade of operation. Vir-

ginia did not legally require that the reformatory' superintendent be a female 

but, at least during the early year~ of operation, the position was filled by 

women, the first being a MisS Elizabeth M. Kates. Kates had prior experience 

in a correctional institution and managed to assemble an almost entirely 

female staff. 

Administratively, then, the southern reformatories were close to counter-

parts in northern sections of the country. Moreover, they managed, at first, 
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to attract well educated and experienced women as superintendents. But as the 

next section shows, these superintendents were unable to develop programs 

which were more than a weak imitation of those of reformatories to the north. 

Programs 

Like northern reformatories for women, those of the South claimed reha

bilitation as their central goal, a goal which they, too, attempted to achieve 

mainly through moral and domestic training. According to a report of 1932 on 

the Virginia reformatory, its main purpose was 

to rehabilitate those received here so that they may be capable of 

doing and knowing what to do in order to mix agreeably with society 

upon their release • • •• This rehabilitation includes medical 

care ,. lvholesome food, regular Ii vj.ng, heal thful work and recreation t 

and just ciscipline. All of this helps to build up a resistance 

which allows clear thinking and reasoning by the inmate concerned. 24 

Similarly, a d'escription of the Maryland reformatory's program reported in 

1950 that: 

Emphasis is still being placed on the educational opportunities in 

specific assignments. Cooking and waitress work is looked upon as 

an opportunity for instructing the women ••• in proper methods of 

handling the preparing foods and in correct serving. Since so many 

of the inmates go out to domestic work, this is essential in train

ing for future jobs. 25 

But t·o a great extent, such discussions of rehabili tati ve goals were mere 

rhetoric, a flavorable gloss on the need to use inmates for institutional 

maintenance. They also obscured the reformatories' failure to provide much in 

tha way of academic training. Nearly all of the southern reformatories were 
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badly underfunded, and in no case did they offer programs as rich academically 

or recreationally as tho~e of the better northern reformatories. This was 

for black inmates, for whom most activities especially true of their programs 

were separate an.d unequal. 

Earlier we observed that some northern reformatories, particularly in the 

Midwest, developed programs which emphasized the cure of venereal disease. 

North Carolina's reformatory had a similar program. To its small population 

in the years 1931 and 1932, for example, were administered a total of nearly 

Parole eligibility depended, in part, 5,000 treatments for venereal disease. 

on being free of such disease. And a provocative line in a document of 1936 

reported that "At present, all of our surgical work, including sterilizations, 

1 " K" t n" EV1"dently biolo. gical is done at the Memorial General Hospita ln lns 0 • 

"reformation" was key in the rehabilitation of the white prostitutes who 

"t t" 26 mainly comprised the population of this instl u lone 

In two respects other than general impoverishment, the programs of the 

southern reformatories differed from ose 0 e • th f th North The former placed 

more stress on farming, and in the South farming consisted of not only horti

culture but also p;!lising animals and some field work. Second, two of the four 

d 1" ndustrl"es, Whl"ch appeared infrequently in reformasouthern institutions ha 

tories of the North. 27 

Al though the programs of the southern reformatories were poorer in qual-

ity than those of the North, it is important to note that they were immensely 

superior to those of other, non-reformatory women's institutions in the South. 

This contrast will become cl~arer when we look more closely at the activities 

of women held in southern farm units. 

It is no doubt a testimony to the strength of the women's reformatory 

movement in general that such institutions were established at all in the 
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South. There they were clear anomalies, running counter to the prison tradi

tions of the region as a whole. Unsurprisingly, the two which conformed most 
.;) 

closely to the reformatory model--those of Arkansas and North Carolina--were 

eventually closed, in 1935 and 1947 respectively.28 The two which survived-

the reformatories of Virginia and Maryland--were more custodial and hence more 

in line with the region's overall penological orientation. 

Farm Units 

Some southern prisons for women began as parts of prison plantation 

systems. Several of the states in question owned very large tracts of land on 

Which were located various prisoner "camps," one of which was set aside for 

women. others sent convicts (including women) to private farms whose owners 

shared the profit from prisoner labor with the state. This section deals with 

southern women's prisons which developed out of such camps and farms, refer-

ring to them generally as "farm units." Differences between such units and 

the reformatories discussed earlier in this chapter were clear and marked, 

especially at the point of origin. Less clear, however, were the distinctions 

between the institutions which started as farm units and those (discussed in 

the next section) which originated as "split-offs" from mainly male peniten

tiaries or previously established women's units. That is, institutions of the 

two latter types had more in common with each other, both at point of origin 

and in terms of quality of inmate care, than either did with the reformator-

ies. 

Five southern women's prisons originated a~farm units: the Goree Unit 

of Texas; the current Women's Unit at Pine Bluff, Arkansas; the Louisiana /. 

Women's Prison (currently called the Louisiana Correctional Institute for 
II 

Women); the Georgia Rehabilitation Center for Women ,(today the Georgia 
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Correctional Institution); and the Oklahoma Women's Unit at McAlester. Only 

two of these were established by legislation, and one of these two (the Lou-

isiana Women's Prison) was not legislatively established until after it had 

been in operation for a number of years. Relatively frequent shifts of the 

female convict populations from one location to another was another character-

istic of the institutions which originated as farm units; this phenomenon, as 

noted earlier, was encouraged by the lack of legislation which would have 

firmly located the women in a specific institution at a designated place. 

Also characteristic of these institutions--or, rather, of the agencies which 

ran them--was a reporting system which in most cases produced but fragmentary 

information on female prisoners. (Due to the poor quality of the data, we are 

unable.to report as completely on prisoner characteristics as in other sec

tion,S of this report. )29 

What follows are individual profiles of these five institutions. After 

the profiles, a conclusion presents summary remarks on these institutions as a 

group. 

The Texas Goree Unit 

The earliest separate unit for women prisoners in the South was that 

established at the Texas Goree Farm in 1910. Before Goree was established--

from at least the turn of the century until 190B--Texas held female convicts 

on a farm about seven miles from Huntsville, the headquarters of the state's 

penal system. This farm was owned by a Reverend J. G. Johnson; he provided 

food and clothing for the, women and each year paid the state one-half of his 

earnings plus a bonus of $500. (This was the IIshare" system, under which the 

state and the person who worked prisoners shared the latter's profits.) The 

farm was supervised by Joh!J:~on's niece y who functioned ~s matron, and her 
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husband, J. G. Bowden--hence its name of Bowden's Farm. The majority of the 

women held at Bowden's Farm (and in some years there were nearly one hundred) 

were blacks, most of them serving time for property offenses. The few white 

women had mainly been convicted of homicide. The black women worked in the 

fields, while the whites served as domestics. 30 

As early as 1900, the superintendent of the Texas penitentiary system 

recommended that the women be removed from Bowden's Farm to a building where 

they could be set to work making clothing for the rest of Texas's convicts. 

His rationales were ones of control: 

(O)n the farm there must be ••• a few men used as trusties •• 

These trusties cannot at all times be kept under the eye of the 

guards, and therefore we find it impossible to entirely separate the 

, sexes, as the law requires. The negro women are a very low order of 
" 

beings, mostly from the cities, and as a rule are vicious and 

troublesome to control, and I think should be kept in a prison 

specially provided for them. 

In 190B, the women prisoners were transferred to Eastham Farm, about 

twenty miles north of Huntsville. There working and living conditions were 

much as they had been at Bowden's Farm. The superintendent continued to 

object to their being worked on a farm, this time arguing on mixed grounds of 

chivalry and practicality. Farm work was too heavy for women, he explained, 

and it exposed them to the inclemencies of Texas weather. But he also wanted 

to see the women housed in a state building so that they could be given fac

tory work: "(T) hese women could be prof! tably employed in the manufacture 0 f 

goods for the use of the penitentiary system." Again at-guing that "the female 

convict~; should be permanently located on a farm belonging to the State, It in 

1910 the superintendent recommended "that Camp Goree be converted into a 
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permanent home for the female convicts." Previously established as a prison 

camp for male prisoners, Goree already had a pi"ison building; and as it was 

only four miles from the main penitentiary at Huntsville, it would be con

venient for prison officials. 32 

Conditions for women at the Goree Farm, to which they were moved in 1910 

or 1911, were, at first, quite similar to those they had experienced earlier 

at the privately owned farms. Goree was managed by a Mr. R. H. Cabiness, 

whose wife served as matron. According to a report of 1911, "(T)he negro 

women take care of the cotton and corn crop; the white women do sewing, garden 

work, care for chickens and work around the place in general." Living quar-

ters were primitive. "This camp was in a very dilapidated condition when we 

[prison commissioners] assumed charge ; water had to be hauled; a(iJ>uilding with 
/1 \\ 

I, 

three tiers of bunks, one above the other, all crowded; no hospital, no con-
" 

veniences whatever." A prison physician found the women's living conditions 

"most unsatisfactory." "There were sixty inmates," he reported for 1911, 

"all, except the few white and Mexican women, occupied one small building and 

were sleeping up~) bunks arranged in tiers. •• (T)here were no sanitary 

facilities Whatever, save those provided by nature." Despite renovations, 

additions, and construction of a sewer system, when Garrett and MacCormick 

visited Goree Farm in the late 1920s, they found much to crit.icize. They 

reported, for example, that the women lived in wooden buildings which were 

"crudely designed and constructed" and "a serious fire hazard.,,33 

In 1935 the wooden buildings were replaced by a brick structure. Its 

interior was cubdivided into not Qells but dormitories,"where "the weak were 

victims of the strong and the young first offenders became more sophisticated 

in crime from association with hardened criminals.,,34 To counteract such 

victimization and overcrowding, cells blocks were added in 1954, 1956, and 
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1965. In the late 1950s the institution ,also ' galned a new garment factory (by 

this time, Goree was the largest manufactu'rer , of inmate clothing in the 

state), a laundry, chapel, and auditorium. But such expansions failed to keep 

pace with the growth of the female i pr son population. Today Goree is one of 

the largest women's prisons in the country and still extremely overcrowded. 35 

Arkansas: 
From the State Reform~tory for Women at CUmmins Farm 

to the Women's Unit at Pine Bluff 

After the Arkansas reformatory for women was "abandoned" in 1935,36 black 

women were held along with male prisoners at C ummins Farm under the authority 
of the Board of Penal lnsti tutiol'/s t the body which controlled the state penal 
farms. Whi te women, in contrast, were held 'at Alexander at a camp known as 

the ,"Women's Reformatory." TIli s ~amp was operated in connection with, and 

under the authority of, the Arkansas Training School for Girls. 37 

An act of 1951 severed th d It hi e a u w te women from the girls' training 

school and consolidated both adult female poulatl'ons in a State Reformatory 
for Women at CUmmins Farm. According to the act itself, this legislation was 

passed "to prevent communication and contact b etween such women prisoners and 

the other inmates of the State Penitentiary to the end that each group be 

effectively separated." Because the white women had previously been held at 

the girls' school, we can surmise that it was contacts - between black women and 

men at Cummins Farm which had caused the concern. The act also implies that 

with consolidation, women of both races were held at a location more removed 

from the CUmmins male prisoners than the black women had been previously. 
However, 

tion but 

tiary. 

the Cummins women's reformatory was not actually a separate inaUrcli

rather one of the three which made up the Arkansas State Peniten-

It was located about a half-mile from the main ~uilding at Cummins and 
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consisted mainly of a central building which was divided into two twenty-bed 

dormitories, one for eac race • h Between t he dormitory areas were two eating 

. areas, separated by a central kltchen. 38 

Few female state prisoners in the history of the country can have endured 

those experl'enced by women held at Cummins Farm. worse conditions than As an 

comml.' ttee of 1968 remarked, "There is nothing in the Arkansas investigatory 

Reformatory that could be called a rehabilitating program. If there is a more 

women in t he United States, one would not know where neglected institution for 

to look for it." Before reform superintendent Tom Murton took over (briefly) 

in the late 1960s, a buzzer system had enabled the superintendent to summon 

b d In winter, according to Murton, women had frozen women prisoners to his e. 

"nearly • • • to death from the cold air, sl'eet, and rain pouring through 

11 " The soll'tary cells lacked toilets, and large cracks and holes in the wa s. 

women were said to have been beaten with leather straps.39, 

Particularly dismal were' conditions suffered by the women of color. 

t d 1 thi g n a few "obsolete" machines; but, according Whites had manufac ure con 0 

to Murton, blacks had been assigned to "mow" the grass. They sat 

cross-legged on the lawn snipping off the blades of grass with their 

fingernails, as they were not allowed clippers or scissors. Because 

of this, the women's hands were gnarled and their fingernails gone. 

They are scarred for life, but this was a typical work program for 

the Negro women, who were considered too dumb for anything else. 

• • • the Negroes ate the scr-aps left over from the white 

women's table. The visiting rooms were segregated, and the Negroes 

even wore different clothing than the white women. 

The Neg~c women • • • washed personal laundry for the matrons 

in a tub with a scrub board, even in winter, and even though there 

t C ' 40 was a laundry a ummlns. 
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Conditions for women of color seem to have been worse than those for whites in 

prisons of all regions. Seldom, however, did they reach levels as low as those 

at Cummins Farm. 

Until 1971, misdemeanants as well as felons could be committed to the 

women's unit at Cummins. The former were evidently committed under the law 

which had originally established the Arkansas State Farm for Women in 1919, 

even though that institution was abolished in 1935. 
The 1919 legislation had 

authorized commitment to th~ State Farm of women convicted of any felony or of 

the follow~ng misdemeanors: prostitution, habitual drunkenness, drug use, 

contributing to dependency, or conducting a disorderly house. Such cases 

continued to be committed to Cummins, apparently still on indeterminate sen

tences of up to three years, until legislation of 1971 exclUded all but 

felons. 41 

In 1975, women were moved out of Cummins to a Women's Unit at Pine Bluff. 

about thirty miles away. (This was the first time since the close of the re

formatory in 1935 that they had a separate institution.) We have been unable 

to determine the forces which led to this change in location. Publication of 

Murton's expose in 1969 may have brought some pressure, and the related Peni

tentiary Study COmmiSSion of 1968 had called "in the name of humanity" for "a 

genuine Reformatory for Women ••• built in a location apart from any insti

tution for men, adequately staffed, and brought up in every way to the stand

ards long since established for women's institutions in America.,,42 The new 

facility mayor may not have measured up to such standards. However, to judge 

from the fact that present Arkansas prison authorites r-epeatedly refUsed to 

comply with our requests for information, the Pine Bluffs Women's Unit is not 

an institution of which they feel proud. 
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Louisiana: Origins of the Correctional 
Institute for Women at St. Gabriel 

In the late nineteenth century, Louisiana held its female state prisoners 

at the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, a huge farm about sixty miles 

north of Baton Rouge. As of 1866, this institution held a total of 228 pris-

t) were women', all of these women were eners, of whom 10 (or only 4 percen 

black. a central receiving unit and several The penitentiary consisted of 

"plantations," over which were scattered a 

decade of the twentieth century, women had 

number of camps. By the first 

been isolated at Camp D; its popu-

lation, in January of 1908, consisted of 60 females, 52 (or 87 percent) of 

them black. They worked mainly at laundry and sewing assignments until, in 

° lOb 43' the 1940s, a few were given clerlca JO s. 

female prlosoners were moved from the Angola plantation In July of 1961, 

farm for men at St. Gabriel, fifteen miles south of Baton to a former penal 

Rouge. Carleton, an historian at the Louisiana State UniAccording to M. T. 

versi ty, the 

separate facility for females seems to have grown from the generally 

that women offenders "ought to be" held conviction by the 1950's 

separated from males, probably for moral reasons. Separation was 

first officially recommended in 1951 by a citizen's committee, a 

prominent member of which was Margaret Dixon • • • , a newspaper

woman and sincere penal reformer. 

There was no organized opposition to a separate female facil

ity. When the atate could afford one, LCIW [Louisiana Correotional 

44 Insti tutim'! for Women] was established in 1961. 

Texas lOnmates did not change radically when they Just as conditions for 

were first moved to Goree Farm, so ose 0 _ th f the Lou_isia~a women moved to St. 
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Women's Institution, as it was originally known, occupied an extensive farm on 

which were two old and badly decayed buildings. One served as the adminis-

tration headquarters. The other, which included not only the inmates' regular 

living quarters but also isolation cells, the laundry, and the chapel, was 

said to be "small p inadequate and in a dilapidated condition." Although two 

new dormitories were soon erected (one for each race), these were almost 

immediately overcrowded. 45 

The inadequacy of these buildings led to construction of an entirely new, 

campus-style plant, that which exists at St. Gabriel today. Legislation of 

1970 authorized the Department of Corrections "to create and establish and to 

operate and maintain a women's correctional facility in the Vicinity of St. 

Gabriel for women convicted of felonies and sentenced to imprisonment • 

This facility shall be known as 'Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women.'" 

With enactment of this legislation, the St. Gabriel prison became fully inde-

pendent of the men's penitentiary. A $3 million contract was awarded in 1971 

for a building whose plans were said to reflect "the ultimate in modern 

deSign" and to incorporate "the most progressive concepts of correctional 

construction,," Opened in 1973, the new faCility had closed circuit television 

monitors, both minimum and medium security areas, and a capacity of 200. 46 

The programs available to women prisoners of Louisiana seem to have 

improved with the move to the new facility. Between 1961 and 1973, inmate 

activities had centered around a garment factory and light gardening. Academ-

ic instruction, recreation, and vocational training were extremely limited. 

In 1975-severiU years after the new buildings were opened--about half of the 

population was reported to be enrolled in an academic or vocational program. 

But vocational training and job aSSignments were still heavily weighted toward 
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traditional women,'s work. They included arts and craft, sewing, clerical 

, ·d t .. 47 work, housekeeping chores, and nurses a1 e ra1n1ng. 

Georgia: Origins of the Women's Correctional 
Institution at Hardwick 

During the Civil War, Georgia's original penitentiary was burned down-

allegedly by women intent on escape. Thereafter, women prisoners were leased 

out. The lessors did not always keep them separate from male convicts, how

ever: legislative investigation discovered "women chained to men and forced to 

occupy the same bunks. Moreover, the women were treated harshly by lessors, 

in some instances being beaten. And" so in the late nineteenth century, a 

decision was made to isolate female convic"i;,'3. in camps where they would be 

48 worked and supervised by the state. 

" A new penitentiary including'a large farm was established in 1898 at 

Milledgeville, near the state hospital. The plan was for inmates to p~ovide 

food and other services to hospital patients. This location and plan helped 

determine the care of Georgia's women prisoners for the next seventy-five 

years. At first the women were held on a part of the prison farm which was 

separated from the men's section by a creek. However, because they shortly 

burned down their building (they seem to have been an incendiary lot), they 

, bOld ° 49 were removed, in 1900, to a wing of the men s U1 1ng. 

Three important developments occurred during th.~ following decades. 50 

First, a decision was made to incarcerate female misdemeanants with the fel

ons. Previously misdemeanant women had been worked by counties in chain 

gangs, sometimes in gangs with men. Disapproval of this practice created 

sentiment in favor of holding female county pr"isoners with the felons at the 

state institution at Milledgeville. Second, a Colony Farm Prison for women 

was established on the grounds of the Milledgeville institution; subsequently 
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all white women prisoners were held there, although some of the blacks were 

sent out to work in more distant hospitals and camps. Third, prison officials 

transferred responsibility for women prisoners to the Board of Health. Ac-

cording to the agreement between the two groups, the women would be worked in 

the state hospitals, in return for which the Board of Health would feed and 

clothe them. Because the Board of Health was primarily interested in hospital 

cases, the female prisoners thereafter rE::~:;.2ved little more than SUbsistence 

51 care. Prison officials, too, found it convenient to ignore them. 

The changes which eventually led to the opening of a new facility for 

women at nearby Hardwick began in 1967 when the races were int~grated and the 

entire female prisoner population consolidated at Milledgeville. At first, 

however, it would have been difficult to, discern the road to improvement. 

With consolidation, the white and black women were moved into the Kemper 

Building, originally constructed as a maximum security unit for men. (With 

some boldness, the Kemper building was rechristened the Georgia Rehabilitation 

Center for Women.) In this structure, described as "ugly, depressing and 

totally inadequate," women were crowded into three long dormitorires with 

double-decker beds. 52 Showers and open toilets closed off one end of the 

dormitory area, punishment cells the other. One large room served for recre

ation, visits with families. and classes. Finally recognizing its responsi-

bility for these prisoners, the Department of Offender Rehabilitation took 

over their care from the Department of Health in 1972. The next year the 

women were moved to Ingram, another building on the grounds of the state 

hospital, and at the same time a division of women's services was established 

within the Department of Offender Rehabilitation. Evidently as a result of 

establishment of thi~ division, plans were soon formulated for construction of 

an entirely new prison fo.r women. 
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The Georgia Women's Correctional Institution opened in 1976 at Hardwick, 

about two-and-a-half miles away from the hospital with which Georgia's women 

prisoners had so long been associated. According to the Glick and Neto report 

of 1977, the new prison had 

a campus design with three living units of 48 beds, classrooms, 

infirmary, recreation areas, etc. A fourth living unit is under 

construction because unfortunately the institution was over-capacity 

before it was even built. Beds are double-bunked to increase the 

total capacity from 192 to 384. The staff has nearly doubled in 

size, and inmates now wear uniforms.53 

This report suggests that though care was upgraded with the move to Hardwick 9 

it continued to fall far short of the ideal-~an impression reinforced by other 

recent reports. According to the Georgia Department of Offender Rehabilita

tion, staffing and programs expanded at Hardwick to include more medical 

specialists and courses in such subjects as electronics, drafting, and air

conditioner maintenance. But on the other hand, some women continued to be 

assigned to the state hospital, and the course work included that old standby 

of women's prisons, cosmetology. A recent issue of the Women's Rights Report 

took Hardwick severely to task, particularly for its failure to provide for 

1
. 54 

women opportunities equal to those of Georgia's ma e prlsoners. 

Oklahoma: Origins of the Women' s Unit at McAlester 

Until the early twentieth century, Oklahoma sent its prisoners to Kan

s~s.55 Then in 1908 it opened its state penitentiary on an extensive tract at 

McAlester. As of 1 January 1916, the McAlester institution held a total of 

1,526 prisoners, of whom 31 (a mere 2 percent) were women. 
56 
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By the time of Garrett and MacCormick's visit in the late 1920s, new 

quarters had been built for women on the McAlester land about a mile away from 

the central building for men. The visitors disapP!4oved of the women's unit, 

however, finding it "in line with.the old style institution for women" and 

II not • up to the standards" set elsewhere for women's prisons. At the 

time of the inspection, the unit held 68 women, supervised by matrons. Evi-

dently women continued to inhabit these substandard quarters until, in 1971, a 

new Women's Unit was .opened, also on McAlester land. In 1978, a point at 

which its capacity was 60, this institution held an average of 95 women. 57 

Despite the many vagaries, an overall ppttern can be discerned in the 

development of the five southern prisons for women which began as farm units. 

Their evolution occurred in four phases. These were developmental phases, not 

clear-cut chronological stages, for they began at different points in the 

various states. 

At first, female prisoners were, apparently, intermixed with males. 

Then, in the second phase, they were gradually isolated into camps of their 

own on the prison plantations. Decisions to separate the women were prompted 

in part by concern over sexual and other abuses, in part by a desire to ex-

ploit their labor more profitably. The third phase began with the transfer of 

women from camps to more distinctly penal buildings, in several cases to 

structures which had been built for but vacated t,y males. The conditions 
" 

under which women lived in such quarters generally ranged from very bad to 

appalling. Usually primitive to start with, these units became horribly 

overcrowded as the female populations expanded. In them, women were less 

likely to be assigned to field labor than in camps of stage two. Rather, they 

were worked in factories, given institutional chores, or consigned to idle-

ness. 
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The fourth and most recent phase is marked by the removal of women pris-

oners to new institutions. Some of these were built at new locations, away 

from the original prison farms, and a few are modern and campus-like in de-

sign. Despite the relat:i,'!!ely recent building programs, however, most southern 

women's prisons of the type here under discussion are today experiencing 

extreme overcrowding. In the area of programming, too, they exhibit severe 

limitations. 

"Split-offs" from Mainly Male or from 
Previously Established Female Prisons 

The southern women's prisons covered in this section bore more resem-

blance to those which originated as farm uni,ts than to southern reformatories, 

both in the nature of their origins (which usually occurred through adminis-

trat'ive, not legislative decision) and in the forthrightly custodial nature of 

their care. But whereas the farm units began through the isolation of women 

prisoners in camps which ware part of larger ppison plantations, the institu-

tions covered in this section originated in the mitotic process of splitting 

off from a mainly male prison or from a previously established prison for 

women. The usual reason for their establishment was overcrowding in the 

predecessor institution (whether mainly male or wholly female). Architectur-

ally, women's units of this type were more prison-like from the start than 

those which began as farm units. 

As with those institutions which originated as farm units, with those 

which began as "split-offs" we can also identify a developmental pattern, this 

one consisting of three basic phases. In the first phase. women were held in 

a mainly male state prison building. In the second. they were moved to and 

held in separate qyarters. Frequently these new quarters were given a title 

such as "Women's Prison," but for the most part they remained administratively 
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dependent on the state's central prison for men. The women's prison of three 

states (Delaware, North Carolina, and West Virginia) remain in phase two 

today,58 but the others moved on to a third phase dud-ng which the women were 
! 

transferred to and held in yet other quarters. In some cases this was a 

serial development, the older, phase-two quarters for women having been va

cated. In other cases, the phase-three facility was an addition to a phase

two prison for women, both being maintained. 59 One state, South Carolina, has 

also experienced a fourth phase due to frequent serial (but not mitotic) 

relocations of its female prisoner population. 

This section covers women's prisons in Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Ken

tucky, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and West Virginia. It also 

covers two recently established women's pris~ns in Oklahoma and Texas. The 

orig,tnal women I s prisons of Oklahoma and Texas began as farm units and were 

covered in the last section. But these two institutions subdivided in the 

1970s to produce t'Wa more women's prisons which, as "spli t-offs," are dealt 

with here. 

Phase One: Women Held at Mainly Male Prisons 

In the South as in other regions, many states originally held women 

convicts at their central prison. In Alabama, for instance, women were held 

at the State Penitentiary at Wetumpka, which is said to have received its 

first female in 1850.
60 

Likewise in Florida, women were incarcerated at the 

State Prison Farm at Raiford, an institution which opened in 1914 and which. 

despite its name, was a high security bUilding. 61 With two exceptions, this 

original arrangement of incarcerating women in a mainly-male state prison or 

penitentiary was typical of the states here under consideration. 
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The two exceptions were Delaware and Kentucky, and these were exceptions 

more in nomenclature than in kind. Until recently, Delaware maintained no 

state prison for either sex but rather sent state prisoners to the New Castle 

County Workhouse. However, because the workhouse functioned as a state prison 

and because it held male and female inmates in one building, conditions of 

confinement for women in Delaware were similar to those in other southern 
i' 

stat~s during this first phase. During the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Kentucky sent its female convicts to the state penitentiary at 

Frankfort, where they were held in a separate building with its own yard. 

These women were transferred, in 1911, to the State Reformatory, also at 

Frankfort, but the shift in location made little difference in their treat-

ment. At the reformatCi1ry, too, they inhabited a separate building with its 

own small yard. "(D)ark, damp, cramped and unhealthy, and an unfit place for 

a woman to live," these quarters, too, resembled those reserved for women 

prisoners in other southern states despite the institution's IIreformatory" 

title. 62 

This first phase usually lasted many decades, running from the mid-

nineteenth century (or whenever the state in question first established its 

central prison) well into the twentieth century. During it, as the female 

prisoner population expanded, the women were increasingly isol~ted into wings 

or separate buildings within the walls. This process is described in some 

detail in the chapter devoted to Tennessee (Chapter 6) and need not be re-

peated here. 

Phase Two: Separate Quarters 

In the second phase, states isolated their female convict populations 

even further by relocating them to facilities which wer:, a~ the least, out-

-229-

f 

1 
Ii 
i 

\l 

I 

I; 

! 
I 
! 
I 

! 
11 
I: 
Ii 
'! 

II 
)1 
.1 
'If 
II 
II 

! 
I 
~ 

-----~-~----~-~----------- ~~- -------~.--

side the walls of the main institution for men or which were, at the other 

extreme, entirely separate institutions. Faced with overcrowding at the 

original prison in which male and female prisoners were mixed, the states 

found various solutions as they moved into phase two. Several converted a 

former men's facility into women's quarters. Three constructed a new building 

for women, locating it near the central prison in which the sexes were for

merly m.ixed. And three established completely separate female institutions. 

Both Alabama and North Carolina turned to the first solution, that of 

converting a previously male facility to use by women. In Alabama, it was not 

the women but the men who were moved: from the mid-nineteenth century on, as 

noted earl~er, men and women were both held at the Wetumpka penitentiary; 

when, with the oompletion of the new Kilby prison in 1923, "better quarters 

had been provided for the men." the males were transferred out and Wetumpka 

became female only.63 In North Carolina, felons of both sexes were held 

together at the state prison at Raleigh until overcrowding forced removal .1n 

1933 of the women to an old set of prison barracks on the outskirts of town. 

These b~rracks had previously held men. Two stories high, they consisted of 

open dormitories within which were double-decker bunks. Transfer of the women 

to this location was considered a temporary measure, for there were plans for 

a new, cottage-stYle prison for women. These plans were never realized, 

however; over the years new buildings were added to the plant: and the North 

R "h I t" tOday.64 Carolina women's prison remains at the ale~g oca ~on 

Delaware, Tennessee, and South Carolina, when they came to establish 

separate quarters for female prisoners, erected new buildings nearby their 

central prisons for men. Until 1929, Delaware confined both its female and 

male state prisoners in one building of the New Castle County Workhouse. But 

an act of 1927 ordered separation of the sexes, and so in 1929 the women were 
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moved to new quarters close to those in which they had previously been incar

cerated. Their new area included two acres and was enclosed by a wire fence. 

Its main building was a three-story sturcture "of tool proof steel and brick" 

which contained dormitories, bedrooms, and a cell block. Although called "the 

Women's Prison," this was "merely a branch of the Workhouse. ,,65 Similarly, 

the Tennessee Women's Prison built about a mile and a half from the main 

penitentiary and opened in 1930 was merely an adJunct (and a much neglected 

one at that) of the central prison. South Carolina held its female prisoners 

at its main penitentiary until, in 1938, they were moved to a newly-erec~ed 

unit about seven miles distant. Known ClSt.~P' Women's Penitentiary, this, too, 

was operated as a branch of the central penal institution. 

Kentucky. West Virginia, and Florida chose the third alternative, creat

ing new and relatively independent institutions for women. The Kentucky and 
/ 

West Virginia prisons, in fact, bore a number of resemblances to reformator

ies, and it is not coincidental that eventually both were established as 

entirely independent entities by their state legi~latures. 

f I overhaul Of 4ts Kentucky founded its Women's Prison as part 0 a genera • 

correctional system in the mid-1930s. The new institution opened in 1938 on 

Pine Bluff Farm in Shelby County. The extensive farm, deeded to the state by 

"interested clUb women," had previously been used by the state hosp! tal. It 

was chosen as the site of the wot\l~mf~ prison because it was "secluded but at 

66 the same time of easy access to the new Men's Reformatory" at LaGrange. 

Contrary to what one might have predicted for a new women's institution lo

cated on an isolated site of this size, the plant was not constructed in 

accordance with the cottage plan. Rather it consisted, at opening, of a 

large, dormitory-style building. For many years Women's Prison was operated 

as a subsidiary of the Kentucky State Reformatory, administered by and re-

-231-

I 
II I 
I 
Ii 

I 
I 

I, 

I 
I 
I 
! , 

II 

I] 

1 

l' 
/,1 

r 
! 

1 ! 
Ii 
Ii 

Ii 
f! 
Ii 
0 
1i 
/l 

~ 
II 
Ii 

II 
! 
J 
I 

I 
1 
I 
j 

I 
II 
jl 
1/ 
1/ 

.. ~ 

I 

ceiving many of its services from the latter. Then in 1964 the legislature 

established it as an independent entl'ty, 
renaming it the Kentucky Correctional 

Institution for Women. 67 

Women prisoners in West Virginia were held t th t 
a e cen ral penitentiary at 

Moundsville until, in the la.te 1940s, the state I 
egislature established an 

independent State Prison fo'" T,rOmen • L t 
' n' oca ed at Pence Springs., about eight 

miles from the federal women's prison at Alderson, the plant included an older 

building which had formerly functioned as a resort hotel, operated by the 

Chesapeal<e and Ohio Railroad. (A t 
' separa e casino building was remodeled in 

1950 to serve as the prison's auditorium and chapel.) F 
arming on the sur-

roundirlg land came to be the most important aspecf-. of th 
- e institution's pro-

gram; 'I:\,h:t:s ac-bivi'Cy, in combination Vii th the prl' son's 
rural isolation, gave 

the ,West Vb'ginia State Prison for Women something of the flavor of northern 

reformatof'i,es. 68 

Florida moved more slowly to separate its women, holding them at the 

Raiford State Pl~ison Farm until 1956. At R 'f 
al ord they were housed in a wooden 

dormitory desCloibed, in 1929, as "frightfully overcrowded." 
"In no other 

institution of the country are Women prisoners so little separated from the 

men as here , 1
' Garrett and MacCormick continued in their report. "Both men and. 

women work in one of the shops, though in separate sections, and in some other 

details they work together." Construction of an "intervening concrete wall" 

between the men's and women's t' I t 
sec lons a er improved separation of the sexes, 

and in 1947 the legislature took a fUrther step in this direction by estab-

lishing a Marion County branch of the Union County State Prison Farm "for the 

purpose of the care and maintenance of female convicts." It was not until 

1956, however, that the new Lowell institution for women was opened. 
Campus-

like in its design, this institution is today known for~all~as the Florida 
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Correctional Ir!stitution. To it was added, in 1970, an adjacent institution, 

Forest Hills, which had previously held black female delinquents. 69 

Generally speaking, conditions for women confined in these prisons of the 

"spli t'-off" variety were abysmal at best during the second developmental 

phase. Programs were almost non-existent. When women were not left in total 

idleness, they were assigned to hard labor, mainly in laundries or clothing 

factories. At Wetempka, for example, the women made garments for all of 

Alabama's prisoners in a factory area which contained eighty-one sewing 

machines and other equipment; they had production quotas and labored seven 

hours daily. 70 The prison buildings wer'e fr,equently unsanitary, lacking 

adequate toilet and bathing facJlities. Medical attention was available only 

to the most serious cases, and women with mental disorders were frequently 

locked in solitary and ignored. The insti tutions were, for the most part, 

extremely overcrowded; there was little room for sleeping, much less exercise. 

And dormitory construction of most of these 'institutions excluded the 

possibility of p~ivacy. These ,remarks continue to apply to some of the 
',\ 

institutions founded during this phase. Conditions of confinement in North 

Carolina's women's prison, for example, appear today to be among the worst in 

the country. 71 

Only two of the prisons under consideration here seem to have risen above 

this generally low level in the quality of care afforded to women inmates. 

Predictably, these were the prisons of Kentucky and West Virginia, insti-

tutions which were not only relatively independent but which also had the 

greatest admixture of reformatory elements in their plants and programs. 

Eventually that of Kentucky came to suffer from underfunding and overcrowding. 

West Virginia, however, has kept its female prisoner poulation small, and 
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while one hesitates to praise its women's prison, that institution certainly 

appears to have provided care superior to that of' most other southern prisons 

for women. 72 

Phase Three: Serial Moves and Subdivisions 

I'll the third phase of their development, some southern women 7s prisons 

which originated as "split-offs" from mainly-male institutions were either 

moved to a new plant or SUbdivided to form two prisons where previously there 

had been but one. The women's prisons of three states never entered this 

third stage, those of Delaware, North Carolina, and West Virginia remaining 

today where they were located in phase two and un supplemented by an additional 

female facility. Three states made the serial-type of move, relocating their 

phase-two institutions to a new plant. And four states went on to establish a 

second prison for women. 

The serial-type of change was made by Alabama, South Carolina, and Ten-

nessee. Alabama abandoned its old Wetumpka women's prison in the early 1940s, 

after a new institution had b~en built about one mile away. Opening in 194~, 

the new facility was named Julia Tutl~iler Prison after a prison reform activ-

ist wno had died many years earlier. The new structure had eleven wings, 

seven of which had dormitories and the rest ce11s. 73 

Removal of women from South Carolina's Women's Peni tent1ary came about 

through the willingness of the director of the Department of Corrections to 

seize a f;'ortui1;ous opportunity. About 1964, a former junior college at Irmo, 
I; " 

II "I' 
roughly ~nirteen miles west of Columbia, became available for rental. The 

department took a ten year lease, planning at first to use the facility as a 

prelease center for men. However, the lack of a fence around the buildings 

caused reconsideration of that plan; and Ellis MacDouga!l, the head of the 
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department, decided this was the time to upgrade care of the state's female 

prisoners. Thus the former junior college became the Harbison Correctional 

Institution for Women. Opening in 1964, it had a capacity of 110. 74 

Tennessee went even further, legislatively establishing, in 1965, Us 

first independent Prison for Women at a newly constructed plant outside 

Nashville. The campus-like facility of glass and brick, built at a cost of 

nearly $2 million, opened with a capacity of 100. 75 

In four states--Oklahoma, Texas, Kentucky, and Florida--women's prisons 

which had originated either as farm units or as "split-offs" from mainly-male 

central prisons went on, in phase three, to be subdivided into t\iO female 

institutions. In all four cases, the second women's prison was established 

during the 1970s. First to subdivide was Oklahoma, which in 1973 opened the 

Mabel Bassett Correctional Center at Oklahoma City. lbis move helped relieve 

overcrowding at the McAlester Women's Unit. Two years later, Texas supple

mented its Goree Unit by opening Mountain View, near Gatesville. This campus

like facility had previously been operated by the Texas Youth Council. How

ever, faced by serious overcrowding at Goree, the Department of Corrections 

had it redesignated as a prison for women. Situated on forty-two acres, 

Mountain View opened with a capacity for 250 inmates. The following year, 

Kentucky opened its second women's prison, the small Daniel Boone Career 

Development Center at Burlington. Last, about 1977 Florida opened its Broward 

Correctional Institution for women near Fort Lauderdale. Originally this high 

security institution had been intended for men. Overcrowding at Lowell, 

however, led to its redesignation as a women's prison. 

Phase Four: Recent Developments in South Carolina 

One southern state, South Carolina, has entered a fourth phase in the 

development of its women's prison. As noted earlier, the evolutionary process 
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in South Carolina was serial, not mitotic; that is, this state has not sub-

divided its penal institution for women but rather moved it from one place to 

another. 

Originally, we recall, South Carolina held female prisoners at its cen-

tral penitentiary. In 1938 the women were·moved to a new building (Women's 

Penitentiary), and in 1964 they were transferred to the plant of a former 

junior college (Harbison Correctional Institution). In 1974, when the ten-

year lease on the former junior college expired, they were moved once again, 

this time to a newly constructed facility in Columbia. Called the Women's 

Correctional Center, this was a minimum security institution with a capacity 

of 96. Almost immediately, the new institution was overcrowded, necessitating 

erection of four more buildings in 1975. Overcrowding persists at the South 

Carolina women's prison, but it has had one fortunate by-product: the devel-

opment of a relatively strong work-release program. 

Thi s section has deal t wi th southern women' s pri~ons which originated 

through a process whereby a female population was split off and relocated away 

from the prison building where it was previously held. We have been making'a 

distinction between women's prisons which were established in this manner and 

those which began as farm units. However, as pointed out earlier, the dis-

tinction becomes blurred once we move beyond the point of origin. Southern 

women's prisons of both types tended to evolve through a series of stages in 

which, essentially, the women were increasingly separated from male prisoners. 

And in both cases, the end result was much the same: inmate~ came to be held 

in custodial units where, generally speaking, they experienced very poor 

living conditions and had few programs. Although in recent years some states 

have replaced or supplemented their older women's prisons with more modern 

-236-



facilities, these too, for the most part, a~e overcrowded and programatically 

impoverished today. 

Conclusion 

This chapter began with several generalizations about the development of 

the southern women's prison system as a whole, points which pertain not only 

to those institutions which originated as farm units or as "split-offs" from 

previously established prisons but also to the southern women's reformatories. 

We noted the general lack of establishing legislation; th~ relatively poor 

quality of care experienced by female prisoners in this region; the minimal 

impact of the women's reformatory movement; and the relative frequency with 

which southern prison units for women were relocated. In conclusion, we will 

note several other characteristics shared by many women's prisons in the 

South. 

In their physical plants, most southern women's prisons conformed to the 

custodial model (especially after those which originated as farm units were 

moved to more prison-like quarters): they were high security institutions 

with little space for exercise or programs. In one important respect, how-

ever, they differed from custodial wom,en' s prisons to the North. That was in 

their frequent reliance on the dormitory, as opposed to cells. Most women's 

prisons of the South did have cells, and in some, cells predominated as the 

typical living unit. But in many, the majority of inmates lived in long 

dormitories into which were crowded rows of double-decker beds or even, as at 

Florida's Raiford prison, rows of single beds which women perforce shared. 

The dormitory arrangement was less expensive to construct. But it afforded 

inmates less privacy and security than did cell blocks, and it posed more of a 

health hazard. 
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Administratively, southern women's prisons were managed much like cus

todial women's prisons to the North. Often they were considered branches of 

the main men's prison and supervised by that institution. Matrons were re

sponsible for daily operations, but they had little autonomy. These remarks 

do not apply to the region's reformatories, which were more independent and 

headed by women. There were also several other exceptions to the rule, such 

as the West Virginia women's prison (which was, we recall, independent from 

the start) and Tennessee's recently established Prison for Women (independent 

and by law supervi·sed by a woman). However, even in states which have made 

their women's prison independent and appointed a woman as head, this oTfi-
I 

cial's title tends to be not "super'intendent" (as in reformatories) but 

"Warden" (as in older men's prisons). Furthermore, at a number of southern 

women's prisons, the chief administrator continues to be a man. 

The prisoners of southern women's prisons have over time tended to be the 

felons we would expect to find in such custodial prisons. As we have seen, 

those southern states which attempted to establish reformatories for misde-

meanants eventually failed in such efforts. A few other states permitted 

commitment of misdemeanants to their state prison for women, but so far as we 

have been able to determine from our limited data, even in these felons pre

dominated. No southern state, not even those which established reformatories, 

attempted to place a restriction on the upper age of women who might be re-

ceived. Inmates' ages thus ranged, as one 'North Carolina report put it, "from 

sixteen tosenili ty." 76 To judge 'from our data, very few of these ,inmates had 

been born outside the United States. More significantly, the great majority 

were black. 

It is tempting to point to the racial composition of southern women's 

prisons as a factor which helped determine the very poor qU&xity of care 
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provided by these institutions. We can in fact identify a hierarchy in the 

quality of care provided by women's prisons in general, a hierarchy which 

appears to correlate with racial composition. At the top of the hierarchy, 

offering the best conditions of confinement, were the wo~en's reformatories. 

The populations of both northern and southern reformatories, in their early 

years of operation, tended to be overwhelmingly white. At a middle level in, 

terms of quality of care were some northern custodial prisons for women. The 

populations of these prisons were, as indicated elsewhere in this report (see, 

for example, Chapter 7), disproportionately black, but they included sizeable 

numbers of whites. At the lowest level in terms of conditions of confinement 

were the custodial women's prisons of the South, and these tended to hold the 

largest proportions of black women. That a strong reformatory movement did 

not develop in the South was, it seems, due to factors other than race, such 

as a relative lack of interest in feminist reforms by middle-class southern 

women. That the southern custodial prisons' for women treated inmates with 

considerable inhumanity, on the other hand, appears to have been a function of 

the fact that their convicts were predominantly women of color. 
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Notes 

1Since 1836, MissisSippi has operated only one prison, the State Peni

tentiary. The women's quarters are not differentiated as a separate institu

tion and evidently never have been. 

2 
There were developmental phases in the evolution of the southern women's 

prison system, but these do not fall into clear chronological periods. 

3Arkansas Penitentiary St d C u y ommission, Report of the Arkansas Peni ten.,. 

tiary Study Commission (January 1, 1968):3-18. 

Delaware's Laws of 1923, Ch. 222, established a New Castle Country Farm 

for Women, an institution planned· as a reformatory. However, it was never 

buil t, and this law was repealed by Laws of .1931, Ch. 255. 

40rlando F. LeWis, The Development of American Prisons and Prison Cus

toms', 1776-1845 (orig. 1922; repr, Montclair, N. J.: Patterson Smith, 1967): 

205. 

5 
Paul W. Garrett and Austin H. MacCormick, eds., Handbook of American 

Prisons and Reformatories. (New York: National Society of Penal Information, 

1929): 941 • 

6North Carolina St t Bo d a e ar of Charities and Public Welfare, BR 1922:80, 

82, BR 1924:71-72. 

7V' " B 
~rg~n~a, oard of Directors of the Penitentiary, BR 1923:5; American 

Prison Association, Proceedings 1936:178. 

8North Carolina State Board of Charities d an Public Welfare, BR 1926:7. 

9Virginia State Department of Public Welfar~, AR 1927:11, AR 1926:15, AR 

1929:18 [referring to Acts of 1922, Ch. 428]; David Y. Thomas, Arkansas and 

Its People: A History, 1541-1930, Volume II (New York: The American Histor

ical SoCiety, 1930):504-505. 
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10Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories: 

946, 429-430; William B. Cox, F. Lovell Bixby, and William T. Root, eds., 

Handbook of American Prisons and Reformat~, Volume I (New York: The Os

borne Associacion, 1933):298. Also see U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization 

Administration, The Prison Labor Problem in Maryland (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 

Government Printing Office, 1936):47-48. 

11Thomas, Arkansas and Its People:505; Maryland Board of Correction, AR 

1940:18. The town referred to as "Jessups" in the older literature is called 

"Jessup" in more recent publications. We use the more recent spelling unless 

quoting directly from a source which uses "Jessups." 

Martha P. Falconer, at the turn of the century, headed Pennsylvania's 

training school for girls, Sleighton Fa~ms. Several women who later became 

active in the reformatory movement were trained there by her, and she herself 

travelled widely to urge states to establish reformatories for women. 

12The law Which established the Arkansas State Farm for Women (General 

Acts, 1919, Act 494) instructed the institution's directors to "provide for 

cottages to be arranged for the proper classification of inmates" (sec. 4). 

The sleeping porch and tent which constituted the original living quarters are 

described in Thomas, Arkansas and Its People:506. According to Eugenia C. 

Lekkerkerker, The State Farm was built in the dormitory style (Reformatories 

for Women in the United States [Batavia, Holland: Bij J. B. Wolters' Uit-

gevers-Maatschappij, 1931]:122). 

13North Carolina, Laws of 1927, Ch. 219, sec. 8; North Carolina State 

Board of Charities and Public Welfare, BR 1936:315 (emphases in original). 

. c 14For exa~Ple, according to Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, AR 

1935:43, "Continual requests are coming to the institution for the admission 

of colored offenders. Having but one building running almost at double capac-
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ity has prohibited us from meeting this need." For a description of the State 

Industrial Farm and its inmates after the opening of the new buildings, see 

U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administration, The Prison Labor Problem 

in Virginia (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1939). 

15North Carolina, Public Laws of 1927, Ch. 219, sec. 8; Arkansas, General 

Acts, 1919, A.ct 494, sec. 9. On the Virginia legislation, see supra n. 9. 

16North Carolina State Board of Charities and Public Welfare, Division of 

Institutions, BR 1938:334; Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, AR 1936: 

45; Maryland, Session Laws of 1941, Ch. 71, sec. 1, 761E, Session Laws of 

1945, Ch. 520, sec. 1, 761A; Maryland Board of Correction, Report 1942-1945:7. 

17 North Carolina State Board of Charities and Public Welfare, Division of 

Institutions, BR 1932:413; Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, AR 1932: 

44, ~R 1933:41, AR 1934:45, AR 1935:46, AR 1936:49, AR 1942:57; Maryland Board 

of Correction, AR 1941:85, Report 1942-1945:61. 

18Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, AR 1942:58 (the institution 

did not report data on race during its early years of operation, another 

indication that all the inmates were white); Maryland Board of Correction, AR 

1941:85, Department of Correction, AR 1950:75. 

19MarYland Department of Correction, AR 1946:38 (6 of a total of 247 

commitments during the fiscal year were foreign-born). 

20June R. Butler, A Study of Some Reformatory Systems for Women Offenders 

in the United States, with Particular Reference to the Industrial Farm Colony 

at Kinston, North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, Mas-

ter's Thesis, 1934) :79; North Carolina State Board of Charities and Public 

Welfare, Division of Institutions, BR 1932:417; Virginia State Industrial Farm 

for Women, AR 1933:34, AR 1942:57-58. 
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The felons received at the Virginia reformatory in 1942,on the other 

hand, had been convicted of very serious offenses. For the 220 felons re-

ceived in that year, the main offense categories were murder second degree (of 

which 54 cases, or 12 percent of the total (misdemeanant and felony) commit-

ments, had been convicted); murder first degree (another 28 cases, or 6 per-

cent of the total); and grand larceny (24 cases or 5 percent of the total). 

Another 18, or 4 percent of the total, had been convicted of voluntary man-

slaughter. If we add together the murder and voluntary manslaughter cases, we 

find that they comprised 22 percent of all commitments in 19~2 (State Indus-

trial Farm for Women, AR 1942:58). 

21 Data derived from the annual reports of the Maryland Board of Correc-

tion, 1941-1946 and 1950. 

22 Arkansas, General Acts, 1919, Act 494; Thomas, Arkansas and Its People: 

505-506. In 1925, the board of directors was replaced by a paid Board of 

Charities and Correction. 

23North Carolina, Laws of 1927, Ch. 219; North Carolina State Board of 

Charities and Public Welfare, BR 1932:66, 402; Butler, A Study of Some Reform-

atory Systems:61. 

24Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, AR 1932:41. 

25MarYland Department of Correction, AR 1950:27. 

26North Carolina State Board of Charities and Public Welfare, Division of 

Institutions, BR 1932:405 [4,980 VD treatments administered], BR 1936:314. 

27Reformatory women in Virginia made shirts for inmates of the Men's 

State Farm in repayment for farmwork done at their institution by the men. 

The Maryland reformatory ran a small sewing industry which produced state-use 

products. 
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other parts of this report have dealt with the topic of discipline. 

However, because information on disciplinary methods ;n the • southern reforma-

tories is so fragmentary, that topic must be omitted here. 
28 

We were unable to discover why the A k r ansas State Farm for Women was 

discontinued; according to U. S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administra-

tion, The Prison Labor Problem in Arkansas (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 

Printing Office, 1936):5, the institution was "abandoned" in 1935. Our infor-
mation on the closing of the Nnrth C I" - aro ~na reformatory comes from~' t W J.l';orn on • 
Mitchell, a state archivist: 

The Industrial Farm Colony for [White] [sic] Women opened in Kinston 

in 1929 • • •• In 1945 the colony's name was changed to Dobbs 

Farm. Two years later in 1947 Dobbs Fa~m was discontinued as an 

. institution for white women; the inmates were transferred to the 

State Home and Industrial School for girls • • Dobbs Farm then 

became a training school for young black girls (personal communi

cation of 4 June 1980). 

29A 1" 
s exp aJ.ned in the next section, these three characteristics--absence 

of establishing legislation, frequent shifts of the female population, and 

poor reporting of prisoner data--were also typical of the u~its Which origi

nated as "split-offs" from mainly-male or previously established female 

pr-isons. 

30For information on th e incarceration of women in Texas before Goree was 

opened as a women's unit, we relied on the bJ."ennJ."al reports of the Superin-

tendent of Texas State Penitentiaries and on Herman Lee Crow, "A Political 

History of the Texas Penal System, 1829-1951" (Austin: University of Texas, 

unpublished Ph .D. dissertation, 1964). 

31 
Superintendent of Texas State Penitentiaries, BR 1900!13. 

s 
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tories is so fragmentary, that topic must be omitted here. 

28We were unable to discover why the Arkansas state Farm for Women was 

discontinued; a~cording to U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administra

Labor Problem in Arkansas (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Goverr~ent tion, The Prison =-=~,~~~~~~ ____ __ 

Printing Office, 1936):5, the institution was "abandoned" in 1935. Our infor-

mati on on the closing of the North Carolina reformatory comes from Thornton W. 

Mitchell, a state archivist: 

Colony for [White] [sic] Women opened in Kinston The Industrial Farm 

in 1929 • • • • In 1945 the colony's name was changed to Dobbs 

Farm. Two years later in 1947 Dobbs Farm was discontinued as an 

th inmates were transferred to the institution for white women; e 

State Home and Industrial School for girls • • Dobbs Farm then 

h 1 for young black girls (personal communibecame a training sc 00 

cation of 4 June 1980). 

29As explained in the next section, these three characteristics--absence 

of establishing legislation, frequent shifts of the female population, and 

t also typical of the units which origi-poor reporting of prisoner da a--were 

nated as "split-offs" from mainly-male or previously established female 

prisons. 

30For information on the incarceration of women in Texas before Goree was 

we relied on the biennial reports of the Superinopened as a women's unit, 

tendent of Texas State Penitentiaries and on Herman Lee Crow, "A Political 

History of the Texas Penal System, 1829-1951" (Austin: University of Texas, 

unpublished Ph.D. dissertation~ 1964). 

31Superintendent of Texas State Penitentiaries, BR, 190~:13. 
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46State of louisiana, West's Lousiana Statutes Annotated (St. Paul: West 

Publishing Company, 1980), Sec. 15-892 [legislation of 1970 establishing the 

Correctional Institute for Women]; Louisiana Department of Corrections, ~ 

1.2l! [unnumbered page]; Anthony Astrachan, "Profile/Louisiana," Corrections 

Magazine 2 (September/October 1975):22 [description]. After opening of the new 

plant, as before, the institution was headed by a man. 

47 Astrachan, "Profile/louisiana" :23; Louisiana Department of Corrections, 

AR [si~] 1975-1977:25. 

1~8The information in this paragraph is based on two sources. It derives 

partly from a "History of the Georgia Female Offender" attributed to Linda 

Lyons of the Georgia Department of Offender Rehabilitation and sent to us by 

the Georgia Alliance for Prison Alternatives'; unfortunately, we were not given 

a full citation. We also relied on Georgia Department of Offender Rehabili-

tation, "Historical Development of Programs and Services," Section 2 of The 

Female Offender in the 1980's: A Continuum of Services, a typescript dated 

March 1980 sent to us by Janet Valente, the Department's Director of Women's 

Services. The first document appears to be related to the second, but the 

nature of the relationship is not clear. 

Other sources on which-- we relied for information on the history of women 

prisoners in Georgia included annual reports of the Georgia Prison Commission, 

State Board of Corrections, and Department of Offender Rehabilitation; Citi

zen's Fact Finding Movement of Georgia, Georgia Penal System (April, 1938); 

Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories; Lewis 

E. Powell and Michael S. Serrill, "Profile/Georgia," Corrections Magazine, 1 

(2) (1974):65-76; and U.S. Prison Industries Reorganization Administration, 

The Prison Labor Problem in Georgia (Washington, D. C.: U. S. Gover'nment Print-

ing Office, 1937). We list these here because they are not ~eflected in the 

other footnotes. 
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49Ibid • 

50Due to the fragmentary and often confusing nature of our data em female 

. unable to determine the exact dates or slequence prisoners in Georgla, we were 

of these three developments. 

51Lyons, "History of the Georgia Female Offender"; Georgia Department of 

Offender Rehabilitation, "Historical Development of Programs and Service1s." 

52Lyons, "History of the Georgia Female Offender":11. 

53Glick and Neto, National Study of Women's Correctional Programs:206. 

54Ibid.:44 [referring to Hardwick's "custody orientation, inadequate 

facilities, bleak surroundings, and little inmate control over her routine"]; 

Georgia Department of Offender Rehabilitation, "Historical Development of 

Programs and Services" [unpaginated]; Liz Wh'eaton, "Rewarding Neglect: A New 

Women's Prison," ACLU Women's Rights Report 1 (3) (Fall 1979):5. 
" 

55 Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prisons and Reformatories: 

786. Garrett and MacCormick may have here been following the common practice 

of referring to men prisoners only when they used the term "prisoners"; that 

is, it is conceivable that before 1909, Oklahoma did not send its female 

convicts to Kansas but rather held them in local institutions. But if this 

was the case, we have found no reference to it. 

56u•s• Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Statistical Direc

tory of State Institutions for the Defective, Dependent, and Delinquent 

Classes (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1919):234-237. 

57Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook of American Prison8 and Reformatories: 

795; Vergil L. Williams, Dictionary of American Penology (Westport, Conn.: 

Greenwood Press, 1979):192 [new unit opened in 1971]; American Correctional 

t 1980 (Colle"e Park, MD.: American Correctional Associ-Association, Direc ory I.:) 

ation, n.d.):197. 
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58The women's prisons of North Carolina and West Virginia, it should be 

noted, are administratively independent, contrary to the rule for phase two 

institutions. 

59Florida and Kentucky are the states which, in phase three, added a 

second prison for women to the one established through the "split-off" process 

in phase two. In these cases, the first women's prison is treated in the 

subsection on phase two developments and the second women's prison is treated 

in the subsectiotl on phase three developments. 

In addition, two states whose first women's prison originated as a farm 

unit went on, in recent years, to establish a second prison for women. These 

are Oklahoma and Texas. Their first women's prison is treated in the section 

on farm units; their more recently established women's prison, because it came 

into, being through the mitotic process, is treated here, in the subsection on 

phase three developments. 

60 
Malcolm C. Moos, State Penal Administration in Alabama (Bureau of 

Public Administration, University of Alabama, 1942):6. 

61 Thus Florida is treated in this section instead of the previous one on 

farm units. 
62 . 

Kentucky Board of Prison Commissioners, BR 1917:13. 

63Moos, State Penal Administration in Alabama:29. 

64v. L. Bounds, Changes Made in Prison Law and Administration in North 

Carolina 1953-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1960):45-46. 

After a visit of 1950 to the North Carolina institution, Austin MacCor-

mick declared that "Women's Prison has long SUffered from neglect that is 

nothing less than a disgrace to the State" (as quoted by Bounds, p. 47). 

According to a recent study (Joan Potter, "In Prison, Women are Different," 

Corrections Magazine [December 1978]:17-20), conditions there today, are, if 
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60Malcolm C. Moos, State Penal Administ~ation in Alabama (Bureau of 

Public Administration, University of Alabama, 1942):6. 

61 Thus Florida is treated in this section instead of the previous one on 

farm units. 

62KentuCkY Board of Prison Commissioners, BR 1917:13. 

63Moos, State Penal Administration in Alabama:29. 

64V. L. Bounds, Chan.e;es Made in Prison Law and Administration in North 

Carolina 1953-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1960) :!l5-46. 

After a visit of 1950 to the North Carolina institution., Austin MacCor-

mick declared that ~Women's Prison has long suffered from neglect that is 

nothing less than a disgrace to the State" (as quoted by Bounds, p. 47). 

According to a recent study (Joan Potter, "In Prison, Women are Different," 
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tion of women in Florida, we are indebted to Professor David Agresti, Depart-

ment of Criminal JuSt1'oe, U' 't n1verS1 y of South Florida. 
70 

Moos, State Penal Administration in Alabama:91. 
71 See SUpra n. 64. 
72 

However, as noted b ( 68) a ove n. ,our information on West Virginia's 

Prison for Women is very limited; thus the favorable impreSSion may be merely 

a function of the lack of contradictory data. 
73 

Moos, State Penal Administration in Alabama:29 [design]. According to 
Estelle B. Freedman ("Their Sisters' Keepers •• the Origins of Female Correc-

tions in America" [Columbia University, 1976, Ph.D. dissertation] :398), JUlia 

S. TutWiler (1814-1916) was an "educator, proponent of higher education for 

women, prison reformer and author of the Alabama state song." She was "the 

first president of the Alabama Normal College" and her "prison reform activ-

ities included ••• investigat1'ons f . 1 o Jai s, and the establishment of the 

first prison school in the South." 

74F . f 
or 1n ormation on the establishment f H o arb:ison, we are grateful to 

Janice Foy of the South Carolina Department of 

cation of Ma(1' 1980). 

75 
Tennessee, Acts of 1965, Ch. 178. 

Corr(~ctions (personal communi-

76Bounds, Changes Made in Pl"'ison Law and Admin.istration in North Caro

lina :46. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE WOMEN'S PRISON SYSTEM IN THE WEST 

The women's prison system of the West did not develop until relatively 

recently and in some respects remains rudimentary. Three states of the region 

have never established a separate prison for women. Only one established a 

reformatory, and that not until 1929, a time by which the reformatory movement 

had nearly run its course in the rest of the country. There was no separate 

prison for women in the West until this reformatory opened in 1933 and none 

other for three more decades. Seven other western states have now established 

women's prisons, but these institutions did not start to appear until i964. 
/' 

This chapter covers eight prisons and eleven states. Like Chapter 4, it 

deals with institutions established through administrative decision as well as 

legislative action. Table 5:1 lists these prisons in the order of their 

establishment. Dates are bracketed in cases in which establishment came ~;bout 
11 ,. 

through administrative, not legisl~tive, decision and are followed by ~uestion 

marks in cases in which we were unable to satisfactorily confirm a date. 

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first covers the treat-

ment of female state prisoners in western states which have never established 

a separate institution for this population. Section two deals with the re-

gion's only women's reformatory, that established by California in 1929. The 

third part covers the seven women's prisons opened in the West between 1964 

and 1980. 
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California 

Nevada 

Oregon 

Colorado 

Washington 

Wyoming 

New Mexico 

Arizona 

TABLE 5: 1 

WOMEN'S PRISONS OF THE WESTERN REGION 

Original Name 

Institution for Women (Female 
Department of the State Prison 
at San Quentin) 

[unknown] 

Women's Correctional Center 

Women's Correctional Institution 

Correctional Institution for Women 
~ 

Women's Center 

Radium Springs Center for Women 

Center for Women, 

Date Es
tablished 

1929 

[19611] 

[19621], 
1971 

1967, 
1975 

1967 

[unknown] 

[unknown] 

1979 

Western States with No Women's Prison 
,, 

Date 
Opened 

1933 

1964 

1965 

1968 

1971 

1977 

1978 

1980 

Three western states, Idaho, Montana, and Utah, have never established 

full-fledged prisons for women. Having few female state prisoners, they have 

r:!:~her continued to hold this group ih the-i-r central penal institution. In 

terms of the development of the women's prison system, these states remain at 

a stage out of which eastern states began to move a century ago. 
o 

Both men and women were held at the Idaho State Penitentiary after this 

institution was opened at Boise about 1870. As of November 1916, the peni

tentiary held 244 men and 2 women. The number o,f female prisoners had doubled 
II 
II 

by the time of Garrett and MacCormick' s inspecd,ipn in the late 1920s. These 

visitors found the four women quartered "in a walled enclosure just outside 

the prison proper. I, Supervised by the warden's wife , these Momen did laundry 
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for the penitentiary's officers but had no other activity. Today Idaho's 

fem~le prisoners are held at the North Idaho Correctional Institution, a small 

unit for men and women opened in 1974 at Cottonwood. A recent report by the 

U.S. Comptroller General states that as of December 1978, Idaho had 30 female 

t . 1 sta e pr~soners. 

The story is much the same for Montana. It too opened a central prison 

about 1870 (the State Prison at Deer Lodge) in which it held both sexes. As 

of January 1916, this institution held 632 men and 3 women. Garrett and 

MacCormick, when they visited in the late 1920s, found nine women, housed in a 

building "in the rear of the men's prison" and accessible only through the 

latter. The women were supervised by a live-in matron and had no activity 

other than institutional maintenance. "Unde'r these conditions," wrote Garrett 

and MacCormick, "the state can do little more for its women offenders than to 
/ 

hold them during their sentences. No effective use can be made of their labor 

and little of a constructive nature can be done for them." An average of 

eleven women were held at the Montana State Prison in 1979. 2 

Similarly, the Utah State Prison in Salt Lake City held both men and 

women from its opening in the late nineteenth century. Garrett and MacCormick 

found five women there, supervised by the warden's wife, and reported them to 

be "as well cared for as the quarters over the warden's house permit." Utah 

recently opened two work release facilities for women, the Salt Lake Women's 

Community Corrections Center (1976) and Parkview Community Corrections Center 

in Ogden (1979). Apparently, however, female felons continue to be sent to 

the State Prison until near the end of their sentences. 3 

The California Institution for Women 

The women's reformatory movem~nt had even less effect in the West than in 

the South, resulting in only one institution of this type, the California 
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Institution for Women (CIW). There were two other attempts to establish re

formatories in the region, but both produced still-born issue. In 1919 

Washington created a Women's Industrial Home and Clinic, designed to hold 

felons, misdemeanants, and delinquents. This opened in 1920 but had to close 

the next year when the governor vetoed its maintenance appropriation. Simi

larly, California established an Industrial Farm for Women at Sonoma in 1919. 

This opened in 1921 but by June of 1922 had received fewer than 25 prisoners, 

mainly drug and alcohol offenders. When a fire of 1923 destroyed the main 

building, the institution was closed. The club women who had backed its 

establishment were not defeated, however, and eventually forced California to 

4 found a more permanent reformatory. 

Previous Arrangements for Handling Female Prisoners 

, 
From 1851 (when California achieved statehood) to the mid-1880s, the 

state's handling of female prisoners created a nearly continuous scandal. 

Before San Quentin was erected, male and female prisoners were held together 

on ship hunks. The guards, however, seem to have taken a proprietary interest 

in the women, for in 1853 they were moved ashore to the "overseer house." 

There, according to a recent chronicle of their' treatment, they were "not as 

sequestered as required by law; male prisoners visited on weekends, the lieu

tenant of the guard actually lived with the women,and the captain of the 

guard visited regularly." Later the women were moved into San Quentin, where 

abuses persisted. Journalistic outrage brought about temporary improvements 

from time to time, but sexual misdoings continued until, in the mid-1880s, a 

matron was hired and the women~sequestered in a separate women's department of 

San Quentin. 5 
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A former warden left a description of the quarters inhabited by female 

prisoners at San Quentin about 1912. They "were housed," he wrote, 

in a special building inside the walls. The building was shaped 

like the letter U, but the ends of the two long sides were against 

the enclosure wall so that the yard was quadrangular. It was old 

and cramped and inadequate. 

••• The walk was concrete; the wall was concrete. It was 

like a pit •••• The cells were on the upper floor with barred 

. d t th urt The women made heroic efforts to W1n ows open 0 e co •••• 

give a "homey" touch to their cubbyhole cells with tidies and scarfs 

and spreads and plants in window boxes, but the results were more 

pathetic than domestic. The hall windows fronting the main prison 

yard were p~inted white and sealed tight to keep the women from 

seeing the male prisoners. 6 / 

A new building for the women was erected within San Quentin's walls in 1927. 

It had a capacity of 104, but when Garrett and MacCormick inspected in the 

late 1920s, they found it already overcrowded. 7 

Backers of the Reformatory and Their Arguments 

As in other states which established women's reformatories, in California 

the most persistent and effective lobbying group was composed of middle-class 

women who felt the state should provide better care for its female criminals. 

In the 1890s reformers focused on the plight of women held at San Quentin. 

Attempting a strategy also used by some of their eastern counterparts, they 

worked to have a woman appointed to the Board of Prison Directors. They 

failed in this effort to instate a representative of women's interests in a 

position of authority but did manage to bring about improvements in the San 
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Quentin's women I s department. 8 Later they were. successful it;! pressuring the 

legislature to establish the California Industrial Farm at Sonoma; but this 

institution, as we have seen, was soon closed due to underutilization and the 

need for costly repairs. 

Club women continued their efforts, reinforced by San Quentin's warden, 

who felt that "better results would be secured" if female convicts "were under 

the management of women," and by the state's welfare body. Finally in May of 

1929 the legislature responded to their demands by creating the California 

Institution for Women, an entirely independent prison to be managed by its 

own, predominantly female, board of trustees. The struggle of the institu

tion's supporters, however, was far from over. 9 

Establishment and Early Difficulties 

The original board selected a site of nearly 1,700 acres in the moun

tains, eleven miies from the town of Tehachapi. The board considered this a 

highly favorable location: it included "a fertile ranch with a known record 

of production; it was equally distant, from a point of transportation, from 

the two centers of population of the State, and in California that must be 

reckoned with." Furthermore, the climate was varied and the mountain air dry 

and heal thy. "There is an abundance of water • • • ; gas and electric lines 

were already on the tract," and two railroad lines passed through Tehachapi. 

But time proved the board of trustees wrong. Snowstorms sometimes cut the new 

prison off from the outside world for days. Winqs were so strong that at some 

times of year, normal conversation was impossible. Remoteness made it diffi-

cult to recruit staff. Eventually the site had to be abandoned and the entire 

prison relocated to Frontera. Before that step was taken, however, the new 

10 reformatory faced another major problem. 
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This problem was to wrest control over the state's female prisoners away 

from the Board of Prison Directors. In 1932, when construction had been 

completed, the reformatory sent for the women. held at San Quentin. But the 

Board of Prison Directors refused to hand them over. It went on to request 

that the state's Attorney General deliver an opinion to the effect that it 

would be unconstitutional for the board to relinquish its authority over women 

prisoners to the new institution's board of trustees, a request with which the 

Attorney General complied. 11 

At this juncture, the legislature had bur.) two alternatives: to modify 

the original plan so as to allow the reformatory to be supervised by the Board 

of Prison Directors; or to do nothing, in which case the women would remain at 

San Quentin and the new institution would la'nguish in the mountains with no 

inmates at all. >' It chose the former al ternati ve, placing CIW under the jur-

'" isdiction of the Board of Prison Directors. This modification made, the 

transfers arrived from San Quentin in 1933. Until the struggle was resolved 

in 1936, the institution which had, at founding, been named the California 

Institution for Women, had to be called the Female Department of the State 

Prison at San Quentin-a humiliation for a reformatory which had aimed at full 

independence. 12 

Administration and Staff 

To break the hold of the Board oi' Prison Directors and deliver control 

over the reformatory to its own board of trustees, as intended by the founding 

legislation, required nothing less than modification of the state's constitu-

tion. This was the next undertaking of the determined women who had struggled 

so long for establishment of the reformatory.13 They brought pressure to bear 

on the legislature, which in 1935 endorsed a proposed constitutional amendment 
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that would give the insti tut:~onal board of trustees supervisory powers. The 

amendment passed when presented to the voters in 1936, and the reformatory, 

which could now legally call l·t If th C l'f i se e a lorn a Institution for Women, 

finally became autonomous.
14 

CIW's board of trustees by law consisted of fl've members, of whom three 

were to be women. Appointed by the governor, the trustees served without 

salary. First chair of this board was Rose B. Wallace, for many years leader 

of those who had lobbied for the reformatory. Th b d' e oar s powers were at 

first extensive, including not only supervision of the institution but also 

the setting of terms for pr~soners and authority to parole. Over the years, 

these powers were somewhat restricted. M t' t os lmpor antly, in 1944 supervision 

of the institution became the prerogative of the newly created Department of 

Corrections. But the board retained its authority to determine release dates 

and was thus parallel to Califp','nia' s famous (or among prisoners, infamous) 

Adult Authority, with it,s similar power over male prisoners. 15 

Between 1933 (when the first prisoners arrived) and 1937, the reformatory 

was run, according to a later account by l'tS first full' by' superlntendent, 

A former San QuenUn guard • • • • Miss Josephine Jackson [former 

head of the women's unit at San Quentin] was made deputy warden, but 

she was given little or no authority ••• Miss Jackson had a 

difficult time of it; among other things, whenever she was called 

upon to make a decision she first had to telephone the warden, 350 

miles away, for confirmation or authorization. 16 

After the reformatory had achieved independence through the constitutional 

amendment, Rose Wallace tUrned her attentl'on to th ' e securlng of a superinten-

dent. For this posi tion she haa.) long had in mind Florence Monahan, whom she 

had 'visited a decade earlier in Ml' nnesota whl'le Moh h a an was ~uperintendent of 
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17 that state's women's reformatory at Shakopee. From Shakopee Mohahan had, in 

the meantime, moved on to become superintendent of the State Training School 

for Girls in Illinois. In addition to her extensive experience, she had a law 

degree. Monahan accepted Wallace's invitation to take on the superintendency 

of CIW, arriving at Tehachapi in 1937 and staying on until 1941. 

Among the many problems that Monahan confronted at Tehachapi, worst was 

the difficulty in hiring and retaining staff. "Many qualified people refuse 

to accept employment at the institution 9 " explained a report of 1944, "because 

of its remoteness This is also accountable for the high turn-over in 

employment. (T)he isolated location of the institution makes the staff 

problem far more dif.ficult than the inmate problem." Monahan did manage to 

assemble a pr'edominantly female staff, but the hiring problem persisted and 

was one factor which led, in 1952, to abandonment of the Tehachapi plant and 

rel;cation of the prison to Front~ra. 18 

Inmates and Their Sentences 

At first, CIW could receive some misdemeanants as well as felons, but the 

former group was eliminated by the constitutional amendment of 1936. The 

minimum age of commitments was legally 18; in practice, however, it was 2.1, 

according to Austin MacCormick, for the Ventura School for Girls could re~~ive 

women up to the age of 21 and courts preferred to send younger women to it. 

Thus from the time it was fully established, CIW limited itself to telons who 

were usually over the age of 21.19 

Our limited information on the institution's inmates during its early 

years of operation comes mainly from two sources: Florence Monahan's auto-

biography (which gives data on inmates held in 1939) and Austin MacCormick's 

1942 report for the Osborne Association (which gives data for. 1940). These 
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two reports confirm one another. 
According to both, inmates of CIW tended to 

be older women. 
Very few were under 20 years, the majority were between 30 

and 39 years, and, according to Monahan, in 19'39 th ; e average age was 37. The 

great majority were native-born (88 percent according 
to Monahan, 93 percent 

according to MacCormick), with the foreign-born be;ng 
• either Mexican or Orien-

tal. Nearly three-quarters of them were wh;te, 
• 15 percent were black, and the 

rest, again, were Mexican or Oriental. 20 

In addition to these de hi 
mograp c data, Monahan's book reports conViction 

offenses for the 189 women incarcerated at 
CIW as of 31 December 1939. The 

outstanding offense category was homicide 52 
, inmates (27.5 percent) having 

been conVicted of a crime in this category. A th 
no er 46 (24 perrcent) had been 

convicted of forgery. Other crime categories into which these women's con

viction offenses frequently fell were 
grand theft (24 cases, or 13 percent), 

robbery (17 cases, or 9 percent),?and 
burglary (10 cases, or 5 percent). In 

their conviction offense~, then, the women at CIW differed considerably from 

those held at some of the early northeastern reformator;es. 
• ,on the other hand, 

they did resemble women incarcerated at other reformatories (such as that of 

Ohio, after 1929) which excluded misdemeanants.21 

As noted e,~rllJYi- the ;nst· t t· , b 
~ (( , • ~ u ~on Soard of trustees had the power to 

. t \\ 
~nma es' tEl~~ ~~d grant pafPles. 

~-;:.---- if 

in 1977, California returned th t e power 0 set terms to the courts. According 

set 
EVidently it retained this power until, 

to a report of 1944, at that time the board's practice was to set a woman's 

term after she had been at CIW for Six months. 
The board also had the respon-

sibility of supervising parolees. This job proved difficult, for it was 

expensive to staff parole offices throughout the state. 

I, : 

-260-



Physical Plant 

On their mountainous reservation, th~ inmates of CIW were confined within 

1 f e There seems to have been a marked a fourteen acre plot by a cyc one enc • 

incongruity between perimeter security and tho'buildings within this area. 

The fence was ten feet high and topped with barbed wire and lights. Three 

guard towers, though unused, must have intensified the prison-like appearance, 

and the entrance had a double-gate trap, supervised by male guards. Within 

the fence, on the other hand, were cottages which, improbably enough, "fol

lowed the French chateau country architectural style of pointed roofs and many 

windows." These were surrounded by flower gardens and appear in photographs 

23 to have looked very much like French countr~ manors. 

There were three of these cottages, an administration building, and 

various temporary structures at tne time the institution opened with a capac

ity of 144. All the inmate rooms had solid wooden doors with inspection 

windows, and in one of the cottages the outside windows were barred, a number 

of "difficult disciplinary cases" having been anticipated. Within, the cot-

t · than their external grandeur would have led one to tages were more primi ~ve 

expect; one of them still had no toilets in 1942. 24 

An investigatory committee of 1944 was highly critical of the CIW plant. 

It would cost $200,000 to bring "the present facilities up to the standard," 

and overcrowding necessitated expansion as well. "The farming facilities," 

the committee continued, 

ar.e entirely inadequate. The dairy barn is unsanitary. The slaugh-

tering facilities would not pass inspection • • • • The building 

program of the institution has not been completed, and for the past 

10 years there have been no permanent farm buildings, industrial 

building or school provided. No permanent structures have been 
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built since the original opening in 1933. Many of the temporary 

buildings in use have been condemned. 25 

The need for extensive additions to the plant, in combination with the insti-

tution's unsatisfactory location, eventually led to the decision to relocate 

CIW to Frontera. 

Program 

Despite its limited resources, CIW at Tehachapi put together a program of 

educational, vocational, and recreational activities as good as that provided 

by the better reformatories of the Northeast. For teachers it relied on the 

Tehachapi High School. HonorS-level inmates were permitted to attend high 

school night classes, where they reportedly studied welding, lathe work, and 

mechanical drawing. (It is, however, difficult to imagine many of them trav-
.' 

eling the el~ven miles back and forth to the town at night to study such 

subjects.) For the instruction of women restricted to the prison's grounds, 

teachers came to the prison to provide courses in secretarial skills, handi-

crafts, physical education, and food preparation. Other courses were taught 

by inmates, CIW having no educational staff of its own other than a program 

director. 26 

Florence Monahan instituted a vocational program which at least kept most 

inmates busy. When she first arrived at the prison, she discovered with . 

dismay that "Tehachapi was being run as a sort of glorified hotel for a hand

ful of women inmates; the few who had money paid the poorer ones to do their 

work. A small number were being served morning coffee in bed!" Appalled by 

the laxity, "At once I put everyone to work with favors for none." The pri-

mary industry was a sewing shop with power equipment; there inmates produced 

American flags and, during the war, "some 20,000 pillow cases for the United 
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crafts, physical education, and food preparation. Other courses were taught 
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Florence Monahan instituted a vocational program which at least kept most 

inmates busy. When she first arrived at the prison, she discovered with 

dismay that "Tehachapi was being run as a sort of glorified hotel for a hand

ful of women inmates; the few who had money paid the poorer ones to do their 
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A small number were being served morning coffee in bed!" Appalled by 
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judge from Austin MacCormick's description and Monahan's own account, Teha

chapi was a relatively relaxed institution, operated without the myriad of 

petty rules which often caused inmate discontent in other women's prisons. 30 

Removal to Frontera 

Following the recommendation of the 1944 Investigation Committee on Penal 

Affairs, the legislature in 1947 authorized removal of CIW to a more suitable 

location. A new site of 170 acres was purchased in 1949 about eight miles 

from Corona and a new prison, with a capacity of 200, was constructed on "a 

modified cottage plan" with eighty-person units. Even though construction had 

not been completed, inmates were transferred to the new institution when an 

earthquake damaged Tehachapi in 1952.31 

Aside from its individual idiosyncracj,es, during its early years CIW was 

in many respects similar to women's reformatories in other regions. It had 

been established through the agency of women and was run by a female superin

tendent in conjunction with an institutional board of trustees. It too was 

deliberately located in a remote area and constructed on the cottage plan. 

After 1936, CDr did not receive misdemeanants or lesser offenders~ however, 

misdemeanant care had been part of the original vision, and by the mid-1930s 

reformatories elsewhere were also restricting themselves to felons only. In 

its program, too, CIW resembled other women's reformatories, having attempted 

to develop a variety of educational, vocational, and recreational activities. 

Why did the reformatory movement have so little impact in other western 

states? The answer seems to lie ~~th several factors. The region as a whole 

was settled late and relatively thinly populated. At the time the reformatory 

movement was at its strongest in the Northeast and Midwest, there were simply 
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fewer female prisoners in the West to create a perception of need for" reforma-

tories. Further, there were, perhaps, fewer middle-class women in the West 

with both the leisure and the feminist interest to devote their energies to 

the establishment of women's reformatories. 

Western Women's Prisons Established Between 1964 and 1980 

More than thirty years were to pass after the founding of CIW before 

another separate prison for women was established in the West.
j 

But beginning 

in 1964, seven western states established such institutions in fairly rapid 

succession. In the following sections, these seven women's prisons are 

grouped into three lots. The first section covers the two prisons which fell 

closest to the custodial end of the spectrum', high security inatitutions which 

provided few programs. The last section deals with the western women's prison 
/ 

which w'as least custodial in design, \iashington' s campus-like and fully inde-

pendent Correctional Institution for Women at Gig Harbor (today the Purdy 

Treatment Center for Women), sometimes described as the best women's prison in 

the nation. The middle section deals with four prisons which fall between 

these two extremes. 

Custodial Institutions 

Of the seven women's prisons under discussion here, those of Oregon and 

Colorado conformed most closely to the custodial model. 

Previous Arrangements 

The provisions made for female prisoners by these two states before they 

established separate women's prisons were much the same as those which could 

have been found in Cali,fornia while women were still held at_San Quentin: tqe 
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women were held at the states' central prisons, off in a corner of their own. 

At the Oregon State Penitentiary at Salem, they were located in quarters above 

the administration building and supervised by the wife of a deputy warden. At 

the Colorado State Penitentiary at Canon City, women were confined in a sep

arate building within the walls until, in 1934, another building was con-

structed for them J'ust outside of but adJ'acent to th . . e ma1n pr1son's wall. The 

Colorado women were better off in that they had ad' h' h yar 1n w 1C to exercise, 

but women in both institutions lived under primitive, harsh conditions, with

out the industries and other advantages available to male prisoners. MacCor

mick's stricture against Oregon could nearly as well have applied to Colorado. 

"The women prisoners," he wrote, "are required to hew to the same narrow line 

of conformity as the men, and suffer the add'ed disadvantage of being very few 

in nl.lmber and confined to a small and inadequate section • •• ,,32 
/ 

Backers of the New Prisons and Their Arguments 

Both Oregon and Colorado were forced to establish separate prisons for 

female inmates by build-Ups in the numbers of this population. In Oregon, by 

1962, 52 women were being held in space designed for 30; similarly, in Col

orado in 1962, 48 were being held in space meant for 38. Both states had 

considered sending female prIsoners out of state under the terms of an inter

state compact developed in the late 1950s. This compact proved unworkable, 

however, partly because "A sending state ••• can never be certain that the 

receiving state will have space for all of its prisoners." And so Oregon and 

Colorado were thrown back on their own resources. 33 

Colorado addressed the problem quite formally. A legislative resolution 

of 1962 directed the Legislative Council to make a study of ways in whioh 

better accommodations might be provided for female prisoners... This body 

;/ 
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consipered the needs not only of women in the penitentiary but also those of a 
'--'-

few younger felons (under age 25) held at the Denver County Jail (the state's 

official "reformatory" for women). The Legislative Council concluded its 

study with the recommendation that Colorado "build a correctional facility for 

both female penitentiary and female reformatory inmates.,,34 

Establishment 

By 1962, Oregon had appropriated funds for construction of its Women's 

Correctional Center. This was located in downtown Salem, close 'by the main 

penitentiary. A cross-shaped, one-story building with four wings, it was 

surrounded by a fence and guarded from towers of the men's penitentiary. 

Three of the wings contained cells, individual rooms with security doors; the 

fourth contained the visiting room, sewing and ironing rooms, and the mess 

hall. Opened in 1965, this institution was made fully independent by legis

lation of 1971. 35 

Colorado'S Women's Correctional Institution was established by a law of 

1967. It too was located close by the central penitentiary. (This arrange-

ment made it possible to keep down construction costs through the use of 

inmate labor and avoided the headache of trying to find another community 

which wouldn't object to establishment of a new prison in its midst.) lnis 

prison had three wings, each with 30 rooms and a day room; it also had class-

rooms, an auditorium-chapel, and a library. According to one description, it 

was "developed as a series of individual building units attached to a central 

corridor running the length of the building complex." This prison was opened 

in 1968 and became fully independent in 1975. 36 

" c, 
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Inmates 

Both of these prisons took felons only. 

tion took federal as well as state prisoners. 

However, the Colorado institu-

According to a report covering 

1973, about 30 percent of Colorado's 67 female inmates were federal cases. Of 
these 67, 43 percent were white, 33 t b percen lack, and 22 percent Chicano. A 

report covering 1971-1973 indicates that the Oregon prison held a larger 

proportion of white women; of 63 inmates, 79 percent were white, 16 percent 

black, and 5 percent Indian. U f ttl n or una e y, we were unable to obtain other 

data on the characteristics of the women held in these two prisons.37 

Administrat .. ion 

Both institutions were, at first, dependent th on e nearby men's peniten-

tiar-ies for services and personnel. For example, before 1975, the head of the 

Colorado women's prison was the mal'n 't penl entiary's warden, a female associate 

warden supervising daily acti vi ties under hl' s authorl' ty. More recently, both 

institutions became independent of the parent penitentiaries. According to an 

1980 report, in that year the Oregon prison was superintended by a woman (she 

replaced an earlier male head); that of .. (jolorad.o, hI.owever / , was superintended 
by a male. 38 

Dependence on a neighboring men's prl'son for services and per-

sonnel, and the possibility ofa male superintendent are (as we have noted 

elsewhere) typical of women's prisons of the custodial type. 

Programs and Other Conditions 

Like other women's prisons of the custodial type, those of Oregon and 

Colorado provided (according to reports issued during the 1970s) programs 

which were impoverished, frequently sex-stereotyped, and weaker than those 

offered in the nearby prison for men. W I ;f--i liam G. Nagel; writing in 1973. 
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criticized the neglect of industrial activities at the Oregon institution: 

"Salem ••• has [only] small ironing and sewing rooms, the inevitable beauty 

shop, and the usual service activities." Several years later, a civil rights 

committee criticized Oregon's Women's Correctional Center for its "minimal" 

educatiomal program. The Oregon women could take some courses at the main 

penitentiary, and there was a small educational release program; however, less 

than half of the state's female prisoners participated in educational and 

vocational programs. Furthermore, the civil rights committee continued, "As 

with educational and vocational programs, OWCC prisoners had fewer meaningful 

job opportunities" than prisoners in men's institutions, their job assignments 

involving mainly details in the prison's kitchen, business office, clothing 

room, and library.39 

At Colorado's women's prison, too, Nagel found that "industrial acti vi ty" 
, 

had been "largely neglected," the institution having "only a small sewing 

room, a laundry, and, as in all women's prisons, a beauty shop." For infor-

mation on conditions at the Colorado institution we have another and more 

detailed source, a civil rights study of 1974. (This study is, in fact, one 

of the most thorough and sensitive we have found on conditions in a women's 

prison during the 1970s.) According to thi s stud y, in Colorado "outlets for 

tension and opportunities for outside contacts are limited or nonexistent for 

women inmates. They are allowed little meaningful recreation, limited family 

visits, and no passes or furloughs. Federal prisoners at the Women's facility 

face even more restrictions than State prisoners, since they are never per-

mitted to leave the ••• grounds." The institution operated a power sewing 

industry which could employ twelve women, and it offered a few classes. 

However, "inmates are limited," the report continued, "to a few traditional 

domestic and secretarial programs that provide entrance only_.into low-paying 
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jobs." The women were fUrther "deprived of meaningful rehabilitation pro

grams.", The psychologist utilized "attack therapy" and inmates reported 

institutional overuse of tranquilizing drugs. Medical services were poor, the 

food high in starches, and racial self-help groups outlawed by the associate 

warden. 40 

Discipline 

In comparison to the Colorado facility, that of Oregon seems to have been 

a fairly relaxed institution during the 1970s. Inmates were free to walk 

around most areas and could wear normal street clothes. Each had keys to her 

own room and could control the lighting within. Earlier, during the 19608, 

"even discipline [had been] handled by the penitentiary's all-male discipli

nary committee," but presumably that situation changed when the prison became 

independent in 1971. --Nagel reported that, although the institution had four 

isolation cells, "an administrative decision has kept them out of use.,,41 

Discipline was more rigid at Colorado's women's prison. The 1974 civil 

rights study found this institution beset by endless petty and archaic regu

lations. Its report strongly implied that the director, May C. Gillespie, was 

a harsh and unfair disciplinarian. "Most of the 20 inmates interviewed com

plained that they were treated like children in their day-to-day existence," 

wrote the civil rights committee, "and that the correctional staff and the 

associate warden [Gillespie] utilized petty rules to implement this philos

ophy." "(A)rbitrary and restrictive rules," according to another passage of 

the committee's report, "deprive women inmates of small freedoms afforded to 

men inmates. • •• (T)he tensions created • • • by the stressful atmosphere 

sometimes led to • dependency on tranquilizing drugs. Further, the 

abundance of rules and regulati9ns prevents the inmates from_.making many .. 
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personal decisions for themselves." The rules, for example, prohibited talk-

ing during television shows, required that pants be worn by women sitting on 

the ground, and forbade feminist literature. Mail was restricted and cen-

sored. Spanish-speaking inmates were forbidden to use their native tongue, 

and visitors (including attorneys) were discouraged from entering the insti-

tution. Another study found "a serious problem with the introduction of 

contraband, particularly drugs.,,42 

-....,.---

These two prisons, the women's institutions of Oregon and Colorado, thus' 

bore many of the hallmarks of the custodial model. They existed in the shadow 

of the states' central penitentiaries for me?, were relatively high in secur

ity level, and allocated few funds and little space for activities. Initially 

both were dependent on the nearby/men's institution, and although they later 

became tndependent, they were not necessarily run by women. Their programs 

offered few opportunities for self-improvement and, at best, tended to funnel 

women into low-skill, low-paying positions. At the Colorado Women's Correc-

tional Institution, moreover, discipline was during the 1970s notably repres-

sive. 

The Middle Range of the Spectrum 

Less custodial in their orientation (so far as we have been able to 

determine from our sometimes limited data) than the women's prisons of Oregon 

and Colorado, but not so far to the other extreme as the campus-like institu-

tion of Washington, were four other women's prisons established in recent 

years, those of Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico, and Wyoming. 
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Previous Arrangements 

Nevada received women at its State Prison in Carson City after 1869, the 

year when "a two story building was erected with the upper floor being de

signed as quarters for females." In some years but one woman resided in these 

quarters; in many, none at all. A particularly colorful inmate was received 

in 1872, one Molly Forsha, "a woman of the town" who had killed a Thomas 

Kelley in Reno and been sentenced to a term of twenty years. In 1874 rumors 

cirCUlated that Molly had given birth to twins, fathered by Warden Hyman. 

Ladies-of Carson City successfully sought to have Molly pardoned and the 

warden's misbehavior investigated. When Molly and other female inmates ar

rived at the prison, the warden's wife stepped in to serve as matron. Even

tualJ,y Nevada's female prisoner population outgrew its fOllr-person quarters 

and °a new section, double in size, was "sandwiched between the death house and 

the hospi tal ar~a." Women at New Mexico's penitentiary were similarly held in 

somewhat separate quarters and supervised by the warden's wife. 43 

Arizona's female state prisoners were moved about more over the years, 

though always, until 1977, to some unit operated in conjunction with the State 

Prison at Florence. When Garrett and MacCormick visited that institution in 

the mid-1920s, they found that "no satisfactory quarters are provided for the 

six women prisoners of the state." Returning several years later they discov

ered that new quarters h<;ld been built fer the w(,men between the administration 

building and the front wall--an improvement but still too close to the men's 

section.
44 

A National Probation and Parole Association report of 1958 roundly 

Clondemned the conditions of Arizona's women prisoners as "deplorable." It 

quoted from a report made the year before by the State- Prison's warden: 

"The facilities for the women are inadequate and incomplete. There 

are no medical facilities • • The women's section consists of 
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two wings capable of handling comfortably at most ten inmates each. 

The women are crowded into these wings without any form or way of 

segregation whatsoever •••• (T)he entire women's section is 

bulging at the seams •••• " 

To "'hich the Association's observer added: 

(T)he Warden's statement is mild indeed. . . . (F)ifty inmates are 

packed into this unit with hardly room to move around. The building 

facilities violate every rule in the book. The walls are so soft 

that when it rains the water soaks through from the outside ••• 45 

In 1962, the women were relocated to a new building across the road from the 

main prison. Walled and containing three dormitories, this had a ca9acity of 

60 and seems to have been a considerable improvemen~, though still dependent 

on the main prison for most services. In 1977, the women were moved again, 
.-

this time to rented space in the Maricopa County Jail. The county refused to 

renew the state's lease on this space in 1979, precipitating the removal to 

the current quarters, described below. 

The fourth state in this group, Wyoming, found a simpler solution: it 

sent its female prisoners out of state, first to Colorado, then Kansas, and 

more recently to Nebraska. 

Establishment and Physical Plants 

By the late 1950s, increases in the number of women held at the Nevada 

State Prison forced the state to find new quarters for them. The legislature 

appropriated money in 1961 and the new institution opened in 1964 in Carson 

City. The original building was a Y-shaped structure; to it at least five 

additions were made dur:l.ng the 1960s and 1970s.0 In, a5Jdition, the Nevada 

Women's Correctional Center maintained an outside unit for honors inmates. 46 
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two wings oapable of handling comfortably at most ten inmates each. 

The women are crowded into these wings without any form or way of 

segregation whatsoever. • • • (T)he entire women's sectj.on is 

bulging at the seams • • • ." 

To which the Association's observer added: 

(T)he Warden's statement is mild indeed. (F)ifty inmates are 

packed into this unit with hardly room to move around. The building 

facilities violate every rule in the book. The walls are so soft 

that when it rains the water soaks through from the outside ••• 45 

In 1962, the women were relocated to a new building across the road from the 

main prison. Walled and containing three dormitories, this had a capacity of 

60 and seems to have been a considerable improvement, though still dependent 

on the main prison for most services. In 197';, the women were moved again, 
,-

this time to rented space in the Maricopa County Jail. The county refused to 

renew the state's lease on this space in 1979, precipitating the removal to 

the current quarters, described below. 

The fourth state in this group, Wyoming, found a simpler solution: it 

sent its female prisoners out of state, first to Colorado, then Kansas, and 

more recently to Nebraska. 

Establishment and Physical Plants 

By the late 1950s, increases in the number of women held at the Nevada 

State p,"ison forced the state to find new quart&rs for them. The legislature 

appropriated money in 1961 and the new institution opened in 1964 in Carson 

City. The original building was a Y-shaped s.tructure; to it at least five 

additions were made during the 1960s and.1970s. In addition, the Nevada 

Women's Correctional Center maintained an outside unit for honors inmates. 46 
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this time to rented space in the Maricopa County Jail. The county refused to 

renew the state's lease on this space in 1979, precipitating the removal to 

the current quarters, described below. 

The fourth state in this group, Wyoming, found a simpler solution: it 

sent its female prisoners out of state, first to Colorado, then Kansas, and 

more recently to Nebraska. 

Establish~ent and Physical Plants 
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intend their women prisoners. (Arizona's Center for Women continued to be run 

by Jacqueline Crawford, whom Ellis MacDoug~11 had hired in 1978 to lead Ari-

zona's "women's system out of the 19th century.") Only thE: Women's Center of 

Wyoming was headed by a male. 49 

The women's prisons of Nevada, New Mexico, and Wyoming received only 

adult felons. The same may have been true of Arizona's Center for Women, but 

we were unable to determine whether misdemeanants were excluded from that 

institution. Two of these four prisons, those of New Mexico and Wyoming, had 

very small populations, each holding an average of about 25 prisoners in 

recent years. Those of Nevada and Arizona were larger. Nevada's Women's 

Correctional Center reportedly held about 100 inmates in 1979, and in 1980 

about 140 women were held at the Arizona Cen"ter for Women. Because we were 

unable to obtain more than spotty demographic data pertaining to the inmates 

of these four prisons, such infor~ation must be omitted here. 50 

Programs and Discipline 

We were able to obtain information on programs and discipline at two of 

these prisons, those of Arizona and Nevada. Both at least attempted to keep 

inmates occupied with institutional chores and courses in basic education and 

clerical skills. In addition, some college-level study was offered at the 

Arizona institution, and that of Nevada provided instruction in keypunching 

and "culinary arts." Neither, however, had an industrial program, and other 

aspects of their program appear to have been shaped by traditional concepts 

about work suitable to women. 51 

Both institutions maintained discipline by using the old system of "grad

ing" prisoners into progressively privileged classifications. In Arizona, 

this rewards system consisted of a series of "stpps." After_.an initial thirty 
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days of examination, inmates entered Step 1, a high security, low privilege 

classification from which they could work their way up to Step 5 in minimum 

security. During the eighteen months before parole, they could earn the right 

to work release, study release, and furloughs. At the Nevada Correctional 

Center, there was a four-step Progressive Living Program. As in Arizona, new 

inmates spent thirty days in an intake unit. From there they went to Step 1 

for a minimum of two months, during which they were required to attend classes 

and take a course in Attitudes and Life Skills. Those with positive evalu-

ations progressed to Step 2, involving more privileges and a course in Career 

Exploration. With entry into Step 4, women could live in units outside the 

institution, take jobs in the community, and attend community college.52 

Washington's Purdy Treatment Center for Women 

,-

The four prisons covered in the last section appear to have provided. in 

recent years, a higher quality of care than the custodial women's prisons of 

Oregon and Colorado. But none rose to the level of Washington's Purdy Treat-

ment Center for Women, an institution which a recent survey nominated "the 

best women's prison in the country.,,53 

Previous Arrangements 

Washington has a tradition of treating its female convicts relatively 

well. Before Purdy opened, the state held its women prisoners in units analo-

gous to those operated in the early twentieth century by other states in the 

region, but it usually dealt with them somewhat more humanely. 

At first Washington held women inside the walls of its State Penitentiary 

at Walla Walla, originally isolating them in a garret room above the mess 

hall. By 1926, according to Garrett and MacCormick, they wexe "housed in 
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days of examination, inmates entered Step 1, a hl"gh security, low privilege 

classification from which they could work their way up to Step 5 in minimum 

security. During the eighteen months before parole, they could earn the right 

to work release, study release, and furloughs. At the Nevada Correctional 

Center, there was a four-step Progressive Livl"ng Program. As in Arizona, new 

inmates spent thirty days in an intake unl"t. F rom there they went to Step 1 

for a minimum of two months, duro h" h th lng w lC ey were required to attend classes 

and take a course in Attitudes and Ll" fe St·.'l" lIs • 
r Those with positive evalu-

ations progressed to Step 2, involving more privileges and a course in Career 

Exploration. With entry into Step 4, women could live in units outside the 

institution, take jobs in the community, and attend community college.52 

Washington's Purdy Treatment Center for Women 

,-

The four prisons covered in the I t ti as sec on appear to have provided, in 

recent years, a higher quality oJ.~ care th an the custodial women's prisons of 

Oregon and Colorado. But none rose to the level of Washington's Purdy Treat-

ment Center for Women, an institutl"on Whl"ch a reeierit survey nominated "the 

best women's prison in the country.,,53 

Previous Arrangements 

Washington has a tradition of t t" "t rea lng 1 s female convicts relatively 

well. Before Purdy opened, the state held its women prisoners in units analo

gous to those operated in the early twenUeth century by other states in the 

region, but it usually dealt with them somewhat more humanely. 

At first Washington held women inside the walls of lOtS State Penitentiary 
at Walla Walla, originally 1" solating th " em ln a garret room above the mess 

hall. By 1926, according to O:arrett and MacCormick, they were "housed in 
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quarters outside of the prison proper" but close enough to be guarded from a 

11 Up to thlOS point, there was nothing out of the tower on the prison's wa • 

But lOn 1930 a new women's building was erected, ordinary in their treatment. 

"U-shaped with a wall at ~he open end forming a recreation courtyard in the 

center.,,54 This had a capac:ity of 60 but held only 30 women when MacCormick 

revisited in 1940. He described "a wide expanse of lawn" and reported that: 

The women's unit is livable, well-planned and entirely separated 

from the main institution •••• Considering their small number, 

•• 'the women have a relatively active program. They appear to 

receive humane and understanding treatment, are not required to 

conform to meaningless regulations, and use is not made of a dark 

'. 55 
room for solitary confinement punishment. 

They had few jobs or programs, but, apparently, better health care and more 

recreational activities than were/ available to most other women prisoners in 

the region. 

Establishment 

By the 1960s, however, the quality of care had deteriorated considerably 

due to overcrowding. Now 90 or more were confined in the space designed for 

60 and it became "necessary to house some of the women in corridors and infir-

o 0 "1bis overcrowding forced Washington mary rooms, without proper supervlslon. 

to consider creating a new prison for women, a step which voters approved in a 

56 referendum of 1966. 

Legislatively established in 1961, the Washington Correctional Institu

tion for Women (as it was originally known) was located on an eighty-acre 

tract near Tacoma. It opened in 1911 and received felons only.57 
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Physical Plant 

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of Purdy was its architecture. Ac-

cording to one recent description, "the Center's low brick and concrete bui1d-

ings face a landscaped and paved inner courtyard," and the planners "captured 

more of a community college atmosphere than that of a prison." The plant 

included minimum, medium, and maximum security units, but "Al1 rooms are 

private (each resident has her own key) and each wing has a living area with 

fireplace, a kitchennette, laundry room, visiting room and lavatory and shower 

facilities." The plant also included a school building and a playground for 

visiting children. Near the entrance was a separate building with apartments 

for inmates on work-release. 58 

Administration 

Through 1980, Purdy was always headed by a female superintendent, a1-

though this was not required by the establishing legislation. The first head, 

Edna Goodrich, was apparently well liked by staff and inmates alike. A report 

of 1974 described her as "on a mutual first-name basis with the 150 inmates, 

many of whom tap on her office window when they have a problem. She and other 

staff members eat together with the residents in the cafeteria • Most 

residents display an obvious affection for Mrs. Goodrich.,,59 Sue Clark, who 

took over from Goodrich in 1975, seems to have been regarded more coo1y by in-

mates. According to one recent article, at least, they found her repressive 

and too quick to impose unnecessary rules and regulations: 

Inmates/'complain that Purdy has "tightened up" a great deal since 
,/ 

Sue Clark became superintendent. "Purdy's not what it used to be," 

they say, and indeed it is not. Clark has placed limitations on 

visiting, packages and personal belongings, and has structured the 
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inmates' daily activities. When she arrived at Purdy, Clark says, 

"it s.eemed to be a permissive juvenile type of model. Women could 

I Clark's "flOrming-up" took the form of what sleep all day • • • .' 

she terms "a highly structured behavioral management program" with 

the expectation of "a lot of accountability from residents and 

staff.,,60 

Program and Discipline 

t t d b h ioral management program" in the late Purdy'~ "highly s ruc ure e av 

1970s resembled the "step" rewards systems of Arizona and Nevada. New in-

mates, according to one description, were sent to the maximum security unit 

"until they ••• demonstrated they [could] 'cope with the Center's day to day 

program." From there they were proIllloted to medium security, a level in which 

"residents have numerous educat.·' g~al and recreational opportuni ties--ranging 

from courses toward completion of a high school diploma to entry level college 

courses. Basic business courses and data processing classes are also taught,1I 

as were home economics, child development, arts and crafts, and the ubiquitous 

cosmetology. During the last six months of their terms, Purdy inmates were 

allowed to live in the apartments and participate in the work-release pro-
61 gram. 

Even Purdy's program fell short of the ideal, however. Inmates described 

its behavior modification program as "juvenile" and "ridiculous." There was, 

in fact, little. vocational training, and aspects of the program were sex-

stereotyped. Yet the institution paid more than lip service to the goal of 

rehabilitation. In addition to its behavior modification program, it had drug 

counselors and other therapists and encouraged contact with community groups. 
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Moreover, it was (and continues to be) well-known for its efforts to foster 

contacts between inmates and their children. 62 

-----'.'-

In a number of respects, Purdy in the late 1970s was reminiscent of the 

first reformatories for women, those established in the late nineteenth cen-

tury. Emphasizing normalization, it eschewed the stigma of traditional prison 

garb and institutional routiD.es. Like the first reformatories, it tried to 

keep rules to a minimum and provide pleasant surroundings. It stressed reha

bilitation, avoided harsh punishments, and was better staffed than custodial 

institutions. Moreover, just as the reformatories made use of a new terminol-

ogy (not "convicts" but "inmates," not. "ward.ens" but "superintendents"), so 

did Purdy develop a new vocabulary, calling guards "counselors" and inmates 

"residents." Yet another way in which Purdy resembled the early reformatories 

lay in the fact that it, too, had pioneered in the development of a new archi

tectural model for the female prison. The reformatories, breaking with tradi-

tional adult prison architecture t had developed the cottage plan. Purdy--like 

a few other recently built women's prisons but more successfully--abandoned 

the cottage plan and moved on to adopt the architectural style of a modern 

college campus. 

Conclusion 

The most striking featUre of the women's prison system pf the West is its 

diversity. Indeed, the region provides a way to summarize the development of 

the women's prison system as a whole, including as it does institutions at all 

stages of that system's development over time. Some western states rem~in at 

the earliest developmental stage (a descriptive, not moral statement), con

tinuing to hold women in their central f predominantly male prisons just as 
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other states did in the e,ar1y n:Lneteenth century. The region includes one 

prison which began as a Joeformatory and others of an almost purely custodial 
I i' 

nature. '-'It also includes Purdy, the outstanding example G,lf the new, campus 

type of women? s prison \olhich is, today, beginning to emerge as a. third model 

among women'~ prisons. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FEHALE STATE PRISONERS 11\ TENNESSEE; 1840-191"9 

Establishment of a State Prison for Homen in 
Tennessee: Overview of the Process 

In Tennessee, the process by which an independent 

prison for women was established was a very gradual one, 

extending over a period ~f nearly one hundred years. Through 

the Civil War, the sexes were mixed together in the state~s 

penitentiary Cas Tennessee's only prison was called); there 

they received roughly equal treatment. Then, beginning about 

1880, the ,separation process occurred in a series of five 

steps. First, female prisoners were isolated in one part of 

the penitentiary. Second, in the 1890s a separate wing was 

built in which to hold them. At the turn of the century women 

were removed to a building separate from the men's quarters 

b~t still within the penitentiary's perimeter wall. The fourth 

step was made in 1930, when Tennessee built for its female 

prisoners a cell-house physically apart from the main peniten-

tiary but still on its grounds and admin~stratively depehdent. 

The last step toward independence was not taken until 1965, 

the year in which female prisoners were provided with a new and 

entirely autonomous prison. 
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1840-1880 

The earliest state prison in Tennessee--and indeed in 

the entire South--opened in Nashville in 1831, fruit of a 

reform movement to replace physically violent punishments 

with imprisonment. The dis~iplinary system of the Tennessee 

State Penitentiary was the "silent" system associated with 

the prison at Auburn, New York: inmates were gathered together 

during the day for silene labor--for the women, mainly sewing--

and at night they were isolated in separate cells. For the 

first ten or fifteen years: the Tennessee State Penitentiary 

was a progressive institution for its time. By 1845, however, 

decline had set in: concern to maximize the profits from 

prispner labor, in combination with a shift in Southern atten

tion from social reform t9 the issue of slavery, led to 
1 

deterioration in the quality of convict ca~e. On the eve of 

the Civil War the penitentiary still lacked an adequate wat~r 

supply, and the warden was forced to inquire of the legislature, 

What shall be done with th~ excrement arising in the 

prison in the future? You are aware it has been deposited 

on a vacant lot adjoining the prison property Lon the 

outskirts of Nashville/' for the last fifteen years. 

The people living in the vicinity are complaining 
2 

During the war, conditions deteriorated to the point that the 

prisoners were, at times, practically forgotten. 
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Few women, probably no more than thirty-five in all, 

were sentenced to th~s prison in the pre-war and Civil War 

periods. CIt is difficult to compare this figure with the 

number of men as the prisoner registries did not number 

inmates consecutively; however, the male popUlation over 

the same period was many times larger, probably numbering 

in the thousands.) Whereas the penitentiary received its 

first male prisoner in 1831, it did not receive its first 

female prisoner until 1840; 453 men had preceded her. She 

was Nancy Ann Smith, a twenty-year-old woman of color con-

yicted of larceny and sen~enced to serve three years. 

(After serving two, she was pardoned by the governor.) 
3 

Table 6:1 presents an evidently complete list of all female 

cases received at the penitentiary through 1865. 

As the, table indicates, women held at the penitentiary 

through 1865 were serving time not for female-specific 

offenses such as prostitution but for crimes for which males 

were also likely to be held. Nor were they often accorded 

special treatment on the basis of sex. Indeed, these female 

co~victs were apparently not even isolated in a separate sec-

tion of the penitentiary but rather were celled pext door to 

men. In the early 1840s Governor James K. Polk appealed for 

"Suitable Apartments" in which to isolate them, but decades 
. 4 

were to pass before his appeal met a positive response, 

An indication of slightly differential treatment oi 

females can be found in an act of 1843 in which the legislature 

'"""" 
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1840 
1841 
1842 
1843 
1844 
1845 
1846 
1847 
1848 
1849 
1850 
1851 
1852 
1853 
1854 
1855 
1856 
1857 
1858 
1859 
1860 
1861 
1862 
1863 
1864 
1865 

1 Totals 
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TABLE 6:1 

FEMALE STATE'PRISONERS RECE~VED AT THE TENNESSEE 
STATE PENITENTIARY 1840-1865 

OFFENSES RAGE 
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til Q) 
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. ...... 

1 
1 
0 
2 
0 

0 
1 

1 
? 

0 
0 

1 
1 
1 
0 
1 , 
3 
4 
2 
2 
4 
0 

.r", 

1 
1 

1 

32 

SOURCE: Convict Record Book 1831-74, Record Group 25, Series 12, 
1 86 Tennessee State Library and Archives. . . 

vo • NOTES: 1) Offenses: The "Intent to. i.<~l: II ca.se was ~robably a.n assault • 
with a deadly weapon. The L.arceny categ?ry J..ncludes petI.t ~nd gran~ .. l~rceny~ 
the Manslaughter category includes'involuntary manslaught~r. ,2) Cases.. ) 
The. two 1848 cases are not clearly female (first names of :at~a and M~lI~da • 
The three murder convictions of 1858 were all for It;fanticJ..de, those ~on 
victed appear to have been related and to have commItted the offense ~~_ 
concert. The table begins w.ith 1840 as no female cases appear befQre((that 
year. 
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instructed tne pe.nitentiary ke.eper to "receive '(-lith. P;r-icilla 

Childress? a convict from the county of Giles, her infant 

child." Si'Illilarly, Bridget Tienoay, sent.enced in' 1861 for 

larceny, was released before her sentence expired lion act 
5 

of being pregnant." But usua.lly no cistinction was made 

between the sexes. Signifying this nomogeneous approach are 

the convict lists and hospital reports of the nineteenth 

century, which did not separately group the females' names 

until near the century's end: attention was awarded on a 

first-come, first-served.basis, not on that of sex. 
The treat-

ment of female convicts was not better, certainly, than that 

of the males, and worse only if we consider the ,lack of 

privacy and the possibility for victimization which flowed 

from the supervision of females by exclusively male personnel. 

Most of the female convicts in the antebellum piriod 

~,7er e wh.i t e . 
Because slave own erR punished their slaves 

privately, only a few, free blacks joined whites in penal in-

stitutions. ,An exception to this rule ~\Tas IIClarissa negro 

slave," listed as such in the prisoner registry and the subject, 

in 1852, of a special legislative act authorizing the warden 

to !'deliver over to Capt. William Darwirt, of Franklin county, 

.' a negro slave named Clarissa, no\., confined in said 

Penitentiary.1I But it was not until after the Civil War that 

the racial composition of southern female convict populations--

as of southern prisons as a wh.ole--began to include significant 
6 

numbers 0 fib lac ks . 
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In the years Wl~C. • . ~. h. ;-mmed;ately followed the CiVil War~ 

t d h like the males-female convicts continued to be trea e muc 

even·to the extent • of be ;ng sent with them to work in the 

state's coal mines and as contract convict laborers on rail-

roads. Th.e fragmentary records '-Thich survive of convicts who 

were worked outside the penitentiary in the 1870s list, ~~9ng 

others: 

--at the Sewanee Coal Mines, Betty Scott, received in 

September, 1870, for murder and Florence Washington, 

received in April, 1873, for larceny; 

--at the Vulcan Coal' Mines, Mary Sanders, received in 

August, 1871, and Mary DucKet, received in February, 

1872, both for larceny; 

--at Battle Creek Coal Mines, Kate Harris, received 

August, 1870, for larceny and Mary Waethall, received 

in November, 1873, for grand larceny; 

the Cumberl and and Ohio Railroad, Sarah --working on 

Ellis, received in 1873 for assault with intent to rob 

and Maggie Marshall, rec~ived in 1874 for larceny; 

--working on the Paducah Railroad, Minnie Simmonds, 

received January, 1871, for grand larceny and Isabell 
7 

Walker, received in May, 1872, for attempted murder. 

TILese a.nd the few other examples indicate that it was .by no 

means untninka'ole to send female prisoners 'tvith men to the 

mines and railroad camps. Yet the event was unusual enough. 

for the women to be very nearly and sometimes entirely alone 

in groups1lof men. 
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1880-1897 

-By the early 1880s, the policy of sending women outside 

the walls for hard laoor seems to nave been abandoned. At 

the same time, women began to be sentenced to the penitentiary 

in much greater numbers than in the pre-war period. 
This 

rapid growth in the institution's post-war female population 

~aused the first step to be taken in separation of women from 

the men. 
The rest of the century was characterized by efforts 

to find a no-cost way to nold female convicts in the peniten-

tiary but separate from the males. 
None of these efforts 

succeeded. 
This transitional, experimental phase of the late 

nineteenth century came to an end in 1898, when an entirely 

new penitentiary, with a separate building for women, was 

constructed. 

After the war, as the number of fema~e convicts'in the 

penitentiary increased, the intermingling of the sexes became 

more troublesome. 
In 1881, the penitentiary's Inspectors 

ordered the warden to "see that the male and female prisoners 

be kept seperate /;ic! and apart at all times and upon all --
occasions," and in the following year the warden reported that 

women were being held in a Female Department. 
This was located 

in th.e mai,n b u:i..14i.ng,....~a bri ck s t ru c ture which formed the en-

trance to the penitentiary and also held the warden's office, 

the hospital and a sleeping area for guards. 
The Female 

Department lacked cells and was lower in security than the 
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and yet it was probably more crowded and 
8 

certainly less subject to regulation. 

.Removal of the female convicts to the main building 

created problems. In the report of 1882 the w~rden complained 

that the vrindows of the Female Department "overlook the 
I 

Prison yard, in plaJ.n vJ.ew " " and hearing of the male convicts, 

which is very demoralizing in its tendency." He urged erec

T,orJ." ng for the women, "entirely out of sight tion of a separate w 

h male convJ." cts," and recommended tha t a and hearing of t e 
9 

matron be hired to manage it. 

The warden's first recommendation was fulfilled a decade 

later with the erection, in 1892, of a wing for women prisoners 

within the perimeter wall but separate from the men's quarters. 

h proxJ."mJ.·ty of the sexes of which the warden In addition to t e 

least. th ree other factors fed into creation had complained, at 

~f this separate wing for women. Fi rs t, in teres t in' improving 

'the care and security of the female convicts was probably 

stimulated by their frequent escapes from the main building: 

escapees J."n 1889, and 1890, five had been female. of thirty-one 

Second, in 1889 the National Prison Association, which for 

two decades had been backing the establishment of separate 

f women, h eld its annual meeting in Nashville. prisons or The 

State Penitentiary attended and wished warden of the Tennessee 

to e.mulate "in Tennessee the /prisog,/ reforms that are being 

inaugurated all oyer t e coun ry. h t " Thl." rd (and mo s t imp 0 rtan t 

to the legislature), a II convic t "Tar" of the early 189 Os had 
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resulted in sudden and drastic overcro,.:rding at the Nashville 

penitentiar~ • During this "war," free miners • .:rho were deter-

mined to replace convict labor with their own sent many hun-

dreds of convicts back to the penitent!ary from the coal 

mines in boxcars. The resultant demand in Nashville for 

additional cells combined with the wish to improve the control 

and care of female convicts and lea to erection of the separate 
10 

women's wing in 1892. 

Removal of the female convicts to the new Wing, however, 

proved unsatisfactory from the start. The women's wing had 

only sixteen cells--for forty-five prisoners in 1894. There 

was no employment, no program, not even a place for women 

to exercise .. Through idleness, they grew troublesome; a num-

ber escaped. Some were sent outside the walls to work but 

this practice was evidently abused (perhaps with forced pros-

titution), for in 1897 the legislature made it a misdemeanor 

,for any prison officer "to hire or let any female convict to 

any person on the outside as cook, washerwoman, or for any 

other purpose." The most serious problem with the new arrange-

ment ,vas the' lack of a matron who might supervise the female 

prisoners. Early in the 1890s the legislature had established 

the position of Matron, but it refused to appropriate funds to 

fill the position despite the warden's urgent pleas. "(T)here 

is no matron, for there is no appropriation to pay for the 

services of the matron," he stormed in his report of ~894. "A 

matron is absolutely needed A woman only knows the 
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dis~as~s, distr~ss~s and wants of t~~ f~~ale sex, and th~ir 

prop~r tr~a~ment, physica y, ~ora y 11 11 and m~ntally.1t Several 

y~ars more \V~re to pass, lLO\Vever ,I ~ Defore th~ legislature 
11 

finally funded the post. 

Cr~ation of the separate women's wing, then, spelled 

not imurovement but deterioration in the quality of care of 

female conv~cts . held at the Tennessee State Penitentiary. 

They w~r~ now being treated differently from the men--and 

unequally, lacking the men's opportunities for work and 

exercise and their access, w ho=ever minimal, to prison personnel. 

1898-1930 

t of the w'omen' s The ~ntir~ly unsatisfactory arrangemen 

wing was terminated w en, ~n h ~ 1898, Tennessee r~placed its 

one which included a antiquated penitentiary with a new 

completely separate building for women. Establishme.nt of 

.this femal~ facility--separate (though not administratively 

independent) and headed by a matron--marks the third step in 

the process where y ennessee b T finally created an entirely in-

dependent pr~son for women. 

1/ T"h';ch glutted the prison in the early The lIc;onvict \Tar ....... 

=';th a prison fir~ in the same period which 1890s, together ....... 

destroyed badly <:;.. J need od cells, finall u forced the reluctant 

!-ac~ the n~cessitv. of building an entir~ly new legislatur~ to 

penite.ntiary. In 1893 the legislature authoriz~d construction, 

furthe.r outs ide Nashville, and at the. same time on a ne.,v sit~ 
I. 
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it proyid~d for a classification system ':for the k~~ping of 

mal~ and female convicts s~parate and apart." In 1897 it 

furth~r provid~d that "there shall De a matron for the 1'Fle~7 

main prison, whos~ duty it shall be to look after the morals, 

good conduct, comfort, moral and religious training of the 

female convicts." Her salary was set at $300 per annum--one 

quarter that of the warden and less, even, than that of the 

male guards. The next year, 1898, the first matron was 

appoint~d, and th~ female convicts were moved to the new prison. 

The n~w Womanls Building was located in the northwe~t 

corner of the penitentiary yard--as far as possible from the 

men's quarters--and surrounded "by a strong, solid fence of 

wood." 
It had forty-eight cells, out in contrast to the cells 

in the men's quarters, which were designed to hold individual 

convicts, some of the cells in" the 1·10man I s Building were large 

enough to hold IIseveral inmates." (This arrangement, which is 

~ore frequently associated with institutions for children, 

wom~n and the mentally disordered than those for adult males, 

was of course cheaper to construct than separate cells.) The 

Wo~an's Buil~ing had no bathing facilities and no kitchen of 

its own. Food for the women. according to an investigating 

committee. of 1908, \Vas carried across the yard "and served 

almost any way. We think the women are entitled to have their 

meals serve.d at least as well as the.y are serve.d in the men's 

dining J;'oom.
1T 

Although the Woman\s Building lack~d facilities 

for bathing and eating, it did includ~ a laundry. capable of 

handling th_~ wash for the entire prison. 

12 
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have been the sole officer in charge of The matron may 

the penitentiary reports make no reference the women; at least 

othe ~· female personnel. and male personnel to fe,male guards or... , 

were exciuded from the Woman's Building. Yet despite her 

heavy re~ponsibilities, the matron was very clearly subordinate 

to the warden. According to the prison's report of 1898, the 

Governor had recently appointed "a white female Matron, who 

'd ~ ent under the shall have entire control of the woman s epar~m , 

supervision of the Warden II She "may live in the female 

prison, where comfortable quarters ~hall be provided for' 

her . " There she was expected to "superinte,nd and direct 

the work of the female convicts . . and report as often as 

W d " Yet clespJ." te her numerous and cons tan t required to the ar en. 

duties, the matron was not considered a prison official at all 
14 

by the prison commission~rs. We are told the names of the 

successive matrons only incidenta~ly, and ,these women never 

wrote separate reports to the legislature, the warden rather 

accounting for them i~ his biennial reports. 

The program for the femal~ convicts, while an improvement 

over the nearly total idleness of the period 1892-1898, was 

still minimal and appears to have remained so at least through 

the 1930s. There were churc~ services on Sundays, usually 

f ollowE~d by Sunday Schoo I t aught by the ma t ron 0 r wome,n from 

Nashville. On two evenings a week, the matron~ with convict 

assistants, taught the illiterate convicts. As for industry~ 

, h century thLe women worked in the in the early twentJ.et 

:1 
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penitentiary's hosiery factory, along 1,;ith. "the lame, young 

and weaker lI,!.ale" convicts; th.ere, under the contract system, 
J. 5 

they ,produced stockings for a ne1'T Hanpshire firm. This 

regimen was clearly and unashamedly devoid of rehabilitative 

considerations. 

1930-1965 

The type of women's unit buil·t in 1898 had reflected 

Tennessee's lack of interest in creating special programs for 

female offenders. This indifference to rehabilitation was 

also reflected in the next step taken by the state in its 

provision for female prisoners, the construction of a Wome~'s 

Prison in 1930. 

This Women's Prison, like its predecessor, originated 

in a need for more space: about 100 women were being crowded 

into the forty-eight cells of the old Woman's Build~ng by 
16 

·1930. The new female prison, erected on penitentiary property 

but a mile-and-a-half from the main penitentiary, was the 

statets first physically independent penal institution for 

women. But a visiting reformer from the north would probably 

have mistaken it for a men's institution, so little did it 

conform to the model there evolving of what an independent 

women's prison "ought" to look like. Instead of being built 

on the cottage plan, the Women's Prison was cruciform in shape 

and contained cell blocks with tiers four stories high. 

Whereas the modern northern women's prison expressed architec-

turally its low concern with security, the Tennessee Women's 
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Prison was a high security institution, with bars on the 

windows and ·cells distanced from the windows by a corridor. 

Not o·nly did th.e Nashville Homen's Prison lack the farm 

which was usually part of the northern women~s 

reformatory; it lacked even a yard where the women might 

exercis.e. 

This Women's Prison offered inmates a program even more 

~mpoverished than that of men's prisons in most states, in-

cluding Tennessee. The care it provided, according to a 

report by the Department of Institutions and Public Welfire, 

was "almost purely custodial. Practically nothing is done 

in the way of treatment and training." There was no teacher 

and no physician, and th~ matron enjoyed no administrative 

independence but rather functioned much like a female guard 

under the supervision of. the penitentiary warden. Even the 

employments of the past--running the laundry and man'ufactu,ring 

hosiery-~were now denied to women~risoners. The "library!! 

consisted of "about 200 iJ.ondescript volumes, most of them in 

bad condition." Conditions we~e especially bad for black 

women: the prison consisted of two wings of equal capacity, 

one designated for whites and the other for Negroes. However, 

while the white \\Ting was usually underpopula ted, the "~~egro 
17 

\.,ring" was lIalmost constantly overcrowded." 

Before this Women's Prison was a decade old, the Depart-

ment of Institutions began calling for its rebllace.me.nt. The 

recommendation ~as based partly on recognition of the plant's 
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inadequacies, partly on a desire to use this building for 

reception and classification of incoming male prisoners. 

(Th.is is, in fact, the buildingts main function t~day.) 

But the recommendation, though repeated, did not produce 
18 

results until the mid-1960s. 

1965: Establishment of the Tennessee 
Prison for ~vomen 

With the creation of a new Tennessee Pris6n for Women in 

1965, the state took its fifth and final step in the establish-

ment of ari independent prison for women. For the f~rst tim~, 

the female institution was both physically separate from and 

administratively independent of the men's institution. More-

over, for the first time with the opening of this prison, the 

state's female prisoners began receiving care superior to that 
19 

available to men. 

is 

The new plant, located in the Bordeaux section of Nashville, 

considerably more removed from the men's penitentiary,than 

was its predecessor. It consists of five main buildings of 

concrete and glass, enclosed by a fence and surrounded by farm-

land. The low dormitory buildings contain rooms, not cells, 

and like other recently erected women's prisons, that of 

Tennes~ee, too, now outwardly resembles a college campus. The 

institution is overcrowded (in July of 1979 its capacity was 

115, its population 217), and it offers a fairly traditional 

program of basic education and job training, yet it is doubtless 

regarded with envy by m~n who continue to be incarcerated in 

the old penitentiary. 
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The Prisoners 

Who were the women who served time in the successive 

accomodations provided by Tennessee for female state pri~oners? 

This section explores the answer to that question with data 

derived from entries made in the prisoner registries between 

1840 and 1934. The overall picture which emerges is one of 

women who, prior to incarceration, suffered from severe social 

dislocation and isolation. 

Of the women sentenGed to the penitentiary in this period 

of roughly one hundred years, 78 percent were black. However, 

as Table 6:2 shows, the proportion black varied ~rom a low of 

12.5 percent in the pre-Civil War years to a high 90 percent 

at the turn of the century: 

TABLE 6:2 

RACIAL COHPOSITION BY PERIOD OF SAHPLE OF WOHEN SENTENCED TO 
TE~~ESSEE STATE PENITE~~IARY, 1840 THROUGH 1934, 

IN PERCENTAGES 
Totals 

Black White Other Across 

1831-1859 12.5 (3) 87.5 (21) 0 100.0 (24) 
1860-1887 70.7 (29) 29.3 (12) 0 100.0 (!~1) 
1888-1892 83.3 (60) 16.7 (12) 0 100.0 (72) 
1893-1903 90.5 (237) 9.5 (25) 0 100.0 (262) 
1904-1911 90.7 (49) 9.3 (5) 0 100.0 (54) 
1912-1922 85.4 (204) 14.6 (35) 0 100.0 (239) 
1926-1934 65.3 (169) 34.7 (90) 0 100.0 (259) 

I 
I 
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About two-thirds of these women had been ~orn in Tennessee , 

and most of the rest of them had also been born in the South: 

TABLE 6:3 

PLACE OF BIRTH OF S~IPLE OF WO~EK SENTENCED TO 
TENNESSEE STATE PENITENTIARY, 

1840 THROUGH 1934 

Tennessee 
Sou th\ exel uding 

Tennessee 
Northeast 
Hidwest 
West' 
Foreign-born 

Totals 

Number 

621 
256 

8 
34 

1 
3 

954 

Percent 

67.3 
. 27.7 

.9 
3.7 

.1 

.3 
100.0 

Closer scrutiny of the place of birth of these women indicates 

that many had moved north from the d~eper south: 6.1 percent 

6f the sample had been born in Georgia, 5.2 percent i~ 

Hississi.ppi, another 3.9 percent in Alabama. Such women' appear 

to have been part of a post-Civil War northward migration. 

This impression is strengthened by the fact that many were 

arrested in the western part of the state, an area sparsely 

populated but bordering on the Mississippi River, along which 

the migration would have moved. 

Unlike the northern women's reformatories, which placed 

upper limits on the age of women who might be committed to 

such institutions, the Tennessee penitentiary received commit-

ments of any age. The ages of prisoners in the sample ranged 

from 13 through 80 years. The mode was 19 years, but half of 

\, 
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the sample were 23 or older at commitment. The age 

distribution is shown in Table 6:4: 

TABLE 6:4 

AGES OF SAMPLE OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO TENNESSEE STATE 
PENITENTIARY, 1840 THROUGH 1934 

12-15 years 
16-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-96 

Totals 

Number 

23 
316 
432 
118 

41 
9 

939 

*Off due to rounding error 
) 

Percent 

2.4 
,::-33.7 
'''''::6 .• 0 
12.~; 
4.4 
1.0 

100.1* 

Nearly 60 percent of them were single, another sign of 

social isolation. In their religious inclinations, tOQ, 

they were relatively unaffiliated: 

TABLE 6: 5 

RELIGION OF SAMPLE OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO 
TENNESSEE STATE PENITENTIARY, 

1840 THROUGH 1934 

Catholic 
Protestant 
None/Irreligious 
Other 

Totals 

Number 

14 
385 
479 

1 
879' 

Percent 

1.6 
43.8 
54.5 

. 1 
100.0 

A small fractip£~eported being Catholic (these were mainly 

white women), and nearly 45 percent reported a Protestant 

affiliation of some type; but, quite surprisingly, over 50 

percent reported having no religious affiliation or being 

positively irreligious. (The proportion claiming no religious 
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affiliation was even hiEher for blacks than h' 
~ IV ~tes, being 

57 percent and 43 percent, respectively.) 

Lastly, examination of the previous occupations of these 

prisoners also indicates that they were, at best, soci~lly 

marginal: 

TABLE 6:6 

OCCUPATION BY RACE OF SA}lPLE OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO TE~~ESSEE STATE 
PENITENTIARY, 1840 THROUGH 1934, 

IN PERCENTAGES 

Total Sample Black I\Thite 

Blue Collar 6.6 (60) 4.8 (35) 14.1 (25) 
Entertainment .3 (3) 0 1.7 (3) , 
Farm 1.5 (14) 1.6 (12) 1.1 (2) 
Service 40.0 (363) 40.4 (295) 38.4 (68) 
White Coliar .6 (5) .3 (2) 1.7 (3) 
None/Retired/No Info.* 51.0 (463) 52.9 (387) 42.9 (76) 

Totals 100.0 (908) 00.0 (731) 99.9** (177) 

*Cases for which occupational information was missing in 
the prisoner registries are included here on the inference 
that, if a clerk did not write in the space left for 
previous occupation, it was becuase the inmate had nothing 
to report. 

**Off due to ro~nding error. 

Most of those who had worked prior to incarceration had 

held low level service jobs. More specifically, if we look 

for particular occupational categories into which 2 percent or 

? /; 
,) 
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more oJ; the women fit, ve find that these ~'lere Cook (J.l,.O 

percent) ~ Rouseworker (8.5 percent), and Nurse (3.3 percent), 

the last very probably being a non-professional category. 

But even more striking than the fact that so large a prop or-

tion of the sample re?orted having held low-level and poorly-

paying jobs is the finding that more than half of these women 

had previously had no employment at all. If we were talking 

about a different ?opulation, this high level 6f nonemployment 

among women would not seem signific~nt; in Tennessee in general 

in 1910, for example, only 22 percent of all females' 10 yea:r:s 
20 

and older were gainfully employed. However, the prisoner 

population, because many were migrants, single, and/or black, 

had a far greater need for employment than did the general 

female population. 

Given their lack of ties and financial neediness, it is 

not suprising that such women turned to petty property crime. 

(The specific nature of their offenses will be examined in 

the next section.) It is also not surprising that sometimes 

'they would ban~ together to form partnerships or gangs for 

the purpose of com=itting crime. That women joined forces and 

planned ahead for the commission of crime flies in the face of 

some stereotyped notions of the nature of the fe~ale offender. 

Yet such groups did exist in Tennessee, as both the prisoner 

registries and the court of appeals cases held by the Tennessee 

State Archives make clear. 

21 
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No concerte.d or systematic effort vas made 
< to identify 

cases in which women had worked with partners. 
Ho~.;rever, when 

such cases were observed in paSSing, note was mad~ of them 

with the following results: 

TABLE 6:7 

CRIME PARTNERS OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO TENNESSEE STATE 
PENITENTIARY, 1840 THROUGH 1934 

, 

Number' Percent 

No reference to partners noted 
Female partners noted 
Male partners noted, 

826 
107 

22 

86.5 
11.2 
2.3 

NOTE: Due to the f t th d ac at ata werebeino collected 
on female pr~soners only, it was more likely ~hat female 
than male cr~me ?artners would be noted. . 

Given the unsystematic nature of the search , it seems sig~ 

nificant that more than 11 percent were ident 4 fl."ed ... aS,having 

had female partners. Breaking this down further, we find that 

in 8 percent of the cases, only one f 1 ema e crime partner was 

noticed; in the other 3 percent, there were two or more female 

partners in addition to the principal of the case. (In con-

trast, of those who WSre noted to have acted in concert with 

a male. nearly all i'? per t) b • \~ _cen were a served to have acted with 

one male and the other, smali fraction with two males. No 

mixed-sex groups were identified.) 

From the court of appeal Q cases h ld b ~ e y the Tennessee 

State Archives, we can ooet some l."dea f h o ow the female ctime 

groups operated. The case of Mattie Jamison, Cora Clayton, 

-...c:c:._ 
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Bettie McGayon and Ratte Allen vs.The State, which ~.;rent to 

the Tennessee Sup~eme Court in 1905, tells the following story: 

A fa~mer nallled L. L. Hilson came to Nashville to quy ~.;rhiskey 

and drink with "a 'Hr. Lee,ff after ,.;rhich he visited flthe 

purlieus of Line Streetf' ~vhere he entered into a financial 

transaction with Hattie Allen ~while the other girls surrounded 

him." While distracted oy the women, he was relieved of his 

"pocket book, containing $127.00 . Th~,. lower court 

whe~e the case originally went to trial had found that 

it is manifest that the girl Hattie Allen was the one 

who actually took the money from the pros'ecutor LL. L. 

Hilson!, while, if the other girls are to be believed, 

he was endeavoring to have intercourse with her in the 
22 

alley 

However, this court had also found that these partners were 

working in collusion with Hattie. Irrespective of who actually 

lifted Mr. Wilson's wallet, we have an example of a loose-knit, 

perhaps spontaneously formed group of black women, at least 

one of them a prostitute, which came together for the purpose 

of stealing from a white male customer. 

'J'hp. recnrns of Alice Simpson et. 'al vs. The St,ate, also 

heard ~y the Supreme Court in 1905, tell a similar story. In 

this case one John West, "an elderly gentleman of an inquisitive 

turn oft urn ·o.t mind, If W'as ent iced in to the hous e 0 f Alice 

Simpson, "a large. colored wom.an, (I where with the help of' Willie 
jr\ 

Thomas a!.ld Net tie Cat o~! she s tole from him $120 itl cash and a 
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gold ring wort~ $5. Alice Simpson was later caught at a 

saloon, "There she was drinking nand treating her friends." 

She, ho~vever, claimed to have gotten no money fro~ West 

flexcept fifty cents, which ne gave her voluntarily for ser-
23 

vices performed in the room. fI Also similar was a case 

from the late nineteenth century. In this one, a forty-five 

year old man named Frank Turner came to Nashville on December 

8, 1895. While drinking in a restaurant, he picked up two 

bla~k women, Fanny Weaks and Spot Scruggs, each of them twenty-

two years old. When he was quite drunk (according to his own 

testimony), they suggested that they all go d6~n an alley 

together, at which point they jumped him, roobing hin of his 

wallet containing $105. Weaks was sentenced to ten years for 
24 

robbery, Scruggs to five. 

These three examples enaole us to form an idea of at 

least one type of female crime partnership. (It may have been 

the most common type, for the majority of ~rime partner data 

collected from the archival materials are examples of it. 

However, because data on crime partners was not collected 

systematically, and cannot be from court of appeals records, 

it is impossible to be sure that the type was in fact the most 

prevalen t.) This type was composed of black prostitutes who 

would organize to steal from customers, older uhite men who 

came to town with full wallets to carouse. The women themselves 

had little to rely on but each other, for if they were"t~pical 
" 

of other women held at the penitentiary in Nashville, they were 

among the most disadvantaged members of their society. 
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Offenses. Sentences and Times Served 

As show"n in Table 6:8, the majority of ,,,omen ,were sent 

to the penitentiary for property offenses, but more 
25 

percent had been convic:ed of crimes of violence. 

TABLE 6:8 

CONVICTION" OF?ENSES BY. RACE OF SA1-:PLE OF WOHEN 
SENTENCED TO TENNESSEE STATE PENITENrIARY, 

1840 THROUGH 1934, IN PERCENTAGES' 

than 40 

Totals Blacks llliite 

Violent Crime 41.4 (392) 43.8 (328) 32.5 (64) 
Property Crime 53.8 (509) 53.5 (401) 54.8 (l08) 
Public Order Crime 1.8 (17) .7 (5) 6.1 (12) 
Other 3.0 (28) 2.0 (15) 6.6 (13) 

A higher proportion of black women were convicted of crimes 

of violence, and public order offenders, though rare, ,tended 

to be white (perhaps because they were more likely to be 

viewed as worth saving from vice); but overall there was not 

a great deal of difference between the races in conviction 

offense patterns. There was apparently somewhat more fluc-

tuat:'on by time period of commitIlent in the types of offenses 

for which the Tennessee women were co~victed, as shown in 

Table ,6:9: 
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TABLE 6:9 

CONVICTION OFFENSES BY PERIOD OF SA}fPLE OF HOHEN SENTENCED TO 
TENNESSEE STATE PENITENTIARY, 1840 THROUGH 1934, 

IN PERCENTAGES 

Violent Property Public Order Other 

1831-1859 47.8 ( 11) 39.1 (9 ) 8.7 (2) 4.3 (1) 
1860-1887 31. 7 (13) 63.4 (26) 0 4.9 (2) 
1888-1892 17.8 (13) 74.0 (54) 1.4 (1) 6.8 (5) 
1893-1903 35.6 (93) 61. 3 (160) 1.1 (3) 1.9 (5) 
1504-1911 25.9 (14) 68.5 (37) 1.9 (1) 3.7 (2) 
1912-1922 48.1 (115) 48.5 (116) 1.7 (4) 1.7 (4) 
1926-1934 52.9 (139) 41.4 (109) 2.3 (6) 3.4 (9) 

In instances where the n~mber of cases is small, the fluc-

tuations may be apparent rather than reflections of real 

differences in conviction offenses by period. On the other 

hand, the table does suggest that the proportion of women con-

vic ted of property offenses rose markedly after the Civil War, 

remaining high till the decade starting in 1912. 

It is not clear why the proportion of those convicted of 

crimes,of violence began to rise after 1912, returning to and 

even exceeding the pre-Civil War high point. But the marked 

'increase in the proportion of property crime convictions just 

after the war does coincide with the change in the racial 

composition of the female prisoner population from white to 

black ~see Table 6:2) and may be explained by it. Jesse Crowe 

quotes the penitentiary Directors as reporting, juet after the 

Civil War, that II many criminals are sent here for offences 

ranging from eight cents . . to all intermediate sums not 

reaching $5," a phenomenon which Cro,.;re links ,.;rith the end of 
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slavery: just after the ~ar. the penitentiary system developed 

the contract system of ~easing its convict labor to contractors 

and it simutaneously began holding forner slaves f9r extremely 

petty thefts. The prison system, in other words, seems to 

have in Some ways become a substitute for the institution of 

slavery, functioning as a means of controlling blacks and in-

suring the availability of their free labor. He have already 

observed that women p~isoners, like men, were ~orked on the 

railroads and in the mines in the post-war period. Later, 'when 

they were ,hired out to Nashville homes and establi~hments, they 

accumulated more than 1,000 working days a month and ~arned 

for the prison at least $500 a year. When in the late 1890s 

the practice of hiring them out was prohibited and they were 

instead put to work in the hosiery mills, their labor continued 

to be lucrative: according to a report of 1900, these mills 

were producing 8,000 pairs of hose daily and earning for the 
26 

penite~tiary an income of about $28,000 a year. 

The black women who were thus incarcerated an~ worked in 

.the post-war years seem in fact mainly to have been convicted 

of petty property crimes. A breakdown is not available of 

specific conviction offenses by period. However, we do have 

data on the &pecific conviction offenses for the sample as a 

whoJe. According to the latter, nearlY~40 percent of the 

prisoners sampled had been convicted of three relatively minor 

forms of the-ft: 
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Housebreaking 
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Number 

200 
156 

--U. 
379 

Percent 

20.7 
16.2 

2.4 
39.3 

Moreover, we recall that large proportions of the prisoners 

the 1860-1911 periods had been convicted of property crime. 

It ,does seem plauSible, then. to h th . 
, ypo es~ze a connection 

between the change in the rac;al 
~ composition of the female 

in 

prison population in the post-war period and the change in 
the 

kinds of crime for wh~ch women were incarcerat~d. 
This hypo'thes,is 

fits with the demographic information presented earlier which 

suggested that the female prisoners were socially isolated and 

financially needY--in other words, women with few disincentives 

to commit minor thefts. 

Until 1913, when the state's first parole and indeterminate 

senten~e law went into effect, women sentenced to the Tennessee 

State Penitentiary received "flat" sentences of fixed numbers 

,of years. 
This did not mean that prisoners served their entire 

sentences, however, for Tenness dId 
ee eve ope a system 9f com-

mutation very early, pioneering in this area of "good time" 

27 before the first females arrived at the 
penitentiary. As 

Table 6:10 shows, 9 percent of th I 
e samp e were released early 

because they earned good time credits; another 7 percent could 

have been released earlier but ~vere punished for bad behavior 

by having good time credits denied partially or totally. 

~ ..• -
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TABLE 6:10 

METHOD OF RELEASE OF SAMPLE OF WO~rnN SE~TENCED TO TENNESSEE 
STATE PENITENTIARY, 1840 TRHOUGH 1934 

Method of Release 

Conditional pardon 
Died 
Escape 
Expiration of sentence idth 

Good Time credits 
Expiration of sentence ivith 

Good Time credits denied 
Pardon 

. Parole 
Special commutation by governor 
Other 
No information 

Totals 

*Off due to rounding error. 

Number 

15 
36 
23 

88 

68 
142 
234 
L~l 

29 
289 
965 

Percent 

1.6 
3.7 
2.4 

9.1 

7.0 
14.7 
24.2 
4.2 
2.9 

29.9 
99.7* 

Yet another common means of release, especially in t?e years 

before indeterm1nate sentencing, wa~ pardon by ~he governor, 

a method by which nearly 15 percent of the sample gained 

release. 

A final question: How much time was actually served"by 

women sentenced to the Tennessee State Penitentiary? The 

average for all prisoners in the sample on whom such information 

is available (N=596) is 40.9 months, ?r about three-and-a-half 

years. This average conceals variations over time, which are 
-;:~~~~.;:,,-,--,,-

shown in Table 6:11. If time-served always reflected the 

seriousness of the conviction offense, then we would expect 

time-served to be longest in the antebellum period and 

again after 1912, when the proportions of women convicted of 

violent crimes were highest. But this was not what in fact 

happened: 
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TABLE 6:11 

AVERAGE TIME SERVED BY PERIOD FOR SMfPLE OF HOMEN SENTENCED 
TO TEXNESSEE STATE PENITENTIARY 

1840 THROUGH 1934 

Mean in ~fonths (Number of cases) 

1840-1859 
1860-1887 
1888-1892 
1893-1903 
1904-1911 
1912-1922 
1926-1934 

33.3 
--~3. 0 

.%.2 
52.9 
43.5 
41.7 
35.4 

(20) 
(20) 
(13) 
(97) 
(24) 

(189) 
(233) 

Time-serv~d was acutally shortest in the periods in which 

the greatest proport:Lons were serving time for" crimes of 

violence and longest around the turn of the century, when the 

proportion of property offenses was highest. (This finding 

tends to confirm the thesis that just after the Civil War, 

the prison system functioned as a kind of substitute {or the 

institution of slavery, funneling blacks into forced labor.) 

If we ~gnore for a moment those periods for which we have 

under 75 cases, we can, moreover, observe a steady decline in 

time-served in Tennessee: it went from 53 months on the 

average in the period 1893-1903 down to 42 months during 1912-

1922 and fell again to 35 months for the period 1926-1934. 

This f,inding, too, suggests that time-served corJ;'elates but 

poorly with seriousness of conviction offense. 

) 
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In Tennessee, the process by which a separate women's 

prison was established was one of slow mitosis. Gradually 

the women were isolated; as their numbers grew, they were 

inc reas ingl y spli t off from th e main pop uJ,a t ion a f men. Yet, 

in contrast to the north, where the establishment of separate 

penal institutions for women was usually accompanied by an 

improvement in their care, the separation process in Tennessee 

was marked by a steady decline in the quality of treatment: 

wheieas in antebellum years female prisoners were treated 

very much- like males, when they became more isolate~ later 

in the century they were also cut off from important facilities' 

and personnel. ~or did this situation improve with the erec-

tion of the Women's Prison in 1930: there they were held in 

cramped, high security quarters and, perhaps because they 

~.;rere no,v out of sight, all but put out of nind as wel~ by the 

rest of the state's penal system. These years during which the 

care of women prisoners was so very poor began with an influx 

of black women just after the Civil War. Uprooted, lacking 

ties and opportunities, these women seem almost perforce to 

have turned to petty property crimes such as stealing from 

white farmers who came to them for illicit sex. The period of 

inferiGr care for women ended in 1965, with the creation of a 

new and entirely independent prison for women. Interestingly 

enough, this was also the point at which racial segregation 

ended. With independence and integration came, for th~ first 

time, care superior to. that of the men. 
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Notes 

1 
The paragraph is based on information in th~ peniten-

tiary's early biennial reports, E. Bruce Thompson, IIRefo-rms 

in the Penal System of Tennessee, 1820-1850,11 Tennessee 

Historical Quarterly I (4) (December 1942):291-308, and 

Jesse Crawford Crowe, "The Origin and Development of 

Tennessee's Prison Problem, 1831-1871,11 Tennessee Historical 

Quarterly XV (2) : (June 1956):111-135. 

2 
TSP, BR 1860:232. 

3 
Nancy Ann Smith is Case No. 454 in Tennessee State 

Archives, Record Group 25, Series 12, v. 86, Convict Rec~rd 

Book 1831-1874. She is described as ~ 1'10man of "color Ii; ,\That 

this means is unclear for distinctions were at times ~ade 

bet~veen the meaning of "negro," IIcolored," and "slave," and 

apparently different clerks used these terms in different 

,vays. 

4 
Messages of Governor James K. Polk, Tennessee Gener~l 

Assembly, House Journal, 24th Assembly, 1st sess., 1841-1842: 

23, as quoted in Crowe, "Origin and Developmen t of Tennessee's 

Prison Problem":117. 

5 
Tennessee, Acts of the General Assembly 1843-1844, 

Resolution No. XVI; Tennessee State Archives, Record Group 25, 

Series 12, v. 86, Convict Record Book 1831-1874, Case No. 2229. 
-, 
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6 
Tennessee State Archives, Record Group 25, Series 12, 

v. 86, Convict Record Book 1831-1874, Case No. 886; Tennessee 

Acts and Resolutions of 'the General Assembly 1851-1852, 

Feb ruary 2, 1852 (that an exception 1vas made in Clarissa's 

case \'1 as perhaps connected 1vi th her offense: murder in the 

first degree). Tennessee General Assembly, The Code of Ten

nessee Enacted by the General Assembly of 1857-1858 (Nashville: 

E. q. Eastman and Company, 1858) indicates that slaves could 

be dealt with by the criminal justice system under special 

circumstances. 

7 
Tennessee State Archives, Record Group 25, .Series 12, 

v. 86, Convict Record Book 1831-1874. 

8 
Tennessee State Archives, Record Group 25, Seri7s 4, 

v. 31, Board of Inspectors of the Tennessee Penitentiary, 

1877-1892:14; TSP, BR 1882:7. 

9 
TSP, BR 1882:9. 

10 /- , . hY P t TSP, BR 1890:116-117 /escape~7, 5 warden s W1S_; e e 

II H" I Daniel, "The Tennessee Convict War, -Tennessee 1stor1ca 

Quarterly XXXIV (3) (Fall 1975):273-292, esp. 286-288. 

11 
Tennessee p Acts and Resolutions 1897, Ch. 125, sec. 

28; TSP, BR 1894:15. For more on hiring out, see Tennessee, 

Report of the Joint Penitentiary Investigating Committee to 

the Fiftieth General A..§:.sembly of Tennessee, l1arch 24, 1897, 

II 
11 

1 
I 
I 
I 
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in Appendix to the House Journal 1897~886-887 (hereafter 

cited as Tennessee, Report 3-24-1897). 

12 
Tennessee, Acts and Resolutions of the General 

Assembly 1893, Ch. 78, sec. 3, Acts and Resolutions 1897, 

Ch. 125, sec. 3. There seems to have been a good deal of 

moving back and forth between the old and new penitentiary 

at least until 1901, and to judge from the convict record 

book-s 1 some women were returned to the old prison because 

they proved adept at escaping from their new quarters. 

13 
TSP, BR 1898:724, BR 1908:29, 18. 

14 
TSP, BR 1898: 1075 CINo male employee or convi c t shall 

have any Position in the female prison when a Matron is in 

charge of the same ll
). The other quoted material in this 

paragraph appears on the same page. For indications of the 

matron!s status, see, for example, this same report, pp. 

1068-1071. 

15 

TSP, BR 1900:11. The Lakeshore Hosiery Company of 

Laconia, New Hampshire is named in Tennessee, Report 3-24-1897: 

890. 

16 
Tennessee Department of Institutions, BR 1930:383. 

17 
Tennessee Department of Institutions and Public Welfare, 

Advisory Committee on Correctional Institutions for Adults, 

Report on Correctional Institutions for Adults en.p. :n.d. 

0938?/:62, 63, 62. 
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18 
Ibid.:62-64 [basis for recommendation/; Tennessee 

Department of Correction, Report on the operations of the 

Department of Correction, State of Tennessee, during the 

period from January 1953 to the present time (Nashville, 

1960 Lunpaginated typescript held by Tennessee State Librar~T 

and AR 1957:16 {recommendation repeate~T. 

19 
Tennessee, Public Acts of 1965, Ch. 178? secs. 1, 3. 

The ,Tennessee Department of Correction, AR 1.212:40, gives 

some statistical information on women prisoners; the data on 

conviction offenses are repeated here so that they can be 

compared with the similar data on earlier prisoners which 

is presented later in this chapter: 

CONVICTIO£i[ OFFENSES OF TOTAL NUMBER OF RESIDENTS SERVE.D 
ny TENNESSEE WOMEN'S PRISON DURING FY 1976-1977, 

EXCLUDING THOSE TRfu~SFERRED OUT 

Number Percent 

Homicide 52 16.4 
Robbery 33 10.4 
Drug 44 13.9 
Property 168 53.0 
Sex 1 .3 
Other 19 6.0 

Totals 317 100.0 

NOTE: The categories of crime are those given in the 
D~partment of Correction report. 

2'0 
U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 

Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1910. 

Vol. IV. Population 1910. Occupation Statistics (Washington: 

Government Printing Office, 1914) :37. 

--------- ------ ---------~---------

I 
II 

I 

-35-

21 
See, for example, Cae L b sar om roso and William Ferrero , 

The Female Offender (New York: Philosoph;cal 
... Library, 1958) 

and Otto Pollak, The Criminality of Women (New Yor~: A. S. 

Barnes, A Perpetua Book, 1961). 

22 
_/Tennessee St t A h -/ a e rc ive~ Tennessee Supreme Court , 

Mattie Jamison, Cora Clayton, Bettie McGavon and 
Hattie Allen 

vs. The State, No. 26' Davidson Criminal 
, Davidson County, 

February 14, 1905. 

23 
{Tennessee State Archive_s-/ T ennessee Supreme Court, 

Alice J1m2.on eE al. vs. 
e_. _' ~'= __ The State, No. 28 Davidson C .. I ... r~m~na , 

Feb~uary l4, 1905. 

24 
_/Tenncssee s· - A -cate rchive~1 Fanny Weaks v. Stat~ of 

Tennessee, 
Supreme Court, Montgomery County, February ~3, 

1$95. 
25 

As the text focuses t 
on ypes of property crime committed 

by wome'n in 
the sample, it may be useful to provide here ,some 

data on the crimes of violence. 
The entire list of specific 

offenses for which the T~nnessee f 
emale prisoners were convicted 

was examined to pinpoint offense 
categories into which 2 percent 

or more of the cases fell. 
Five of these proved to be crimes . 

of violence: 

Arson 
Involuntary Manslaughter 
Murder (unmodified) 
Murder 2d degree 
Voluntary Manslaughter 

Totals 

Number 

19 
45 
57 
54 
94 

269 

Percent 

2.0 
4.7 
5.9 
5.6 
9.7 

27.9 
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26 
Crowe, liThe Origin and Development of Tennessee's 

Prison Problem ll :124; Tennessee State Archives, Record Group 

25, Series 3, v. 28, Maintenance of Convicts, Steward's 

reports 1896-1897:69, 133, 136 Lltfemales working out ll average 

1,022 work days a month in 1897; worked a total of 12,944 

days in 189~T; Tennessee, Report 3-24-1897:927 Learnings of 

female convicts at Hain Prison in 1896 were $517.3];.7; TSP, 

BR 1900: 'II, 18. 

27 
Tennessee Board of Control, BR 1918:43 {first parole 

and indeterminate sentencing law went into effect 2-21-1913/; 

Orlando F. Lewis, The Development of American Prisons and 

Prison Customs, 1770-1845. (Montclair, N.J. :Patt~rson Smith, 

1967) :268 /aevelopment of commutation by good timeT. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE NEW YORK STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN 
AT AUBURN, 1893-1933 

When women's prisons are noted at all in the historical literature on 

incarceration, those which receive attention are usually reformatories. 

Little consid.eration has been given to women's prisons of the custodial type--

institutions which, in their design and population, resembled the typical 

prison for men more than reformatories for other women. This chapter covers 

the history of one of these custodi~l institutions, the State Prison for Women 

maintained at Auburn, New York, from 1893 to 1933. Like other states, New 

York had female felons to deal with in 'the late nineteenth century. But 

whereas other northeastern states held such women in special units of their 

central state prisons for men, New York created a separate institution for 

them. 

Between 1877, when the old prison for women at Sing Sing was closed, and 

the late 1880s, New York had no state prison for females. After 1877, women 

who would previously have been sent to Sing Sing were assigned to county peni-

tentiaries. This sentencing practice, however, eventually became burdensome 

to those New York City-area penitentiaries to which such women were most often 

sent, for although the prisoners' keep was paid by the state, their numbers 

became relatively large. The build-up in the female penitentiary populations 

was the main reason why New York decided in 1893 to establish a separate 

prison for serious female offenders. (At about the same time it also estab-

lished three reformatories. But, as Chapters 2 and 8 explain in more detail, 

the rationales behind the founding of the reformatories were quite different.) 
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The Auburn prison was designated for older and second-term felons--women 

considered too far sunk in criminality to respond to reformatory influences. 1 

Physical Plant 

Like other custodially-oriented prisons for women, the State Prison for 

Women at Auburn _ was est~bll."shed with a minimum of expenditure. In contrast to 

the three reformatories, which were built from the ground up at c;onsiderable 

State Prl."son was located in an abandoned institution, the former expense, the 

Asylum for Insane (male) Criminals. This former a'sYlum was part of the Auburn 

prison for men, the oldest maximum security prison in the country and an 

h h S 2 However, the several acres of institution with a reputation for ars nes • 

, section "by a high, thick the asylum were separated from the r.egular men s 

wall, with only a wicket for passage between the two." The asylum had re-

1 f l."ts insane criminals to a new asylum at cently been emptied by remova 0 

d" was ,in good repair and "should be used by Matteawan, New York; its buil l.ng 

St t Superintendent of Prisons urged in the State for some purpose," the a e 

t " shall result from • • • non-occu-1892, "before damage and deteriora 10n 

pancy.,,3 

These quarters were typical of custodial women's prisons not only in 

state but also in their proximity to a men's prison: their low cost to the 

whereas reformatories for women were usually totally independent institutions 

located on tracts of their own, custodial-type prisons were associated with a 

el."ther throu~h being physically attached (as at Auburn) or, men's institution ~ 

if a sepGrate unit, within the same perimeter wall. 

In its physical plant, the Auburn prison was not as open as a reformatory 

but not as closed as the usual prison for men. The contrast with the reforma-

tory-style women's prison was most marked: instead of cottages and open 
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spaces, the State Prison for Women at Auburn had rows of cells and almost no 

additional space for work, education, or recreation. And yet its quarters 

were not so secure or physically oppressive as those in the adjacent men's 

prison. The women's cells opened off corridors rather than being stacked in 

tiers; they had windows (albeit windows with bal"s); and there was generally 

less in the way of locks, concrete, and guards i~han would ordinarily have been 

found in prisons for men. 

Within the women's prison were six "wards," each consisting of a corridor 

and the rooms which opened off it. These rooms r'eceived a good deal of praise 

in official prison reports, being described as "l:tght, airy and comfortable" __ 

which indeed they were in comparison to the cramped and unventilated cells of 

thG adjacent men's prison. But other than spaciousness, the plant of the 

women's prison had few virtues. Inspectors through the years called for over-

haul of the heating system, which ceased to function in the further reaches of 

the building and in some winters stopped working entir'ely; the water and 

lighting systems also came in for criticisms. Madeline Doty, a prison com

missioner who in 1916 posed as an inmate and spent several days incarcer~ted 

at Auburn, described air befouled by slop jars, scant sUpplies of washing 

water, and even scanter provision of water for drinking. 4 Doty's description 

provides a glimpse of the prison's intel'ior: 

I was quickly transferred to a ward in another part of the building. 

This ward, like the first, had a very broad corridor resembling a 

:j;arge assembly-hall, off which on each hand opened the cells. At II ... 
\'- -<- ~ 

each end and in the middle of this big thoroughfare were great win-

dows which, though painted, let in through the upper half a flood of 

light. In the middle of the hallway, in the recess made by a big 

baywindow, were two long, wooden tables. This space served as a 
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dining-room for the twenty-seven women in the ward. Down past the 

rows of cells I was led. At the extreme end of the ward, leading 

off on the right and left, were two blind alleys. Down the one to 

the left we turned. Five cells opened on this narrow hallway, and 

into one of them I was thrust. 5 

Al though the State Prison for' Women used these quarters for forty years, the 

plant described by Doty remained much as it had been in the days it held the 

insane--a sign, perhaps, that authorities regarded female convicts as closer 

to the demented than to normal males in their need for discipline, work, and 

recreation. 

When in the late 1920s a new structure was erected on the grounds of the 

"t a shop bUl"ldl"ng l"ntended for men and built in antici-women's prison, 1 was 

6 pation of the day when the women's prison would be moved to another location. 

(No educational or vocational'building was erected for women prisoners at 

Auburn.) Meanwhile, the building in which the female inmates resided was 

1 " inhab-allowed to deteriorate, for it would be replaced before male prlsoners 

i ted that spot. Thus while the w.ornen' s area was slightly more relaxed in 

terms of security, it was certainly not more comfortable physically, and it 

offered fewer advantages to the women than were available to men on the other 

side of the dividing wall. 

Administration 

The legislation which est .. ablished the New York State Prison for Women at 

Auburn provided for a matron and female assistants, but it fixed them in 

sUbordinate positions, specifying that "For the purposes of the government and 

management • • • , such State Prison for Women shall be deemed a department of 

the Auburn prison.,,7 Assisting the male warden in the task of operating the 
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women's prison were the (male) physician, clerk, and chaplain of the men's 
prison. The warden, rather than the head t 

ma ron, had the power to appoint the 
assistant matrons. 

Thus authority was firmly in the hands of men, with women 

officers being aSSigned to routiri~ tasks. 

Salaries for these female officers were t 
00 low to attract well educated 

women who might be interested in careers in prison administration: 
the ma-

tron's salary was fixed at $1,200 per year, those 
of her assistants at $300 or 

less. (Guards at the adjacent men's prison, male 
counterparts to the assis-

tant matrons, received $600 annually. A h 
s teState CommiSSioners of Prisons 

complained in 1902, the salaries of the assistant matrons 

inadequate.,,)8 Fe 1 ff" . 
ma e 0 lcers were provided with living 

were "entirely 

quarters in a house 
close by the women's prison, but this situatl"on 

, too, was hardly calculated to 
attract energetic, independent profeSSionals. 

For the first tWenty years the matron of Aubu1rn 
was a Mrs. Annie M. 

Welshe (lla dignified woman, t 
ma ure in years," as the New York Times described 

her in 1895).9 Welshe kept th " 
e prlson scrupulously clean, maintained strict 

discipline, but did little else. 
She was succeeded by two other matrons, but 

in 1923 the matron's Position was allowed 
to go unfilled, the phYSiCian of the 

men's prison thenceforth acting as "Superintendent l"n Charge" 
of the prison 

for women. 
By 1927, the staff of the State Prison for Women had dWindled to 

the point that it had I 
on y one reporting offiCial, the teacher, who was not 

primarily an employee of the men's prison. Th 
ese indications that~female 

personnel were considered expendable were also Signs that the State Prison for 

Women, in contrast ,to most female reformatories of its time , 
than to fulfill a caretaking function. 

aimed no higher 

It would feed and clothe its inmates, 
and ensure that they did not b 

escape, ut there its aspirations ended. 
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Commitment Laws and Practices 

The law which governed commitment to the state Prison for Women at Auburn 

made it clear that this prison was intended to isolate women who were them

selves beyond reform and who might impede efforts to reform others. New 

York's Penal Code provided that "Any women over the age of sixteen who shall 

be clonvicted of felony in any court shall t when sentence imposed is one year 

or more be sentenced to imprisonment in the State Prison for Women at Au-

10 burn. " This clause, in combination with the reformatory commitment laws, 

ensured that Auburn inmates would be felons and either over thirty years of 

age, or, if under age thirty, likely to have a previous felony conviction. 

During the first years of the prison's existence, Auburn inmates received the 

determinate sentences associated with prisons for adult males--sentences which 

(in contrast to those of women's reformatories) were designed to punish, not 

treat, and which carried few overtones of rehabilitative intention. Later, as 

indeterminate sentences became,nearly universal, women at Auburn also received 

such sentences. However, the minimum and maximum were determined by offense 

and not, as at reformatories, by the condition of being in need of cure of 

criminality. Auburn sentences, in short, were more overtly punitive. 

The population of the women's prison at Auburn, in contrast to that of 

the reformatories established at roughly the same time, remained small, fluc

tuating between about 75 and 125 inmates and usually hovering around 100. The 

small population was in part a function of the':' generally low rates of serious 

crime by women. But--as we shall see in a moment--it seems also to have been 

an effect of judicial reluctance to commit women to Auburn, an institution 

internationally famous as the prototypical hard labor, maximum security 

prison. 
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There are several indications that judicial reluctal1lce was a factor in 

keeping the prison's population low. In the early years of the State Prison 

for' Women, judges took advantage of a law giving them di::lcretion to send 

felons with terms under five years to local peni tentiariEls instead of to 

prison. Many exercised this discretion when they sentenl~ed ",!omen, thus caus

ing a good deal of bitterness among the State Commissioners of Prisons, who 

worried about underutilization of the newly-established women's prison, with 

its capacity for 250 inmates. In 1901, the Commissioners had the Penal Code 

amended to force judges to send nearly !!l female felons with sentences of a 

year or more to Auburn, even though this might mean separating them by long 

distances from families and friends. "If their friends were acquainted with 

the prison for women at Auburn;" the commissioners explained, "they would ask 

as a favor that the unfortunates be sent there.,,11 

Thus there was from the start a struggle between the state pr'ison author

ities (such as the Commissioners) with their deSire to see their prison full, 

and judges, who apparently 'felt Auburn was an unsuitable place of commitment 

for all but the most hardened women. This struggle continued, but after the 

opening in 1901 of the reformatory at Bedford (which could receive some felons 

as well as misdemeanants), judges began committing women to Bedford in pref

erence to either the penitentiaries or Auburn. Now state authorities blamed 

Bedford rather than the penitentiaries for Siphoning off women who might have 

been sent to Auburn. "For some reason," the Superintendent of State Prisons 

observed irately in 1903, 

many women convicted in this State who might be sent to the State 

Prison for Women at Auburn, are sent to other institutions. This is 

very greatly to be regretted. In its equipment and its resources 

for dealing with women under sentence it is not equalled by any 

other institution in the State. 12 
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pr~" son "can comfortably accommodate three 
And, he tellingly added, the Auburn 

f1 d th re ,,13 Despite its capaciousness, the 
times as many as are now con ne e. 

State Prison for Women frequently found its population sinking below 100. 

to suspect that judges committed women to 
Prison officials had good reason 

Auburn with less enthusiasm than to reformatories. 

Offenses 

b d when nearly one hundred women 
The State Prison for Women at Au urn opene 

"t t" " l"n May of 1893, and it con
were transferred there from local penl en lar~es 

tinued to receive women until it was abolished in 1933. 
The material which 

composl"te portrait of the inmates' offenses and other 
follows builds toward a 

basl"s of data collected from the original prisoner 
characteristics on the 

registries and related documents. 
(Sampling procedures and offense categori-

zations are explained in Appendices E and F.) 

As Table 7:1 indicates, the majority of Auburn's women prisoners were 

sentenced for property crimes; additionally, a high proportion were convicted 

of crimes of violence. 

TABLE 7:1 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, CONVICTION OFFENSES, 
1893 THROUGH 1933 

Crime Category 

Violent 
Property 
Public Order 
Other 
Missing Information 

Totals 
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Number 
of cases 

242 
358 

57 
10 

2 
669 

Percent 

36.2 
53.5 

8.5 
1.5 

.3 
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Using details given in the prisoner registries and other documents, it is 

possible to get a fairly detailed picture of the crimes for which these women 

were convicted. Looking first at property crime, we find that more than 40 

percent of the Auburn prisoners were c~nvicted of some form of grand larceny 

(Table 7:2). 

TABLE 7:2 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, TYPES OF PROPERTY CRIME OF WHICH 
INMATES WERE CONVICTED, 1893 THROUGH 1933 

Crime Category 

Property Crimes 
Grand larceny 
Burglary 
Receiving stolen property 
Forgery 
Other property crimes 

Subtotals 
Non-property Crimes 
Miss-ing Information 

Totals 

Number 
of cases 

278 
34 
22 
19 

5 
358 
309 

2 
669 

Percent of 
all cases 

41.6 
5.1 
3.3 
2.8 
.7 

53.5 
46.2 

.3 
100.0 

NOTE: Offense categories include all degrees and attempts. 

One volume of the prison's remaining records has details on particular of-

fenses, details which give us an idea of specific behaviors which led to each 

charge. Using a list of all property crimes of which prisoners numbered from 

1567 through 1601 were convicted (a sequence chosen at random), we find that 

the grand larceny cases involved a considerable range of behaviors, from 

picking pockets to "taking'$25,OOO from Firm\Where employed." The one bur-

glary case on this list had "Burglarized refreshment stand." All of the 

forgery cases had been involved in writing bad checks and there was, in addi-

tion, a case of extortion in which the woman was described as "Aiding husband 
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in Extortion." It should be noted that these descriptions of the actual 

For offense behaviors indicate that some of the women had plea-bargained. 

example, the case of the prisoner who had taken $25,000 from her employer's 

firm and another of picking pockets were both convicted of grand larceny in 

14 the second degree. 

Looking next at the violent crimes for which women were sent to Auburn, 

we find that manslaughter was the leading conviction offense, as shown in 

Table 7:3. 

TABLE 7:3 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, TYPES OF VIOLENT CRIME 
OF WHICH INMATES WERE CONVICTED, 1893 THROUGH 1933 

Number Percent of 
Crime Category of cases all cases 

Violent Crimes 
Manslaughter 75 11.2 
Assault 53 7.9 
Robbery .52 7.8 
Murder 26 3.9 
Arson 23 3.4 
Other 13 1.9 

Subtotals 242 36.1 
Non-violent Crimes 425 63.5 
Missing Information 2 .3 

Totals 669 99.9* 

* Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 
NOTE: Offense categories include all degrees and attempts. 

As in the case of property offenses, we can get an idea of the nature of the 

violent crimes from some 0 e pr~soner r • f th ' ecords Drawing again on the list 

of offenses of prisoners numbered 1567 through 1601, in this case for descrip-

f ;nd, among the least serious cases, a robbery, second tions of robberies, we • 

degree, conviction or • f "Tak;ng $65 from man" and three robbery, second degree, 

-335- (; 

11 
i! 
:\ 

II 
I 
! 
I 
1 

I 
I 
! 
t! 

! 
I 

I 

11 , 
I 
! 

I 
]i i 
.j 

1 

I 

II 
I 
J 

I 
j 

I 
! 

convictions for "Assisting in robberies without a weapon," "Holdup--Man--

Taking $6.00--Watch," and "Holdup--Diamond Ring and $22.00 from Man." More 

serious were the cases of three young black women convicted of robbery, first 

15 degree; their offense behavior was "Robbing Man of $300.00." 

From the volume which gives offense descriptions, a separate sample was 

drawn of 149 homicide cases, of which we could determine the age and sex of 

the victim in 143 instances.
16 

One of the questions which interested us was 

whether these cases would conform to the stereotype of the female-who-kills as 

a woman striking out at a husband or lover. While we were not able to deter-

mine the relationship between the woman and her victim in all cases, we did 

find that 68 percent of the 149 women had killed adult males, very often 

someone identified as a "husband" or "sweetheart." But in the other 32 per-

cent of the cases, the offender had killed children or other women. We were 

also interested in the means by which these women killed and found that they 

used not only the knife with which the female homicide offender is often 

associated but also strangulation (in one case, of two men), bludgeoning, 

burning alive in an oven, and presenting a husband with poisoned cal1dy. Some 

of these cases, clearly, did not conform to the stereotype of female murderers 

as women who kill impulsively dUring domestic quarrels. 17 

Looking next at Auburn public order offense convictions (Table 1), we 

find that the crimes of all but 2 of the 57 cases in this category involved 

sex or children: bigamy (18 :pases or 2.7 percent of the total sample), abduc

tion (17 cases or 2.5 percent), and other crime categories into which fell 

fewer cases, such as abortion, sodomy, and compulsory prostitution of women. 

The two exceptions to the sex-or-child-related rule were convicted of a drug 

offense and vagrancy, respectively. (The latter apparently was an illegal 

commitment since the prison was supposed to hold only felons.) MOst note-
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worthy is the fact that these public order offenders were relatively few in 

number, comprising less than 10 percent of the sample of the institution's 

population over time. In this rE~spect, Auburn contrasted markedly with the 

New York reformatories operated during the same period. 

Like some of our information on homicide cases, other Auburn offense data 

also occasionally challenge traditional concepts of the female offender. 

First, the 10 cases convicted of crimes other than violent, property, or 

public order offenses (Table 1), although they made up only 1.5 percent of the 

total sample, had been found guilty of aiding escape, bribery, criminal an

archy, false pretenses, and perjury--crimes not always associated with women. 

Second, a non-systematic effort to identify crime partners led to the finding 

that at least 25 cases (3.7 percent of the total 669 cases) had committed 

18 their crimes in concert with one or more women. This figure probably con-

siderably underestimates the true number of those who had crime partners, b~t 

in any case it suggests that at least some of the Auburn women planned ahead 

in the commission of their crimes and without the male associate who, accord-

ing to conventional wisdom, leads the female offender astray. 

Nearly all of the Auburn women, then, had been convicted of serious 

crimes, offenses for which men, too, were sent to state prisons. To a large 

extent, their offenses were those we would expect to find in a population of 

female felons--homicides involving male victims and serious property crimes 

such as grand larceny and burglary. These offenses in themselves challenge 

the picture commonly given in the criminological literature of the period of 

the female as a relatively non-serious and passive offender. To their evi

dence we can add information--not extensive but noteworthy--which indicates 

that the Auburn homicide offenders killed not only male intimates but also 

children and other women; that a few had been convicted of other "unwomanly" 
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offenses like aiding escape and criminal anarchy; and that some had formed 

cr'ime partnerships wi th other women. 

Sentences 

When we turn to look at the type and length of sentences served by these 

offenders we find, first, that 53 percent of them served determinate sentences 

(i.e., those with no minimum), a reflection of the fact that the majority of 

prisoners in the sample were sentenced before indeterminate sentencing and its 

concomitant, parole, became common for felons in New York. The relative 

seriousness of the offenses is reflected in the length of their terms: 64 

percent of our 669 cases had sentences with maximums of .tt.ree years or longer 

and nearly 40 percent had sentences with maximums of f7.ve years or more. 

These relatively high maximum terms, however, should not be taken to mean 

that Auburn prisoners actually served sentences of such lengths. Some women 

(37 percent of the total sample) were released early on parole, and even many 

of those with determinate sentences were released early through "commutation," 

i.e., time off for good behavior (41 percent of the total sample). The aver-

age time served for all women in the sample for whom such information is 

available (484 cases out of the total sample of 669) was, in fact, 39.63 

months. Moreover, this overall average masks the fact that as time went on, 

the average time served decreased; not only were earlier sentences longer, but 

the first prisoners sent to Auburn were atypical in that they included a 

disproportionate number of women serving life sentences. (In the period 

before parole, a life sentence could ~ean many years indeed. Auburn case No. 

60, for example, one of the women transferred in 1893 to the new State Prison 

from a county penitentiary, had originally been sentenced to the old women's 

prison at Sing Sing--in 1865, at the age of sixteen; when she arrived at 
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Auburn, she had already served twenty-eight years, years included in our 

average of years served. Similarly, case No. 65 had s~rved seventeen years, 

beginning at the old Sing Sing women's prison, before she was transferred in 

1893 to Auburn.) The steady decrease in average time served by Auburn women 

prisoners is shown in Table 7:4. 

TABLE 7:4 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, AVERAGE TIME 
SERVED BY PERIOD, 1888 THROUGH 1933 

Period during which 
case was committed 

1888-1892 
1893-1903 
1912-1922 
1926-1933 

Average time 
served (months) 

54.44 
37.46 
36.20 
31.11 

Number 
of cases 

45 
225 
156 
53 

479 

NOTE: Cases committed before 1893 were first sen
tenced to another prison or a penitentiary and then 
transferred to Auburn when it opened. Cases committed 
before 1888 are omitted from the table because their few 
numbers and lengthy times served are distortional. 
Lifers are also overrepresented in the cases received 
1888-1892, which partially explains the long average 
time served for this period. 

Inmate Characteristics 

Aggregating the demographic data collected on all cases in the sample, ~e 

can piece together a picture of the typical inmate. The median age was 30 

years at reception, although as Table 7:5 indicates, there was in fact a 

considerable range in the age of new commitments. 
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TABLE 7:5 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, AGE AT CON1".CtT,MENT, 1893-1933 

Age Group Number of Cases Percent of Cases 

16-20 57 8.5 
I 

21-30 298 44.5 
31-40 192 28.7 
41-50 83 12.4 
51-96 35 5.2 
Age unknown 4 .6 

Totals 669 99.9* 

*Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 

Racially, the majority of Auburn prisoners were white (70.2 percent), but 

blacks were al so well repre'sented (29.4 percent of the total over time). In 

terms of birthplace, it might be expected that most Auburn prisoners had been 

born in New York. This, however, was not the case, as Table 7:6 shows. 

TABLE 7:6 

AUBURN STATE PRISON FOR WOMEN, PRISONERS' PLACE OF BIRTH 
1893 THROUGH 1933 

Place of birth Number of cases Percent of cases 

Ne'k' York State 193 28.8 
Northeastern U.S., 

excl. N.Y. 69 10.3 
Southern U.S. 132 19.7 
Other, U.S. 30 4.5 
Europe 205 30.6 
Other or unknown 40 6.0 
" Totals 669 99.9* 

* Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 

Less than 30 percent of Auburn's female prisoners had been born in New York 

State; many (nearly 20 percent) were women who had migrated from the South. 
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Of the birth areas listed in Table 7:6, that best represented among the Auburn 

prisoners was Europe, within which category Germany and Ireland were named 

with greatest frequency. 

The typical Auburn inmate was a Pl"otestant (55 percent), though Catholics 

were also common (40 percent). In view of their relatively advanced age at 

time of commitment, it is not surprising that the majority of these prisoners 

reported having been mar~ied at some point (60 percent). Nearly all (99 

percent) reported having worked before commitment, the great majority (79 

percent) in service occupations, mainly as domesticS. 

In sum, a typical inmate of the state Prison for Women was about 30 years 

old at commitment, Protestant, low in socio-economic status, and convicted of 

a relatively serious crime for which a man might also be sentenced to a state 

prison. A sizeable proportion of the inmates, perhaps nearly one-half, were 

"outsiders" in that they were either foreign-born or blacks who·had migrated 

northward. These women bore little resemblance to the "soft" female offender 

who dominated much of the crimonological literature of the period during which 

the Auburn women's prison was in operation. As noted earlier, judges appar

ently avoided sending women to Auburn. When they did sentence women to it, 

they may have used as the selection criterion the notion that Auburn wa~ the 

proper place for women who seemed to be hardened, fit candidates for the 

"masculine" institution Auburn had always been and clearly unfit candidates 

(because of their age, race, nationality, or offense) for the feminized, 

rehabilitatively oriented reformatories. Auburn prisoners, in other words, 

were probably women who seemed incapable of conformity to middle-class 

standards of womanliness. 
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Program 

At the State Prison for Women, the main industry for the forty years of 

the institution's existence was the sewing of bedding. Mattresses, pillows, 

and hemmed blankets were the chief products, this work occupying roughly half 

the population at anyone time. The other half was kept busy with institu

tional maintenance: cooking, cleaning, domestic service for the matron, 

washing laundry not only for the women's prison but also for the warden and 

hospital of the men's prison, mending, nursing and gardening. To work in the 

gardens which surrounded the women's prison was probably the activity prized 

most highly by the inmates as it gave them a chance to be active and out-of-

doors. Large quantities of vegetables, particularly cabbages and turnips, 

were harvested each year. Probably the least popular assignment was to work 

at the handlooms, obsolete machines noted for their "racket and discomfort" to 

the inmates working along side of them. On these looms inmates produced 

immense lengths of towelling--6,OOO yards in 1900, for examPle. 19 

Whereas reformatories insisted that profit to the inmates, not the insti

tution, should be the first consideration in the planning of work programs for 

prisoners, AubUrn and other custodial prisons for women usually looked for a 

way to keep inmates busy at the least possible expense. Some also maintained 

the ancient traditign of men's prisons of expecting inmate industries to 

produce a profit. The State Prison for Women was among these, usually turnirlg 

a small profit through sale of inmate products. For a while, this prison 

adhered to yet another men's prison tradition by paying its women workers, 

albeit poorly at a rate of one-and-a-half cents a day.20 

Like other custodial prisons, Auburn spent little on teaching staff, and 

in scheduling it gave industrial work precedence over classroom activities. 

For its first fifteen years, the school at Auburn operated only in the even-
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ings. It was taught not by a hired teacher but rather by' educated inmates 

supervised by the head teacher of the men's prison. A paid woman teacher 

joined the staff early in the twentieth century. She instituted a typing 

program (even though there was only one typewriter), and from then on the 

school played an increasingly important role in the life of inmates. But it 

never assumed the dominant role in the institutional program taken by edu-

cation in women's reformatories. 

Discipline 

The State Prison for Women dealt with disciplinary problems in the rel-

atively straight-forward, rule-dominated manner of large men's prisons. 

Little interest was shown in the reformatory ideal of giving inmates oppor-

tunities to develop their sense of responsibility; rather, the ~mphasis was on 

obedience and conformity. This emphasis was congruent with traditions of the 

Auburn men's prison, which had a long and sometimes infamous history of harsh 

discipline. Soon after the women's section was established, a New York Times 

feature story on both it and the adjacent men's prison described th~:complex 

as "old school" in its regulation of prisoners, with "iron-clad rules of 

discipline." Warden James C. Stout, who supervised both, was characterized as 

a no-frills, no-nonsense keeper. Furthermore, the Times went on, the "silent" 

system which forbade prisoner communication was, in 1895, still enforced in 

the shops and mess hall of the men's prison. It seems also to have been 

enforced in the women's prison and to have endured there even longer, for 

nearly twenty years after the New York Times report we learn from Madeline 

Doty, the prison commissioner who .posed as an inmate, that silence was 

maintained at all times except during a daily ten-minute talking period. 

According to Doty, the penalty for whispering was three d",.ys in solitary 
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confinement, loss of good time, and a fine of fifty cents daily; silence was 

enforced even in the industrial areas ("There were fifty of us in the work-

room, with three matrons keeping guard. They sat at high desks, glaring •• 

") • 21 

The prison for women at Auburn, like penal institutions the world over, 

made use of both positive and negative rewards to maintain discipline. Posi-

tive rewards consisted of promotion to better "grades" where one might wear 

solid-colored rather than striped dresses and enjoy such privileges as dec-

orating one's room with a rug and white bedspread. From time to time at 

Auburn, systems of badges were instituted; for example, in 1903 the matron 

founded a Society of the Red Badge of Courage, awarded red badges in return 

for strict obedience, and convened a meeting of the Society once a month. 

Negative consequences at Auburn inclUded being assigned to "cold f damp cells 

in the basement," solitary confinement in the institution's jail, loss of good 

time, and fines. (Doty pointed out that although inmates were paid for their 

labor, "as a fine of fifty cents a day for each day of punishment is imposed, 

it is seldom a prisoner has any funds on release, even after a long term.") 

Such punishments were the consequences of insolence, rule-breaking, and emo-

tional outbursts. That the authorities at the State Prison for Women also 

worried about homosexuality is indicated by Doty's observation that "one of 

the many unwritten prison rules • • • is that any form of greeting between 

inmate~ is considered immoral, evidence of what is termed 'lady love,' and 

promptly punished. ,,22 

Routine 

The daily routine at Auburn was monotonous, there being little space for 

programs or recreation and little staff incentive for innovation. Even the 
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few events which did interrupt the monotony of life at Auburn had a cheerless 

aspect. Normally inmates were allowed half-an-hour of exercise daily in the 

yard. Doty describes them as wearing rubbers, capes, and knitted hats called 

"fascinators." "We resembled a group of dejected little orphans suddenly 

grown old as round and round the yard we marched." Another break was provided 

by chapel services featuring organ-playing by the chaplain's daughter and 

hymn-singing by the inmates. Members of the local Women's Christian Temper-

ance Union would visit occasionally, distributing religious tracts and 

flowers. In 1912 a series of "entertainments" was organized, but like the 

institution's other activities, these too were probably more edifying than 

entertaining: they included Celebration of Columbus Day with readings; a 

music program featuring "vocal solos, pianologues and violin solos"; a Christ-

mas presentation by the East Auburn WCTU; and a play performed by the inmates 

of Ward V called "The Colored Suffragettes." There were al so unplanned inter-

ruptions of routine, as when an inmate gave birth, became deranged and was 

transferred to Matteawan, or committed suicide. Such events, no doubt. were 

central topics in the inmates' whispered conversations. 23 

Given the bleakness of life at Auburn, it is little wonder that, a Prison 

Survey Committee of 1920 described this prison as lacking in "vitality." To 

this committee, the State Prison for Women was like "an old ladies' home, or • 

• • a well-conducted county almshouse. The atmosphere was one of quiet rou-

tine 

There were, however, three events which so intruded upon all aspects of 

life at the State Prison for Women that they caused the usual routine to be 

abandoned. First and least cataclysmic was the reappearance in 1913 of 

Madeline Doty, returning after her few days in the guise of an inmate~to exort 

prisoners and staff to institute major changes. In the tradition of Progres-
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sive reformers (and in frank emulation of penologist Thomas Mott Osborne), 

Doty urged more contact between prisoners and the outside world and a system 

of inmate self-government. Prisoners, she instructed, should take an active 

role in all aspects of institutional life, from improving the food to disci-

pline. But despite Doty's enthusiasm, several mass meetings of inmates, and a 

few innovations in routine, Auburn soon slipped back into its old ways. Doty 

blamed the backsliding on the older matrons who, she charged, were fearful 

that they would lose their jobs if inmates assumed too much responsibility. 

However, it is unlikely that the reforms recommended by Doty would have suc-

ceeded even had the matrons all been as youthful and adventuresome as she. 

Doty herself soon tired of the effort to enliven a routine whose monotony was 

t f " t" 25 inherent in the concep 0 lncarcera lon. 

The second and third events to disrupt the State Prison for Women were 

two related riots in the adjacent men's prison--the most serious prison riots 

in New York State history until Attica. In the first ~--:co~fi:i,ch began on July 28, 

1929. male inmates armed themselves from the prison's arsenal, set large areas 

of the men's prison on fire, and attempted a mass escape. "For five hours the 

battle raged," according to a contemporary report. "but in the end the guards. 

reel')lforced by State troopers and militiamen. drove the prisoners to cover with 

machine-guns, rifles and tear gas bombs. A check-up then showed that four 

convicts had escaped, two prisoners had I;>,een killed, and three guards. a fire-

man, and twelve convicts wounded.,,26 The second riot in the men's prison 

began just a few months later, in December of 1929. During it, the principal 
(/ 

keeper and eight inmates tvere killed; cont'irol was restored by state police , 
" 
I' 

armed with gas and guns. Neither riot seems to have spilled over the dividing 

wall into the women's prison, and they are not mentioned in documents relating 

to that inst~, tution • However, the effect there of fi res, tear gas? and nearby 

gun batt:r;;~cmust have been dramatic. 27 
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Removal to Bedford 

In 1933, the New York State Prison for Women was relocated to the grounds 

of the Bedford reformatory, where it remains today. Among pressures contrib-

uting to the change, most important was severe overcrowding in the men's 

section of Auburn. This overcrowding, a prime precipitator of the riots of 

1929, drew the attention of prison authorities to the adjacent women's prison, 

which had never reached capacity and was growing in population more slowly 

than any other prison in the state. 28 

Removal of the female inmates from Auburn to Bedford had in fact been 

discussed since 1913, the year in which the Superintendent of State Prisons 

first suggested that the women's prison be appropriated for use by men. The 

plan for removal was developed more fully in 1920 when the influential Prison 

Survey Committee urged the state to buy the property across the street from 

the Bedford reformatory and relocate the Women's Prison to it. 29 (This prop-

erty was owned by John D. Rockefeller, Jr. The head of the Prison Survey 

Committee, Adolph Lewisohn, was a business associate of William Rockefeller, 

brother of JDR, Jr. Purchase of this land from JDR, Jr.--for $175,00030_-was 

completed in 1923.) In 1931 the legislature finally authorized relocation of 

the State Prison for Women to Bedford, where it was to receive the same types 

of offenders as previously and hold them apart from reformatory inmates but 

now be managed by the superintendent of the reformatory. In the same year the 

legislature appropriated $225,000 for remodeling the dilapidated buildings on 

the former Rockefeller property. 31 With the transfer of women to this land in 

Bedford in 1933, the State Prison for Women at Auburn went out of existence. 

Conclusion 

The Auburn State Prison for women was established just as the women's .re-

formatory movement got underway in the Northeast, but it was the antithesis of 

-347-

i 

II 

~ , 
! 
I 

\ , , 
I , , 
r 
1 

f' 
I 
I , , 
I 
1 
L 
I: 
) 

r 
I , 

i I 
I 

I 
I 
J 

II 
II 

! 
I 
! 

~ 
1 

~ 

I 
I 

l\ 

the archetYPica: reformatory in nearly all respects. Its plant was old, 

required little initial financial tl ou ay, and relatively high in security. 

Administratively, the institution was dependent th on e adjacent prison for 

men; and although it was supervised by matrons, they had little status or 

authority. Sentences were, at first, determinate, and even after the shift 

was made to indeterminate sentencing, t erms were keyed to offense seriousness. 

Unlike most reformatory populations, Whl·ch expanded rapidly, that of Auburn 

remained small, in part, it seems, because J·udges resisted committing women to 
Auburn. Nearly all of the inmates were convl·cted f f 1 i o e on es, and they were 

older at commitment than the tYP1·cal f t re orma ory woman. Of those in our 

sample, nearly 30 percent were black and another 30 percent foreign-born. 

Unlike most reformatory inmates, the prisoners were . glven industrial work and 

were s.ametimes paid for their labor; otherwise, however, they had little in 

the way of programs. In discipline and routine, the institution was highly 

regulated, strict, and monotonous. I t n mos respects, then, the State Prison 

for Women bore more resemblance to men's state prisons than to women's reform-
atories. 

This institution operated for four decades and recel·ved t a otal of 1,674 
prisoners. But its eXistence, and that of similar units for women, has been 

ignored by most surveys of prison hl·story. P h er aps such institutions have 

been neglected because they fit so poorly with popular, but narrow, concep

tions of women's prisons. 
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Notes 

1 In 1893, just. before the State Prison for Women was established at 

Auburn, New York's penitentiaries held a total of 155 females (New York 

State Governor, Annual Message, 3 January 1893:181-82). That the Women's 

Prison Association of New York was one of the forces which brought pressure to 

bear on the legislature to establish the institution at Auburn and the reform-

atories is indicated by "Care of Women Prisoners," New York Times, 25 January 

1891:3. 

The first of the four female prisons established by New York state in the 

late nineteenth century was the House of Refuge for Women at Hudson, which 

received its first inmates in 1887; however, in 1904 this institution became a 

training school for girls. The Western House of Refuge at Albion, like the 

State Prison for Women, opened in 1893. The New York State Reformatory for 

Women at Bedford was established in 1892 but was not ready to receive prison-

ers till 1901. In contrast to the other two reformatories, Bedford admitted 

some felons as well as misdemeanants. 

2The character of the Auburn men's prison is indicated by the fact that 

the first electric chair was installed and used there- in 1890; the character 

of the Auburn women's prison is indicated by the fact that it was established 

within the same walls, just a few years later. 

3New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1896: 42 ["only a wicket"]; New 

York Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1892:23. 

4New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1898:68 ["airy and comforta

ble"]; ibid., AR 1908:92 [heat, light, water]; Madeline Z. Doty, Society's 

Misfits (New York: The Century Company, 1916), esp. pp. 25-26, 46. 

5Doty , Society's Misfits:39. 
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6 New York State Commission of Correction, AR 1928:15. 

7New York Laws of 1893, Ch. 306, sec. 12. 

8New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1902: 14-15. 

9"An Old School Prison--The Institution at Auburn the First This State 

Built," New York Times, 8 December 1895:25. 

10New York Laws of 1893, Ch. 306, sec. 9. 

11New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1896:5-7; ibid., AR 1898: 

68-69; ibid., AR 1899:17; ibid., AR 1902:82 [on 1901 change in law]; ibid., AR 

1896:43 ["If their friends ••• II]. 

12New York Superintendent of state Prisons, AR 1903:19-20. 

13Ibid • 

14The record book from which these data were taken is Volume 500F-4 of 

the Auburn Prison Records, Ne'w York State Archives, Albany, New York. Start-

ing and stO'pping points for the list were chosen arbitrarily. These prisoners 

were received between 9 February and 5 October, 1931. 

15Ibid • 

16The source for this sample was also Volume 500F-4 of the Auburn Prison 

Records (supra n. 14). The only Bertillon register to survive from the State 

Prison for Women, this volume begins with a case received 24 July 1909 and 

ends with a case received 20 June 1933. For the homicide sample, data were 

collected on every homicide case in this regist,er. 

17 For a classic descripti.on of the woman who commits homicide, see Marvin 

E. Wolfgang, Patterns in Criminal Homicide {Philadelphia: University of Penn-

sylvania Press, 1958). 

18Data collection did not include a concerted search to identify crime 

partners. However, when in passing evidence was noted that an offender had 

acted with others, a record was made of the number and sex of her partners. 
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Crime partners were identified for a total of 4.3 percent of the sampled 

Auburn cas~s. Two of these cases had one male partner; for two others there 

was an indication of crime partners but no indication of their sex or number; 

and in the other cases the crime partners were females. It should be noted 

that the nature of the Auburn documents, which list only females, made it more 

likely that female partners would be detected than male. 

19New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1918:93 ["racket and discom-

fort"]; ibid., AR 1900:28. 

20Ibid ., AR 1900:28; Doty, Society's Misfits:23. That women were not 

paid at all for their work in lat.)r years is indicated by New York State 

Commission of Correction, AR 1928:58, which argues that "as the men in the 

industries in the men's prison receive compensation, these [women] inmates 

should also receive it." 

21"An Old School Prison," New York Times, 8 December 1895:25; Doty, 

Society's Misfits:17-18, 24-25, 51. 

22 Doty, Society's Misfits:90-91 ["damp cells'~], 53 [fines], 47-48 [homo-

sexuality]; New York Superintendent of State Prisons, AR 1903:166 [Society of 

Red Badge of Courage]; New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1918:93 

[harshness of punishments at the State Prison for Women]. 

23Doty , Society's Misfits:49; New York Superintendent of State Prison, AR 

19'13:199-200 [list of "entertainments" for 1912]. 

24 New York State Prison Survey Committee, Report (Albany: J.B. Lyon 

Company, 1920):366-67 (hereafter cited as Lewisohn Committee, Report). 

25Doty describes her futile efforts to reform the routine in the chapter 

of Society's Misfits which begins on p. 66. For the famous model she was 

following, see Thomas Mott Osborne, Within Prison Walls (New York: D. Apple-

ton, 1916). 
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26 
"New York State's Prison Revolts ," Literary Digest, 10 August 1929:8. 

27 For more on the riots see Winthrop D. Lane, "Prisons at the Breaking 

Point," Survey LXII (11) (September 1,1929):557-58,584-89 and Elizabeth B. 

Croft, "New York State Prisons and Prison Riots from Auburn and Clinton: 1929 

to Attica:1971" (Master's thesl's S h 1 f , c 00 0 Criminal Justice, State University 

of New York at Albany, 1972). 

28N Y' ew orz State Department of Correction, AR 1932:7. 

29New York Superintendent f o State Prisons, AR 1913:22, 127-28; Lewisohn 

Committee, Report, esp. 372. 

The 

30New York Times, 15 February 1923:19. 

31 New York State Commission on Prison Administration and Construction, 

Correctional Institutions for Women (Albany: J.B. Lyon, 1932):29. 
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CHAPTER 8 

NE1\, YORK'S HESTERN HOUSE OF RE'l?UGE AT ALBION 

The Western House of Refuge at Albion, New York, was 

established largely through the efforts of Josephine Shaw Lowell, 

a commissioner of the State Board of Charities. Lowell had a two-

fold interest in the establishment of reformatories for women: 

she wanted to see women removed from jails and other local penal 

institutions, where they were indiscriminately mixed with men under 

conditions which seemed to mire them yet deeper in crime; and she 

objected to the 'lunrestrained liberty allo\ved to v~grant' and degrade.d 

women.n In the late 1870s Lowell began her campaign for women's 

the next decade she successfb11y lobbied reformatories, and during 

for estab1ishment'of the House of Refuge for Women at Hudson, in 

the eastern part of the state. This institution opened in 1887, 

freeing her to turn her attention to the needs of delinquent women 

in western New York. In 1890, the legislation which founded the 

second reformatory was passed, establishing "a house of correction 

for women, to be located at some point within the seventh or eighth 

judicial district , to be known as the Western House of Refiuge 

for Homen.1! This law specified that the new reformatory was to be 

governed by a five-person board of managers, at least two of whom 

. d' h d th anagers with purchase of the to be women, an It c arge e m 

land for the new institution, contracting for erection of buildings, 

and appointment of a female superintendent. It also specified the 

d h should b e commiited to the new reformatory: type of offen er w 0 

~ 
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11 any f e mal e bet \'1 e en the age s 0 f f i f tee nan d t h i r t y yea r s \v h 0 s hall 

have been convicted . of ?etit larceny, habitual drunkenness, 

or peing a common prostitute, of frequenting disorderly houses or 

houses of prostitution or of any misdemeanor." Such women, according 

to the establishing legislation, were to be committed on indeter

minate sentences for terns of up to five years.l 

Facility 

The managers purchased a 97-acre tract of farmland just outside 

the village of Albion, about 30 miles from Rochester and 45 miles 

from Buffalo. As described in the reformatory's f~rst annual report, 

twenty acres were "inclosed by a picket fence and the buildings, 

10 in number, situated therein on a high knoll." The'se buildings, 

built of brick "in a plain substantial manner," were arranged to 

form a great quadrangle, much like the buildings of a preparatory 

school. Dominating the quadrangle was the administration building, 

an imposing, castellated structure which stood at one end. Three 

stories hiih and thus rising above the other buildings, the admini-

stration building was also ouch larger, enclo$1ng a central court-

yard and containing"on each of three sides, cells for 22 prisoners. 

(The superintendent and her assistants had their quarters on the 

fourth side.) In later years, when the cottages further down the 

q4adrangle were functional, these cells in the administration building 

were reserved for the reception of new inmates and the discipline of 

women who had violated cottqge rules. In the first few years, however, 

before the cottages were habitable, prisoners lived in these cells. 

The cells \V'ere often referred to as "dormitories" in inst~tutional 

." 



J"'''',I! 

-~---------- -~ 

-3-

. building frequently called 
reports, and the entire administrat~on 

d that the structure was 
"the reception cottage," but most agree 

"more of a jail than a cottage . 
2 

, having . cells ,vi th 

b'arred fronts . " 
aspect of this central building notwithstanding, 

The penitential 

fou~,ded the institution was rehabilitation 
the aim of those who ~. 

rather than punishment. 
"The object of the Hestern House of Refuge 

f in their first report, 
for Women," explain.ed the board 0 managers 

is the reformation and proper education of . 
unfortunate and 

,yayward girl s . 
. suc"h' moral and religious train:;'ng ; to g~ve 

and such traini~g in domestic work aS,will ~ventually 

f ~nd employment, secure good homes and be self
enable them to ... 

3 
supporting. 

th ~s m~ss~on, the cottage system was regarded as 
To achievement of ... ... ... 

key. 
f t "plan of Indeed, the cottages and concomitant re orma ory 

l .;fe" uere the most innovative aspect of the new 
ordinary domestic... w 

institution, having been previously used with adult women only at 

the Hudson 'House of Refuge. 
The original plant at Albion included 

u';th a capacity for 22 inmates and 2 matrons. 
four cottages, each ~ ... 

arch~tecturally expressed the founders' understanding 
These buildings ... 

of the causes and cures of female crimina~ity: errant women were 

those who had hot been sufficiently well taught to assume proper 

ie"male roles. 
As the managers explained, the cottage system was 

designed to promote "the idea of family life." 
Each cottage had a 

" d a '\laitting room in the second story> ,,-here 
kitchen, for example, an 

the family 
.", 1 ~n the evenin a for diversion." {sic...! assemb e ... 0 

The refuge 

would nurture deviant women a~d train them to assume their proper 
4 

functions as wives, mothers and housekeepers. 

1\ 
II 
I 

\ 

\ 

\1 

\ 

I 

I 
\ 

\ 

1 
r 

-4-

Albion (as the refuge'was often called) was b6ilt from the 

ground up with an initial appropriation of $130,000. But despite 

the generosity of this appropriation and the careful rationalization 

of the architecture, the institution's plant gave trouble from the 

start. By the end of the second year, the maintenance deficit had 

reached $10,000 even though Cottages 3 and 4 had not yet been equipped. 

Moreover, the administrators had by this time discovered the need for 

many new buildings--a house for the farmer, grain barn, horse barn, 

ice house, pig pen, hen house, gate house, and above all, a 

chapel. The heating system in the hospital would not work in winter, 

and there was no provision foi sewage other than dumping it on 

adjoining private land. Even at the end of the fifth year of operation, 

when many of the defects of original construction had' been overcome, 

the superintendent continued to complain about the plaster ("there 

still remain acres of the poor stuff cracking and threatening and 
5 

falling"). 

By 1931, when the reformatory was closed, its plant had come 

to include 8 cottages with a capacity of 234 prisoners. It had 

gotten its chapel and also a school building. However, an inves-

tigatory committee of the early 1930s found that the reformatory 

had been 

the mo st neglected ins ti t uti on in INe,,, Yo rk ' s I Co rre ction a1 

system . The receiving radministratio~/ building is - -
probably the most impractical, even the worst building erected 

at a women's institution. It . [has I steep narrow ,yinding 

stairs and steel cells and is a fire-trap of ~he most pronounced 
6 

type. 
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From opening to closing, in other words, the institution suffered 

from an underfunding of its physical plant. It seems likely that 

when the reformatory was founded, no one had a clear idea of how 

g~eat an expenditure would be necessary to try to accomplish the 

institution's aims. 

The administrative structure of the Western House of Refuge 

resembled that of other reformatories for women. U'tlimate authority 

lay with the New York State Board of Charities (SBC). (The Com-

mission of Prisons a so ~ 1 had t 'he dut".y of ~nspecting,the ihstitutipn, 

The but it left the "active ,york of supervision" up to the SBC. 

d~cision to do so reflected the belief--which was to ~ome extent 

an actuality as well--that women's reformatories were charitable 

rather than penal institutions, falling into a category with 

juvenile reformatories, osp~ta s ore ~nsane, h " 1 f th' and other social 

welfare institutions supervised by the SBC rather than into the 

prison category supervised by the Co~mission of Prisons.) Respon-

sible for hiring the superintendent, making parole decision, and 

otherwise shaping policy was thE unpaid board of managers, appointed 

by the governor. ~ The sup er~ntendent repo.r ted to the board and 

First herself supervised the daily operation of the institution. 

sqperintendent was ~rs. Mary K. Boyd, a woman who had previously 

had "long and successful experience as natron in the female depart

me rL t 0 f the S tat e In d us t ria 1 S c h 0 0 1 at Roc h est e r . " N r s. B (I Y d s e r v e d 

at Albion until 1902, when she was replaced by Alice E. Curtin. 

Although most 01 the staff were women, men too were involved in the 

\ 
i 

I 
\ 

\ 

I: , , 

Ii 
I j 
1 

I: 
Ii 
1 
1 ' 

I t 
i 
I, 
I: 
I: 
I, 
Ii 
, I 

1 : 
\:' 
, ' 

i, 
J I 

I 

-6-

operation of the reformatory, usually as managers at one end of 

7 the institutional hierarchy or as repair people at the other. 

According to the board of managers, Hriting in 1912, "Some 

o,f the salaries in this institution are not yet on a par with similar 

, t't t' ,,8 Th' ~ns ~ u ~ons. ~s 
financial inequity did not improve with time, as 

Table 8:1 indicates: 

TABLE 8:1 

COMPARISON OF SALARIES AT THREE NEW YORK STATE I~STITUTIONS, 
ALBION AND BEDFORD HILLS REFORMATORIES FOR WOMEN 

AND THE ELMIRA REFORMATORY FOR MEN, 

1917 

Superintendent 
Assistant Supt. 
Parole Agent 
Head, Educ. Dept. 

1920' 

Superintendent 
Assistant Supt. 
Parole Agent 
Head. Educ. Dept. 

1931 

Superintendent 
An sis t an t Sup t . 
Parole Agent, Chief 
Head, Educ. Dept. 

1 9 1 7, 1920, an d 1 9 3 1 

AJ..bion 

$2,000 
1,300 

900 
600 

$2,500 
1,680 
1,020 
1,020 

$3,000 
2, 100 
1,492 
1,540 

Bedford 

$3,000 
1,800 
1,800 
1,020 

$3,000 
2,000 
1,020 
1,020 

$5,000 
2,700 
1,?00 
1,436 

Hills Elmira 

$5,000 
3,50'0 
1,800 
1,800 

$5,000 
3,500 
1,500 
:,900 

$9,000 
5,000 

2,500 

SOURCE: New York, L~--.9~~, ch. 181, Laws of 1920, 
ch. 165, L.aws of 1931, ch. 2L 

As the table indicates, salaries at Albion were usually Hell beloH 

those of the more prestigious women's reformatory at Bedford Hills; 

and nearly all salaries at both women's institutions were lower 

than those at the Elmira men's reformatory. By 1931, Albion's 
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salaries had reached the 'level of those of Bedford in 1917, 

while those of Bedford had gone up to the 1917 level of Elmira-

and Elmira's was three times higher than that of Albion at the 

.top administrative level. 

Scandal broke about the ears of the administration of the 

Western House of Refuge in 1920, resulting in two investigations. 

A Jl}int legislative committee began its inquiry after r;charges 

of incompetency, mismanagement and w'rong-doing ll had been lodged. 

Three m.on ths la te r, the Gove rno r aske d John S. Ke~nedy, Commi ss ione r 

o£ Prisons, to investigate charges of cruelty at the refuge. The 

reports of these investigations indicated that two central prob~ems 

troubled the reformatory. First, the board of managers (which now 

numbered seven) was badly split into two factions: one did almost 

nothing, while the other took an active role but was too dependent 

on the wishes of the superintendent. Members of the first faction 

often would not bother to attend meetings, whereas at the other 

extreme, one of the activists, a lionseignor John L. Reilly, was 

making the institution's parole and discharge decisions practically 

on his 01\1n. The second central problem was the superintendent, 

Flora P. Daniels, who according to all indications was tactless, 

high-banded and bullying. Since her apP?intment in 1916, 145 em-

ployees had resigned, a complete turnover in staff. Daniels had, 

11!oreover: fir~~) the three empl~yees subpoenaed to testify in con

nection with the legislative investigation, a clearly retaliatory 

decision. Daniels survived the investigations but the board did 

not, both the Kennedy report and that of the joint legislative 

committee calling for appointment of an entirely new board of 
9 

managers. 

{~') 
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Sentencing and Prisoners 

As noted earlier, the original commitment law specified that 

the refuge could hold females between the ages of 15 and 30 if 

they had been convicted, within the specified catchment area, of 

misdemeanors, and that it could keep such prisoners for terms of 

up to five years. The most important modification of this legis-

lation was made in 1899, when the maximum term was lowered to three 

years. The change was made on the recommendation of .the board of 

managers, who in 1898 advised the legislature that~ 

We are a unit in the conviction thatthis lterm of commitment! 

should be reduced from five to three years. Each succeeding 

year deepens our belief that all the good which an institution 

such as ours can effect, in the way of reclaiming young 

women, can be accomplished in the briefer period. 

The reduction went into effect on May 23, 1899. In addition to it, 

two other and more minor changes were made: the catchment area was 

expanded to ~ventually include the fourth through eighth judicial dis-

. d' 10 tricts: and the minimum age for inmates was ralse to Slxteen years. 

Like other reformatories for women, Albion usually included a 

number of babies in its population. According to law, if a woman 

was nursing a child under one year or was p~egnant at commitment, she 

could keep the child with her in the House of Refuge until the board 

of ~anagers decided that the child should be removed elsewhere. 
I', 

Law also required, however, that all children be sent out of the 

refuge after reaching the age of two. (In many cases, if the· child 

was over one at the time of its mother's commitment, or if it 
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reached two while its mother was still incarcerqted, it would 

be sent to an orphanage or other type of asylum rather than to 

the father.) According to a total made in 1912, seventy-four 
. 11 

qabies had been born at Albion since the reformatory's opening. 

~ost women sentenced to the refuge were quite young. While 

judges did occasionally commit women older than the 30 year maximum 

set by law, the modal age was 17, and 75 percent of Albion inmates 
12 

~Qre :1 ~e~rs or under at the time of commitment. 

great majority were white: 

TABLE 8: 2 

RACE OF SAHPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED '5:'0 
THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1~94-l931 

Number Percent 

Hhite 1,483 95.8 
Black 49 3.2 
Other 16 1.0 

Totals 1,548 100.0 

In :r ace ~ the 

The few non-white cases, moreover, were mainly received toward the 

end of the reformatory's existence. That more non-whites were 

committed in the institution's later years was, no doubt, in part due to 

the general increase over time of blacks in New York State's general 
13 

population. However, because the middle-class white women who 

fqunded and operated the institution aimed at restoring fallen women 

to the pedestal, they were particularly likely to screen out black 

women (i.e., those who almost by definition could not be pedestalized) 

in the early years when their sense 6f purpose was strongest. 
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Also affecting the racial composition of the prison was the 

fact that most of the prisoners were native New Yorkers, being 

drawn from the wDstern, rural part of the state. The place of birth 

of inmates is indicated in Table 8:3: 

TABLE 8:3 

l 
\ 

PLACE OF BIRTH OF SAMPLE OF PRISOKERS SENTENCED TO THE 
WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

I 

~ 
Number Percent -----

New York State 1, 106 72.4 ! I 

L 
1 ! 

I 
Ii 
I 
\ 
I 

L 
II 
11 q 

II 1, 

tl 
II 
V II 
11 
Ij 

II 
Ii 
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Northeast, excl. N.Y. 176 11.5 

" 
USA, other 87 5.7 
Foreign-born 159 10.4 

Totals 1,528 100.0 

NOTE: The majority of the Foreign-born were European. 

In all, 84 percent of the refuge prisoners had been born in the 

northeastern Un~ted States. However, this should not be taken to 

indicate that they came from families long settled in the region, 

for at least 36 percent of Albion inmates had foreign-born parents. 

Table 8:4 indicates that despite their relative youthfulnes~, 

most women sent to the Western House of Refuge had a work history: 

TABLE 8:4 

PREVIOUS OCCUPATION OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS SF~TENCED 

TO THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

Service 
Blue Collar 
White Collar 

Number Percent 

;1)! .. 

I Farm 
EntertainI;lent 

812 
288 

67 
18 

4 

53.5 
19.0 

4.4 
/ 1.2 
'Z .3 

'll' None, Retired, or No 

!
. Informa.tion 329 
. Totals 1,518 

21.7 
100.1;·~ 

I *Off due to rounding error. 

tJ '~'~:""~-;,-~~'.<"$,.,-~...,......"",..."..-.'~::-.--:'r;:r.::M:'::T.~-';:>:tt7:C.::::-;:-::::t':d.-::_ > :::~:"'~,:",;c~::::!~:'::;-::~-'::.:-'::-:7::::''':::-:-'::~~-:'~::t''",-·;:::::::,-;.~~.:·-_ .... -::~~~ .•• .tt:.:~if:!:;;;:::~""t;' ""~e::-~t~-~~~:::-'~-::;.~,·';-~7";:'::..~;:7t:,-;e::-':.:-::.'~:'":~~:':-.:~· '";~~:7~.~-"r: 

14 



,----~ 

-12-

TABLE 8: 6 

HARITAL. STATUS OF SAllPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED 
TO THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

Number Percent ----
Single 1,093 70.6 
l1arried 456 29.4 

Totals 1,549 100.0 

Moreover, the prisoner case files suggest that a greater proportion 

vlere ·single when they left the refuge than when they entered it: 

a number of the files contain divorce papers and other indications 

that husbands took advantage of their wives' incarceration to 

obtain a divorce or to terminate the marriage less formally. 

From these data, a profile of the typical Albion inmate emerges: 

she was a 17-year-old white woman, born and raised in New York State, 

Protestant and single, and she had previously been employed in a 

low-level service occupation ~ike housework. She was, in short, 

someone whom the reformers who operated the institution ~ight vie~ 

as \vorth saving. 

Turning to the question of the type of offenses of which 

Albion jnmates were convicted, we £ind that in this respect, too, 

these women probably seemed to be worth saving: their offenses, 

relatively petty for the most part, probably appeared to be signs 

of poor training rather than deep-seated criminality. As 

Table 8:7 indicates, the great majority of the inmates were con-

victed of public order offenses: 
~'_:-1 

---~----~-----------~--- --- --- --------- ' .. 
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TABLE 8 :17 

CONVICTION OFFENSE CATEGORIES OF SAHPLE OF PRISONERS 
SENTENCEb TO THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

Offense caternry 

Violent crime 
Property crimE' 
Public Order crime 
Other 

Totals 

Number 

19 
217 

1,288 
51 

1,575 

1.2 
13.8 
81.8 

3.2 
100.0 

The few instances of violent crime were mainly assault, six of 

them assault in the third degree, probably a not-too-serious 

matter and perhaps one which would have been overlooked had the 

brawlers been male. As for the property crime category, the modal 

offense withi.n it was petit larceny, of which there were 166 cases; 

again, the impression is one of transgressions which may have been 

more shocking than serious. (This impression is borne out by 

details on offenses which appear in some of the prisoner registries 

and f.iles. A number of the Albion inmates were domestica who stole 

sm"all articles from employers, while others were amateur shoplifters. 

1297, convicted of second degree forgery, had signed 

someone else's name to a $40 check~ which she then cashed.) 

Inmate No. 

Hithin 

the category of public order crimes, offenses for which Albion 

women were frequently convicted included immorality (3.7 percent 

of all cases), intoxication (4.9 percent) ,waywardness (6.9 percent), 

and prostitution (8.5 percent). Most common of all was vagrancy, 

of which 46.5 percent, or, nearly half of all h . t e lnmates, had been 

convicted. 
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Exploration of the meaning of the vagrancy charge reinforces 

the impression that women were frequently sent to Albion for non-

-conformity to sex role expectations rather than for behaviors 

normally thought of as criminal: for some, it was violation not of 

the crim~nal law but of the double standard which resulted in a 

charge of vagrancy and incarceration at the refuze. According to 

the registries and case files, half of those sentenced for vagrancy, 

or about one-fourth of the total refuge population, were convicted 

of violating Section 887, subdivis~on 4 of the Code of Crim~nal 
16 

Procedure, a comb~ned vagrancy-prostitut~on charge. Th~s seems 

to suggest that at least a quarter of the refuge inmates were pros-

titutes. But details in the registries and files contradict this 

first impression, indicating instead that women arrested for the 887 

violat~on were often enthus~ast~cally sexual young women who ignored 

conventional proprieties. 

The 887 charge might be 'used to punish a premarital pregnancy, 

for &xample--or a series of them, as with No. 1451, who Kad just borne 

her third ~llegitimate child when county offic~als dec~ded to send 

her to the refuge. Sometimes an 887 charge was brought on complaint 

of some member of the woman's family, such as an exasperated mother 

or an embarrassed husband. This was the case with 19-year~old 

Sarah 11., committed on the 887 charge after one month of marriage. 

"Sarah did not know it," reads a note on her record, "but it ,vas her 

husband "lho had her sent here"---evidently because she was cuckolding 

17 
him. In yet other cases the 887 charge was used to arrest women 

who were in poor health or poor company. 

r )1 
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Some of the refuge inmates doubtless ,vere professional 

prostitutes, the 8.5 percent sentenced for prostitution, for example, 

and the add~ti~nal .5 percent convicted for keeping houses of ill 

fame. there were also other women i~ho h d d v a engage more casually in 

acts of sex for money, such as one who frequented 
19 

p I ace 0 n R a i I r 0 a d A v e. 'v her e she r e c e i ve d rn en. II 

"Jimmy Joe's 

But the great 

majority seem, like Jennie B., to have been merely "promiscuous": 

... years or having "had unla,,;rful Jennie was sent to the refuge for f~ve f 

sexual inter co ur s e ,vi th young men and remain Lini) at ho t el s ~,li th 
. 20 

young men all n~ght ·part~cularly on Jul" 4 1893." J In fact, the 

Western House of Refuge had little int'erest' h ~n t e hardcore professional 

prostitute; it was far more interested ~n the malleable young ivoman 

who might respond positively to its efforts to reform. 

Data on prior record, presented in Table 8:8, show that about 

40 percent of the refuge inmates had had some sort of involvement 

with governmental authority'before being sent to Albion: 

TAB LE 8: 8 

PRIOR RECORD OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED 
TO THE HESTERN HOtISEOF REFUfjE, 

1394-1931 11 

1Y~ of prior record 

None, no previous trouble with law 
Trouble with law but no commitment 
Prior commitment to (a) non-penal 

institution or (b) institution of 
unknown type 

Prior commitment, penal institution 
No information 

Totals 

*Off due to rounding error. 

Number 

839 
204 

301 
129 
110 

1,583 

Percent ----
53,.0 
12.9 

19.0 
8.2 
7.0 

100. U: 

,~ 
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Nearly 30 percent had previously been in~titutionalized, 8.2 percent 

in a penal institution. (Not shown in Table 8:8 is that nost of 

these prior penal institutionalizations were in local jails. 

30 of the sampled inmates {1.9 percent! admitted having previously 

served time in a state-run penal institution for adults.) Close to 

another 13 percent had had brushes with the law. These data suggest 

that while not hardened criminal, a large proportion of Albion inmates 

were relatively "tough! II women \vho had previously had scrapes ~vith 

the law, lived in institutions, or both. Details in the case files, 

too, indicate that many were independent and occasionally defiant 

young women. 

As noted earlier, all of these womenyreceived indeterminate 
II 
;1 

sentences· the five vear maximum being d#hpped to three years in 1899. 
'- I} 

On the average, they spent 34 months in the institution. As Table 

8:9 shows, however, this average masks the fact that time-served in 

fact declined as the years went on: 

TABLE 8:9 

AVERAGE TIME SERVED OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED TO THE 
HESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, BY PERIOD DURING 'HHICH COlIHITTED 

Period 

1894-1903 
1904-1911 
1912-1922 
1923-1925 
1926-1931 

Total 

Number in sample 
for tl].isJeriod 

211 
332 
435 
107 
~. 

1,359 

Ave~aBe time served 
in months 

40.9 
36.8 
32.1 
31.1 
29.2 

NOTES: (1) Length of periods was determined by considerations 
beyond the scope of this chapter. (2) Seven percent of the prisoners 
sampled had 5 year maximum sentences, the others 3 year maximums; ~ll 
with the 5 year maximum were committed during the first period, whlch 
helps explain the long average for time ser~ed before 1903. 

!. 
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In view of the fact that release from Albion was governed by 

an indeterminate sentencing law, it is not surprising that most 

inmates were released on parole, as shown in Table 8:10. 

TABLE 8:10 

TYPE OF FIRST RELEASE OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED 
TO THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

'Indetezminate-type release 
Determinate-type release 
Escape 
Death 
Other 

Number 

1,300 
84 
20 

8 
136 

1,548 

Percent 

84.0 
5.4 
1.3 

.5 
8.8 

100.0 

NOTE: The indeterminate-type releases were nearly entirely 
paroles. The determinate-type releases included absolute dis
charges at expiration of the maximum and cases discharged by the 
institution as improper commitments. Escapes were not counted 
unless the inmate was gone at least 24 hours. The Other category 
includes transfers to other institutions and court-ordered releases . 

At first, parolees were not supervised by an i~stitutional offiCial, 

though many were watched closely by employers if, as was the in-

stitution's common practice, they were paroled to positions as 

domestics. Early in the twentieth century, the institution developed 

a position for a parole officer, who would visit parolees and return 

them, if necessary, for misbehavior. Most of the revocations were 

for immorality or threats thereof, as in the case of one Isabel, 

returned in 1919 to the refuge for "going out with a disreputable 

married man and on several occasions all night." Others ~vere revoked 

for. stealing from or being "saucy" to employers. 1,Triting in 1917, 
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the parole officer reported that 1I1.Je place more gi:::-J.s out [.'C 

3eneral housework than 2t apything else He earnestly 

endeavor to place our girls in the home of a woman who will take a 

motherly interest in them. Sometimes employers would 

return parolees to the refuge, but sometimes they returned volun-

tarily: if a parolee was unhappy in a placement, the refuge might 

bring her back till a more satisfactory position was found. As 

early as 1898 the superintendent noted the lIelasticity of the parole 

condi:tions II at Alb ion, an d that ob serva t ion appl ied equally ,veIl 

at the institution's close: parolees moved frequently and with 

ease back and forth across the institutional boundaries. Some ,vomen 

even ran away from unpleasant family or employmetit situations tQ 
21 

return to the refuge. 

Program and Conditions 

The first superintendent' of the Western House of Refuge, 

~ary K. Boyd, left a dramatic account of the opening of the new 

institution. On December 9, 1893, she and the head matron "took 

p 0 sse s s ion II 0 f the ad min is t rat ion b u i I din gila n C1 set to 'v 0 r k, in the 

midst o£ chaos.!I, As the in~titutian was not yet ready for occupancy, 

there ,vere plumbers and crates of equipment I:at every turn. Night 

overtook us without provision for lighting the huge building 

The next day they purchased candles, which served as their only 

source of illumination until the electric lights began to function 

on Christmas Eve. Aft e r t hat, II we ,ve rea b let 0 run the s e tv in g 
22 

machine late into the night, preparing bedding. 
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Despite these bleak and uncomfortable circumstances (it 'was 
also the dead of wintEr), B 

oyci and her 6ssistant had the refuge 
ready to operate within a h 

mont, and on January 3, 1894, their 

first inmate arrived. 
At first prisoners worked alongside admini-

strators, there still being much work to 
accomplish; but as soon 

as the institution was in smooth 
running order, Superintendent Boyd 

found that "the question of"'" -
~nmate/ employment looms up almost 

th f' - 23-
e ~rst problem to be solved." 

·She solved it, in t b 
par, y scheduling a strenuous fourteen 

bour day, as follows: 

6:00 a.m. 
6:30 
::00 
7:30 
9:00 

12:00 noon 
12:30,:p.m. 
1: 00, 
1:30 
4:30 
5:30 
6:00 
7:45 
8:15 

Rise 
Breakfast 
Devotions 
Hork 
School, grades 1 through 4 
Dinner 
Recreation 
l.Jork 
School, grades 5 through 7 
PhYSical culture 
Recreation 
Supper 
Devotions 
Retire 

Even Sundays were h" hI h 
~g y sc eduled,- with Sunday school at 10 a. m. , 

chapel at 3 p.m., 
24 

afterward. 

a quiet hour before Supper and 'a prayer meeting 

Throughout the history of the refuge, there were two key 

components to the institutional program: schooling and in~ustrial 
training. In schooling, Albion aimed at . 

prov1ding inmates with at 

least a sixth grade educ.atioll 
nnd in some years·it was ~ble to offer 
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classes on the seventh and ei8hth grade levels as well. Alice E. 

Curtin, who in the early twentieth century became the refuge1s second 

superintendent, ~ot her start at Albion in 1896 as head of the school 

department, an enterprise for which she clearly had some academic 

pretensions: written compositions were required each Friday; 

there were final exams; and at the end of the academic year there 

was staged a graduation ceremony during which inmates were given 
25 

IIcertificates of promotion." 

·About the turn of the century, Albion worked out the program 

which it followed thereafter of splitting the six hours of school 

instruction into two parts, "three /hours 7 in the morning and three 

in the afternoon, different grades ~f students! attending each 

session." Those not attending school received training in "industry," 

the other key component in the Albion program. Much of the industrial 

training involved needlework, inmates receiving instruction in plain 

and fancy sewing, knitting, ~rocheting, and dressmaking. They sewed 

their· "parole suits" and great numbers of corset covers, sanitary 

napkins, and aprons. In the Industrial Department they were also 

taught housecleaning, liven tilation, I; and laundering. The:::-e was at 

first spme tension over how the laundry should be handled. The 

reformatory had purchased a steam-operated washing machine, but the 

s uperin ten den t rep orte d that lilt has been f oun d con venien t, since 

there are so many practically idle hands, to do the bulk of the 

'tv 0 r k b y han d . " The mac h in e 'tva sal sod i sap pro v e d b y S a r a hI;. D a v en p 0 r t , 

the prison commissioner responsible for inspecting the refuge. 

Davenport confessed herself "sorry to see a stearn washing machine 

-11-

This table includes several indications that the refuge women were 

probably from rather poor backgrounds. First is the simple fact 

that so many of ~hem reported previous employment; in New York 

State as a whole in 1910, for example, only 27 percent of all 
15 

women were gainfully employed. Second is the fact that such a 

large proportion were employed in low-level, service occupations. 

When we break the Service category down further, we find that the 

three best-repres~nted jobs were Houseworker, Waitress and Factory 

Worker. The small proportion who had held white collar jobs also 

suggests that the pri.soners carne from poor families which could 

not provide the luxury of much education. 

In religion, about two-thirds of the refuge women belonged to 

a Protestant church of some sort, ~ith almost ell the others 

claiming a Catholic affiliation: 

TABLE 8: 5 

RELIGIOUS APFILIATION OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS SENTENCED 
TO THE WESTERN HOUSE OF REFUGE, 1894-1931 

Protestant 
Cathol'ic 
Other religion 
None, irreligious 

Totals 

1,016 
500 

12 
9 

1,537 

Percent 

66.1 
32.5 

. 8 

.6 
100.0 

Not surprisingly in view of their youthfulness, more than two-

thirds of the refuge inmates reported being single, as Table 8:6 

...... 
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in the laundry. It is not educating the women . for the 

homes they will go to when ~hey leave A .10n. Ib' "So both to keep 

h f domestic positions in homes inmates busy and to train t em or 

,~here b no mechanical aids, the refuge stressed there might e 
26 

hand laundering. 

The industrial program became more streamlined when, 

1912, Albion acquired "a d t ' ience d~pArt-finely equipped omes lC sc , 

ment." This department trained 24 pupils daily, 12 in the morning 

and 12 ~n the afternoon, and as it offered a full course three 
\ 

times yearly, annually instruct a total of 72 inmates. it \y a s a b 1 e t 0 

Eefore the domes tic' science course, an inmate would se~ve entering 

, 1 t t her interest in in the kitchen, work considered a stlmu an 0 

culinary matters. Once enrolled in the course she would learn how 

to cook, "from the brewing of a cup of tea to the making of choice 

" candies. She was "also given instruction in waiting on table, 

luncheon being served here to t e oar 0 h b d f managers on the day of 

their monthly meetings, and occasionally to other special company, 

k ".27 '- --I actual experience along this line of wor . thus LEeceivin~ 

Behind both the educational and industrial training programs 

at Albion lay the belief that if these lower class young women were 

conform to middle class standards bf female propriety, taught to 

l 'k 1 to fall again into vice. they woul~ be un 1 e y Closely linked was 

tbe cl?nv~c-tion that domestic serVlce , was also an excellent guard 

~- .' ~rl't~ng in 1917, the superintendent explained that against vi.ce. h ... ~ 
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. while we are te~ching the girls in school and giving 

them industrial training which will help them to be self-

supporting, the underlying idea through it all is to strengthen 

their moral fibre and to build characters which will resist 
28 

temptation. 

The main thrust of the refuge's training, in other words, was to 

teach women to stay in and care for a home, though it might be the 

home of another if an inmate became a servant. 

It is worth asking whether the refuge would have placed less 

stress on domestic training had it been better funded and thus 

better able to offer a broad 
range of programs. . Certainly 

Albion was much more poorly funded than the state's reformatory 

for men at Elmira. With Elmira clearly in mind, Supe~intendent 
Boyd expressed her frustration at the legislature's stinginess 

to,yard Alb ion: 

Reformatories for men, with their fine military system, 

manual training schools and expert instructions are abreast 

of the age. 
Not so with women's reformatories, especially 

the Western House of Refuge for Women, which lacks every thing 

29 which goes to make a good institution, except good management. 

On the other hand, the refuge tried to igpore its steam washer, 

and we can speculate that other types of machinery, which might have 

been used to train women for non-domestic positions in factories or 

offices, might well have produced similar avoidance reactions. The 

heart of the matter seems to be that the institution's admin~stration 
\Vas so determined that it could cure female criminals by teaching 
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h t 'b t of middle class them gentility, domesticity and ot er at r~ u es 

femininity, that it would not have pioneered new types of training 

programs even had funds been available. 

In the refuge's early years, two other aspects of the institu-

1 d "mnortant roles in the life of inmates: tional program also p aye ~. 

farming and a program of special events, In 1898 prison commissioner 

d of Alb ion that "The grounds are cared Sarah L. Davenport reporte 

for by the women to a large extent. The morning we arrived, nine 

were picking potato bugs, two running lawn mowers, ~ne picking 

s t raw b err i e s, and s eve r a lot her s dig gin g \ve e d s . II In 1910, although 

the farm was supervise y a man ~ d b ' from the Agricultu,ral Department 

at Cornell, "the women [were doinV the \veeding and hoeing in the 

care of the 60 acres. II At Albion as at other reformatories for 

~ent on sex-role stereotyping came to rule women, however, as time w 

the allocation of institutional work, and inmates performed ever 

fewer farming tasks. The reformatory's report for 1930 indicates 

that the actual farming was being done by others, with inmates, 

"under the 'supervision of the garden matron," relegated to care of 
30 _ 

the veg~table garden and help with the chickens. 

In the early years, the administration put on a series of special 

events designed to break the monotony of ~outine and edify inmates. 

Easter of 1895 \Vas celebrated ,vith "an evening of music, song and 

r~citation by Miss Cousins, teacher of elocution in the Albion High 

School, and Hiss Bennett, a fine vocalist. 1I The same year, on the 

occasion of the hundredth anniversary of the establishment of the 

public school system, '1~1r. Irving }i. Thompson of the Albion School 

-24-

Board gave an informal tal]:<.,rr and he retl'Jrned again on Arbor Day 

to "favor
ll 

the "girls" "\vith an appropriate address on the uses of 

trees, their beauty and value." 
One can only speculate as to the 

effect of such programs on the prisoners. 
The presence of such 

programs in the overall curriculum, however, provides yet another 

indication of the administration's theory of rehabilitation: 
through 

the inculcation of gentility, loose girls ~ould be transformed into 
31 

ladies. 

Discipline at Albion seems to have presented f~w problems in 

--early years. 
(While it would be a mistake to take the institution's 

own reports of' good discipline at face value, other reformatories 

for women also experienced few disciplinary problems in their early 

years, when inmates and staff pulled together in the ~ommon cause of 

establishing a ne~ institution; and there is independent confirmation 

of the Albion reports.) In 1898 Superintendent Boyd reported that 

"Threats are never made, Simply because there is nothing t'o threaten. 

There are no penalties. 
After all, discipline is largely a matter 

of fresh air, good food and cleanliness." 
The "female temper:ament," 

in Boyd's opinion, \vas unable to abide "arbitrary rules" and the 

usual harsh discipline of prisons. 
Concluding her remarks on dis-

cipline, Boyd took another shot at Elmira, the men's reformatory 

whose self-aggrandizing reports of new systems of prisoner discipline 

w~re attrabting international attention and which must have been a 

continual source of gall to her: 
Albion's method of discipline, she 

opined, was'''more natural II 'than the "reformatory methods or systems 

most in vogue ~-whic.!:7 are overloaded \vith cumbersome machinery'l 
32 

of rewards and penalties. 
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As the missionary ze~l of the early years wore off and the 

~~s~itutionls population expanded, it became less easy for the refuge 

~o operate witnout punishr:.ents. In 1912 the board of managers 

:?::equested a "disciplinary building" in ~vhich "to is(:\r~t~ate girls who 

are creating a disturbance, u~til such a time as they are willing to 

reSUI:le their place in the fa::-.ily. Ii The same year the managers also 

requested funds for an iron fence 
33 

(" . it would not be so easy 

for ti1e girls to escape ll
). The superintendent, Alice E. Curtin 

by this point, found two scapegoats to blame for the growing dis-

ciplinary problems: the rratrons and the inmates. The institution, 

she explained, had become unable 

to obtain conscientious and enthusiastic workers The 

class of women seeking positions in the charita~le institutions 

has not been up to the standard of former years, not the kind 

of women to replace our first workers whose devotion to duty 

'·]as paramount . (T)here is in these days a tendency to 

too much self-seeking in regard to hours off duty, and:ctoo 
34 (f 

\1\ 

~::: 

little of the spirit of self-sacrifice. 
'\ 

\ "- "t-
C'J'!:tin also blamed disciplinary problems on lithe all too frequent 

c :)=r.:1 ~reen toe ee e-I:: .l. . f th f bl j~ced II At this point there began to 

issue from Albion, as frorr ~o~enls reformatories allover the country, 

t!1e complaint that lithe feeble-minded" ~vere impeding the process of 

r.::;forn. iurtin expressed the hope that the state would soon establish 

an institution where feeble-minded delinquent women might be sent so 

t~at her reformatory could proceed with I'the work for which it was 

designed, unrestricted and unhampered by a class foreign to its purpose." 
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The next superintendent, Flora P. Daniels, took up the same theme, 

,,' r i tin gin 1 9 1 7 t hat " As tot h e fee b 1 e - min d ed, '1,7 e s hall beg 1 a d w hen 

not one has to be kept in the institution since we fully appreciate 

that delinquency which is due to feeble-mindedness is not subject to 

reformation." These calls for an institution to Hhich the unrefor

mabIe feeble-minded might be sent are particularly interesting in 

the case of the Western House of Refuge because it Has abolished in 

1931 to make way, on the same Site, for an institution for female 

"defective delinquents." Host of those identified as feeble-minded 

('ldefective") were probably of normal intelligence, though they may 

well have been trouble-maker~ who therefore appeared to ~dministrators 
incapable of learning to cooperate. 

(Parole violations, for example, 

!vere taken as a sign of mental defect in the prisoner' rather than of 

failure by the institution to r~form. 
"In most cases," according to 

the institutional report for 1922, "parole violation may be accounted 

35 
for by the low mentality of the girl.") 

On arrival at the refuge, a new inmat.e ivould be put into "quaran

tin e" in t 11 e ad min i s t rat ion b u i I din g, ~v her e she ~,7 0 u I d b e un d res sed, 

bathed, given institutional clothing and held for two Heeks during 

which she was examined physically and mentally. 
After the fortnight 

in quarantine, 
new commitments Hould be assigned to one of the 

cottages, to remain there until parole unless they created disciplinary 

p~oblems; in the latter case they would be returned to the administra

tion building for periods of up to several months. While at the 

institution," women were almost entirely cut off from the outside 

Horld, permitted to have visitors only once every three months and to 



~--------------------~--!I~ 

-27-

write a letter only every two months. Incoming mail, moreover, was 

screened by the superintendent, who would confiscate letters from 

correspondents she deemed unsuitable or which contained information 

, 36 
which might distract inmates from the paths of rectitude. 

The reformatory's atmosphere changed over time. As already 

noted, the first few years seem to have been ones of hard work, 

enthusiasm and hope, with the main frustration flowing from in-

adequate funding. By the turn of the century, some of the glow had 

worn off and Albion settled into a routine. This continued until 

the difficult period of 1917-1920. With the country's entry into 

W 0 rId War I, the sup e r i n ten d e'n t mod i fie d the r 0 uti ~ e sop r i son e r s 

could help with the war effort. Albion was given $200 by the Girls' 

Welfare Committee of the Erie County Branch of the Wo~en's Depart-

ment of the National Civic Federation, money it used to enlarge its 

~egetable gardens: one plot was dug next to each cottage and the 

athletic field converted into a potato field. Extra food thus 

produced was donated to the state in order to help it save money. 

Inmates alio knitted for the Red Cross and volunteered to help with 

such institutional jobs as unloading coal. 
"And so the end of the fis-

cal year fl91?.1 found US,I}rficers and girls alike, wide aw'ake to the 
37 

urgent call of our country " The next year Albion was hit 

by the influenza epidemic, and in 1919 began the investigations, 
. 

depcribed earlier, of mismanagement and cruelty to inmates. After 

the stormy three-year period had passed, the institution again moved 

into an uneventful period in which routines were followed fairly 

mechanically. 
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That the refuge performed a broad range of social functions was 

, att 4 tudes to~ard it and toward the exp.erience reflected in inmates ~ ~ 

of their incarceration. Had Albion merely punished, inmate reactions 

~ould have been mainly negative. However, the institution also 

available elsewhere to young, working-class provided services not 

women--health care, a . place ~,'here they could deliver illegitimate 

babies, education and job training, and, at times, companionship and 

a sense of family unfamiliar to inmates who had been orphaned or 

abused. Even the refuge's efforts to impose class values may 

have been appreciated by some: to be a lady had, after all, a 

general social value. 

The attitudes of ~ \V 4nmates to~ard the refuge are recorded from 

time to time in the prisoner registries. Some, to b~ sure, were 

wholly negative, as was the case w~ o. 'th N 1277, a Polish Russian 

who disappeared on parole. "~.;r e c 0 u 1 d not fin d her. Had trouble to 

talk with any of her relatives whom it would seem knew where she was 

but ~OJ 0 u 1 d not tell. II In many other cases, however, refuge inmates or 

to hav e been genuinely grateful to the institution ex-inmates appear 

a~d its personnel. "Hhen it came her time to go home,1I inmate No. 

I' b d · t ana always loyal to the officers 1257, who had been 0 e 1en 

cried and it was with difficulty that the Parole Officer persuaded 
38 

her to go." Some ex-inmates, after marrying, returned to show the 

r~fuge to their husbands. Many others wrote the superintendent 

(their letters remain in their case files); and yet others, as noted 

earlier, would run away to the refuge from a bad parole situation. 

Inmate No. 1639, after her parole bad expired, visited the refuge 
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"to ask Supts isic' advice' about re-marrying. Her first husband 

is in prison." Inmate Xo. 2089, a black woman who had secured a 

job cleaning a drug store, "sent a dollar to buy a 'record' for her 

o·ld cottage." These examples, 'vhich could be multiplied, reflect con-

siderable good will betKeen inmates and the refuge; whether or not 

f d ~L.he-... , 4t cAllta4nl~.· provided services which the institution re orme ~ - ~ , 

~ere appreciated by many recipients. 

Closing of the Hestern Housel,of Refug.e 

The Albion State Training School (as the Western House of 

Refuge had been renamed in 1923) was abolished ent~rely ~s of 1 

July 1931, to be replaced by an Institution for Mentally Defective 
39 

Delinquent Women. At both Albion and at Bedford Hi~ls, the 

comparable reformatory for women in eastern New York, mental tests 

had for some time been used to sort out those of "defective" intel-

1 i g e nee fro m tho s e 'v h 0 've r e \I norm a I . " De fee t i v e del in q t.1 en t s, i t 

was believed, could never improve and thus should be held in 

separate institutions on fully indefinite sentences; reformatory 

f th 'on t"'e other hand, should not be hampered programs or e norma~, _ .1 

by the presence of those too slow to learn. The legislation of 1931 

not only transformed the nature of the institution at Albion; it 

also authorized transfer of the refuge's unormal" ,,,omen to Bedford 

an.d of Bedford's ;'defecti\'e" 'vomen to Albion. (The sentendes of 

those women left behind at Albion were automatically extended to 

up-to-life. When we recall that Albion prisoners were originally 

sentenced for minor sexual transgressions or petty thefts, the fully 

I 
I 
l 

'/ 
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indefinite sentences seem a bit harsh.) The first transfers took 

pla(;e on 1 October 1931 with 34 women being sent to Bedford from 
" 

Albion and 40 moving from Bedford in the OPPOSite direction. Still 

o~her transfers were made between the two institutions'the following 

winter. The new Institution for Mentally Defective Delinquent 

Women (its name was soon changed back to Albion State Training 

School to reduce the stigma) was superintended by a man, Dr. Gorden 

F. Willey, signaling the end not only of the Western House of Refuge 

but also of the reformatory approach toward criminal women which 

40 
had been developed by female administrators at Albion. 

..... -= 
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IJoSePhine Shaw Lowell, ~ew York State Board of Charities, 

1 d ~t t The Philanthronic kR 1877, as quoted in William Rhine an er w ewar , 

Work of Josephine Shaw Lo~ell (New York:Hacmillan, 1911) :92; New 

lork, Laws of 1890, Ch. 238, secs. 1, 8. For one of Lowell's 

f =o~,.en'sreformatories, see Mrs. C.R. Lowell, early arguments or w ". 

• 11 • 1 C ~ e ce of Charities "One Heans of Pre"\h:?nting Pauperism, ~atlona on_er n 

1879 '.189-99. On the e;olution of Lowell's and Correction, Proceedings 

viewpoint and of the refuge legislation, see Ste~art, The Philan-

f Josephl.·ne Sha:~v LO,vell, Ch. VII; al$o see' Nicolas, F. thropic Hork 0 _ 

Hahn, "Too Dumb to Kno~." Better: Cacogenic Family Studies and the 

Criminology of Homen,:! 18 (1) Q..riminology (May 1980) :'3-25. 

2 f Refuge for .Women (hereafter New York State Western House 0 t, 

k U d State Commission of Prisons, NYS/WHR), AR 1894:7; Fran E. wa e, 

f 23 D b 192 6 as quoted in New York report of inspection 0 ecem er , 

f Correctl.·on" Albion State Training School, Albion, State Department 0 

N.Y. : . Purpose, Makeup and Program (Coxsackie, N.Y.: Its Hlstory, . _ 

New York State Vocational Institution, 1949) :6. The institution is 

extensively described in SYS/WHR, Annual Report 1894; for photographs, 

see NYS/WHR AR 1895. 

3NYS/WHR, AR 1894:10. 

l ife"7 7. ..... , 

5 1890 Ch 238 20 !original New York S tat e, L a~'J ~ __ ' . , sec. _ 

appropriatioI!..?; NYS/~mR, AR 1898: 19. 
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6New York State Commission to Investigate Prison Administration 

and Construction, Special Report: Correctional Institutions for 

~¥ 0 men ( Alb any, 1 9 3 2) : 3 2 . 

7New York State Commission of Prisons, Annual Report 1905: 

52-53; NYS/WHR, AR 1894:10. 

8NYS/WRR, AR 1912:6. 

9New York State Commission of Prisons, AR 1920:32 t"charges of 

. ~v ron g - do i n g '~7 ; New Y 0 r k S tat e J 0 in t Com mit tee 0 f the Leg i s -

lature, Report of Investigation concerning the Management, Conduct 

and Affairs of the Western House of Refuge for Women at Albion, N.Y. 

(N Y L D N 48 1920)',' John S. Kennedy, Com,missioner, •. ego oc. O. , 

"Report to the Governor Relative to the Investigation of the Management 

of the Western House of Refuge for Women at Albion," 'in New York 

State Commission of Prisons, AR 1920:100-103. 

Daniels' temperament comes through vividly in her correspondence 

with families of inmates and with inmates themselves (these letters 

remain in the case files held by the New York State Archives at 

Albany). in one pitiful instance, an inmate whom Daniels had had 

transferred to the Rome Custodial Institution for the feeble-minded 

(and whose sentence had become totally indefinite with the transfer) 

wrote from Rome tQ ask, liDo I have to stay here any lotiger than ,-,That 

my time was ~riginal10 called for, . I 'tv i 11 bet h r e eye Cl r sin 

c~stody as of Nay and I hope you \vill see that I get home then. 11 

To this plea for information regarding her legal status (a plea 

which was, incidentally, written in long hand and with words like 

Ilepidemic" spelled correctly, indicating·-that the ground for transfer 

was some th ing 0 tbe r than II f ~eb le-mindednes s "), Daniels ans~ve red:, 
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The time 5.ou have to' serveJ is not the same as if you had 

stayed at this Institution. In fact, we have no more claim 

d k · n v entirel v under the direction of on you an your wor ~s m J 

the Rome Custodial Institution. 

As for yourself Anna, I want you always to do the 

thing that you know to be right then you will have nothing to 

regret. 

(New York State Archives, Western House of Refuge case file No. 1649.) 

This chilly and evasive letter, reflecting Daniels' con-

fidence in her ability to wi~ely exercise immense ~iscre~ion, is. 

by le tters from her to the r6latives of inmates who paralleled 

would write (sometimes frantically) asking what they ~hould do to 

get their wives or daughters back. To such letters Daniels usually 

d h th "g;rl" was far better off at the refuge and would rep lie t at e ... 

. . th h b es t As she herself be released when the admin~strat~on roug . 

explained, 

Very irequently letters come to the office from parents 'or 

k that a certa in girl be released because six la\vyers, as ing 

~onths is long enough to punish any girl. The reply . . :(f§.7 

that we are not punishing nor do we believe tHat punishment or 

mere residenc~ in an institution reforms anybody; that only we 

ourselves, who are living with the girl and watching her day by 

day to see evidences of a change in her, can decide when she 

. can be given the responsibility of meeting agai~ the 

demands of out~ide life; also that we . . can best decide in 

~hat surroundings she should be placed at work during her parole 

period (NYS/WHR, AR 1922:9-10). , 
"I , Ii, 
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10 
New York State, Laws of 1899, Ch. 632 (applying to the 

women's reformatories at Bedford Hills and Hudson as well as to 

Albion); NYS/WHR, AR 1898:8; New York State, Laws of 1910, Ch. 449, 

sec. 226. 

In 1897, Sarah L. Davenport, th~ prison commissioner who in-

spected Albion, mistakenly wrote that "the ·HOr.,en are sentenced for 

three years, but are paroled sooner if their conduct warrants the 

managers in doing so" (New York State Commission of. Prisons, AR 1897: 

106) . This error might be interpreted to mean that Albion prisoners 

were, in 1897,. in fact serving three years or less, although the 

law still placed the maximum at five years. According to the data 

given below on average time served, however, during the period 1893-

1903 the average term served at Albion was nearly 41 months, well 

over three years. Therefore Davenport's error seems to reflect not 

a reility ~ut rather her own ignorance of the sentence maximum. 

Like other social control agents, she may have been insensiive to 

the meaning of length of incarceration to inmates. 

11 New York State, Laws of 1890, Ch. 238, sec. 16; NY S /l-7HR, 

AR 1912:9. 

12The data sources oti which these statements and the following 

tables are based are described in the Pre~ace and Ap~endix A. 

13The. expansion of the black population of Ne\v York is in-

dicated by the following table: 
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POPULATION OF NEW YORK STATE BY RACE, 1890-1930 IN THOUSA~DS 

1930 
1920 
1910 
190) 
1890 

Total population 

12,588 
10,385 

9,114 
7,269 
6,003 

White 

l2,153 
10,1.12 
8,967 
7 > J 57 
5,924 

Negro 

413 
198 
134 

99 
70' 

Other 

22 
15 
13 
13 

9 

SOURCE: U.S. Department o~ Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial 
Times to 1970. Part I (Washington, D.C., 1975):32. 

14~he percentage is based on a figure which includes cases 

in which the parents' place of birth was unknown; therefore the 

actual proportion with immigrant parents may be higher. 

15 U. S . Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Cinsus, Thirteenth 

Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1910. Vol. IV. 

Population 1910. Occupation Statistics (Washington: Government 

Printing Office, 1914) :37. 

16 In such cases, the prison clerk who filled out the prisoner 

reg i s t r i e s, \17 0 u I d \17 r i t e, aft e r the \07 0 r d 0 F FEN S E, II Sec. 88 7 Cod e 0 f 

Criminal Procedure, subdiv. 3." Section 887 of this code defined 

various categories of vagrants, subdivision 4 i:lcluding "A common 

prostitute who has no lawful employment~ whereby to maintain herself." 

17 C a-s e No. 1 3 3 1 • 

18~, Cases No. 1585 Lhealtg], No. 1431 /companv7. - '-
19 Case No. 2185. 
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20 
Case No.4 (inmate's case file). For a collection of 

letters written by a woman who may well have closely resembled 

some of the Albion inmates, see Ruth Rosen and Sue Davidson, eds., 

The Maimie Papers (Old Westbury, N.Y.: The Feminist Press, 1977). 

A former prostitute and perhaps a syphilis victim, Maimie Pinzer 

wrote these letters between 1910 and 1922, years during which 

of course, the refuge was in operation. This collection is also 

relevant in that Maimie eventually founded the Montreal Mission, a 

halfw~y house for young prostitutes, some of whom are described 

by her. 

21Case No. 1713 [lsabey; NYS/lVHR AR 1917:14, AR 1898:15. 

22NYS/WHR AR 1894:15. 

23 Ibid . :14. 

24NYS/WHR, AR 1896:19-20. 

25 Ibid . :26-27. 

26NYS/WHR, AR 1895:15, AR 1896:21; New York State Comm~ssion 

of Prisons, AR 1897:106 (also see p. 107 where, in her report on 

tbe women's reformatory at Hudson, Davenport reports "1 was pleased 

to see there was no washing machinery . the training they get 

fits them for life outside"). 

27 Nis/WHR, AR 1912:13. 

28NYS/WHR, AR 1917:9. 

29NYS/WHR, AR 1896:21. It was about this time that a marble 

swimming pool was install~d at Elmira for the inmates. 
'~ - ,I 
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30 New York State Co~mission of Prisons AR 1898:140, AR 1910: 

126; NYS/WHR, AR 1930:366. 

31NYS/WHR, AR 1895:16-17; also see AR 1896:22 and AR 1897: 

17-18. 

32NYS/WHR, AR 1898:16-17. The Commission of Prisons praised 

the good discipline at Albion in early years. In its report for 

1900, for example (AR 1900:46) it noted that once again, no one 

was in punis ment h at Alb1.·on, an achievement it attributed largely 

to tha experience 0 t e super1.n en .' f h . t dent At Hudson, in contrast, 

a number of women were undergoing various forms of punishment (p. 47). 

33NYS/WHR, AR 1912:4-5. 

34 Ibid . :15. 

35 Ibid . :15~16, AR 1917:10, AR 1922:15. On the defective 

delinquency movement iri general, Nicolas Fischer Hahn, "The 

Defective Delinquency~ovemen : M t A H1.·story of the Born Criminal 

in Ne'tv York State, 1850-1966" (unpublished dissertation> Albany; 

State Un~versity of New York at Albany, 1978). 

36 For an analysis of the effects of this institutional regimen, 

and of the refuge's general influence on working class women in 

western New York at the turn of the cen~ury, see Nicole F. Rafter, 

. 1 Control Functions of the Women's Chastizing the Unchaste: SocJ,a 

'Reformatory System, II forthcoming in Andretv Scull, ed., Sociolo.gical 

Review Monogr~ (1981). 

37NYS/WHR, AR 1917:11. 
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38 It should, however, be noted that this inmate's reluctance 

to leave the institution may have been influenced by the fact 

that she had an unpleasant situation to return to: her mother had 

been sent to an insane asylum, leaving small children at horne for 

whom the paroled inmate would have to care. 

39 
New York State, Laws of 1931, Chs. 455 and 456. The name had 

been changed to Albion State Training School by Laws of 1923, Ch. 26. 

40 H · t . 1.S or1.es of the Institution for Mentally Defective Delinquent 

Women at Albion can be found in the New York State Department of 

Correction pamphlet cited in note 2 and in the dissert-ation cited 

in pote 35. 
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CHAPTER 9 

FEHALE STATE PRISONERS AT THE OHIO 
PENITENTIARY, 181.5-1917 

In Ohio, as in New York and a number of other northern 

and midwestern states, the incarceration of female state 

prisoners developed as follGiil1s: Throughout the nineteenth 

century and well into the twentieth, women were held in the 

state's main prison for men (in Ohio, the Penitentiary). 

Early in the twentieth century a reformatory wasestablish~d, 

and eventually (in Ohio's case almost immediately), peniten-

tiary women were transferred there, the old women's section 

at the penitentiary thenceforth being used for men. This 

chapter deals with the unit where women were held at 
1 

the Ohio Penitentiary until, in 1917, the last of them was 

transferred to the reformatory. The next chapter relates the 

history of the Ohio Reformatory for Women. 

Provision for Female Prisoners at the 
Ohio Penitentiary 

Ohio made two false starts before it managed to establish 

its penitentiary on a permanent basis. The first two 'efforts, 

of 1815 and 1818, misfired because the buildings erected were 

inadequate in size and in provisions for discipline. But the 

third effort to establish a penitentiary, made in 1834, was 
Ii 
II 
II 

\\ 
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successful--so much so that the institution remains in 

operation today. Women were he~d in all three of these 

early penitentiary buildings. It is impossible to determine 

exactly how many were incarcerated in the first two as the 

original prisoner registry from the early period has been 

lost. llowever, a copy of the first registry has survived, 

and although there is no way to determine how complete it is, 

it does list three women (out of a total of 113 cases): 

--Polly Mifflin, convicted in 1816 for stealing bank 

notes and sentenced to hard lahor in the penitent~ary 

for nine months an~ to one day in solitary confinement. 

"lier character appeared as a smart active woman," 

according to the copy of the record book, "but in 

respect to industry and honesty, she stands not verv 
.I 

fair . " . , 
--"Sylvia (a black woman), " convicted in 1817 of 

larceny and sentenced to the penitentiary for one 

year, three days of which were to be spent in solitary 

confinement; 

--Anna 'Roach, also convicted of larceny in 1817 and 

sentenced to one year of hard labor in the peniten-
2 

tiary. 

According to Marvin Fornshell, an early twentieth century 

historian of the penitentiary who claimed to have examined 

the original prisoner registry, ten women were held in the 

two penitentiary buildings erected before 1834, "a~d all of 

them were pardoned. None of them served more than eighteen 
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months," although their sentences ranged from two years to 

life. Only one of these women was black, according to 

Fornshell, an ex-slave named Mary Kiles who was received in 

1833. O. F. Lewis, also writing in the early twentieth 

century, reported that seven wo~en were held at the Ohio 

Penitentiary in the single year 1832; according to Lewis, 
3 

three of these were black. 

The first of the three early penitentiary buildings, 

op~ned in 1815 in southwest Columbus, was a brick structure 

three stories high. The building itself was 60 feet 10nB by 

30 feet wide but it sat QU a larger lot, the whole being 

enclosed by a 15 foot high wall. Erected before the concept 

of the individual cell became popular, this structure con-

tained rooms in which several prisoners were held at one time. 

These rooms were not large, however, all thirteen of them 

having been located on the third floor of the structure. 

Within little more than a year of the o,ening of this 

first penitentiary, it had become clear that the building was 

too small to hold Ohio's rapidly expanding prisoner population, 

and thus a larger prison was planned. Some effort was made 

to design this second structure, built close by the first, 

along the lines of the recently erected prisons at Auburn, 

New York, and Wethersfield, Connecticut, and indeed it did 

include 54 separate cells. However, the architect of the 1818 

building still had the older "house" model of a prison in 

.. . 
mind (the cells opened off central hallways, and the ent~re 

building was relatively small), so a true rendition of th~ 

. ! 
I 
; 
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congregate system was not accomplished. Below ground were 

five dark, unheated cells for solitary confinement; it was 

here, according to O. F. Lewis, that the female prisoners 
4 

were held. An early nineteenth century traveller who visited 

this institution described it as 

a sink of corruption, a nuisance to the community, an 

expense to the state, a hotbed of villany. Insurrections 

were frequent, no subordination, no obedience. 

At the hospital, we found many,sick, of the scurvey 
5 

lsi£l· 

More than scurvy afflicted the prisoners of this 1818 penit~n

tiary; when a cholera epidemic hit Columbus in 1833, one 
6 

hundred of them became ill and eleven died. 

Even before the epidemic made the many defects of the 

second penitentiary manifest, the legislature had author-ized 

construction of a new one on a site further north in Columbus: 

this ~ew penitentiary would architecturally embody the dis

Ciplinary principles developed at the prison at Auburn, New 

York, and be large enough to accomodate the state's prisoners 

for many years to COme. Like other prisons of its type, the 

new penitentiary consisted of two long wings of cells which 

met in a central, forward-jutting administrative area. The 

latter contained the warden's residence and guard room. The 

new penitentiary resembled the prison at Auburn not only in 

its cell arrangements but also in that it was located ~n the 

middle of town. Only ~ frontal grassy area (on which the 

unit for women prisoners was shortly to be build) lay between 

it and a main street. 
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This new penitentiary, which opened in 1834, offered 

prisoners no improvement in living conditions; indeed, most 

commentators ranked it as one of the worst prison~ in the 

country. The wardens ran the institution solely with an eye 

to profit, providing no programs, no services, not even a 

chaplain or a change of clothing for prisoners. Dorothea 

Dix reported at mid-century that "The ventilation is exceedingly 

defective," so much so that fires had to be kept burning year 

round "to absorb the dampness, and to promote a freer cir-. 
7 

culation of air." "The Ohio State Penitentiary," Dix concluded 

in an indictment scathing even for her, 

is so totally deficient of the means of moral and mental 

culture directly imparted, that little remains to be 

said, after stating the fact. Voluntary preachers 

have toiled here; yet nothing is done to aid ins~ruction 
8 

by legislative enactment . 

To this new penitentiary was attached, in 1837, a 

separate wing for women--probably the earliest separate struc

ture in the country designed and built s~ecifically for female 

state prisoners. One of the long sides of this women's wing 

This was built against the eastern wing of the main prison. 

annex~ in other words, was attached to the front of the main 

penitentiary; it backed onto one of the cells blocks for men. 

(The structure itself remains there today.) This "ivomen' s 

wing was entered through a small iron door which took o.ne 

directly into the living arRa, originally consisting of eleven 

two-person cells. On three sides, the women's wing was 
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surrounded by a small yard and then a separate wall which 

joined with the shared side of the penitentiary's east wing. 

The women's building was expanded from time ~o time b~~ 

remained crowded and cramped because the perimeter wall 

prevented true expansion. This unit's internal arrangements 

were described toward the end of the nineteenth century by 

one of the penitentiary's wardens: On the first floor was a 

reception area, dining room, lacndry and kitchen. Cells, a 

common room, and workshops took up the second floor, while 

on the third were more cells, another uorkshop, and a school 

room. It was in this general area that Ohio's female state 
10 

prisoners were held between 1837 and 1917. 

The passing years brought little improvement in the 

9 

wretched conditions at the Ohio Penitentiary reported by Dix. 

Not long after her inspection another cholera epidemip hit 

Columbus, this one taking an even more severe toll at the 

penitentiary: one-quarter of the prisoners died, as did the 

institution's physician; at the height of the ~pidemic, 22 

convicts died in one day. The next year another 21 died in 

an epidemic of dysentery. In addition to being poorly 

ventilated and infested by diseases, 'the penitentiary was 

too b~dly decayed to keep out the elements. The ~dngs of the 

men's prison, "which have leaked for years,lI were rec..)vered 

in 1850 with cement. "The female prison has beE'n served in 

the same way," according to the annual report, but "Muc.h more 
11 

needs to be done by "ivay of improvements." Thirty years 

later we find the penitentiary's Directors complaining that: 
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The building occupied as a female prison is inadequate 

for the purpose--a new building is a prime necessity. 

The old one is badly out of repair and in a ~ilapidated 

condition; no reasonable amount of repairs will make 

it suitable. We therefore recommend that a new building 

be erected, of modern design and conveniences, upon a 

more suitable site, and that the old buildings be aban-
12 

doned and removed . 

From time to time appeared a few slight signs of im~rovement. 

In 1880, for example, two bathtubs were installed in the 

female department, "a long and much'-needed improvement" which, 

the prison re.port of that year justly observed, "will doubt-

less contribute greatly towards the sanitary condition of 

this departme.nt." Despite some other "improvements and 

repairs," however, officials recognized that the buil~ings 

of the female department were "so badly worn and decayed as 

to render any degree of comfort impossible." After another 

decade, we similarly find the. 'Iarden reporting that al though 

the female section has been cleaned and whitewashed, "the 

building has become so old, and dilapidated, that the only 
13 

efficient remedy is to rebuild." And yet ten years later, 

in 1990, the physician pointed to 

the poor sanitary condition of the female department. 

This department should by all means be replaced by a 

more modern one at the earliest possible moment .. Also 

a special place should be provided in this department 

for the treatment of the sick. The building is old and 
14 

very dangerous in the event of fire. 

-8-

An investigatory committee of the legislature found 

in 1908 wha~ prison officials and visitors had been reporting 

for sixty years: that "the woman's department is badly 

arranged. There is danger of fire burning the women before 

they couId be released from their cells." This committee 
15 

recommended construction of a new women's department. But 

at about the same time, sentiment for a reformatory for women 

began to grow. The resultant pressure led to establishment 

of the completely separate institution to which the peniten

tiary women were transferred in 1916. 

During the years when women were held at the Ohio Peniten

tiary, on~y a small pro?ortion of the total convict population 

was female~ as shown by Table 9:1. 

TABLE 9:1 

NUfrlliER AND PERCENT FEMALE OF TOTAL PRISONER POPULATION, OHIO PENITENTIARY, 
FOR SELECTED YEARS 1832-1915 

Total Number of Number of Percent 
Population females males female 

1832 190 7 183 3.7 
1840 488 7 481 1.5 
1850 424 5 419 1.2 
1860 932 15 917 1.6 
1870 1000 37 963 3.7 
1880 1232 18 1214 1.5 
1890 1557 25 1532 1.6 
1900 1744 38 1706 2.2 
1909 1625 61 1564 3.8 
1912 1633 33 1600 2,,0 
1915 1951 44 1907 2.3 

(continued) 
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SOURCE: The figures are derived from the penitentiary's 
annual reports for the years in question with the exception 
of the data for 1832 and 1909. The 1832 data are given by 
O. F. Lewis in The Develop~'ment of American Prisons and 
Prison Customs~ 1776-1845 (orig. 1922; repro Mo~tclair, N.J.: 
Patterson Smith, 1967):261; those for 1909 in Ohio Board 
of State Charities, AR 1909:99. 

The penitentiary's registries indicate that after the women's 

department was closed on S~ptember 1, 1916, with the transfer 

of 31 women to the new reformatory at Marysville, two other 

women were committed to the former by mistake;'they were, 

however, quickly transferred to the reformatory. 

Administration 

During the nineteenth century the Ohio Penitentiary was 

administered 'by a chaotic series of wardens and matrons. A 

recent study of the "failure of institutional reform" at the 

penitentiary by John R. Resch attributes this failure in part 

to the "spoils system Lr.vhic'E..! resulted in frequent turnovers 

of peisonnel, made the creation of a stable professionaL 

staff impossible, and undermined enforcement of rehabilitation 
16 

policies." Speaking further of "alleged corruption among 

officials and political jobbery," Resch writes: 

Between 1R50 and 1860 the succession of five different 

boards of directors and eight wardens led to shifting 

and often conflicting policies partly because there was 

no commo~ standard of professionalism. Officials were 

usually hired on the basis of political partisanship or 

business accOmplishments, as well as on their social 
17 

standing, gentlemanly conduct and Christian character. 
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Similarly, the position of matron w-as often filled 'with 

little concern for professionalism. Sometimes there was no 

matron at all but only a female guard or two. At,others 

there was a matron but, in evident recognition of how little 

was expected of her as a prison official, she would write no 

report. Those matrons who took a real interest in the job 

seem to have quit or been dismissed with great rapidity. 

This speedy turnover 'tvas in part a function of, the turmoil 

among top officials at the adjacent men's prison. It was 

also a function of the underfunding to ~hich such women's 

prison departments were frequently subject: the position of 

matron was one of the most poorly rew·arded of jobs. As of 

November 1869, the women's department, with nearly 40 

prisoners~ was run by only two women, the matron and a guard; 

evidently they were responsible for 24-hour supervisinn. 

The matron, L. V. Desullum, was paid $66.66 monthly, just 

$1.66 more than a male guard in an adjoining men's insti-

tution. The femaie guard received $45 each month. Twenty 

years later there were still only two staff members for the 

women's department, the matron (whose pay had been reduced 

to $50 per month) and a guard (down to $35 per ~onth). By 

early.l890, another guard and a "sub-Guard" had been added, 

raising the staff to four. However, the matron's pay had 

been reduced still further, to $37.50 each month (in com-

parison the warden's monthly s~lary was $150) and the guards' 
18 

lowered to $30. 
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for t~e penitentiary, drawn up in 1884, 

introduced an element nf stability into the politically 

chaotic comings and goings of officials by defin~ng jobs. 

The position of matron having been here defined, it seems 

to have been filled thereafter . As set forth in these J884 

by-laws, the Duties of the Matron were as follows: 

--"She shall, under the supervision of the Warden, have 

charee of the Female Department," prov,iding food, 

clothing and discipline and insuring that the women 

"faithfully do the work required of them, by direc-

tion of Warden"; 

--"She shall spend the entire day visiting frequently, 

but irregularly and without notice, the work-shop, 

kitc~en, and laundry, instructing the prisoners in 

their 1"ork"; 

--IIShe shall attend Sunday morning services whenever 

held in the Chapel of the prison"; 

--"She shall reside at the Penitentiary in apartments 

furnished for her , and shall on the first of 

each Konth furnish a written report to the Warden 
19 

" 
The 1884 by-laws also spelled out the duties of the assistant 

matron: she too was required to reside in the penitentiary; 

she had to get the matron!s permission every time she wished 

to leave; and she was to assist the matron and act in ,her 

stead when the matron was absent. 

- --7-~- - -
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Through low' sta tus and underfunding, the 1"01nen' s 

department never had the power to function with much in-

dependence of the men's section; however, the degr~e of 

self-management varied from year to year. During periods 

when there was no matron at all but, at best, only a female 

guard or two, female officers had almost no authority 

whatsoever. Even when there was a matron, she was often not 

considered an officer of the institution: the 1880 version 

of the penitentiary's by-laws, for e~ample, makes no mention 

of a matron (though it even specified the "Duties of the 

Superintendent of the Kitchen" of the men's unit). Although 

the 1884 version of the by-laws recognized the existence of 

the matron, she and her assistants continued to be regarded 
20 

as least among the prison's officers. But in the little 

1vorld of the women's annex, the matron did, of course" reign 

supreme; and because she was largely ignored by the outside 

world, she could sometimes wield more authority than had been 

relegated to her. This is brought home by a passage from the 

.autobiography of one of the women's department's notorious 

prisoners, Sarah Victor: 

Th~ matron under Hr. /Warden! Dyer--perhaps I 

s~ould say over him for it was sometimes difficult to 

tell which held the reins of government--was . very 

self-willed, and seemed entirely devoid of feeling for 

the prisoners. If she wanted a person punished, and 

the warden objecte~, she would manage to circumvent him, 
21 

and have the punishrrent inflicted. 
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Yet despite suc~ occasional stealthy exercises of authority, 

the matrons were in fact scarcely more than prisoners 

themselves, required to live within the walls of ~ much 

b Old" d burdened with respon-damned, disease-ridden u~ ~ng an 

sibilities which were heavy, constant, and poorly paid. 

matrons, such as the Hrs. Desellum much praise.d by Sa"cah 

Some 

to have managed the women's institution with Victor, appear 

compassion and care. Others, however, were br¥tal and tyran-

nous. Their virtual exclusion from all rewards structures 

gave them little incentive to be otherwise. 

Discipl=i:~ 

In general, discipline was more lax for women prisoners 

held at the Ohio Penitentiary than for men. Conditions of 

incarceration were not necessarily superior for women.as a 

result, however, for absense of discipline was sometimes 

accomp~nied by lack of other forms of attention and control. 

In the two very early penitentiary buildings erected 

prior to 1834, few restraints could be placed on either men 

or women, herded together as they were in relatively large 

cells with few occupations to structcire their time. Hith the 

" " f 1834 cam~ a severe clampdown 
openi~g of the pen~tent~ary 0 -

th ~ Auburn system of silent labor was enforced in discipline: ... 

and prisoners were celled alone. Within three years, women 

had been removed to the wing constructed especially for ~hem. 

As no matron was appoi~ted until 1846, they must have led a 

relatively unsupervised, undisciplined existence in the 

--~-----;;;------ ------ - -~----- -~ - -
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intervening nine years. Such, at any rate, is the impression 

given by Gerrish Barrett, a representative of the Boston 

Prison Discipline Society who visited the Ohio Penitentiary 

in the mid-1840s. Barrett reported that although there were 

only nine women, they gave more trouble than the 500 male 

convicts: liThe women fight, scratch, pull hair, curse, swear 

and yell, and to bring them to order a keeper has frequently 

to go among them with a horsewI1ip. II Tha t there ~vas at least 

som~ accuracy to Barrett's report is indicated by Dorothea 

Dix's independent observation of about the same period, 

according to ~\Thich "There was no matron in the' woman's wing' 

at the time I was there, . and they were not slow to 

exercise their good and evil gifts on each other." Later in 

the century prisoner Sarah Victor reported that "the knives 

had all been taken from the female department /by Warden - , 

Grove~7, to prevent some refractory prisoners from cutting 

each other, which they had done, in a terrible manner, at 

times II Prisoners victimized as a result of lack of 
22 

supervision may well have wished for tighter discipline. 

According to one of the penitentiary's late nineteenth 

cen t ury wardens, the women p risone rs 'had many p ri vileges not 

available to men. They could, for example, "talk at all 

times." This should not be taken to mean, however, that 

strict rules had never been imposed on the women. According 

to Sarah Victor, in the early 1870s the "discipline of ,the 

prison was very strict .• , the prisoners not being 

to speak to each other . " Ncr did it mean that women 
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were not on occasion punished severely. Brutal punishments 

wall s of the Ohio Penitentiary, and were common within the 

of thes e were meted out to intracta~le female at least SOI:le 

prisoners. In a report of 1880, for instance, a new matron 

alludes, with some awe, to a very severe form of punishment 

She announces that she has not formerly used on the women; 

, and hopes she will not have to. had to use J.t This may have 

been the "'humming-bird,' an inhuman mode of p~nishment 

since abolished" in which, as descri,bed by Sarah Victor, 

d d pl aced in a tub of water after offender was strippe an 

the 

a S·team pipe was made to shriek ~ith frightening which, while 

in tensity, electric current was applied to her body. Victor 

also describes a woman who was eaten so b severely by a male 

bl k d b lue allover her body." She guard "tha t she was ac -an -

arrJ.'ved at the penitentiary, was kept herself, when she first 23 

in solitary confinement for five months. 

, at the Ohio Peniten-At times, then, the female prJ.soners 

tiary were treated as harshly as the males. At others, they 

were severely, but because leniency sometimes disciplined less 

went hand in hand with anarc y, w h J.'t =as not necessarily prefer-

able to the rigors of an isolated cell. 

Program and Conditions 

Insofar as women incarcerated at the Ohio Penitentiary 

had structure to their days, this st~ucture was built around 

work. maJ.'nly to sewing and laundering, Job assignments.were 

by sex roles and in part by the activities d~ctated in part 
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fact that the women's quarters were too cramped to allow 

room for other types of jobs. The report for 1850 states 

that the five ~vomen prisoners ,vere "employed in mqking gar-

ments for the use of the Imal!!:..! prisoners," and similarly, 

a decade later we are told of fourteen female convicts that 

"all . 
. [wer!!:..! employed in sewing and t-lashing for the 

prison, with the exception of one, who is excused from it on 

account of her age. 
One is partially insane, but still per-

forms her task with great regularit:.r." For a brief period 

near the end of the nineteenth century, a few prisoners were 

given chairs to cane, but by the early twentieth century 

female prisoners were once again exclusively involved with 

cleaning and stitching clothes: the report for 1912 lists, 

among their other products, 2,794 hickory shirts, ~311 

undergarments, 
24 

and 609 sh.eets. 

52 nightshirts (all for male prisoners) 

Indifferent even to basic sanitation, this institution, 

not surprisingly, also showed no interest in providing schooling 

or other types of programs for its female inmates. The only 

regular attention came on Sundays, when the chaplain would 

stop by to deliver a morning service ·and sometimes, later in 

the d?y, a bible class. 
Very rarely, a woman from the outside 

would visit, as when, in the late 1870s, a Mrs. Taylor from 

Columbus established the habit of teaching Sunday school to 

the women convicts. Total isolation from the outside world, 

however, was usually t4e rule: for example, in her nineteen 

years of confinement, Sarah Victor left the women's wing only 

""""" 
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twice, on both occasions to attend services in the chapel of 

the main prison. 

Insofar as there were breaks in routine, these came 

about through individual initiative. Occasionally a matron 

would encourage reading and writing, and in the early 1890s 

classes were organized by IrMiss Ash, a scholarly woman and 

an excellent teacher, also a prisoner." At about the same 

time was organized a "colored female glee club'" consisting 

of seven women ~vho II were uniformed and drilled for service 

at the several entertainments lin the men's prison!, and 

brought rounds of applause from the 'boys' whenever they 

appeared on the O. P. stage." (Visitors reported the glee 

club "'just t.oo cute for anything.''') And on holidays, a 

kindly matron might provide a bit of fruit or candy. Such 

breaks in the monotony of prison life, however, depended on 

efforts of individuals; most of the time the women, dressed 
25 

in drab striped gowns, led lives of bleak repetition. 

The Prisoners 

Immense notoriety marked a fe~v of· the women held at the 

Ohio Penitentiary. Esther Foster, a black women, is said to 

have Killed a fellow woman prisoner with "a heavy iron fire 

shovel, and the victim's brains were literally beat out and 

the skull beaten into a mass of flesh and bones." Together 

-
with a male prisoner who had killed a guard, Foster was hung 

in February of 1844, before which, according to one historian 

of the penitentiary, "for a week or ten days every road leading 
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to Columbus, for the distance of fifty or on~ hundred miles, 

was lined with wagons .'. bringing whole families to see 
26 

the double execution . " Sarah M. Victor, whose 

autobiography has been mentioned, was convicted in 1868 of 

murdering her brother to collect his life insurance; so well 

known was her case, and so sympathetically did she present 

herself, that she received many special privileges at the 

penitentiary. Victor tells the story of another well-known 

prisoner, Annie MCFarland, this one.having attracted attention 

through b~ing a principal in "the great Ohio pE:nitentiary 

\vedding." Annie married her former partner in: crime, a 

prisoner in the men's section. According to Victor, 

Great excitement prevailed . . till the wedding 

occurred. I think some three hundred tickets were 

issued. Members of the legislature and many oth~rs 

from the city attended. A lady in Boston sent the 
27 

bride a complete bridal outfit 

An early twentieth century account of the penitentiary includes 

the story of a Mrs. Cassie L. C~adwick, alias Madame DeVere, 

who was "(t)orn, by the mandates of inexorable law, from a 

life of regal splendor, from a Cleveland mansion that had been 

a bower of luxury . , to die behind the grim greY' walls 

of a penitentiary, deserted and abandoned . " Cassie 

Chadwick was credited with, among other exploits, having 
28 

bilked both a bank and Andrew Carnegie. 

Most of the penitentiary's inmates were less colorfui. 

The rest of this section attempts to build a picture of the 
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average inmate, this average being based on records of women 
29 

committed 1888 through 1917. The next section deals with 

typical inmates' conviction offenses and sentences. 

The age range of the penitentiary's women prisoners was 

great, extending from 15 years at commitment (three women 

having been committed at this age) through 69 years. About 

half of the women, however, were in their twenties at the 

time of commitment, as Table 9:2 shows: 

TABLE 9:2 

AGE AT COMMITMENT' OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Number Percent 

12-15 years 3 .5 
16-20 89 15.9 
21-30 281 50.3 
31-1+0 130 23.3 
41-50 38 6.8 
51-96 18 3.2 

Totals 559 100.0 

The average age of the Ohio Penitentiary female inmates was 

28.6 years at commitment. These women were, then, relatively 

mature. 

In terms of race, more than 40,percent of the female 

convicts were black: 

TABLE 9:3 

RAC~ BY PERIOD OF COM}fITMENT OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO OHIO PENITENTIARY 
1888-1917 

Black 
White 
Other 

Totals 

All Women 
No. Percent 
237 40.5 
347 59.3 

1 .2 
585 100.0 

1888-1892 
No. Percent 
25 26.0 
71 74.0 

() 0 
% 100.0 

1893-1903 1904-1911 1912-1922 
N04 Percent No. Percent No. Percent 
87 39.4 71 43.6 54 51.9 

134 60.6 92 56.4 49 47.1 
0 0 0 0 1 1.0 

221 100.0 163 100.0 104 100.0 
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As the breakdown by period show, the proportion of white 

inmates steadily fell over time from a high of 74 percent in 

the 1888-1892 period to a low of 47 percent in the period 

1912-1922, while the proportion of blacks steadily rose from 

26 percent in the earlier period to nearly 52 percent in the 

latter. But this reversal was not a function of change in 

the general composition of the population of the state, which 

edged up from 2.5 percent black in 1880 to 3.2 ~ercent black 

in 1920, thus remaining far below the level of incarceration 
30 

for black women. 

Less t~an half the prisoners had been born in Ohio: 

TABLE 9:4 

PLACE OF BIRTH OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Number Percent 

Ohio 233 46.3 
Midwest, excluding Ohio 63 12.5 
South 95 18.9 
'Northeas t 47 9.3 
Hest 2 . 4 
Canada 19 3.8 
Europe 

~ 8.7 
Totals 503 99.9* 

*Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 

This t~ble indicates that nearly one~fifth of the 50) female 

prisoners on whom birth place information is available were 

born in the south. These tended to be black women, as shown 

in Table 9:5: 

;. 



-21-

TABLE 9:5 

Black White 
Number Percent 

Other 

Ohio 
Mid,vest, 

excl. Ohio 
South 
Northeast 
We$t 
Canada 
Europe 

Totals 

76 

31 
70 
13 
0 

11 
0 

201 

37.8 

15.4 
34.8 
6.5 

5.5 

100.0 

Number 

152 

32 
25 
34 
2 
8 

44 
297 

Percent 

51. 2 

10.8 
8.4 

11.4 
.7 

2.7 
14.8 

100.0 

N.umber 

1 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
1 

Whereas white prisoners tended to be born in Ohio, black 

Percent 

100.0 

100.0 

prisoners were almost a~ likely to have moved to Ohio from. 

the south as to have been born in the state. Like the black 

Women sentenced to the penitentiary 10 Tennessee; the southern-

ers appear io have been part of a no~thward, post-Civil War 

migration of blacks. Not long out of slavery, they probably 

had little education and few skills. 

Before incarceration, the overwhelming majority of the 

women had been employed in low-level service occupation~: 

TABLE 9:6 

PRIOR OCCUPATION OF WOMEN INCARCERATED AT OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1Q17 

Number Percent 

Blu.e Collar 45 9 . 1 
:Entertainment 1 . 2 Farm 1 .2 Service 422 85.3 White Collar 12 2.4 "None" or Retired 14 2.8 Totals 4"93" 100.0 
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Table 9:7, which displays the particular prior occupation for 

all occupational catego~ies into which 2 percent or more of 

the prisoners fell, fur'ther confirms that the women had, before 

incar.ceration, held the most menial kinds of jobs: 

TABLE 9:7 

PRIOR,OCCUPATIONAL CATEGORIES INTO WHICH FELL TWO 
PERCENT OR MORE OF WOMEN SENTENCED 

TO OHIO PENITENTIARY 

Cook 
Domestic 
Housekeeper 
Houseworker 

1888-1917 

Seamstress or Dressmaker 
Laundress 
Housewife 
"None" 
Missing Information 

Totals 

Number 

14 
139 

88 
121 

33 
20 
12 
14 

103 
544 

2.3 
22.8 
14.4 
19.9 
5.4 
3.3 
2.0 
2.3 

16. 9 
89.3 

NOTE: Percentages are based On a total of 609 cases. 
In this table, distinction is made between cases in which 
the clerk actually wrote IINone ll or a synonym and those in 
which slhe left a blank (missing information cases). But 
(:onc~~vably" .a blan~ might have b~e.n. left in instances when an inmate 
reported prior unemploymen:: .. 

If we combine the categories of Domestic, Housekeeper, and 

Houseworker (Table 9:7), we find that 57 percent of the in-

mates had previously held one of these housecleaning positions. 

This.suggests that most of the Women were low in socio-

economic status, a suggestion reinforced by the fact that so 

31 many reported ha~ing been previously employed . 

Information on religious affiliation was not recorded 

by the clerk~ at the women's section o~ the Ohio Penitentiary, 

and the data on marital status are too scanty to be reliable. 
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Offenses and Sentences 

Slightly more than half of the women sentenced to the 

Ohio Penitentiary had been convicted of property offenses, 

a figure which fluctuated from time to time but not radically: 

TABLE 9:8 

CONVICTION OFFENSES BY PERIOD OF COMMITMENT OF WOMEN SENTENCED 
TO OHIO PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Violent 
Property 
Public Order 
Other 

Totals 

Violent 
Property 
Public Order 
Other 

Totals 

Total 
Number Percent 

201 33.3 
314 51.8 

76 12.5 
15 2.5 

606 100.0 

1904-1911 
Number Percent 

69 42.3 
73 44.8 
18 11. 0 
3 1.8 

163 9"9:9* 

-1888-1892 
Number Percent 

27 27.0 
61 61.0 
12 12.0 
0 

TOO 100.0 

1912-1917. 
Number Percent 

41 33.6 
66 54.1 
12 9.8 
3 2.5 

ill 100:0 
7~Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 

1893-1903 
Number Percent 

64 29.0 
114 51.6 
34 15.4 
9 4. ] 

221 100.1* 

Data on the 584 cases for which we have information on both offense 

and race indicate that a higher proportion 6f black than white women were 

convicted of violent crimes: 

-24-
TABLE 9:9 

-- ----- -- ---.-..-

CONVICTION OFFENSE BY RACE OF WOMEN SENTENCED TO OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Totals Black White Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent .' Violent 195 33.4 106 44.7 89 25.7 Property 303 51.9 

I 
122 51.5 180 52.0 Public Order 72 12.3 7 3.0 65 18.8 Other 14 2.4 ... -- .8 12 3.5 Totals 584 100.0 237 100.0 346 100.0 

Ot-her 
Nfunber . :P.~rcent 

Violent 
0 0 Property 
1 100.0 Public Order 
0 0 Other 
0 0 Total 
1 100.0 

On the other hand, a higher proportion of white women than 

black were convicted of public order crimes. 
(This probably 

means not that black women did riot ·dommii public order 

crime but rather that such behaviors seemed less offensive 

when committed by blacks than whites.) The two races were 

convicted about equally of pro perty crimes, though of 

course when we take into account the fact that blacks com-

prised only about 3 percent of the general population of 

Ohio in the overall period under consideration, their rates 

of conviction for property crime, and violent crime as well, 

are disproportionately high . 

. _.,_ ... -,-. .. -,-~~ .,~ ... _-
" 
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Nearly all of the women sentenced to the Ohio 

Penitentiary received determinate sentences (87.2 percent 

of the 531 on whom such data are available). The;y did 

not necessarily serve the full number of years of punishment 

meted out by their judges, however, for sentences could be 

shortened through time off for good behavior. Many of the 

prisoners had a maximum sentence of one year (248 or 40.7 

percent of the total 609 cases on whom data were collected). 

Others had even shorter sentences (No. 37024~ for example, 

was sentenced to two mo~ths for throwing stones at ~ steam 

vessel), but such brief terms were unusual becaQse most of 

the prisoners ,vere not misdemeanants but felons.. The 

availability of good time, in combination with the high 

proportion of prisoners with a maximum sentence of one 

year, might lead us to predict a short average of mon~hs in 

incarceration for the prisoner group as a whole. In fact, 

the o~erall average was 28.1 months--nearly two and a half 

years. That the average time served was this long can be 

explained by the fact that whereas nearly 41 percent had a 

maximum sentence of one year, only 10.5 percent had a 

minimum of one year; further, many had high maximum sentences. 

Of the total of 609 cases, 14.4 percent had maximums of two 

years, 7.6 percent maximums o~ three years, nearly 4 percent 

maximums of four years, and about 8.5 percent maximums 

of five years. Still others had much higher maximums,with 

1.6 percent having max~mums of Life. The lengthy times 

served of such prisoners raised the overall average. 
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If time served is broken down by period, we find that 

in Ohio, as in other st~tes covered by this report, the 

average time served diminished as the" years went 0n. 

TABLE 9: 10 

A\~RAGE TIME SERVED IN MONTHS BY PERIOD OF COMMITMENT 
OF WO~ffiN SENTENCED TO OHIO PENITENTIARY 

1888-1917 

Year committed 

1888 to 1892 
1893 to 1903 
1904 to 1911 
1912 to 1917( 

Total 

Average 
served in 

29.9 
29.3 
28.1 
23.2 

time 
months 

Number of cases com
mitted in the period* 

92 
209 
160 

90 
551 

*Data were collected on every commitment with the exception of 
the period 5-1910 through 1911, for which no data ~vere 
collected. 

Reference back to Table 9:8 will show that this decrease in 

time served was not a function of a decrease in the relative 

seriousness of conviction offenses, for the proportion of 

Violent crime convictions in fact rose between 1888 and 1917. 

As noted earlier~ most of the prisoners had determinate 

sentences but could be released before expiration of sentence 

through time off for good behavior. That most did in fact 

achieve release before thei~ full terms expired is shown by 

Table 9:11: 

-
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TABLE 9: 11 

METHOD OF RELEASE OF WOMEN COMMITTED TO OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Definite-type release 
Indeterminate-type release 
Escape 
Died or killed 
Other 

Totals 

Number 

53 
489 

2 
5 

59 
608 

Percent 

8.7 
80.4 

. 3 

.8 
9.7 

99.9* 

*Does not add to 100.0 percent due to rounding error. 

NOTES: "Definite-type release" is defined as any 
type of discharge i~ which the point of release was 
fixed, either because the prisoner had to·complete 
her entire sentence or because the sentence was com
pletely terminated by means such as pardon or reversal 
of judgment. "Indeterminate-type release" i.s defined 
as any type of discharge in which time time of release 
was not fixed but flexible; it includes discharge 
through ~xpiration with good time credits, parole, and 
conditional pardon. The "other" category includes 
deportation, transfer to another institution, and cases 
in which it is unclear whether or not the prisone~ 
received good time credits before release. 

Most or t?ose discharged through indeterminate-type release 

were "discharged through expiration of sentence with good 

'time credits (391 prisoners or 64.3 percent of the total cases); 

on 1 y 7 0 cas e s (11. 5 per c en t ) ~,e r e " par ole d . " (The meaning 

of "parole ll as used in the penitentiary convict registries 

seems to be close to that of expiration with good time credits, 

for even prisoners with definite sentences were sometimes 

IIparoled.") That so many were released with good time credits, 

however, should not be taken as an indication that these 

wOmen were model prisoners: many lost their potential good 

time credits only to have these restored by the Board of 

I 
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~anagers immediately before release. Most of the nearly 

9 percent who were discharged on a definite-type release 

were discharged through pardon by the governor. Mo s t 0 f 

those released through means listed as "Other" in Table 

9:11 were discharged through transfer to another penal 

institution, a type of discharge most common in the last 

period (1912-1917) when all female prisoners were transferred 

to Marysville. 

When information relating to crime partners was noted 

in passing, such data were collected. That is, in Ohio as 

in other states studied by this project, no systematic effort 

was made to identify crime partners but when inf~rmation on 

accomplices was noted in ~assing, it was recorded~ with the 

following results: 

TABLE 9:12 

CRIME PARTNERS OF WOgEN SENTENCED TO OHIO 
PENITENTIARY 1888-1917 

Number, 

No evidence noted of crime partner(s) 514 
Evidence noted of one or more female 

partners 43 
Evidence noted of one or mare male 

partners 52 
Totals 609 

NOTE: Data not collected on a systematic basis. 

Percent 

84.4 

7.1 

8.5 

100.0 

In 37 cases, women were noted to have had one female crime 

partner (6.1 percent of the total cases); slightly more were 

observed to have had a single male partner (47 cases or 7.7 

percent of the total). In other words, those Ohio women 

---- ----

'" 
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noted as having acted with accomplices usually had just one 

partner~ and slightly more often than not this partner was a 

male. In over 7 percent of the total cases~ however, the 

women had acted in concert with other women. 

Data were not systematically gathered which would enable 

us to answer the question of whether men and women sentenced 

to the Ohio Penitentiary received similar sentences for 

similar offenses. How'ever, s orne compara t i ve da,ta on sentencing 

were' collected on cases in which a woman acted in concert with 

a male accomplice. (These were mainly incest cases; of the 

609 female penitentiary cases on which data were collected, 

11 or 1.B percent had been conv~cted of incest.) In most of 

these cases, the woman received a shorter sentence than did 

her male partner. Perhaps judges considered Women more likely 

to be victims, especially in instances of sex crime; ~r 

perhaps many of these women had in fact been I'led astray, 11 

a supposition encouraged by the circumstance that a number 

of them were actually much younger than their male crime 

. partners and, in some cases, in a subordinate position. Sarah 

L f r examule rec e;ved a sentence of five years for com-• ,0 ., ... 

mitting incest with her father, who received a seven year 

senten'ce. She was 35 years old and a widow, he 66 years old 

and married. Similarly, convict No. 34141 received a one-year 

sentence for incest while her crime partner was sentenced to 

four years; she was 22 years old, he 42 years. Less fre-

quently, a male. and female crime partner would receive the 

same sentence, as in a case where a brother and sister 
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committed incest and each rece;ved 
... a sentence of three 

years. And in 6ne instance . 
, ~t was observed that the woman 

in a case of incest received 
a sentence of three years 

whereas her brother-husband Was 
sentenced to two-and-a-half 

years. These 
data,albeit scanty and unsystematicall~ col-

lected, suggest 
a good deal of attention to individual 

factors, including sex but not limited to 
32 it, at the point 

of sentencing. 

The data of the last t t' 
wQ sec ~ons indicate the following 

general picture of the prisoners , their offenses,· and their 

Sentences: Women committed to the Oh' 
~o Penitentiary tended 

to be mature in years, averaging near the age of 30 at 

commitment. Nearly one-half of them were black. 
More than 

half of them had been born out 
of state, a circumstance 

especially true in the case of bl 
ack women, of whom almost 

35 percent had been born;n h .... t e South, Before incarceration 

the women had been employed, mainly at 
very low-level ser-

vice jobs such as house cleaning. 

These women had mainly been ' 
conv~cted of property crime, 

with blacks having a higher 
proportion of convictions for 

violent crime and whites for public order 
crime. Mos t 

received fixed-term sentences, and they 
served, on the 

average, about two-and-a-half ye.',i~rs, an h 
average w ich de

\\, 

creased over time to slightly les's, than t 
~ wo years. Most of 

~ I 

, 
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vere released through expiration of 
the female prisoners v 

sentence with good time credits. 
At least 15.6 percent had 

which may cOThsiderab1y 
acted with crime partners ( a figure 

. f those who acted in 
underestimate the true propott~on 0 

~n nearly half of these cases, 
concert with others), and ~ 

the r woman or women. crime partner was ano 

the 
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Notes 

1 
On 1 September 1916, all women incarcerated in the 

women's unit of the Ohio Penitentiary were transferred to 

the new reformatory at Marysville; thereafter, the peniten-

tiary1s female unit was closed. However, two other women 

were mistakenly committed to the penitentiary, Convicts Nos. 

45211 and 45212, both received in February of 1917. They 

were quickly transferred to Marysville, but as they were 

originally sentenced to the penitentiary and ~ere in fact 

received there, their cases are included here and 1917 is 

used as the terminal date. 

2 
For information on the early efforts to establish a 

penitentiary in Ohio I used: Marvin E. Fornshel1, The.His-

torical and Illustrated Ohio Penitentiary (N.p.: n.p., 1907-

1908 /copy at Ohio Historical Society, Columbus!; Clara Belle 
T- -

Hicks, "The History of Penal Institutions in Ohio to 1850," 

Ohio State Archeological and Historical Society Publications 

Vol. XXXIII (1924) :359-426; Orlando F. Lewis, The Development 

of American Prisons and Prison Customs, 1776-1845 (orig. 

1922; .repr. Montclair, N.J.: Patterson Smith, 1967); Ohio 

Historical Society, An Inventory of the Ohio Penitentiary 

Photograph Collection In the Ohio Historical Society (Ohio 

Historical Society manuscript processed by Arlene J. Pe·terson, 

June 1975) :2-4; Jacob ~. Studer, Columbus, Ohio: Its History, 

Resources, and Progress (Columbus: n.p., 1873); works cited 
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in notes 5 and 7, below; and various annual reports of th~ 

penitentiary. The prisoner data comes from Ohio Peniten-

tiary, Criminal Records 1815-34 (Ohio State Archives, Series 

1530):93,141,158. 

3 
Fornshell, The Historical and Illustrated Ohio Peniten-

tiary:6; Lewis, The Development of American Prisons and 

Prison Customs, 1776-1845:261. 

4 
Lewis, The Develo~ment of American Prisons and Prison 

Customs, 1776-1845:262. As Lewis p0ints out at 260, early 

prisons which held prisoners in large rooms ~ather than ceil 

blocks resembled the old Walnut Street Jail in Philadelphia. 

5 
George. H. Twis s, ed., IIJournal of Cyrus P. Bradley," 

Ohio Archeological and Historical Publications Vol. XV (1906): 

241. 

6 
Studer, Columbus, Ohio: Its History, Resources, and 

Progress:374. 

7 
Dorothea Lynde Dix, Remarks on Prisons and Priso~ 

Discipline in the United States (2d ed., orig. 1845; repro 

llontclair, N.J.: Patterson Smith, 1967) :48. 

8 
Ibid.:59)·· 

9 
For~he dating of the women's wing I relied on Studer, 

Columbus, Ohio: Its History, Resources, and Progress:380. 

A picture of this wom~nrs wing and its relationship to the 

\ 
\ 
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penite.ntiary as a w'hole can be found in John P. Resch, HOhio 

Adult Penal System, 1850-1900: A Study in the Failure of 

Institutional Reform,1I Ohio History 81 (Autumn 197'2) :249. 

10 
Dan J. Morgan, Historica~ Lights and Shadows of the 

Ohio State Penitentiary and Horrors of the Death Trap (orig. 

1893; Columbus: Champlin Printing Company, 1895) :91. 

According to Morgan, to be taken around the women's wing 

tourists had to pay 10¢ over and above the 25¢ fee it cost 

to tour the main penitentiary; they were, however, more than 

willing to pay the extra money, for the female" department wa~ 

second in popularity only to the execution chamber (pp. 12, 

91) . 

11 
Studer, Columbus, Ohio: Its History, Resources, and 

Progress:374-376; Ohio Penitentiary {hereafter abbreviated OP!, 

AR 1850:121 {epidemiS./, 133 {improvements!. 

12 
OP, AR 1880!l4. 

13 
OP, AR 1880:26-27, AR 1890:316. 

14 
OF, AR 1900:51. 

15 
'OhiD Governor, Verbatim Report of the Proceedines and 

/' 

the ~~gii~Ony presented to The Joint Committee on Investigation 

of the Ohio Penitentiary, 1908 and Report _2.f~~e Special 

Committee of the 77th General Assembly of Ohio Appointed to ____ .11" ... ___ • ____ .. -. ... _. _" _. _. _ _ ..... _ ___ ._ .... _________ _ 

Investigate PenitentiarY Buildings, Management and Convict 

Labor, Dec. 1908 (Ohio State Archives, Ser. 1590):42,49,53. 
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16 
Resch, "Ohio Adult Penal System':: 236. 

17 
Ibid.:237-238. 

18 
OP, AR 1870:48, AR 1890:323-324, 327, 335; cf. OP, 

AR 1890:341, 348. 

19 
Ohio Penitentiary, By-laws, rules and regulations for 

the . • . Ohio peni ten t iary adopted . . Hay 8th, 1884 

(Co'lumbus:Ohio penitentiary print, J.884 {pam.~]) :13-14 

20 
OP, AR 1880:142-152. In the 1884 By-laws, the two 

female officers were listed last (p. 2). 

21 
Mrs. Sarah Maria Victor, The Life Story of Sarah M. 

Victor for Sixty Years. Convicted of Murdering Her Brother, 

Sentenced to be Hung, Had Sentence Commuted, Passed Nineteen 

Years in Prison, Yet is Innocent (Cleveland: Williams Pub;' 

lishin.g Co., 1887):323-324. 

22 
Hicks, "The History of Penal Institutions in Ohio to 

1850":403 {first matron appointed 184~7; Gerrish Barrett as 

quoted by Lewis, The Development of American PYisons and 

Prison Customs, 1776-1845;263; Dix, Remarks on Prisons:48; 

Victor, The Life Storv:317. 

23 
Morgan, Historical Lights and Shadows:91; Victor, The 

Life Story:298; OP, AR 1880:91; Victor, The Life Story:·i24, 

325. That Victor was released at all from solitary confine-

ment may be interpreted as an act of leniency, however, for 
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her original sentence of death had been commuted to life in 

solitary confinement. She was pardoned after nineteen years 

in confineme.nt. 

24 
OP, AR 1850:125, AR 1860:38, AR 1890:375 {9 of 24 

women prisoners given chairs to cane/, AR 1912:418. 

25 
Morgan, Historical Lights and Shadows:113, 95. 

26 
Ibid: 114-117. 

27 
Victor, The Life Story:307. 

28 
Fornshell, The Historical and Illustrated Ohio Peniten-

t i a ry : 125, 128. 

29 
The. tables which follow are based on data derived from 

the prisoner registries of the Ohio Penitentiary. Data were 

collected on every female case received 1888 through 1917 

(see note 1) with the exception of the period May 1910 through 

December 1911; no data were collected on cases received during 

the latter period due to lack of time. 

1920 
1910 
1900 
1890 
1880 

*Less 

30 
POPULATION OF OHIO BY RACE, 1880-1920 

IN THOUSANDS 

Total Percent Negro of 
Population \,'hite Negro Other Total Population 

5,759 5,5.72 186 1 3.2 
4,767 4,655 111 1 2.3 
4,158 4,060 97 * 2.3 
3,672 3,585 87 * 2.4 
3,198 3,118 80 * 2.5 

than 500. 

(Gontinued) 

:::u .... _ 
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce~ Bureau of the 
Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial 
Time.s to 1970. Part I (Hashington, D.C., 1975):33. 

31 
For the 609 total cases, the results for prior 

occupation were as follows: 

80.8% reported a previous occupation 
2.3% reported "none" 

16.9% missing information cases 
100.0% 

Therefore at least 80.8 percent of the women p~isoners had 

been previously employed. Contrast this figure with statis-

tics on the employment of women in general in Ohio during 

the decades in which these prisoners were committed 

NUMBER OF FEMALES ENGAGED IN GAINFUL OCCUPATIONS COMPARED 
WITH THE·TOTAL FEMALE POPULATION 10 YEARS OF AGE 

1910 
1900 
1890 
1880 

AND OVER, OHIO 1880-1910 

Females 10 Years and Over 

Total 

1,878,720 
1,626,326 
1,416,229 
1,189,t:)32 

Percent gainfully 
employed 

18.5 
15.1 
D.O 
9.5 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of C01nmerce, Bureau of the Census, 
Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1910. 
Vol. IV. Population 1910. Occupation Statistics (Hashington: 
Government Printing Office, 1914):37. 

3~ ~ 
Sarah L. was Ohio Penitentiary No. 26050. The case 

of the woman whose sentence was longer than that of her ~rother-

husband was No. 39353. 
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CHAPTER 10 

THE OHIO REFORMATORY FOR WOMEN 

)!In Ohio, pressure began to build early in the twentieth century for 

estab1\ishment of a reformatory for women. Several nationally known figures in 

the field of charities and correction helped create this pressure by calling 

on Ohio to found a reformative institution for criminal women. Within the 

state, the Board of State Cha~iti\Ss played a key role, aided by the warden of 

the Ohio Penitentiary. The final push which translated this public opinion 

into legislation came from a Special Legislative Committee and the governor. 

The first public call for an Ohio women's reformatory seems to have come 

in 1907 from Amos Butler, a well-knoWn social reformer, in the course of a 

speech to Ohio's annual Conference of Charities and Correction. Referring to 

"the scandals of .. our jails and sometimes of our State Prisons," evidently with 

sexual mistreatment of female inmates in mind, Butler called for "separate 

prisons for women prisoners." He urged Ohio to follow the example of Indiana, 

which had established the country's first separate women's prison in 1873, and 

of Massachusetts, which had shortly followed sUit. 1 

To others, Butler's recommendation suggested a way of handling overcrowd-

ing at the Ohio Girls' Industrial Home. Establishe.d in 1869 at Delaware, 

Ohio, the Girls' Industrial Home had a capacity of 400 but a population of 

nearly 500 in 1907, a figure which jumped another hundred the following year. 

The severe overcrowding at the Home was att~ibuted, first, to a recent in-

crease in the age of girls who could be committed and, second, to the in'stitu-

tion's policy of "retaining girls for a long period.,,2 The body ultimately 
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responsible for the Home, the Board of State Charities, realized that estab-

lishment of a women's reformatory could reduce the population of the Home. 

its report of 1909, it proposed "a state reformatory for women to which the 

older girls could be committed," recommending, that this move be coupled with 

reduction of "the age limit of commitment to the Girls' Industrial Home 

to 16 years.,,3 

The situation at another female institution also contributed to the 

perception that Ohio needed a reformatory for women. For many years female 

felons had been held in an annex of the Ohio Penitentiary (see Chapter 9). 

In 

This unit was badly decayed and offered no opportunity for either expansion or 

rehabilitative programs. Reporting in 1909 on its inspections of the peniten-

tiary, a Board of Lady Visitors noted that it had: 

Found female side perfectly clean, but insufficient [in] cell room. 

The last visit found 52 prisoners here, 9 of them sleeping in the 

corridor which, while it was unwise, was also unavoidable. 

The Lady Visitors concluded by recommending to the Board of State Charities 

"That a separate prison farm be established, for women.,,4 With this 

recommendation the penitentiary's warden heartily concurred. "(T)he women's 

prison," he wrote in his report of 1910, 

should be divorced from the prison proper and a healthful and 

suitable site selected in some convenient part of the state where an 

up-to-date prison could be built and conducted along reformatory 

lines. Its management should also be widely different from that of 

a prison in which men are confined. Women should be given greater 

liberties and a system of merit which cannot be granted under 

presentcC'.ndi tions .. 
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"Close proximity to a large body of male prisoners," the warden concluded, "is 

not conducive generally to a moral atmosphere.1I 5 

The Board of State Charities added these calls for removal of' female 

felons from the penitentiary to its growing arsenal of arguments for the 

establishment of a reformatory for women.. It did not wish to request mere 

expansion or duplication of the Girls' Industrial Home, but on the other hand 

it recognized that "There is not a sufficient number of women found guilty of 

felony to warrant the establishment of a separate institution for them." The 

solution, reasoned the Board, was to establish an institution for women inter-

mediate between the Girls' Industrial Home and the purely penal women's unit 

at the penitentiary.6 

At this important juncture, when establishment of a women's reformatory 

began to look like a good solution to several problems, another well known 

outsider helped further the reformatory cause. This was Katherine Bement 

Davis, superintendent of the progressive reformatory for women at Bedford 

Hills, New York, and at the time one of the nation's foremost leaders in 

prison reform. A speech written by Davis specifically for the occasion was 

read at the October, 1910, meeting of the Ohio Conference of Charities and 

Correction. Davis's address provided her audience with the ideological ammu

nition they needed, for she spelled out in detail rationales for reformative 

treatment of women ("It is the woman you shOUld treat and not the crime"). 

Moreover, Davis gave conference attendants specific guidelines on how to 

proceed in establishing a woman's reformatory.7 

Perhaps most important of all, Davis --provided incentives for action by 

gently goading her Ohio listeners. After complimenting them on some of Ohio's 

progressive reforms in other areas, whe went on to chide: "But in one respect 

you are lagging behind, and that is in what you are doing for your women Who 
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transgress." Ohio had a reformatory for men, she pointed out (the Ohio State 

, Id had opened l'n 1896)·, was it possible that the state Reformatory at Mansfle 

? Indl'ana, Massachusetts, and New York were would provide less for its women, 

ahead of Ohio in respect to properly providing for their female offenders, 

and, Davis warned, unless Ohio acted quickly , yet" other states would soon 

outstrip it: 

New Jersey passed a law last winter to establish a state reformatory 

for women. Agitation is going on in Maine, Rhode Island, Connecti-

cut, Michigan, Wisconsin and Iowa. It is in the air, and it is 

bound to come. Do not let the great State of Ohio, one of the 

richest and foremost states of the Union, lag behind. 8 

State officials responded quickly to Davis's challenge. A Special Legis

lative Committee on the Girls' Industrial Home reported to the governor in 

February of 1911 on the absolute necessity of establishing a woman's reforma-

tory. According to the committea, there were already over 200 women who would 

form "the initial popula lon In an t ' , l'ntermediate penal institution for women, 

t bl ' h d" Seventy-'fi ve of these would come from if such a one were to be es a IS e • 

Home (1' ts "older and more vicious girls"). Another the Girls' Industrial 

sixty women were currently being held at the Ohio Penitentiary, of whom "at 

least one-half are not of hopelessly criminal tendencies," i.e., good candi

dates for reform. A third group which could profit were presently being sent 

to city workhouses to serve terms so short that reformation was impossible. 

And, the committee concluded, there was a fourth group of criminal women whom 

judges did not institutionalize at all because there was no place but the 

workhouses to send them. All of these groups, according to the legislative 

committee, would benefit from the proposed reformatory. As for the costs, the 

committee waved these away with a typically Progressive sleight-of-hand: with 
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the establishment of an institution where women would actually b~ reformed, 

the number of criminal women burdening the state would dwindle to insignif
icance. 9 

The Governo~ agreed with this reaSonl'ng. F' d f 
Ive ays a ter receiving the 

Special Legislative COl/lmittee's report, he asked the legislature to establish 

a women's reformatory during its current session. "(T)he public welfare 

requires a reformatory for women," the governor explained, proposing an insti

tution Which, like the original female penal institution in Indiana, would 

hold both felons and misdemeanants, "keeping them entirely separate, but under 

a Single management • • " As for that,management, the governor declared 

that "There is no doubt that women shOUld be put in charge . . . . ,,10 

Establishment 

As if in response to Davis's appeal to state pride, the government of 

Ohio continued to move with speed on the matter of a women's reformatory. 
In 

May of 1911, little more than six months after Davis had presented her argu

ments, the governor Signed legislation establishing the Ohio Reformatory for 
Women. 

In its specification of the type of women who might be committed to the 

new institution, this legislation deviated from the pure reformatory model in 

several respects, specifically those pertaining to commitment age and convic

tion offense. Like the legislation of other states which established women's 

reformatories, that of Ohio set the ml'nl'mum age for 't t 
comml men s at sixteen 

years. However, in contrast to those states which also set a maximum age 

beyond which commitments could not be received (tYPically'thirty years), Ohio 

enabled its reformatory to accept women of any age over the minimum. Second, 

in contrast to legislation establl'shl'ng female f t 
re orma ories from which {at 
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least initially 1 enabled the new reforma-) felons were excluded, the Ohio aw 11 

tory to receive a t and delinquents. mixture of felons, misdemeanan s, 

t for Women could t h t the Ohio Reforma ory The legislation specified a 

receive three types of commibments: 

There 

1 d ' all women held f from the Ohio Penitentiary, inc u 1ng (1) trans ers 

(2) 

(3) 

than those awaiting execution; there other 

Years held at the Girls' Industrial Home girls over fourteen 

h Presence... seems to be who were "incorrigible, or w ose 

seriously detrimental"; 

found guilty of a felony, misdemeanor, all females over sixteen 

ha; received a sentence shorter or delinquency except those who 

or been sent to jai 1n than thirty days 1 , default of payment of 

a fine. (Later, as we shall see, it did become possible to 

, ) 12 commit women unable to pay f1nes. 

considerable diversity was, then, in the type of offender who might be 

committed to the new institution. as- noted later, affected This diversity, 

the institution's character one of the factors which and seems to have been 

prevented it from becoming, in any true sense, a reformatory. 

legislation also create The establishing d a board of commissioners to 

institution and direct its construction. The comselect a· site for the new 

'Ie southwest of Marysville, a town in located the reformatory one m1 missioners 257 

t f the state they purchased There, roughly in the cen er 0 , Union County. t'l 

constructed, it was not un 1 Because an entirely new plant had to be . 

established that it was ready to rece1ve 

acres. 

five years after the institution was 

inmates. first twenty-nine inmates were At that time--1 September 1916--the 

trans erre f d from the Ohio Penitentiary. 
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The central administration building, the first part of the plant to be 

completed, was the reformatory's only structure of architectural distinction. 

Garrett and MacCormick. writing in 1929. recommended this as "an unusually 

attractive building" and "one of the best bUildings in the country among the 

penal institutions for women." They described it as "a two-story stone struc_ 
; 

tUre built in the form of a hollow square with a corridor running across the 

middle making two enclosed courts." 13 In this building were located the 

hosPital and administrative offices; additionally, women were housed there at 

least through 1930. often in profusion. The main living quarters. however. 

were the cottages, self-contained units which held about fifty inmates each 

and included their own kitchens and dining rooms. (Cottage assignments were 

made first on the basis of race and then, when Possible, offense severity.) 

In addition to the main building and cottages. the plant included. by 1930. an 

assembly hall, industrial building, and superintendent's house. It did not, 

however, include a wall or fence. an omission which led to frequent escap •• in 
early years. 

Administration and Personnel 

In Ohio as elsewhere, ultimate authority for management of the women's 

reformatory lay with the state's welfare board, in this case known as the 

Board of Administration. Unlike other states, however, Ohio did not provide 

for an institutional board of managers which would be intermediate between the 

state welfare bureaucracy and the institution's superintendent. (The original 

legislation had established such an intermediate body, a board of trustees 

appointed by the governor, to control and manage the reformatory; but this 

provision was deleted by an amendment in 1913~ before the institution opened.) 

Thus it was left to the Board of Administration itself to "select and desig-
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nate a suitable woman as superintendent," a duty it fulfilled in 1916 by 

appointing Louise M. Mittendorf as the reformatory's first superintendent. 14 

According to the establish~ng legislation, the reformatory's staff mem-

bers were, when possible, to be women. At first, while there were still few 

matrons, only about 50 percent of the employees were female; later the pro

portion of women rose. Neither staff nor superintendent received much recog-

nition from the state for their work. According to the Garrett and MacCormick 

report, in 1928 the matrons were working twelve-hour shifts with only two days 

off each month. Some lived in rooms designed for inmates. 15 Moreover, the 

salaries paid by the reformatory were inadequate--"disgracefully low," accord

ing to Garrett and MacCormick. who observed that the Marysville superintendent 

receives less than the superintendent of the Pennsylvania Reforma-

tory for Women, an institution about a fifth as large as Marysville. 

The matrons [at Marysville] are paid only $45 to $55 a month and 

other salaries are correspondingly meagre. When one has the good 

fortune to get competent officials at such salaries their morale is 

inevitably affected by the low estimate that is apparently put on 

their worth • • 16 

From the start, Marysville was a fairly unambitious institution, lacking 

the dedication and zeal of other women's reformatories. Low salaries and long 

hours may well have contributed to this situation (though they did not in 

other new women's reformatories, such as that of New Jersey, where the staff 

were also overworked and underpaid but morale was high). Almost certainly 

blocking the development of enthusiasm and innovative methods was the fact 

that Mittendorf and her successor, Marguerite Kelley Reilley, served very long 

terms as superintendent. Furthermore, there was no institutional board of 

managers to directly supervise the superintendent and serve, when necessary, 

as a check on her power or a goad to change. 
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Program 

Few reformatories for women were begun with adequate resources, but while 

some nonetheless managed to establish innovative programs (again New Jersey 

provides an example), the Ohio Reformatory for Women evidently expended little 

effort on approximating reformatory ideals. For instance, it made few efforts 

to educate inmates despite the fact that mental training had long been a key 

plank in the reformatory platform. To be sure, in 1925 the legislature did 

authorize establishment of "educational and vocational schools"; several years 

later, however, Garrett and MacCormick reported that "There is no academic 

school work" and pointed out that "An appropriation of $50,000 for a school 

building was never used." No appropriation at all had been made for reading 

materials. 17 

Vocational training, also an important theme in reformatory ideology, was 

similarly slighted at the Ohio Reformatory for Women. There being no real 

industries, training centered on a series of shops where rag rugs, clothing, 

bedding, and art work were produced, and on institutional maintenance. During 

the influenza epidemic of 1918, some prisoners were sent to other institutions 

to serve as nurses, and late the next year thirty-five women were sent to 

nearby homes to work as live-in domestic servants. In addition to freeing 

beds at the institution and solving "the servant problem in 35 homes ••• , 

at least temporarily," the latter expedient provided inmates wi th full time 

work and wages; but it appears to have soon disappeared as an element in the 

reformatory's program. 18 

In one respect the Ohio Reformatory for Women does seem to have been as 

energetic as its sister institutions--in the attention it gave, during the 

1920s, to detection and cure of venereal and other sex-related disease. The 

annual reports for these years record thousands of Wassermann tests and 
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hundreds of injections of salvarsan (an arsenic co~pound thought to cure 

syphilis). In other respects, however, the institution seems not to have been 

greatly concerned about inmate health. There was, for instance, no provision 

for exercise during the winter months; and prisoners' beds continued to be 

located in unventilated basement corridors. 

For the most part, then, the Ohio Reformatory for Women was a reformatory 

in name more than practice. "In comparison with the reformatories for women 

in Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey and Massachusetts," concluded Garrett 

and MacCormick, "it must be rated low by any test designed to estimate the 

effectiveness of such institutions.,,19 

Sentencing 

As noted earlier, the reformatory could receive three types of offenders: 

felons (at first transfers from the penitentiary, later commitments direct 

from the courts); misdemeanants with terms longer than thirty days; and "in

corrigible" girls over fourteen years transferred from the Industrial Home. 

Terms for all three were to be "general, and not fixed or limited in their 

duration," i.e., indeterminate, in the case of ,felons t.he minimum and maximum 

being set by the law pertaining to the specific offense. The misdemeanant and 

delinquents received a more typically "reformatory" type of sentence: if they 

were first commitments they might be held for a maximum of three years but 

paroled after two months; second and third commitments also had a maximum term 

of three years, but their minimums were four and six months respectively.20 

During the institution's first years of operation, parole decisions were made 

by the Ohio Board of Clemency; after 1921, parole was granted by the new 

Department of Public Welfare. 21 
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Theoretically, parole was a reward for good behavior, the result of a 

judgment that the prisoner was enough improved, morally, to be returned to the 

community. But in practice, particularly in the case of misdemeanants, other 

factors complicated the parole decision. One was +aws which set minimum and 

maximum terms for specific misdemeanors, terms which sometimes differed from 

the institution's range of from two, four, or six months to three years. For 

example, an act of 1919 specified a punishment for second degree prostitution 

of "not more than one year." To judge from the prisoner registries, in at 

least some instances it was the laws governing specific misdemeanors, rather 

than the more general law governing sentence of misdemeanants to the reforma-

tory, which were used to determine release dates. Co~plicating matters still 

further was the fact that women sent to the reformatory because they could not 

pay fines were entitled to "receive credit • • • at the rate of one dollar and 

fifty cents ($1.50) per day for each day's imprisonment." At least in the 

case of misdemeanants, then, the decision as to when a prisoner should be 

paroled involved a number of considerations, some of them potentially con

flicti11g. 22 

A number of changes were made over time in the institution's governing 

legislation, changes which generally had the effect of narrowing the range of 

offenders who could be sentenced to the reformatory. An act of 1925, for 

example, prohibited commitment of women convicted of violating municipal 

ordinances. The most drastic change came when, in 1929, a law vias passed 

excluding all but felons gver sixteen years and the incorrigibles transferred 

from the Industrial School. (At this point the population lost its marked 

heterogeneity, and aver~ge sentence length and time-served probably increased 

considerably. ) A less drastic change of 1943 required that women be sentenced'i// 
1 .. _-

to the Ohio Reformatory for Women only "for the same statutory penalties as 
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are male persons now sentenced to the Ohio penitentiary and the Ohio state 

reformatory." The same act also restricted the freedom of the Girls' Indus-

trial School to transfer difficult inmates, limiting suqh transfers to girls 

over sixteen and requiring written approval by the state department of public 

welfare. By that point, Marysville inmates had little in common with the type 

of offender at wpom the women's reformatory movement had originally been 

aimed; rather, they resembled prisoners of custodial institutions. 23 

The modifications of the sentencing provisions affected the size as well 

as the nature of the Marysville population. By the end of its fifth year of 

operation, the reformatory's population was about 220; during the next seven 

years, it more than doubled, leading Garrett and MacCormick to remark, in 

1928, that Marysville was "the largest institution for women in the country" 

with 475 inmates. This, of course, was just before the legislation which 

exluded all but felons. Thereafter the population shrank, returning in 1936 

" t I" 24 to about 220, its size flf een years ear ler. 

The Prisoners 

From data in the prisoner registries it is possible to piece together a 

picture of the typical Marysville inmate. 25 

Race 

Beginning with race, we find that nearly one-third of the women received 

through 1943 were black (Table 10:1). 
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TABLE 10: 1 

RACE OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS COMMITTED TO THE OHIO 
REFORMATORY FOR WOMEN 1916 THROUGH 1943 

Number Percent 

Black 255 32.9 
White 518 66.9 
Other 1 • 1 

Totals 774 99.9* 

* Does not add to 100 percent due to rounding error. 

For most of the period covered by Table 10.1, blacks comprised less than 5 

percent of the population of Ohio as a whole (Table 10:2). 

TABLE 10:2 

POPULATION OF OHIO BY RACE, 1910 THROUGH 1930, IN THOUSANDS 

Total Percent 
population White Negro Negro 

1910 4,767 4,655 111 2.3 
1920 5,759 5,572 186 3.2 
1930 6,647 6,335 309 4.6 

SOURCE: Derived from U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United 
States, Colonial Times to 1970, Part 1 (Washington, D.C.: 
USGPO, 1975):33. 

Blacks were, then, overrepresented in the population of the women's prison. 

Age 

As might be predicted from the fact that the reformatory received such a 

variety of offenders, ranging from incorrigible delinquents to women convicted 

of murder, the age range of prisoners at time of commitment also varied great-
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ly, extending in the sample from 14 through 67 years. Table 10:3 indicates 

the frequency with which inmates fell into various age groupings. 

TABLE 10:3 

AGE AT COMMITMENT OF SAMPLE OF PRISONERS COMMITTED TO THE 
OHIO REFORMATORY FOR WOMEN 1916 THROUGH 1943 

Number Percent 

12-15 years 2 .3 
16-20 " 125 16.1 
21-30 " 360 46.4 
31-40 " 190 24.5 
41-50 " 74 9.5 
51-96 " 25 3.2 

776 100.0 

For sampled inmates, the mean age at the time of commitment was 29 years. 

Religion, Place of Birth, Marital Status, and Prior Occupation 

For information on prisoners' religion, place of birth, marital status, 

and prior occupation, we must rely on the reformatory's annual reports be~~use 
,r 

(I 
such data were not recorded in the prisoner registries. According to aQn~al 

reports issued through 1930, between 60 and 80 percent of the prisoners re-

ported themselves to be Protestants. Most of the others reported themselves 

as Catholics, with a very few each year identifying thems~lves as belonging to 

some other religion or as unaffiliated. Again according to annual reports 

through 1930, most of these inmates were "American," the proportion of for-

eign-born ranging from about 10 to 15 percent. (Unfortunately, the reports do 

not give more specific information on place of birth.) The annual reports 

from the institution's first decade indicate that, at the time of admission, 

the majority of prisoners were married. 26 Table 10:4 shows the proportions of 

inmates who fell into the main occupational categories for selected years. 
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TABLE 10:4' 

PRIOR OCCUPATION OF PRISONERS COMMITTED TO THE OHIO REFORMATORY 
FOR WOMEN IN 1917, 1921. 1926, AND 1930 FOR EACH YEAR'S THREE 

MOST FREQUENT OCCUPATIONAL CATEGORIES 

Number Three most frequent 
received occupational categories Number (percent) 

1917 199 (100%) Domestics and housewives 128 (64.3) 
Prosti'cutes 14 ( 7.0) 
Factory workers 12 ( 6.0) 

154 (77.3) 

1921 185 (100%) Domestics and housewives 89 (48.1) 
Factory workers 21 (11.4) 
Waitresses 17 ( 9.2) 

127 (68.6) 

1926 568 (100%) Domestics and housewives 285 (50.2) 
Waitresses 110 (19.4) 
Factory workers 43 ( 7.6) 

438 ("71.1) 

1930 129(100%) Domestics and housewives 65 (50.4) 
Waitresses 9 ( 7.0) 
Clerks 6 ( 4.6) 

c~~O (62.0) 
-'..::.., 

'\\ 

SOURCES: Ohio Reformatory for Women, AR 1917:299, AR 1921:417, 
AR 1926:375, AR 1930:611. 

NOTES: Years were selected for the table as follows: 1917 was 
chosen because it was the first year of the institution's operation. 
The intention was to use every fifth year thereafter, but as some 
reports were not available it was necessary to use the fourth year 
in t,~o cases. The occupational categories are those used in the 
annual reports. 

Conviction Offenses o 

Because misdemeanants and delinquents could be committed to the reforma-

tory, it is not surprising to find that many conviction offenses were public 

order crimes. In fact, more than half of the Marysville inmates sampled had 

been convicted of public order offenses, as Table 10:5 indicates. 
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TABLE 10:5 

OFFENSE TYPE FOR SAMPLE OF PRISONERS COMMITTED TO OHIO 
REFORMATORY FOR WOMEN 1916 THROUGH 1943 

Number Percent --
Violent 173 22.2 
Property 178 22.8 
Public Order 413 53.0 
Other ....12. 1.9 

779 99.9* 

*Does not add to 100 percent due to roun
ding error. 

Breaking down the Public Order offense category, we find that two percent or 

more of the inmates in the sample were convicted of the following public order 

crimes: Fornication (2.3 percent of the sample), Neglecting one's children 

(5.5 percent), Prostitution (8.1 percent), Contributing to delinquency (12.4 

percent), and both Possession of liquor and Violation of liquor law (5.4 

percent and 7.4 percent, respectively). 

For the Ohio Reformatory as for other prisons examined in depth for this 

study, no systematic attempt was made to compare data on women with similar 

data on males. However, because such high proportions of women committed to 

Marysville were convicted of sex and status-type offenses, an unsystematic 

comparison was made with data in prisoner registries for the comparable men's 

institution, the Ohio State Reformatory at Mansfield, to see if they were in 

any way similar. These data covered several years in the mid-'teens. Men, it 

was found, were usually not sent to the Mansfield reformatory for sex ~nd 

status-type offenses but rather for property crimes and, to a lesser extent, 

for violent crimes such as rape and manslaughter. No cases were observed of 

men convicted on charges like Fornication and Contributing to delinquency. 

The comparison suggests that Ohio women in the early twentieth century were 
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incarcerated in the state's reformatory for less serious offenses than their 

male counterparts. 27 

Table 10:6 compares conviction offenses for blacks and whites. In addi

tion, it makes this comparison by period of commitment. 28 For the first 
-

period, 1912 to 1922, blacks comprised about one-quarter of the prison's 

population. Yet blacks had been convicted of nearly 70 percent of all the 

violent crimes for which women were held in this period. More than one-third 

of the black women of this period were serving time for violent crimes, in 

contrast to 5.3 percent of the white women. Blacks also accounted for a 

disproportionate number of property offenders (almost 45 percent). On the 

other hand, white women were committed disproportionately for public order 

offenses, almost 93 percent of Eluch convictions applying to whites. 

The picture changes somewhat during the second period, 1926 to 1934. 

Blacks were still convicted of violent crime more than they "should" have 

been, given their representation in the prison population (they were convicted 

of almost 59 percent of the violent crime while comprising just over a third 

of the population). However, it was now whites who were committing more 

property crime than they "should" have been (convicted of 80.5 percent of the 

property crime while comprising only 66 percent of the population). Moreover, 

while whites were still receiving the bulk of convictions for public order 

crimes, nearly 30 percent of such convictions now applied to blacks as well. 

In other words, a comparison of the two periods suggests that over time the 

conviction offenses of blacks decreased in seriousness while those of whites 

became more serious. ~ 
" 
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TABLE 10:6 

CONVICTION OFFENSE BY RACE AND PERIOD FOR SAMPLE OF WOM~~ COMMITTED 
TO THE OHIO REFORMATORY FOR WOMEN 1912 TO 1934 

1912 to 1922 
Violent, 

Row percent 
Col umn percent 

Property 
Row percent 
Column percent 

Public order 
Row percent 
Column percent 

Other 
Row percent 
Col umn percent 

Column total and 
percent of grand 
total 

1926 to 1934 
Violent 

Row percent 
Column percent 

Property 
Row percent 
Col umn percent 

Public order 
Row percent 
Column percent 

Other 
Row percent 
Column percent 

Black 

16 
69.6 
35.6 

22 
44.9 
48.9 

7 
7.1 

15.6 

45 (25.6) 

53 
58.9 
34.9 

15 
19.5 
9.9 

80 
29.6 
52.6 

4 
66.7 
2.6 

White 

7 
30.4 
5.3 

27 
55.1 
20.6 

91 
92.9 
69.5 

6 
100.0 

4.6 

131 (7!f.4) 

37 
41.1 
12.7 

62 
80.5 
21.3 

190 
70.4 
56.3 

2 
33.3 

.7 

Column total and 
percent of grand 
total 152 (34.3) 291 (65.7) 
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Row total 
(percent) 

23 (13.1) 

49 (27.8) 

98 (55.7) 

6 (3.4) 

90 (20.3) 

77 (17.4) 

270 (60.9) 

6 (1.4) 

Totals committed 
(percent) 

176 (100.0) 

443 (100.0) 

I 
I 

~ 
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Time Served 

The first prisoners to arrive at the reformatory, it will be recalled, 

were transfers from the penitentiary. Thereafter, nearly all reformatory 

women were committed directly by the courts. The length of time they remained 

at the institution varied enormously since sentences ranged from two months to 

life. According to a calculation based on 606 sample cases committed through 

1934, the average time served was 25.3 months--more than two years. It is 

puzzling to find that, when this is broken down by period, there is not much 

difference in average time served: 

1912-1922 
1926-1934 

24.05 months mean time served (107 cases) 
25.76 months mean time served (436 cases) 

We had expected a greater difference due to the 1929 change in the commitment 

law which excluded all but felons. Part of the explanation for the closeness 

of the two averages may lie with an institutional pattern between 1926 and 
,C 

1929 of receiving a great many inebriates and releasing the~ as soon as they 

had paid (or worked off) a fine. The 1926 annual report, at any rate, records 

a very high number of women received that fiscal year (568), reports that 256 

(45 percent) of them were convicted of Violation of the liquor law, and also 

reports that 119 (21 percent) achieved release by payment of fine. In other 

words, a rapid turnover between 1926 and 1929 may offset longer sentences 

served thereafter, with the two sub-periods (1926-1929 and 1930-1934) combin-

ing to produce an average time-served of a bit more than three years--not far 

different from what prisoners in the 1912-1922 period had served. 

To summarize: The typicpl inmate of the Ohio Reformatory for Women was 

white, between 21 and 30 years old at commitment, and Protestant. She had 

been born in the United States, was married, and before commitment had worked 
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in a home, either her own as a housewife or that of another as a dom~stic 

servant. She was likely to have been convicted of a public order offense and 

sent to the reformatory directly from court. At the reformatory she could be 

held for a maximum of three years if convicted of a misdemeanor, longer for a 

felony. An observer at the reformatory in its early years would probably have 

noted a contrast between the majority group of white women, generally serving 

time for minor offenses, and the smaller group of black women, generally 

serving time for felonies. 

Ohio established its reformatory for women during the Progressive period, 

inspired by the period's ideology of reform and by the prospect that other 

institutions (the penitentiary, the Girls' Industrial Home) could benefit from 

the founding of a new ema e ~ns ~ u ~o • ~ f I ° tOt to n For a var;ety of reasons, however, 

the reformatory never made much effort to reform its inmates. Rather, it 

quickly became custodial in its aims and tone, not a great deal different from 

the old wing for women at the penitentiary except that it was more spacious. 

Ironically, within thirteen years of its establishment, it became, a prison for 

felons only--just like the former women's unit at the penitentiary which it 

had replaced. At that point female misdemeanants went back to the jails and, 

except in unusual cases, difficult female delinquents were retained at the 

Girls' Industrial Home. Little had changed except 260 acres in MarYSVille, 

which now held a penal institution. 
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Ohio Board of State Charities, Bulletin 14(2) (March 1908):72. 

20hio Board of State Charities, BR 1909, in Ohio Board of State Chari-

ties, Bulletin 16(3a) (November 1910):108. Also see Bulletin 14(1) (1908): 

40-41. 

30hio Board of State Charities, BR 1909:108. 

4Ibid.:39. 

5As quoted in Ohio Penitentiary, AR 1912:403. 

60hio Board of State Charities, BR 1909:20. 

7Katherine' Bement Davis, "A Reformatory for Women," Ohio Board of State 

Charities, Bulletin 17(2) (July 1911):43-48. Davis appears not to have pre-

sented this paper in person. 

8Ibid.:44,48. 

90hio , Report of Special Legislative Committee on the Girls' Industrial 

Home to the Grvernor, 1 February 1911, reprinted in Ohio Board of State Char

ities, BUlled\ 17(1) (February 1911):27-35, esp. 33-34. 

100hio ExUcutive Department, "Special Message by Governor to the General 

Assembly," 6 February 1911, reprinted in Ohio Board of State Charities, Bul-

letin 17(1) (February 1911):35-36. 

11 0hio , Legislative Acts 1911, Sen. Bill No. 140, sec. 2. The mixed 

population had been anticipated from the start. Katherine B. Davis, in her 

1910 address, had explicitly sought to reassure Ohioans that it was feasible 

to bold both felons and misdemeanants under one institutional roof, a practice 

which, she reported, was successful at New York's women's reformatory at 

Bedford. 
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12Ibl, d • 0 th n e change which later made it possible to commit women who 

could not pay fines, see infra n. 22. 

13paul W. Garrett and Austin H. MacCormick, eds., Handbook of American 

Prisons and Reformatories (New York: National Society of Penal Information, 

1929):769. 

140hio , L '1 t egls a ive Acts 1911, Sen. Bill No. 140, secs. 8, 10 [original 

legislation], Legislative Acts 1913, Sen. Bill No. 11 [amendment], Legislative 

Acts of Special Session begun July 20, 1914, House Bill No. 150, sec. 2148-4 

["select and designate"]. The reformatory's annual reports through 1921 

appeared in the annual reports of the Ohio Board of Administration; thereafter 

the series appeared in the reports of the new Ohio Department of Public Wel

fare, which absorbed the Board of Administration. 

Mittendorf had previously held a number of social service positions, 

including clerk of the HUmane Society, head of public relief in Dayton, and 

probation officer in a juvenile court. The experience which most qualified 

her for the new position, however, was a period as matron of the Dayton Work

house. See Ohio Reformatory for Women (ORW), AR 1920:365. 

15 Garrett and MacCormick. Handbook:770; ORW, AR 1930:602 [requesting 

quarters "for the school teachers and for several of our matrons who now 

occupy inmates' rooms"]. 

16 Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook:775. 

170h' L 10, aws of 1925, House Bill No. 358; Garrett and MacCormick, Hand-

book :773. 

180RW , AR 1919:318. 

19Garrett and MacCormick, Handbook: 774. 

200hio , Legislative Acts 1911', Sen. Bill 
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21 In 1921 the Board of Clemency was replaced by a Board of Pardon and 

Parole within the new Department of Public Welfare (DPW). Apparently, the 

Board of Clemency was reinstated in 1923. In 1925 a Division of Probation and 

Parole was again created within the DPW, but the Board of Clemency lived on 

until it was replaced, in 1931, by the Ohio Board of Parole. We had hoped 

that the priso~er registries would help clarify how the parole decision was 

made, particularly in the case of misdemeanants. These documents, however, 

only made the matter more obscure (evidently the prison clerks themselves were 

often confused as to how to estimate release dates for misdemeanants). Nor 

did we locate archival or legal documents which clearly stated which body was 

responsible for granting parole at various times. 

220h' 10, Laws of 1919, Part I, House Bill No. 350, sec. 13031-17(b); Ohio, 

Legislative Acts 1925, House Bill No. 236, sec. 2148-12. The original legis

lation (Legislative Acts 1911, Sen. Bill 140, sec. 2) had excluded from the 

reformatory women jailed in default of payment of fines, and this clause was 

repeated in the act of 1925 (House Bill No. 236, sec. 2148-7). Ho'wever, the 

latter also made it possible (sec. 2148-12) for a woman to, be sent to Marys

ville for default of payment of fine if the default would cause her to be 

imprisoned for thirty days or more and if she were to received the $1.50 

credit for each day of imprisonment. 

230hio , Legislative Acts 1925, House Bill No. 236, sec. 2148-1, Laws of 

1929, House Bill No. 234, sec. 2148-1, Laws of 1943-44, House Bill No. 358, 

sec. 2148-5 and 8. 

240RW , AR 1921:413·, Garrett d M C an ac ormick, Handbook:774; Ohio Department 

of Public Welfare, AR 1936:19. 

25The source of these data is the two Registers of Prisoners held by the 

Ohio State Archives (Ohio Reformatory for Women, Series No. 1677). The S~mple 
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began with the first prisoners received at the reformatory (some of wnom had 

been committed several years earlier to the penitentiary) and used every fifth 

case. No data were collected on cases received 1922 through 1925, but sam-

pIing began again with January, 1926 and continued through cases received in 

April, 1943, i.e., to the end of the second volume. The total number of cases 

sampled was 780, but because some data were missing, all cases could not be 

used for every computation. Furthermore, to make some tables comparable with 

those displayed elsewhere in this reports, sometimes 1934 was used as the cut-

off point; in these instances, the total possj.ble number of cases was 624. 

26Data on marital status in lateI'; reports is too confusing to be useful •. 

Because both the quantity and quality of data falloff in the later reports, I 

have in several instances had to restrict reporting to the years before 1931. 

27Differential sentencing in the early years is also suggested by the law 

of 1943 which required that henceforth reformatory women be held and released 

according to the same rules used at the reformatory for men. 

Males were sent to the reformatory at Mansfield for sex and family re-

lated crimes; the search turned up cases of bigamy, transporting a female for 

immoral purposes, and non-support. Moreover, some Mansfield cases had been 

convicted of Juvenile Delinquency. In the latter instances, however, the 

cases were those of males under 18 who had, in fact, committed felonies 

(breaking and entering, carrying a concealed weapon, stealing a motorcycle, 

pocketbook snatching). The point made in the text still holds: males simply 

weren't sent to the state reformatory for the minor offenses for which some 

women were sent to Marysville. 

28Marysville did not open until 1916, yet 1912 is used as the initial 

date for the first period (1912-1922) in Table 10:6, for two reasons. First, 

use of 1912 as the starting point makes this table comparable with those 
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presented elsewhere in this study. Second, some Marysville women were in fact 

committed before the reformatory opened, havl'ng 
originally been received at 

the penitentiary. The first case in the sample 
was committed in May 1913. 

29See note 28. 
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CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSION 
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This chapter draws together the findings of the investigation of the 

origins and development of the women's prison system. First it provides a 

~ summary of the findings on regional developments in order to give an overview 

1\ 

I 
1\ 
It 

11 

PART IV 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

of the deve10pm~nt of the women's prison system in the country as a whole. 

Next, it pulls together the findings on the problems associated with the two 

traditional models of women's prisons, those of the custodial and reformatory 

types; identifies ways in which these problems continue to affect wome'n' s 
, 
l 
! 

<! 
, prisons today; and assesses the potential of the newly-evolved third model, 

I 
that of the modern campus type, to break with the problems of the past. Last, 

r 
I 
1 it points to ways in which future research might profitably build upon the 

Ij 
I, 

\1 
~ 

results of this study. 

Regional Differences 

i~ 
I The women's prison system of the Northeast, moreso than that of any other 

~ region, was shaped by the reformatory movement. The goal of the women's re-

\ 
1 

formatory movement--removal of females from custodial prisons to separate, 

\1 
Ii ,I 
i! 

independent institutions run by other women and organized to rehabilitate--

influenced the design of penal institutions for women in nearly every state of 

1\ Ii the region. While it is true that a few institutions of the custodial type 
!, 

~ 
" Ii 

\ 
Ii 
II 

we~e also established in the Northeast, including the first--the Mount 

Pleasant Female Prison founded at Ossining, New York, in 1835--none of these 

a 
r -453-
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survived the 1930s. 1 Everyone of the region's current prisons for women was 

affected by the reformatory movement to some extent, some of them radically. 

The reformatory movement's new approaches to the treatment of criminal 

women were in fact first implemented in the North Central region rather than 

the Northeast; however, the nature of what was to become the ideal women's re-

formatory was by and large worked out in the three reformatories opened in the 

Northeast in the late nineteenth century. These reformatories--at Sherborn, 

Massachusetts, and at Hudson and Albion in New York--were highly experimental 

institutions which took increasingly bold steps to break with older prison 

traditions and develop the entirely new, reformatory model. The two New York 

State institutions in particular helped define reformatory ideals: they were 

the first to use the cottage plan for the incarceration of aqul t liVomen; the 

first to consistently use the type of indeterminate sentence which became 

associated with the "pure" reformatory;2 and the first to exclude older women 

from their populations. Along with the Massachusetts reformatory, moreover, 

they developed the program of domestic training, remedial schooling, and 

"refined" leisure activities which became a hallmark of the reformatory plan. 

These achievements were, in large part, the work of the women reformers who 

founded and first administered these institutions. 

The Northeast not only developed the reformatory model; it was also more 

successful than other regions in excluding elements of custodialism from both 

the design of individual prisons and its women's prison system as a whole. 
·i' ........ "\. 

Only two of the no~tJ;ieastern reformatories (those of Vermont and Rhode Island) 
'.-' 

seriously compromised reformatory ideals in their architecture, sentences, 

and/or types of inmate received. Moreover, by 1933 all northeastern states 

except New Hampshire (which has nev·er established a women's prison) had 

founded reformatories, and all the region's custodial prisons for women had 
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been closed. The almost complete success of the women's reformatory movement 

in the Northeast helps explain why no women's prison of the modern campus type 

has been established in this region in recent times: by the 1930s every state 

in the area except New Hampshire had a reformatory-type prison for women, and 

thus there was no vacuum which might be filleq by an institution of another 

type. 

The development of the women's prison system of the North Central region 

was also heavily influenced by the reformatory movement. North Central states 

played less of a leadership role in the movement in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries; earlier, however--in the late 1860s--several of 

them did much to pave the way for the sucesses which followed. At the House 

of Shelter operated in conjunction with the Detroit House of Correction be

tween 1868 and 1874, Emma Hall and Zebulon Brockway pioneered in such radical 

innovations as indeterminate sentencing, prisoner classification into 

"grades," and sex-specific treatment of female prisoners, including efforts to 

create a rehabilitative context of "family" life. And the Reformatory Insti

tution established in Indianapolis in 1869 by Rhoda Coffin and her associates 

was the first reformatory for adults in the country, an institution not only 

completely independent from an institution for men but also run by a predomi

nantly female staff. Even more than the House of Shelter, the Reformatory 

Institution helped feminize reformatory discipline through its stress on 

familial treatment, domestic training, and moral reform. 

Early in the twentieth century, the North Central states embarked upon an 

intense per~od of reformatory-building: between 1916 and 1930, seven reforma

tories were opened in the region. In the process of pushing legislatures to 

found such institutions, North Central lobbyists pointed to the example of re

formatories already founded in the (by now) more progressive Northeast; in 
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some cases, they even brought in northeastern experts to support their lobby

ing efforts. The reformatories which they managed to establish were, however, 

th t t rparts On the whole, these more custodial in nature than nor eas ern coun e • 

institutions provided weaker programs; they were characterized by a relative 

absence of the "pure" reformatory aentence; only one excluded felons and only 

one placed an upper limit on the age of women who might be received; and 

several (most notably the overcrowded, unambitious institution at Marysville, 

Ohio) made but feeble efforts to achieve reformatory aims. 

Also characteristic of reformatories of the North Central region was 

Alarm their heavy emphasis on the treatment and cure of venereal disease. 

about the potential of prostitutes to infect society both phsyically and 

morally figured prominently in the arguments put forth by the region's reform-

Moreover, ;n four North Central reformatories, particularly atory lobbyists. ... 

those of Kansas and Nebraska, treatment of venereal disease constituted a 

f th Women could be sentenced to such institutions major element 0 e program. 

merely because they were infected, and in some cases release was predicated on 

ct,ll'e. 

There is today more variety in type of women's prison in the North Cen-

h N th t The women 's prJ.· son system of the latter, tral region than in t e or eas. 

as just noted, consists wholly of institutions which began as reformatories. 

But that of the North Central region includes one women's prison (that of 

Missouri) which began as a custodial institution. In addition, one prison of 

the modern campus type has recently been founded in the region, Michigan's 

Huron Valley Women's Facility. Michigan had no separate prison for women 

until Huron Valley was established in the 1970s; thus there was a vacuum which 

could be filled by a women's prison of this new type. 
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The mos~ striking characteristics of the southern women's prison system 

are its relative lack of institutions which began as reformatories and, con-

comitantly, its dominance by institutions of the custodial type. In many 

other ways, too, women's prisons of the South differ from those of the North-

east and North Central regions. They did not begin to be established until a 

good deal later, the first (Texas's Goree Unit) not being founded till 1910; 

on the other hand, many more women's prisons were built in the South in the 

years after 1925. Most southern women's prisons, unlike those of other re-

gions, originated as farm units or as "spli t-offs" from previously established 

prisons. Fewer, moreover, were legislatively established, a factor which 

contribut~d to their frequent relocation. In interior design many employed 

the dormitory style of housing rather than the cell; this phenomenon helps 

explain their generally very poor quality of care. Southern women's prisons 

were more likely than those of the North to have male administrators; further-

more, they tended to hold larger proportions of blacks and to discriminate 

even more strongly against black women than did prisons of other regions. 

The South was not entirely unaffected by the reformatory movement, for 

four institutions of this type were established in the region. The southern 

reformatory movement, however, was characterized by a lesser degree of ac-

tivism on the part of indigenous women's groups. (In fact, in the case of 

Arkansas, the reformatory was established mainly through the work of Martha P. 

Falconer: a visitor from the Northeast.) Southern women's reformatories were 

less likely than those to the North to be entirely separate from institutions ;, 

for men; only two of the four conformed to the cottage plan; none placed an 

upper limit on the age of women who might be received; and only one (that of 

North Carolina) excluded felons. Their programs, furthermore, were notably 

thin. Significantly, the two which most closely resembled northern counter-
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parts (those of Arkansas and North Carolina) were eventually closed. Thus the 

was not only less extensive in the South; it also women's reformatory movement 

° those states where it did succeed. produced but weak institutions 1n 

On the o~her hand, in recent years at least four women's prisons of the 

modern campus type have been established in southern states: those opened at 

St. Gabriel, Louisiana, in 1961; at Nashville in 1965; at Gatesville, Texas, 

° i 1976 There may, in fact, be more in 1975; and at Hardwick, Georg1a, n • 

prisons of this type in the South; limitations in our data sources made it 

to determlOne the exact nature of some of the recently established impossible 

institutions. 3 

The women's prison system of the West began to develop late--even later 

than that of the South: until the mid-1960s, the region had only one indepen-

dent prison for women, that of California. In addition, the West was even 

less affected than the South by the reformatory movement. Only the California 

institution was designed along reformatory lines. Even it excluded misdemean-

t o f m the time it was firmly ants, the traditional reformatory popula lon, ro 

established; and it was, moreover, eventually abandoned as an institution for 

women. 

There is considerable variation in the type of provis;ion for women pJ."is-

oners which can be found in western states today. 

independent prison for women as of the late 19705. 

Three of these still had no 

Several operated women's 

begun as Purely custodial institutions, other prisons which prisons which had 

departed somewhat from the custodial model. And at the other extreme, Wash-

lOs the leading example of the modern campus ington's Purdy Treatment Center 

type of prison for women. 4 

As noted in the Introduction, when researchers pay any attention at all 

11 focus On those of the reformatory type. to women's prisons, they usua y 
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has been true historically, and it holds for rece.nt works as well. The almost 

exclusive focus on the reformatory model has seriously distorted our under-

standing of the nature and development of the women's prison system. It has 
, 

led to neglect of prisons Nhich conformed to other models and of women's 

prisons outside the Northeast and North Central regions. Furthermore, it 

helps perpetuate the stereotype of "the" women's prison as a feminized insti-

tution. One of the most important findings of this stUdy is that women's 

prisons vary greatly by type according to region. One of the main implica-

tions is that the reformatories of the Northeast and North Central regions 

should no longer be considered typical of all prisons for women. 

Another important finding of the study is that the development of the 

women's prison system differed markedly from region to region. The women's 

prison system of the Northeast began to develop an entire century earlier than 

that of the West. Moreover~ it evolved fairly steadily from the custodial to 

the reformatory stage. Tennessee and several other southern states, on the 

other hand, entirely skipped the reformatory stage, moving directly from 

custodialism to use of the modern campus model for their first independe~~t 

prison for women. Table 1:1 presented an overview of the development of the 

women's prison system as a whole. As a number of chapters of this report 

have made clear, however, the generalizations of Table 1:1 do not hold if we 

break the national picture down by region. 

What were some of the sources of these regional differences? We can 

identify at least three. First and most obviously, the regions of the country 

did not develop simultaneously; the points in time by which they were suffi-

ciently populated to "reqUire" or support a prison for women varied, and these 

variations influenced selection of model. For example, a state preparing to 

establish its first women's prison in 1950 would have been unlikely to choose 
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Second, the the reformatory model, which went out of fashion decades earlier. 

women's reformatory movement varied in strength from region to region. Where 

f d d reformatorl'es·, but in those regions where it was vigorous, states oun e 

middle-class women did not take an active part in prison reform, states con-

t d ' 1 'ts Thl' rd, there are regional "styles" tinued to hold women in cus 0 la unl • 

1 t of l'nstl'tutions, including prisons for which help determine the genera na ure 

women, in an area. The South developed prison farms, for example; other 

These styles were influenced by factors such as climate and regions did not. 

racial composition of the prison population: a report of 1908 rejected a 

t f prl'son farm in Ohio on the grounds that "while a proposal for developmen 0 a 

State farm might be practical in the South where 85% of the prison population 

is colored, and where there is no hesitancy about using fire-arms in case any 

should attempt to escape, and where the winters are mild so that the prisoners 

can be worked out of doors all winter, ••• in the North a prison farm for 

bl ,,5 Whatever the style in question, and whatfelons would not be practica e. 

ever its causes, these characteristics of a region's prison system as a whole 

obviously influenced the nature of its women's prisons as well. 

Problems Associated with the Two Traditional Models 

Each of the two traditional models of women's prison, custodial and 

f bI s When the two models began reformatory, generated its Owu group 0 pro em. 

to merge in the early twentieth century, they pcole<:i these problems, feeding 

h ' h h ~oday In what follows, we them into the women's prison system w lC we ave ~ • 

(1) specify the problems associated with each model; and (2) identify ways in 

, 'ns In conclusion we assess the which these continue to affect women s prlso • 

potential of the newly emergent modern campus type of women's prison to over-

come some of the dif~JiCUl ties which have, historically, troubled prisons for 

women. 
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Among the problems associated with the custodial model, most serious was 

its tradition of providing for female state prisoners care inferior to that 

afforded to comparable males. This is a somewhat difficult point to make, for 

throughout we have stressed the fact that the treatment of women in custodial 

institutions was similar to that of male counterparts. However, as many of 

the specific examples in the text have indicated, this overall even-handed-

ness, in combination with the fact that female felons were so few in number, 

worked to produce inferior care for women. For example, when in the early 

nineteenth century w~men were held within the walls of predominatly male 

custodial prisons, they were sometimes subjected to the same routines and 

watched by the same guards as were men. But because they were so few in 

number, they ran a higher risk of sexual victimization; moreover, lacking 

same-sex guards, they probably also suffered more from lack of privacy and 

company. Similarly, after women were isolated into custodial units of their 

own, they were handled in ways which, though similar to those used with male 

prisoners, were at the same time also somewhat inferior; shunted off into 

small buildings of their own, the women were now more difficult to service. 

Their buildings, for example, often lacked separate kitchens; because food had 

be to delivered to the women, it would arrive cold and, in some institutions, 

only once a day. 6 To give a second example: t~}~ women in custodial units 

were usually dependent on the nearby men's prison for staff; but because the 

women were more isolated, they had less access than did male prisoners to the 

physician, chaplain, and instructors. Moreover, these officials were less 

likely to be familiar with or sympathetic to the special problems of women 

than with th~se of other men. 7 

Thus as a function of tht: very way in which they evolved, custodial 

institutions for women provided for their inmates care Which, while it gener-
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ally resembled that for men, was also of a lower quality. Wardens and other 

prison administrators frequently deplored this fact, but they were powerless 

to do much about it, given that the women's units were added as afterthoughts 

and held so few prisoners. 

A number of other problems (or, rather, constellations of problems) came 

to be associated with women's prisons of the custodial type. One was poverty 

of resources, a phenomenon related not to the tradition of providing care 

somewhat inferior to that of male prisoners (the last point) but rather to the 

impoverishment typical of custodial institutions in general: like their male 

counterparts, female custodial prisons were poorly staffed and offered few 

programs. A second group of problems related to their physical plants. These 

tended to be small and cramped, with no yard or o.thEj,~ provision for recrea-
I( 

tion. High in sec uri ty level and arranged ei ther i~)to cell blocks or dor'mi
II 

tories, they provided bleak, uncomfortable, and sometimes unhealthy living 

accomodations. Third, there was little opportunity for prisoner classifi

cation in women's units of the custodial type, due mainly to their small size 

but also, where the dormitory arrangement prevailed, to absence of any subdi

visions whatsoever. 8 Fourth and fifth, women held in custodial pri sql"13 , were 
, .. 1 

frequently subjected to rigid rules and harsh punishments, and they had little 

access to the outside world. Last, these were highly stigmatizing institu-

tions; because their aim was punishment, they made no more effort to relieve 

the psychological than the physical pains of incarceration. 

At least two of the major problems which afflict women's prisons today 

can be traced to roots in the custodial tradition. The first relates to the 

practice of affording less adequate care to women than to men prisoners. 

Women's prisons in many states, in part because they continue to hold such a 

small proportion of the total prisoner population, are poorly funded, and 
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inadequacies in their facilities and programs tend t? be ignored. 9 Moreover, 

just because most prisoners are male, even similar treatment of the sexes 

means that female-specific problems will be overlooked. Women prisoners 

seldom receive adequate gynecological care, for example--gynecology is simply 

a~ area in which most prison physicians are not expert; and because women are 

more frequently responsible than men for dependent children, they suffer more 

from the apparently "equal" separation from familY.'O The second set of 

current problems associated with the custodial tradition relates to the gen-

erally impoverished care offered by custodial prisons to males and females 

alike: understaffing, rigidity in rules and punishments, lack of programs and 

other resources, and harsh living conditions are all part of the legacy of 

custodialism. 

An entirely different set of problems grew up around the reformatory 

tradition, the most significant of Which involved social class biases. As we 

have seen, the reformatory movement was led by middle-class women determined 

to isolate female offenders, especially those convicted of sexual offenses 

like prostitution, into institutions where they could be rehabilitated through 

being trained to be obedient domestic servants or proper wives. The movement 

thus involved the imposition of middle-class standards of morality of lower-

class women. It .. also involved differential treatment on the basis of sex: 

reformatory inmates were punished for behaviors often overlooked in the cases 

of men; establishment of reformatories was often accompanied by special 

sentencing provisions which allowed such institutions to hold minor offenders 

for periods of years; and the reformatories were dedicated to "feminine" 

training. This differential t~reatment was essentially procapi talist and 

functional to the middle-class. It affirmed the place of woman in the home, 

where she worked for a minimum wage or none at all. It greatly increased 
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state control over "deviant" women--those who asserted sexual eql,lality and 

autonomy. kld, not incidentally, it helped train a body of domestic servants 

who were then paroled to work (often for very low wages) to middle-class homes 

in the vicinity of the reformatories! Social class biases and interests were, 

then, intrinsic to the very concept of the women's reformatory. 

Conceptually distinct from but closely related to these social class 

biases was the reformatories' stress on female sex roles, a problem which 

affected not only inmates but their keepers as well. Inmates were affected 

by, for example, the reformatories' refusal to provide industrial or other 

types of "unwomanly" training which would have helped released prisoners 

obtain competitive jobs. Reformatory administrators opened the door to cor-

rectional positions for themselves by arguing that only women could understand 

and reform other, less fortunate, women; but by employing this sex-role argu

ment, they professionally locked themselves out of positions in (the far more 

numerolls) prisons for men and in prison administrative hierarchies. Further-

more, the rigidity of such sex-role stereotyping worked to prevent cross-

fertilization between the men's and women's prison system; ignoring the 

women's system as irrelevant, male administrators also sometimes overlooked 

experiments within it from which they might have learr.ed. 11 

Yet other problems associated with reformatories also derived from these 

institutions' emphasis on female sexual purity and woman's place in the home. 

Some reformatories, as we have seen, approached the rehabilitation of pros-

titutes through programs designed to treat venereal disease; these programs, 

however, no doubt negatively affected inmates' health with their frequent 

vaginal eJCaminations and painful injections of mercury compounds. 12 And many 

reformatories (to give another example) approached discipline and punishment 

in a Inanner which, though ostensibly mild and maternal, was also belittling 

and degrading, treating as it did adult women as though they Were children. 
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This is not to say that all of the problems associated with women's 

reformatories stemmed from their social class. biases and concomitant ampli

fication of sex roles. One, for instance, was simply a function of the rural 

location of most reformatorl"es·. " 1 t d i 1 lSO a e n rura areas, these ~nstitutions 

were difficult to visit and supply. Another was a function of the cottage 

plan: subdivided into a number of separate units, each requiring its own 

heating system, kitchen, and staff, the reformatories were expensive to oper

ate. 13 

Nearly all of the problems historically associated with the reformatory 

tradition continue to affect women's prisons today. Despite the growth of 

suburbs, the location of those women's prisons which began as reformatories 

continues in many cases to be problematic, cutting inmates off from families 

and community resources. In addition, these institutions continue to have 

unusually high overhead expenses due to their subdivision into a number of 

separate units. Far more Significant is the fact that the social class biases 

of the original f'eformatories and their resultant insistence on conformity to 

"proper" women's roles have fed into a women's prison system which continues 

to be moralistiC, unsympathetic to working-class women's problems, and infan

tilizing. Today as in the past, women's prisons try to cultivate inmate 

"self-respect" through encouragement of ladylike appearances; cosmetology 

courses and "personal grooming" programs continue to play major roles in the 

ourricula of such institutions (and often to be better equipped than any other 

department). Lacking both the phYSical capacity to provide industrial train

~ng and a tradition of such training, women's prisons still fail to offer 

adequate preparation for competitive jobs. Women continue to be called 

"girls" and in other ways, t()O, subjected to the child-like treatment still 

considered appropriate for females. 14 The tradition of sex-stereotyping 
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continues to affect administrators as well: the women who today direct 

women's prisons have little more access' to positions in men's institutions 

than did their forerunners. 

In conclusion, it is important to note that both the custodial and re

formatory traditions generated differential treatment of women, though for 

different historical reasons. Custodial prisons for women tended to provide 

1 on the basis of assumptions about special poorer treatment to women ess 

women prl"soners, being few in number and characteristics of women than because 

attracted less attention than did men. isolated in small units of their own, 

Reformatory institutions were more deliberate in their provision of differ-

The ential treatment, justifying it with assumptions about women's "nature." 

quality of physical care provided by the reformatories was frequently superior 

to that of custodial institutions, including those for men; but for this 

superior care inmates paid a psychological price in terms of the roles to 

which they were expected to conform. In both cases, then, differential treat-

ment was in fact disadvantageous to women. 

The modern campus model now emerging as a third type of women's prison 

has the potential to overcome many of the problems associated with women's 

t Havl"ng broken with traditional prison architecture, it prisons of the pas • 

can avoid the physical problems linked with the custodial model (such as knee-

on the cell or dormitory and on traditional security mechanisms) jerk reliance 

on the one hand and t ose h ll"nked to the reformatory model (such as geograph-

ical isolation and expensive separate units) on the other. Because they are 

totally independent of a men's institution, they can (in theory at least) , 

escape the differential treatment problems (especially resource difficulties) 

which traditionally plagued custodial institutions; because they are new, they 

can (again in theory) also by-step differential ·treatment traditions (espe-
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cially the social class moralism) of the reformatories. Whether these new 

institutions will in fact realize such potentials remains, however, an open 

question.
15 

As observed earlier, many of them are already so badly over-

crowded that they are unable to deliver programs of much quality. Moreover, 

due to underfunding and, at times, unimaginative leadership, a number of them 

continue to provide very traditional programs. The most we can say, then, is 

that the opportunity exists to begin breaking with some of the traditions 

which have in the past worked to provide women prisoners with inferior treat-

mente But without an expansion in work-release programs which would reduce 

overcrowding, and without the funding necessary for program improvement, 

institutions of this new type will do no better than their predecessors. 

Directions for Future Research 

One of the goals of this study was to establish an empirical base of 

information on the origins and development of the women's prison system, one 

on which other researchers could build. Now that we have established the 

basic contours of the system's development, it seems appropriate to suggest 

some of the directions which future historical research on women's prisons 

might most profitably take. Three areas for fUrther exploration appear to be 

particularly important: 

(1) We need fuller histories of individual institutions. With few 

exceptions, this study was unable to follow prisons for women past their first 

decade of operation. Full-scale portraits of individual institutions, similar 

to those Which have been made of some institutions for men, would give a more 

accura.te sense of the nature of these institutions and more complete data on 

their prisoners •. They would, moreover, flesh out and perhaps modify some of 

this study's findings on the 'characteristics of regional developments. 
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(2) Also needed is a more complete investigat:t:~.m of the effects of race 

on the nature and development of women's prisons in the various regions. Our 

research capacity did not allow us to collect the data necessary to fully 

explo:re the effects of the racial composi tion of a region or prison population 

on the nature of incarceration, nor were we able to give as much attention as 

we would have liked to differential treatment of blacks and whites. We did, ! 
i 

however, gather enough information to hypothesize that the predominance of 

custodial prisons in the South may have been a by-product of the large propor-
II 
! 
! 
I 

tion of black women in southern prisons populations. This hypothesis calls 

for further investigation, and it is clear that others pertaining to the 

I 

~ 
II 

effects of race and racial prejudice might be formulated as well. 

(3) Finally, the development of the women's prison system needs to oe 

placed in the more general context of women's history as a whole. It needs, 

for example, to be related to the ebb and flow of moral reform movements; to 

j) 

~ d 

II 
\) 
I 
\ 
I 

migrational patterns, such as the northward movement of black women after the I 
Civil War and the immigration of European women in the pre-World War I period; ! 

I 
jI 
I 

and to changes in sex roles. 

If nothing:else, this report should make it more difficult for future 

historians of the American prison system to perpetuate the traditional disre-

gard of prisons for woman; as we hope we have made clear, the various states 

~toUl'ltfed and operated a large number of women's prisons, some of them insti-

tutions far more innovative and, in their own terms, more successful than 

prisons for men. Hopefully we have also demonstrated the biasing effects of 

the scholarly tradition which ignores women's prisons of the non-reformatory 

type and those founded outside the Northeast and North Central regions. 

Finally, we hope we have indicated how strongly the legacies of the past can 
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affect the present, shaping the latter and at times thwarting even the most 

determined efforts of those who would bring about change. 
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Notes 

1In addition to- the Mount Pleasant prison, two other custodial prisons 

for women were established in the Northeast, b{,th by New York state--the State 

Prison for Women at Auburn and the short~·lived prison farm at Valatie. 

2As explained in Chapters 2 and 8, this was a sentence with no minimum; 

at first the maximum was set at five years (see New York, Laws of 182£, Ch. 

238), but in 1899 it was reduced to three (Laws of 1899, Ch. 632). 

30ther recently opened southern prisons for women which. may conform to 

the modern campus model are the Women's Unit of Oklahoma (opened 1971); the 

Mabel Bassett Correctional Center, also of Oklahoma (1973); South Carolina's 

Women's Correctional Center (1974); the Women's Unit located at Pine Bluff, 

Arkansas (1975); and Kentucky's Daniel Boone Career Development Center (1976). 

40ther recently opened wei.;l~ern prisons for women which may conform to the 

modern campus model are Nevada's Women's Correctional Center, opened in 1964 

at Carson City; Wyoming's Women's Center, opened in 1977 at Evanston; and New 

Mexico's Radium Springs Center for Women, opened in 1978. As in the case of 

some southern women's prisons, our data simply were not extensive enough for 

us to be able to determine the nature of these institutions.-

50hio Governor, Report of the Special Committee of the Seventy-Seventh 

General Assembly of Ohio Appointed to Investigate Penitentiary Buildings, 

Management and Convict Labor • •• , December 1908 (typescript held by the Ohio 

State Archives, Columbus). 

0This example applies to women held at the Tennessee Penitentiary about 

the turn of the century (see Chapter 6) and at New York's Auburn prison in the 

early nineteenth century. 
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7"OUr department," wrote the physician of one Indiana prison in 1873, 

"was very much relieved on the removal of the females • • • , both by way of 

expense and annoyance" (Ind i ana State Pri son South, AR 1873: 11) • 

80ne form of prisoner classification, however--bY race--seems to have 

been practiced in neurly all women's prisons until about twenty years ago. 

Even in small buildings with dormitories, the races were kept apart, usually 

by confining whites to one floor, blacks to another. 

9See , for example, U.S. General Accounting Office, Comptroller General's 

Report to the Congress, Women In Prison: Inequitable Treatment Requires 

Action (Washington, D.C.: General Accounting Office, 1980), which begins (p. 

i) with these words: 

Women in correctional institutions do not have access to the 

same types of facilities, job training, jobs in prison industries, 

and other services as men prisoners. 

Inequitable treatment is most prevalent at the State level, but 

it also exists at the Federal and local levels. Correctional sys-

tems have not been aggressive in providing programs and services to 

females due to the relatively small number of women prisoners, and 

because many officials feel that women do not need the same type of 

training and vocational skills as men. 

10JUdith Resnik and Nancy Shaw, "Prisoners of Their Sex: Health Problems 

of Incarcerated Women," in Ira Robbins, ed., Prisoners' Rights Source Book: 

Theory, Litigation, and Practice (Clark Boardman, 1980); Kathleen Haley, 

"Mothers Behind Bars: A Look at the Parental Rights of Incarcerated Women," 

New England Journal on Prison Law 4 (Fall 1977):141-155. 

11 For example, as a result of the reformatory movement, many women's 

prisons drastically lowered security levels, though some did maintain one 
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secure unit on their grounds. Most men's prisons are less flexible on 

security levels. 

14see Chapter 3, notes 63-65 and accompanying text. 

13It could of course be argued that even the rural location of reforma-

tories and their typical cottage plan were functions of their founders' class 

biases and firm belief in inborn gender-role differences. Reformatories were 

founded in the country in part to isolate inmate~ from the negative influences 

of cities and bad companions; they were subdivided into cottages on the theory 

that life in small "family" groups would be rehabili tati ve for women. 

14u•s• General Accounting Office, Comptroller General's Report to the 

Congress, Women In Prison [industries]; Ruth M. Glick and Virginia V. Neto, 

National Study of Women's Correctional Programs (Washington, D.C.: National 

Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice, LEAA, 1977):41-43 and 

Kathryn W. Burkhart, Women In Prison (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 1973), Ch. 

5 [infantilization]. 

15There are of course some problems of women's prisons which cannot be 

overcome even by a switch to a new model and improved funding. One of these 

is the need of women's prisons to be multifunctional. As noted in the Intro-

duction, because there is usually only one women's prison in a state, it must 

serve a variety of functions; because there are usually a number of men's 

prisons in a state, they can specialize. 
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IN Reformatory Institution 
, 
! APPENDIX A i" for Women and Girls Indianapolis 1869 1873 

INSTITUTIONS COVERED BY THE REPORT, BY REGION 
OH Reformatory for Women Marysville 1911 1916 AND DATE OF OPENING 

IA Women's Reformatory Rockwell City 1915 1918 
Date Es- Date ! KS State Industrial Farm Original Name Location tablished Opened 

II 
for Women Lansing 1917 [1918] NORTHEAST 

! IL Women's Prison Joliet 1919 [1919 ] NY Mount Pleasant Female 
Prison Ossining 1835 [1839] 

1 MN State Reformatory for c 
Women f 

Shakopee 1915 1920 
I Sherborn , MA Reformatory Prison I 

(Framingham) 1874 1877 I 
NE Reformatory for Women York 191 ~ 1920 

NY House of Refuge for Women Hudson 1881 1887 WI Industrial Home for Women Taycheedah 1913 1921 
NY Western House of Refuge Albion 1890 1893 IL State Reformatory for 
NY State Prison for t%men Auburn 1893 1893 Women Dwight 1927 1930 

MO State Penitentiary for NY State Reformatory for 
Women Jefferson City 1955 [1955] Women Bedford 1892 1901 

to 

MI Huron Valley Women's NJ State Reformatory for 
1913 Facility Ypsilanti [1972] 1977 Women Clinton 1910 

I 
1 , 
1 .' Farm for Women Valatie 1908 1914 

~ 
I 

SOUTH NY State I , 

I ME State Reformatory for TX Goree Farm Huntsville [1910] 1911? 
1 Women Skowhegan 1915 1916 I , AR State Farm for Women Jacksonville 1919 1920 1917 1918 , CT State Farm for Women Niantic I 
'I ' 

I AL Wetumpka State Penitentiary PA State Industrial Home for 
(later moved to Julia Women Muncy 1913 1920 I Tutwiler Prison) Wetumpka [1923] [1923] 

f VT State Pri son and House of I NC Industrial Farm Colony Correction for women Rutland 1921 1921 
1 for Women Kinston 1927 1929 j 

RI' State Reformatory for Ii DE Women's Prison Claymont [1929J [1929] 
,1 ~ Women Cranston 1922 1925 j; 

II VA State Industrial Farm for 
1 j Women Goochland 1930 1932 ! ! NORTH 
I: CENTRAL , 

NC Women's Prison Raleigh [1933?] 1934 

" 

OH Women's Annex Columbus [1837 ] 1837 
f KY Women's Prison Pewee Vally [1938?], 1938 ! I 1964 MI House of Shelter, Detroit 1 

! , 
[1868] 1868 I 

, House of Correction Detroit I MD Women's Prison Jessup 1941 1940 I (continued) 
) 

(continued) 

I 
I 
I 
! 
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WV 

AR 

FL 

LA 

SC 

State Prison for Women 

State Reformatory for 
Women (moved in 1975 
to Pine bluff) 

(Orig. name unkn.; today 
Florida Correctional 
Institution) 

Women's Prison 

Harbison Correctional 
Institution for Women 
(moved in 1975 to 
Columbia) 

TE Prison for Women 

GA Rehabilitation Center 
for Women 

OK Women's Unit 

OK 

TX 

KY 

FL 

WEST 

CA 

NV 

OR 

CO 

Mabel Bassett Corectional 
Center 

Mountain View Unit 

Daniel Boone Career 
Development Center 

Broward Correctional 
Institution 

Institution for Women 
(Female Dept. of San 
Quentin) (later moved to 
Frontera) 

(Orig. name unkn.; today 
Women's Correctional 
Center) 

Womeen's Correctional 
Center 

Women's Correctional 
Institution 

-.476-

Pence Springs 

Cummins Farm 

Lowell 

St. Gabriel 

Irmo 

Nashville 

Milledgeville 

McAlester 

Oklahoma City 

Gatesville 

Burlington 

Ft. Lauderdale 

Tehachapi 

Carson City 

SaleII'! 

Canon City 

~-- -~~-~~ -----------~-- -~--- --------;:--

1947 

1951 

[1956?J 

[1961?J, 
1970 

[1964J 

1965 

[1968] 

[1971] 

[1973J 

[1975], 

[unkn. ] 

[1977?J 

1929 

[1961] 

[1962?J, 
1971 

1967, 
1975 

1948 

1951 

1956 

1961 

1964 

1965 

[1968] 

[1971 J 

1973 

1975 

1976 

1977? 

1933 

1964 

1965 

1968 

(continued) 
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WA Correctional Institution 
for Women Gig 'Harbor 1967 1971? 

WY Women's Center Evanston [unkn.J 1977 
NM Radium Springs Center 

for Women Radium Springs [unkn. J 1978 
AZ Center for Women Phoenix [1979 ] 1980 

NOTES: Dates of establishment are bracketed in those instances in which 
the women's institution was established administratively rather than through 
legislative action. Dates of opening are bracketed in instances in which the 
women were in fact held at that locat:f,on before the institution's opening as a 
women's institution. A question mark indicates that we were unable to confirm 
the date. 
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APPENDIX B 

NOTE ON SOURCES FOR THE NATIONAL SURVEY 

Most of the material for the national survey of state prisons for women -

was obtained from government documents and reports. These generally consisted 

of four types, listed here in the order in which we usually covered them: 

(1) The legislative act establishing the women's prison; 

(2) Annual or bi2nnial reports issued by the institution itself; 

(3) Annual or biennial reports issued by the institution(s) where 

women were held prior to the opening of the separate facility; 

(4) Reports of the body or bodies which supervised the women's 

prison. 

Data-gathering for each state prison for women began with a review of the 

legislative act (if any) which established the facility. In the case of most 

prisons legislatively established before the mid-twentieth century, these laws 
l 

tended to be quite comprehensive, specifying the official name and function of 

the institution; its structure of administration; the type of facility to be 

built or purchased (the law might specify, for instance, that the institution 

be built on the cottage plan, in a rural area, on a tract of not more than 300 

acres); and the group responsible for oversight of construction qr\pur-qhase of 
\ ) 

the institution. Such laws also often specified that the institution was to 

be run by a female superintendent who would have the authority to appoint and 

supervj,se other members of the staff. Further, the laws often defined the 

type of offender to be received (age, offense type, and so on) and the mech

anisms" for parole and final discharge. Finally, the establishing legislation 

frequently outlined the nature of the vocational and educational programs to 

be provided by the new facility. Thus, at least in the earlier periods, the 
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establishing legislation usually proved to be an excellent source of infor-

mation on the basic structure and orientation of the state's prison for women. 

We found a useful guide to such legislation in Helen Worthington Rogers' "A 

Digest of Laws Establishing Reformatories for Women" (Journal of Criminal Law 

and Criminology, 1922). 

Our major sour'ce of information on day-to-day life wi thin each insti tu-

t\1on was usually the reports issued either annually or biennially by the 

prisons themselves. These reports to the state legislature or the institu-

tion's supervisory body commonly consisted of a major section by the superin-

tendent supplemented by shorter commentaries by other officers--the chaplain, 

physician, steward, and head teacher. Such reports typically presented an 

overview of conditions ~nthin the institution, information on programs, and 

demographic data on the population held by the institution during the past 

year(s). Often, particularly in the case of older institutions for women, 

these reports also included philosophical discourses by the chief officer on 

the nature of female crime and corrections. Institutional reports issued 
\ 

during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were typically lengthy and 

comprehensive, touching upon virtually every aspect of correctional life 

(albeit at times in biased and self-serving detail). More recent annual or 

biennial reports, on the other hand, when they exist at all, tend to be brief 

and general in nature. Often they are merely a sUbsection of an annual report 

issued by a state department of corrections or other supervisory agency, and 

it is difficUl~ to glean demographic data on female inmates from them. 

Prior tC) the establiShment of a separate facility for women, most states 

held female ()ffenders in city or county jails and in state prisons or peniten

tiaries established primarily for men. We examined annual reports issued by 

such institutions for information on the conditions under which women were 
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held before the separate women's prison opened. They often revealed the 

extent to which the women were kept physically separate from male prisoners; 

the type of work (if any) assigned to the women; and whether or not the women 

were supervised by a matron. Furthermore, such reports (many of them written 

by the warden of a predominantly male facility) often shed light on the rea

sons why a women's prison came to be considered necessary and why the warden 

may have been anxious to see the women transferr.ed elsewhere. 

Most states placed their new women's prison under the authority of a 

supervisory agency. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

such agencies generally had control over many state institutions--social 

service as we.ll as correctional--and were known by ti tIes such as the Board of 

Charities, Board of Chari ties and Correction, Board of Control of State Insti

tutions, or Department of Public Welfare. These agencies tended to go through 

periodic changes of title and authority until finally the state invested 

responsibj,li ty for all penal institutions in a separate cor'rectional agency. 

Regardless of their title or scope of authority, however, most of these super

visory agencies issued yearly or biennial reports on the institutions under 

their care. Based on inspections of the institutions by agency personnel, 

their reports provided us with a suppleIlJent and balance to the reports of the 

prisons themselves by giving another view of life within the institutions. In 

some states, moreover, special boards of visitors existed as adjuncts to the 

theJ."r reports provJ."ded yet other data on women's prisons. supervisory agency; 

In addition to the four major types of official documents used as data 

sources for the national survey, other government mater-.ials were also utilized 

in a number of cases. These include governor's messages, reports of special 

legislative investigatory committees, and legislative journals. The need to 

use such supplementary documents and reports became particularly acute in the 
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case of recently-established institutions for which there were no full and 

descriptive annual reports. Such government documents are often poorly in

dexed, however, and some states have not indexed them at all; thus a thorough 

search of all government documents relevant to each state's prison for women 

was impossible. In most c s l""t t" -
a es, l.ml a lons of time and accessibility also 

prevented the use of such sources as local newspapers and periodicals, ar-

Chives, and autobiographical materials. These perhaps would have given us a 

view of the women's correctional system very dl." fferent 
from the generally 

positive portrayal found in the official documents upon which we perforce 

mainly relied. 
Such materials, therefore, form a nearly-untapped resource for 

fUrther research on the development of the women's prison system. 

General state histories also proved helpfUl in some instances. 
In par-

ticular, institutional histories and histories of the states' boards of chari

ties often provided useful information on the reasons for establishment of 

se~crate prisons for women. Harry Elmer Barnes' histories of public institu

tions in New Jersey and Pennsylvania, for example, are important Sources of 

information on the founding of women's prisons in those states. Other key 

resources to which we frequently referred were E " 
ugenla C. Lekkerkerker's 

Reformatories for Women in the United States (1931) and the Handbooks pub-

lished by the National Society of Penal Information (later called the Osborne 

ASSOCiation). , \ 

Lekkerkerker's IN'ork gives em: excellent, if one-sided, overview 
.' 

of women's reformatories established prior to 1929' -, and 
the Handbooks present 

surveys of all American penal institutions from 1925 to about 1940. During 

the 1930s, the federally-funded Prison Industries ReorganiZation Administra_ 

tion studied the prison systems of a number of states; its reports usually 

include a section of detailed information on prisons for women. 
Another good 

source of information, espeCially on the early development of the women's 

prison system, is Blake McKelvey's American Prisons (1936). 
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Materials on state prisons for women established within the past quarter 

century are generally scarce and spotty in their coverage. We were helped to 

overcome this difficulty by the reports issued in the past decade by some 

states to the U.S. Civil Rights Commission; these describe conditions within 

each penal institution and are more likely than institutional reports to be 

critical. Also useful was the series of state correctional profiles recently 

published by Corrections Magazine. 

Access to information on the origins and development of women's penal 

institutions was severely limited in some states by the fact that no official 

reports were ever issued, either by the women's prison itself or by its super-

visory agency. In these cases, we attempted to gather information from state 

libraries, departments of corrections, and historical societies. These ef-

forts usually proved successful, and at least a general picture of the early 

history of the institution could be drawn, but in some cases the history 

remained vague as a result of the lack of information. In only one state 

(Arkansas) did lack of cooperation with our research efforts by state offi-

cials block our access to annual reports which we knew to exist. In Maine, 

though we knew that the women's reformatory had issued reports, no one was 

able to locate these until a cooperative contact discovered them in an attic 

at the Girls' Training School. This contact made copies for us and planned. to 

send the originals on to the state archives. 

A final source of information for the national survey was interviews with 

women involved, currently or in the past, with the administration of women's 

prisons. Penny A. Bernhardt, Warden of the Tennessee Prison for Women; Janet 

York, former superintendent of Connecticut's women's prison at Niantic; and, 

especially, Miss Eleanor H. Little of Guilford, Connecticut, gave generously 

of their time. Miss Little was most important in this respect. At .. the turn 
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of the century, she worked at the PennSylvania gl'rls' 
training school at 

Sleighton Farms under Martha P. Falconer, 

was highly influential in the founding 
a woman Who, as the t.ext indicates, 

of a number of women's reformatories 
and in training their early superintendents 

and other staff. Moreover, Miss 
Little partiCipated, with her lifelong friend 

May Caughey, in the founding of 
the New Jersey women's reformatory at Clinton 

Farms, and until recently she 
served on Niantic's parole board. 

Despite her advanced years, Miss Little has 
apparently total recall of the 

in female corrections, and she 
events and people she ennountered in her work 

spent many hours sharing her 

parts of this manuscript, and guiding my interpretations. 
memori~s, reading 

Hopefully, this study will stimUlate 
other researchers to probe even more 

thoroughly for sources of information 
which will flesh out our picture of the 

development of the women's prison system in the 

standing of the origins~ nature, and evolution 
United States. Fuller under-

of this system Would not only 
help fill in the many remaining blank spots in the h' t 

1S ory of women's prisons; 
it would also give us a more accurate 

the prison system as a whole. 
view of the origins and development of 
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APPENDIX C 

DEFINITION OF REGIONS OF THE UNITED STATES 
USED FOR THE NATIONAL SURVEY 

For PART II, National Survey: Regional Patterns in the Development of 

regions were defined as in the Uniform Crime Rethe Women's Prison System, 

ports: 

Northeast 

Connecticut 
Maine 
Massachusetts 
New Hampshire 
New Jersey 
New York 
Pennsylvania 
Rhode Island 
Vermont 

South 

Alabama 
Arkansas 
Delaware 
Florida 
Georgia 
Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maryland 
Mississippi 
North Carolina 
Oklahoma 
South Carolina 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Virginia 
West Virginia 

Alaska and Hawaii were not covered. 
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North Central 

Illinois 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
Missouri 
Nebraska 
North Dakota 
Ohio 
South Dakota 
Wisconsin 

West 

Arizona 
California 
Colorado 
Idaho 
Montana 
Nevada 
New Mexico 
Oregon 
Utah 
Washington 
Wyoming 

I 
II 
i 
I 

I 
i 

i 

I 
l,t 
II 

I 
I 
I 
11 
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II 
II 
II 
II 

II 
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APPENDIX D 

LIST OF GUIDELINE QUESTIONS USED FOR THE NATIONAL SURVEY 

For each prison, we tried to answer the following questions: 

(1) Where were female state prisoners previously held, and under what condi-

tions? 

(2) Who backed establishment of the new institution, and what arguments did 

they use? 

(3) The new institution: 

(a) Original title? 

(b) Date established? 

(c) Date opened? 

(d) Where was it established, and what geographical considerations 

determined this location? 

(4) Type of prison (custodial, reformatory, mixed, other)? 

(5) What restrictions were placed on the type of prisoners who might be sent 

to the new institution? 

(6) What type(s) of sentence (determinate, indeterminate, and ifindeter_ 

minate, of what sub-type) did inmates receive? 

(7) If prisoners could be paroled, who made the parole decision? Was the 

institution itself responsible for supervision of parolees? 

(8) What was the composition of the inmate body during the first decade of 

operation in terms of: 

(a) Age; 

(b) Race; 

(c) Nationality; 

Cd) Types of conViction offenses? 
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(9) What was the new prison's physical plant like in terms of buildings, 

acreage, perimeter security, and so on? 

(10) What was the administrative structure of the new prison? 

(a) Ultimate authority? 

(b) Intermediate supervisory body, if any? (Include information on how 

it was appointed and whether or not women were involved.) 

(c) Who was responsible for the daily operation of the prison itself? 

(Gather information on staff titles and on whether staff were 

required by law to be women.) 

(11) What educational, vocational, and recreational programs, if any, did the 

new prison offer during its first decade of operation? 

(12) What techniques and mechanisms were used to maintain discipline? 

(13) Other significant points? 

(14) Was the institution's population radically changed at some point, e.g., 

by a law excluding all but felons? 

(15) Was the institution closed at some point, and if not, what is its cur-

rent title'! 
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APPENDIX E 

MATERIALS AND SAMPLING METHODS USED FOR IN-DEPTH STUDIES, 
DATA COLLECTION ON PRISONERS 

In connection with the in-depth studies,. we collected data on offenses 

and other characteristics of female state prisoners from intake ledgers. The 

data collection p'r"ocedures, including sampling methods, were influenced by the 

nature of the materials (for example, whether women prisoners were listed 

together in ledgers or were rather, ,as in the case of Tennessee, included in 

predominantly male listings, in which case we had to search for female names 

and other identifiers); the extent of the materials (the more female cases, 

the more likely we were to use skip-intervals); and limitations on the coders' 

time. In some cases, these constraints made it necessary to skip years as 

well as cases. We wanted to collect data on female prisoners incarcerated for 

the periods five years before and after the opening of new units or institu-

tiona for women, and we also wanted to cover roughly the same periods for all 

prisons--in both cases for comparative purposes; these considerations governed 

determination of the years skipped when it was impossible to collect data on 

the entire sequence of female cases. We decided to stop data collection with 

cases received about 1934 (a point about which several of the institutions 

closed). In the case of the Ohio Reformatory for Women, however, an enthusi-

aatic coding assistant continued until 1943. 

In what follows, we identify the data sources and sampling procedures 

used for collection of information on female prisoners for the five in-depth 

studies. 
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Tennessee 

The primary source used for the study of female prisoners in Tennessee 

was the Tennessee State Archives' series of prisoner registries. These con-

sist of volumes labeled K through T, plus several additional, subsidiary 

volumes. Volumes filled prior to volume K h~ve been lost. Volumes U and 

following are held by the Department of Correction; we made use of volume U in 

addition to those in the archives. 

The registries present a nearly unbroken series of consecutive admissions 

to the penitentiary, including both females and males. There is some overlap 

among the earlier volumes, and the advent of a new clerk was sometimes accom-

panied a new and idiosyncratic method of case enumeration. However, there was 

no change in basic format, volume U recording data on the same variables, and 

in the same order, as did volume K. Thus the records are uniform as well 

nearly complete. 

We collected data on a total of 965 cases, using every case received 

during the following periods: 

1831 through 1874 
1879 through 1905 
1912 through 1922 
1929 through 1934. 

That is, for Tennessee, we did not regularly skip cases, but we did skip 

years. It should be noted that the records were fragmentary for cases re-

ceived 1865 through 1879. 

The Tennessee State Archives holds a rich variety of other materials 

which supplement the prisoner registries. We made some reference to these but 

did not have time to use them systematically. Particularly tantalizing were 

the Supreme Court case records which enable the researcher to discover the 

particulars of offenses listed merely as "larceny," "murder," and ~Q on in the 

registries. 
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New York--State Prison for Women at Auburn 

The New York State Archives includes in its holdings five volumes re

lating to the State Prison for Women operated at Auburn between 1893 and 1933: 

Volume 1: 

Volume 2: 

Volume 3: 

Volume 4: 

Volume 5 

Register of Convicts Received. between May 1893 and March 1918; 

Register of Convicts Received between August 1928 and June 

1933 ; 

Register of Convicts Discharged between June 1893 and December 

1919; 

Bertillon Ledger on inmates admitted from July 1909 until the 

prison's closing; 

Commutation Book covering October 1920 to April 1930. 

We used these volumes to i t th P ece oge er records of prisoners included in our 

sample, in some cases using several volumes . slmultaneously to get all the 

necessary data on an individual prisoner. 

We collected information on a total of 669 cases, using the first 120 

commitments (those received May-December 1893) and thereafter sampling every 

other case (odd numbers), covering the following periods: 

1893 through 1903 
1912 through 1922 
1926 through 1933. 

As noted in more detail in Chapter 7, we also used a special sample of cases 

from VolUme 4 for specific information on property offenders and homicide 

cases. 

New York--Western House of Refuge at Albion 

The New York State Archives holds seven volumes of prisoner registries 

pertaining to the Western House of Refuge, covering the period from January 

1894 (when the first inmate was received) through June of 1931 (when the 
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institution ceased to function as a re orma or • f t y) These r ecords are complete, 

highly detailed, and in excellent condition. 

t t 1 of 1,583 cases, using every other case (odd We collected data on a 0 a 

numbers) received. Due to student assistance with coding, we were able, in 

the case of Albion, t(.) cover every year. 

In addition to the prisoner registries, the archives holds an evidently 

complete set of case files on Albion's inmates--167 cubic feet of them, each 

b i ht i k °bbon These cases files, which include in a folder tied with a r g p n r1 • 

letters from and to inmates (the prison's administration exercised tight 

control over correspondence), photographs, test scores, and other unique 

documents, provide an extremely rich source of information on reformatory 

inmates and their reactions to institutional efforts to rehabilitate them. 

Although we were unable to use the case files systematically, we did refer to 

some of unusual interest when time allowed. 

Ohio--Women Held at the Ohio Penitentiary 

The Ohio State Archives holds an excellent series of registries on 

( 1 d female) adm10tted to the Ohio Penitentiary. prisoners ma e an There are 

1 10n th10S ser10es, covering admissions 1834 through March twenty-one vo umes 

1900. Each volume is indexed, but we found it easier to identify female cases 

th "W" W10 th wh10 ch they were tagged in the registries themby looking for e 

selves. In addition to this series, the archives holds a volume, clearly a 

copy of an earlier and now-lost register, which records details on prisoners 

received 1815-1934. We referred to this volume in addition to the series of 

registries. Registries for cases received May 1900 and following (volumes 22 

and onward) are held by the Ohio Penitentiary; we also used these records, 

picking up where the archives' series left off. 
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We collected information on a total of 609 cases, using every female case 

admitted from 1888 through 1917 (after which women were no longer receivr'd at 

the penitentiary unless sl'ated for execution) except for cases admitted be-

tween May 1910 and 1912. We were forced to skip this interval due to lack of 

time. 

Ohio--Reformatory for Wo'men at Marysville 

The Ohio State Archives also holds a two-volume set of registries for 

prisoners admi t'!:;ed t;o the reformatory at Marysville. The fi rst prisoner 

committed direc1;!y to the reformatory was received on 1 September 1916. 

However, the reformatory also received, at first, transfers from the Ohio 

Penitentiary,'wClmen committed as early as 1913, and records of these women are 

recorded in the first volume of the Marysville registries. The first registry 

covers cases committed originally to the penitentiary or directly to the re-

formatory between May 1913 and December 1926; volume 2 picks up where volume 1 

leaves off, covering cases committed between January 1927 and April 1943. 

These records, though useful" are not nearly so detailed and complete as those 

for New York's reformatory at Albion. Moreover, as noted in Chapter 10, they 

are confusing when it comes to sentence length and time-served. 

We collected information on a total of 780 cases, using every fifth case 

committed (either originally to the penitentiary or directly to the reforma-

tory) in the following years: 

1913 through 1921 
1926 through 1943 (March). 
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APPENDIX E 

CODE BOOK AND DATA COLLECTION FORM USED FOR IN-DEPTH 
STUDIES, DATA COLLECTION OF PRISONERS 

This code book was designed for use in the colleotion of data on female 

prisoners held in Tennessee (at the penitentiary), New York (at both the State 

Prison for Women at Auburn and at the Western House of Refuge at Albion), and 

Ohio (at both the penitentiary and the MarysVille reformatory). A copy of the 

data collection form utilized by the project appears at the end of the code 

book. 

Coding Conventions 

The following conventions are used: 

6'5--

7's--

8's--

9's--

to indicate "none,", "never," or "no." Do not use fo: blanks 
but rather use for positive indications that the convlct has, 
e.g., no priors. For Card 3, use 6's to indicate that t~e 
case was probably closed after the first reJease from prlson. 

to indicate "illegible" or "unintelligible" 

to indicate that such data are usually omitted by the source 

to indicate "no information"--i.e., that data on this variable 
are usually given but are missing for this particular case. 
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ID. NO. 

Column 1: State and Prison 

1 Tennessee State Penitentiary 
2 New York--Auburn 
3 New York--Albion 
4 Ohio penitentiary 
5 Ohio Refonnatory 
6 califmma 

Columns 2-5: case Number 

- ----~~~-- -
- ~--~--

CARD 

1 

COLUMN 

1-6 

-2.,.. 

The cases are numbered consecutively, though in sane series there are gaps. 

'1;'ennessee: The series runs from # (1) 0001 to # (1) 0967. Cases were numbered 
as they were coded onto forms, so the ID numbers do not corresp:md to either 
chronological order or prisoner numbers. 

New York--Aunurn Prison: The series begins with # (2) 0006 and ends with 
# (2) 1679. case numbers corresp;md to prisoner numbers. Every case was 
used #6 through 126, and thereafter every other odd-numbered case was used. 

New York--Albion Refonnatory (Western House of Refuge): The series begins 
with # (3) 0001 and goes to # (3) 3167, with case numbers corresp:mding to 
prisoner numbers and every other case (odd numbers) being used. 

Ohio Penitentiary: The series begins with # (4) 0001 and goes through 
# (4) 0769, with. gaps. The cases were numbered as they were coded onto 
fonns, so the ID numbers do oo.t corresp::md to either chronological order 
or prisoner numbers. 

Ohio Refonnatory for WOmen: The series begins with # (5) 0001 and goes 
through # (5) 5090. Case numbers corresp:>nd to prisoner numbers f with eyery 
5th case being used. 

COlumn 6: card Number 

1 (for card #:1..) 

AGE AT RECEPTION 1 

'IWo digits as shown in the prisoner registry--through age 95 

96 96 years and older 
97 illegible 
98 usually omitted 
99 110 infonnation for this inmate 

7-8 



DATE OF BIRI'H 

MM YYYY 

77 7"777 
88 8888 
99 9999 

illegible 
usually omitted 
no infonnation for this inmate 

RACE 

01 African 
02 Black 
03 Brown/Colored/Mulatto/Negro 

. 04 Chinese 
05 Esk.imo 
06 Indian/American Indian/Red 
07 Japanese 
08 Oriental/Yellow 
09 White 

77 illegible 
88 usually omitted 
99 no infonnation for this inmate 

PLACE OF BIRl'H 

Current states of United States 

'Code Definition Code Definition 
001 Alabama 018 Louisiana 
002 Alaska 019 Maine 
003 Arizona 020 Maryland 
004 Arkansas 021 !~ssachusetts 

005 califOrnia 022 Michigan 
006 Colorado 023 Minnesota 
007 Connecticut 024 Mississippi 
008 Delaware 025 Missouri 
009 Florida 026 M:mtana 

010 Georgia 027 Nebraska 
011 Hawaii 028 Nevada 
012 Idaho 029 New Hampshire 
013 Illinois 030 New Jersey 
014 Indiana 031 New Mexico 
015 Iowa 032 New York 
016 Kansas 033 North carolina 
017 Kentucky 034 North Dakota 

035 Ohio 

COde 

036 

037 

038 

039 

040 

041 

042 

043 

044 

045 

046 

047 

048 

049 

050 

051 

,., 052 

'~--------------------------------------~--------~---~-

CARD 

1 
COLUMN 

9-14 

-3-

1 15-16 

1 17-19 

Definition 

Oklahana 

Oregon 

Pennsylvania 

Rhode Island 

South Carolina 

South Dakota 

Tennessee 

Texas 

Utah 

Venront 

Virginia 

Washington (state) 

West Vi:r:ginia 

Wisconsin 

Wyoming 

District of Columbia ' 
Waslllngi;on I?C. 
U.S.A. but state unkno\vn 

I 
I 
I' 

! 

I 
f 

I 
I 

Code Definition 
101 

102 

103 

104 

105 

, 106 

107 

108 

109 

110 

111 

112 

113 

114 

115 

116 

117 
318 

119 

120 

121 

231 
122 

123 

124 

125 

126 

127 
128 

129 

130 

131 

.132 

133 

134 

135 

At sea 

Afghanistan 

Africa 

Aibania 

American waters 
Arabia: 

Argentina 

Armenia 

Asia 

Asia Minor 

Australia 

Austria 

Azores Islands 

Bahamas Islands 
Bavaria 

Baja or Lower 
California 

Belguim 

Bohemia 

Brazil 

British America 

British Columbia 

British Guiana 

British Indies 

Bulgaria 
, Canaga 

Canary Islands 

Cape Verde Islands 

Central America 
Chile 

China 

Columbia 

Corsica . 

Costa Rica 

CUba 

Czeckoslavia 

Czeckoslavakia 

Code Definition 
136 

137 
138 

139 

140 

141 

142 

143 

144 

145 

146 

147 

148 

149 

150 

151 

152 

153 

154 

155 

156 

157 
158 

159 
160 

161 

162 

163 

164 

165 

166 

167 
116 

168 

Dalmatia 
Denmark 

East Indies 

Ecuador 

Egypt 

England 

Esthonia 

Finland 

France 

Guatemala 

Germany 

Great Britain 
Greece 

. Guam 

Haiti 

Holland 

Honduras 
Hungary 

India 

Ireland 

Isle of France 

Isle of Man 

Isle of Martinique 
Isle of Wright 
Italy. 

Jamaica 

Japan 

Jerusalem 

Jugoslavia 

Korea 

Latvia 

Lithuania 

Lower or Baja 
California 

Luxembourg 

'. -

-4-
(NOT U.S. STATES): A - R 

Code Definition 
169 

170 

171 

172 

173 i, 

174 

175 

176 

177 

178 

179 
180 

181 

182 

183 

184 

185 

186 

187 

188 

189 

190 

191 

192 

193 

194 

195 
196 

197 

198 

199 
200 

201 

Macedonia 

Madeira Islands 
llIJalasia 

Malta 

Mi',lnila 

·l'1artinique 

Mexico 

~10ntenegro 

Montevideo 

Native Californian 

New Brunswick 

Newfoundland 

New Granada 

New South Wales 
New Zealand 

Nicaragua 

Norway 

Nova Scotia 

Pacific Islands 
Palestine 

Panaina 

Persia 

Peru 

Phillipines 

Poland 

Polynesia 

Portugal 

Prince Edward's Island 
Prussia 

Puel"'to .Rico 
Rome 

Roumenia 

Russia 



Code Definition 
202 San Salvador 
203 Sandwich Islands 
204 'Santa Cruz 

-;0;:. 

205 Sardinia 
206 Saxony 

207 Scandanavia 
208 Scotland 

209 ... Serbia or Servia ., 
":~~" 210 Siam 

211 Sicily 
212 Slavonia 

213 Sc3JlDa 

214 Sonora 
=:: 215 South Africa 

216 South America 

217 South Sea Islands 

218 South Wales 

219 Spain 

220 Sweden 

221 Switzerland 
222 Syria 

223 Tahiti 

224 Trinidad 

225 Turkey 
, ~: ... 226 Union of'South Africa 

227 Virgin Islands 
230 Wales 

228 West Indies 

229 Westphalia 

232 next number 
.. 

. : ... 

-----~--.~ ------~ ----.~ .. - --"---~#< 
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(NOT U.S. STATES): S -

Code Definition 

666 

777 
888 

999' 

Inmate does not 
know; unknown (if 
born in U.S.A. but 
state is unknown, 
use 052) 

Illegible, unintelligibJ 
usually omitted 

no information for 
this inmate 
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) 

j 
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I 
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PARENTS' PLACE OF BIRTH 

Column 20: Mother 

1 Born in USA (exclusive of ter~itories) 
2 Foreign-born (include territories here and born at sea) 
3 Unknown 

7 illegible 
8 usually omitted 
9 no information for this inmate 

Column 21: Father 

1 Born in USA (exclusive of territories) 
2 Foreign-born (include territories here and born at sea) 
3 Unknown 

7 illegible 
8. usually omitted 
9 no information for this inmate 

OCCUPATION 

CARD -
1 

-6-

COLUMN 

20-21 

1 22-24 
The interest here is in the inmate's previous occupation, not in whether 
or not she was employed at the time of the offense. Thns if the source 
gives. data on the woman's last occupation and also indicates that she was 
out of work at the time of the offense, code the former and do NOT code "None ll • 

See next page. 
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OCCUPATION (alphabetical listing) 

OCCUPATION 

001 Acc0untant 
002 Acrobat 

003 Actress. 

145 Animal Trainer 
004 

153 

005 

006 

007 

008 

010 

011 

178 
012 

141 

162 

013 

014 

015 

016 

164 
, '7<,) 

017 

018 

019 

t?~ 
020 

Artist 

Attendant in insane asylum/ 
state hospital 
Baker 

Bank Teller 

Barmaid/bartender 

Beautician/beauty culturist/ 
beauty doctor 
Bleachery 
Bcokbinder BobKReeper 
Brushmaker 

Buttonmaker/button operator 
8.mctP&e~s~~~r 
Cable telegraph operator 
Car Cleaner 

Carnival-show girl 
Cashier 
Caterer 

Chair caner 

Chambermaid 

Chef '" ~:. ~ 
\.-hVj"rj":"'t~J \1..1(", he 

Cigarette maker 

Cigar maker/cigarbox maker 
Circus performer 
Clairvoyant Cleaner 

Cleaner and presser 

021 

022 

023 

024 

025 

026 

127 

027 

028 

029 

142 

166 

030 

031 

032 

033 

034 

035 

036 

037 

038· 

139 

039 

040 

041 

042 

132 

CARD· COLtJ:1N 
1 22-24 

Clerk 

Clothes presser 
Collar maker 

Concessionist 
Confectioner 
Cook 

Cook and nurse 
Copyist 

Cotton mill operator 
Cosmetician 
Dancer 

Day labor/day laborer 
Decorator 

Dental Assistant 
Designer 
Dietician 

Dining room/in dining room--
code Waitress 
Dishwasher . 

Doctor 

Doll maker 
Domestic 

Dressmaker 

Dressmaker's apprentice 
Elevator operator' 
Entertainer 

Factory/factory worker/factory hand 
(dress factory, candy factory etc.;.) 
Farm/farmer/farming/farm hand 
Feathermaker 

~' 
1 
I r 
! 
! 
1 
! 
1 
I 
j 
1 
1 
} 
i t 

1 
I 
1 
! 
§ 
I 
1 
1 
! 

t , , , 
1 
I 
I 
L 
{ " 

I ! 
Ii 
\ ; 

I j 
i \ 

1 i 
Ii 

I 

1 
I 

1:1 

I 
11 

~ 
1 

I 
I 
II 

II u li" 

OCCUPATION (alphabetical listing) 
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OCCUPATION 

043 Florist 062 Laboratory technician 
113 Flower maker 063 Laborer 
% Fortune teller 064 Lacemaker 1Fai deining maker 044 ar ener 065 Lady of aasy virtue 
045 Garment cutter 066 Laundress/laundrywork 
150 Glass cutter 067 Librarian 

Glovemaker/glove sewer / 046 
068 Loom maker c¥rlove /iEcker . 047 rocer grocery buslness 069 Vachine operator 

048 Grocery clerk 140 Vadam (of a disorderly house) 
049 Hairdresser 070 IVlaid 
050 Hat maker/hatter 071 Manicurist 
051 Hosiery mill worker 131 Manufacturer 
052 Hospital nurse 07~ ~rket Woman vasseuse 
053 Hospital orderly 143 Merchant 

.149 Hospital worker 116 Midwife 
054 Hotel clerk 168 Milk condensery 65g N8lli ~~~ 073 Millhand/mill worker 
056 Housegirl 074 Milliner/rrdlliner!s apprentice 

Housekeeper/H.K. 057 075 Model 
058 House servant 076 Musician 
059 Housewife 117 I'1usic teacher 
114 Housework/houseworker 077 Nurse 
555 "H. W. " , lIHouse W. ," and Nurse and cook--see Cook & Nurse other terms which could 

134 Nurse and teacher refer to either Housework 
or Housewife 078 Nurse for children/nursemaid 

060 Interior decorator 154 Nursets assistant 
115 Investigator 118 Office manager 
061 Ironer/ironing 079 Office Horker 
135 Janitor/janitoress 119 Operator 
167 Kitchen Worker 161 Painter 

) /, 152 Knitting mill 080 Palmist i, 

~i 
,\ 

\1 

Ii I 
l) 

,-.: ~. 
;>" 

.. . ~, '. ~--, '-"".~--~ ........ ,......,.......~ ...... 



.:;;::::;;; 

); 

-9-
OCCUPATION (alphabetical listlllg) 

OCCUPATION 

173 Spooler 
120 Paper-box mal{er 094 Steam presser 
121 Phono pinner 095 Stenographer 

~: 

lft4t9 Pm8€&Jl~~~rker 146 Store, worked in 
081 Physio-therapist. 133 Storekeeper 
163 Piano player 125 Street walker 
155 Pottery 156 Student 
082 Presser 158 Studio, worked in 
169 Prosti tute/whore 096 Tailor/tailoress 
122 Publisher 097 Tailor's helper 
137 & 138 (error) Real estate 159 Tannery 

(use either one) 
~~~ Teach~r 083 Retired Teams er 
099 Telegrapher 

130 Reporter 
100 Telegraph operator 

157 Restaurant/In restaurant 
101 Telephone operator /i/ K.tJ"J1"'~ t'~ d. :.('J~ "4 h.::u.~(!. 

084 Housekeeper (also 057-errQr) 102 Tobacconist 

085 Sa100nkeeper 136 Trade, "in trade" 

160 Sawing wood 103 Travelled with circus 

086 School teacher 126 Typesetter 

087 Seamtress 104 Typist 

088 Secretary 103 Upholsterer 

089 Servant 106 Haitress 

Sewing--code as Seamtress 107 Hashing/wash woman 

123 Sewing mac~ine operator 108 '(r.]eaver 

127 Shirtcutter' 128 trlhip maker 

090 Shirt maker 109 Wife 

147 Shoe factory 110 Wool knitter/wool grader/wool puller/ 
091 Shop girl 

Hool sorter, etc. 
111 X-Ray technician 

148 Silk mill 
124 Silk Hinder 
092 Singer 

666 "None,ll "No occupation," and so on. 093 S. lady (sic) Do NOT use for blanks.DO use for "At 
homen-or "housework--at' home" 

777 illegible 
888 usually Ornitted 
999 no information for this inmate 
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OCCUPATION (numerical listing) 
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OCCUPATION 

001 Accountant 
002 Acrobat 
003 Actress 
004 Artist 

005 Baker 

006 Bank Teller 

007 Barmaid/bartender 

008 Beautician/beauty culturist/ 
beauty doctor 

009 Bookkeeper 
010 

011 

012 

013 

014 

015 

016 

017 
018, 

019' 

020 

021 

022 

023 

024 

025 

026 

027 

028 

029 

030 

Brushmaker 

Buttonmaker/button operator/ 
buttonhole maker ' 

Cable telegraph operator 
Cashier 
Caterer 

Chair caner 

Chambermaid 

Cigarette maker 

Cigar maker/cigarbox mru{er 
Circus performer 

Cleaner and presser 
Clerk 

.clothes presser 
Collar maker 

Concessionist 
Confectioner 
Cook 

Copyist 

Cotton mill operator 
Co~metician 

Decorator 

031 Dental assistant 
032 Designer 
033 Dietician 

034 Dishwasher 
035 Doctor 

036 Doll maker 
037 Domestic 

038 Dressmaker 

039 Elevator operator 
Entertainer 040 

041 

042 

043 

044 

045 

046 

047 

048 

049 

050 

051 

052 

053 

054 

Factory/factory worker/factory hand 
Farm/farmer/farming/farm hru1d 
Florist 

Gardener 

Garment cutter 

Glovemaker/glove sewer! glove packer 
Grocer/grocery business 
Grocery clerk 
Hairdresser 

Hat maker/hatter 

Hoisery mill worker 
Hospital nurse 

Hospital orderly 
Hotel clerk 

055 Hotel worker 
056 Housegirl 

057 & 084 (error) Housekeeper/ILK. 
058 House servant 

059 HouSetiife 

060 Interior decorator 

(use either 
. one) 

-
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OCCUPATION (numerical. listing) 

OCCUPATION 

061 Ironer/ironing 091 Shop girl 
062 Laboratory technician 092 Singer 
063 Laborer 093 S. lady (sic) 
064 Lacemaker 094 Steam presser 
065 Lady of easy virtue 095 Stenographer 
066 Laundress/laundrywork 096 Tailor/tailoress 
067 Librarian 097 Tailor's helper 
068 Loom maker 098 Teacher 
069' Machine operator 099 Telegrapher 
070 I"laid· 100 Telegraph operator 
071 Manicurist 101 Telephone operator 
072 Masseuse 102 Tobacconist 
073 Millhand/mill worker 103 Travelled Hith circus 
074 Milliner/ ~illiner' s apprentice 104 Typist 

.075 Model 105 Upholsterer 
076 Musician 106 Waitress 
077 Nurse 107 Washing/wash Homan 

Nurse and cook--see f,ook &. Nurse 108 Weaver 
078 Nurse for children 109 Wife 
079 Office worker 110 Wool knitter/wool grader/ 
080 Palmist Hool puller/wool sorter/etc. 

081 Physio-therapist 111 X-Ray technician 

082 Presser 112 Cleaner 

083 Retired . 113 Flower maker 

084 Housekeeper/H.K. 114 Housework/ho1,lseworker (fOf' 
"Houseworker--at home" code 666) 085 Saloonkeeper 

115 Investigator 
086 School teacher 

116 I'1idwife 
087 Seamtress 

117 Music teacher 
088 Secretary 

118 Office manager 
089 Servant 

119 Operator 
SeVling--code as .§.eamtress 

120 Paper-box maker 
090 Shi.rt maker 

\.!) 

I 

! :0 
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i 
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OCCUPATION (numerical listing) 

121 

122 

123 

124 

125 
126 

127 
128 

129 

130 

131 

132 

133 

134 

Phono pinner 

Publisher 

Sewing machine operator 
Silk winder 

Street walker 
Typesetter 

Cook and Nurse 
Whip maker 

Fortune Teller 
Reporter 

Manufacturer 
Feathermaker 

Storekeepe~ 

Nurse and teacher 
135 J~litor/janitoress 

136 Trade, "In trade" 

137 & 138 (error) Real Estate 
(both numbers have been used 
for this occupation but use 
only one when you code) 

139 Dressmaker's apprentice 
140 Madam (of a disorderly house) 
141 Car cleaner 
142 Dancer 
143 Merchant 
144 Phonograph worker 
145 Animal Trainer 
146 Store, worked in 
147 Shoe factory 
148 Silk mill 
149 Hospital worker 
150 Cut glass cutter 

151 Cigar sbop 

152 Knitting mill 

153 Attenda~t in insane asylum/ 
sta':.e hospital 

154 :-Iurse's assistant 
155 Pot-cery 

156 Stude!lt 

157 Res"Ca~rant/In restaurant 
158 Studio, worked in 
159 Ta~r:ery 

160 Sawing :-1000 

161 Pair: tel" 

162 Carr:ival--Show girl 
163 ?i~o Player 
164 Chef 
165 Bleachery 

166 Day labor/Day laborer 

16 7 Kitchen worker 

168 Milk condenseJ:y 
169 Prostitute 

170 Ch~~cal worker . 
171 Running a disorderly house 
172Market wc:man 
173 Sp::x:>ler 
174 Teamster 
175 Clairvoyant 

l
l777Q HOtel keeper 

Fur lining maker 
178 Cabaret hostess 
179 Photographer 
180 Bookbinder 

555 "H .1'; ." and "House hI." and other 
terms Hhich could refer to either 
!1ousei·;ork or HouseWife 

666 "Hone," "No occupation;' "Houseworker-
at ho:;:e" and so on. Do NOT use for 
blan~s. 

777 illegible 

888 usually omitted 

999 no information for this inmate 
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RELIGION 

01 Adventist 
02 Agnostic 

03 Anglican 
04 Atheist 
05 Baptist 

35 Campbellite 

06 Catholic (Roman) 
39 Centenary M.E. 
07 Christian 

08 Christian Scientist 

09 Church of Christ (""Christ") 
41 Church of England 
34 Church of God 
10 Congregational' 

11 Dunkard 
12 Dutch Reform 
13 Episcopal 

14 Free Thinker 
46 Grace Church 
15 Greek Catholic 
16 Hebrew 

17 Holiness, Holy, Holy Roller 
18 Jewish 

19 Latter Day Saint 

31 Lutheran/German Lutheran 
/.{ ~ r-l.:... Ch.·I~ ria., 
20 Mennonite 

21 Methodist/Free Methodist 

22 
23 

42 
40 

33 
24 

25 
26 

27 
45 
39 
28 

36 

29 
44 
30 

31 
32 

66 

77 
88 

99 

--~---,- -----------------
----------~--------------
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CARD COLUMN 

1 25-26 

Methodist Episcopal ("M.E.") 

Missionary Baptist ("Hiss. Baptist") 
Missions 
Mormon 

Orthodox (Greek or Russian) 
Pen tacos tal 
Presbyterian 

Primitive Baptist 
Protestant 
Quaker 
Salvation Army 
Salvationist 

Sanctified Church 

Seventh Day Adventist (!17th D.A.") 
Shaker 
Unitarian 

United ::Brethren 

Universalist 

"None," "Irreligious," etc. 
Do NOT use for blanks 

illegible 

usually omitted 

no information for this inmate 

\ , 
,l 

II' 
I 
I 

MARITAL STATUS 

1 Single 
2 Married 
3 Common-law or Cohabitation 
4 Separated 
5 Divorced--also code "annuled" as a 5 
6 Widowed 

7 illegible 
8 usually omitted 
9 no information for this inmate 

--NOW BEGINS CARD TWO--

CARD 

1 

-14-

COLUl"1l~ 

27 

.' ... 
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ID. NO. 

Column 1:' State and Prison 

1 Tennessee State Penitentiary 
2 New York---Auburn 
3 New York--Albion 
4 Ohio Penitentiary 
5 Ohio Reformatory 
6 California 

Columns 2-5: Case Number 

Same as for card 1 (see page 2) 

Column 6: Card Number 

2 (for card #2) 

OFFENSE 

See next page. 

-HOVJ BEGINS CARD TltJO-

2 

-15-

CARD COLUI'1!l) 

2 1-6 

(I: 
II: 
III: 

7-15 

7-9 
10-12 
13-1,5 ) 

NOTES: (1) Arson (unmodified) is miscoded on some of the first-printed 
data collection form as 016 (it should be 014). Thiserror 
was recognized before any coding took place and thus has not 
affected the actual collection of data. 

(2) Forgery - For prisons 1 and 2, Forgery 3rd degree was collapsed 
into 061. 
Albion data- degrees not collapsed into 061 but rather: 

2d degree - 116 
3d degree - 171 
Forgery (unmodified) 061 

Ohio data handled like Albion data. 

o 

i~ , 
! ,0 

! ' 
! , 
j, , -, 
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OFFENSES (alphabetical listing) 

(list revised 6-80) 

001 
113 
002 
003 
004 
005 
006 
007 
008 
221 
009 
010 
011 
012 
013 

014 
015 
016 
133 
017 
018 
019 
020 
021 
114 
112 
157 
022 
023 
024 
025 
026 
212 
027 
028 
227 
15/!-

. 131 
220 
029 
122 
115 
135 
147 
166 
167 
143 

Abandonment/abandonment of child or infant 
Abduction 
Abortion (procuring or administering) 
Accessory after the fact to murder 
Accessory after the fact to murder 1st degree 
Accessory after the fact to murder 2d degree 
Accessory before the fact to murder 
Accessory before the fact to murder 1st degree 
Accessory before the fact to murder 2d degree 
Accessory to rape on person under 16 
Adultery/Cohabiting in a state of adultery (Oh.) 
Aiding and abetting attempted vOluntary manslaughter 
Aiding and abetting in carnal knowledge of a female under the age of consent 
Aiding and abetting vio.lation of age of consent law . 
Aiding escape/jail delivery/conveying into prison things with intent to 

aid an escape 
Arson (unmodified) 
Arson 1st degree 
Arson 2d degree 
Arson 3d degree 
Arson and housebreaking (listed together) 
Arson and houseburning 
Assault (unmodified) (llasst .") 
Assault and battery 
"Assault etc. fI 
Assault 1st degree 
Assault 2d degree 

Assault 3d degree/assault 3d degree and using threatening lan~uage 
Assault to commit a felony 
Assault to commit murder/to kill 
Assault to commit murder 1st degree 
Assault to cOmmit murder 2d degree 
Assault to commit manslaughter/voluntary manslaughter 
Assault to maim 
Assault to rob 
Assault with dangerous/deadly weapon 
Associating with dissolute persons 
Associating with prostitutes 
Attempted abduction 
Attempted abortion 
Attempted arson 
Attempted arson 2d degree 
Attempted arson 3d degree 
Attempted burglary (any degree) 
Attempted extortion 
Attempted forgery (all degrees) 
Attempted Housebreaking 
Attempted kidnapping 



030 
145 
140 
031 
032 
033 
034 
035 
036 
164 
037 
213 

038 
136 
039 
161 
216 
040 
041 
042 
118 
043 
044 
211 

207 
141 
176 
045 
046 
205 
196 

177 
2'22 
047 
144 

189 
. 199 

048 
153 
049 
050 
051 
052 

---.---'- -----------
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OFFENSE.S (alphabetical listing) 

Attempted larceny/attempted grand larceny--any and all degrees for both 
Attempted rape 1st degree 
Attempted suicide 
Attempt to commit felony 
Attempt to commit murder 
Attempt to commit murder 1st degree 
Attempt to commit murder 2d degree 
Attempt to commit manslaughter/voluntary manslaughter 
Attempt to commit perjury 
Attempt to entice for immoral purposes 
Attempt to rob/attempted robbery--any degree 
Auto theft 

Bigamy 
Blackmail 
Breaking and entering 
Bribery 
Burglarizing an inhabited 
Burglary (unmodified) 
Burglary 1st degree 
Burglary 2d degree 
Burglary 2d degree 
Burglary and larceny 
Burglary night time 
Buying stolen property 

building 

Carrying concealed weapon(s) 
Compulsory prostitution of women 
Concealing the birth of a child 
Concealing stolen property 
Conspiracy (any sort) 
COntempt of court 

Penal Law) 

Contributing to delinquency (for Contributing to dependency and/or 
neglect, see ~eglecting) 

Corrupting the morals of a child (NYS Penal Law Sec. 494) 
Counterfeiting 
Crime against nature 
Criminal anarchy 
Cutting (Oh.)--code Cutting to Hound as Assault with a deadly weapon 

and code Cutting to kill as Assault to kill 

Defrauding 
Delinquency 
Disorderly conduct 
Disorderly person/disorderly juvenile 
Disturbance of peace 
Drug offense/drugs 
Drunk and disorderly 
Drunkenness 
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053 
215 
159 
142 
183 
054 

055 
056 
057 
058 
059 
060 

129 
061 
116 
171 
062 
063 
195 
152 

064 
065 
110 
139 
120 

151 
1"97 
223 
165 
138 
162 
178 
158 
219 
066 
185 
067 
201 & 

218 

068 
069 
070 
224 

OFFENSES (alphabetical listing) 

Embezzlement 
Enticing minor and harboring in hOuse of ill fame (Oh.) 
Entering a home ,,,ith intent to rob 
Escape 
Exposure of person 
Extortion 

Fals~ pretense(s) 
Felony 
Felonious assault 
Felonious assault \"ith atte ... pt to commit murder (any degree) 
Felonious breach of trust 
Felony bad check (sic) 
Fencing--see Buying--
Filing forged papers/Violation NY Pen. Code Sec. 95 
Forgery--unmodified (also see ~ttering) 
Forgery 2d degree 
Forgery 3d degree (coded separately Albion and Ohio) 
Forgery and attempt to pass forged papers 

-18-

Forgery passing forged 'checks (sic) 
Fornication/cohabiting in a sta~of fornication (Oh.) 
Frequenting disorderly houses/"bad houses for purposes of prostitution" 

Gambling 
Grand larceny (unmodified) 
Grand larceny 1st degree 
Grand larceny 2d degree 
Grand 'larceny after a felony 

Habitual drunkenness 
Habitual offender 
Harboring a felon 
Horse stealing 
Housebreaking 
Housebreaking and larceny 
Hypodermic syringe, sale of 
Immorality 
Impersonation 
Incest 
Incorrigibility 
Indecent behavior 

226 Inducing illicit intercourse (Oh.) (2 codes for same offense; use either) 
Infanticide 
Inmate of a disorderly house--code as Prostitution 
"Intent to kill" 
Intoxication/public intoxication 
Involuntary manslaughter (IVM, IVMS, In.V.Ms., ~NVMS) 
~ssuing a false statement 



156 
150 

130 

071 
149 
108 
109 
072 
073 
074 
228 
075 

134 
132 
126 
160 
076 
077 
078 
119 
117 
079 
080 
081 
082 
083 
084 

180 

198 

210 
085 
086 

225 
087 
088 
089 
090 
192 
091 
203 
148 
230 
092 
229 
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OFFENSES (alphabetical listing) 

Keeping bad company 
Keeping a.disorderly house/house of ill repute/house of prostitution/ 

house of assignation/house of ill fame 
Ktdnapping 

Larceny (unmodified) and larceny from person 
Larceny 1st degree 
Larceny 2d degree 
Larceny 3d degree 
Larceny and receiving stolen property/goods 
"Larceny etc." 
Lewd and lascivious behavior 
Libel 
Loitering 

Mails, interfering with U.S. 
Maiming 
Making counterfeit money 
Malicious mischief/destruction of property 
Malicious shooting 
Malicious stabbing 
J:.fanslaughter 
Manslaughter 1st degree 
Manslaughter 2d degree 
Mayhem 
Miscegenation 
Murder (unmodified) 
Murder 1s't degree 
Murder 1st degree mitg. cir. 
Murder 2d degree 

Narcotics--see Drugs and Violating 
Neglecting one's children-(NYS Pen. La~y (1918) Sec. 482" 8ubdiv. 1)/ 

Contributing to dependency and/or neglect of minor children (Oh.) 
Nonsupport of children 

Obscenity/giving away obscene pictures 
Obtaining goods by false pretenses 
Obtaining money under false pretenses 

Pandering 
Passing counterfeit money/bills/paper/coin 
Perjury 
Petit larceny (P.L.) 
Petit larceny and R(eceiving) S(tolen) P(roperty) 
Pocket picking (Oh.) 
Poisoning/well poisC;ll1ing i} 

Possessing liquor 
Possession of firearms (in m: after conviction of felony) 
Procuring arson 
Prostitution/being a common prostitute 
Public Nuisance 
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146 
231 
125 
093 
094 
208 
095 
111 
127 
123 
121 

188 
096 
097 
194 
209 
098 
128 
206 
163 
214 

099 
232 

187 
217 
100 
155 

190 
186 
137 
193 
184 

101 
200 
202 
124 

102 
103 
104 
204 
172 
234 

OFFENSES (alphabetical listing) 

Rape and abduction 
Rape and. incest 
Rape 2d degree 
,Receiving and concealing stolen goods (R&CSG) 
Receiving stolen goods/property (RSP) 
Resisting an officer 
Robbery 
Robb'ery 1st degree 
Robbery 2d degree 
RObbery 3d degree 
RObbery and Grand Larceny 

Saloon visiting 
Seduction 

-20-

Setting fire with intent to burn 
Shooting to wound (code Shooting ttl Kill as Attempted murder) (Oh.) 
Shooting (Oh.)· 
Shoplifting 
Sodomy 
Stabbing 
Stealing corn 
Stoning railway car/train 
Street strolling--code as Vagrancy 
Stubborn child/servant 
Suffering gaming 

Thieving 
Throwing stones at a steam vessel 
Transporting 
Truant 

Under immoral influence 
Ungovernable child 
Unla~l7ful marriage 
Unlawful transportation of female 
Unlawfully entering a building (not burglary) (NYS Pen. Law 

(1921), Sec. 405) 
Unlawfully receiving stolen property 
Using obscene language 
Uttering bad/forged check or note 
Uttering and passing forged money order 

Vagabondage 
Vagrancy/street strolling 
Violating/violation of narcotics laws 
Violating liquor law 
Violating Sec. 43 of NYS Penal Law 

Violation of Ch. 546, Sec. 146 of NY La~ys of 1899 (probably clerical error) 

= 



.' 

168 
169 

170 
174 
233 
175 
179 
181 
182 

105 

191 
106 
107 
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OFFENSES (alphabetical listing) 

Violation of Sec. 8 of Ordinances of the City of Syracuse, 1~ 
Violation of Sec. 1, Chap. 1, Laivs and Ordinances of Schnectady 
Violation of Sec. 145 of City Charter of Little Falls, NY (1928)--

code as Disorderly Conduct 
Violation of NY Penal Laiv Sec. 100--code as Prostitution 
Violation of Sec. 95 of NY Penal Law--see Filing 
Violation of Sec. 2460 of NY Penal Law--see Compulsory / 
Violation of Sec. 11, Chap. 1, Laws and Ordinances of Schnectady, NY 
Violation of Sec. 25 of Chap. 9 of Ordinances of City ofEuffalo, NY 
Violation. of Sec. 228 of NY Penal Code 
Violation of Sec. 720 of Penal Law of New York (1916) 
Violation of Sec. 17, Chap. 18, Ordinances of City of Syracuse, NY 
Violation of (her) probation/parole 
Violation of all New York City Ordinances other than those listed 

separately above 
Voluntary manslaughter 

Without Guardianship/and exposed to immoral influences 
Wanton and lascivious behavior/ivantonness 
WaYivard/waywardness/bein'g a waYivard minor I 
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OFFENSES (numerical listing) 

001 Abandonment/abru1donment of child or infant 
002 AQortion 
003 Accessory after the fact to murder 
004 Accessory after the fact to murder 1st degree 
005 Accessory after the fact to murder 2d degree 
006 Accessory before the fact to murder 
007 Accessory before the fact to murder 1st degree 
008 Accessory before the fact to murder 2d degree 
009 Adultery 
010 Aiding and abetting attempted voluntary manslaughter 

011 Aiding and abetting in carnal knowledge of a female under the age of consent 
012' Aiding and abetting violation of age of consent law 
013 Aiding escape/jail delivery 
014 Arson (unmodified) 
015 Arson 1st degree 
016 Arson 2d degree 
017 Arson and housebreaking (listed together) 
018 Arson and houseburning 
019 Assault (unmodified) ("asst.") 
020 Assault and battery 

021 "Assault etc." 
022 Assault tq cow~it a felony 
023 Assaul t to cormni t murder/to kill 
024 Assault to com~it murder 1st degree 
025 Assault to commit murder 2d degree. 
026 Assault to commit manslaUghter/voluntary manslaughter 
027' Assault to rob 
028. Assault w.ith dangerous/deadly weapon 
029 Attempted arson 

030 Attempted larceny/attempted grand larceny--any and all degrees for both 

031 Attempt to com~it felony 
032 Attempt to.coF~it murder 
033 Attempt to com~it murder 1st degree 
034 Attempt to com~it murder 2d degree 
035 Attempt to com~it manslaUghter/voluntary manslaughter 
036 Attempt to commit perjury 
037 Attempt to rob/attempted robberY--any degree 
038 Bigamy 
039 Breaking and entering 
040 Burglary (unmodified) 



.= 
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041 
042 
043 
044 
045 
046 
047 
048 
049 
050 

051 
052· 
053 
054 
055 
056 
057 
058 
059 
060 

061 
062 
063 
064 
065 
066 
067· 
068. 
069 
070 

071 
072 
073 
074 
075 
076 
077 
078 
079 
080 

OFFENSES (numerical listing) 

Burglary 1st degree 
Burglary 2d degree 
Burglary and lat'ceny 
Bur·glary night time 
Concealing stolen property 
Conspiracy (any sort) 
Crime against nature 
Disorder.ly conduct 
Disturbance of peace 
Drug offense/drugs 

Drunk and disorderly 
Drunkenness 
Embezzlement 
Extortion 
False pretense(s) 
Felony 
Felonious assault 
Felonious assault with attempt to commit murder (any degree) 
Felonious breach of trust 
Felony bad check (sic) 

Forgery--all degrees (combine with 116) 
Forgery and attempt to pass forged papers 
Forgery passing forged checks (sic) 
Gambling· 
Grand larceny (unmodified-) 
Incest 
Indecent behavior 
"Intent to kill" 
Intoxication/public intoxication 
Involuntary ma~,slaughter (IVM, IVMS, In. V .Ms ., INVI1S) 

Larceny (unmodified) and larceny from person 
Larceny and receiving stolen property/goods 

. "Larceny etc." 
Lewd and lascivious behavior 
LOitering 
Malicious shooting 
Malicious stabbing 
Manslaughter 
Mayhem 
Miscegenation 
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081 
082 
083 
084 
085 
086 
087 
088 
089 
090 

091 
092-
093 
094 
095 
096 
097 
098 
099 
100 

101 
102 
1Q3 
104 
105 
106 
107 . 
"108. 
109 
110 

111 
112 
113 
114 
115 
116 
117 
118 
119 
120 

OFFENSES (numel"ical listing) 

Murder (unmodified) 
/Vlurder 1st degree 
Murder 1st degree mitg. circ. 
/Vlurder 2d degree 
Obtaining goods by false pretenses 
Obtaining money under false pretenses 
Passing counterfeit money/bills/paper/coin 
Perjury 
Petit larceny (P.L.) 

-- -------- --- ... --------~ 

Petit larceny and R(eceiving) S(tolen) P(roperty) 

POisoning/well pOisoning 
Prostitution/being a common prostitute 
Receiving and concealing stolen goods (R&CSG) 
Receiving stolen goods/prope.rty (RSP) 
Robbery 
Seduction 
Setting fire with intent to burn 
Shoplif.ting 
Stubborn child/ser''Vant 
Transporting 

Unalwfully receiving stolen property 
Vagabondage 
Vagrancy/street strolling 
Violating/violation of narcotics laws 
Voluntary manslaughter 
Wanton and lascivious behavior/wantonness 
Wa~~ard/waywardness 
Larceny 2d degree 
Larceny 3d degree 
Gr'and larceny 1st degree 

Robbery ;1st degree 
. Assault 2d degree 

Abduction 
Assault 1st degree 
Attempted arson 3d degree 
Forgery 2d degree 
Manslau&~ter 2d degree 
Burglary 3d degree 
Manslaughter 1st degree 
Grand larceny after a felony 
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121 
122 
123 
124 
125 
126 
127 
128 
129 
130 

131 
132 
133 . 
134 
135 
136 
137 
138 
139 
140 

141 
142 
143 
144 
145 
146 
147 
148 
149 . 
150 

151 
152 

153 
154 
155 
156 
157 
158 
159 
160 

OFFENSES (numerical listing) 

Robbery and Grand larceny 
Attempted "arson 2d degree 
Robbery 3d degree 
uttering and passing forged money order 
Rape 2d degree 
Making counterfeit money 
Robbery 2d degree 

~~~ forged papers/Violation N.Y. Pen. Code Sec. 95 
Kidnapping 

Attempted abduction 
Maiming 
Ar.son 3d degree 
Mails, interfering with U. S . 
Attempted burglary (any degree) 
Blackmail 
Unlawful marriage 
Housebreaking 
Grand larceny 3d degree 
Attempted suicide 
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Canpulsory prostitution of wanen (VIolation Sec. 2460 NYS Penal Law) 
Escape 
Attempted kidnapping 
Criminal anarchy 
Attempted·rape 1st degree 
Rape and abduction . 
Attempted extortion . , . 
Possession of firearms (in NY: afterconvlctlon of felony) 
Larceny 1st degree t't t' 
Keeping a disorderly house/house of ill repute/house of pros 1 u 10n 

Habitual drunkenness , 
Frequenting disorderly houses/"frequentmg bad houses for 

purposes. of prosti t.ution" 
Disorderly person/discreetly juvenile 
Associating with prostitutes 
Truant 
Keeping bad canpnay 1 
Assault 3d degree! assault 3d degree and using threatening anguage 
Irrmorality 
Entering a hane with intent to rob 
Malicious mischief 

I 
! 
I 

I .. 

.. 

161 
162 
163 
164 
165 
166 
167 
168 
169 
170 

171 

172 
173 
174 

175 
176 
177 
178 
179 
180 

181 
182 
183 
184 
185 
186 
187' 
188 

189 
190 

OFFENSES (numerical listing) 

Bribery 
Housebreaking and Larceny 
Stealing" corn 
Attempt to entice for bnnoral purposes 
Horse stealing 
Attempted forgery (all degrees) 
Attempted housebreaking 
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Violation of Sec. 8 of Ordinances of Syracuse, NY 
Violation of Sec. 1, Chap. 1, Laws and Ordinances of Schnectady, NY 
Violation of Sec. 11, Chap. 1, Laws and Ordinances of Schnectady 

Forgery 3d (this code is used for this offense beginning with the 
work on Albion prison) 

Violating Sec. 43 of NYS Penal Law 
Violating Sec. 483 of NYS Penal Law 
Violating Sec. 25 of Chap. 9 of Ordinances of the City of Buffalo, NY _ 

soliciting for purposes of prostitution-code as/ combine with code 092 
Violating Sec. 720 of NYS Penal Law (1916) 
Concealing the birth of a child (NYS Penal Law Sec. 492) 
Corrupting the morals of a child (NYS Penal Law Sec. 494) 
Hypodermic syringe, sale of 
Violation of Sec. 17, Chap. 18, Ordinances of City of Syracuse, NY 
Neglecting one's children (NYS Penal Law (1918) Sec. 482 Subdiv. 1)/ 

Contributing to dependency and/or neglect of chi~dren (Oh.) . 
Violation of probation 
Violation of all city ordinances other than those listed separately above 
Exposure of person 
Unlawfully entering a building (not burglary) (NYS Penal Law (1921) Sec. 405) Incorrigibility 
Ungovernable child 
Thieving 
Saloon visiting 

Defrauding 
Under immoral influence 

191 Without ~ardianship/and exposed to immoral influences 192 Pocket plcking . 
193 Unlawful transJ,X>rtation of female 
194 Shooting to wound 
195 Fbrnication 
196 Oontributing to delinquency 
197 Habitual offender 
198 Non-support of children 
199 Delinquency 
200 Using obseene language 



201 
202 
203 
204 
205 
206 
207 
208 
209 
210 
211 
212 
213 
214 
215 
216 
217 
218 
219 
220 
221 
222 
223 
224 
225 
226 

227 
228 
229 
230 
231 
232 
233 
234 

666 
777 
888 
999 

~---------------------------------~ 

OFFENSES (numerical listing) 

Inducing illicit intercourse (Oh.) 
Uttering pad/forged check or note 
Possessing liquor 
~iolating liquor law 
Conte:npt of court 
Stabbing 
Carrying concealed \veapon (s) 
Resisting an officer 
Shooting 
Obscenity/giving away obscene pictures 
Buying stolen property 
Assault to maim 
Auto theft 
Stoning railway car/train 
Enticing and harboring minor in house of ill fame 
Burglarizing an inhabited building 
Throwing stones at a steam vessel 

Infanticide 
Impersonation 
Attempted abortion 
Accessory to rape on person under 16 
Counterfeiting 
Harboring a felon 
Issuing a false statement 
Pandering 
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Inducing illicit intercourse (NOTE: 

Associating with dissolute persons 
Libel 

This was coded accidentally; 
it is the same as #201) 

Public nuisance 
Procuring arsOn 
Rape and incest 
Suffering gaming 

c\ 

Violation of Seciton 228 of NY Penal Code 
Violation of Chapter 546 Section 146 of NY Laws of 1899 

(probably clerical error) 

no indication of a third, or second and third, offense 
illegible or unintelligible 
usually omitted 
no information on this case 
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SENTENCE 

CARD 
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COLUMN 

2 16-39 

If only one year is given (as in flat sentencing), code the sentence 
under llmax. II ,and for the min:ilnurn use this code: 

99 15 No minimum given 

Code 
99 12 "Indetenninatell or IIIndefinite" (Oh.) --use in the second four 

rolumns and in combination with 99 15 in first four columns 

Specified tenn of over 100 years 
"Life" 

99 13 
99 14 
99 15 No minimum given (this code should be used ONLY in the "min." colt:nl1I1s) 

illegible 
usually emitted 

77 77 
. 88 88 

99 99 no infor.mation for this ~;mate 

Offense: I 

min. yy MM 
(16-19) 

Max. YY MM 
(20-23) 

TYPE OF SENTENCE 

1 Simple 
'2 Concurrent 
3 Consecutive 

II 

Y.Y. MM 
(24-27) 

YY MM 
(28-31) 

III 

yy MM 
(32-35) 

YY MM 
(36-39) 

2 40 

4 Simple with punishment in addition to incarceration, such as fine 
5 Concurrent with punishment in addition to incarceration, such as fine 
6 Consecutive with punishment in addition to incarceration, such as fine 

7· illegible 
8 usually emitted_. 
9 no infor.mation for this inmate 

DATE.:.REcEIVED 
'I -.-
~cl-1i~//'~ 

77 7777 
88 8888 
99 9999 

illegible 
usually emitted 
no infonnation for this irnnate 

2 41-46 

For those who were transferred into Auburn in 1893, I have data on the 
date they arrived at Auburn (e.g., 05 1893) and also data on the date 
at\which they began serving this sentence in Onondaga Penitentiary, King's 
County Penitentiary, and so on (e.g., 05 1885). It is the latter datiF- . 
which I am recording in the space for Date Received, for the most imporatant 
information is how much time did she serve on this charge, irrespective of 
whether her sentence began at the State Prison for Homen (~Thich opene~ in 
1893) or at a different institutions. 

- =::a::::::: 



DATE SENTENCEl) 

MM YY'iY 

77 7777 
88 8888 
99 9999 

illegible 
usually emitted 
no information for this inmate 

PRIOR COMMI'IMENTS 

Columns 53-54: Type of Prior 
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CARD COLUMN 

2 47-52 

2 53-57 

01 Previous arrest(s) or conviction(s) but no commitments (e.g., charges 
dropped, probation) 

.02 Prior corrmitments both penal and non-penal 
03 Prior commitmentTs), clearly non-penal institution only (e.g., orphanage) 
04 Prior corrmibnent(s), but one or more of the institutions is 

difficult to identify as to its status as penal or non-penal 
05 Prior corrmibnent(s) to a penal institution, but unclear whether 

it was a jail, penitentiary, reformatory, etc. 
06 Prior corrmitrnent(s) to a juvenile penal institution, jail, county 

penitentiary, adult reformatory, and/or prison 
66 "None," "Never," etc. (do NOT use for blanks) 

77 illegible; unintelligible; impossible to code because of idiosyncratic 
data 

88 usually omitted 
99 no information for this inmate (could imply "None") or not enough 

information to code this item 

Column 55 = To juv:enile penal institution 

1 one time 
2 two times 
3 three times 
4 four times 
5 five times or more 
6 "None," "Never," etc. (do NOT use for blanks) 

7 illegible or unintelligible 
8 usually omitted 
9 no information for this inmate (could imply "None"): or not enough 

information to code this item 

ColUmn 56: 'I'D jail and/or county penitentiary (excluding corrmibnent to 
jailor penitentiary for current offense before arrival 
at prison) 

1-9 as above for Column 55 

Column 57: To state prison and/or state -supported reformatory for adults 
(exclusive of cUrrent cdrnmitment and sentence) . 

1-9 as 0 al:::ove for colut.1fl· 55 

END OF CARD WO 
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NCX\T BEGINS CARD THREE 

CARD COliJMN 

3 1-6 

ID. NO. 

Column 1 ~ state and Prison 

1 Tennessee State penitentiary 
2 New York--Auburn 
3 New York--Albion 
4 . Ohio peni tentia..ry 
5 Ohio Reformatory 
6 California 

Columns 2-5: Case ~~r 

Same as for card 1 (see page 2) 

column 6: Card Number 

3 (for card 3) 

DATE(S) OOT 

Occasion of 
release 

METHOD OF RELEASE 

See next page 

1st 

MM YYY.Y 
(7-12) 

66 6666 

77 7777 
88 8888 
99 9999 

2d 

MM YYYY. 
(13-18) 

3d 

MM YYYY. 
(19-24) 

3 7-24 
(1st: 7-12 
2d: 13-18 
3d: 19-24) 

None given (use this code ONLY under 
"2d" and "3d" & only if "1st" is given) 

illegible 
usually anitted 
no information for this inmate 

3 25-30 
('1st: 25-26 
2d: 27-28 
3d: 29-30) 
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HETHOD OF RELEASE 

Columns 25-,26: First time out 

Absent "lith leave--see Temporary Parole 
26 "Absolute Discharge" or "Discharge" or "Final Release" 

27 Commitment to another·pena~reformative institution (not transfer 
but, e.g., from parole) 

01 "Commutation" 
21 Commutation but with time added for bad behavior 
02 Conditional pardon 
03 Court-ordered (include writ of H.C. here) 

04 
05 

32 
33 
34 

Deportation 
Died or killed (other than execution) 
"Discharge"--see "Absolute Discharge" 
Discharge to care of parents/husband/other relative 
Discharged because sick (T.B. usually and flu) 
Discharged as unfit subject for institution/improper commitm~nt 

06 Escape 
07 Execution 
08 Expiration of sentence without possibility of Good Time-type credits* 
09 Expiration of sentence with Good Time type credits 
10 Expiration of sentence, Good Time-type credits possible but 

denied totally or'partially* 

"Final Release"--see "Absolute Discharge" 

11 Held beyond expiration. of sentence, apparently 

29 Illegal commitment, returned to court or to. own home 

28 Out on informal trial as domestic (preparole) 

12 Pardon 
13 Parole to position as domestic** 
14 Parole to relative or husband. 
15 Parole,'other or to whom/what not indicated 
37 Payment of fine/costs 

21 Release before evident legal date 
35 Released by order of Attorney Genei~l or other government agency 
38 Released to begin new sentence 
39 Released to Federal authorities 
25 Remission of fine and then parole 
16 Reparole 
23 Reversal of judgement 

22 Special commutation (Governor reduces sentence to time served) 
24 Special commutation by Governor followed by parole 
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~rnTHOD OF RELEASE (continued) 

36 
17 

18 

19 

20 

30. 

31 

55 

66 
77 
88 
99 

* 

** 

Temporary parole/absent with lea 
Transfer to institution for i ve 

Gowanda; Ohio: Lima' Clens~ne~(NYS): Rochester State HoSpital/ 
to hospitals for insa~e cr~~i~:ISS~ate Hospital. Include transfer 

·Transfer to institution for ment~ll ere. 
Delinquent units)-Rome State S hY ~?al,'aed (incI~ding Defective 
Defective Delinquency Unit t ~ ~o Letchworth Vlllage/Newark/ 

Tra
t
nsf7r to~another penal inst~tutio~ 

o ltem 1t27) (direct transfer, in contrast 
Transfer, other--include d' h 

a Sherriff lSc arge to Superintendent of Poor or to 

Writ of Habeus C orpus--see Court-ordered 

Pardoned of one of several sentences 
(but not all) and then paroled 

Special cOmmutation by G 
overnor followed by expiration with Good Time 

Expiration of sentence b t . 
whether Good Time-typ~ sOdu:ce lS not explicit/clear as to 

N t . cre ltS were or wer 
.0 glven for 2d Or 3d release but e not awarded 
lllegible was given in the first instance 
usually omitted 
no inforreation for this inmate 

"Good Time-type credits" . 
good behavior even h ar~ deflned as any time off for 
"H w en, as In Tennessee, it,was 0 . 

Onor Grade" time and ~vas awarded in add' t . s "metlmes called 
Good Time credit. l lon to regular" 

"Position as domestic" 
so f is kde.fined as a POsition involv;ng 
, ~e,' orm of cleaning, co .... 
Pr t 0 lng, s.ervl,·ng or wash;ng for a lva e employer or f .... 

or a state lnstltution. 

Columns 27-30 

Use code for Columns 25-26 
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CRIME PARTNERS 

CARD 

3 

COLUMN 

31-32 

Code only for the current conviction offense. 

01 
02, 
03 
04 
05 
06 
07 
08 
09 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

17 

No indication of crime partners ~vas noted 
Indication of 1 female partner ,vas noted 
Indication of 2 female partners ,vas noted 
Indication of 3 or more female partners was noted 
Indication of 1 male partner was noted 
Indication of 2 male partners was noted 
Indication of 3 or more male partners was noted 
Indication of 1 female, 1 male partner was noted 
Indication of 1 female, 2 male partners was noted 
Indication of 1 female, 3 or more male partners was noted 
Indication of 2 females 1 male partner was noted 
Indication of 2 female, 2 male partners was noted 
Indication of 2 female, 3 or more male partners was noted 
Indication of 3 or more female, 1 male partner was noted 
Indication of 3 or more female and 2 male partners was noted 
Indication of 3 or more female and 3 or wore male partners {vas noted 

Indication of crime partner(s) but not of their number or sex 

~ II 
I 
I 

I 
I 
t , 

r 
\ 

II 

I 

I 
1\ 

! 

',I 
t 
I 
1 

I 
, j 

j, 
j 

" 

, 
, " 

/ 

/ 
Loc. of Doc. 
Type of Doc. 
Doc. LD. 
Page 

Name 

Source of in fo • Ct:os&< ref. 

_________ -r---~-- --

". '0', 

page 1 
Cross-ref. 

------------------------------- Prison No.: 

Alias 
*************************** ********'1;***************************************************>":i:i,*,':~:* 

I CARD ONE I 
ID. NO. II! ; I ~ I 

0-6) :...-1.., ..... I......l-I ...!-..l.L......! 

AGE AT RECEPTION (7-8) 

CD 
96 years and over 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

DATE OF BIRTH (9-14) 

MM YYYY 

I I ! I i 1\ 

96 
97 
98 
99 

illegible 
usually omit'd 
no info. this 

77 7777 
88 8888 

case 99 9999 

RACE (15-16) 

African 
Black 
Brown/CQl/Mul/Neg 
Chinese 
Eskimo 
Indian/Amer I.I Red 
J:apanese 
Oriental/Yellow 
!Yhite 

01 
02 
03 
04 
05 
06 
07 
08 
09 

Other ________ _ 

illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

PLACE OF BIRTH (17-19) 

California 
New York 
Ohio 

77 
88 
99 

005 
032 
035 

Tennessee 042 
Other _______ _ 

illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

777 
888 
999 

PARENTS' PLACE OF BIRTH(20-21) 

OJ 
Born USA 
Foreign-born 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

1 
2 
7 
8 
9 

I CARD ONE, CONT. 

OCCUPATION (22-24) 

Cook 
Domestic 
Factory 
Farm 
Housekeeper!H.K. 
Housewife 
Houseworker 
Laundress/Laundry 
Maid 
Nurse 
Seamstress 
Servant 
Waitress 
Washing/wash woman 
Wife 

026 
037 
041 
042 
084 
059 
114 
066 
070 
077 
087 
089 
106 
107 
109 Other __________ _ 

H.W., Housew., etc. (ambi
guousHousework & House
wife) 

"None" 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

RELIGION (25-26) 

Baptist 
Catholic (Roman) 
Christian 
Jewish 
Methodist 
Protestant 
Other 

555 
666 
777 
888 
999 

05 
06 
07 
18 
21 
27 

----------~----

"None," "Irreligious" 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

MARITAL STATUS (27)' 

Single 
Married 
Common-lawj Cohab. 
Separated 
Divorced 
Widowed 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

66 
77 
88 
99 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

ICARD TWO 

OFFENSE (7-15) 

I: I .I I I 
(7-9) 

II: IIIJ 
(10-12) 

III: ~I (13- 5) 

Abortion 
ArS9tl
Assault 
Assault & Battery 
DisorderlY Conduct 

. Disturbance Peace 
Drunk & Disorderly 
Indecent Behav. 
InvoI. MansI. 
Larceny , 
Larceny 2d deg. 
Larceny 3d deg. 
Lewd & Lascivious 
Manslaughter 
Murder 
Murder 1st deg. 
Murder 2d deg.' 
Petit larceny (PL) 
Prostitution 
R & CS Goods 
Vagrancy 
Volunt. MansI. 
Wantonness 
N'aywardness 

Other: 
I: 
II: 
III: 

illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

002 
016 
019 
020 
048 
049 
051 
067 
070 
071 
108 
109 
074 
078 
081 
082 
084 
089 
092 
093 
103 
105 
106 
107 

777 
888 
999 

,I 
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CARD TWO, CONT_ 

SENTENCE (16-39) 
min. max. 

YYMM 

I j ; I j I 
(16-19) 

YYMM 
i I I i 

II - ! i ' 1 
(24-2.7) 

YYMM IIIIDJJJ I I 
, I 

(32-35) 

YYMM 

DID! , / 
(20-23) 

YY~H 
, I . I ' 
Iii I i 
! , 

(28-31) 
YYMM 

JJJJ 
(36-39) 

Over 100 years 
"Life" 
No min. given 
illegible 
usually omitted 

99 13 
99 14 
99 15 
7777 
88 88 

no info. this case '99 99 

TYPE OF SENTENCE (40) 

Simple 
Concurrent 

1 
2 

Consecutive 3 
Simple w. extra punish. 4 
Concur. w. extra punish. 5 
Consec. w, extra punish. 6 
illegible 7 
usually omitted 8 
nQ info. this case 9 

DATE RECEIVED (41-46) 

Mli YYYY 

\ I j I I ! I 
DATE SENTENCED (47-52) 

liM YYYY 

II 1/ I I I 
PRIOR COMMITMENTS (53-57) 

Type of orior (53-54) 

Something but no coomit. 01 
Commits., penal & non-po 02 
Commit., non-penal only 03 
Commit. > unknOW"II ins t' n 04 
Commit., penal, but 

type unclear . 05 
Commit." spefic. penal 06 
!lNone," "Never,1I (not 

for blanks) 66 
illegible 77 
usually omi tted 88 
no into. this case 

(could ~ none) 99 

J 

I CARD TWO! CONT. 

(PRIOR COMMITMENTS, cont.) 

To Juv. Penal Inst. (55) 

One time (prev.) 
Two times 
Three times 
Four times 
Five times.or more 
"None," "Never" (not for 

blanks) 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

(could ~ none) 

TO.lail or County Penit. (56) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

6 
7 
8 

9 

One time (prev. offense) 1 
Two times 2 
Three times 3 
Four times 4 
Five times or more 5 

. "None," "Never" (not for 
blanks) 6 

illegible 7 
usually omitted 8 
no info. this case 

(could ~ none) 9 

To .Prison /Adult Reformatory (57) 

One time (prev. offense) 
Two times 
Three times 
Four times 
Five times or more 
"None, "Never" (not for 

blanks) 
illegible 
usually omitted 
no info. this case 

(could imoly none) 

I CARD THREE 1 

ID. NO.: I ' " I i 31 
(1-6) I f 1 I , 

DATE(S) OUT (7-24) 
M~ YYYY 

1st I I r iii 
(7-12) 

M M ,Y Y Y Y 

2d I' i ! i I, i 
I ! I. 1 

(13-18) 
not given 2d inst- but 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

6 
7 
8 

9 

is given in 1st 66 6666 

MM YYYY 

3d I I II II ! 
(19-24) 

not given in 3d inst. 
but is in 1st and 
2d 66 6666 

I 

page 2 

I CARD THREE! CONT. 

METHOD OF RELEASE (25-30) 

1st OJ time 
(25-26) 

2d m time L..-...!-_ 
(27-28) 

3d OJ time 
(29-30) 

"Commutation" 
Died/killed 

01 
05 

Escaped 06 
Expiration, GT imposs. 08 

.Expiration with GT 09 
Expirat 'n, GT denied '10 
Pardon 12 
Parole to domestic job 13 
Parole to relative/husb. 14 
Parole, other 15 
Reparole 16 
Transfer to inst'n for 

insane 17 
Transfer to inst'n for 

MR's (incl. DD units) 18 
Transfer to· another 

penal institution 19 
Transfer, other 20 Other ___ ' __________________ __ 

Unclear if GT credits 55 
Not given oeyond 1st, or 

1st & 2d; release 66 
illegible 77 
usually omitted 88 
no info. for this case 99 

CRiME PARTNERS .(31-32) 

No indication of part-
ners noted 01 

1 female 02 
2 female 03 
3 or more female 04 
1 male 05 
2 male 06 
3 or more male 07 
1 female & 1 male 08 
1 female & 2 males 09 
1 female & 3 or more ma.e 10 
2 female & 1 male 11 
2 female & 2 male 12 
2 female & 3 or more mle 13 
3 or more fern. , 1 male 14 
3 OJ: more fern. , 2 male 15 
3 or more fem. , 3 or mere 

male 16 

Other _____________ _ 
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