
HOUSE.... No. 208.

Commcmtucatt!) of iUasaadjuattta.

H o u s e  o f  R e p r é s e n t a t iv e s , Slay 1, 1848.

T h e  J o in t  S t a n d in g  C o m m it t e e  o n  P r is o n s , to whom were re
ferred so much of the governor’s message as related to the 
state prison ; also, sundry memorials and petitions in relation 
to the condition of prisons and prisoners, in this Common
wealth ;—h a v in g , by a personal inspection of many of these 
prisons, as well as by means of information derived from 
other reliable sources, duly considered the whole subject, ask 
leave to

R E P O  R T :
In the hope of doing something to improve the condition of 

the class of prisoners, who are scattered over various parts of 
the Commonwealth, in the houses of correction and jails, the 
committee have not contented themselves with the usual an
nual visit to the state-prison, but have visited and examined as 
many of the abovenamed institutions as the limits of the ses
sion and their opportunities would permit. They have received 
returns from the keepers of the jails upon various points. 
They have derived much valuable information from intelligent 
gentlemen who were familiar with the general subject, or who 
were particularly interested and well-informed upon some de-
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partments of it. They have thus endeavored, by all the means 
in their power, to make themselves thoroughly acquainted with 
the condition of the prisons, with an earnest desire to ascertain 
in what particulars the existing laws may be advantageously 
revised, or their observance more strictly enforced. In addi
tion to these reasons, the committee have felt, that, in confin
ing their observation to any one prison, they could not be ex
pected, nor would they be able, to form a correct judgment of 
its merits or defects.

Before giving any detailed accounts of their visits, let us 
consider, for a moment, what are the purposes to be accom
plished by the erection and maintenance of prisons, and what 
results they are expected to produce.

The first design of a prison is, obviously, to protect soci
ety, by a separation from itself, against those lawless indi
viduals, who, by their attacks upon the rights of its members, 
would otherwise mar its integrity, or destroy its harmony. 
This separation, so far as it may be regarded as a punishment, 
is in exact accordance with the natural laws, which attach an 
inevitable penalty to their infraction, and in this way point out 
to men the paths of danger. And it is, in this regard, intended 
as a salutary warning to those evil-disposed persons, whose 
crimes are not yet sufficiently distinguished as to forfeit for 
them their liberty, or whose superior sagacity and adroitness 
have enabled them, so far, to avoid detection and the punishment 
which their transgressions m erit; and, lastly, to restore the 
unhappy subjects of this discipline to such a condition, so far 
as they have fallen from it, morally, intellectually and physic
ally, as might qualify them to become useful members of 
that society whose necessary and salutary laws they have vio
lated. We would not here be understood to express any sym
pathy with the views entertained by some, who lose sight of 
the well-being of the whole body of society, in their mawkish 
sensibility for the deserved suffering of one of its members, and 
who, by their conduct, would seem to desire the safety of a part 
at the expense of the whole. We believe there are crimes of so 
deep a dye, that a due regard to the majesty of the laws, and 
a merciful consideration for the safety of the innocent victims
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of such offences, demand, with entire justice, the perpetual 
imprisonment, or even sometimes the life, of their perpetra
tors. Still, every prisoner has rights which we most cheer
fully acknowledge, and which should be the more scrupulous
ly respected, because h is very situation, as such, makes it 
the more difficult for him to maintain them. He is at the 
mercy of a greater power. Surely imprisonment and death 
are hitter enough, and have within themselves elements of suf
fering sufficient to render legal satisfaction for any crime. 
Where, then, is the right to superadd to either of these a denial 
of the common mercies of Providence, and to deprive the 
prisoner of the means of maintaining or establishing his bodily 
or moral health during the weary days and nights which may 
be allotted to him 1

How much more when the prisoner is not a criminal—when 
he is detained for examination only—as a witness—or as a debt
or 1 And yet all these are done in this State of Massachusetts. 
Prisoners are shut up, in the old jails, month after month, 
year after year, in crowded, filthy rooms, without air, without 
water, without exercise, employment, or instruction. There 
are not, excepting in two or three instances, any bath-rooms, 
or any suitable conveniencies for bathing—no means for venti
lation—no lights at night—no habits of industry encouraged—■ 
no chaplain or teachers provided. They are only schools of 
vice, where the younger are taught by the older sinners, and 
their whole effect must be to make their inmates worse, instead 
of better. They are insecure, not easily supervised, and in all 
respects are decidely inferior, in structure and management, to 
the houses of correction, or the state prison ; to either of which 
it would be almost a charity to commit prisoners in preference.

They ought by all means to be re-modelled at the earliest pos
sible period.

Construction of Prisons.—It is obvious, from what has been 
already said, that a prison must be constructed with a direct 
reference to the purposes for which it is to be used ; and with 
an especial regard to the necessities and circumstances of those 
who are expected to occupy it; or it must inevitably fail to ac
complish them under the most discreet and well-applied man
agement.
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Security.

An insecure prison is a contradiction in terms. There should 
be no opportunity for escape. All hope of this ought to expire 
in the mind of a prisoner the moment he enters its doors. It is 
an important step in his discipline. With no delusive idea of 
shortening his allotted term of imprisonment, he submits him
self, if not immediately, at last quietly and resignedly, to the 
fate which he is satisfied he cannot avoid. And the structure 
of the state prison, and of the houses of correction, which are 
modelled upon it with some additional advantages, will, in the 
view of the committee, be very likely to have such an effect 
upon the mind of almost any prisoner; while the antiquated 
and insecure plan of the old jails would especially invite attempts 
to escape on the part of the prisoner, and efforts to aid him on 
the part of accomplices from without.

But, in these days of mechanical ingenuity and enterprise, 
there are convicts who could scale any walls, or pick any locks, 
if they had but time and the opportunity, so that, after all, the 
greatest security of a prison must consist in the vigilance of 
its officers, and the perfection of its system of surveillance. 
The prison, to this end, should be so constructed that the keep
er, at any time of day or night, should be able to command a 
view of the position of every prisoner at a glance. This is the 
case at the state prison, and at most of the houses of correction; 
but it is an impossibility in the old jails. The keeper should also 
be so situated in regard to the prisoners, as to hear even from 
his sleeping apartment the least unusual noise ; but as the jails 
are at present arranged, the prisoners may make the “ night hid
eous” with their cries, without awaking the keeper, or the 
watchman of the prison, or, if he is aware of some disturbance, 
it is impossible for him to charge the offence upon any particu
lar prisoner.

Salubrity.
The prison should be so constructed, as to preserve, as far 

as possible, the health of its inmates. It will be admitted, 
we presume, that the State, by her agents, has no right to de-
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stroy the vigor of the constitution, or to enfeeble the physical 
powers of prisoners, to such a degree as to affect their viability, 
or to deprive them of the health upon which they must depend 
after their release to procure a livelihood for themselves, or fam
ilies. Does not, then, the converse proposition stand upon the 
same basis, viz., that the State is also bound to take all neces
sary measures to preserve their health ?

The necessary means for accomplishing this desirable end, are
1. Ventilation.
2. Cleanliness.
3. Exercise.

Ventilation.—Man is a respiratory animal. He breathes, and 
therefore he exists. The design of respiration is, to supply the 
blood, through the lungs, with the oxygen from the atmos
phere, which is necessary to sustain life, and, at the same time, 
to throw off from the system the carbonic acid gas, a product 
of the combustion which is constantly going on there, and a 
deadly poison. In  the open air, this poison is constantly ab
sorbed by vegetation, and a fresh supply of oxygen given out 
in liberal quantities; but in a close room the air is constantly 
deteriorating, and in a short time becomes unfit for respiration, 
and, when the carbonic acid in it amounts to six or eight per 
cent., will destroy life as certainly as immersion in water. Yet, 
in estimating the amount of fresh air to be supplied, we ought 
not merely to look at what the system will tolerate, but to 
supply that amount which will sustain the most vigorous exist
ence for the longest period.

Now the prisons are almost without any adequate or syste
matic arrangements for ventilation, and the prisoners suffer 
very much from the want of it. Few of them are ventilated, 
the house of correction at South Boston being the best exam
ple, while the jail in the same county is, in this respect as in 
all others, the worst* Ventilation includes warming, for the 
want of which many of the rooms in the jails are now entirely 
abandoned during the winter.

Cleanliness.—This is a most important item, and includes, of

* This building has been several times indicted as a nuisance, and certainly no place of the 
kind better deserves the name.
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course, the cleansing of the apartments, the bedding, and the 
clothes and persons of the prisoners. The most necessary point 
to be considered in the present case, and the one which is the 
most neglected in all the prisons, is the universal want of suit
able baths and other conveniences for daily ablution.

If the entire body of the prisoner is cleansed daily by a 
bath, as it should be, much labor will be saved in washing the 
bedding and clothes, and the prisoners will be more vigorous, 
cheerful, and active. Bathing is one of the most important 
means for preserving health under any circumstances. We 
most earnestly recommend immediate attention to this point. 
The trouble and expense of a daily shower-bath would be a 
thousand times compensated by its benefits.

Exercise and Labor.—As has already been remarked, the 
prisoners in the jails are the greatest sufferers in this regard. 
We have seen them striding to and fro, in their contracted 
rooms, with the utmost appearance of suffering from the want 
of it, and all, who were questioned on the point, expressed 
great eagerness to avail themselves of any labor, if it could be 
allowed. If well ventilated workshops were attached as they 
should be to all the jails, the condition of prisoners would be 
vastly improved, and the saving of expense to the counties 
would be very considerable. Many years ago, the jails in 
Switzerland were conducted on the plan of permitting labor to 
this class of prisoners, and an allowance of one sixth of the 
profits of the work was given to them as an encouragement. 
The results were in all cases admirable.

Instruction.

This is a most important consideration in the conduct of 
prisons. So far, the advantages offered by the laws, and the 
voluntary efforts of individuals, have not been so extensive
ly useful as might be desired. If the several prisons were 
lighted at night, and some assistance were allowed by the 
various authorities to procure teachers, who should instruct 
those who are desirous or in need of such instruction in the 
elementary parts of education, much good might be accom
plished. If there were no moral considerations involved in the



1848.] HOUSE—No. 208. 7

care of prisoners, the dictates of policy merely would be of 
sufficient weight to enforce attention to the various points to 
which allusion has now been made. If prisoners are kept in 
a cleanly and healthy condition, and taught and trained to 
habits of industry, they are much more likely to be reformed, 
to respect themselves and each other, and the state is, at the 
same time, saving herself the risk of supporting, after their dis
charge, so many otherwise idle, vicious, and helpless vaga
bonds.

In the remarks which we have made, in regard to some of 
the prisons, we have endeavored to set down “ naught in mal
ice, but rather extenuate;” for we have, in all cases, been 
assisted, with the utmost readiness and courtesy, by the various 
officers connected with them; and their errors and omissions,— 
where observed,—in the treatment of prisoners, are, in most 
cases, to be attributed to the circumstances,—often regretted by 
themselves,—in which the state of the laws, or the structure of 
the buildings, has placed them.

The State Prison.
This institution was visited by the whole committee? and 

found to be, in most respects, in excellent condition. The dis
cipline we believe to be unexceptionable, and the productiveness 
of the labor of the prisoners is a sufficient evidence of the excel
lence and energy with which the affairs of its internal economy 
are conducted. The workshops are entirely without ventila
tion, and that of the prison itself could be much improved. 
Much attention has been paid to the fact, that there have been 
no deaths in the prison for some time past; and there is a con
sequent impression, that all its circumstances are therefore the 
most favorable to the preservation of health. Such is not, how
ever, the opinion of the committee. The want of ventilation,— 
above referred to,—the necessity of more frequent bathing, and 
the exclusion from the open air,—the only time now allowed 
being ten minutes,* twice daily,—are certainly causes which 
cannot exist without some prejudicial effect on the health of 
prisoners.

* To this should [be added the time taken in passing to and from the workshops; which 
would make about 45 minutes altogether.
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It is undoubtedly true, as reported, that there has been a re
markable immunity from severe and fatal disease among the 
prisoners; but this should be considered, in our opinion, partly 
as an evidence of what their constitutions—originally stronger, 
perhaps, than those of the average of an equal number of persons 
out of prison—will endure. It is a well-known physiological 
fact, that the conservative powers of the constitution will often 
adapt it to the most difficult circumstances, if their continuance 
or frequent repetition render it necessary. For example,—a 
dislocated bone, after a time, will move very well in a new and 
unnatural socket; the stomach will digest, often for a consid
erable length of time, certain articles, which are, in themselves, 
highly indigestible. But the new joint does not play with the 
precision and ease of the old one; and the stomach will, at last, 
break down in its unequal task, and be finally rendered inca
pable of disposing of the lightest and most wholesome food. So 
that, notwithstanding the apparently favorable condition of the 
health of the prisoners, we cannot doubt, that they must often 
leave the prison in a condition not wholly adapted to grapple 
with the vicissitudes of a necessarily less regular and more ex
posed life.

We think the connection of the cooking and washing de
partments in the same room, very disadvantageous. It gives 
a general air of discomfort to that part of the house, which, 
perhaps, may account for our impression, that the state prison 
was, in point of neatness, far inferior to another prison in 
Suffolk county, where the annual number of prisoners is much 
greater, their sentences shorter, and their habits, previous to 
admission, much more filthy.

We would recommend that the windows of the outer walls 
of the main prison be so enlarged, as to give sufficient light for 
reading in the cells. This object, however, cannot be fully ac
complished without substituting, for the present cell doors, those 
made with round iron bars and open grated.

The warden has, with commendable zeal, established an 
evening school for reading, which he thinks, has proved of 
much advantage, and we think an appropriation annually for 
this purpose would be a wise thing.
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Houses o f Correction.
We have already spoken of the general structure of these 

prisons, and referred to their superior advantages. Their prin
cipal defects are, want of ventilation and a regular system of 
bathing, both of which can be easily remedied by the proper 
authorities, without the necessity for any large expenditure of 
money. In all the houses of correction, the prisoners are em
ployed in various industrial pursuits, under the superintendence 
of those who contract for the labor ; thus saving the expense of 
supervision to the counties, and ensuring constant and close 
attention to their work.

The House of Correction at South Boston
Has attracted much attention from the committee, and they 
can most cordially recommend it as a model, in its wonderful 
neatness and the perfection of its discipline, worthy of imita
tion by any institution in the state. The whole prison is well 
lighted at night. The prisoners, as at the state-prison, are 
separated at night, or for discipline, and congregate without 
being allowed to communicate, during the day,—this method 
having, in the opinion of the committee, all the advantages of 
both systems, without the disadvantages of either.

House of Correction at Worcester.

This is a good building and pretty well kept. Ventilation, 
bad. Number of prisoners, forty. The rooms for female pris
oners are entirely unsuitable. There was an insane man here, 
sent some years ago from the Worcester Hospital, which is 
within sight and at a short distance. The jail now makes part 
of this building, and has every necessary convenience. There 
is an excellent work-shop ; and a chapel, in which a Sabbath 
school is kept and religious services are held. For these, and 
several other valuable improvements, the county is indebted 
to the Sheriff, Mr. Lincoln.

House of Correction at Ipswich.

This is a well-kept institution, and the prisoners seemed to be 
well disciplined by their very judicious keeper. Some of the 

2
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prisoners, as a privilege for good conduct, are allowed to go out 
of the building to labor, under the charge of an assistant keeper 
and contractor. There is a poor little epileptic boy, 10 years 
of age, here, in prisoners’ garb, who was committed solely on 
account of his misfortunes, and without any crime. The insane 
hospital for Essex county is an adjoining building.

The ja il is a separate structure, having all the defects of the 
other old jails.

House of Correction at Cambridge.

This does not differ from those already described, excepting 
that it has a range of under-ground dungeons, intended for pun
ishment; whose use should be abandoned, as they are not fit to 
be inhabited by any human being. We found in two close cells, 
which are situated upon the basement floor, two little boys, the 
one 12, and the other 14 years of age, who had been detained 
there without any bed but the floor, for three days and nights. 
The youngest was flushed and feverish, and said that he had 
not slept for more than twenty-four hours. We thought the pun
ishment by far too severe to be applied to boys of that age. 
This is about to be ventilated.

The jail in the same yard is well kept, but is an unsafe and 
inconvenient old building.

House of Correction at Dedham.

This is a modern structure, and convenient in its arrange
ment—no ventilation—no baths—not neatly kept—one of the 
cells being used as a privy, contrary to the statute.

There are three insane persons here, one male, and two fe
males. The females were very filthy and neglected.

The jail is also on the old plan, and as bad as any.

The Jails.

An inspection of several other jails not yet alluded to, and 
the returns from the various jails, made to this committee, have 
satisfied us that the inherent badness of construction, of which 
we have already spoken, makes an exact conformity to the
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statutes difficult. The prisoners are crowded together, from the 
fact that many of the rooms are not trustworthy, and often be
cause they cannot be warmed; and the convicted and uncon
victed, the old and young, are mixed up, with an indiscrimina
tion entirely in violation of law.

There were, on the first of April, in the nineteen jails of the 
Commonwealth, one hundred and eighty-nine prisoners. The 
whole number of cells was reported to be three hundred and 
nine, of which only one hundred and thirty-nine were occupied.

The jails at Springfield, Lenox, and Greenfield are ex
ceptions to most others in the State, being constructed upon the 
admirable plan of the houses of correction. The jail prisoners, 
at the two first, are furnished with the means of labor, of which 
they gladly avail themselves. These all require ventilation, and 
some better accommodations for females are wanted at Spring- 
field.

With these facts before them, the committee are unanimously 
of the opinion, that something should be done in regard to the 
old jails, and would respectfully suggest, whether they could 
not be so constructed as to obviate the necessity for an entirely 
new class of prisons, to be called houses of detention.

It seems to them also, that the jails should themselves be 
provided with classes of apartments of various grades, and 
fitted up with particular reference to the different classes of 
prisoners who can be appropriately assigned to them. In con
clusion, we have only to remark that, however well con
structed a prison may be, its benefits may be entirely lost, if its 
discipline is not well administered, and its advantages availed 
of, by keepers, who shall not only possess the mere physical 
powers, which have too long been the chief requisites for such 
officers, but also, who shall be distinguished for the possession 
of those intellectual and moral qualities which can alone thor
oughly fit them for the performance of their responsible duties.

And the committee do, therefore, unanimously recommend 
the passage of the accompanying bill.

HENRY G. CLARK,
For the Committee.
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Abstract of Returns from the Jails o f the Commonwealth, show
ing their condition, April 1, 1848.

Name of Jail.
Whole 

number of 
Prisoners.

Whole 
number of 

Cells.

Number of 
Cells occu

pied.

Do the Prison
ers have any 
baths ?

Do the Prison
ers have any 
employment ?

B arn stab le , 7 6 4 no no
B oston, - - 58 63 38 no no
C am bridge , - - 9 12 5 no no
C oncord , - - - 4 9 4 no no
D edham , - - - 10 9 5 no no
E d g arto w n , - - 2 2 1 no no
G reenfield , - - 1 11 1 yes no
Ip sw ich , - - - 2 15 2 no no
L enox , - - 7 7 7 no yes*
L ow ell, - - 18 26 18 no no
N a n tu c k e t, - - 1 4 1 no no
N ew  B edford, - - 7 14 3 no no
N ew buryport, - - 2 6 2 yes no
N ortham pton , - - 2 6 2 no no
P lym o u th , - - 15 9 7 no no
S alem , - - 19 20 14 no no
Springfield , - - 13 36 13 no yes
T a u n to n , - - - 4 13 4 no no
W o rc e s te r , - 8 40 8 som etim es no

189 309 139

* There is also an evening school, under the voluntary instruction of the keeper.
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0ommontueaUij of jHaasacijtiBftts.

In the 1 ear One Thousand Eight Hundred and Forty-
Eight.

AN ACT
In relation to the Treatment of Prisoners.

B e  it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa
tives, in General Court assembled, and by the authority of 
the same, as fo llow s:

1 Sect. 1. Each prisoner, who may be confined in
2 any of the prisons of the Commonwealth, shall have
3 a daily bath of cold water, which shall be applied to
4 the whole surface of the body, unless, by reason of the
5 sickness of said prisoner, such bath shall be hurtful
6 or dangerous.

1 Sect. 2. The state prison and the houses of cor-
2 rection shall, within six months after the passage of
3 this act, be ventilated in a suitable and efficient man-
4 ner.




