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A Quick Look at 
U.S.A. Prisons 

S. F. JOHNSON 

CASTING AROUND after taking up my 
appointment as tutor organiser I 
was quite shattered to find how 
little was known (at least at local 
level. by all ranks within the Ser
vice) of other prison services or 
their equivalents; of experiments 
in process; of methods in or out 
of vogue elsewhere. There were. 
it is true. a number of vast generali
sations about "what happened in 
X-land". but they were but very 
occasionally (coincidentally?) true. 
I was therefore determined to find 
out something of the wider implica
tions of the aims of the task which 
now confronted me. Even the fairly 
few academic establishments deal
ing in any way with "criminology" 
were not especially helpful. What 
remained was thus a personal do
it-yourself study. I read books and 
theses and pamphlets. 

I wrote personally to all Euro
pean countries having embassies in 
London-the result of the latter 
was at once heartening and soul
searing. They were helpful . . . 

re so: 
could scarcely have been mO "this 
but many wrote in termS that all 
is the first enquiry we hav~ had al 
this subject (treatment tn. pe;ge 
establishment of males In. ed 
group 15-21) that we have recelV 

in x years". t 
" ee fa The next step was to S Ie? 

oneself". What help was availab : 
't true. None. No. this was not qUI e to 

a tutor organiser has since b~e~as 
Russia with some aid: but It visit 
nearly true. Where should one 
first? U.S.A. d 

A teaching organisation h~lpe II 
to arrange the travel within lV
charter group-thus virtually ~t~ 
ing the fare return to New (Ild 
City. I gave up my leave ~ve 
thereby my wife and children g ote 
up a year's holidays!) ... I 'Yt

llds 
to friends. and to friends of fr1fiew 
in U.S.A.. and in July 1965 ble 
out of Gatwick still scarcely Ii 

to believe my good fortune. to 
I t is not a part of this notetter 

describe the U.S.A.. far. far be ed 
pens than mine have produc 
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travelogues - whilst there one 
Co • a ~ered by road (bus and car). rail 
an. plane. well over 8.000 miles; 
n tlrmg performance in itself. but 
\\~ver has travel proved more 

rthwhile. The soft North Ameri
cIan intonation "thank you for 
ray 11' e mg Greyhound" and the 

respo 
"th nse of "you're welcome" to 
on ank you" became a part not 
111 Iy of speech but of life. The 
litre lurid patterns of American 
W e etched by television ,and cinema 
reert not in most instances appa
w~., Although I did, for a short 
111 lIe, become a kind of unlucky 
A aSCot, arriving in Watts (Los 
b ~eles), Chicago and Washington 
With' on each occasion to coincide 

the renewal of racial strife. 
S ('isits included San Quentin. 
(; t Lake City Prison, Alcatraz 
V Ow . mercifully closed), Tracey 
C ocahonal Institution, Cook 
c~unty Gaol (Chicago), New York 
c~Y ~aoI, the Magistrates' Night 

Urt In New York City the great Ca ' A:PUS prison north of Los 
Wagehl.es, F.B.I. Headquarters in 

S s mgton D.C. 
Ori ~n Quentin-reputed to have its 
hurns .in the wreck of a prison 
Sa k dnfting from its moorings in 
ag~rancisco harbour 110 years 
th presents a granite front to 
tn~t newly completed Richmond 
aCe O~way bridge itself pointing an 
to ~~lng finger from the mainland 
Pr' e gaol. Four thousand-plus 
ro:oners-an approach through 
vis'r gardens to a waiting-cum
erS) Ing ro~m (manned by prison-

. . . aIry and full of works of 

art and the famed San Quentin 
News. Selling these items provides 
virtually the prisoners' only in
come. Cigarettes on issue in an 
endeavour to defeat the tobacco 
barons; superb vocational training 
shops and classrooms, not circum
scribed by fixed-period courses 
and frequent follow-up by place
ment in industry on release. Union 
and management alike represented 
on the allotment board to give the 
parolee a "card" and a job. 

Eighty or more men in Death 
Row ... the State Governor 
against the capital sentence but the 
State Legislature not ready to re
peal the legislation; the men thus 
political pawns, possibly still to 
die if the Governor were not re
elected. The men at long bench 
tables facing a "stage" in two 
massive dining halls. and after
wards mooching around, sullenly 
like caged animals. in the great 
exercise yard featured in so many 
films-armed guards watching 
from on high. 

Tracey Vocational Establish
ment (known generally as D.V.I.
a joint venture between the youth 
authority and the adult authority 
. . . and this obviously leads to 
some friction because of the two 
types of sentence imposed). Some 
1,600 inmates work and train 
within a full security regime, thus 
producing the nearest U.S. equi
valent to our borstal system. 

Elementary and academic 
courses run side by side with 
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vocational training, the latter being 
on a continuous belt system rather 
like that in Ministry of Labour 
re-training establishments in U.K. 
There is thus irregular entry to 
fill vacancies and the possibility of 
students remaining on the course 
sufficiently long to benefit at either 
end of the scale; because they are 
slow learners but have the enthu
siasm to see them through, or 
because they progress well and 
ought to remain participants long 
enough to take external examina
tions! 

An organised counselling system 
within the establishment includes a 
reception/guidance centre within 
which the twin aims are of voca
tional alignment and purposeful 
training. Job placement for release 
on parole is dealt with by a 100-
strong trade advisory council
with management, union. and 
parole representation. 

Strong counselling has been part 
of the programme for many years. 
Recently. however. new approaches 
through this treatment have been 
added by the inauguration of 
special group counselling for nar
cotics users. for those with persis
tent adjustment problems and for 
those (inmates) who volunteer and 
show serious intent towards better 
self-adjustment and improvement 
in living. 

The inmates with the more 
serious problems of maladjustment 
may spend part of their time in the 
adiustment centre. This unit pro
vides segregation-but also treat
ment programmes - for those 

inmates who for various r~as~! 
do not fit into the general InI11 
population. 

Some two dozen different trades 
are taught. and some courses (e.g~ 
aeroplane engines and aerof~a~o 
maintenance) are empowere 
issue Federal Board licences . 

. Wash' 
F.B.I. Headquarters 10 hO 

ington D.C. is familiar to all W me 
have watched the T V prograI11 at 
based on F.B.I. records. A grencr 
queue of visitors stretches a~~ng 
the entrance corridors awa l I 
"the tour". 

d in 1908 
The F.B.I. was forme . . nS 

to oversee criminal investlgat~~d_ 
throughout the U.S.A.-as a. in 
eral rather than state agency. at 
1924 the then Attorney-Gene~e 
appointed a young unknown to 
director. J. Edgar Hoover. 

thC 
Now the "G-men" have 'n 

largest collection of fingerpri~ts ~f 
the world-modern laboratof!es{Or 
all types; a training school .• , 

'n la"" special agents with courses. I , tcr-
in accounting. in searches. 10 In

te
. 

view techniques. in firearmS. e .t. 
fib 

unl . 
There is a hair and res hY; 

one specialising in spectograPta!_ 
another for petrography and me h
Iurgy; one for firearms tee 
nology; and so on. ~ 

The "night court" in New YO~,t 
City is listed as one of the toUJ:y 
attractions (free!); every week d 

. 'stere 
evening the law is admiOl tllC 
almost within sight of th~ ,stared 
of Liberty and it is admlO1st.e gle 
at breakneck speed. A Sin 
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magistrate and a harrassed desk 
«rgeant consult on charges, give 

ree) advice on pleas, tell the 
aCCu.sed of his/her rights-and the 
magistrate then either passes sen· 
~~ce or remands in custody or on 
all to a higher court. In any single ev . 

h enlOg an unbelievable stream of 
. Uman flotsam and bewildered 
lOadequates pass from the waiting 
r?om, before the court, and then 
either out to be lost again in the 
f~eat c.ity or to be incarcerated in 

e adjacent City Gaol. 

. I Was fortunate enough to be 
~vited )ointly by the New York 
o Orrechonal Association and the 
t shorne Association of America 
~ the ,95th Annual Congress of 
atorrectton held in Boston, Mass., 
. the Statler Hilton! During the 
~IX-day conference (I attended two) 
t ve~ 100 meetings and lectures 
00 place and the 26 mal' or sponSo . 

v ~Ing bodies (federal, state and 
dO Untary) represented some hun· 
tl~eds of local organisations and 

Us in toto many thousands of 
Po)' p Ice, prison staffs, probation and d:ro1e . offi.cers. churchmen of all 
p nOmInations, educationalists, 
sYchologists and doctors. 

At the end of a brief note such 
~s this one ought perhaps to tie 
Ogether all loose ends and pro::luce 
~ conclusion. This I find myself 
t nable to do. All that I would wish 
o Say is: 

0) (obviously!) it is a large area 
of the globe, and thus quite 
impossible to cover. even 
inadequately, in six weeks; 

(ii) without an overall pattern 
and standards, or even a 
salary and recruiting pat
terns, the men used in cor
rectional services vary from 
place to place (presumably 
at least in part because of 
the economic call of widely 
differing scales of pay) in 
attainment and in potential; 

(iii) But a great many people in 
the U.S.A. do care; 

(iv) and all to whom I spoke 
were conscious only of 
shortcomings (as were all 
pleased that Alcatraz, the 
last of the federal establish· 
ments, had been closed and 
was to be demolished to 
allow a memorial to the 
founding of the United 
Nations in San Francisco 
Harbour); no one spoke 
with pride but rather with 
humility-all sought infor
mation. 

May I end with two postscripts? 
P.S.l. One could write a book 

about the attitudes to, and endea
vours to fight. drug addiction. It 
is a cruel problem, stemming 
from the under-privileged negroes. 
Puerto Ricans and Mexicans, but 
spilling over into the teenage cults. 

P.S.2. The various "help-the
family" booklets, sent to next 
of kin or others nominated fOr 
prisoners who have longer than 
six months to serve, are a very real 
attempt to involve the family. 
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