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Featured Site

The Old Washington County
Jail is located in the historic
vilage of Kingston, Rhode
Island. There has been a jail
at the present site since 1792,
which replaced an earlier
facility located across

Kingstown Road. The historic
jail suffered from pest infestation, freezing winter temperatures,
unhygienic living conditions, and easy escape for prisoners.
Despite these problems, the wooden cellblock survived until
1858, at which time it was replaced with a two-story granite
cellblock, which still stands today, housing the South County
History Center since 1960. The Washington County Jail operated
until 1956 when the county jail system in Rhode Island dissolved.

Information courtesy of the South County History Center.

Monthly Meet-Up

The ACSM hosts monthly meetings for practitioners, scholars,
and others involved with or interested in historic prison
museums, and/or carceral sites. Meetings take place via Zoom
on the second Monday of each month at 3:00 PM EST and cover
a wide range of topics, including interpretation, community
engagement strategies, and collaborative practices. Contact us
at thecarceral@gmail.com to sign-up in order to attend. We
hope to see you there!

Photograph of the Old Washington County Jail.
Courtesy of the South County History Center.

From The Archive

Part of a letter that was smuggled
from Alcatraz Prison to the San
Francisco News, dated September 20,
1935.
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Located in the San Francisco Historical
Photograph Collection of the San

Francisco Public Library. Courtesy of
Calisphere.
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Writing My Wrongs:

BOOk Clu b' Life, Death, and Redemption in an American Prison

By Shaka Senghor
( Convergent Books, 2017)

Shaka Senghor was raised in a middle-class neighborhood on Detroit's east
side during the height of the 1980s crack epidemic. An honor roll student
and a natural leader, he dreamed of becoming a doctor—but at age eleven

his deteriorating home life caused a downward spiral.
Senghor then ended up in prison for murder at the age of
=" nineteen, full of anger and despair. This memoir is the
o eeoenme=y  story of what came next. During his nineteen-year

m'i"_u incarceration, seven of which were spent in solitary
Wancecanomson | confinement, Senghor discovered literature, meditation,
P HIERRIY - gelf-examination, and the kindness of others. Upon his
L N release at age thirty-eight, Senghor became an activist

z and mentor.

Jailed like a VIP?

Historic west Japan ex-prison to | FEY B
become luxury hotel in 2026 R =
Nz

Solitary cells are lined up in the two-story
Former Nara Prison, as seen on May 31, 2022.

!

OSAKA -- Even without a guilty sentence, you could soon sleep like a VIP
(Very Important Prisoner) thanks to a major resort company's plans
announced in September 2023 to turn west Japan's Former Nara Prison
into a hotel in spring 2026.

The project adopts a concession method, in which ownership of the
property remains with the national government and the management
rights are sold to the private sector. This is the first attempt in Japan to
open a hotel in a former prison.

Hoshino Resorts Inc.'s Hoshinoya Nara Prison Hotel, carrying the
company's luxury brand, will have 48 guest rooms. Several solitary
confinement cells will be renovated and combined to make one room. A
restaurant and a museum that tells the history of the former prison are
also being considered for the site.

The facility was completed in 1908 as one of the ‘five great prisons’
planned by the Japanese government in the Meiji era (1868-1912). The
design and historical value of the red brick building were highly regarded,
and it became a national important cultural property in 2017. To facilitate
surveillance, the building was constructed with five cellblocks radiating
out from the guardhouse in the center.

After being used as a juvenile detention center for many years, the
facility's age and other factors forced its closure in 2017. Preparations
were underway to renovate the building for earthquake resistance and
convert it into a luxury hotel, originally scheduled to open in 2021, but
discussions over its management plans and renovation caused delays.

This story originally appeared in The Mainichi, September 15, 2023.

Excerpt:

The Wildest Show Ever Staged

‘Internally, in the prison system, it was a
very positive thing,” says Rick Hartley, who
served as head of the prison rodeo from
1979 to 1984. “There were a lot of convicts
who thought it would be a great
opportunity to get away from their normal
life and participate as a cowboy. Our
wardens and staff thought it could be a
breather for them as well.”

It was an inauspicious start to what would
become an annual phenomenon. The
inaugural event on the first Sunday in
October 1931 wasn't particularly
noteworthy— just a few competitors,
prison employees, and some curious
locals. But it managed to cause a stir.
People found the idea of “convict
cowboys” exciting, and the audience grew
with each subsequent show. It was also
the dawn of the Golden Age of the
Western, when America’s collective
fascination with cowboys and outlaws
reached unprecedented popularity.

Within 10 years of its launch, the rodeo
welcomed 100,000 visitors annually. Every
Sunday in October, crowds lined up
outside the arena. A 1940 dispatch of the
event in TIME noted that... 25,000 [people]
eagerly paid their 50-cent admission to
see a ‘rip-roaring show.”

Read the entire story by Cat Cardenas in
Texas Highways (Sept 2023 edition).

Above: Riders make their way out of the bucking chute.
Below: Competitors watch the opening ceremonies at the
1977 Texas Prison rodeo in Huntsville.
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MICHIGAN’S PRISON CRISIS
COURTESY OF JACQUELINE WILLIAMS, THE NATION (SEPTEMBER 18, 2023)

Two weeks ago, | watched my colleague and friend stand straight-shouldered before a judge as she told him, with a
stroke of her pen, that he was not worth anything to society for the next 17 years.

A person | love, held, shared dreams with, a person who worked three jobs and volunteered in his little time off, who had at
least 20 people attend his sentencing, a dozen people at his trial, who had 19 letters of support from individuals and
organizations across two states. Seventeen years, for possession with intent to deliver 56 grams of cocaine to a friend as
an easy opportunity to make a little extra money.

Was it wrong? Yes. Was 17 years, 6,205 days living in a cage wrong? My God, can you imagine believing that? Have we
lost all sense of what that means?

In Michigan, it seems we have. In fact, the criminal justice landscape here reflects some of the country’s worst carceral
instincts and politics—and underscores how mass incarceration is not a red-state phenomenon. Michigan has one of the
longest average criminal sentence lengths in the country. The disparity is driven by several factors, one of the largest
being that, since 1998, Michigan has been one of two states that provide no ability to earn time off a sentence: no
disciplinary credits, no productivity credits, no ‘good time.”

Michigan used to offer different forms of earned-time incentives, but a 1978 ballot initiative removed the majority of our
‘good time” credits, and then the 1994 Crime Bill provided financial kickbacks for states that adopted 100 percent “truth in
sentencing’—a failed policy that requires people to serve every single moment of their original sentence, despite
institutional behavior, achievements, and productive rehabilitation. This ushered in an era of mass incarceration in our
state and throughout the country.

A friend of mine was just released after serving 28 years of a sentence of 32, but only because he was sentenced before
‘truth in sentencing” and was eligible to earn time off. In his final years inside, he witnessed the rapid deterioration of the
prison environment, which he describes as ‘apocalyptic.” Persistent overcrowding and lack of staff—already at crisis level
and worse after the pandemic—compounded by the overwhelming hopelessness of having no way out have produced
untenable conditions inside the Michigan Department of Corrections.

As an organizer who has advocated for hundreds of incarcerated people across the nation, | know that hopelessness kills.
It creates a culture of despondency, and fosters incidents of violence and substance use inside. And Ive heard the same
from the many people whose lives have been devastated by truth-in-sentencing laws.

here is nothing to do,” my friend Justin told me over the prison phone line a few days ago. “So what do people do? Drugs.
I've seen so many people develop addictions in here just trying to kill the time.” (His sentiments have been confirmed by
the experiences of several people incarcerated at the one women’s prison in the state as well.) This isn't good for the
people incarcerated or the people working inside these facilities. That's why so many of us—especially those who have
been incarcerated themselves—are fighting to bring the “‘good time” credit back.

Shavonne Davis, an inside advocate for prison reform, has been incarcerated for over 20 years on a home invasion
charge—and hasn't had a disciplinary ticket since 2004. But “truth in sentencing” has robbed her of sharing final moments
with her loved ones. In an appeal to state legislators, which she shared with me, she stated, “If Good Time was already
within practice, | would have had the ability to be present with and hold my daughter, mom, grandma, and three aunts
who have all passed within the last seven years.” There is nothing that can justify keeping Shavonne incarcerated for so
much of her life, when she hasn't walked down a wrong hallway in two decades. In nearly every other state, Shavonne
would have long been home.
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National public safety experts recently recommended expansion of earned-time incentives to shorten sentence lengths
and create more space for effective rehabilitation and programming. Some states are following the research and
expanding or creating additional earned-time-off policies. On the other hand, Michigan's policymakers and leading
prosecutors are doubling down on truth in sentencing in the name of supporting victims.

But “victims” are not a monolith: The bipartisan Alliance for Safety and Justice recently conducted a comprehensive
survey in which 3 out of 4 victims report to be in support of incentive-based policies for people to earn time off their
sentences. Prosecutors and supporters of truth-in-sentencing policies also fail to consider the massive statistical overlap
between people who have been both victims of and responsible for crimes.

The state certainly didn't consider those facts at my friend's sentencing, as the judge and prosecutor scoffed at a
comprehensive mitigation package full of traumatic descriptions of his past and, quite literally, threw it to the side. We
don't speak of the victims—of assault, abuse, childhood neglect, rape—who are currently incarcerated, many of them for
crimes related to substance use, a quick way to ease the pain of all they've suffered.

What's the result of all of this? For one, an absolutely massive and untenable staffing crisis throughout the MDOC. The
union representing correctional officers has highlighted disastrous understaffing within state prisons, complete with
stomach-churning quotes from MDOC staff about mandatory overtime and its effect on their lives and health. We should
all be appalled that Michiganders are working under such conditions. These are some of the highest paying jobs in the
state a person can get without a college degree, and there are nearly 900 vacancies to date, the compounding effect of
net losses every year. No one wants to work in a place that warehouses people that have no hope, no incentive to do
better, and nothing to do but kill time.

“Just the thought of getting an early release from prison has a motivational effect that drives one towards rehabilitative
classes that teach people to function in society as a productive citizen,” says Eddie Treadwell, a supporter of ‘good time”
who has been incarcerated for 33 years. “If we can change the way that people think, then we could change the way in
which they live.”

Another result is that Michigan, compared to the rest of the country, also spends the highest percentage of its budget on
incarcerating people. We'll spend $2.1 billion this year to house 32,000 incarcerated persons. It costs roughly $45,000 a
year to incarcerate one person, and $4,000 a year to have someone on parole. The vast majority of that funding is on
staff costs, and yet we somehow still find it impossible to retain employees (or complete the other urgent tasks of our
state, like updating our infrastructure to be climate-resilient).

With these converging crises staring one another in the face, the solution, it would seem, is policy change that reduces
these inflated sentences through earned credits and improves the culture and environment in prison, all while reducing
the population and freeing up general funds. Who would argue against such a rational, evidence-based, and fiscally
responsible policy, which has worked in nearly every other state? The Prosecuting Attorneys Association of Michigan and
Attorney General Dana Nessel.

Make no mistake, if every single prosecutor or elected official in the country woke up tomorrow in a prison cell and had to
spend one week there, the prison system would be changed overnight. It's a fact that the people who make the majority
of decisions about who should be locked in a cage know the least about what it means to be so, yet are the loudest
opponents of policies, like ‘good time,” that are—for good reason—long-standing correctional best practices in a nation
with the highest incarceration rate in the world.

Two weeks ago, | watched my friend get thrown into a prison system that is bursting at the seams and killing its
population and employees alike. Every day, throughout the state, similar scenes play out in terrorizing repetition. In that
Berrien County courtroom last month, there was no reason to be found. In Michigan, with a “‘good time” policy, perhaps we
can begin to recover some.
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