
A i W I  ,
Som e Fa cts  concern ing the

Jails, Penitentiaries and Poorliouses 
OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK.
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In the last report of the “ New York Prison Association”  to the 
Legislature, the condition of the County Jails is presented in two 
tables. From the first of these tables it appears that in forty-five 
of the sixty-four county jails, the convicted and unconvicted pris
oners are not kept separate—that in thirty-six of them the men and 
women are imperfectly separated— that in fifty the children are not 
kept apart from the adults, and that in only five is there any at
tempt mad*e to employ the prisoners.

In the next table the state of the jail building is given. Forty- 
nine jails are described as either “ bad,” “ very bad,” “ faultv,”  or 
“  insecure.”  The number of cells is also stated and the maximum 
number of prisoners at any one time, as:
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Albany............ ..  48, 187 Uiica.................... 24 64
Allegany........ ... 10. 22 Koine.................... 17 53
Chautauqua... ... 18. 37 Ontario............. ... 17 50
Chenango....... ... 10 22 Newburgh........ ..  6 30
Columbia....... .... 15 30 Go-lien............ .... 14 29
Delaware........ ... 4 12 Oswego................ 18 87
Essex .............. ... 4 9 Queens............. .... 13 40
Greene............. .. 4 12 Rensselaer........... 19 120
Kings............... .. 94 250 Saratoga........ 43
Monroe........... ... 3(1 77 St. Lawrence.. ... 24 70
Montgomery. ..... 18 60 Westchester....... 30 140

I have given only such counties as show twice as many prisoners 
as cells, but many of the others come within one or two prisoners 
of having that proportion. We thus have a picture presented to 
us of the County Jails of the Empire State, the majority of them 
bad in construction; crowded to overflowing; men, women and chil
dren, the convicted and unconvicted, associating in idleness.

The Penitentiaries are some of them scarcely better. There are 
six of these County Prisons, one each in New York, Kings, Al
bany, Onondaga, Erie, and Monroe Counties. In the annual report 
of the Prison Association published in 1879, it is stated that the 
“ Onondaga County Penitentiary has its industries and supervision 
as well directed as any in the State.”- The report then presents “ a 
plea by Bishop Huntington in behalf of the female prisoners in the 
Penitentiary,”  addressed to the citizens of Onondaga County, from 
Avhich the tollowing are extracts:

*  * * “  Hitherto, men and women have been put into this prison together,
within sound of each other's voices, exposed to one another’ s jeering and hooting 
and corruption, and often to the sight of one another’ s faces and gestures. It lias 
been and is now unavoiduhfe, in the existing conditions, even with the best care. 
It has been and is a disgrace to the county. I need not say to you how flagrant, 
inexcusable and wanton a violation it is o f the first principles o f social morality. 
The thoughtful women of Syracuse who went before the Supervisors with their pe
tition for an enlargement of the building, irrespective of the horrible accounts of 
ribaldry and blasphemy, insult and obscenity, given them by those of their own 
sex, who have declared that they have learned more depravity in the days and 
nights of a week in the penitentiary than they had ever seen before they went 
there, knew very well, on the better testimony o f their own wisdom and delicacy.



how fatal these filthy contacts and communications must be to all womanly self- 
respect and all virtue. A criminal in confinement is the ward of the State. The 
moment the law takes a person out o f his liberty, and holds him, it becomes res
ponsible for all the influences that work upon him from without. It is bound by 
the most sacred obligations to shield him from needless temptation and to restore 
him to society none the worse for his treatment or surroundings. So with the 
women. Otherwise the law itself becomes a criminal, abnegates its guardian char
acter and becomes a tempter and pander instead o f a custodian; and society stul
tifies itself by educating its convicts when discharged to come back into its courts 
and prisons, by hardening the offender, by multiplying its thieves and burglars, 
night-walkers, forgers and murderers, aggravating all the costs of criminal admin
istration and punishment. Whether we regard the object o f imprisonment as pu
nitive purely or as reformatory also, there can be no question that to brutalize a 
prisoner, male or female, is an outrage.”  * * * *

«  Ohserve that all the entrances to the wings are at one and the southerly end ; 
that every female must, therefore, be taken from the pen at the farther end and 
marched to and fro along the corridors, close, to the open grates o f the men's cells, 
week days an l Sundays, generally six times a day ; that on some of these walks 
they carry the vessels of their cells openly in their hands ; that the wash-room is 
common to both sexes, and must be so till the females have accommodations by 
themselves ; that the laundry is such that both males and females are required to 
work it together, washing the clothes of both sexes, and so it must be till you in
crease your room ; that in the work-shops males and females to some extent are 
employed together, and must be till an enlargement provides a shop apart suffi
cient for all the women. These are not altogether pleasant things to say; but it 
is a great deal better somebody should say them than that you should be ignoraut 
of them. In the name of Heaven, cannot these women, who have gone wrong in 
one way or another and are suffering for it, have the ordinary privacy of scullery- 
maids? Consider that all criminals are not equally criminal. ‘ We are not worst 
at first.’ There are many crimes which leave the chastity of the heart unpollu
ted. A female thief is not necessarily a harlot. The purer instincts of woman
hood perish not all at once, but gradually. Some of these women have not forgot
ten how to blush.”

The comment of the Prison Association on the above is:
“ Concerning two other Penitentiaries, the criticims and protests would justly 

be more severe than those by Bishop Huntington.”
A letter dated March 4th, 1881, received from a lady of Syracuse, 

contains the following statement:
“ No improvement with regard to the separation of the sexes has been made in 

the Onondaga County Penitentiary since the appeal of the Bishop was published. 
I was told a few days since by a former Superintendent, that under the existing 
arrangements for taking care of the convicts, the officers in charge could often see 
immoral and indecent communications by word or gesture exchanged between pris
oners of different sexes, which they were powerless to prevent.”

Into nineteen of the Jails such as we have described, and two. of 
the Penitentiaries, during the year 1880, two hundred and eighty- 
five women, between the ages of fifteen and thirty years, were sent 
by the laws of the State of New York. Two hundred and twenty- 
five were over twenty years old, the remaining sixty not yet twenty. 
The imperfect records which are kept in the jails yet, show that 
ninety-one of these women and girls have been three hundred and 
fortv-two times committed, some of the girls of sixteen having al
ready served three and four sentences. The oifenses were disor
derly conduct, intoxication, petit larcency, prostitution, keeping 
disorderly houses, etc.

In other Countries and in other States, it has been possible to res
cue such women by removing them from the bad influences and the 
temptations which surround them, and subjecting them to the dis
cipline and kindly care of their own sex. In our own State, where1 
personal pity has led to the founding of private refuges and reform
atories, many of these unhappy women are reclaimed, but whenever 
it is their cruel fate to fall under the power of the law, whenever 
that is, the great State of New York has them in her grasp, then
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they are thrust into the vilest companionship and are taught a 
deeper infamy than they could otherwise have learned.

During the same year (1880) that these two hundred and eighty- 
five hapless women were cast into the jails and penitentiaries, one 
hundred and eleven young women of the same class were committed 
to, or themselves sought refuge in the county poorhouses. These 
were generally younger than the other mournful band, only twenty- 
six being between twenty-five and thirty years, and all the rest 
younger, two only fifteen years old. Sixty-three of these girls and 
women went to the poorhouses to bring forth illegitimate children, 
twenty-one had illegitimate children with them already, twenty- 
seven were prostitutes, and ten were especially described as vagrant 
and intemperate, although in all probability many more could have 
been classed under this head.

This class of women are unfit inmates for the county poorhouses, 
where there is no efficient discipline or care for them. The sad 
tales which are told of the moral condition of many of the poor
houses are proof how vain is any hope that these women may be 
reformed during their stay in them.

The following are extracts from statements made by various peo
ple who know whereof they speak.

At the last convention of Superintendents of the Poor, one of 
these gentlemen, who has been in office for many years, said:

“  Where, I ask you, gentlemen, does all this pauperism come from ? 
Is it not from the class of girls whom you and I have seen, mothers 
before they have passed out of girlhood ? We have seen sights that 
would make the stoutest heart bleed. I had in Orange County 
Almshouse a girl only eighteen years old, giving birth to her third 
illegitimate child. * * * * Here, gentlemen, is the direction
in which effort must be expended to stop this swelling tide of pau
perism.”

In a report (made June, 1880) of the State Board Visitors to the 
Pulton County Poorhouse, occur the following sentences:

“ Another great defect of this institution in its present arrange
ment is the common mingling of the sexes. * * * * There
are now living in our County House four venerations of paupers ! 
The great-grandfather and mother are white, and the last of the 
four generations is a bright-looking mulatto of three or four years, 
begotten in our poorhouse. Do the tax-payers of Fulton County 
wish this thing to continue to the fifth and sixth generations ? 
God forbid that this County should breed paupers as well as sup
port them.”

In another county, in a paper written and published by some of 
the citizens to defend the management of the poorhouse, the state
ment of a respectable old pauper woman was quoted, to the effect 
that “  prostitution was the worst fault in the institution.”

From a private source, but well authenticated, comes the follow
ing record: “  A child was born in the------ County Poorhouse two
and a half years ago, whose mother had been in the poorhouse all 
her life, and whose father was also an inmate.”

In the Westchester County Poorhouse about three years ago, a de
formed girl, an inmate since her birth, became the mother of twins.

In one of the Queens County Town Almshouses a young woman 
so crippled that she cannot walk, has had two children while an 
inmate of the institution where she has been brought up.
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In the report for 1879 of the State Board of Charities, appear the 
following entries:

In reference to the Broome County Poorhouse: “  The sexes may 
be kept separate when in the building, but out of doors there is no 
restraint upon their intercourse.”

Regarding the Tioga County Poorhouse: “ Greater precautions 
should be taken to keep the sexes separate. In the course of our 
visit we found a middle-aged male pauper in one of the rooms with 
a feeble-minded woman. * * * * There were no other persons
in the room, nor was there any restraint upon their actions.”

In a report on the Columbia County Poorhouse: “ The sexes 
are separated in-doors and at their mail*. but when out of doors 
they associate more or less with one another.”

■Referring to the Schoharie County Poorhouse: “ Emma T. has 
been the mother of three illegitimate children since she has been 
an inmate of the house, and is now pregnant of a fourth.”

The following is furnished me by persons who are themselves
cognizant of the facts: “ Certain children from the ------  County
Poorhouse were placed in a charitable institution ; tbeir ages were 
from five to seven years. It was discovered that they had held im
proper intercourse with each other and also with some of the other 
children in the institution. Finally two of them confessed that 
they had seen seen others do as they had done while in the poor
house.”

Of course these are only instances of what happens in many 
poorhouses, and what will continue to happen so long as young and 
evil-disposed women are sent to the same institutions with vicious 
men.

Apart from all considerations of decency, humanity and Chris
tianity. does not common intelligence require that some means 
should be taken to check the inherited pauperism and crime which 
result and must result from the laws which place degraded men 
and women together in jails and poorhouses, under lax discipline, 
with little or no employment?

The following preamble and resolutions, bearing upon this ques
tion, were adopted at a meeting of the State Board of Charities, 
held March 9th, 1881:

W hereas, In the inquiry made by the State Board of Charities 
into the causes of the increase of pauperism, it was conclusively 
proved that vice,‘pauperism, idiocy and insanity are to a great de
gree hereditary; and

W hereas, The present organization of the poorhouses of the 
State renders it impossible that the vicious and pauper women who 
become the mothers of vicious and pauper children, should be 
trained and disciplined in those institutions: and

W hereas, Under a systematic course of instruction a certain 
number of such women might be reclaimed, and the State saved 
from great future expanse: therefore

Resolved, That the State Board of Charities recommend that the 
Legislature establish an institution for the custody and discipline 
of vagrant and disorderly women, under the charge of officers of 
their own sex.”

JOSEPHINE SHAW LOWELL.


