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ABSTRACT 

 

As policymakers reckon with how the United States became a global leader in 

imprisonment after World War II, scholars have suggested that the roots of this 

phenomenon are in conservative backlash to postwar crime or in federal intervention in 

American cities during the urban crisis. However, historians and social scientists have 

overlooked the role of jails in the origins story of mass incarceration. Through a close 

historical examination of Cook County Jail in Chicago, my research addresses how 

policymakers used reform claims to rationalize the growth of large urban jails from the 

1950s through the 1990s. As a massive state building project, mass incarceration was 

contingent upon branding urban jails as providers of social services and rehabilitation, 

even though there was proof that jails failed to provide such services and as jail 

policymakers built bigger and more brutal jails. While activists, lawyers, and prisoners 

challenged dehumanizing conditions and state violence, jailers responded to public 

scrutiny by assuring the public that Cook County Jail was in the process of becoming a 

space that was beneficial to people awaiting trial there. This project locates the 

emergence of the contemporary carceral crisis in the battle to transform America’s jails. 
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For the people who continue to suffer in our nation’s jails. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Although it is daytime, it is nearly dark on this tier of Cook County Jail’s Division 

1. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I notice that it smells like bologna and urine. It is 

just after lunch on a hot summer day and the air is thick. A large fan runs in the day room 

and the showers are on full blast in an attempt to cool down the crowded cellblock. With 

no lights on in the cells, dim sunlight squeezes through the metal slats that cover the 

windows to reveal men— nearly all of them black— sitting in tiny, crowded cells where 

their beds are just inches from their metal toilets. They have been reading well-worn 

paperbacks or playing cards. As our group comes through, the relative quiet breaks; the 

men stand to make requests. “I filed a grievance to get cleaning supplies for the shower,” 

one detainee says to the social worker. “We just want to be clean. We’re living like 

animals.” He looks into my eyes, hoping that I too might help. But I am just a witness. I 

am lucky to be able to leave this awful space where he and so many other men might stay 

for months or years. 

I am not supposed to see this place or to hear the pleas of those detained. I got 

into the jail only through the generosity of a jail employee who was determined that I see 

this place firsthand. The chance of getting caught wandering around the dank hallways of 

this jail with someone like me put my guide at risk. As a woman, the living spaces of this 

part of the jail—Division 1—are, by the rules, totally off limits to me. The more serious 

issue, however, is that I am an outsider. The public seldom sees the inside of America’s 

jails— especially decaying units built in 1929 like Division 1. Whenever jail tours are 

permitted, guides take visitors to the facility’s cleanest and most modern buildings. Not 
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only are law-abiding citizens rarely allowed to tour this facility, one that their tax dollars 

pay for, but policies also discourage them from researching the jail’s history. All jail 

records over ten years old are destroyed. The Cook County Sheriff works hard to ensure 

that the Cook County Jail of past and present is unseen, hidden in plain sight, and known 

only as much as it suits his agenda. This is not the story he wants me to tell. 

Cook County Jail is representative of the lengths that those who run America’s 

jails go to in order to manage the public’s impressions of these institutions. In the wake 

of a Department of Justice suit against the jail in 2008 that cited “life-threatening 

deficiencies” in the jail’s management, Cook County Sheriff Thomas Dart made national 

news when he rebranded the jail as a social service agency burdened by its responsibility 

to care for mentally ill inmates.1 In interviews with New York Times and 60 Minutes, Dart 

dubbed his jail America’s “largest mental health facility,” and lamented the difficulties of 

trying to manage an institution where thirty to forty percent of inmates identify as 

mentally ill. He built a state-of-the-art new building to deliver healthcare and social 

services to a vulnerable population that would have once received help in mental health 

institutions or community healthcare facilities. Further emphasizing the point that the 

Cook County Jail has become one of the nation’s most important mental hospitals, Dart 

appointed a jail psychologist to run the Cook County Department of Corrections.2  

                                                
1 Grace Chung Becker to Todd H. Stroger and Thomas Dart, July 11, 2008, 

http://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/crt/legacy/2011/04/13/CookCountyJail_findings
letter_7-11-08.pdf, 2; Matt Ford, “America’s Largest Mental Health Facility is a Jail,” 

 
2 60 Minutes, “Untreated mental illness an imminent danger?” Sept. 29, 2013, 

http://www.cbsnews.com/news/untreated-mental-illness-an-imminent-danger-2/; “A 
Psychologist as Warden? Jail and Mental Illness Intersect in Chicago,” The New York 
Times, July 30, 2015. Other representative coverage includes Michael Friedman, “Dr. 
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Dart’s attempts to rebrand one of America’s largest and most notorious jails as an 

institution committed to providing much needed social services have been remarkably 

successful. Meanwhile, Cook County Jail continues to be named in countless class action 

suits due to inhumane conditions.3 Corrections officers have rates of absenteeism 

climbing toward twenty percent because they feel the administration does not take their 

safety concerns seriously.4 And until February of 2016, the construction of shiny new 

buildings at Cook County Jail did not mean closing Division 1— that awful tier I visited 

that housed an almost exclusively black and brown population awaiting trial.5 

Rehabilitating Cook County Jail’s image does not make it a place of rehabilitation.  

                                                                                                                                            
Jones Tapia Takes on Mental Health in Prisons,” Psychology Today; June 11, 2015; 
Melissa Block, “Clinical Psychologist To Head Chicago's Cook County Jail,” NPR, May 
19, 2015; Melanie Newport, “When A Psychologist Was in Charge of Jail,” The Marshall 
Project, May 21, 2015, https://www.themarshallproject.org/2015/05/21/when-a-
psychologist-was-in-charge-of-jail.  

 
3 Among these is Hudson v. Preckwinckle, a suit brought against the jail by the 

MacArthur Justice Center on behalf of inmates which charges jail staff are “violent, 
sadistic, cruel and sometimes racist and homophobic.” Hudson v. Preckwinkle et al, no. 
1:2013cv08752 - Document 12 (N.D. Ill. 2014); Jason Meisner, “Tales differ on 
conditions at Cook County Jail,” Chicago Tribune, Nov. 13, 2014; Parish v. Sheriff of 
Cook County, no. 07-C4369.(N.D. Ill. 2016). 

 
4 Becky Strzechowski, “Local 700 Media Release on Cook County Jail,” Jan. 13, 

2016, Teamsters Local 700, accessed Jan. 14, 2016, 
http://teamsterslocal700.com/2016/01/13/local-700-media-release-on-cook-county-jail/. 

 
5 “Sheriff Dart Announces Cook County Jail Building Closures,” Cook County 

Sheriff's Office, Jan. 29, 2016, 
http://cookcountysheriff.org/press_page/press_%20JailBuildingClosures_1_29_2016.htm
l. The closure of Division 1 means that inmates housed there will be moved to Divisions 
9 and 10, the maximum security buildings identified as sites of brutality in Hudson v. 
Preckwinkle. 
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The real story of Cook County Jail’s growth and development over the course of 

the postwar era can be found at the intersection of these two realities— that caged 

detainees are “living like animals” and that the Sheriff is seen as a reformer fighting on 

behalf of jail detainees in desperate need of “help.”6 This is the story I tell in this 

dissertation. 

Jail America: The Reformist Origins of the Carceral State excavates the stories of 

people banished to local jails and explores how jail administrators and politicians 

deployed the rhetoric of reform to shape the criminal justice system of the postwar era. In 

laying bare the political, legal, and social history of a local jail, this dissertation argues 

that the legal and political development of mass incarceration in American cities was 

contingent, in part, upon policymakers’ capacity to persuade the public that urban jails 

could be providers of social services and rehabilitation.7 This story highlights the intense 

                                                
6 Cook County Sheriff, “Unjust Incarceration: A Look Inside a Broken System,” 

(accessed Oct. 9, 2015) 
http://www.cookcountysheriff.org/UnjustIncarceration/CaseStudyMain.html. 

 
7 Legal scholar Michelle Alexander argues that mass incarceration is a “racial 

caste system” within the criminal justice system in which “laws, policies, customs, and 
institutions…operate collectively to ensure the subordinate state of a group defined 
largely by race.” Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age 
of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 2010), 12-13. Colloquial usage of this 
term has come to include disproportionate incarceration across race, class, gender, and 
sexuality. If mass incarceration is the outcome, the carceral state is the set of tools used to 
achieve it. The carceral state is a complex government system of laws, policies, linked 
institutions and agencies operating across jurisdictions with the interconnected goals of 
deterring crime and fostering criminalization of marginalized populations through 
policing, mass incarceration, punitive sanctions, and surveillance. Social services are, 
broadly defined, jail programs intended to improve the social conditions of a jail detainee 
or inmate that include medical and mental health care, drug treatment, therapies, social 
work, job training and mentoring, and education and literacy programs. The social 
services agenda of the jail was too broad to be described with a term popular from the 
1950s to the 1970s (and still in use today), “community corrections,” which often centers 
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public controversies over jail policy prominent in urban politics in municipalities across 

the country in the decades after World War II. 

Even though there was substantial evidence in every decade of the later twentieth 

century that jails failed to provide these services amid continued violence, sheriffs and 

wardens portrayed themselves as advocates of reform and providers of needed social 

services. With this needed political capital, they justified building bigger jails. 

Assurances of what jails could do for communities— and what reform could do for 

jails— provided an important antidote to the violence of policing tactics that black and 

brown people openly contested in American cities during the postwar period. Ultimately, 

I show that the massive urban jails that emerged in American cities in the second half of 

the twentieth century were largely the result of empty promises of jail reform— not calls 

for a punitive criminal justice system, as other scholars have argued.  

The large urban jail complexes that emerged in the postwar period were born of 

aspirations to reform a critical node in the criminal justice system. Sheriffs and wardens 

repeatedly assured the public that the jail was in the process of becoming a space that was 

beneficial to the people awaiting trial there. This gave the rise of the carceral state— 

evidenced in jails through massive construction— a tremendous amount of legitimacy as, 

from the 1950s into the 1990s, urban jails such as Cook County grew because they 

garnered tremendous political and public support. These efforts were successful not 

                                                                                                                                            
on programs like parole and work-release and carries with it a particular historical 
meaning. Generally, social services occurred within the jail rather than within the 
community and what constituted social services changed over time. Rehabilitation is also 
a historically contingent term that describes an intended outcome of jail detention that 
includes an individual being cured of or rejecting criminal pathologies, no recidivism 
after release, and moral improvement within the individual as determined by agents of the 
state. 
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because policymakers pitched them places to punish people, but rather because the public 

was persuaded that jails provided an important social service by rehabilitating prisoners. 

Jail wardens and sheriffs promoted reform— an evolving concept that described both 

programs to rehabilitate inmates and efforts to change jail conditions—whenever they 

were called to task for the truly brutal conditions that existed in the jail. I argue that 

rhetoric of reform rationalized jail expansion, but, rather than yielding a greater capacity 

for rehabilitation, the actual policy practice— reflected through jail conditions— was that 

more people experienced the violence of incarceration.  

Situated at the nexus of urban crisis and civil rights, austerity and spending, 

rehabilitation and punishment, justice and inequity, Cook County Jail became a profound 

expression of the reform strategies that drove the creation of urban mega jails in 

America’s largest cities during the latter half of the twentieth-century. That the United 

States now jails over 11.7 million people a year is not a result of unintended 

consequences but rather, the result of intentional policymaking in the name of reform.8 

 

  

                                                
8 Ram Subramanian et. al, “Incarceration’s Front Door: The Misuse of Jails in 

America,” (New York: Vera Institute of Justice, 2015) 
http://www.safetyandjusticechallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/incarcerations-
front-door-report.pdf. 
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Forms and Functions of Modern Jails 

Sociologist and Cook County Jail assistant warden Hans W. Mattick once wrote 

that, “Everyone knows what a jail is until one begins to inquire into its definition.”9 This 

dissertation counters the common assumption that jails are just like prisons; jails are 

distinctive among political and incarcerating institutions alike. Jails have two key features 

that distinguish them from other institutions: jails are multi-purpose incarceration 

institutions and jails are, with few exceptions, administered by cities or counties.10 Unlike 

police lockups, which briefly detain people initially after arrest, or prisons, which house 

people after felony sentencing, jails typically house adults after arrest, after bond hearings 

while awaiting trial, and after sentencing for misdemeanor or petty offenses. Other 

functions of jails can include holding prisoners while they await transfer to other 

incarcerating institutions, immigration detention, and detention as punishment for parole 

violation. Jails are historically and locally contingent institutions; for example, the 

proportion of the jail population that is pre-trial or sentenced varies according to time and 

place. Nonetheless, jails are multi-purpose institutions where localities become 

custodians responsible for the care and constitutional detention of individuals for periods 

of time that can range from a few hours while awaiting bail bond payment to years 

awaiting trial. For pre-trial detainees, jail is unique in that release can be gained through 

                                                
9 Hans W. Mattick, “Contemporary Jails in the United States,” Handbook of 

Criminology, ed. Daniel Glaser (Chicago: Rand McNally College Publishing Company, 
1974), 777. 

 
10 Among the exceptions are states that run their own jails: Alaska, Connecticut, 

Delaware, Hawaii, Rhode Island, and Vermont. Barbara Knauth, “A Review of the Jail 
Function within State Unified Corrections Systems” (Longmont, CO: National Institute 
of Corrections, 1997). 
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payment of a bond amount set by a judge; unlike prisons, freedom from jail often has a 

price.  

As a result of the multi-purpose role of jails in cities and counties, jails are high 

turnover institutions that can range in size. That jails can range from a few beds to over 

10,000 speaks to their varied functions across localities. Because jails are administered by 

local governments, they are subject to influence from a range of policymakers, including 

city or county boards or commissions, mayors, judges, and most centrally, elected 

sheriffs. Elected sheriffs control many of the nation’s jails, making them unique in that 

they are the only incarcerating institutions where elected officials, rather than employees 

appointed by the state, directly control policy. Again, the functions of jails and who has 

governed them have been subject to change over time.  

That jails are historically contingent institutions is an argument contrary to 

accepted understandings of jails among corrections experts for the last sixty years. 

Discussions about jail reform have typically been undergirded by the assumption that 

jails are unchanging institutions. In Myrl Alexander’s Correspondence Course for 

Jailers, a 1950s Federal Bureau of Prisons text intended to bring consistency to jail 

operations nationwide, students encountered a true/false question that suggested “Over 

the years the jail has changed very much;” the correct answer was “false.”11 This 

perception of the timeless jail persisted in key texts about jails throughout the postwar era 

as observers emphasized jails’ continuity with their common law British antecedents. 

Starting his study of contemporary jails in the 1970s, Hans W. Mattick identified jails as 

                                                
11 US Bureau of Prisons, Correspondence Course for Jailers— 1. Let’s Look at 

the Jailer’s Job (Washington DC: Dept. of Justice, c. 1950), 5. 
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having much in common with colonial jails due to the “historical tenacity of this early 

import.”12 

 Lack of understanding about the historical shifts in jail governance have 

pervaded influential texts. A widely assigned jail textbook, The American Jail: 

Cornerstone of Modern Corrections, conveys a history of jails that skips from the 1920s 

to the 1980s, providing practitioners with no explanation of how jail reform ideas or 

practices transformed in the recent past.13 A recent article from American Jails magazine, 

the mouthpiece of the American Jail Association, suggests that it is “more logical and 

understandable” to start a collegiate jails course with current practices rather than 

addressing the historical development of jails.14 Thus, as over 3,100 jails today fulfill 

diverse functions, the perception that jails are not radically different today than they were 

in the American colonies, or even the 1920s, is pervasive among corrections experts.15 

What exists of contemporary jail study centers on the success and failures of 

specific policies rather than the politics of jail governance. Scholars of jails have often 

looked past the politics of jails in favor of studying the success and failures of specific 

policies, producing pragmatic studies that consider how jails can curb problems with 

                                                
12 Hans W. Mattick, “Contemporary Jails in the United States,” 783. 
 
13 Gary F. Cornelius, The American Jail: Cornerstone of Modern Corrections 

(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall: 2008). 
 
14 Gregg W. Etter, Sr., “Developing a Jails Course,” American Jails, May/ June 

2010, 39. 
 
15 American Jail Association, “Statistics of Note,” accessed April 6, 2016, 

https://members.aja.org/About/StatisticsOfNote.aspx. 
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overcrowding, guard brutality, inmate violence, and security.16 With limited historical 

context, these studies are written about the present for the present. Jail scholars have also 

considered the impact of jail policies on certain populations, often those part of society’s 

most vulnerable groups. The most prominent jail study of the last thirty years, John 

Irwin’s The Jail: Managing the Underclass in American Society, remains the bedrock of 

how scholars understands the function of jails, treating the populations of jails as 

                                                
16 A prominent example of this is in the work of Kenneth Kerle, founding editor 

of American Jails magazine and a jail consultant since the 1970s. Kerle’s work often 
brings together a mix of federal and state-level studies and his own observations about 
the difficulties of making change in individual jails, all the while advancing a narrative of 
progress toward improved conditions. Kenneth Kerle, American Jails: Looking to the 
Future (Boston: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1998); Kenneth Kerle, Exploring Jail 
Operations (Hagerstown, MD: American Jail Association, 2003); Ken Kerle, “A Jail 
Guru Reminisces,” Professional Issues in Criminal Justice 4, no. 2 (2009), 71-80. This 
sensibility is reflected in a deeper body of literature related to problem-solving in jails. 
See Ruth Dunlop Wheeler, “The Problem of the County Jail,” Journal of the American 
Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology, Vol. 15, No. 4 (Feb. 1925), 620-630; Louis 
Newton Robinson, Jails: Care and Treatment of Misdemeanant Prisoners in the United 
States (The John C. Winston Company, 1944); Roy Casey, “Catchall Jails,” Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 293 (May 1954): 28–34; Mark S. 
Richmond, “The Jail Blight,” Crime & Delinquency 11, no. 2 (April 1965): 132–141, 
Richard A. McGee, “Our Sick Jails,” Federal Probation 35 (1971): 3; Ronald L. 
Goldfarb, Jails, the Ultimate Ghetto, 1st ed. (Anchor Press, 1975); B. L. Wayson, Local 
Jails: The New Correctional Dilemma (Lexington Books, 1977); E. Eugene Miller, Jail 
Management: Problems, Programs, and Perspectives (Lexington Books, 1978); James 
McCauslin Moynahan, The American Jail: Its Development and Growth (Chicago: 
Nelson-Hall, 1979); James Austin and Paul Litsky, “Promises and Realities of Jail 
Classification,” Federal Probation 46 (1982): 58, Dale E. Smith, “Local Corrections A 
Profile of Inmate Concerns,” Criminal Justice and Behavior 11, no. 1 (March 1984): 75–
99; Anne Bolduc, “Jail Crowding,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 478 (March 1985): 47–57, Stephen Shaw, “The Crisis in the Jails,” Long 
Range Planning 19, no. 3 (June 1986): 27–34; Jeffery D. Senese, David B. Kalinich, and 
Paul S. Embert, “Jails in the United States: The Phenomenon of Mental Illness in Local 
Correctional Facilities,” American Journal of Criminal Justice 14, no. 1 (Sept.1989): 
104–121. 
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sociological fact rather than historically changeable.17 As a result, we know little about 

the people who inhabit jails, the people that govern jails, and the changes both groups 

wrought upon them. 

Not only have scholars expended little intellectual energy in considering the 

recent history of the jail and the radical changes to the institution during the twentieth 

century, but because of this, people operating jails are doing so with no sense of what 

policies and events have made the institutions what they are today. This wanting 

historical sensibility is manifest as reformers recently complained that after one year of 

reform, large and extremely complicated jails like New York’s Rikers Island did little to 

change their operations.18 Jail reform must be understood as both a set of policy programs 

and a political construct. Rather than considering jail reform as an end goal, in which jails 

somehow arrive at the point of reform with the capacities to be both humane and 

rehabilitative, a historical view of jail reform reveals it is an ongoing, decades long 

policymaking process intertwined with rhetorical claims. Jail reform occurs within the 

limits of historical contexts and is contingent upon day-to-day remaking by staff, 

                                                
17 John Irwin, The Jail: Managing the Underclass in American Society (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1985); Jonathan Simon, “Forward,” to John Irwin, The 
Jail: Managing the Underclass in American Society, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2013). This argument has been advanced in recent years by Loïc 
Wacquant, who has argued that jails are central to the targeting of marginalized 
populations for incarceration. Loïc Wacquant, “Class, Race and Hyperincarceration in 
Revanchist America.” Daedalus 139, no. 3 (Summer 2010), 81; See also Loïc Wacquant, 
“The Curious Eclipse of Prison Ethnography in the Age of Mass Incarceration,” 
Ethnography 3, no. 4 (Dec. 2002): 371-397; Loïc Wacquant, Punishing the Poor: The 
Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009). 

 
18 Michael Schwirtz, “Comptroller’s Report to Criticize de Blasio Administration 

on Reform at Rikers,” The New York Times, Oct. 15, 2015. 
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policymakers, inmates, and detainees that produce gradual institutional transformation 

that limits future action. 

Because path-dependency is so essential to jail governance—particularly as jail 

governance is physically contingent upon not only the number of beds available and the 

types of buildings they are housed in—historical methods provides new ways of 

understanding jails not only as incarcerating institutions but as sites of governance and 

reform politics that change over time. As political scientist Lisa Miller writes, “Reform 

requires ideas, but equally as important, it requires an understanding of the interests, 

representation, resources, and access to power.”19 In highlighting the import of jails as 

local reform projects and how larger interests and national trends have been brought to 

bear upon them, this study suggests that jails are among the most appealing targets for 

criminal justice reform. In highlighting the problematic discourses of jail reform, this 

dissertation brings historical nuance to contemporary conversations about how to resolve 

the nation’s jail crisis— a crisis that is embedded in larger carceral and urban political 

contexts.20 A historical view of jail reform in the twentieth century demonstrates that jail 

                                                
19 Lisa L. Miller, “The local and the legal: American federalism and the carceral 

state,” Criminology & Public Policy 10, no. 3 (2011), 731. 
 
20 The most significant expression of the move toward jail reform is the 

MacArthur Foundation’s Safety and Justice Challenge, a decade-long project to fund and 
foster jail reform. At its current stage, jails of varying sizes, including Cook County, are 
competing for grants to implement proposals that include bail reform, rehabilitative and 
reentry programming with jails, and even extend to policing. The Vera Institute’s report 
on jails, which forms many of the contextual rationales for the project, includes no 
discussion on the history of jails beyond briefly noting that our modern jails have their 
roots in an English common-law context. I contend that making jail policy without an 
understanding of the historical contexts of individual jails and jails nationwide is 
dangerous and irresponsible. MacArthur Foundation, “Safety and Justice Challenge,” 
http://www.safetyandjusticechallenge.org (accessed Oct. 2, 2015); Ram Subramanian et. 
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reform is so much bigger, costly, and complex than many present-day reformers have 

imagined— particularly as the public faces the difficult task of separating rhetoric from 

practice. 

Ultimately, this study invites scholars to reconsider many assumptions they hold 

about the expansion of the American carceral state in the postwar period. It challenges 

the widely held assumption that the mass incarceration of minorities was wrought 

through the banishment of non-white urban offenders to rural prisons staffed primarily by 

white people. As a close look at the postwar history of Cook County Jail reveals, 

racialized mass incarceration began in America’s urban jails. This history also challenges 

the political history of the postwar carceral state that historians are most familiar with. 

Scholars have tended to highlight the partisan nature of the rise of the carceral state, often 

situating its rise within the political projects of liberals or conservatives. This study 

approaches the political origins of the carceral state more broadly. It asks scholars to 

consider how some of the nation’s most important, most determinative, criminal justice 

policies were forged not in the White House or in the state house, but within Sheriff’s 

offices, jail cells and courtrooms. Finally, in understanding jail expansion as the product 

of local reformist collaboration rather than draconian top-down mandates from 

Washington, this study revisits an urban crisis literature that has until now been focused 

on federal intervention on matters of housing, labor, and transportation policy. 

Introducing the jail as a central urban political institution and space, this study considers 

how jail detention of poor and marginalized people functioned as both an engine of urban 

                                                                                                                                            
al, “Incarceration’s Front Door: The Misuse of Jails in America,” (New York: Vera 
Institute of Justice, 2015) http://www.safetyandjusticechallenge.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/01/incarcerations-front-door-report.pdf.  
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crisis and a byproduct of it. To understand postwar America, we must better understand 

the how jailers, activists, and incarcerated people made jail policy in American cities. 

 

Historiography 

As the first scholarly study of the history of a postwar jail, this dissertation offers 

a new lens through which to view the political transformations of urban history and the 

history of the rise of the carceral state. In recentering discussions of the rise of the 

carceral state on the urban, this dissertation reveals that local institution building through 

promises of reform was central to the political development of the carceral state. It also 

shows that the radicalizing “forced migrations” of urban residents to rural prisons was 

preceded by violent and disempowering experiences in local jails.21 In urban history, this 

dissertation shows that the construction of carceral spaces was a central political response 

to the urban crisis of the postwar years. Policymakers answered the question of how to 

carry out the banishment of marginalized populations within the city and county through 

both the physical and symbolic construction of spaces of control. The rise of jails with 

capacities to hold thousands of prisoners at a time— the small number of city and county 

jails that do most of the jail detention in this country— during the postwar period 

represents a critical juncture in urban and carceral histories. 

                                                
21 Dan Berger, Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Right Era 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 3. 
 



 

xxiv 

This dissertation makes a critical intervention in the emergent historiography on 

the rise of the carceral state and the historic origins of mass incarceration.22 Scholars of 

postwar America have considered this origins story in two ways. One school has argued 

that the carceral state was a result of federal intervention within the previously localized 

politics of crime and punishment. Another school has located these federal interventions 

in a national level “backlash” against unrest and civil rights claims in American cities. 

Taking into account the simultaneous institutional development of jails during this period 

reorients our focus to the growth of the carceral state at the hands of municipal politicians 

and through the eyes of local jail detainees. Looking to jails allows us to understand the 

actions of those who built the carceral state as deliberate and intentional— albeit 

flawed— reforms. While intersecting with federal and national level shifts, the growth of 

jails and the carceral state writ large was primarily an effort to increase the legitimacy of 

local institutions. 

Scholars have debated whether the rise of postwar crime control policy at the 

federal level constituted a “backlash” against urban racial rebellions or a calculated 

                                                
22 This turn reflects a broader turn toward policy history focused on studies of the 

state. Examples of these studies include William Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ 
American State,” American Historical Review 113, no. 3 (2008): 752-72; Brian Balogh, A 
Government Out of Sight: The Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Margot Canaday, The Straight 
State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2011); Lisa McGirr, Lisa McGirr, The War on Alcohol: Prohibition and 
the Rise of the American State (New York: W.W. Norton, 2016); Sara Mayeux and Karen 
Tani, “Federalism Anew,” American Journal of Legal History 56, no. 1 (March 2016), 
128-138. 
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“frontlash” to check the civil rights gains of African Americans.23 For observers like 

Thomas Edsall and historian Michael Flamm, the story of racial backlash against urban 

rebellions starts with descriptions of failed Republican presidential candidate Barry 

Goldwater’s use of concerns about “law and order” to win the favor of political 

conservatives.24 The carceral state, then, is portrayed as the byproduct of 1960s white 

anxieties not only about crime but about a coming “race war” and an “amplified…sense 

that the nation was coming apart at the seams.”25 Political scientist Vesla Weaver has 

brought nuance to this depiction of conservative ascendance, charging that rather than an 

emotional, fearful backlash, the rise of punitive politics in the 1960s represented a 

calculated policy agenda designed to press back against the gains of the Civil Rights 

Movement, noting that the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Law Enforcement Assistance 

Act of 1965 were created in tandem to both expand and check the rights of racial 

minorities.26 Both of these narratives of “backlash” and “frontlash” depict political 

conservatism as having incredible national influence over criminal justice policy before 

Reagan ever took control of the White House, and though they may differ on the role that 

                                                
23 Vesla Weaver, “Frontlash: Race and the Development of Punitive Crime 

Policy,” Studies in American Political Development, 21 (Fall 2007), 230–265. 
 
24 Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of 

Race, Rights, and Taxes on American Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 1991); Michael 
W. Flamm, Law and Order: Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the Crisis of Liberalism in 
the 1960s (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). 

 
25 Flamm, 78. 
 
26 Weaver, “Frontlash: Race and the Development of Punitive Crime Policy.” 
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race played in these policy fights, these scholars agree that these battles were national in 

scope and fundamentally ordered by conservative and ultimately, Republican politics. 

In response to this emphasis on conservative politics, a countervailing narrative 

has suggested that the carceral state grew out of a liberal statebuilding project. In these 

studies, we see how federal politicians and programs imposed their will on American 

cities, primarily through the vector of federal grants to cities and states to foster 

institutional development.27 Naomi Murakawa has argued that safety from crime 

represented “the first civil right.” Murakawa asserts that protection from lawlessness 

represented a liberal preoccupation starting with Harry S. Truman’s Democratic agenda 

to create “a strong civil rights carceral state [that] would reduce crime through racially 

fair machinery” immediately following World War II.28 Historian Elizabeth Hinton has 

argued that the carceral state grew out of an “entanglement” of crime control and Great 

                                                
27 Much of this literature is concerned with measuring the impact of The 

Challenge of Crime in a Free Society: A Report by the President’s Commission on Law 
Enforcement and Administration of Justice (Washington DC: Dept. of Justice, 1967); Ted 
Gest, Crime and Politics: Big Government’s Erratic Campaign for Law and Order 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Jonathan Simon, Governing Through Crime: 
How the War on Crime Transformed American Democracy and Created a Culture of 
Fear (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Naomi Murakawa, The First Civil Right: 
How Liberals Built Prison America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Elizabeth 
Hinton “‘A War within Our Own Boundaries’: Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and the 
Rise of the Carceral State,” Journal of American History 102, no. 1 (June 2015), 100-
112; Julilly Kohler-Hausmann, “Guns and Butter: The Welfare State, the Carceral State, 
and the Politics of Exclusion in the Postwar United States.” Journal of American History 
102, no. 1 (June 2015), 87–99; Elizabeth Hinton “Creating Crime: The Rise and Impact 
of National Juvenile Delinquency Programs in Black Urban Neighborhoods,” Journal of 
Urban History 41, no. 5 (Sept. 2015), 808-824; Elizabeth Hinton, From War on Poverty 
to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2016). 

 
28 Murakawa, 66. 
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Society welfare programs that yielded “domestic social programs centered on crime 

control, surveillance, and incarceration.”29 In both depictions, the power of federal 

politicians is characterized as being imposed on cities through liberal policy projects. But 

what is less apparent is how local actors initiated and rationalized the massive expansion 

of their own governing responsibilities through large-scale local investment in crime 

control that both predated and far outstripped federal spending. While these national 

political stories reveal that the carceral apparatus is both a product of conjoined influence 

of conservative politics and liberal statebuilding, they do not show how or why local 

political actors embraced jail construction with so much enthusiasm. 

Without attention to the highly variable contexts of local politics, we cannot 

entirely explain why institutional growth was such a central outcome of the midcentury 

preoccupation with crime. Looking to jails reveals the reasoning that legitimated the 

entire project. In Cook County, fear of crime was not enough to justify pouring millions 

into institutions— local policymakers understood that jails were expensive to build and 

sustain and jails had the reputation of fostering, not hampering, crime. To persuade the 

public that jails were not doing more harm than good— both to the individuals who 

passed through them and to the legitimacy of the state’s authority— local policymakers 

constructed solutions that tried to bring local institutions into alignment with the criminal 

justice system’s changing standards and needs. Jail expansion, rationalized through the 

promise of rehabilitation and social good, was a political solution to the jail’s preexisting 

problems. At the local level, the growth of the carceral state was a gradual project that 

took place primarily within the constraints of local political cultures, budgets, and 

                                                
29 Hinton, “‘A War within Our Own Boundaries,’” 101-102. 
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institutions in the name of municipal reform. Federal funds and resources surely helped to 

facilitate this growth, but it was the need for a legitimately functioning jail that could 

sustain hyperpolicing of urban communities that ultimately drove the scaling up of local 

jails.30 Jails show that the carceral state was as much of a product of local reform 

impulses as it was national punitive politics. 

Shifting the emphasis to urban incarceration reorients the focus of scholarship on 

imprisonment. Scholars have emphasized that mass incarceration was primarily the state-

administered forced migration of non-white urban residents to prisons located in rural 

areas following a period marked by assumptions prison expansion and punitive 

incarceration marked a break with an earlier period of rehabilitation that led scholars like 

Norval Morris— whose office at the University of Chicago was just miles from Cook 

County Jail— to speculate about the “decline and likely fall of the ‘prison.’”31 This has 

                                                
30 Tera Agyepong, “In the Belly of the Beast: Black Policemen Combat Police 

Brutality in Chicago, 1968–1983,” The Journal of African American History 98, no. 2, 
(Spring 2013), 253-276; Christopher Lowen Agee, The Streets of San Francisco: 
Policing and the Creation of a Cosmopolitan Liberal Politics, 1950-1972 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2014); Simon Balto, “‘The Law Has a Bad Opinion of Me’: 
Policing and Politics in Twentieth-Century Black Chicago,” (PhD Diss., University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, 2015); Matthew D. Lassiter, “Impossible Criminals: The Suburban 
Imperatives of America’s War on Drugs,” Journal of American History 102, no. 1 (June 
2015): 126-40;; Max Felker-Kantor, “Kid Thugs Are Spreading Terror Through the 
Streets”: Youth, Crime, and the Expansion of the Juvenile Justice System in Los Angeles, 
1973-1980,” Journal of Urban History (forthcoming). 

 
31 Norval Morris, “Prison in Evolution,” Federal Probation 29 (March 1965), 20. 

Scholars invested in this narrative often focus on prison rates. Angela Davis, for example, 
highlights that California built no new prisons in mid-sixties through the 1970s; others, 
like Marie Gottschalk, have situated the rise of a more punitive culture in the 1960s and 
1970s but have suggested that it did not bear the fruit of mass imprisonment until the late 
1970s and early 1980s. Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven 
Stories Press, 2003), 12; Marie Gottschalk, The Prison and the Gallows: the Politics of 
Mass Incarceration in America (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 5 
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opened up three key avenues of analysis. First, scholars have understood this 

movement— physical and political— in terms of how urban civil rights movements 

fostered prisoner rights movements in rural prisons.32 Second, scholars have explored this 

forced migration as creating economic development for depressed rural areas and the 

white working-class through what social geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore has argued 

was “the government-organized and –funded dispersal of marginalized people from urban 

to rural locations.”33 Third, prison scholars have considered this movement as a 

                                                
 
32 Volker Janssen, “From the Inside Out: Therapeutic Penology and Political 

Liberalism in Postwar California” Osiris 22, no. 1 (2007), 116; Robert T. Chase, “Civil 
Rights on the Cell Block: Race, Reform, and Violence in Texas Prisons and the Nation, 
1945-1990,” (PhD Dissertation: University of Maryland-College Park, 2009); Toussaint 
Losier, “‘... For Strictly Religious Reason[s]’: Cooper v. Pate and the Origins of the 
Prisoners’ Rights Movement,” Souls 15, no. 1-2 (2013), 19-38; Dan Berger, Captive 
Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Right Era (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 2014); Toussaint Losier, “Prison House of Nations: Police 
Violence and Mass Incarceration in the Long Course of Black Insurgency in Illinois, 
1953-1987,” (PhD Dissertation: University of Chicago, 2014); Robert T. Chase, “Cell 
Taught, Self Taught: The Chicano Movement Behind Bars - Urban Chicanos, Rural 
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836-861, Robert T. Chase, “We Are Not Slaves: Rethinking the Rise of Carceral State 
through the Lens of the Prisoners’ Rights Movement,” Journal of American History 102, 
no. 1 (June 2015); Heather Ann Thompson, Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison 
Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy (New York: Pantheon, forthcoming). 
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manifestation of state-level politics which, particularly in Sunbelt states, triggered 

“discontent with federal meddling” in state prisoner rights that set “off a course of 

resistance that became central to the punitive revolution of the 1980s.”34 In all of these 

frames, mass incarceration is characterized by relationships between urban and rural 

people and spaces. In this view, politicians and prison officials contributed to the carceral 

and urban crises in part, through the displacement of urban residents to rural places.  

Looking to jails helps historians to better understand the role incarceration played 

as America’s most populous and diverse inner cities suffered so mightily as the twentieth 

century unfolded –the so-called origins of urban crisis. One way in which historians have 

understood the urban crisis is to emphasize the strategies white people used to protect 

their own privileges and preserve their own power to particularly conservative and 

exclusionary ends.35 This dissertation adds a different dimension to this argument in 

showing the lengths white residents of metropolitan areas went to in building 

incarcerating institutions— not just schools or roads— in order to reinforce racial 
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Suburban America (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007); Vincent Cannato, 
The Ungovernable City: John Lindsay and His Struggle to Save New York (New York: 
Basic Books, 2001). 

 



 

xxxi 

inequalities in urban and suburban spaces. Predominantly white politicians— from 

county board members to sheriffs to state’s attorneys— understood full well that policing 

took place disproportionately in black and brown neighborhoods and that support for the 

Cook County Jail was essential of these same people were physically contained in the 

city as well. While political scientist Michael Fortner has argued that a black silent 

majority was responsible for drug criminalization and policing that bloated jails and 

prisons in this period, this study situates the dominance of white policymakers, law 

enforcement, and judges in determining who went to jail and why within broader urban 

and suburban politics.36 In Chicago, while African Americans played key roles in 

sustaining the carceral project, they were also instrumental in challenging it.37 

                                                
36 Michael Javen Fortner, Black Silent Majority: The Rockefeller Drug Laws and 

the Politics of Punishment (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); see also 
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Within the urban crisis literature a robust scholarship also exists regarding how, 

despite the desires of whites to maintain power in postwar cities, black and brown 

urbanites secured a great deal of power. From black migrants to Oakland, women welfare 

recipients in Baltimore, to Puerto Ricans in Chicago, the postwar era is one of political 

contest, negotiation, and innovation from the bottom up.38 Even amidst the larger ravages 

of white flight, deindustrialization, and political backlash, black and brown urbanites 

actively fought hyper-policing and hyper-incarceration of the postwar period. In 

highlighting the role played by incarcerated people, lawyers, and activists who rejected 

the overuse of jail detention, this dissertation joins this scholarship in situating white 

actions on the policy sphere within a broader story that includes the ways in which even 

the most undemocratic of urban spaces were transformed through grassroots contest. 

Yet another, newer, literature on the origins of urban crisis considers the 

economics of why cities declined and explores how people and institutions negotiated 
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deindustrialization.39 This dissertation also adds to this discussion regarding the origins of 

urban crisis. An essential part of the history of jails in postwar America is a history of 

bail. Jails served as essential spaces for “rabble management” as increasing numbers of 

urban citizens found themselves unable to pay the price of freedom in the wake of 

devastating economic transformation.40 Another way jails help us to understand the 

economic aspects of urban spaces in the postwar period is that they were key institutions 

promising to mediate the growing urban crisis of poverty through provision of education 

and job training to those detained inside. As this dissertation will make clear, that jail 

administrators argued that their institutions were necessary for the good of the detainees 

themselves—as spaces that would remedy the lack of opportunities they faced in their 

urban neighborhoods—was deeply ironic as hyper policing and high rates of 

incarceration eroded those same neighborhoods.41  

To appreciate the full complexity of the urban crisis— in its origins, its 

institutional and political dynamics—requires the understanding that were among the 

most central institutions of it. Jails helped to create the “urban underclass,” and, in ways 

both ironic and disturbing, jail administrators—using the language of reform—justified 
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Atlantic, Oct. 30, 2014. 

 



 

xxxiv 

the expansion of their facilities as a remedy to the obstacles to advancement the same 

“urban underclass” faced in the city.42 Taking seriously Heather Thompson’s contention 

that “to fully locate the origins of urban crisis—we must reckon with the extent to which 

postwar urban spaces were compromised by the mass incarceration of the later twentieth 

century,” this dissertation suggests that understanding the degree to which urban carceral 

spaces such as jails fostered and perpetuated mass incarceration is central to this 

understanding.43 

 

Methodological Considerations 

Methodologically, postwar jails present some difficulty. According to Illinois 

Records Retention Act, Cook County Department of Corrections not required to maintain 

records older than ten years old. As such, both the Cook County State’s Attorney and 

Cook County Sheriff's Office denied my Freedom of Information requests for 

institutional records on the basis of the non-existence of such records.44 In this rejection, I 

encountered one way in which Michel-Rolph Trouillot identified “silences enter the 

process of historical production” through “the making of archives” and “the moment of 
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fact retrieval.”45 In Cook County, ensuring these silences through the destruction of 

records has been a government-sanctioned project.  

There is evidence that destruction of records was not just the fruit of fairly recent 

legislation, but has been a long term institutional project. When Sheriff Joseph Lohman 

took office as Sheriff in 1954, he found his predecessors had stolen the file cabinets, and 

in the basement of the County building “were 44 barrels and 7 baskets of records, 

dumped helter-skelter.”46 Given the scarcity of records from those years and the 

preceding decades, it seems possible that the basement was cleaned up and the records 

were thrown away. In the wake of such destruction, perhaps it was no surprise that 

Lohman’s protégé Hans W. Mattick left his job at the jail with several boxes of records, 

some of which he immediately donated to his alma mater, the University of Chicago; 

others, he later donated to the Chicago History Museum. Mattick resisted this destruction 

as he maintained a habit of requesting and archiving jail documents for the rest of his life.  

Much of the archive that is available and useful has to do with the choices actors 

like Mattick made about what to seek and what to request and what to save; Mattick’s 

papers at the Chicago History Museum are the deepest archive of sources available on 

Cook County Jail. Other sources included the papers of social movement actors, such as 

the ACLU- Illinois Division, the John Howard Association, the Alliance to End 

Repression, and the League of Women Voters. A small number of government 

documents are preserved in libraries across Chicago and through databases like the 
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xxxvi 

National Criminal Justice Reference Service. A few files of legal documents are housed 

at the Gerald Ford Presidential Library. Several closed collections at the Chicago History 

Museum may house documents that would expand our knowledge of the jail’s history 

and residents. The jail may well retain more historical documents than I have been made 

aware of. This dissertation is an expression of the story that it is possible to tell with 

existing resources and an expression of the imperative for archivists to better develop 

collections that address the centrality of jails to local political and social histories. In spite 

of efforts to suppress this history, archival sources on Cook County Jail are uniquely 

abundant among American jails. 

These records are not without their blind spots. Most of these collections tell us 

little about jail staff or the worlds of the tiers; government and legal documents largely 

tell the story of the institution as a whole rather than individual stories. Predominantly 

white actors—Hans W. Mattick among them— paid little attention to matters of race nor 

were they particularly critical of jail administrators. The archival documents available do 

not offer much in the way in explaining first-hand motivations or in establishing 

timelines. For this, I have had to rely on local newspapers. I recognize that this is 

problematic as newspapers and journalists are themselves historical actors at the mercy of 

what information they can get at the moment and what information they feel compelled to 

seek out. Given that lies likely animate newspaper and official sources regarding the 

jail— particularly once lawsuits came into the picture in the late 1960s— I acknowledge 

it is impossible to know the full or “true” history of Cook County Jail.47 However, it is 
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possible to learn a great deal with the extant sources including newspaper accounts, 

letters, official reports, investigations, court records, and statistical data sets read both on 

their own merit and “against the grain” for the stories of incarcerated people, corrections 

officers, administrators, politicians, activists, and lawyers. To do this, I use the methods 

of social history, political history, American political development, legal history, and 

cultural history to develop a multi-faceted understanding of the world of Cook County 

Jail.  

 

Cook County Jail before the Postwar Era 

 In order to fully appreciate the centrality of American jails, and Cook County Jail 

in particular, to the evolution of postwar United States writ large, we must first set the 

stage. In focusing on jails, I am not including police lock-ups or juvenile facilities, nor 

am I including jails operated by states. I have chosen Cook County Jail because like most 

jails, it has been operated by a county and administered by a sheriff. For most of the 

twentieth century, it was known as the nation’s largest single-site jail.48 While Cook 

County’s size makes it exceptional, its basic governing structure has been, over time, 

representative of most county jails. Both the exceptional and the representative aspects of 

Cook County Jail make it a prime target for study. To uncover the contours of American 

jail history first requires an in-depth look at a single jail. Cook County Jail is not every 

jail, but no jail is. As with many jails, the long institutional development that began in 

when the jail was established in the 1830 demonstrates that the first one hundred years of 

                                                
48 This distinction makes it different from Los Angeles, a multi-site jail system 

that has over time come to incarcerate more people than any other County, or New York, 
a city jail system that operates across multiple locations in the city. 



 

xxxviii 

the jail’s history was marked by gradual expansion and occasional shifts in penal 

practices largely tied to changes in buildings and individual administrators.  

  County fathers founded Cook County Jail in a moment when jails were casually 

operated and haphazard institutions. Unlike penitentiaries, jails lacked a rehabilitative or 

punitive function, serving with few exceptions only to detain. For many offenders in the 

early republic, frontier jails were typically small, house-like buildings that housed 

inmates alongside the jailer and his family.49 In some of these small jails, detainees were 

kept in the basement or locked in upstairs rooms until they could be delivered to a 

magistrate for trial. Yet even jails were rarities, as, historian David Rothman notes, “the 

jail was not the ordinary mechanism of correction. Americans depended primarily upon 

non-institutional mechanisms in treating both the dependent and the deviant.”50 Jails 

“closely resembled the household in structure and routine,” as inmates lived in rooms 

alongside the jailer and his family with lax security.51 Small local jails were not intended 

to punish, but rather, served only to hold pre-trail detainees for a brief period of time.  

Unlike prisons, which saw the innovation of the penitentiary emerge during the 

early republic, some scholars have charged that jails saw little institutional development 

during the nineteenth century, although the household jail gave way to larger, squalid 

jails. “In local jails,” writes the legal historian Lawrence Freidman, “confusion was king, 
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along with plain dirt and humiliation. These were the sewers and toilets of humanity.”52 

Like many jails in its time, Cook County Jail was built to house the frontier community’s 

small number of offenders before trial. That Cook County’s first jail was built in 1833, 

two years after the county was chartered by the state legislature, suggests that the 

population was too small to consider establishing a jail as part of its immediate governing 

needs.53  

The first Cook County Jail was “a small primitive looking structure built after the 

manner of frontier stockades, with logs as the principal material.”54 An illustration from 

1930 depicts the 1836 jail and two side-by-side, one-story structures. The smaller 

structure resembles a small house with windows, horizontal siding, and shutters; it likely 

housed the jailer and perhaps his family. The larger structure, depicted as one story but 

taller, with a large attic, is largely windowless and constructed of logs placed vertically 

around the entire structure. It had small windows near where the vertical logs met the 

roof, perhaps for ventilation in a one-room congregate jail space. The image suggests that 

the jail was located on the “Northwest Corner of the Public Square” immediately adjacent 

to a road and that the jail shared the square with the courthouse and “seven hotels and 
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seven churches.”55 In the background, the illustrators placed a set of teepees nearby, 

implying the frontier state of the city and jail.56 

Chicago’s rapid growth prompted the construction of a county courthouse in 

1850, and for convenience, the jail was relocated to its basement of the building at the 

intersection of Randolph, Clark, Washington, and LaSalle, where the jail remained until 

the Great Fire of 1871. However, in spite of the jail’s proximity to the local government, 

the jail remained a casually operated institution. The informal management of the 

basement jail drew the ire of critics who, in light of the other demonstrated governing 

capacities of the county, expected more of the institution than minimal security and 

lacking order by 1859. Condemning the jail’s administration, the Chicago Press and 

Tribune reported, “Corruption of assistants and incompetency of the principal seem to be 

wholly the order of the day.”57 Jailers played cards with the inmates, and prostitutes were 

brought to prisoners sentenced to death, violating the norms of respectable behavior. 

Administrators in the nineteenth century believed that the jail ought to enforce popular 

morals such as chastity, temperance, and cleanliness, but the jail’s critics acknowledged 

that such standards were unattainable. “The management of the Cook County Jail has 

reached a crisis which requires nothing less than a revolution to adequately reform it,” 

                                                
55 Alfred Theodore Andreas, History of Cook County, Illinois: From the Earliest 

Period to the Present Time (Chicago: A.T. Andreas: 1884), 143. 
 
56 Francis Dare and Gifford M. Mast, “Cook County’s first Jail as it was in 1836- 

Located on the Northwest Corner of the Public Square, Chicago.” Sept. 19, 1930. UC 
Riverside, California Museum of Photography, 
http://content.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/kt438nc0n9/?order =2. On the rise of the built 
environment in frontier Chicago, see William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and 
the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991). 

 
57 The Sheriff's Office,” Chicago Press and Tribune, Aug. 5, 1859, 1. 



 

xli 

one newspaper’s editors concluded.58 It is unlikely, however, that few in this era of casual 

detention would have agreed that the conditions represented a crisis; Illinois had just one 

prison and only a few other crude jails.59  

After the Great Fire of 1871 destroyed the Courthouse and basement jail, the new 

Cook County Jail was located adjacent to the county building and included a library, 

offices, separate accommodations for boys and women, and a stone cell block that housed 

four tiers of cells that made up of seventeen cells, or 136 cells. This was not a jail built 

for reform or penitence; there was little aspiration to rehabilitative intentions in the jail’s 

architecture. The penology expressed in the jail’s architecture was that it merely detained 

those who should be in it, within a new set of standards for the physical plant of the jail. 

As one observer wrote, “The stone walls, the stone and iron cells, the bolts and bars, and 

all the other ordinary and extraordinary apportenances designed to contribute to the 

security of the jail, serve to give one the idea that once inside, there was no getting out 

until taken out by due process of law.”60 The builders of the new jail, likely the sheriff 

and county board, intended to create a functional structure to detain prisoners for longer 

periods before trial. 

From an administrative perspective, the jail was intended to stand in for “the 

purifying influence of home and family,” as eighty percent on the jail’s inhabitants were 
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unmarried.61 In 1877, Sheriff Charles Kern informed the Board of County 

Commissioners that his main priorities were ensuring that “strict attention is given to the 

cleanliness of the jail, as well as to that of the prisoners” and that he “at all times required 

strict obedience on the part of the prisoners to prison rules.”62 Maintaining cleanliness 

and order, augmented by access to religious services and a jail library, were in Kern’s 

view adequate to the task of improving the morality of those who came through the jail. 

The extent to which the jail’s population encountered these best intentions is unclear; 

however, the jail’s release statistics suggest that it was probably more of a holding pen 

than a place of moral awakening. For the vast majority of those released— seventy-five 

percent— the jail was a site of brief detention before release on bail, acquittal, pardon, or 

dropped charges. Only 125 of the 2,773 released from the jail in 1877— just four 

percent— had served sentences at the jail.63 For thirteen percent of those released, the jail 

was a way station to other sites of confinement, including the city workhouse (the 

Bridewell), state asylums, state reform schools, and penitentiaries. Whatever the 

aspirations of Sheriff, the reality of public expectations of the jail was that it only needed 

to hold people until they moved on from its charge.64  
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In spite of a brief Progressive-era moment from 1895-1905 under Warden John 

Loris Whitman who, provocatively, proposed taking into account the humanity of 

detainees, the congregate system of detention sustained ongoing overcrowding, violence, 

filth, and unrest well into the twentieth century.65  

Progressive reformers believed that a new jail building would make it impervious 

to mismanagement.66 In building a new jail, reformers and politicians sought to solve the 
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jail’s problems through construction and investment in the jail structure. A stalemate over 

construction occurred in spite of a series a dramatic escape plots that included an 

explosion blowing apart an exterior wall and another escape by rope over the wall.67 By 

1918, voters had denied a jail construction bond three times, in large part because 

reformers could not persuade them that conditions in the jail were all that bad. The jail 

was adequate in fulfilling its original function as a place for warehousing indigent 

offenders, even if it could not keep them from escaping. Sheriff Charles Peters claimed, 

the jail was already a place that inmates wanted to be. “The prisoners in the Cook county 

jail are so well treated that many of them have their trials put off as long as possible, that 

they remain in the jail. They are well fed and the sanitary conditions in the jail are better 

than they are in the average Chicago lodging house.”68 While this rosy portrayal failed to 

match the horrific nature of life in the jail, it was a common example of why many felt 

building a new jail was unnecessary. That the sheriff was opposed to the construction of 

the new jail suggests, perhaps, that he was concerned that the jail bond’s requirement of 
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community investment in the jail might compromise patronage’s hold on the jail. After a 

race riot rocked the jail in 1919, however, reformers were able to create a coalition of 

activists that included women’s groups who had blocked the bond because they did not 

want to simply expand the flawed and violent institution. The difficulty in passing the jail 

construction bond suggests that many Chicagoans were ambivalent about the proposed 

new direction of the jail through construction.69 

Social scientists contested how the jail would be made anew as the Cook County 

Board of Commissioners sought to determine where the new jail should be built. The 

question of where the jail should be located, however, brought up a slew of other 

questions: which agencies should be housed in the Jail and Criminal Court building, who 

should be incarcerated there, and how the new jail could better accommodate “certain 

classes of prisoners.”70 In 1922, the Chicago Community Trust issued a report under the 

direction of Dr. George Kirchwey, a former dean of the Columbia Law School. Kirchwey 

brought together a team of eminent penologists and physicians to create an intensive 

study of the jail’s structures and conditions. The report “was to be a new kind of inquiry, 

one that should go to the root of the jail problem. It was recognized that the problem was 
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fundamentally a social one.”71 The report provides a window into the jail’s administration 

in 1922 and, as its authors promised, “the opportunity to put the jail in its true relation to 

the interest of the entire community.”72 Contradicting the original purpose of the jail bond 

and the study itself, the jail surveyors endeavored to go beyond addressing the population 

and structure of the jails, to pursue a novel perspective on the jail: “the newer type of 

inquiry, which sees in the jail a problem to be solved.”73 Adding to previous studies by 

John Whitman and the Chicago Bar Association, it was a critical assessment of the jail 

that set out to explore why one third of the jail’s inhabitants who never went to trial or 

were found innocent “were compelled to live for weeks and months under the shocking 

conditions of the Cook County Jail.”74 The study questioned every presumed function of 

the jail, including whether or not it actually held pre-trial offenders. 

The study positioned the Cook County Jail in a national context of jail abuses. 

“The truth is that the County Jail is the very worst feature of the American penal 

system— worse than the workhouse, worse than the penitentiary: Worse because more 

neglected, and therefore, filthier, viler, more degraded and demoralized.”75 Kirchwey 

even went as far as calling it “the least human of American institutions.”76 Kirchwey 

believed American jails were unreformed because of political profit and because “we 
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have stamped a criminal character on these places of detention by using them as a 

convenient dumping ground for the refuse of our society.”77 Cook County ran the risk, 

Kirchwey argued, of building a jail like those “in several eastern cities of considerable 

size, structures that were obsolete before they were completed, which perpetuated all the 

rigidity, inflexibility and stupidity of the older buildings they had superseded.”78  

Although Cook County Jail was not supposed to be a place of punishment, 

Kirchwey asserted that the jail “has just enough convicted offenders to keep alive the evil 

tradition that a jail is a place of punishment… It is a true democracy, with equally 

degrading conditions for all.”79 Holding 10,642 people over the course of 1921, men and 

boys often slept three to a cell. When the jail population occasionally surged past 1000, 

men slept five to a cell.80 Overcrowding, sexual assault, drugs, venereal diseases, 

“incessant spitting” and other “filthy talk and filthy practices” meant that within the jail 

“the general atmosphere is one of anxiety and depression alternating with feverish hopes 

of speedy release.”81 The problem was not, as progressive reformers had thought, that the 

jail was being poorly managed, but rather, that it was being deliberately managed in a 

way that punished offenders who were presumed innocent.  

The central problem of the jail was that there was that the jails function as a site 

for pre-trial holding was not widely regarded. Rather than send sentenced offenders to 
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empty cells in the nearby House of Correction, misdemeanants were being sent to the 

Cook County Jail. Because the jail contracted with the federal government, federal 

inmates were also held at the jail. Strangely, procedural sentences for debt and contempt 

of court were also held at the Cook County Jail. Judges often sent inmates to the jail to 

serve sentenced instead of at the Bridewell, perhaps to line the pockets of the sheriff. 

These problems of sentencing led Kirchwey to conclude that the best way to reform the 

jail was in restoring the jail to its original purpose of holding pre-trial offenders. Because 

it was an institution subject to the practices of other institutions, only systemic reform 

could resolve the jail’s overcrowding problem. Its filth, lack of programming, and 

conducting of death penalty sentences could be easily resolved but nothing but systemic 

reform could address its central problem: “Far too many people are committed to the 

county jail… too many are arrested, too many of those are held for trial, too many of 

those held for trial are thrown into jail.”82 Police, the Municipal Court, and the State’s 

Attorney were all to blame for the jail’s overcrowding. For the first time, Cook County 

Jail was placed in a context of Chicago’s flawed criminal justice system as Kirchwey 

argued that the jail could not be reformed by itself. 

Cook County policymakers largely ignored Kirchwey’s recommendations for the 

new jail. Moving the jail out of Chicago’s downtown Loop was of paramount importance 

to the businessmen who made up the committees in control of jail site selection. County 

board President Anton Cermak had engaged businessmen like Sears, Roebuck and 

Company head Julius Rosenwald to choose the jail site. Cermak believed that they would 

best address the subject from “the point of view of taxation and the proper and necessary 
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expenditure of large sums of money for our growing needs.”83 Chicago Community Trust 

president Frank Loomis argued most clearly for moving the jail to Chicago’s West Side.  

The district between La Salle Street and Michigan Avenue is therefore 
destined to become a high-grade shopping, business and hotel district. A 
County Jail and Criminal Courts Building would be quite out of place in 
such an environment. The County Jail and Criminal Courts Building is not 
a business institution. It is a social institution. Moreover, if the Jail and 
Criminal Courts Building were to continue in the present location it would 
have the effect of retarding the development of the Loop northward. Who 
would want to build a retail store or a hotel, or a high-grade office 
building across the street from the Jail? 
 
Furthermore, businessmen believed locating the jail in the West side would 

reduce police and court traffic into the Loop, which, Loomis noted, “Such traffic in the 

business district does not help business, but retards and injures it.” Even the logistics of 

building a new jail on a different site were rooted in business. The existing jail could still 

be used while the new one was being built, and could be repurposed “entirely in harmony 

with the type of business district which the near North Side is certainly destined to 

become.”84 Building the new jail on city-owned property next to the existing House of 

Correction (the former city workhouse, then functioning more or less as a city jail for 
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those charged with municipal violations) cheaply and effectively erased low-level 

offenders from Chicago’s downtown landscape, removing them and their legal business 

to an industrial area surrounded by Cermak’s Bohemian neighborhood of Little Village, 

which stood to benefit from the jobs available at the jail. 

Observers believed a new jail would lack the institutional baggage of “the black 

hole of Calcutta” that was the existing county jail.85 A criminologist told the Chicago 

Tribune hoped that “the jail is built so that attention may be given to individual prisoners 

instead of only to the mass of inmates.”86 It included an exercise yard, chapel space, and 

classrooms. Four buildings connected by a central corridor were bisected into eight 

cellblocks, yielding thirty-six tiers. The new jail boasted capacity for 1,300 inmates and 

1,527 “detention windows” that lacked bars. At a cost of $7.5 million dollars, the jail 

represented costly county investment in imprisonment. There was little in the new jail’s 

architecture that suggested a significant shift in the jail’s penology other than an attempt 

to move away from the intense overcrowding and filth of the old jail. Rather, the new jail 

at 26th and California was a manifestation of an outright rejection of expert 

recommendations to build an institution that promoted rehabilitation. Even as the Great 

Depression and World War II reduced the population of the jail, its administration 

enjoyed little public interest well into the 1950s. Until the narcotics war of the 1950s, the 

new jail was enough. 
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Chapters 

 In seven chapters, this dissertation tells the story of how jail administrators used 

the language of reform to transform Cook County Jail from a 1,300-bed jail in 1954 to a 

10,000-bed jail in 1996.  

Chapter 1 tells the story of sociologist-sheriff Joseph Lohman and his efforts to 

build public support for jail reform during the 1950s. Amid overcrowding that filled the 

jail with people sentenced on narcotics charges, Lohman created a new image for the jail 

that was linked to its capacity to transform inmates rather than detain them pre-trial. 

Although incarcerated people challenged the limited impact of Lohman’s reforms on 

experience of being jailed, they found their claims silenced as Lohman persuaded the 

public that jail reform should yield a newly constructed jail with a new role as a social 

service provider and not the more humane conditions prisoners hoped for. 

Chapter 2 explores how groups during the 1960s carried forward Lohman’s 

reform mission on two fronts: the effort to generate bureaucratic reforms through the 

creation of a Cook County Department of Corrections and the effort to promote the jail’s 

rehabilitative capacities by saving the life of death row inmate Paul Crump. A cadre of 

would-be reformers, including the League of Women Voters, jail administrators, and 

social scientists further promoted the jail as an institution that could provide valuable 

services. Using people like Crump as symbols of the jail’s capacities to rehabilitate 

inmates, the League was able to further legitimize the jail and expand it through the 

creation of a non-partisan governing body, the Cook County Department of Corrections. 

In merging the Cook County Jail with Chicago’s city jail, the House of Correction, 

reform rhetoric that tied the jail to a rehabilitative mission made the jail part of a larger 
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detention apparatus and ensured the expansion of detention in Cook County through its 

commitment to the rhetoric of reform 

Chapter 3 takes a closer look at the disconnect between the reform rhetoric of jail 

administrators at the Cook County Jail and the reality of conditions of confinement by 

exploring a serious scandal that rocked the facility in 1967. Policymakers answered 

inmate accounts of violence in the jail with racialized rhetoric that dismissed the jail’s 

problems as those of yet another urban “jungle.” To put public fears to rest, Cook County 

Sheriff Joseph Woods hired black psychologist Winston Moore to reform the jail. In 

promising social services and enacting repressive strategies, Moore used the rhetoric of 

reform to justify his violent regime and silence inmate concerns about conditions. 

Chapter 4 considers how jail administrators’ routine use of reform rhetoric to 

mute public criticism of the way in which the Cook County Jail actually operated was not 

only challenged by jail detainees themselves, but was also always fought by urban 

activists in the city who well understood the disconnect between the jail’s growing size 

and brutality and jail administrators’ publicly stated reform agendas. Activists and clergy 

did not accept the rhetoric of reform; they saw the disconnect between ideal and practice 

as a call to arms to bring the programs of the jail into line with local desires for a 

rehabilitative jail. This chapter examines the formation and actions of the Alliance to End 

Repression, an interracial coalition formed after the murder of Black Panther Party leader 

Fred Hampton. The group worked tirelessly, and often quite successfully, to keep people 

out of jail altogether through the Cook County Special Bail Project. Courtwatchers and 

pre-trial interviewers sought to eliminate the overuse of pre-trial detention altogether by 

keeping people from spending unnecessary time in jail. The chapter looks at the work of 
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a jail chaplain who created a program called the Programmed Activities in Correctional 

Education (PACE) in order to bring the jail’s rhetoric of rehabilitation in line with 

opportunities for inmate transformation. As Chapter 4 shows, through these projects, 

activists from a variety of backgrounds challenged the rhetoric of reform as the jail 

became a key site of contest in a battle over the negative effects of the War on Crime in 

Chicago. 

In spite of these efforts, jail policymakers continued to rely on reform rhetoric to 

conceal violence and rationalize building the largest single-site jail the nation had ever 

seen. As Chapter 5 makes clear, however, jail administrators’ ability to combat real 

reform by persuading the public that what it really needed was just a bigger jail. With the 

support of the federal Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, Moore used new 

federal resources to plan a jail intended to house Chicago’s black community and to 

promised to rehabilitate them through both pre-trial detention and post-sentencing 

incarceration. In spite of many allegations that he and his guards had beaten detainees 

and threatened them with weapons, Moore clung to the language of reform. The 

construction program and its promises of rehabilitation failed because of the belief that 

buildings, not people, would bring about the reform of Cook County Jail. By the end of 

the 1970s, the enlarged Cook County Jail emerged an even more devastating presence in 

the lives of poor black and brown Chicagoans than it had been a mere twenty years 

earlier. 

As Cook County policymakers tried to build their way into reform, a new class of 

young public interest lawyers took aim at the rhetoric of reform in the courts. Across the 

nation, jail expansion and legal distinctions between Constitutional rights and rhetorics of 
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reform inspired lawyers to challenge jail conditions on behalf of incarcerated people. In 

Chicago, suits brought by small legal services outfits, the ACLU, and the Department of 

Justice undermined the rhetoric of reform as lawyers pressed for substantial changes to 

how children and the mentally ill were incarcerated and in the cleanliness of the jail. Due 

to the efforts of these lawyers, by the end of the 1970s, federal courts engaged in new 

practices of oversight and accountability over jail conditions and the Constitutional rights 

of those detained there that endeavored to check local impulses to hide abuses behind the 

rhetoric of reform. 

Judicial oversight did not spell the end of the rhetoric of reform. Even as jails 

faced new levels of scrutiny due to the courts, they faced overcrowding on an 

unprecedented scale due to the War on Drugs. In Cook County, sheriffs grew so 

desperate to meet court-ordered population caps that they started letting people out of the 

jail without the permission of judges. Chapter 7 shows that this damage control, however, 

gave way to a revival and reconstruction of a new rhetoric of reform: tough detention in 

the ever-expanding jail for violent “criminals” and “alternatives to incarceration” that 

increased surveillance and social control over those out on bail. Ultimately, the opening 

of a $1 billon dollar maximum-security building in 1995 signified the enduring 

commitment of jail administrators to reform through expansion. 

Cook County Jail achieved the capacity to incarcerate over 100,000 people a year 

not through political neglect but through a decades-long, well-publicized commitment to 

advancing ideals of reform. The disconnect between reform and reality was sharply 

contested by incarcerated people, activists, and lawyers who were able to mediate the rise 

of the carceral state even if they could not stop its growth. If we are to understand our 



 

lv 

current crisis of incarceration, we must understand the intentional policymaking that 

produced it.   



 

1 

CHAPTER 1 

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE REFORM ERA 

 

By the 1950s, the possibilities for the new jail had given way to chaos. Unrest in 

the jail reached a fever pitch during a standoff at Cook County Jail on March 3, 1954. For 

an entire evening, the prisoners— mostly federal pre-trial detainees awaiting their day in 

court and a few of the jail’s death row inmates— had been protesting conditions that they 

believed were worse than those state prisoners encountered. When a guard discovered an 

attempted escape from the day room of their third floor tier, the prisoners set to work 

breaking furniture and windows with such an intensity that guards with shotguns were 

called in to quell the disturbance. When this threat failed to subdue the protest, the guards 

called in firemen to soak the inmates with tons of water from high-pressure hoses.87 

 When this effort failed, the guards donned gas masks and threw some fifty cans 

of tear gas into the twenty by thirty foot room. Although many of the windows had 

already been broken, the inmates broke the rest to clear the gas from the room. They even 

blocked the steel-barred entrances to the tiers with mattresses to limit the barrage of tear 

gas canisters. But the mattresses and the broken windows were not enough to stop the 

bombardment. Finally, guards entered the tier wearing gas masks and armed with shields 

and tried to force inmates back into their cells. They were thwarted, however, by inmates’ 

harassing shouts and their volleys of “pieces of broken furniture, light bulbs and pieces of 
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pipes.”88 Finally, as an inmate declared, “We’ve had enough, we’ve had enough!” Late in 

the night, Warden M. Philip Scanlan, wiping tears from his eyes caused by the tear gas, 

reported that his guards had at last subdued the inmates.89  

The 1954 rebellion was not the first challenge inmates had made to conditions at 

Cook County Jail. Since the 1940s, inmates’ daring escapes, their reports of shockingly 

bad conditions, and their accusations of mismanagement had undermined the jail’s 

reputation. In 1948, Warden Frank Sain was fired after a guard— himself an ex-

convict— aided the escape of nine inmates from the jail in one instance and three inmates 

in another. In 1951, ten men awaiting the death penalty for murder went on a hunger 

strike to protest their loss of privileges after a death-row inmate from their tier killed a 

guard during an escape. Escape efforts continued through 1953 as detainees and 

sentenced inmates decided that the risk of punishment was better than living in the 

dangerous and overcrowded jail.90  

Cook County Jail was known not only for its displays of inmate resistance, but for 

its shocking staff corruption. After inmates accused guards of taking prisoners’ money to 

smuggle female visitors in for nightly trysts in the jail’s administrative offices, the state’s 

attorney decreed in 1950 that “Cook County Jail is rotten from top to bottom.”91 Further 
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adding to the jail’s terrible reputation, Warden Chester Fordney boasted that it was “no 

secret” that the jail boasted a booming trade in narcotics, alcohol, razor blades, 

hypodermic needles, and knives. By 1953, some 1600 inmates overcrowded the jail, 600 

of them serving sentences after Chicago police undertook a narcotics crackdown. 

Crumbling guard towers and low salaries that attracted poorly qualified guards only 

exacerbated its problems. Without a functioning hospital and lacking bed space for 300 

extra inmates, administrators feared another riot in the unsafe and unsecure jail.92 

That so much public attention was focused on the Cook County Jail in the 1950s 

reflected a national phenomenon. Jails across the country overcrowded as police cracked 

down on heroin pushers and users and state legislators adopted mandatory minimums. 

According to the Bureau of Prisons, over a million people a year were going to jail by 

1951.93 As historian Matthew Lassiter notes, politicians “sought to protect innocent 

suburban youth and white middle-class communities by incarcerating dangerous pushers 

and predatory addicts from the barrios and ghettos,” dehumanizing drug sellers and 

letting white users off the hook.94 From Los Angeles to New York City, jail wardens 
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struggled with the volume of people awaiting trial for narcotics charges and serving hefty 

sentences. In Los Angeles, the city’s main jail facility held 2,900 people in space for 

1,600; in New York City, 7,900 filled space for 4,200.95 For fearful wardens, it was not 

just that there were not enough beds to accommodate every detainee, but, they charged, 

that the overcrowded jails fostered criminality because all sorts of alleged criminals— old 

and young, sexual deviants and addicts, murderers and drug dealers— were all mixed 

together, sharing criminal information. Adding to the problem was the condition of many 

urban jail buildings; many of the archaic facilities were old and not built with the 

capacity or intent to hold large numbers of low-level detainees and sentenced inmates for 

a long period of time. As state and federal lawmakers used incarceration to try to end the 

narcotics epidemic, local jail wardens were left wondering what to do with crowded jails 

that they believed were making the situation worse. Inmates rioting in Cook County Jail 

served as an indictment of the old system of warehousing detainees in a moment when 

the criminal justice system relied on jail detention to sustain vigorous narcotics policing 

projects.  

In Cook County, as with large counties and municipalities across the United 

States, the moment of jail crisis created political openings for enterprising jail reformers. 

This chapter shows how Joseph D. Lohman, University of Chicago sociologist elected 

Sheriff, created a flawed philosophy of jail reform at Cook County Jail in the 1950s. As 
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jail administrators across the country faced with record-breaking population numbers 

they could not control, Cook County’s sheriff and jail staff approached jail reform as a 

means of creating socially beneficial jails in three ways. First, they could modernize 

existing facilities and staff by adding beds, changing classification policies, and 

increasing staff levels and training. Second, they could create rehabilitative programs to 

try to fix repeat offenders and prevent recidivism by teaching inmates new skills and 

values. Third, they could build new jails altogether as a means of shaking off the 

institutional baggage of facilities designed for outmoded methods of detention. All of 

this, in a moment remembered for the civil rights movement, was intended to better and 

more effectively confine a jail population that was sixty percent black at a time when 

blacks made up just fourteen percent of Chicago’s population.96 

In this chapter, I argue that the reforms imagined by Sheriff Joseph Lohman and 

his team marked a radical reframing of the capacities of Cook County Jail. For the first 

time, Cook County Jail administrators created a policy program around the idea that jail 

detention could be beneficial in reducing the likelihood of recidivism after release. In 

working to ensure that the jail was no longer “a school for crime,” reformers believed that 

jail administrators could make the jail a place that improved criminals through new 

administrative procedures and programming. Lohman imagined a new role for the jail, as 

                                                
96 Statistical Department, The Tuberculosis Institute of Chicago and Cook 
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a job trainer and social service provider. The idea that jails should do more became 

politically viable during this moment and is significant because it framed subsequent 

expectations of the jail. However, inmate critiques of Cook County jail reformers 

revealed the limits of these efforts to do what they promised early on. Joseph Lohman’s 

early efforts to transform Cook County Jail are representative of the ways postwar jail 

policy coupled both promises of beneficial institutional reform and poor implementation 

that ensured inhumane conditions. 

 

The Chicago School Origins of Jail Reform 

 The effort to reform Cook County Jail had its origins in the sociology department 

at the University of Chicago. Since the 1920s, sociologists from the University of 

Chicago had been making their mark on Chicago. Pioneering systematic qualitative 

research, ethnography, and participant observation, the so-called “Chicago School” saw 

the city as a laboratory for understanding and intervention in urban social worlds. They 

did this both through entering into existing institutions and building their own social 

reform programs. Sociologist Nels Anderson became a detainee at Cook County Jail to 

research the social worlds of hobos.97 Through the Chicago Area Project, under the 

leadership of Ernest Watson Burgess, sociologists explored the social worlds of juvenile 
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delinquents and pioneered interventions to prevent criminal activity.98 Through such 

studies, as well as participation in organizations like the Chicago Crime Commission, 

sociologists became active contributors to efforts to reform urban crime control policy 

and the notion that Chicago was a representative example of other urban environments.99 

Over time, the first Chicago School gave rise to a second, which became distinguished as 

its adherents assumed more active roles in politics and governance through “applied 

criminology.” In seeking to fully apply sociological insights, the second Chicago School 

sociologists left the ivory tower altogether and proceeded untethered into public 

institutions and agencies. 

 Joseph Lohman’s election to the office of Cook County Sheriff in 1954 marked 

the coming of Chicago school sociology to Cook County Jail. Born in Denver, Lohman 

had moved to Chicago to pursue a PhD in sociology at the University of Chicago in the 

1930s. Colleagues remembered that Lohman had intended to do research on a “gang of 

killers” that allowed him access as long as his research remained secret. When a member 

of his committee spoke publicly about Lohman’s research, the gang threatened to kill 

Lohman and he was forced to abandon his project, taking a master’s degree and 

beginning work as an adjunct instructor in the University of Chicago’s sociology 
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department.100 Lohman taught classes such as “Crime and the Community,” 

“Correctional Administration,” and “Criminal Careers” as he conducted research for the 

Chicago Area Project’s juvenile delinquency prevention program and the state of Illinois’ 

pardon and parole board. Although he could not advise dissertations as an adjunct, he 

informally mentored students in applied criminology, an emergent field of study that 

encouraged academics to take positions in police departments, jails, and prisons and to 

use such agencies as laboratories for new crime prevention techniques. Most famously, 

he authored a training manual for Chicago police to improve their relationships with 

racial minorities.101 Lohman’s reputation earned him an appointment by Governor Adlai 

Stevenson as chairman of the state pardon and parole board where he had placed a 

number of promising young University of Chicago sociologists as actuaries. Lohman ran 

for sheriff so that he might continue to advance scholarly reforms through government, 

with the added perk, of course, of hiring his students to do the work.102 Lohman was part 

of a broader movement of academically trained sociologists who sought to apply their 

expertise to reforming jails and prisons.103 
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 Hans Mattick was one such student enlisted in Lohman’s reform projects. Born in 

Dresden in 1920, he immigrated to the United States in 1926 with his mother and his 

stepfather, Marxist writer Paul Mattick.104 As a fourteen-year-old juvenile delinquent and 

participant in the Chicago Area Project, Mattick first encountered Lohman.105 Mattick 

left home early and struck out on his own, enjoying stints as a theater actor, Works 

Progress Administration employee, and hobo. When he returned to Chicago, he always 

visited Lohman, whom he remembered as “perhaps the father I never had.”106 Lohman 

helped Mattick to gain admission to the University of Chicago on the GI Bill after World 

War II, and saw that Mattick received research funding and resources as he later pursued 

a master’s degree in the sociology department.107 Mattick attributed his career to Lohman 

and their friendship, noting “What specific training I have in the field of criminology I 

owe largely to him.”108 In this way, relationships among the Chicago school sociologists 
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107 “Sherif [sic] Names Personnel Aid To Jail Warden,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 

Feb. 2, 1955, 7. 
 
108 Mattick, “Inauguration Speech,” April 18, 1959, 2. 



 

10 

intersected with programs later marked as “affirmative action for whites” to produce a 

next generation of social scientists working in political institutions.109 

 The Illinois State Pardon and Parole Board was a vital training ground for Mattick 

as he tested the limits of the Chicago School’s reformist aspirations. Mattick’s 

relationship with Lohman was tense in these years as Mattick processed an overwhelming 

number of parole dockets for both Statesville and Joliet prisons with no time for research. 

Through his work as an actuary, he felt committed to the people he served even if the 

prison system— with its barbaric conditions— did not reflect his views. 110 “I would feel 

I had been deserted in the face of ‘the good fight,’” he wrote a friend, “for what justice, 

truth, beauty, and professional guidance we pitiful and impotent few can impart to a 

badly mismanaged business, I will put up with a certain amount of crap.”111 Although 

Mattick stayed in the job out of loyalty to Lohman, and believed it was his “life’s work,” 

he found himself “a little desperate and despondent” after working for the state of 

Illinois.112 He abhorred the anti-intellectual “atmosphere where my knowledge makes me 
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suspect, and where I am considered a dangerous person.”113 Unsurprisingly, when the call 

came from Lohman after he was elected sheriff, Mattick gave only three days notice.114 “I 

can’t live on good intentions alone,” he told his co-workers. Cook County Jail, he hoped, 

would provide the opportunity for real impact. 

Mattick’s hiring was part of Lohman’s move toward professionalization of 

administration at the jail. Lohman had campaigned as an expert antidote to the chaos at 

the jail and promised to address the “cesspool of corruption” in the Sheriff’s office.115 

Mattick found a more congenial intellectual atmosphere at Cook County Jail, as he was 

one of several social scientists Lohman hired to implement his reform agenda in the 

months after his election. The “professional nucleus,” as Lohman called it, represented 

the first time academic experts had worked at the jail. In building a jail administration, he 

had not only called on Mattick, his student, but also fellow University of Chicago 

sociologist Lloyd Ohlin. Lohman had mentored Ohlin as a graduate student and 

employed him as a sociologist at the Illinois Parole and Pardon Board.116 Ohlin 
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maintained his position there while working as a consultant and program director at the 

jail until 1956, likely providing Mattick with ideas to implement at the jail.117 Others 

were hired to newly created positions, including practicing sociologists hired as the 

directors of personnel and training and the director of classification and assignment.118 

While Lohman was reluctant to make massive replacements in the guard force as 

previous sheriffs had, he placed the professional nucleus at the center of the jail’s daily 

operations.119 The only member of the administration who was not an academic contact 

of Lohman’s was the warden. Lohman fired Warden Peter Scanlan— the warden who 

had brought the 1954 rebellion to an end— shortly after he took office.120 Firing Scanlan 
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freed up Lohman to bring in his own warden— a warden who would support his reform 

agenda. In a nod to the tensions caused by racial disparities in the jail, he eventually hired 

Warden Jack Johnson, a white Sheriff’s policeman and head of major crimes 

investigation with no corrections experience who had distinguished himself as a 

negotiator during the Cicero riots of 1951, signifying that he was seen as qualified to 

work with both white and black populations.121 While wardens were responsible for 

security and guard staffing, the professional nucleus used their understanding of 

criminology to inform policy changes intended to relieve overcrowding and reform the 

jail’s administration. As assistant warden, Hans Mattick was responsible for the day-to-

day implementation of Lohman’s reforms. Lohman’s reform agenda was firmly rooted in 

corrections trends of the day that were only beginning to reach local jails.  

Corrections, a philosophy of imprisonment rooted in the idea that the state could, 

through programming, rehabilitate citizens and prevent recidivism after release. Scholars 

were unsure as to which programs might have the most impact on ensuring people 

released from jail would not commit more crimes, so the 1950s were a time of 

experimentation. The professional nucleus at Cook County Jail would have been aware of 

the education, farming, alcohol treatment, and psychotherapy programs at places like 
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Santa Rita Rehabilitation Center and Los Angeles’ Wayside Honor Rancho.122 Never 

before had information about jail reform been so easy to obtain. Each month Bureau of 

Prisons Assistant Myrl E. Alexander wrote a column in Prison World celebrating 

improvements in jail administration across the country thanks to the efforts of sheriffs, 

wardens, and the conferences, and training seminars held by the National Jail 

Association. Prison World and events like the Midwestern States Regional Jail Forum, 

held in Chicago in 1954, celebrated the rehabilitative outcomes of pioneering models for 

an increasing number of sentenced offenders, like those achieved at jail schools in 

Billings, Montana, “constructive employment” in a rock quarry at Multnomah County 

Jail in Rocky Butte, Oregon, and the “tinker toys” provided to inmates in Marin County 

Jail in San Rafeal, California.123 Still, as most jails in the United States had yet to 

consider corrections as a policy option, Lohman and his brain trust hoped to put Cook 

County Jail on the vanguard of jail reform nationwide. At Cook County Jail, Lohman 

envisioned “an immediate program of education, work, and recreation to provide a 

constructive influence for prisoners” that would “transform it from a ‘school for crime’ 
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into a constructive place of incarceration.”124 This vision was shaped by Lohman’s 

Chicago School roots and the cadre of professional sociologists he hired to work at the 

jail. With complete confidence that experts needed to and could transform people—even 

innocent people— Lohman and his team set out to reform Cook County’s notorious 

jail.125 

 

Developing Rehabilitation as the Goal of Institutional Reform 

 To achieve jail reform, Lohman proposed sweeping changes to sentencing, 

programming, and jail business practices that would all contribute to the end goal of 

fostering inmate rehabilitation. Coming from work on with the parole board, both Mattick 

and Lohman believed that actuarial assessments could predict whether inmates were good 

candidates for early release.126 Lohman believed that releasing sentenced offenders who 

had served “good time” was the most immediate means of relieving the jail’s 

overcrowding problem. Without a parole system, misdemeanant inmates had to serve full 

sentences, unlike felons in state facilities who became eligible parole after serving one 
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third of their sentences.127 For some misdemeanants, this meant serving longer sentences 

than felons. Mattick set to work writing and lobbying for the passage of the Misdemeanor 

Good Behavior Act in the Illinois state legislature to ensure that inmates with sentences 

longer than thirty days became eligible for early release.128 Releasing the best behaved 

inmates, they wagered, would allow jail administrators to devote more attention to those 

truly in need of rehabilitation while also reducing overcrowding in the jail. 

 Mattick and Lohman understood that rehabilitation, or the reduction of recidivism 

through correctional programming, was an ambitious proposition for a jail that lacked 

staff and facilities intended for inmate work, education, and therapy. They drew on 

experiences with the state prison system that had challenged their confidence in 

imprisonment. “I would not fool myself that I was doing a man good by putting him in 

prison,” Mattick wrote to a friend, “…but I think more than custody is possible, and I 

mean more than words about rehabilitation.”129 To counter the possibility that 

programmatic reform was temporary (as it was subject to the governing whims of 

whoever was sheriff), Lohman’s administration sought to make much more permanent 

changes to structure and bureaucracy to create expectations and professional standards 

that would become firmly entrenched once they were established. Construction and 

changes to bureaucratic procedures were part of Lohman and Mattick’s agenda to create 
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lasting improvements to the jail that would improve its political legitimacy and allow the 

institution to meet its goals of rehabilitation. 

State and local political contexts meant that Lohman and his professional nucleus 

had limited capacity to actually implement reform policies. Faced with the reality that he 

had inherited a jail that had deeply entrenched problems, Lohman complained about the 

inadequacy and archaic intent of the jail’s physical plant, which no longer met 

contemporary standards for detention and confinement. Budgetary shortfalls and the 

county board’s unwillingness to increase spending on the jail was also a constraint as 

board president Daniel Ryan advanced an agenda of fiscal conservatism. The quality of 

the staff further exacerbated the jail’s problems. Because Cook County Jail had long been 

one of the best patronage prizes in Chicagoland, the most experienced guards were 

corrupt vestiges of patronage hiring by previous sheriffs. But perhaps Lohman’s most 

significant constraint was his awareness that his reform vision had to be implemented in 

the span of a single four-year term for sheriffs allowed by the Illinois State Constitution. 

This meant that any programmatic and policy reforms made at the jail would be largely 

symbolic in reframing the purpose of jail as an engine of rehabilitation.130  

With total transformation out of reach, jail reform would mean cheap, incremental 

changes. But this did not stop Lohman’s administration from promoting his ideals. To 

promote the reform agenda, Mattick enlisted incarcerated people. The most important 

tool for naturalizing the expectation that jails played a role in rehabilitation was an 

uncensored inmate-run newspaper called The Grapevine. A central vehicle for promoting 
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changes to the jail, the newspaper’s tagline was “published by the Inmates and for the 

Inmates of the Cook County Jail.” That The Grapevine was an uncensored newspaper 

was a point of pride. Because administrators allowed the editors of the paper in the jail 

free movement in order to conduct their reporting and put the paper together, they were in 

many ways the eyes and ears for inmates confined to their tiers for all but a few hours of 

recreation time each week. While The Grapevine was for Mattick primarily a 

promotional tool and effort to make positive light of happenings at the jail, it was also a 

means for inmates to reinforce administrative and staff behavior and air grievances. In 

nearly every issue, inmates expressed gratitude to Lohman, Mattick, and the staff for their 

improvements to the facility. 131 Lohman and Mattick believed that inmate engagement 

and support of reform was central to the implementation of their reform vision; even 

where their new policies fell short in implementation, The Grapevine provided a 

rhetorical space for performing the ceremony of rehabilitation at the jail. 

The Grapevine’s incarcerated writers portrayed themselves as willing participants 

in a reform program that suffered because of wanting resources. They were eager to paint 

tiers if they had extra clothes, paint, and brushes; the paper claimed that inmates wanted 

to be clean but lacked laundry and soap and struggled with showers that were locked 

during the day. Without mirrors for shaving and with toothbrushes too expensive for 

some inmates, basic personal hygiene was impossible. For inmates who sought self-

improvement or occupation, the lack of new books to read and the limit of only one board 

game per tier meant jail time consisted of lying around the tier. Ideals of rehabilitation, in 
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the eyes of inmates, were unrealistic without adequate resources. “The men… are willing, 

overeager to go much further but they are hampered- not by a deficiency of imagination 

or ambition but rather by a lack of materials,” the editors of The Grapevine argued.132 In 

this way, incarcerated people emphasized that the shift to rehabilitation was a largely 

rhetorical turn and thus used the newspaper to pressure the administration to make good 

on their promises. 

Detainees and inmates undermined the reformist agenda as they published their 

complaints about jail conditions in The Grapevine. The paper served as a safety valve, 

offering shared experience of suffering as a normative experience in the jail. “One more 

little gripe, while we’re griping,” one editor wrote as he catalogued a series of issues, 

although later in his editorial he was careful to note that “If there weren’t a dis-satisfied 

customer or two, gentlemen, this couldn’t rightly be called a jail.”133 Many complaints 

were about the food (“…the quantity of the food is so ungodly small”)134 and the lack of 

work for nineteen year olds who could not work in the jail because of the age requirement 

of twenty-one (“If we are old enough to do time in this jail, I think it’s only fair that we 

can get a job”).135 Shortages of clothing and sheets and long delays for laundry 

exacerbated the jail’s constant bed bug infestation. In a complaint about the shortage of 

sheets, one editor noted that dirty dark colored blankets obscured bed bugs that ran 
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rampant at night, yielding a greater number of bites.136 The Grapevine was, in the 

absence of any sort of grievance system or social workers, a space where inmates 

contested standards at the jail and catalogued ways in which the reform regime fell short. 

As Mattick and Lohman hoped that discursive spaces like The Grapevine might relieve 

the tension that had caused the 1954 riot, the paper played a concrete role in their effort to 

change the culture of the jail. 

As a means of containing the newspaper’s capacity for institutional critique, 

inmate critiques did not go unanswered. Mattick, writing namelessly in the “Warden’s 

Corner” section, reminded inmates “it must be remembered that any program which 

involved replacement of equipment or new equipment must be multiplied by 32 tiers and 

3 dormitories. A thing that looks like a relatively minor operation when thinking in terms 

of one tier becomes quite a project in terms of the whole jail.” Assuring inmates that 

more books and renovations were coming, Mattick exhorted them, “Patience is in 

order.”137 Mattick’s responses, of course, were not always so collegial. These exchanges 

still occurred within the structures of jail hierarchies and Mattick does not appear to have 

hesitated to assert this authority. After The Grapevine advised inmates to be better 

behaved during programs taking place in the chapel, Mattick published an agreement that 

included a threat: “…The program is not for the benefit of the administration. Somehow 

we feel that we might be able to do without it.”138 While the staff of The Grapevine had 

an incredible amount of latitude, they were never to forget that they were incarcerated 
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and that their task was to encourage inmates to turn away from crime upon release 

regardless of jail conditions.  

To further foster the development of a compliant inmate public on board with 

rehabilitative projects, Mattick founded inmate-run radio station that presented 

uncensored “news, shows, drama and music.”139 In 1956, inmate Tom Yen-lo Wong, 

serving time on a narcotics charge, and two of his peers had proposed using the jail’s 

loudspeaker system to play music and interview the Warden on a program called 

“Administration Speaks.”140 Wong, a favorite of Mattick’s, became the most popular disc 

jockey, “spouting a running, often philosophical ad-lib and whirling tapes and 

platters.”141 Wong’s program played music from “jazz to the classics—except 

rock’n’roll” because, as Wong told the Chicago Daily News, “It’s dead—nobody likes it 

here.” Inmates also performed “poetry set to music and dramas like ‘The Death of 

Caesar.’”142 Inmates requested over 5,000 songs a week. Hue magazine even featured a 

photograph of two women, one blonde and one black, dancing to piped-in music under 
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the watchful eye of the jail matron in a tier dayroom.143 One inmate told the Chicago 

Daily Tribune that the music “relaxes the tension of confinement;” a Catholic chaplain 

suggested that music provided contrast to life on the poorly lit tiers: “If you sat up in one 

of those tiers for a while, you’d appreciate this, too.”144 These accounts of the benefits of 

the music were part of a public relations project that, while promoting the implementation 

of new programs within the jail, sought to persuade the public outside the jail that 

rehabilitation was actually happening. In reality, the programs gave a few well-educated 

inmates like Wong something to do and slightly reduced the strain of poor conditions. 

The radio station and The Grapevine provided new spaces for publicizing the 

jail’s reform program. While only a few inmates actually participated in either program, 

the radio station provided a means of broadcasting inmate voices throughout the 

institution that challenged traditional hierarchies of power in the jail. From the outset, 

incarcerated people contested the inconsistencies of the reform agenda and sought to 

subvert its mythological status by highlighting the deficiencies of its implementation, 

thus seeking to improve their own conditions in the jail through institutional critique. 

However, because programs could be easily taken away, created spaces for 

administrative voices too, and came with the incentive of “good time,” they were just as 

coercive as they were liberating. Both the radio station and The Grapevine operated on 

                                                
143 “Jail House Disc Jockey,” 23. 
 
144 “Prisoners In County Jail Enjoy Their Jazz Concert,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 

Aug. 17, 1956, A7; Bobby Dollar, “Grapevine On The Air,” The Grapevine, Jan. 29, 
1956, 12; "Bennie Claims Jail Food Tops His Usual Fare: Spends Day Listening To 
Piped-In Music,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Feb. 4, 1957, 5; “Prisoners In County Jail 
Enjoy Their Jazz Concert,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Aug. 17, 1956, A7; “Captive 
Audience- And They Like It,” Chicago Sun-Times, June 21, 1957, “Miss Donegan 
Provides Cheer For Jail Inmates,” Atlanta Daily World, Dec. 26, 1957, 4. 



 

23 

the assumption that tension in the jail building was a major impediment to the reform 

regime; the process of achieving inmate compliance with rules and standards in the jail 

could, administrators believed, foster compliance with the law upon release. The irony of 

reform was that both inmates and administrators could use deploy it to serve their own 

agendas. 

 

Giving Substance to Reform Rhetoric 

As much as reform was a rhetorical project, Mattick and Lohman sought to give 

substance to their claims that they, as eminently qualified sociologists, could transform 

the social world of the jail. For those who lived and worked in the jail, new programs 

allowed them to perform the fantasy of the rehabilitative regime. “The alleged benefits of 

a purely punitive jail policy and practice are a cruel hoax and delusion,” Mattick opined. 

New programs, he charged, were about “making up for earlier deficiencies by re-training 

and re-assisting those whose deficiencies manifested themselves in crime.” Through 

“proper training” inmates would be able “to assume a rising place in the social structure 

of the legitimate community.”145 This program for rehabilitation, perhaps ironically, 

extended not only to inmates but to guards as well. 

Inmates were more enthusiastic about job programs initiated by the 

administration. Job programs offered the clearest possibility for reducing recidivism in 

that they would provide inmates with marketable skills that could provide income after 

release. As Mattick established a print shop, wood shop, tailor shop, and mechanical 
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drawing training program. The programs appealed not only to inmates who received 

helpful training, but also to the economic conservatism of administrators who wanted to 

curry favor with the republicans in power in County government. Huge cost-savings were 

achieved when a tailor shop opened in March 1957. Within eight months, its inmate staff 

of seventeen made 1,000 two-piece inmate uniforms and “300 uniforms for bakery, 

kitchen and hospital personnel…and smocks for woman inmates.” Lest the public think 

that inmate labor was being used coercively or to replace fair-priced goods made on the 

outside, Lohman told the Chicago Daily News, “The men are learning a new trade to fit 

them for occupations when they return to freedom,” he said.146 Even more, one man who 

had learned sewing and clothing design in a state penitentiary had trained all the men.147 

For inmates who were bored or in jail as a consequence of crimes related to their own 

poverty, such programs would have had tremendous appeal to them as well. That the job 

program could help the jail cut costs, train inmates, and at the same time, resolve 

shortages made these programs mutually beneficial to all of the jail’s stakeholders even 

though they involved only a very small number of inmates. 

Sports were another means of promoting the idea of rehabilitation and 

institutional transformation among inmates and guards. Baseball equipment donated by 

the Chicago Junior Chamber of Commerce made an inter-tier and inmate and staff 
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baseball league possible.148 Inmates were given the chance to play on tier teams, 

ultimately culminating in jail-wide championships. In 1958, the “Out of the World 

Series,” umpired by Warden Jack Johnson, brought the media to the jail to demonstrate 

the “sense of good will and sportsmanship” engendered by the game.149 Games between 

staff and inmates inspired the heartiest competition as staff sought to defend and model 

their authority and their respectability in the face of their inmate competition. In this 

regard, sports at the jail, which also included basketball, managed to subvert the authority 

structures of the jail even as administrators saw them as opportunities for inmates to 

practice good behavior. Unfortunately, sports and outdoor recreation were only allowed 

in the summer, making year-round recreation impossible.150 

The effort to socially rehabilitate jail inmates extended to the everyday power 

relationships on the tiers. Privileged, well-behaved inmate trustees had long worked in 

the jail, sleeping in a basement dormitory and eating in a large private dining room as a 

benefit for being entrusted with maintenance work.151 This system does not appear to 

have been a problem. On the tiers, however, an informal administrative system had 
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grown up in which “barn bosses” controlled the activities of the tiers. Barn bosses were 

known for stealing prescriptions they were supposed to administer, inequitably 

distributing meals, extortion, and violent management of tier politics. Barn bosses had 

long been the scourge of Cook County Jail administrators because they often wielded 

more authority that guards on the tiers.  

To counter this authority, Lohman’s administrators coopted the authority of the 

barn bosses and renamed them “tier clerks,” suggesting that they asserted bureaucratic 

power and fulfilled a vital administrative purpose. Tier clerks would be trustees who 

lived on the tiers. In addition to meting out discipline and ensuring the maintenance of 

peace on the tier, tier clerks were responsible for doing mundane tasks like assigning 

positions in the haircut line when the barber came to the tier, giving the men a “stern 

lecture” when needed, and supervising painting projects.152 In practice, tier clerks 

continued to maintain their authority through favors and physical power. The position of 

tier clerk, the editors of The Grapevine believed, should have yielded real reform. “The 

fact that you are in a position of a little authority does not entitle you and your close 

buddies to ride rough-shod over the men under you,” they opined, noting that in some 

tiers the new position successfully ensured better behavior and less abuse of power.153 In 

spite of these problems, reclassifying barn bosses as tier clerks presumed that the political 

catastrophe of having inmates use violence and intimidation to manage tier affairs could 

be averted by folding the barn bosses into Lohman’s administrative regime. Inmates 

                                                
152 “Haircuts,” The Grapevine, Feb. 5, 1956, 11; “Letters to the Editor,” The 

Grapevine, Feb. 12, 1956, 4. 
 
153 “Tier Clerk or Tyrant,” The Grapevine, Jan. 8, 1956, 1. 



 

27 

living under the bosses complained that this system had not actually produced reform. 

They understood that political imperatives trumped their own well being; the necessity of 

administrative control and the unwillingness of the barn bosses to cede or change their 

power highlighted the ways in which reform was often more rhetorical than substantial.  

Guards were not exempt from the effort to reform the jail’s power structures. 

Lohman’s “professional nucleus” created a Chief Guard position to provide a more direct 

channel for their reforms.154 In an effort to combat guard ambivalence, long a problem 

because guards had come and gone as sheriffs rotated into power each four years, 

Lohman’s team worked to promote training and maintain discipline among the staff. This 

was difficult to do as sixty-four percent of the staff hired after the change of 

administration quit their jobs over the course of two years, meaning that the staff, like the 

population, was incredibly transient.155 To try to implement consistency, they deployed a 

Federal Bureau of Prisons training program for guards supplemented by original lectures 

that for the first time would attempt to implement nationalized best practices across the 

jail. After passing quizzes with questions true or false questions like “By failing to take 

into consideration the needs of prisoners as human beings, the problems of jail security 

become more and more serious…,” guards and matrons were lauded in local newspapers 
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and in The Grapevine.156 The training spoke to a national need for consistent standards in 

part because the Bureau of Prisons relied on local jails to hold federal detainees awaiting 

trial. The other reason for a need for national improvement, of course, was that jail 

standards did not exist in most states, certainly in Illinois. Reform, real or performed, was 

dependent upon the actions of guards and the legitimacy of their authority within the jail. 

Reliant on guards to be the chief arbiters of the reform myth, Lohman sought to 

better instill a sense of hierarchy and moral order among the staff. Emphasizing the 

primacy of the Sheriff on all matters concerning the jail, one memo to staff asserted that 

“All matters of policy in regard to the operation of the Cook County Jail will be set by the 

sheriff…. No one under this command will at time take it upon themselves to change that 

policy.”157 Asserting a system of accountability, Lohman had new punch-clocks installed 

on the tiers and weapons and key inventories monitored through daily inspections to 

formalize guard procedures.158 Mattick initiated an inventory for guard badges to 

eliminate the “misuse of such symbolic representations of the Sheriff’s Office,” 

presumably by guards who used their badges to intimidate people or impersonate 

Sheriff’s deputies.159 Even off-the-clock activities were monitored; “indebtedness” and 
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moonlighting at racetracks were grounds for dismissal.160 Such accountability measures 

were intended to reduce corruption and reinforce the positive reputation of the jail 

through the moral leadership of the guard staff. Rather that improve low salaries— the 

fiscally conservative county board refused to approve more guard positions, let alone 

raises— Lohman relied on training and behavioral control. Administrative emphasis on 

top down authority and surveillance, combined with low pay for the guards and chronic 

understaffing, likely contributed to the difficulty of ensuring the success of changes to 

guard culture.161 

The only evidence that Lohman took steps to make policy changes based on an 

awareness that the mostly white guard staff did not reflect the makeup of the jail’s sixty 

percent black population was in his hiring of black staffers.162 Head jail matron Helen 

Clay was the first black woman to assume a leadership position at the jail. A profile in 

Hue magazine called Clay “ a fountain of compassion to the scores of girls thirsting for 

understanding.”163 Another black leader hired to foster Lohman’s rehabilitation program 

was John Stroger, who eventually became personnel director. Lohman hired Stroger as 
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“part of his campaign to find and hire qualified officials regardless of race or creed.”164 

With the appointment of Henry Montgomery as captain of the guard—the first black man 

to assume such a position in Illinois-- the Chicago Defender noted that Lohman valued 

“merit and devotion to duty” priorities in promotions at the jail.165 In promoting the jail in 

black media outlets as a place where black people could find mobility and recognition as 

workers, racial liberalism was a key feature of reform ideals at Cook County Jail.166 In 

limiting his acknowledgement to staff members and not inmates or detainees, however, 

Lohman’s actions suggested that such opportunities were contingent upon respectability. 

Further reinforcing the law-abiding limits of racial liberalism, Mattick did not produce 

statistics on the racial makeup of the jail in most of his data collection and seldom 

acknowledged racial disparities when writing about other features of the jail’s population. 

To violate the law, or even be accused of it, was not just to be cut off from the 

opportunities provided by racial liberalism but to be almost totally erased from the public 

record. 

The success of inmate programming, staff professionalization, and bureaucratic 

reforms was difficult to measure. Even as inmates and staff celebrated the change in tone 
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and the improvement of many facets of the jail’s operations, the question of whether 

these changes were reducing overcrowding and preventing future commission of crimes 

loomed large. After a rare surprise visit to the jail in September 1955, one county 

commissioner noted that “some things looked all right and some things looked awful.” 

Twenty-two teenage detainees slept on the floor of bullpen, several matrons and male 

guards were being investigated for beating female inmates.167 Another Grand Jury found 

that in many cases, two inmates were living in cells with only one bed.168 By March 

1956, as narcotics crackdowns continued, the jail reached an all time peak population of 

2,281, almost 1,000 more people than the jail had been designed to hold.169 The small 

“experimental narcotics therapy program” started by Northwestern University could 

hardly keep up as drug users filled the jail.170  

In addition to the issues with overcrowding, incarcerated people continued to 

express their discontent with conditions in the jail. In January, an escape plot was 

thwarted after guards found that an inmate had drawn detailed maps of the facility and 
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the tunnels between the jail and courts building from memory. On March 15, 1956, nine 

convicted murderers awaiting death sentences led by death-row inmate Vincent Ciucci, 

“smashed lightbulbs and windows during the demonstration which lasted about five 

minutes.” Ciucci claimed he set the fire because he wanted to see the warden about a 

guard’s efforts to frame him by putting bullets under his mattress.171 Ciucci wanted to 

give Warden Jack Johnson the bullets before he got in trouble for having them and 

compromised his appeal. The fire was made out of a wooden table, three wooden benches 

and a trash container in a pile.172 As the fire burned, eight other inmates watched terrified 

from a corner.173 According to the Tribune, after Ciucci set the fire and “Johnson dragged 

a hose to the gate, quickly extinguished the flame, and ordered the men locked in their 

cells until an investigation of the case is completed. He also ordered a shakedown.”174 

Warden Jack Johnson assured the public that death row was completely fireproof and that 

the uprising had nothing to do with conditions.175  
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Inmates disagreed. Just days after the rebellion, The Grapevine published a 

scathing front-page editorial asserting “that we are in need of a new County Jail to 

replace this antiquated monstrosity, not even fit for animals, let alone to house humans, 

now packed in far beyond and above normal capacity, like sardines in a can, is without 

question.”176 In this, incarcerated people expressed the ultimate conundrum of what made 

reform more rhetoric than reality: it was nearly impossible to implement with over 1,000 

people overcrowding the jail. With no control over how many people came into the jail, 

and the spotty success of individual rehabilitation and collective reform, Sheriff Lohman 

imagined what he could do with a new jail. 

 

Toward Construction 

Sheriff Lohman formally announced his desire to pursue a building program at a 

well-attended event on November 19, 1956. There he launched a campaign to build 

political support for his rehabilitative program and jail reform more broadly. The daylong 

conference called “Searchlights on Corrections in Cook County” was held in the Council 

Chambers of City Hall. A reform group created by Sheriff Lohman and handpicked from 

Lohman’s supporters, The Illinois Citizens Conference on the Cook County Jail and 

Correctional Treatment, organized the event.177 The conference marked the first time that 
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public officials, civic groups, and penologists convened to publicly discuss the jail’s 

conditions and the future of the jail.  

Such a meeting was needed because new jail construction flew in the face of 

common knowledge advanced by the Bureau of Prisons, which suggested that while new 

jails were nice but unnecessary due to their cost. In a lesson on jail physical plants, the 

Bureau of Prisons suggested the best attitude was “let’s make the most of what we 

have!”178 Jailers were encouraged to devote their small budgets and inmate labor to 

regular maintenance that would keep old facilities in working order through painting, 

patching, and regular inspection of all facets of jail buildings. Jailers could make do with 

facilities “through sound planning, rigid economy, and a bit of imagination and 

improvising.”179 Given the likelihood that local governments would reject jail 

investment— again, speaking to the broader context of fiscal conservatism that county 

sheriffs encountered nationwide— the Bureau of Prisons ensured jailers that “successful 

reconditioning of antiquated jails” could be done cheaply.180 To make the case for reform 

construction, Lohman had to convince citizens that jail reform was contingent upon new 

construction. 

Lohman’s case for a new jail rested on the ways in which overcrowding 

undermined his rehabilitation agenda. Assistant Warden Hans Mattick was tasked with 
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establishing the nature of Cook County Jail’s problems. In a talk entitled “Where We 

Are,” he catalogued the jail’s problems of overcrowding, staffing, inadequate facilities 

and recreation in damning terms. Mattick condemned the jail’s location and structure. 

Although Cook County was the most population dense county in the United States, he 

argued that woefully, “its adult correctional system consists of one building covering a 

three acre plot of ground.”181 He lamented the waste of time it took to get to the jail site, 

five miles from the downtown center, and the jail’s archaic design, which represented “a 

polyglot of 12th, 17th, 18th and 19th century elements surviving into the latter half of the 

20th century.”182 The jail’s most pressing issue was overcrowding, with populations 

ranging seasonally from 1,600-2,400 in a jail built to hold 1,302 inmates; between 16,000 

and 17,000 people per year passed through the jail.183 To highlight this point, Mattick 

noted, “From the standpoint of annual population turn-over, the Cook County Jail is the 

third largest penal institution in the country, and from the standpoint of daily average 

population, it is the tenth largest prison in the United States.”184  

Mattick outlined myriad ways in which the jail had outlived its intended 

functions, none of which included rehabilitation. In a jail designed for temporary 

detention, two thirds of the inmates were serving sentences up to five years, largely due 
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to punitive sentences for narcotics offenders,185 The logistics of housing this large 

population were mind-boggling; for example, inadequate food storage space meant food 

was ordered and consumed in small lots on a daily basis.186 The problems of the facilities 

were exacerbated by the difficulty jailers faced in classifying and separating the jail’s 

diverse population. “In the single building that constitutes the Cook County Jail,” Mattick 

lamented, “is housed the most heterogeneous inmate population ever congregated under 

one roof.”187 The jail was responsible for men, women, and children; “Ages range from 

15-85…. persons charged with everything from creating a public nuisance to murder. 

Sentences range from a few hours in custody to death in the electric chair.”188 

Misdemeanants serving narcotics sentences could serve up to five years; other 

misdemeanants could serve consecutive sentences of more than one year.189 Mattick 

emphasized that jail administrators lacked space to establish a classification program and 

had no room to segregate vulnerable populations and first-timers from dangerous and 

career offenders. Drawing on a language of the jail as a “school for crime,” a descriptor 

dating back to the nineteenth century, Mattick suggested that the jail was actually 

fostering the conditions for criminal networking and training in the jail. 
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Furthermore, the jail lacked space to handle what Mattick identified as “a 

disproportionate number of psychotics, epileptics, homosexuals of both sexes, gastro-

intestinal diet cases and physically handicapped persons, in addition to the expected high 

proportion of alcoholics and addicts.”190 When the jail’s population hovered toward 

2,000, staffing was woefully inadequate; in the daytime, there was one guard for every 

twenty-eight inmates; at night, there was one guard for every fifty-six inmates. In an ideal 

situation, with no absences for vacation or illness, Cook County Jail’s staff was “three to 

six times below standards.”191 Combined with the jail’s inefficient design, the amount of 

movement required for a large jail with a transient population, the jail’s system of 

moving goods through a dumb-waiter system, and lack of inmate uniforms, underpaid 

staff further exacerbated the maximum-security jail’s security problems.192  

Mattick’s critique was incredibly sharp-tongued for a jail employee. “The waste, 

human and material, involved in the use of maximum security facilities on a largely 

minimum security population cannot be measured in dollars alone,” he noted, challenging 

the economic conservatism that was the greatest obstacle to construction.193 The 

programs and reforms under Lohman had done nothing to prevent crime; seventy percent 

of inmates committed crimes after release.194 With inadequate facilities, Mattick asserted, 
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the community bore the expense of lengthy, pointless incarceration that, in his view, only 

caused more crime. It was imperative, he urged, “personnel, funds and alternate facilities 

be made available so that the jail can operate in the public interest.”195 Unable to rise 

above the chaos of overcrowding, Mattick tacitly admitted that Lohman’s rehabilitation 

claims were largely superficial. In this way, Mattick wedded the notion of rehabilitation 

to new facilities while pushing back against the county’s budgetary constraints. 

This confessional approach in addressing the shortcomings of the rehabilitative 

ideal was further echoed in Lohman’s remarks. In contrast to Mattick’s honest, bit-by-bit 

discussion of the jail’s problems, the Sheriff spoke to the problems of jails generally. 

“Under present conditions they are a greater charge upon the community than we have 

realized,” Lohman said. “Not only do they not deter criminals; not only do they not 

reform them; we now know that under these conditions they become an even greater 

menace to the peace and security of the community. Constituted as they are, jails… make 

for crime rather than secure against it.”196 At Cook County Jail, building another 

cellblock in the image of the current building, Lohman asserted, would only exacerbate 

the jail’s problems. “Nothing could be more in error for it would mean the perpetuation 

of our shortcomings and our difficulties on an ever increasing scale. The answer is not to 
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be found in bricks and mortar. The old and the new structures must be infused with new 

ideas and put together to serve new and quite different purposes.”197  

These “new and quite different purposes,” Lohman claimed, would entailed 

building spaces with room for inmates to more constructively serve sentences. “It will 

have availed us little to have enlarged our County Jail fortress of stone and steel if the 

men whom it confines are released even greater threats to our peace and security.”198 

Rationalized through Cold War language of an imminent danger, Lohman proposed 

building separate facilities for young offenders, seasoned offenders, and for those 

awaiting trial.199 Separating different classes of offenders and detainees into separate 

buildings with differing capacities for treatment, Lohman believed, would stem the tide 

of recidivism at the heart of Cook County Jail’s problems with overcrowding. There was 

no evidentiary basis for this claim but for the symbolic power of a jail that Lohman 

believed fostered crime. “The County Jail is more than a building,” he opined. “It is an 

answer to a problem and that answer must reckon with the nature of the problem.” Even 

if there was no proof that his assertions were true— certainly not in the case of Cook 

County Jail, only twenty-five years old— Lohman’s assertion that new buildings would 
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go much further than programs or policy changes in helping Cook County Jail to become 

a modern correctional institution flew in the face of history.200 

Mattick and Lohman’s cases were bolstered by speeches by two of the nation’s 

top penologists. Assistant Director of the Federal Bureau of Prisons Myrl E. Alexander 

gave a talk called “Trends in Jail Administration in Metropolitan Counties.” Drawing 

upon content from his soon to be published book Jail Administration, Alexander added 

his voice to the consensus that jails were generally archaic institutions and needed to be 

rebuilt to sustain modern approaches to corrections. “One large jail can provide nothing 

more than enforced detention with only token treatment programs,” he told the group. 

“Diversified facilities: camps, farms, and workhouses are needed for effective and 

economic treatment and training.”201 In his talk “Correctional Frontiers at the County 

Level,” penologist Sanford Bates called for funding, personnel professionalization, and 

public support of a program that would “transform a typical jail house into an institution 

for the correction and improvement of humanity.”202 In the eyes of experts, new buildings 

would have to be wedded with a new way of jailing people. The context of using jails for 

narcotics sentencing rather than pre-trial detention was radically remaking how social 
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scientists understood the functions of the jails and the facilities needed to sustain those 

functions. With social scientists running the jail, Lohman had an incredible platform for 

testing these ideas. 

In the weeks that followed, Lohman further articulated his construction-based 

reform vision. He would scale down the intensity of pre-trial detention and better use the 

jail for the correction of sentenced inmates’ criminality. Accepting the state legislature’s 

emphasis on longer sentences for narcotics offenders rather than promoting the use of 

jails for pre-trial detention—this was not something Lohman believed he could change—

Lohman suggested that pre-trial detention should occur outside of the existing Cook 

County Jail and that new facilities for sentenced misdemeanants would benefit from 

being less punitive. Lohman believed this could be achieved on three fronts. First, 

Lohman sought construction of several dormitory jail facilities separate from the existing 

county jail, including facilities for female offenders and male detainees awaiting trial.203 

Second, because Lohman viewed the existing jail as too much like a prison for to 

accomplish the “correction” of juvenile, non-violent, and first-time offenders, he 

proposed the construction of a 650-bed jail farm for 500 men and 150 women serving 

misdemeanant sentences (somewhere you need to explain this term. Sometimes you rely 

on jail administrator-speak too much) on 160 acres of land. Like the state prison farm at 

Vandalia and the small farm the city’s House of Correction operated for alcoholics, farm 

labor would relieve the population strain on the existing jail building and reduce costs by 

inmate provision of food for the jail as inmates were provided the opportunity to work 

                                                
203 “Lohman Lists Proposals For Improving Jail: Urges Parole Idea As Reform 

Step,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Nov. 20, 1956, 18. 
 



 

42 

while incarcerated.204 Third, the existing jail, one retrofitted for healthcare and 

rehabilitation, was in Lohman’s view adequate to the task of incarcerating sentenced 

male offenders.205 Of course, it would take substantial external construction projects to 

bring the jail up to contemporary standards, particularly as a Grand Jury noted in 1957 

that the jail was “nearly two centuries behind the county penal systems in Los Angeles 

and New York.”206 In his mid-term report at the end of 1956, Lohman further pressed his 

case. “Cook County’s archaic methods and facilities for the handling of sentenced 

prisoners are a major contributing factor in the aggravation of the crime problem in our 

community.”207 Expanded deployment of “rehabilitation techniques” and services in the 

new jail would help offenders reenter society would bolster the efficacy of the institution 

Lohman envisioned. 208 In response to a context of increased sentences for people in jail, 

Lohman embraced the notion of making large urban jails more like prisons. Using the 

language of crime control and rehabilitation, Lohman conflated jail reform with jail 

construction.  
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For all of his claims, Lohman could not get the county board to fund a new jail. 

Although Lohman and Mattick understood that “no amount of piece-meal patchwork of a 

penal plant” could modernize Cook County Jail, they undertook a series of cheaper 

renovations of the existing jail structure while they continued to garner the political and 

financial resources needed to build entirely new facilities.209 They had already embarked 

on small-scale projects for facilities essential to their most basic programs. A new 

recreation yard that included a baseball diamond opened in 1955.210 Mattick had 

supervised inmates’ repainting of tiers. Perhaps the most complicated undertaking was 

the construction and decoration of a new two hundred-seat chapel in a basement 

auditorium in a rear cellblock that took “nearly two years of seemingly endless confusion 

and toll on the part of all concerned.”211 The chapel had a colorful interior with bright 

yellow walls, stained glass windows, mosaic Stations of the Cross, and turquoise tile 

floors. The multi-colored stained glass, made by inmates, was intended to obscure the 

barred windows.212 At the dedication of the chapel, the program boasted that all of the 

interior work, from painting to the construction of the pews, had been done with inmate 

                                                
209 Office Of The Sheriff, Cook County, Illinois, “A Final Report… Four Years 

Of Progress, 1954-1958,” Box 165, Folder 2, Hans W. Mattick Papers, Chicago History 
Museum Research Center, 44. 

 
210 George Wright, “Blazek Thinks He's Doing Good Job As Warden: Lohman is 

Surprised at Aid's Earlier Career,” Chicago Daily Tribune, July 22, 1955, 11. 
 
211 Sheriff of Cook County, “A Chapel—At Last!” in “Open House to note the 

remodeling of the Chapel, Cook County Jail,” Box 165, Folder 1, Hans W. Mattick 
Papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center, 1; Dave Meade, “Chapel Makes Big 
Change At Jail- In Prisoners, Too,” Chicago Daily News, Oct. 12, 1957, 6. 

 
212 Dave Meade, “Chapel Makes Big Change At Jail- In Prisoners, Too,” Chicago 

Daily News, Oct. 12, 1957, 6. 
 



 

44 

labor. “The work stands as a witness to the fact that man’s inner convictions can be 

outwardly expressed if he is given the proper motivation and opportunity.” In line with 

the concern about adequate space for conducting business, and formalizing operations, 

the chapel included two offices for chaplains and other visiting space for visiting 

chaplain, “thereby removing the atmosphere of confusion and business from the 

Chapel.”213 For chaplains singularly responsible for counseling and creating post-release 

plans for those being released, Lohman and Mattick argued that such spaces were 

incredibly important in the jail’s rehabilitation scheme.214  

Other stop-gap construction measures sought to manage the strain on the jail’s 

hospital facilities. A new hospital became a priority as it became clear that the jail’s 

original eight-bed dispensary was much too small to meet the demand of the jail’s 17,000 

inmates per year.215 Sending sick inmates to county hospital had long proven a security 

risk as staffing issues limited how many guards the jail could send to the hospital, and in 

turn, large numbers of inmates had escaped while recovering at County Hospital.216 Since 
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Lohman’s election, the Chicago Daily Tribune had reported that there had been protests 

as overcrowding meant sick prisoners were sleeping on the floors.217 In a show of what 

was hailed as “extraordinarily thrifty administration,” Lohman used $25,000 in 

maintenance funds to convert a basement dormitory instead of $260,000 authorized in the 

1957 bond measure, perhaps to prove to the county board that construction could be 

carried out cheaply.218 Lohman achieved this cut in cost “by utilizing the skills and 

enthusiasm of regularly employed jail-criminal courts building maintenance 

personnel.”219 The cut in cost was hailed by the Sun-Times as “probably Sheriff 
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Lohman’s most dramatic achievement at the jail” in spite of the County Board’s 

unwillingness to give him adequate funds to carry out other desired projects. “But he 

didn’t let the matter end there—he did something about it with the means at hand.”220 The 

new facilities included fifty hospital beds across two wards, a day room, a tuberculosis 

isolation area, an operation room, and dental facilities. All of this was built in what had 

previously been a sparsely furnished first aid room.221 The Citizens Committee for the 

Dedication of the New 50-Bed Hospital In the Cook County Jail—another of Lohman’s 

all white citizen committees-- was grandiose in its aspirations for the new facility which, 

“properly used, should result in the return of released prisoners to society in better 

physical condition and better able to meet the vicissitudes of life in a free community. 

Society should benefit accordingly.”222 These were lofty aspirations for a $260,000 

hospital built for $25,000 in the span of one month, but they marked the height of 

Lohman’s effort to prove that construction of new facilities could occur at a cost low 

enough to be palatable to county citizens, and that these facilities could in turn return 

inmates to society better than when they had come to the jail. 
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A New Sheriff 

Without plans in place for a new jail and mixed results of his reform and 

rehabilitation programs, Lohman’s four-year term came to an end. The election of Sheriff 

Frank Sain in November 1958 called into question how much of the Lohman’s 

programming would be sustained. Although Sain had served for fifteen years as warden 

of Cook County Jail and for ten more as Warden of the House of Correction, many 

observers of county politics were not confident that he would continue Lohman’s 

programs.223 While Sain had overseen the construction of two new dormitories at the 

House of Correction during his tenure, critics viewed the dormitories as unsuccessful 

because the concrete block buildings did not include any spaces for recreation or 

programming.224 Sain ran for sheriff on a platform of corrections programming that he 

had never before implemented as a jail warden. While Sain coopted proposed solutions 

advanced by the professional nucleus, such as Cook County Jail’s consolidation with the 

House of Corrections and its underused farm, that Sain had never pursued these ends 

when he was warden made many skeptical.225 

As Lohman departed, incarcerated writers at The Grapevine commemorated his 

tenure in cataloging his accomplishments. They celebrated the new hospital, chapel, 
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library, and school; they accounted the emergence of classification, job training 

programs, music, The Grapevine, the radio station, and the installation of volleyball and 

basketball courts. Most importantly, perhaps, “Sheriff Lohman got the public interested 

in the jail and got the support of other higher-ups so he was about to turn his campaign 

promises into achievements.”226 The writers mourned the possibility that Lohman’s 

reforms might not withstand the coming of a new Sheriff who had been part of the jail’s 

previously ambivalent administrations. Setting aside previous critiques of the 

shortcomings of Lohman’s reform projects, in parting they embraced and advanced 

Lohman’s vision of reform, recognizing that interest in that outcome had been a fleeting 

and exceptional characteristic of a single administration.  

Lohman and Warden Johnson tried to reassure the inmates and the public that the 

transition would be smooth. Lohman made it public that he did not intend to loot the 

holdings of the Sheriff’s Office as he left. To prepare for the handover of power, Lohman 

oversaw the inventory of the County Jail to ensure that records were properly maintained 

and goods were not stolen during the transition. The holdings of the jail included $4,134 

in money that had been left by released inmates and $13,350 belonging to current 

inmates. “All the new sheriff, Frank Sain, will have to do when he takes over is walk in 

and sit down,” Lohman told the Daily News. “Everything will be here for him.”227 Jack 

Johnson himself promoted this notion of continuity when he launched a campaign to 
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maintain his position as warden. According to Hans Mattick, Johnson used a “plant” to 

write a story on his qualifications in The Grapevine that was later picked up by The 

Chicago American, although The Grapevine’s contention that Warden Jack Johnson had 

“his finger on the pulse of the entire jail” and “has done a wonderful job” was not 

unusually effusive for the editorial staff.228 While it is unclear why Sain chose to retain 

Johnson as warden, his doing so suggested that continuity between the two sheriffs would 

be maintained, perhaps making Lohman’s reforms and his proposals more permanent.229  

Mattick stayed on at the jail for a month after Sain’s transition into the Sheriff’s 

office.230 Mattick wrote a thoughtful goodbye letter to The Grapevine summarizing the 

Lohman administration’s accomplishments. “…The most important change made during 

the past four years is both ‘invisible’ and intangible,’” he mused. “That change is a 

change in attitude between the jail administration and the inmate population: the jail 

administration has an insight into the human problems represented in a confined 

‘community”…the jail administration has asserted itself mightily, but within objective 

limitations.”231 Mattick’s took solace in his belief that jail programming and policy 

change had changed the tone and dynamics of power relationships in the jail, even if it 
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had been unsuccessful in achieving reduced recidivism and overcrowding. Mattick’s last 

act as assistant warden was a step to reduce the jail’s population. On the last day of his 

job, he wrote letters needed to secure commutations from the governor for the release of 

inmates who had voluntarily submitted to leukemia experiments. The men were released 

on Christmas Eve.232 

The idea of jail reform and its recognized limits as a policy practice had its origins 

in Chicago School of Sociology commitments to the notion of the city as laboratory. In 

Cook County Jail, sociologists Joseph Lohman and Hans Mattick sought to transform the 

institution by introducing to metropolitan Chicago the notion that rehabilitation could be 

achieved during time in jail. The shortcomings of the rehabilitation idea were manifest 

both in their failures to go as far as inmates would have liked and in their failures to 

reduce recidivism through coercive programming. Lohman and Mattick came to imagine 

jail reform as the linkage between rehabilitation and construction, attributing the failures 

of their largely discursive rehabilitation project to problems of the jail’s physical plant. 

Unable to build facilities in the manner they hoped, administrators and inmates settled for 

rehabilitation as an ideal rather than a reality. Representing the jail as having the capacity 

to make up for the failures of other social institutions, the reform idea stuck to the jail 

even when it was not clear that jailers had the capacity to achieve it. In advancing the 

ideals of reform Lohman’s administration emphasized that the jail, rather than the 

community, was a good place for inmates to access social services that could prevent a 

return to crime. 
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Commitment to the reform ideal was not enough to keep Lohman’s experts 

employed at the jail. As Sain took office, Lohman’s professional nucleus fled. Lohman 

assumed office as the newly elected state treasurer and arranged for Mattick to hold a low 

effort patronage day job as “Supervisor of Unemployment Compensation” so he would 

be free to work as president of the Illinois Academy of Criminology, where he could 

continue to preach the gospel of reform.233 The rest of Lohman’s administrators were 

gone from the jail by the end of 1958, leaving Warden Jack Johnson the sole steward of 

the reform ideal— one with no capacity to make policy.  

But while the coming of Sheriff Sain looked to represent the end of reform at the 

jail, interest in reform from outside the jail was growing. Energized by their attendance at 

“Searchlights on Corrections,” the Cook County League of Women Voters was carefully 

studying jail policy reform measures that they could bring to the state legislature, outside 

the realm of the tight-fisted county board. The challenges of the Lohman administration 

had made it clear to observers that further reform of the jail would be contingent upon 

expansion of the jail through construction and bureaucratic reforms that would limit the 

power of sheriffs who, like Sain, were ambivalent about rehabilitation. The League of 

Women Voters believed they could make it happen. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REHABILITATION AND BUREAUCRATIC REFORM 

 

“We are proposing a so-called ‘minimum security building,” Sheriff Frank Sain 

proudly announced on August 18, 1959. “There would be dormitories instead of cells,” 

he promised the gathered press.234 The three-story, 415-bed building would be similar to 

the two buildings he had built as warden of the House of Correction: a concrete-block 

structure with large open rooms filled with movable bunk beds for “trusted prisoners.”235 

While Sain was enthusiastic about his solution to the jail’s overcrowding problem, he was 

most pleased with how it would be funded. There was one million dollars left over from 

the 1957 capital improvements bond that had paid for Lohman’s limited renovations of 

the jail and the County courthouse. Sain was hopeful that the money left over from the 

bond issue could be used for construction of new bed space. Relieving overcrowding 

without having to raise money, he believed, would be uncontroversial. Sheriff Sain was 

wrong. The proposal generated months of criticism from organizations that had been 

supportive of Lohman’s efforts to expand the jail’s rehabilitative functions. Sain was 

surprised to find that the expectations for jails— to rehabilitate and not just detain— had 
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changed so rapidly. Less than a decade before he had opened two similar cellblocks at the 

House of Correction with no opposition.236  

 A central legacy of Lohman’s approach to perpetuating the idea of jail reform was 

that he had mobilized citizens in defense of it. In the hands of citizens, rather than 

directed by the Sheriff himself, the reform idea took on new meanings as activists used it 

to support their own agendas. This chapter focuses on the shift from the reform idea as 

serving the improvement of day-to-day conditions at the jail to its use to support a 

broader “good government” agenda. The League of Women Voters and the Chicago civic 

reform community they represented imagined reform as bureaucratic transformation of 

the jail into a metropolitan, and thus more manageable and efficient, institution. Far from 

oriented toward the human experience of life in the jail, the League’s priorities were 

centered on the bureaucratic problems of the jail. This dominant jail reform vision in 

Cook County during the late 1950s and 1960s was one that seldom engaged with 

perspectives of the incarcerated at all— it was a reform vision characterized by a willful 

blindness. Reformist actors outside the jail considered jail reform a matter of the 

problems of the space and of the administration but not the people living inside. This 

limited perception animated their agenda at the state legislature to create what Hans 

Mattick had called “a rational correctional system” that merged the city and county jails: 

the Cook County Department of Corrections.237  
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 This tunnel vision did not mean that the reformers abandoned rehabilitation 

entirely. In their efforts to save the life of “rehabilitated” black death row inmate Paul 

Crump, civic reformers and the jail warden performed for the public how they thought 

their managerial reforms would work in the lives of incarcerated people. In amplifying a 

human version of one of their management problems—having death row inmates living 

in the jail— jail reformers sought to bolster the jail’s reputation for rehabilitation while at 

the same time obscuring the more common experience of the jail, particularly the 

experience of the jail by an increasingly large population of pre-trial detainees. Even as 

they tried to do right by Crump, the actions of the reformers revealed the limits of their 

own bureaucratic reform agenda. These limits were revealed in Crump’s difficulty in 

adding nuance to his story and in the utter silencing of other inmate stories during the 

1960s.  

 Through activist efforts to create a Cook County Department of Corrections and 

to save the life of Paul Crump, it became clear that the public coupling of rehabilitation 

and bureaucratic reform supported building up of the ideal of reform at Cook County Jail 

without making immediate changes to the daily experience of jail detention. Believing 

that reform could be achieved through bureaucratic design, reformers played a vital role 

in ensuring that the reformism became disconnected from the lived experience of the jail. 
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Against Construction 

 Sheriff Frank Sain’s proposal to build new jail dormitories to relieve 

overcrowding triggered a larger activist effort to try to generate jail reform without his 

involvement. As with during the Lohman administration, ongoing overcrowding due to 

intensified policing meant that the population, as Warden Jack Johnson joked, “was 

literally hanging from the rafters.”238 While early in his tenure Sain proposed “a special 

jail for narcotics addicts” located at a farm owned by the House of Corrections, the plans 

went nowhere. With sometimes over 2,100 in space for 1,300, the lack of beds was the 

most pressing problem; rehabilitation and treatment could wait. 

 Sheriff Sain’s announcement of his proposal to build new dormitories ignited a 

furor that was largely shaped by former assistant warden Hans Mattick. In his capacity as 

president of the Illinois Academy of Criminology, Mattick ghost wrote the draft of an 

angry letter about the proposed construction sent by the executive director of the John 

Howard Association, Eugene S. Zemans. The letter expressed outrage over the placement 

of the proposed building at the existing jail site, in the ball fields and recreation yard 

Lohman built behind the original jail building.239 Zemans called for an “intelligent 

approach,” which in his view meant creating a work farm to mark “an excellent 

beginning on a sound correctional program in which the city and county would work 
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together…under a single administrative department.”240 He condemned merely adding 

bed space as a “piece-meal and expedient ‘solution’” that would make the jail far larger 

than the 1,200-inmate maximum advocated by penal experts.241 Zemans was so upset that 

he sent open letters to Board of Commissioners President Daniel Ryan and Sheriff Frank 

Sain to thirty-two news outlets.242 Mattick then publicly agreed with the letter he had 

ghostwritten, stating that adding beds to the jail was too small a solution given the scale 

of the jail’s problems. “Metropolitan crime, whether addressed in terms of prevention, 

enforcement or correction, must be dealt with in terms of metropolitan dimensions.” 

Mattick called for “a rational correctional system, adequate to the needs and problems of 

the future.”243 This system, he believed would require the integration of existing city and 

county jail facilities and the redistribution of inmates through a classification program. 

The City Club issued a statement—also ghostwritten by Mattick— that said the new 
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building “would not resolve the major problem… which is the unscientific and outmoded 

practice of joining all classes of offenders of both sexes in a maximum security 

institution.”244 No longer constrained by Lohman’s own commitment to jail construction, 

Mattick used the space they had created for citizen input to advance his own opinion 

about the jail’s purpose and future. Opposed to construction, he believed that merging 

Cook County Jail and its neighbor, the City House of Correction, was the best strategy 

for managing overcrowding.245 

 Mattick was not the only critic of jail policy who had found a voice through his 

connections with Joseph Lohman. The Cook County Council of the League of Women 

Voters had been concerned about county corrections since they had been asked to 

participate on Lohman’s Citizen’s Advisory Committee in 1956. After the conference co-

chairs gave the League a seat on the fifteen-person committee, League members were 

awestruck. The whole point of Lohman’s conference, they learned, was to come up with 

suggestions for state legislation, something the League knew a great deal about. “Here is 

a rare opportunity for this Council to co-ordinate its efforts with those of other 

community agencies in helping to solve one of the most critical problems we face in this 
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area,” League member Katherine Jaynes gushed after she found out about the invitation, 

“Here is a chance actually to implement our desire to correct a knotty situation.”246 After 

participating in the “Searchlights on Corrections” event, the League initiated a study of 

local correctional institutions and solutions at work in other places. In September 1958, it 

published its first corrections broadside, “What Cook County Can Do to Improve Its 

Correctional System.”247 Having toured facilities, held conferences, and requested 

materials from other states, the League sought to determine avenues of reform that might 

best advance the reform vision of rehabilitation and corrections they had inherited from 

Lohman. In November 1958, it held the first of several corrections conferences to “study 

and support of measures to improve the Cook County Jail and correctional program.” 

While the League failed to reach consensus on the need for a separate women’s facility, 

members did reach agreement on the need for merit system and work farm.248  

 When the public conversation about the jail’s expansion erupted because of Hans 

Mattick’s effort to disseminate his views through some of Chicago’s most influential 

reformers, the League sought advice from Zemans, Mattick, Bennett, and even former 
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Sherriff Lohman.249 League procedures mandated that the Council take time to debate 

and deliberate before publicly taking a position on the jail expansion. More than any 

other group involved in Lohman’s committees, the League of Women Voters used their 

own tools to amplify and shape the jail’s reform agenda. 

But before the League could reach agreement on a proposed plan of action 

surrounding Sain’s construction proposals, they learned that the County Commissioners 

would decide on the building proposal on December 1, 1959. After receiving permission 

from the League’s state president to petition the County Board to delay building in 

deference to the development of a long-range master plan, League leaders activated a 

phone tree to summon members to the County Board meeting. However, when more than 

thirty-five women showed up to the meeting, they were told that no decision would be 

made. Shocked by the change of plans, the League’s corrections specialist Katherine 

Jaynes asked to make a statement to the board, in which she questioned whether the new 

space “wouldn’t actually aggravate the over-all problem.”250 At the end of the meeting, 

the League women were “told unofficially that a decision might have been made if they 

had not been present.”251  

Jaynes interpreted the League’s success in blocking consideration of Sheriff 

Sain’s building plans as a call to further action. “It imposes on us a tremendous 
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responsibility,” she told a colleague. “We should make every effort to reassure those who 

work with this problem of our sincere desire to cooperate in reaching practical solutions 

to long range correctional problems.”252 The League of Women Voters believed that a 

deliberative process was essential if Cook County was to avoid the pitfalls of harried 

construction. In this, they sought to marry Mattick’s concept of “metropolitan” 

corrections with their own ideas about how to best promote jail reform. 

 

Jail Reform at the State Legislature 

After their success in blocking construction of new jail buildings, the Cook 

County Council of the League of Women Voters became jail reform activists in a 

moment when women were taking bold interventions on public policy. In Cook County, 

League women held meetings, observed government meetings, and used local phone 

trees to tap into the political clout of a statewide network of 4,500 League members. 

They moved in a context in which white suburban women from a range of political 

perspectives mobilized as “housewife activists” who held coffee klatches, staffed polls 

during elections, and contested issues from education to foreign policy.253 As historian 
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Terrianne K. Schulte has argued, after World War II the League of Women Voters 

extended the notion of municipal housekeeping to other venues as they functioned as 

“citizen experts,” who encouraged “civic activism and education while acting as a 

communication and information bridge between government officials and concerned 

citizens.”254 One representative “citizen expert” in the Cook County Council of the 

League was Katherine Jaynes. 

In Glencoe, Illinois, League member Katherine Jaynes moved in this world of 

activist women. Born in 1901, she came of age when women received suffrage and had 

made a life for herself through civic engagement. Jaynes might have been aware of the 

efforts of the Chicago Woman’s Club’s efforts to block construction of a new Cook 

County Jail after the Great War.255 After a stint in the Red Cross speaker’s bureau during 

World War II, Jaynes became a leader in the League of Women Voters during the 
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1950s.256 Unlike Chicago women whose activism focused on urban cleanliness and issues 

of maternalism, however, Jaynes and the Cook County Council of the League of Women 

Voters sought to change an institution that they had little stake in as mothers or wives. 

Jaynes lived thirty miles away from Cook County Jail; her husband and children were not 

at risk for incarceration there. To women like Jaynes, the jail represented a broader 

governing crisis that was a shameful consequence of the Cook County’s patronage 

politics and the wanting space for expertise and professional management within a 

corrupt political system. 

After their success at the County Board meeting over Sain’s building plans in 

1959, the League was forced to regroup after infighting ensued over Jaynes’ heavy-

handed decision-making—the League had, after all, never come to agreement on 

opposing building construction— and claims by members that Jaynes had alienated 

Warden Jack Johnson, who felt the League “cut ground from under him” at the County 

Council meeting.257 A bit burned by their foray into local jail politics, the League sought 

to reach a consensus on jail reform that was rooted in their study of the issue.  
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The League learned that the reforms they imagined required “action in the state 

legislature.”258 After reading contemporary accounts of penal reform, they imagined 

corrections could be “a means of helping this offender to improve his conduct and learn 

to live successfully in society.” Problematically, they found that the worst offenders often 

had access to the best rehabilitative resources “because state and federal prisons are more 

advanced and have physical plants with facilities to learn and practice trades.” The 

League believed that without a change in the attitudes of people like Sheriff Sain— who 

believed in a policy of basic, bare bones detention— reform of Cook County Jail was 

impossible. The greatest impediment was not Sain’s unwillingness to change his mind, 

but the fact that he could hide behind the law. State law did not require jails to attempt to 

rehabilitate offenders. If, the County Council concurred, “it is not necessary under Illinois 

law that our jails try to help these people… an interested public could correct this 

lack.”259 Changing state law to ensure that rehabilitation became the function of not just 

new jail facilities but new political institutions for the jail to be a part of became the focus 

of the League’s reform agenda.  

To the League of Women Voters, jail reform meant creating a Cook County 

Department of Corrections (CCDOC) that would yield a non-partisan governing 

institution and reduce the power of the sheriff. Merging the city’s House of Corrections 
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and the Cook County Jail, the CCDOC would exist “to coordinate and administer all 

adult correctional facilities in the County, and to create new facilities as needed.”260 The 

CCDOC governing board would include non-partisan legal experts, social workers, and 

penologists who would collaborate with a “professionally qualified” commissioner to run 

the CCDOC.261 Merit hiring under civil service requirements would ensure that 

competent guards and administrators staffed the jail. Implicit in this vision was removing 

jail administration from the hands of the sheriff. The jail had long been a political prize 

for sheriffs, who themselves were often inadequate to the task of running the sheriffs’ 

police and keeping inmates safely in the jail. The Cook County Department of 

Corrections, then, would mean that the jail was no longer merely a source of job 

handouts, but a government institution that operated outside of county politics. A non-

partisan professional penologist and politically disinterested board of advisors would be 

free to run the jail according to modern penal practices.262 

The jail reforms the League envisioned would give the CCDOC authority to use 

psychological diagnostics and classification in order to ensure “confinement of convicted 

persons in the type of institution which will best meet the needs of that individual and 
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society.”263 Under the existing system, all people accused of felonies had to be detained 

in the jail and persons found guilty of misdemeanors were required to serve time in a 

county jail. This meant that Cook County Jail not only housed children and elderly 

people, but also “the mentally ill, the disturbed, and the feeble minded who cannot 

benefit by the same type of rehabilitation services as other inmates but who, without a 

doubt, are in need of specialized care and direction.”264 Moving mentally ill people out of 

the jail at the outset would ensure that limited resources were available to accused people 

awaiting trial. After diagnosis, pre-trial detainees would be separated into forms of 

detention appropriate to their presumption of innocence through the process of 

classification. These detainees could be sorted into groups where they could receive 

medical care, education, vocation, religious counseling, pre-release support, and a post-

release parole program administered by CCDOC according to their need.265 This would 

be quite a change, given that the indiscriminate organization of the jail’s population 

meant that sentenced and pre-trial offenders, a high proportion of whom were non-violent 

or at low-risk for escape, were housed together in the jail’s tiny maximum-security cells. 

 Consolidating the existing county jail building, the HOC’s dormitory buildings, 

hospital, and work farm into one institution would mean that all of the city and county’s 
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inmates could be separated across a number of facilities according to their needs. The 

ability to “return people to useful living, instill self-confidence and self-respect,” the 

League argued, was contingent upon “a unified program with scientific analysis of 

individual potentialities, adequate structures and equipment, and trained and qualified 

personnel. Divided administration such as we now,” they believed “means extensive and 

expensive duplication, with unequal opportunities for rehabilitation of inmates.” Through 

a CCDOC, the League argued, the chances for successful treatment of inmates would be 

greatly increased.”266 Diagnosis and classification would use existing city and county jail 

buildings more efficiently for treatment, but also in the frame of concerns about 

overcrowding, would allow more careful planning of the new jail complex that Lohman 

had proposed and the League still hoped to build. They were not, after all, opposed to 

expanding the institution; the League hoped that reforms would strengthen the legitimacy 

of the jail. For the League of Women Voters, well-informed proposals were essential 

tools as they claimed authority as the most knowledgeable and nonpartisan of reformers. 

Reforms were easier to study than they were to implement. The League suffered 

several defeats in its efforts to initiate the CCDOC program. The first was outright 

rejection by the county board, which ignored the League’s efforts to reintroduce the 

issue. The League answered this failure with an ambitious legislative proposal in January 

of 1961 that would create a Department of Corrections for counties of over 500,000, a 

common mechanism for state-driven laws intended only for Cook County. In addition to 
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making the Department non-partisan and rehabilitation-focused, the CCDOC would 

receive all misdemeanant convicts, accept transfer of other correctional facilities, 

negotiate agreements with other government units, “and to consolidate them with 

facilities…under its supervision for the purposes of economy and efficiency.”267  

The League positioned itself as the leader of a likely reform victory. In a letter to 

other civic organizations League leaders charged, “We believe all legislators will agree 

that “good government is good politics” and aid in the passage of this bill.”268 In spite of 

difficulties in ensuring the constitutionality of their proposals to use legislative change to 

reduce the authority of the sheriff, the League found greater consensus for a commission-

based study of the CCDOC by emphasizing public interest and public good.269 In 
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pressing “the question of the proposed new building behind the jail,”270 they conceded 

that, “we have not yet done as well as is necessary to protect the interests of the people of 

Chicago and Cook County.”271 Rather than achieving the creating of the CCDOC, they 

settled for a study commission to think it through. Sain consented to the study, and with 

Sain on board, the League assembled a massive coalition of supporters that included the 

City Club, Civic Federation, Citizens of Greater Chicago, and the John Howard 

Association.272 With such far-reaching support from local groups, Senate Bill 108 

creating a Cook County Department of Corrections Commission quickly passed, not least 

of all because the League members sent thousands of letters to state legislators and two 

leaguers testified to its merits with only twenty-four hours notice.273  
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Public protection from crime was at the center of their new proposal. “We believe 

that the citizens of Illinois need protection from acts of crime so much of which is 

committed by repeaters. We believe that offenders against society should have an 

opportunity for rehabilitation so that they become contributors to the public welfare 

instead of a drain on public money.” Positioning themselves as well-intentioned problem-

solvers, they made their request: “Out of our concern for the safety and welfare of people 

of Cook County and Chicago we ask for the creation of a Commission to untangle the 

numerous and knotty problems involved in the proposal for a Department of 

Correction.”274 They were not, as they presented their case to the public, trying to build a 

larger jail. Rather, bringing together five members from the senate, five from the house, 

and five citizens, the commission would study “incorporation and centralization…of all 

existing physical facilities” and development of classification in order to yield “an 

institution which the Department deems best suited for the rehabilitation of such persons 

and is in the best interest of the welfare of this state”275 To the League of Women Voters, 

the point of a Cook County Department of Corrections was to ensure public safety and 

good governance, not necessarily for the benefit of individual offenders. 

League proposals emphasized that bureaucratic procedure and structural changes 

were the best way to advance rehabilitation. “Professionally trained persons” rather than 

sheriffs should run the jail and jail’s problems were the result of its inadequate 
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buildings.276 Drawing upon their visits to the jail, the League highlighted that “many of 

the problems that harass the officers of our correctional institutions are inherent in the 

structures and the systems within which they must now attempt to work out solutions.”277  

The League’s influence over the commission extended to its suggestions for the 

range of penal experts, most of whom had been consulted in the League’s previous 

studies. They included administrators at the jail, such as Warden Jack Johnson, the head 

of the adult probation department of Cook County, and head of Cermak, the head of 

Department of Public Safety, the House of Correction superintendent, and Richard 

Ogilvie, the new Cook County sheriff. Local penal experts who had backed the 

consolidation testified, including Hans W. Mattick and Bar Association experts. 

Alongside Anna Kross, corrections director for New York City, and the head of the 

Wisconsin corrections division, League member Charlotte Senechalle advanced the 

League agenda. None of those who testified to the Commission were African-American 
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or inmates; its emphasis on expertise did not include people or communities who had 

first-hand experience with incarceration at the jail or who bore the burden of the majority 

of its inmates.278 This narrow view of expertise followed the League’s own contacts and 

their white, professional understanding of expertise; to perform reform was a whites-only 

enterprise. 

Even as the League limited the focus of the commission, it found that the 

problems of the two facilities indicated a range of solutions were needed. The 

Commission found a tremendous disparity in the capacity of the House of Correction 

(HOC) and the County Jail. Cook County Jail, as was well known, was the ninth largest 

jail in the United States and boasted a population of over 2,000, half of whom were 

awaiting trial in the maximum-security housing. Overcrowded and understaffed, jail 

administrators were looking to their next-door neighbors at the city-run HOC for relief.279 

Although some of its buildings were originally built in 1871, it boasted three cell houses, 

three dorms, administrative offices, and an off-site farm. To the envy of the jail, the HOC 

had opened a new, 162-bed Cermak Hospital in 1961.280 Although the HOC took in 

30,000 inmates to the County Jail’s 20,000 inmates, its $4.2 million dollar budget was 

nearly double that of the jail.281 Together, both facilities took in around 50,000 people per 

year, a staggering number of whom—seventy percent— were repeat offenders. “These 
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facilities as they now exist are not able to perform a very effective job in rehabilitating 

prisoners and protecting society,” the commission noted.282  

To address the reasons for this high rate of recidivism, the Commission looked to 

the League of Women Voters, reprinting their assertions that facility size, lack of 

diagnostics and classification, excessive security for most inmates, idleness, 

administration redundancy, and lack of parole were the source of Cook County and 

Chicago’s crime problems, but it was the problems with facilities that the Commission 

most emphasized.283 “What causes this rate of recidivism? The institutions are too large, 

are overcrowded and cover too large a variety of functions for one institution.”284 

According to the Commission, bureaucratic procedures, then, were the best means of 

ensuring jail reform. 

Recognizing these issues was one thing; overcoming the legal barriers to reform 

was quite another. The most fundamental problems were in the reasons for the difference 

in the House of Corrections and County Jail’s designated purposes. Misdemeanants could 

be sent to the House of Correction or the County Jail at the judge’s discretion. However, 

those who owed fines to the city for violation of a municipal ordinance required more 

careful treatment. “If the violator is unable to pay the fine, he is sent to the House of 

Correction to work off his fine. Such a violator cannot be sent to the county jail.”285 

Placing such a person under the auspices of the CCDOC seemed to imply, the 
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commission suggested, that fine violators, who were not misdemeanants, would be sent 

to jail if the institutions were combined. Furthermore, they noted, “The office of county 

sheriff in Illinois is a constitutional office,” and as such, any effort to impinge on the 

authority of sheriffs required legislation to ensure the sheriff retained his constitutional 

powers within the CCDOC. As much as the League wanted to circumvent the sheriff’s 

power over the jail, the reality for the commission was that it had to be taken into 

account. And of course, making legislation specific to Cook County created problems for 

other counties, and raised the questions of whether the legislature should create 

departments of corrections for every county or under every sheriff or whether parole for 

misdemeanors in Cook County would be unequal punishment relative to the rest of the 

state.286  

In the face of the League’s effort to present the CCDOC as the end-all, be-all 

solution, the commission suggested that reformist policies other than consolidation were 

needed to resolve the problems of the two facilities. The commission presented a 

tentative set of recommendations that reflected their findings that the policies required to 

relieve the scandalous conditions at Cook County Jail included changes to state law, 

criminal procedure, and distribution of power. They concluded that reorganization and 

consolidation of the two jails needed to happen, but only after more study, rendering the 

current commission entirely performative. They believed that further study should not 

preclude the “establishment of classification and rehabilitation programs for the Cook 
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County Jail and the House of Correction.” They requested legislation, perhaps for the 

coming legislature, to allow prisoners to be moved between HOC and CCJ “where such 

recommitment will be beneficial to the welfare or rehabilitation of the prisoner or it is 

desirable to relieve overcrowding in any such penal institution”287 The Commission 

recommended “the eventual establishment” of separate jail spaces for pre-trial and 

sentenced offenders, but did not provide a timeline or any guidelines for this to be done. 

After conducting a comprehensive study about whether to create a Cook County 

Department of Corrections, they made no recommendation on it. In spite of the League’s 

campaign to ensure that “the goals and purpose for creating such a Department are in 

large part to rehabilitate inmates,” the Commission was not entirely convinced a CCDOC 

was necessary to make that happen and the CCDOC was placed on hold.288  

 This did not mean that the CCDOC commission abandoned reform altogether. 

The 1963 state legislative session included five bills based on the commission’s 

recommendations that would surely help the two institutions. One bill allowed for the 

interchange of inmates- particularly, those who were not sentenced—between the two 

facilities, meaning that the House of Correction could help Cook County Jail relieve its 

overcrowding and could take sick inmates in at Cermak hospital. Legislation initiated a 

two-year, state funded pilot program for implementing “diagnostic services” at HOC and 

CCJ. Each jail received $85,000 to hire psychologists and psychiatrists to identify the 
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mentally ill upon intake.289 Another bill reestablished the CCDOC commission to 

undertake further discussion of the constitutional issues at stake. But the most important 

change took place outside the legislature, as part of the Illinois Bar Association’s creation 

of a new Code of Criminal Procedures, for new bail bond policies. Under the new policy, 

pre-trial detainees would be allowed release on their own recognizance (without any 

money guarantee) or 10% bond payment.290 Keeping people out of the overcrowded jail 

was the most substantial reform of all. In the wake of such successes— even those they 

were not involved with— the League congratulated themselves on their many 

contributions to the Commission. “It is gratifying that we had a part in bringing about 

these improvements in correctional procedures for Chicago and Cook County.”291  

 The League of Women Voters’ emphasis on bureaucratic procedure and the need 

for institution building through the founding of a CCDOC came from a commitment to 

transforming Cook County’s haphazard and corrupt political system into good 

government. In this framing, rehabilitation programs would further public interest. 

Procedures would make institutions for detention and punishment more legitimate. 

Totally obscuring the inmate experience of the jail, the League sought to use the 

governing power of white citizenry to impose reform on the jail as an institution in ways 

that benefited society. Rehabilitation, classification, and new buildings were means of 
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ensuring Cook County could incarcerate better; it was not a challenge to the premise that 

incarceration was necessary. While concern for some vulnerable populations animated 

their efforts, overall the League’s work ensured that public conversations were directed 

away from the concerns of incarcerated people and any kinds of critiques of conditions in 

the jail.  

 Jail administrators paid close attention to this political performance of jail reform 

from outside the jail. Faced with critiques of their power and professionalism, they 

actively promoted reform ideals through a public relations campaign to show that good 

governance and rehabilitation was already happening in the jail. In this they deployed the 

individual experience of one inmate, Paul Crump, to further persuade the public that 

conditions at the jail were of no concern. 

 

Paul Crump and Sustaining the Ideal of Reform 

 As the League of Women Voters performed the downstate organization of reform 

efforts to create a Cook County Department of Corrections, back in Chicago, jail 

reformers and administrators waged a campaign to save the life of death row inmate Paul 

Crump. Supporters of Crump, a death row inmate who had been at Cook County Jail 

since 1953, held him up as an embodied personification of the fulfillment of the promises 

of reform at Cook County Jail. As much as the campaign to save Paul Crump came from 

a Cold War impulse to reject the death penalty as a vestige of totalitarianism, in Cook 

County, preserving his life was an essential project to ensure the durability of the ideal 

that the jail could promote rehabilitation. Crump’s struggle to be heard amidst the clamor 

to save his life reveals how 1960s imaginings of reform failed to extend to the 
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empowerment of prisoners. In highlighting the limits of reform imaginaries, Crump’s 

story highlights the silences surrounding the campaign to establish a Cook County 

Department of Corrections. 

 Paul Crump had captivated the media since his arrest in March 1953. Crump was 

among five men arrested in the murder of a guard during a botched robbery at the 

McNeill & Libby Food Products Company. Crump, who had worked at the factory, had 

allegedly pulled the trigger in a daytime attempt to rob employees carrying the 

company’s payroll. A group of men were caught a short time later with the $21,000 they 

had stolen.292 Crump maintained that he had not participated in the robbery or the murder 

and accused his one of the people known to be at the robbery—a “dope fiend”— of trying 

to frame him.293 Crump maintained that after his arrest, Chicago police had beaten and 

tortured him over the course of sixty hours, during which he was held 

“incommunicado.”294 After a widely publicized trial, he was sentenced to death just four 

months after his arrest.295 When twenty-three year old Crump arrived on death row at 

Cook County Jail, his mother told Ebony magazine, “he was mean. He had it in his mind 

he was sentenced to die just because he is a Negro.”296 
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 Crump’s death sentence came at a moment when activists were challenging the 

death penalty. Internationally after World War II, opponents to capital punishment 

invoked “its strong associations with the totalitarian states the war had been fought 

against.”297 Connecting state murder to fascism allowed opponents to capitalize upon 

distinctions between civilized and uncivilized nations.298 Another basis for fighting the 

death penalty at this moment was the perpetuation of rehabilitation agendas in the 

nation’s prisons. In California, death row inmate Caryl Chessman achieved national fame 

during the 1950s. Taking advantage of a program of “bibliotherapy” in which inmates 

were encouraged to read and write their way to rehabilitation, Chessman published a 

well-received, best-selling autobiography in 1954. Asserting that that he was 

rehabilitated, Chessman garnered national support in spite of administrative efforts to 

suppress his writings. As Eric Cummins writes, “his race at least partially explained the 

support he got from his own countrymen,” as did his “rational convict voice” and his 

convincing argument for “self-education.”299 When Chessman was executed after news 

of his stay of execution failed to reach San Quentin, his death seemed to reinforce the 

“sham of rehabilitation” wherein a man could do everything asked of him and still be 

executed.300 
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 Crump thus found himself in a context congenial to uncertainty about the death 

penalty and a concern that the use of capital punishment ran counter to rehabilitative 

agendas. At Cook County Jail, however, he lived in an institution where capital 

punishment had long been a spectacle used with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Since 

1859, whether or not executions at the jail should be public had been a topic of 

discussion.301 In 1920, one warden began a short-lived practice of “matinee hangings” in 

front of the incarcerated population in the hope that it would have “a good moral effect 

on the prisoners.”302 In 1927, state law replaced hanging with the electric chair, which 

was moved to the basement of the new Cook County Jail when it opened in 1929.303 This 

horrific form of punishment was more or less an accepted fact of jail life by the 1950s, 

although riots by death row inmates drew some attention to the difficulties of security and 

conditions in a place not intended for long-term residence. Cook County Jail was unique 

in that it was the only jail in America to carry out the death penalty, the function of a state 

law that forced made Cook County responsible for executing its own citizens.304 

  While Cook County Jail administrators were at best ambivalent about the death 

penalty during the Lohman administration, Crump found jail administrators interested in 
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helping him to tolerate his twenty-two hour a day confinement on death row. After 

Crump led the March 1954 riot that had been subdued with fire hoses and tear gas, a 

temporary stay of execution persuaded him to turn his life around and increase his trust in 

the administration.305 Crump credited Assistant Warden Hans Mattick with teaching him 

to be an analytical reader, after Mattick had him read Moby Dick three times and the 

write a ten to fifteen page essay on a different facet of the book each time. As his reading 

took off in the jail library, an Episcopal chaplain encouraged him to start writing an 

autobiographical novelization called Burn, Killer, Burn! The book focused on Crump’s 

experiences growing up in the Morgan Park section of Chicago’s South Side and his 

encounters with the law. Through reading and writing, “some old distortions were swept 

away,” Crump recalled. “I started seeing that things don’t happen by accident, but 

because of the good will of people and their belief in the basic goodness of man.” As with 

Caryl Chessman, administrators encouraged Crump to read and write as a means of 

working toward his rehabilitation while he awaited repeated retrials and appeals. By 

1958, Crump had been in Cook County Jail longer than any of the other inmates.306  

  As Crump’s options for appeal ran out, he drew the attention of filmmaker 

William Friedkin, who looked to dramatize Crump’s story for television. In a black-and-

white film called “The People vs. Paul Crump” (at the time, known as “A Walk Through 

the Valley”), Friedken staged reenactments of Crump’s experiences and allowed Crump 
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to tell his own story. While the film never aired on television, it reignited public interest 

in Crump’s case as the state Supreme Court set his execution date.307 The commentary 

triggered an unprecedented amount of media access to Crump as he was allowed to make 

his case to for commutation to the public.308 From his lawyers to the African-American 

Heritage Association to the Citizens Action Committee for the Abolishment of Capital 

Punishment to ex-policemen, people began to declare their support for Crump. “Not since 

Caryl’s Chessman’s dramatic and unsuccessful fight for life has so much interest been 

evidenced in the fate of a doomed man,” The Chicago Defender declared.309 As summer 

wore on, Chicago newspapers provided almost daily coverage of Crump’s support. Studs 

Terkel featured Hans Mattick on a panel of experts to discuss the case.310 After intense 

public pressure, Governor Otto Kerner issued a reprieve on August 2, sentencing him to 

199 years in prison without parole. Forestalling the execution was heralded as an 
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international victory for rehabilitative penology.311 Celebrating the victory, Paul Ochs 

penned a song in Crump’s honor, declaring, “Every man has got something to give / And 

if a man can change, then a man should live.”312 Crump was then transferred from the jail 

to an Illinois state prison. 

  Crump’s own accounts of his transformation bolstered the jail’s agenda. Before 

coming to jail, “young Paul grew up fast and tough” but, evoking the empowered 

rebellious young gangsters described by historians like Robin Kelley and Andrew 

Diamond. In the third person, Crump recollected, “Paul Crump rebelled in style…. 

Smart, handsome, chocolate-skinned.” A stint in Pontiac prison, following a “a spree of 

banditry” evoked the “school for crime” metaphor, as Ebony noted that in the racially 

segregated prison without any rehabilitative programs, he encountered “men who 

supervised his post-graduate work in asphalt jungle warfare.”313 Vivid imagery attended 

his shift from Morgan Park to Cook County Jail, as Life magazine noted that “the slum-

bred Crump described coming to jail as being ‘transplanted from one jungle to another. If 

I hadn’t been an animal, I wouldn’t have survived.’”314 In this media narrative, cut off 

from the influences of corrupting black people, Crump encountered a series of white 

                                                
311 “Kerner Tells Why He Saved Crump's Life,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Aug. 2, 

1962, 1; Governor Spares Condemned Slayer In Illinois,” New York Times, Aug. 2, 1962, 
53; “Rehabilitated Murderer Is Reprieved,” The Guardian, Aug. 2, 1962, 1; “Negro 
Spared Electric Chair,” The Irish Times, Aug. 2, 1962, 9. 

 
312 Phil Ochs, “Paul Crump,” http://www.metrolyrics.com/paul-crump-lyrics-phil-

ochs.html. 
 
313 Louie Robinson, “15 Dates with the Chair,” Ebony, July 1962, 31. 
 
314 Ronald Bailey, “Facing Death, A New Life Perhaps Too Late,” Life, July 27, 

1962. 



 

83 

saviors, among them the “erudite” Hans Mattick and Crump’s personal mentor, Warden 

Jack Johnson.315 For the first time, Crump said, “I had a father,” Crump says. “A white 

father.”316 Highlighting the shift from black to white, corrupt to pure, a guard who had 

observed Crump’s work as an orderly on a convalescent tier said the rehabilitated Crump 

became “mother, father, priest and social worker” to the other inmates. Through Cook 

County Jail, Crump was “transported, by benefit of tragedy, from a savage social jungle 

to an enlightened, civilized peace.”317 In media portrayals of Paul Crump that drew on his 

own descriptions, Cook County Jail played a central role in transforming Chicago’s urban 

jungle. For black people, in particular, to become rehabilitated at Cook County Jail was 

to become civilized.  

  Other dichotomies in Crump’s portrayal enhanced the notion that among law 

enforcement agencies in Chicago, the rehabilitating jail brooked no critique. One such 

dichotomy was between the rest of the system and the jail. Indicting the police and 

courts, Crump’s arrest and trial were “a story of police terrorization, abuses of individual 

civil rights and questionable legal strategies318” The purification Crump found in the jail 

absolved it of criticism over conditions. So too did the distinction between the old jail— 

“a grotesque relic of outmoded days. The guards wore guns and carried arsenals of brass 

knuckles, black jacks and miniature baseball bats”—and the supportive, mentoring jail 
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allegedly run by Jack Johnson.319 Even the barn bosses were made anew through contrast 

in this telling. In the same moment editors of The Grapevine had complained that the so-

called “tier clerks” continued to run roughshod over other inmates, Crump as barn boss of 

the hospital tier achieved angelic status. As Crump was transformed through 

rehabilitation, the jail was discursively transformed into an institution beyond 

reproach.320 

  Crump’s story offered a sharp contrast to the problems and solutions emphasized 

by the League of Women Voters’ agenda. Wherein the League portrayed a jail beset by 

bureaucratic chaos and incompetent, inexpert leadership, the Crump story portrayed the 

jail as an institution characterized by good-intentions and inmates on journeys of self-

discovery. Without the interference of sheriffs, who were almost completely absent in the 

Crump coverage, and the public, which seemed to exist to confirm the jail’s positive 

outcomes, the jail was free to pursue its ostensibly rehabilitative mission. 

  That rehabilitation portrayals placed the jail, and Warden Jack Johnson in 

particular, beyond reproach was echoed in coverage of the jail before, during, and after 

Crump’s fight against the death penalty. Johnson was central to the narrative of Crump’s 

rehabilitation. In interviews about Crump’s rehabilitation, Johnson attributed it to his own 

efforts to turn the jail around with “a simple word of love.”321 Laudatory profiles 

emphasized Johnson’s abilities—the Defender called him “fairminded” and emphasized 

                                                
319 Ronald Bailey, “Facing Death, A New Life Perhaps Too Late,” Life, July 27, 

1962, 28. 
 
320 Ibid. 29. 
 
321 Ibid., 28. 



 

85 

his “superlative skill” as Warden. 322 Johnson’s Cook County Jail, one letter to the editor 

in the Chicago Defender declared, “is one institution all of Chicago can point to with 

pride.”323 Another profile highlighted Johnson’s point of view on jail governance—“All 

we try to do is treat them like human beings…. We show them fairness at every 

opportunity,” he told the Chicago Tribune in 1964.324 Successful in suppressing inmate 

critiques of the administration—gone were the days when The Grapevine, full of 

complaints, was sent directly to local papers—the Crump affair reflected a moment in 

which jailers sought to portray intense public confidence in the jail and its warden that 

undermined the League’s efforts to portray the jail as corrupt, disorganized, and in need 

of reform.  

 

Stagnation 

Amid continued efforts to establish a CCDOC and to save Paul Crump’s life, the 

context for jail reform in Cook County, Illinois, and the United States was changing. Due 

to the Manhattan Bail Project, an experiment in bail reform in New York City by the 

Vera Institute, Chicago was experimenting with pre-trial interviews in hopes that better 
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assessment of risk would help to reduce the number of people in jail.325 Activists with 

groups like ACLU Illinois came to recognize that Chicago’s persistent jail overcrowding 

reflected a national trend in which jails were full because of judicial unwillingness to 

grant bail that people could actually pay.326 Conversations about bail reform’s role in the 

national jail crisis colored Congressional debates about the Bail Reform Act passed in 

1965. 

In other cities, problems in the jails were better publicized. In Dallas County Jail, 

the NAACP investigated the jail after black prisoners staged demonstrations as 1,000 

people lived in a jail for 750.327 Clamor for court reform emerged as chaos reigned in the 

Washington DC Department of Corrections, which was 100 to 200 people overcapacity 

each day. In Pittsburgh, black activists called for the hiring of African-American guards 

and elimination of solitary confinement. While Americans were gradually waking up to 

the problems in their jails, Cook County’s jail reform movement continued to emphasize 

the pursuit of rehabilitation through a Cook County Department of Corrections with little 

attention to conditions.328 
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 The state political context was also changing. The Illinois League of Women 

Voters was working toward a state constitutional convention that would relieve many of 

the procedural restrictions on governmental reform across a range of issues. Changes to 

the Illinois Criminal Code were changing who went to jail, and why. Nationally, jails 

were expanding at a dramatic rate. Even as bail reform was becoming a widespread local 

project, news reports of the activities of the Katzenbach Commission suggested that 

major systemic reform was coming to the American criminal justice system. In spite of 

this context of rapid change, the effort to establish a Cook County Department of 

Corrections stagnated.  

The diagnostics and classification study commissioned by the state legislature in 

1963 revealed the further absence of reform at Cook County Jail. The House of 

Correction easily integrated the program using its hospital staff, taking personal histories 

and testing all inmates with over ninety day sentences and those who were addicts or 

“who experience difficulty in adjustment in the institution,” assigning such people to 

counseling, group therapy, religious classes, and meetings for addicts, and providing 

clothes job placement to inmates who lacked plans for post-release, although they met 

criticism from the CCDOC commission for ignoring the actual point of the state 

funding.329 In contrast, Cook County Jail had to contract with Loyola University 
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sociologist and psychologists to carry out their study because none were employed at the 

Jail.330 Rather than implement programming, the jail used their funds to analyze what 

programs it might put into place, in large part because most of the proposed projects—

such individual therapy and casework—were “rejected as premature” because the jail 

lacked funds and classification needed staff and fund them.331 Again, engines of reform 

really were just performances of reform through further study. So underdeveloped were 

the resources at Cook County Jail that the researchers found “attempts to deal with the 

psychotic inmates met with frustration at every turn,” mostly because “despite repeated 

requests by Warden Johnson for improved facilities, the jail is not equipped to give any 

treatment to psychotics.”332 The study hinted that conditions were approaching crisis 

proportions for at least some groups in the jail, but it was not enough to generate public 

concern, particularly as Jack Johnson was publicly lauded as a rehabilitating warden. 

Ultimately, diagnostics and classification funding from the state was not enough to 

establish a full therapeutic program at the jail. In sharp contrast to the publicity campaign 

surrounding Paul Crump, the study revealed that jail’s capacity for systematic 

rehabilitation was almost non-existent. 
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Stagnation also occurred as the CCDOC Commission reconvened in 1964. The 

1964 CCDOC Commission struggled to achieve consensus on whether it was 

“constitutionally correct” to merge the two jails.333 While members of the commission 

agreed with the League position that a Department of Corrections should be formed, they 

were reluctant to bring legislation that might violate the state constitution to a vote. 

Exasperated with the delays, lawyer Morris Wexler reminded the committee, “there has 

been more than 8 years of study and there has been ample time for compromise.”334 

Further study had proven to be an exasperating process as the 1964 commission 

generated little new information and seemed to serve only to forestall bringing the 

CCDOC vote to the legislature. When the legislation was at last brought to the 

legislature, the League made its support of the legislation contingent upon it being passed 

on their terms. Because of its well-established consensus, League members blocked 

legislation that undermined any facet of its agenda. In 1965 and 1967, the League 

blocked legislation that would have created a CCDOC with “responsibility for all 

prisoners held in the County including juvenile offenders.”335 Fearing it would lead to 
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children being held in the adult jails, League members flooded state legislators with 

letters.336 The delay in a successful vote for the creation of the Cook County Department 

of Corrections showed the increasing ambivalence among policymakers that the CCDOC 

would actually remedy the range of administrative problems uncovered during the 1960s. 

As such, there was no rush to pass the legislation, or even to get it right. Because 

conditions were not reported in the press or raised as a concern informing the League’s 

reform agenda, policymakers outside the jail likely thought that there were no problems 

with conditions in the jail. 

With all of these delays, the fact remained the proposed Cook County Department 

of Corrections, and to a lesser degree the travails of Paul Crump, had all but dominated 

political conversations about the jail during the 1960s. The League’s vision was total. 

When a House of Corrections bond issue passed in 1966, League members became 
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concerned that more construction at the city facility would destroy their effort to ensure 

professional administration and consolidation of the two jails preceded any further jail 

expansion. Without “cooperation with Cook County,” one member lamented, “I suspect 

our long hard fight may go down the drain.”337 Myopic League members struggled to see 

beyond consolidation as a singular end; unlike other policymakers, they continued to 

believe that Cook County Jail’s ineffective governance was the most pressing problem at 

the jail. Reflecting the attitude that consolidation was the most important priority, the jail 

had seen little internal investment in or expansion of rehabilitative programing since 

Lohman’s term as sheriff. Conditions in the jail received almost no attention from the 

press during these years. Most of the players involved in promoting jail reform waited for 

the CCDOC measure to pass rather than look for problems to fix at the jail. 

In the process of focusing reform energies on the state legislature, ten years had 

passed since consolidation was first proposed. Attention to the jail’s administrative 

problems at the state legislature had increased, and the implementation of classification 

and bail reform were promising. The League of Women Voters and the long-term effort 

to create a Cook County Department of Corrections had successfully forestalled 

expansion at Cook County Jail. But in spite of the many changes made through state 

legislation— or perhaps, because so many of the innovations had centered on running a 

more efficient institution, rather than a more humane one— conditions for people housed 

at the jail during the 1960s had become secondary to consolidation. This project was 

further bolstered by the use of Paul Crump as a means of suggesting that the jail was 
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already capable of rehabilitating inmates. The promise of the jail as a beneficial 

institution was a central policymaking focus of the 1960s. Reform was performed 

through efforts at administrative reforms in advancement of a good government agenda 

and to persuade the public that interest in jail conditions for inmates was unwarranted. 

But by 1967, even League leader Charlotte Senechalle complained that even after all their 

efforts, the “problems remain the same: overcrowded County Jail, underused House of 

Corrections with a new hospital.”338 With political attention focused on fostering and 

maintaining reform ideals for most of the 1960s, inmates at the jail were left to suffer the 

consequences of waiting to get the institutional conditions for reform just right. In 

September of 1967, 18-year-old Ismael Solano Nieves paid the ultimate price. 
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CHAPTER 3  

REIMAGINING REFORM AMID URBAN REBELLIONS 

 

As the League of Women Voters pressed their reform agenda, fire broke out in 

Ismael Solano Nieve’s third floor cell in Cook County Jail. Nieves, just eighteen, had ten 

days until his trial for a burglary charge he had acquired after hiding in a neighbor’s 

apartment to make his mother think he had gone to night school. His incarceration had 

been an ordeal for his family, including his pregnant seventeen year old wife and his 

parents, who operated a failing dry cleaning store that took in a few dollars a day. After 

receiving letters from Ismael containing accounts of beatings and sleepless nights, the 

family scraped together two hundred dollars for bail. When a lawyer who promised to 

pay the bail took the money and disappeared, Nieves was left to await trial in jail. 

Accounts differed as to how, exactly, the fire broke out on September 7, 1967. On 

his deathbed, Nieves told his family that he was on the top bunk when he saw his 

cellmate light the matches and stuff them under a mattress and flee the cell, shutting the 

barred doors behind him. Suddenly, “there were flames dancing all over the place, on the 

walls and floor like a liquid was burning.” According to his mother, Nieves “screamed 

and begged and shouted and called—the bars burned his hands they were so hot—but 

nobody came. Finally he went into the corner and crouched with his back to the fire.” 

Nieves waited there until the fire went out, and later, another inmate threw a wet blanket 

on him.339 Another account in a report by the Illinois Crime Investigating Commission 
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suggested that “inmates stuffed waxed milk cartons and orange juice cartons under the 

youth’s bunk, threw a flammable foam rubber mattress over the victim, and set them 

ablaze.” According to that report, sixty inmates then watched the fire burn in Nieves’ cell 

for forty minutes until jail guards intervened. The report claimed that the fire was 

retaliation for Nieves’ threat to inform on eleven inmates “who had forced him to 

participate in perverted sex acts.”340 Other accounts suggested that Nieves had been 

bound to the bed during the fire and was the victim of rule by barn bosses, or less 

nefariously, that “the fire was caused by a discarded cigaret.”341 Warden Jack Johnson 

claimed variably “the cause of the fire was not determined,” that there were “doubts in 

our minds that it was accidental,” “there is always a possibility that it was done by other 

prisoners,” and that Nieves “wasn’t murdered.” Regardless of how the fire broke out, 

Nieves died at Cook County Hospital on September 16, 1967 as a result of his burns.342 
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The death of Ismael Solano Nieves was little publicized when it occurred in 

September, and yet by December, it was part of a growing controversy over brutality and 

dangerous conditions at Cook County Jail. At least eight people had died at the jail in 

1967, and inquests into the causes were part of a grand jury investigation that began in 

December. Because Chicago’s jail reformers had sidelined discussion of conditions in the 

interest of seeing the Cook County Department of Corrections to fruition, unaccountable 

jail administrators had few incentives to improve the situation for those living in the jail. 

Nieves’ death marked a turning point in the reform discourse. Questions about how he 

died and the culture of violence that led to his death forced a focus on inmate claims 

about violence and overcrowding. Whereas administrators and groups like the League of 

Women Voters had controlled reform conversations and limited them to bureaucratic 

concerns, it was the amplification of sensational stories about detention in the jail, like 

that of Nieves’ death, that turned public sentiment against the administration of Warden 

Jack Johnson. However, the grand jury and emerging tools like the class action-suit 

inspired little hope of accountability on their own.  

Inmate accounts of conditions in the late 1960s exposed the shortcomings of 

previous reform efforts and forced political accountability. They threw the entire 

policymaking program into flux, upending the hierarchies of who could participate in jail 

reform and pushing the boundaries what they could ask for. In a moment of urban 

unrest— in the wake of the “long hot summer” of 1967— rights claims by jail detainees 

challenged politician and police efforts to suppress dissent. Rather than take inmate 

accounts seriously, Cook County politicians capitalized on public concerns about urban 

crisis and racial tension and hired an African American warden to reform the jail. This 
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chapter shows that inmate efforts to enter the jail reform narrative were limited by 

characterization of the jail as another urban ghetto, political efforts to subdue dissent by 

installing the jail’s first African American warden, and then by the context of rebellion 

that took hold in 1968. The rebellions following the death of Martin Luther King Jr. and 

during the Democratic National Convention police riot, allowed jail policymakers— 

including the new black warden— to regain control of the jail narrative and to shift 

attention away from inmate concerns to their desire to remake the institution into one 

capable of controlling not only dissent but rights claims by Cook County’s most 

marginalized residents. In doing so, jail administrators reasserted the efficacy of the 

reformism as they presented the jail as an antidote to urban unrest. 

 

“The Worst Jungle” 

 In 1966, President Lyndon Johnson declared that it was time “to mobilize all of 

the resources of our creative federal system…to repel the threat of crime.”343 Since 

passage of his 1964 Law Enforcement Assistance Act, Johnson had channeled federal 

funds directly to urban police departments. Historian Elizabeth Hinton argues that these 

policies arose in response to urban riots as part of a broader effort that “blended the 

opportunity, development, and training programs of the War on Poverty with 

surveillance, patrol, and detention programs” of the War on Crime.344 Relying on 
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pathologies of black criminality advanced through Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s report The 

Negro Family, a central feature of the emerging War on Crime was “the concentrated 

deployment of police officers in black communities.”345 In Chicago, the arrival of federal 

funds collided with already intense practices of policing in the city’s black neighborhoods 

ensuring that, as Simon Balto argues, “the federal government followed the cities in 

taking tough and more punitive stances toward marginalized communities.”346 During the 

1960s, under the leadership of police chief Orlando Wilson, a radical expansion of stop-

and-frisk policing had taken its toll on Chicago’s black community. Balto writes, “By 

1967…black arrest rates had risen ten percent from a decade before…. Black Chicagoans 

that year accounted for 102,043 of the CPD’s 198,974 (or slightly over fifty-one percent) 

recorded non-traffic-related arrests—a figure twenty percent higher than African 

Americans’ representation in the city population as a whole.”347 

In Cook County Jail, both local and federal Wars on Crime were changing the 

demographics of the population. As a result of the intensified policing of black 

communities, the proportion of black people in the jail had grown from sixty percent in 
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1955 to seventy-two percent in 1964, all the way to eighty percent black in 1967.348 

Warden Jack Johnson complained that the jail had reached all-time highs in the number 

of admissions, reaching 24,914 in 1966 and maintaining a population of 1,800.349 In 

addition to the increase in the number of black inmates, Johnson believed that the new 

population was qualitatively different. “The day of the professional burglar or robber who 

treated his arrest as part of the job is nearly over. Now we receive a high incidence of 

those who are psychotic and whose criminal record is erratic and not limited to a specific 

type of crime.”350 Subtly acknowledging the changing racial demographics of the jail and 

the paradigms of the Moynihan report, Johnson argued that, from the vantage point of the 

jail, rising crime was due to a rising class of juvenile delinquents who were “emotional 

cripples” and living in “the gang atmosphere.”351 Johnson also attributed crowding to 

police crackdowns and mass arrests.352 In highlighting police efforts and constructing a 

new class of criminals, Johnson initiated a speaking campaign in 1967 to persuade the 

public that problems at the jail were not a failure of his efforts at rehabilitation but the 

                                                
348 “Report of Findings to Cook County Department of Corrections Commission,” 

(Chicago: House of Correction, 1964), Municipal Reference Collection, Chicago Public 
Library, Harold Washington Library Center; “Weigh Indictments in County Jail Probe,” 
Chicago Tribune, Dec. 9, 1967, 5. 

 
349 William Jones, “County Jail Sets Mark in ‘66: 24,914 Prisoners Are Processed 

During Year,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 16, 1967, A13. This unprecedented high population 
topped the previous high from 1963, when 23,225 people came through the jail. 

 
350 Ibid. 
 
351 Sam Washington and Donald Mosby, “Authorities Vexed By Teen Gang 

Problem: Remedies Are Costly, But Necessary,” Chicago Daily Defender, Dec. 21, 1966, 
4; “County Jail Warden Gets Youth Honor,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 19, 1967, 14. 

 
352 “Looters Net Stiff Terms After Storm: Chicago Judge Doubles Sentences For 

Trio Caught In Act,” The Sun (Baltimore), Jan. 31, 1967, A3.  



 

99 

failures of black families and primitive urban conditions that called for responsive 

policing353 In doing so, Johnson sought to characterize any problems in the jail as those 

of its inhabitants, not the institution itself. 

Johnson’s emphasis on the chaos wrought by inmates continued throughout 1967. 

Media portrayals of the death of Ismael Solano Nieves in September highlighted the role 

played by fellow inmates. Just days after inmate Donald Smith was found hanged in 

questionable circumstances, a riot broke out in the jail. An undercover investigation 

supervised by Chief Justice Joseph A. Power of the Criminal Court situated the riot 

within a context of “racially inspired” violence between white and black inmates. Little is 

known of rationales for the investigation or the actual riot, although according to the 

Tribune it was resolved by placing “more than 60 ‘black power’ advocates” in 

segregation without mail, recreation, or access to visitors.354 Just days after the riot, the 

Chicago Defender, Chicago’s moderate black newspaper, stood by Warden Johnson. 

“The man with one of the hardest jobs in Chicago and one who gets very little credit… is 

Cook County Jail Warden Jack Johnson. In the first place he is a humanitarian in a 

dehumanizing situation, and for that he deserves commendation.”355 Presenting the jail as 
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a subhuman space overrun by black inmates, media attention reinforced the jungle 

narrative. 

 A new institutional critique came with the hiring of Joseph R. Rowan as executive 

director of the John Howard Association (JHA) in January 1967. During the 1960s, the 

JHA had largely been an unsuccessful mouthpiece for Hans Mattick’s efforts to reform 

police lockups and combine the House of Corrections and Cook County Jail. Much of its 

committee work had been oriented toward fundraising, awards, and an annual dinner.356 

As sociologist James B. Jacobs argued, Rowan’s appointment represented the end of 

“weak leadership” and the coming of “more militant individuals” after years of 

collaborating with brutal administrations at prisons like Stateville.357 Rowan had a long 

career in corrections work. He had worked in probation and parole, as a consultant for the 

National Council on Crime and Delinquency, and as deputy commissioner of corrections 

for the state of Minnesota. Rowan held two Masters degrees, in social work and 
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correctional administration, making him particularly sympathetic to the concerns of 

incarcerated people. Appealing to “public awareness and support” to make change in 

Illinois jails and prisons, and he looked to incorporate the perspectives of incarcerated 

people into discourses, something lacking in decades of reform efforts at Cook County 

Jail.358 Given Johnson’s ambivalence and the CCDOC’s stagnation in the state 

legislature, the jail was an open target. To a seasoned corrections expert like Rowan, the 

silence about conditions in the jail in local newspapers was deafening. 

Rowan understood that of anyone would give him a straight story about the jail, it 

was people who had lived there. Over the course of seven months, Rowan interviewed 

thirty-six former jail detainees then serving sentences at Illinois state prisons. The 

original purpose of the interviews was to allow the JHA respond to public questions that 

were “asking in effect ‘Are things at County Jail as good as reported?’”359 By the end of 

1967, Rowan produced a document that shattered the illusions of reform that Warden 

Jack Johnson had worked so hard to cultivate. In the wake of the death of Ismael Solano 

Nieves and the riot during fall of 1967, Rowan rushed publication of the report to provide 

a more complete depiction of jail conditions through the eyes of the people detained 

there.360 
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In highlighting inmate perspectives on conditions, the “Interim Report” offered a 

counter narrative to the ideals of rehabilitation and reform popularized by jail officials in 

the 1950s and 1960s. In a section entitled “Dehumanization Practices,” Rowan noted that 

former inmates “all tell pretty much the same story about beatings, sexual attacks, inmate 

‘shakedowns’ on each other and other abuses.”361 The barn bosses—hardly bureaucratic 

“tier clerks” or angels like Paul Crump— controlled cell assignments, cleaning, food 

distribution, and the safety of inmates. They stole nice clothes worn by non-sentenced 

offenders who did not wear uniforms while awaiting trial.362 Thus, Rowan’s report 

argued, “abuses by staff are rare, if ever… however… where inmates have been in 

control of other inmates to a frightening degree, how can inmates yell for help when in 

the first place guards are spread so thinly, and secondly, inmates who yell would get 

abused more by the inmates?”363 This unwillingness to implicate the guard staff, beyond 

emphasizing that they were a high turnover staff with poor training, suggested the limits 

of reformers’ challenges to the institution. Filtered through the mouthpiece of the JHA, 

the emphasis was on violence among inmates rather than violence that involved the 

keepers. In spite of this silence, the JHA’s deployment of inmate accounts of violence 

and brutality shifted characterization of the jail’s problems from mere bureaucratic 

problems (such as those emphasized by the League of Women Voters) to a full-on 

humanitarian crisis. Rowan concluded that Cook County Jail was “‘the worst jungle’ he 
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has seen during 26 years of correctional work.”364 In his response to the “Interim Report,” 

Warden Johnson concurred that many of the accusations were true. To him, the source 

was clear: “We have a racial problem, but it is based merely upon the fact that there are 

white and Negro prisoners in the jail,” he dismissively told the Tribune.  

Cook County Jail was not the only jail described as a “jungle” during these years. 

In Los Angeles, the white son of a police chief arrested on drug charges was sentenced to 

solitary confinement in Los Angeles County Jail due to fears that otherwise “the law of 

the jungle will take over.”365 Another critique of the Los Angeles jail depicted it as an 

“inhuman zoo” where “blacks are numerous.”366 A front-page story in The Wall Street 

Journal described conditions in Philadelphia, where a young man was freed to await trial 

without bail because “the jungle jail” full of sexual predators placed younger inmates at 

risk for rape.367 The pronounced disparities in jail demographics were also drawing 

attention in large urban jails. At New York’s Riker’s Island, the jail was fifty percent 

black and fifteen percent Puerto Rican.368 The Washington Post described the typical 

prisoner in a DC jail as “a muscular negro with the sixth grade education” whose goal 

was “to get out of jail as quickly as possible” because he had not received treatment in 
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the chaotic conditions.369 While the descriptions and demographics were similar across 

the county, Cook County was unique both in the degree of its problems and the scale of 

its media coverage and citizen interest. 

As the War on Crime brought increased numbers of African Americans to Cook 

County Jail, incarcerated people found new and receptive outlets for airing their concerns 

about conditions in the jail. Undermining the reform aspirations that had grown so 

durable during the 1960s efforts to save the life of Paul Crump and create a Cook County 

Department of Corrections, former inmates successfully introduced a counter narrative 

about jail conditions as the War on Crime overcrowded the jail. However, in bringing jail 

conditions under closer scrutiny, the inmate claims in the “Interim Report” formed the 

basis for a fight over who was accountable for conditions in the jail in a widely 

publicized Grand Jury investigation. 

 

Grand Jury 

Grand juries in Cook County had long been a mechanism for monitoring jail 

conditions, but the political context of the 1967 Grand Jury made it unusually effective. 

In the decades before inmate class action suits and state detention inspections, grand jury 

investigations had functioned as opportunities for investigation into the activities of local 

jails, a useful government remedy to outbreaks of scandal that seldom involved 

indictments for conditions. In the absence of any kind of enforceable standards, 

“perfunctory visits” to the jail by the grand jury, comprised of regular citizens, were often 
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enough to produce satisfactory reports or short-lived criticisms with no measures to 

ensure changes were implemented.370 The 1967 Grand Jury differed in that it had been 

summoned in response to inmate descriptions of conditions. The scale of the 1967 Grand 

Jury was also a great deal larger than any that had come before it. The state’s attorney 

appointed a twenty-three-member grand jury and summoned a number of investigators, 

including Sheriff Woods, a circuit court judge, a criminal court judge, and at least forty 

witnesses. Though its findings were compiled in a secret report, for the first time, the 

proceedings of the Grand Jury were open to the press. While it took more grandiose and 

public form, the Grand Jury of 1967 was largely a symbolic performance of interest in the 

goings on at the jail. 

Inmate testimony to the Grand Jury highlighted the shortcomings of reform. The 

grand jury heard from a white Evanston businesswoman jailed in contempt of court in 

1964. The widowed mother of nine witnessed violence, sex assaults during her brief stay 

at the jail. “‘I saw one inmate, a woman named Shirley who was in her early thirties, 

tormented by inmates who clanged on Shirley's cell and constantly yelled at her,’” 

Macdonald told the grand jury. “‘They drove her to the point where she tried to drown 

herself in the toilet in her cell. After this, jail personnel shackled her to her bed and she 

was forced to lie there, without food, for several days.’” Shirley’s experience was not 

unusual, Macdonald claimed. “‘There were the most revolting things going on all the 
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time.’”371 Another inmate, a white man named David Brewton, told of seeing a guard 

beat an elderly inmate in a receiving area. “The old man looked like a skid row bum and 

the guard kept yelling at him to stand up straight while he bent his arms behind him. Each 

time the old guy feel to the floor he would begin kicking him, then drag him to his feet 

again.” The beating broke the old man’s nose and split his forehead, leaving the receiving 

area covered in his blood.372 Inmates were not alone in their claims of guard misbehavior. 

An undercover investigator told the grand jury that guards sold fifteen dollar shots of 

heroin and two dollar joints of marijuana to inmates and detainees.373 Johnson furiously 

denied the allegations, assuring the grand jury that his records did not bear out claims of 

guard misconduct.374  

With the jail’s reputation as a rehabilitative institution jeopardy, administrators 

made concerted efforts to undermine inmate claims of maleficence by attributing 

problems to black inmates. From existing records, it does not appear that black inmates 

found a voice in the grand jury proceedings, which perhaps allowed the perpetuation of a 

one-sided narrative of black racial animus. The testimony by a black person that garnered 

the most attention came from a psychologist who worked for the state, Winston Moore. 

Moore, a law-and-order advocate known locally as a “hard-liner,” said the jail’s eighty 
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percent black population made it “a training ground for black power advocates.” These 

conditions, Moore alleged, produced “extreme racist feelings among white and Negro 

inmates. ‘You put these punks over in county jail under the barn boss system and they 

learn violence works.’”375  

Moore believed that the barn boss system was not only a source of violence in the 

jail, but a source of violence among black people in Chicago as well. In the jail, inmates 

“find that thru terrorism, they can get what they want. Then they ask themselves, why 

can't this work in the community?” In his testimony, Moore sought to connect the growth 

and power of gangs like the Black P. Stone Nation to the lack of control in the jail. 

Furthermore, Moore told the grand jury, “I personally know most of the gang leaders in 

Chicago and they don't mind spending time in the jail. They get away with more in the 

jail than they do on the street because inmate control is absolute and there is no 

interference from guards.” 376 In a context of heightened racial tension in the city over 

civil rights and gang violence, Moore’s allegations represented a broader political 

conversation in Chicago’s black community about how to best deal with gang violence. 

Moore was representative of a contingent that viewed increased law enforcement as the 

best solution.377 In presenting this as a factual and uncontested view, newspapers like the 

Chicago Tribune played a critical role in giving credence to this law-and-order 

perspective, which served not only the narrative of inmate control over the jail but 
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Moore’s own political ambitions and the desires of jail administrators to distance 

themselves from responsibility for the violence in the jail.378 Moore’s testimony was 

pivotal in undermining inmate claims of violence and keeping the focus of observers on 

racialized stereotypes of violent jail inmates. 

 The Grand Jury report reflected how a group of white citizens, led by an 

electrician, understood the jail’s conditions described in the testimony. They drew on a 

mixture of the existing narratives about the jail: the jungle narrative of racial unrest, the 

failure of Warden Johnson to live up to claims of rehabilitation, and the League of 

Women Voters’ proposals for bureaucratic reform. Without any capacity to enforce 

resolution of the problems they identified, the Grand Jury functioned in large part to 

promote existing reform discourses as it repeated these political constructions of the jail. 

The Grand Jury’s critiques of racial dynamics within the jail emphasized 

administrative perspectives and relied on narratives that characterized black inmates as 

run amok. Further silencing incarcerated people, the Grand Jury uncritically accepted the 

administration’s rationales for racial segregation and Moore’s explanations for racial 

tension. Citing “racial incidents” in which black inmates “beat and tortured whites” and 

“incarcerated agitators for black supremacy openly preach[ed] violence in the jail” 

became more frequent in 1967, the Grand Jury claimed the jail was “completely 

segregated on a racial basis” in order to protect whites “from being subjected to gross 

brutalities.”379  
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Again relying on a political construction of the jail as a “jungle,” the Grand Jury 

claimed that after segregation, brutality complaints in all-white tiers ceased but violence 

in the black tiers became more intense. In the Grand Jury’s accounting, suggesting 

Warden Johnson was responsible for placing inmates from rival gangs together 

indiscriminately on black tiers. On a tier with a large number of gang members, Warden 

Jack Johnson put a leader of the Blackstone Rangers, awaiting trial for murder, in charge 

of the tier because “the nightly beatings were so bad.” The result was horrifying: “On 

January 7, 1968, four days after this leader took command of the tier, a young Negro boy 

was severely beaten by six inmates, including the leader. Both his eyes were swollen shit 

and his body was covered with bruises.” The Grand Jury returned an indictment of 

aggravated battery for the inmates, and cited it as “but another example of the Warden’s 

dependence on inmate control over inmates.”380 With little sympathy for the beaten 

child—placed among adult inmates—and charges only extended to the inmates, not the 

guards or the administration, the Grand Jury blamed chaos in the jail on the people who 

lived there. This narrative served to construct the powerlessness of administrators through 

fears of black violence. In emphasizing “black-on-black” violence, in particular, the 

Grand Jury emphasized black brutality in order to undermine broader claims of black 

victimhood.381 
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Through the eyes of the Grand Jury, the greatest impediment to the ongoing 

appearance of reform was that they thought the barn bosses, who elsewhere might have 

been called trustees, were running the jail. In the face of an unqualified and inexperienced 

guard staff, the administration relied on racial segregation and “barn bosses” to maintain 

control of the wide range of inmates in the jail. Lohman’s tier clerk system had persisted, 

although the Grand Jury found that the tier clerk program’s administrative legitimacy had 

fostered corruption.382 Barn bosses were responsible for teaching inmates jail rules and 

often extorted commissary goods in return for assigning inmates cells and distributing 

mattresses, utensils, and blankets. Guards also gave prescribed medicines to barn bosses 

for distribution, meaning sick or injured inmates seldom received their prescriptions, and 

when they did, it was because inmates bought their prescriptions back from the barn 

bosses.383 The Grand Jury believed the barn bosses had a level of control unparalleled in 

the jail. “Most of the physical abuse which this jury heard about was a result of either 

direct participation or acquiescence of the barn boss,” the Grand Jury recounted, “The 

barn boss gets more respect from the inmates than the guards do. A barn boss can create a 

riot or quell one, depending on his mood.”384 Again highlighting inmate power over that 

of the administration, the Grand Jury looked past the actions of administrators and guards 

in fostering the conditions of violence to emphasize that the inmates, not the actual 

practices of jail governance, were the problem. Reform would be contingent upon 

bringing inmates under control. 
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The Grand Jury focused on barn bosses as singular arbiters of violence in the jail. 

The report emphasizing that barn bosses’ capacity for surveillance undermined the jail’s 

handling of complaints. Because medical exams were conducted in an open clinic, 

inmates had no way to report to doctors whom had injured them during in attacks. An 

open Box for complaints was kept in the guardroom in each tier, making it easily for 

inmates to take open complaints and exact reprisals. Because of these practices, many 

victims had taken to complaining to judges during other court proceedings.385 According 

to the Grand Jury, the jail’s death row inmates were the most notorious barn bosses 

because they had nothing to lose. “Many of these condemned murderers have been placed 

in positions of authority and in reality have great control and influence over the daily 

operation of the jail and the lives of the prisoners.”386 The Grand Jury encouraged their 

removal to penitentiaries. In obscuring any benefits to the system, and in implying that 

trained guard staff might treat incarcerated people any differently, the Grand Jury 

constructed expectations of reform that would rely on more intense administrative control 

in the jail. 

The Grand Jury characterized inmate resistance and challenges to guard authority 

as symptoms of this larger problem of weak jailer power in the “jungle” jail. The Grand 

Jury documented instances in which inmates resisted guard authority by failing to follow 

directions. On other occasions, “they spit on him, strike at him through the bars, and 

often throw buckets of hot water through the bars on him” without fear of punishment.387 
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While guards could revoke privileges such as commissary or movie watching and send 

inmates to a disciplinary tier for twenty-four hour confinement, the Grand Jury suggested 

that inmates often found their ways out of such punishments by bribing guards. In spite of 

well-documented guard incompetence and corruption, the Grand Jury continued to 

attribute problems to inmates taking advantage of the chaos. 

 In emphasizing the need for greater control, the Grand Jury’s critiques centered 

the failure of Warden Jack Johnson to live up to the rehabilitative ideals he had promised. 

The Grand Jury highlighted Warden Johnson’s prior lack of correctional administration 

experience, even though he had been head of the jail for twelve years.388 The difficulties 

of running the jail, it found “should not be used as an excuse for the incompetent, 

inefficient, and haphazard administration by those public officials directly 

responsible.”389 The Grand Jury was “particularly disturbed by the evidence 

demonstrating that during the course of the investigation the conditions at the jail have 

continued to deteriorate.”390 While issues with security were placed at the door of 

politicians who kept guard positions as underpaid patronage jobs, Johnson was clearly 

regarded as responsible for their lack of training and the placement of inexperienced 

guards in particularly volatile tiers. Furthermore, the Grand Jury accused Johnson of 

favoring inmates’ accounts over guards,’ meaning that much inmate violence against 
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guards went unpunished.391 Presented as inadequate to the task of running the large jail, 

Johnson had lost the political cache he had during the effort to save Paul Crump. The 

narrative of the jail as a “jungle” —once favorable to Johnson’s reputation— emphasized 

how much Johnson’s civilizing mission had fallen short. Convincing the public, as 

represented by the grand jury, to believe in reform ideals was contingent upon a certain 

degree of governing legitimacy that Johnson no longer had. 

 The most damning evidence against Johnson was the Grand Jury’s revelation that 

his failure to implement rehabilitative programming defined the day-to-day experience of 

the jail as a space that offered nothing to people incarcerated there. Without enough 

guards to staff all of the tiers, inmates were largely unsupervised day and night, spending 

their time laying around or playing dominoes and checkers during the day. “An inmate 

awaiting his trial does just that—waits and little else,” the Grand Jury observed.392 There 

was no structured recreation and little access to educational programs. Without access to 

washing machines and laundry service jail, common spaces had a “distinct odor...which 

was traceable to the dirty clothes” of inmates.393 The monotony was broken up by three 

meals a day, taken in the dayroom of the tier, and visiting days twice a month for adult 

friends and relatives.394 Lockdowns after ten o’clock at night, the jail’s written practice, 

were rarely enforced because of the lack of toilets in many cells, meaning that at night 
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gambling and sexual violence were common occurrences.395 That the jail detention could 

at once be both “jungle” and totally boring highlighted, through contrasts, the salacious 

nature of the Grand Jury’s emphasis on inmate violence and barn bosses. While the 

Grand Jury challenged the failures of administrative claims to reform and emphasized the 

complete absence of conditions conducive to rehabilitation, in emphasizing that 

rehabilitation was absent in the experience of presumptively innocent pre-trial detainees, 

the Grand Jury’s critiques rested on assumptions about the socially constructed criminal 

pathologies of all people incarcerated at the jail. Again, critiques of the administration 

rested on the assumed flaws of incarcerated people.  

The only critiques of jail administration that did not foreground blame jail inmates 

for the jail’s problems were those that centered on matters of classification and guard 

hiring— issues that had been consistently raised by the League of Women Voters 

throughout the 1960s. The Grand Jury highlighted that the lack of real classification 

procedures allowed children as young as thirteen and up to the age of seventeen to be 

housed in the jail. Without a functioning system of classification, children mixed with 

adults, petty criminals mixed with seasoned felons, rival gangs battled for control of tiers, 

and addicts, violent inmates, and the mentally ill mixed with healthy populations even as 

they had minimal access to relief.396 Believing that new procedures could remedy 

conditions, the Grand Jury took up the League’s campaigns for better classification 

practices in the jail. 
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In assuming the League’s emphasis on good government, the Grand Jury 

criticized the problems of guard qualifications that had resulted from the political 

patronage system. Unlike guards at the state penitentiaries and House of Correction, 

guards were hired and promoted according to their political connections without regard 

for qualifications or intellectual capacities. On Election Day in April 1967, the jail’s 

doctors and dentists were enlisted for security when ninety-five percent of the staff 

skipped work to work the polls. The political nature of the work meant that guards could 

be fired at any time, and there was “usually a complete turnover of jail staff after an 

election, regardless of which party wins.” One witness told the Grand Jury “there is more 

continuity of inmates than there is of guards.”397 Untrained new guards went straight to 

work on the tiers. “He is given a uniform, a cap and keys, and then is put to work 

supervising some of the most hardened criminals in the country.” Previous efforts at 

training had failed because of lack of interest and high turnover.398 Yet, rather than 

emphasize that beatings by unqualified and poorly trained guards were standard practice 

in the jail, the Grand Jury blamed guards for creating conditions for violence among 

inmates. On one occasion, an inexperienced guard on a protective custody tier who “was 

new, and didn’t know what to do” unlocked the cell of a seventeen year old boy for two 

inmates who then sodomized the boy.399 That the inmates were indicted but the guard 

was not indicted for negligence demonstrates the limits of the Grand Jury’s commitment 

to raising the issue of staff culpability.  
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In advancing all three existing narratives about the sources of the jail’s flaws, the 

Grand Jury’s investigation performed reform in ways that undermined inmate claims. 

While inmates had successfully persuaded local officials to investigate the jail, the Grand 

Jury was ultimately at odds with their claims because the very design of the Grand Jury 

allowed for a ceremonial performance of oversight that disparately penalized inmates. 

This was due in part to the potency of racialized narratives about the urban jungle of 

spaces dominated by black people; the existence of the barn boss system and the 

implication of inmates in its violence undermined claims of victimhood. Another element 

of the Grand Jury that made it difficult to wage inmate claims therein was its purpose of 

institutional investigation. Rather than functioning to consider individual claims, the 

Grand Jury drew on the existing context of bureaucratic reform that had been well 

established by the League of Women Voters throughout the 1960s. Without any 

enforcement capacity, beyond the minimally used ability to issue indictments, the Grand 

Jury members embraced its role as an impotent chronicler of maladies. Yet because the 

Grand Jury relied on constructions of inmates as brutal and out of control, the Grand Jury 

created space for performance of the reform myth in lieu of engaging the real concerns of 

inmates that had, however briefly, animated the initial scandal over conditions and the 

deaths of people like Ismael Nieves. Not considered as rights-bearing citizens, let alone 

people presumed innocent, the Grand Jury obscured the humanity of inmates through its 

emphasis on administrative preferences for control and better facilities rather than the 

rights of inmates. The Grand Jury, as county administrators and activists had before them, 

placed their confidence in the promise of reform. 
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Hiring a Reformer 

 For Cook County Sheriff Joseph Woods, the Grand Jury investigation was a 

wakeup call, but only in a political sense. He feared that problems at the jail would 

undermine his prospects for higher office in Cook County. For this reason, Woods began 

to exercise more interest in the jail during the Grand Jury investigation. While Warden 

Johnson was out of the jail, he mounted a surprise shakedown of the jail accompanied by 

the press. As he confiscated contraband from inmates—including weapons, a hot plate, 

and a refrigerator—Woods sought to present inmates as armed and dangerous in decadent 

conditions. As sheriff, Woods found it easy to make Warden Johnson was the scapegoat. 

Woods had not hired Johnson, after all, and without Johnson, Woods would still remain 

in control the guard jobs the sheriff was able to handout to his political cronies.400 As 

Sheriff, Woods did not need to ensure that conditions changed for inmates— to maintain 

the jail’s institutional legitimacy, he needed to ensure that the scandal was quickly 

resolved and jail conditions were no longer in the newspapers.  

 Woods did not just need a legitimate jail for his own political ends, however. In a 

context of brewing unrest in late 1960s Chicago, Woods and other law enforcement 

leaders in Chicago were planning for a massive demonstration of state authority in the 

face of protests planned for the 1968 Democratic National Convention. Planning for mass 

arrests of demonstrators, event planners and city officials secretly met in February to 

determine how many people they needed for security and where arrestees would be 
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held.401 Yet since November, 1967, Woods had been agitating to hire more sheriff’s 

police and jail guards as he anticipated “further civil rights and anti-war 

demonstrations.”402 When this failed to pass the county board, Woods made a politically 

unpopular, rogue decision to call for the formation of a 1,000 man “civilian riot control 

posse” to keep the peace not only during the DNC but to head off any possible race riots 

during the summer.403 Woods’ effort drew criticism from Mayor Richard Daley and 

groups he had planned to recruit deputies from, including the Urban League and the 

NAACP.404 Depicting “Woods’ vigilantes” as members of the Ku Klux Klan in a political 

cartoon, the Chicago Defender interviewed black Republican Dave Reed who compared 

the proposed posse “to the initial program which resulted in the annihilation of 6-million 

Jews in Germany.” Fearing the “annihilation of black people,” Reed, an aide to County 

Board President Richard Ogilvie, asserted “the plan appeals to racism rather than reason 

and justice.”405 While Woods’ plan for the citizens posse failed to hold up in court, he 
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continued to ready the jail as he anticipated a long hot summer of protests and riots.406 

Given that the Grand Jury had scrutinized the power of black inmates within the jail, the 

pressure Woods faced from within the County Board President’s office to not exacerbate 

racial tensions, and the reality that black inmates were most of the inmates in the jail, 

Woods set out to regain control over the “jungle” by hiring a black warden who would 

support his racialized efforts to sustain law and order. Woods needed a reformer. 

 On March 7, 1968, the Chicago Tribune ran a large front page headline 

announcing Woods’ plan to reform the jail: “OFFERED JAIL WARDEN JOB: NEGRO 

PSYCHOLOGIST IS YOUTH GANG EXPERT.”407 Woods’ choice was Winston 

Moore, the black psychologist who condemned the jail’s conditions and its impact on 

crime in Chicago in his testimony before the Grand Jury. The knowledge Moore 

portrayed in the Grand Jury proceedings—not to mention the relationships he claimed to 

have with some of the jail’s most powerful detainees—made him an appealing candidate 

for the job of warden. Sheriff Joseph Woods further emphasized that this quality 

influenced his hiring in a letter to Ebony celebrating Moore’s “tough, professional, no-

nonsense attitude.”408 Where Woods perceived Johnson as too soft, unqualified, and far 

too tolerant, Woods believed that Moore was the man to turn the jail around. 

Based on his background and training, Moore was touted by his supporters as a 

reformer. Moore was a migrant from the South, born in New Orleans, He made his way 
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north to earn degrees from West Virginia State College, the University of Louisville, and 

to pursue a doctorate from the Illinois Institute of Technology. He had worked for the 

Louisville juvenile court from 1954 to 1959, and then moved to Chicago to do work with 

the Illinois Youth Commission. In 1966, he took a job with the state employment service 

in 1966, where he worked on youth gang issues. The combination of Moore’s college 

education, his work with juvenile delinquency, and his race made him an ideal candidate 

in the eyes of the press, which noted that he was “regarded by associates as a ‘hard liner’ 

who would use severe measures to enforce discipline.” 409 Moore’s credentials earned him 

the support of the John Howard Association, a non-partisan criminal justice watchdog 

group looking to reform the jail’s conditions, and likely the support of black politicians 

like up-and-coming assemblyman John Stroger, the jail’s former personnel director who 

had close ties to the Daley administration. Just as much as his professional credentials, 

Moore’s race was at the center of coverage about his hiring, with every article 

mentioning the novelty of a “negro” warden. 

Moore espoused a vision for jail reform that fused anti-radicalism, law and order, 

and racial respectability politics. His psychological training came through in his 

understandings of what it would take to achieve rehabilitation. “It is my firm conviction 

that a carefully selected, efficient, compassionate, and responsible prison staff coupled 

with constructive educational vocation, recreational and character-strengthening 

programs aimed at restoring the shattered self-image of the inmates will go a long way,” 
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he later wrote in a piece for Ebony.410 Asserting that inmates were damaged, Moore 

believed in the power of the state to remake them where families and personal 

responsibility had failed. He called on the black community to support this agenda. Later, 

he charged that most racism in prisons and jails could be largely undone through hiring 

more black corrections officers and deploying rehabilitation. But in tandem with prison 

reform, Moore charged that “the re-establishment of law and order in the black 

community” was essential to ensure the safety “for the vast majority of law-abiding black 

residents.”411 He offered a more moderate alternative to “ultra-conservatism” and 

“militants and radicals,” asserting that “the black community wants law and order 

because it needs law and order for its own survival.” Positioning himself on the side of 

“decent black people,” he hoped that they would “insist on law enforcement.”412  

Moore took power in a moment when token black leaders were under critique 

from all corners of the black activist community. In 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. 

considered a literal interpretation of the word token, noting, “He who sells you the token 

instead of the coin always retains the power to revoke its worth.”413 In the seminal text 

Black Power: The Politics of Liberation, Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton 

argued that people like Moore represented a “widening of the gap between black elites 
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and the masses.” Charging that so-called “captive leaders” were “black people with 

certain technical and administrative skills who could provide useful leadership roles in 

the black communities but do not because they have become beholden to the white power 

structure.”414 Like many in Chicago’s radical black community, Illinois Black Panther 

Party leader and former Cook County Jail detainee Fred Hampton identified Moore 

alongside the white mayor and white state’s attorney as a “pig.”415 Moore functioned like 

a colonial comprador, wielding authority the ruling power structure gave him in the 

service of his own self interest. 

Moore’s strategy for jail reform reflected Woods’ needs to suppress inmate rights 

claims and bring the jail under administrative control as quickly as possible. Woods had 

granted him complete hiring and firing power, allowing Moore to remove many 

entrenched problem guards and replace them with a cadre of guards he hired away from 

Illinois’ prisons. Among them was Clarence Richard English, a shift leader who knew 

Moore from the Illinois Correctional Department for Youth in Joliet was a self identified 

“ex-ranger paratrooper, retired professional fighter and kick Boxer.” 416 English recalled 

coming to the jail “with fist and billy clubs blazing like hell, fourteen to fifteen hours a 

day.”417 “We weren’t taking any bull shit from any convicts,” English remembered, “but 

                                                
414 Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, Black Power: The Politics of 

Liberation, (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 13. 
 
415 Faith C. Christman, “Panther Chief Fred Hampton Tells Party’s Goals,” 

Chicago Daily Defender, Aug. 23, 1969, 1. 
 
416 Clarence Richard English, Cook County Jail Barn Boss (Chicago: 2007), xi. 
 
417 Ibid., 1. 



 

123 

would kick ass, and put people in their place, until they got the message.”418 In his 

account of the retaking of the jail, English noted that he broke an incarcerated woman’s 

arm and participated in other brawls in an effort to foster “intimidating powers.”419 

Placing barn bosses and other “known agitators” in solitary confinement, Moore 

promised that rehabilitation would happen eventually, stating “You cannot have 

rehabilitation without control, so control comes first.”420 “I will use whatever force is 

necessary,” Moore assured reporters, whose accounts of his efforts to beat back the barn 

bosses were covered by the local press on the front pages of local newspapers in language 

that made it sound as though they were covering a war.421 In the early weeks, at least, it 

appeared that far from a new approach to jail reform, Moore’s administration represented 

a reassertion of the old ways of maintaining control through violence.  

 

Challenging Reform Claims in Court 

Having failed to achieve a change in conditions through reports to the John 

Howard Association and the subsequent Grand Jury investigation, incarcerated people 

sought redress from the courts. A crop of lawsuits to improve prisoner conditions, 

including Cook County Jail’s Inmates v. Tierney, had been filed in federal court during 

the 1960s in response to a perceived green light from the Warren Court and other federal 
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district courts. As legal scholar Margo Schlanger makes clear, in Cooper v. Pate the 

Warren Court opened the possibility for judicial intervention into prison and jail 

conditions that extended constitutional rights to incarcerated people. This decision 

allowed Black Muslims in the Illinois State Penitentiary the freedom to practice their 

religion in prison. Similarly the Court’s rulings in various desegregation cases also 

sparked much local prison litigation. The decision in Washington v. Lee (1966), for 

example, had censured segregation in the Alabama corrections system and other states 

took notice. Also in 1966, The United States Court of Appeals in New York’s northern 

district heard Wright v. McMann established that incarceration in a New York constituted 

cruel and unusual punishment and that a federal court had jurisdiction over this state 

system. As important in the late 1960s, a set of federal district court decisions allowed for 

the eighth amendment’s injunction against cruel and unusual punishment to be marshaled 

in unprecedented ways.422 These legal victories, largely centered on prisons, inspired the 

inmate class action suit that came out of Cook County Jail in 1968.423 
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Cook County’s problems offered a promising test as to how far new 

interpretations of equal protection and cruel and unusual punishment might be pressed. 

Together Community Legal Counsel, a group of public interest lawyers, and the 

American Civil Liberties Union Illinois division sought relief on behalf of inmates from 

overcrowding, staffing issues, and the barn boss system.424 Their strategy was to bring 

suit on behalf of federal prisoners housed at the jail in order to avoid the jurisdictional 

questions involving state prisoners in the federal court that were still being worked out in 

cases like Wright v. McMann. Building the case around the needs of federal prisoners 

also meant that the inmates could appeal directly to the Justice Department and the 

standards set by the Bureau of Prisons, which were successfully being tested in the 

courts.425 Naming Joseph Tierney, the U.S. Marshal in charge of federal prisoners in local 

jails, as the primary defendant in the case suggested the possibility of widespread, 

systemic reforms on behalf of federal inmates serving sentences and under pre-trial 

detention in local jails.  

The inmates, forty-five of whom signed the initial complaint, asked for the judge 

to determine if the jail, by virtue of being a well known “house of horrors, a jungle of 

depravity, a human jungle,” met federal jail standards or whether violated Fourth, Eighth, 
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and Fourteen Amendment protections.426 In addition to the claims of problems expressed 

in the Grand Jury Report, inmates charged that a new policy of “capricious” night raids of 

cells that included physical threats with billy clubs had created “an aura of tension and 

anxiety” in the jail.427 Inmates v. Tierney was initially short lived, dismissed by Judge 

Julius Hoffman after just a few weeks because the judge believed the complaint, based 

largely on the Grand Jury report, was inadequate and not legally drawn but “‘just a bunch 

of statements’ which were not verified.”428 

Undeterred by Hoffman, the lawyers revived the suit later that year to include all 

inmates living at the jail because jail conditions included all inmates, federal and state 

alike. Among the plaintiffs now were Wesley Williams, a man awaiting transfer to 

federal prison; Antonio De la Cruz, a man awaiting trial in federal court who was unable 

to post bond; Dennis Kiselyk, a man serving a one year sentence in the jail on a state-

level Circuit Court conviction; and Gregory M. Hall, another man who had been unable 

to post bond and was awaiting trial. In choosing a more representative class, the 

complainants avoided a problem of federalism in suggesting that local officials were 
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culpable as federal officials because they were identified singularly as custodians over 

federal inmates. Amending the original suit now to cover both federal and state pre-trial 

detainees and convicted offenders also opened the door for a broader reading of the 

obligations of the eighth amendment in.429  

Unlike previous class action suits such as Lee v. Washington which had focused 

on single issues such as segregation, the amended version of Inmates v. Tierney sought 

relief for a wide range of issues and named federal officials as accountable for local 

conditions. The suit charged that federal officials had failed to oversee “the character of 

the quarters furnished, sanitary conditions, and quality of subsistence” and had failed 

“encourage the proper authorities to provide reasonably decent, sanitary, and healthful 

quarters and subsistence for such persons.”430 Asking for better federal oversight of local 

conditions, inmates sought a remedy to the local ambivalence about resolving poor 

conditions that had persisted throughout the 1960s. 

Amid legal efforts to drive the class action suit forward, Winston Moore tried to 

spin unrest in the city in favor of his repressive tactics. When a gunman assassinated 

Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, riots broke out in Chicago’s West Side after 

student marchers and adults in the community looted and set fires after police 

confrontations.431 Newspaper reports emphasized that as mass arrests pushed the jail’s 
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populations toward 2,700, the jail’s population was ninety percent black.432 Moore 

improved his credentials as he worked with black clergy from Rev. Jesse Jackson’s 

Operation Breadbasket and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference “to discuss 

plans to improve the lot of jailed negroes” arrested during the riot.433 As he did this, 

however, he and Woods successfully lobbied the county board to hire Vietnam veterans 

as guards to deal with the surge in the jail’s population.434 Moore was unapologetic about 

the mass arrests and told the U.S. Commission of Civil Rights, “There was hardly anyone 

in that jail who did not belong there.”435 For Moore, the riot was an opportunity to 

convince the public that he was working to take a more sensitive approach to jail 

administration even as he relied on a militarized and brutal guard population to control 

the jail. The lack of reports about problems in the jail during the Democratic National 

Convention riots further supported the assumption that black people represented the 

greatest challenge to order in the jail, even under Warden Moore. 

Ultimately, Moore fell back on the claims to reform as his lawyers persuaded the 

judge to dismiss Inmates v. Tierney in December 1968. Moore’s team had presented 

evidence that the jail was being reformed through guard training and the planning of 

rehabilitation programs. The evidence was reflected in a summer’s worth of public 
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reports about the changes Moore had made. In June, the John Howard Association 

reported that Moore’s changes to the jail under Moore were “tangible and significant,” 

especially as the barn boss system was in decline.436 Moore won public approval for new 

jail construction bonds that month as well. While support for the bond was by no means a 

landslide, as both passed by only a few percentage points, the ability to finally remodel 

the jail was touted as a result of the prominent scandals of 1967. Voters approved bonds 

of five million dollars for a remodel of the current jail, which had opened in 1929. It 

would also provide for a new three story building that would include larger receiving 

areas, diagnostic and classification center, kitchen, cafeteria, dorm space, larger jail 

hospital. Four million dollars would go towards a work release dorm that would also be 

able to provide much needed overflow housing and a place for those who served their 

sentences on weekends at nights and worked during weekdays.437 In July, Moore had 

further established that the jail’s electric chair and attendant death row inmates were the 

source of most of the jail’s problems after a rash of violent escapes, including one that 

ended in a gunfight in the jail’s parking lot.438 As he publicly fired incompetent guards 
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for negligence and abuse, Moore bolstered his public image as a reformer and made it 

appear that violence had come to a halt in the jail.439  

Whether Moore carried out these achievements through repression or well-

meaning reform— largely promised at this point— was of little consequence in the 

lawsuit. The Chicago Tribune reported, “The judge’s decision came after the parties in 

the suit agreed that since all possible was being done to improve jail conditions it was 

advisable to drop the suit.”440 Moore claimed that he’d found the jail a “living hell” when 

he started, but that by the end of 1968 it was “close to being in the top 10 in the 

country.”441 In deemphasizing concerns about the rights of the inmates, the court affirmed 

the notion that control was the most important feature of jail reform. Where the scandals 

of 1967 had shown the public that Cook County Jail was “the worst jungle,” the dismissal 

of Inmates v. Tierney signified to the public that the jail was firmly under the control of 

its black warden— or at least it would be. The jail’s good reputation was again in place. 

The scandal over conditions and the resulting reforms— through the hiring of 

Winston Moore— at Cook County Jail in the late 1960s was contingent upon racialized 

portrayals of chaos and control in the jail. In characterizing the inmates as black— even 

when suits were filed by white inmates and Puerto Ricans like Nieves were the victims of 
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violence— the sheriff fostered the notion that a black warden could bring the jail under 

control, rather than address the substance of inmates’ concerns about conditions. In turn, 

Warden Winston Moore relied on repressive and violent tactics to assert his authority 

over the jail. Events like the riots after the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968 

helped Moore to portray a new image for the jail. Even as class action suits took on 

conditions of jail incarceration in other locales, Moore’s convincing claims of reform led 

to the dismissal of Inmates v. Tierney, Cook County Jail’s first class action suit. Because 

the jail had been portrayed as a black jail, the claims of inmates were regarded as less 

legitimate in a context in which the black warden appeared to be doing everything he 

could.  

The racialized construction of reform ideals as a means of silencing inmate 

concerns about the jail did not go uncontested. Both inside and outside the jail, activists, 

lawyers, and chaplains created a new vision for Cook County Jail in the 1970s. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 

REMAKING REFORM THROUGH THE WAR ON CRIME 
 
 

 
 “A symbol of progress,” the Cook County Board of Corrections called Cook 

County Jail in its 1973 report. Consolidation of Cook County Jail and the House of 

Correction in 1969 had ushered in what Board chairman Thomas J. Cooney called a “new 

era in county corrections.” In the midst “of the greatest single modernization program in 

the history of Cook County Corrections,” he celebrated that new buildings promised 

inmates “better living,” and “extensive recreation programs and liberalized open-air time 

have made for happier prisoners.”442 With pages of glossy photographs celebrating the 

jail’s smiling inmates, many activities, qualified staff, and master plan for construction, 

the annual report celebrated a jail being made anew through better leadership, 

programming, and new uses for the jail, making it a facility that the CCDOC hoped bore 

little resemblance to the horrific reports of the late 1960s. 

 The CCDOC’s portrayal of the mutually reinforcing progress of rehabilitation and 

construction obscured a central disconnect in how those ideals were administered. As jail 

administrators looked to increase the size of the jail through a new master plan, activists 

and religious leaders initiated programs to limit Cook County’s reliance on pre-trial 

incarceration and repeated sentences for reoffenders. Also using federal funds, bail 

reformers and educators brought to the jail a new vision for the treatment of those 

awaiting trial in Cook County. Jail chaplains used educational programs that provided 
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opportunities for collaboration and appropriation that justified keeping people in jail for 

longer periods. Activist-led bail reform programs ensured that at least some of the people 

caught in the net of the increased policing wrought by the emerging War on Crime could 

escape unnecessary and consequential jail time. Federal funding provided opportunities 

for activists to challenge the War on Crime’s increased reliance on policing and the 

resulting incarceration for large numbers of citizens before trial, as well as for activists to 

alter the very nature of jail incarceration.  

Chicagoans did not accept administrators’ visions for jail reform as singular 

solutions, nor did they greet rising jail populations caused by the War on Crime with 

ambivalence. Rather, inmates, lawyers, and activists actively challenged jail expansion 

through the creation of new policies, programs, and appeals to the courts for intervention. 

In the wake of deaths in the jail and abuses to political prisoners during the late 1960s, a 

new cadre of activists and lawyers mobilized to reduce the county’s reliance on pre-trial 

detention and ensure jail administrators and staff protected the health, safety, and civil 

rights of inmates through rehabilitation programming, class action suits, and federally 

funded bail reform programs. Deploying the new tools of the War on Crime- federal 

grant funding through the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), an 

agency created by Lyndon Johnson to address the nation’s concerns about crime, and 

other methods of organizing and oversight to establish programs and mobilize volunteers, 

lawyers, chaplains, former priests, students, and doctors offered innovative alternatives to 

conventional jail incarceration that successfully reduced the jail population and improved 

jail conditions. With the end of the LEAA, many programs lost their funding and class 

action suits were left as the central means of pressing substantive changes to the 
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treatment and detention of jail detainees and inmates. Looking to jails, a central irony of 

the rise of the carceral state comes into view. Even as federal funds from the War on 

Crime were used to increase local jails’ capacity for incarceration, they were also used to 

create better conditions for jail detention to the point of eliminating pre-trial detention 

altogether. Federal funding and more intensive legal intervention marked a moment of 

intense public effort to bring discourses of jail reform in line with practice as local actors 

sought new ways to keep people out of jail and to maintain minimum standards. 

 

Waging War on Crime in Chicago 

 During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the War on Crime dramatically changed 

the dynamics of policing and other modes of crime control in American cities. The Safe 

Streets Act of 1968 was an omnibus bill that “required the federal government to demand 

innovation in criminal justice policy and state and local governments to respond to those 

demands.”443 The primary engine of these federally initiated reforms was the Law 

Enforcement Assistance Administration, formed in the Department of Justice to 

administer grants for all sectors of the criminal justice system that provided localities 

with unprecedented resources. State agencies like the Illinois Law Enforcement 

Commission (ILEC), a board comprised of law enforcement experts and leaders, were 

tasked with preparing plans to beat crime through grants that would reform various 

institutions to create a more cohesive and effective criminal justice system. In the early 

years, state agencies spent heavily on police equipment and training, and LEAA quickly 
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gained a “reputation as an agency that allowed local bureaucrats to feather their nests.”444 

By 1972, one Congressional oversight panel charged “that after $1.4 billion in federal 

spending, LEAA had had ‘no visible impact on the incidence of crime in the U.S.’”445 As 

legal scholars Malcolm Feeley and Austin Serat note in their classic critique of the 

LEAA, “federal money” for crime control “was therefore a new kind of federal buy-off; 

federal money was to be used to get state and local agencies concerned with crime to be 

innovative without telling them what innovation was.” The central flaw of this approach, 

Feeley and Serat argue, was “that no one, not the planners, not the state planning 

agencies, not politicians at the state or local level, not law enforcement officials, no one 

has been able to demonstrate or to understand precisely what it means to be innovative in 

one’s approach to the crime problem.”446 

 In Chicago, the first years of federal funding through the War on Crime was 

accompanied by what historian Simon Balto calls, the “most sustained period of police-

reform activism” in the city’s history.447 After decades of hyper-policing of black 

communities, Balto asserts that “black citizens organized to try to seize control of the 
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police” through diverse organizations including the Black Panther Party, the Urban 

League, and the Afro-American Patrolmen’s League (AAPL).448 Organizing against 

police agendas or in favor of institutional reform was not limited to black anti-police 

organizing, as large numbers of Chicagoans began to organize for radical agendas around 

issues like housing policy, healthcare and education in the face of the power of Mayor 

Richard Daley’s political machine and its dominance over urban politics.449 Much in the 

way many of these groups relied on federal funding through War on Poverty programs, 

those organizing around jail issues in Chicago found ILEC, in spite of its dominance by 

law-enforcement leaders, to be generous to causes that sought to address jail reform from 

outside of the jail’s institutional structure. In this way, while the War on Crime 

intensified local efforts to fight crime and supported police largesse, so to did it fund 

groups who sought to create alternatives to the institutional agendas and in particular, the 

reform agenda at Cook County Jail. 
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PACE and “The Man Who Keeps Going to Jail” 

Religious people had long worked with inmates at Cook County Jail. In the oldest 

known administrative document from the jail, an 1877 statistical report, Sheriff Charles 

Kern noted that he had allowed inmate access to “ministers and missionaries of every 

religious denomination.”450 Sheriffs allowed pastoral access to inmates and provision of 

religious services into the twentieth century, but it was not until the 1940s that Sheriff 

Frank Sain allowed chaplains greater participation in developing programs. In 1941, Sain 

implemented compulsory religious instruction for two hours a week to all inmates under 

the age of 21 at the hands of a Catholic, Episcopalian, and black minister, respectively.451 

With the construction of the new chapel and the establishment of St. Leonard’s House, a 

West Side halfway house for men released from prison and jail in the 1950s, jail 

chaplains and religious volunteers played a greater role than ever.452 This was especially 

true as African-American woman pastors Jessie “Ma” Houston and Consuella “Mother” 

York gained renown for their jail visits and spiritual support of inmates.453 Catholics John 
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and Dorothy Drish, by the 1960s members of the CCDOC commission, first rose to local 

prominence through a jobs program they had started at the jail in the 1950s.454 Up until 

the 1960s, programming had been autonomous from jail leadership and largely focused 

on prayer and Bible study with little engagement with jail policy. As the story of John 

Irwin and the Programmed Activities for Correctional Education (PACE) program shows, 

federal funding in the 1970s allowed religious people to imagine a new role for the jail as 

a comprehensive social service provider. 

Cook County Jail Chaplain John Erwin was a survivor of incarceration. As a 

child, Erwin had been sent into foster care with two of his twelve siblings after his father 

died. After stints in Indiana’s juvenile delinquency facilities, he served in the Army 

during the Korean War. While in the Army, he experienced a religious awakening and 

afterwards attended the conservative Emmaus Bible School in Oak Park, IL in 1954.455 

As a student, he became involved with religious programs at Cook County Jail, assuming 
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a full time chaplain’s position on behalf of the Lightbearers Association in 1957.456 After 

the end of Lohman’s term in 1958— Erwin found the academic-run administration 

hostile to his ministry— Warden Jack Johnson gave him office space, allowed him to 

conduct church services on the tiers on Sundays, and gave him open “access to any part 

of the institution day or night” alongside the jail’s other Catholic and Protestant 

chaplains.457 Chaplaincy work had left Erwin cynical, as he told the Chicago Tribune that 

among inmates, “the culture says that if you are going down to ‘use’ the chaplain, that’s 

okay,” he remarked. “I have come to learn that anyone who tries to help people is bound 

to be ‘used,’” he recalled.458 But these interactions revealed to Erwin a widespread 

problem in the jail as he recalled, “it became rather painful as a chaplain to counsel a man 

who could neither read nor write.” As his “words fell on dead ears and nonresponsive 

minds,” Erwin suffered from burnout and skepticism that religion could truly impact the 

lives of men in the jail.459 

A new perspective on education reinvigorated Erwin’s efforts. After a spiritual 

awakening to the fact that education was not merely a “secular” concern, Erwin started a 

program to teach inmates to read in his office in 1967. With the support of businessman 

Lorne Renner, guided by an Illinois Institute of Technology program designed to educate 
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“the hard core unemployed,” Erwin used $10,000 worth of donated Bell & Howell 

“language masters” to teach basic phonics skills.460 Because of the jail’s corrupt 

reputation, Erwin organized the program as a non-profit to gain the trust of businessmen 

who wished to financially support the program.461 A $57,000 grant from Sears and 

Roebuck Foundation and another grant from the Chicago Community Trust provided 

vital seed money.462 While the jail could not offer financial support, with initial backing 

of Sheriff Richard Ogilvie and Warden Johnson, PACE applied for a grant through the 

Department of Labor’s Manpower Development and Training Act.463 PACE’s grant was 

initially denied in 1968 due to the national attention directed at the jail scandal. It was not 

until October 1968, when the Chicago Tribune ran a story on PACE and its privately 

funded efforts to educate men ages nineteen to twenty-five, that PACE began to find the 

legitimacy it sought. “The program offers the only alternative to months of boredom,” 

Warden Winston Moore told the Tribune. “If we get the federal grant I am confident that 

scores of young men will get out of the county jail with a real second chance.”464 PACE 
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received a Department of Labor grant in August 1969 for $200,000 with the provision 

that construction for a building started within six months.465 

Believing that men needed not only reading but social and work training, 

counseling, PACE initiated a comprehensive program when its building, partially funded 

by donations from Chicago builders and churches, opened in February 1970.466 Increased 

availability of grants from the Department of Justice, administered through the Law 

Enforcement Assistance Association, allowed PACE to grow. A second building opened 

in 1972 with $145,000 LEAA grants and matching funds from business, church, and 

individuals.467 Chief among fundraisers for the building was Oscar Getz, a wealthy 

Chicago distiller and philanthropist who established a “Committee of 100” that included 

leaders from CNA, a Chicago financial services company, and W. Clement Stone, an 

insurance magnate.468 Boasting recidivism rates between fourteen and twenty percent, 

against the roughly seventy-eight percent recidivism rates of the rest of the jail, made it 

an appealing program to fund. “…It’s seldom you get a program that you can invest 

federal funds in that will pay so many rewards, so many dividends, as this does to 
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society,” Senator Charles Percy told PACE’s annual meeting in 1972.469 The same 

funding that helped police to fill the jail was used to try to change at least some of the 

people they incarcerated, and PACE boosters claimed it worked.470 

The comprehensive nature of PACE made it unlike any programming the jail had 

ever seen. PACE was a multi-faceted program that served sentenced inmates who were in 

jail for three to twelve months.471 This was in part because the jail was experiencing an 

uptick in the population of sentenced inmates that it had not seen since the narcotics 

sweep of the 1950s. The program emphasized individualized programing and goal setting 

after volunteers used a battery of aptitude tests to determine an individual’s basic skills 

and capacities for particular jobs.472 PACE was multifaceted to include elementary 

instruction and GED test preparation, group therapy, progress testing for literacy and job 

readiness, pre-vocational and vocational training, and reentry support.473 Job programs 

included “TV and refrigerator repair, welding, wood working, electronics, auto repair, 

machine, mechanical drawing and drafting.” Program materials emphasized that “its 

extensive vocational and behavioral guidance programs” were intertwined with 
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education.474 Follow-up coaches provided home visits and help with access to court dates, 

job interviews, and social services for up to twenty-four months after release. Through 

this comprehensive approach, PACE sought to transform the whole person in a very short 

period of time. 

Through “training on both a practical and philosophical level,” PACE represented 

the implementation of a rehabilitative model of jail incarceration.475 Through practical 

programming, such as job training, inmates might “obtain a good paying job when 

released from jail.”476 Vocational activities, PACE administrators hoped, would help 

people to reenter society as workers rather than criminals. They did not seem to engage 

the irony that someone who was displaced from the legitimate economy had to first be 

found guilty of a crime in order to access the program. The philosophical shift PACE 

leaders hoped to engender was just as important. Through “continual counseling,” PACE 

materials suggested, participants “are given to define their personalities and philosophies 

so that they can adjust to society and its standards and requirements.”477 Rooted in the 

duel assumptions that inmates both lacked the training and confidence to obtain jobs in 

the legitimate economy, PACE would “instill in convicts a new sense of self-worth” so 

they could “attack those problems which prevent them from being a success…. When 
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you motivate them, they go on and on alone.”478 In this regard, PACE looked like many 

other community-based War on Poverty programs that inmates might have encountered 

outside the jail, but for the prequalification of being found guilty of a misdemeanor 

crime.479 

PACE programs offered a new image for the jail. In contrast to racialized 

depictions of the jail as a “jungle” that had been prominent throughout the 1960s, 

PACE’s reimagined the jail as a site of transformation. This capacity, of course, was 

contingent upon PACE’s ability to operate in its own buildings apart from much of the 

day-to-day violence in the jail. With an agenda set by PACE leaders and teachers and 

reinforced by volunteers and grants, PACE functioned philosophically outside Winston 

Moore’s emphasis on control. Focusing on the jail as a place for trying to undo the causes 

of crime rather than punishing them, PACE represented the first time the jail had a 

comprehensive program to address structural inequality. A War on Crime program 

informed by a War on Poverty ethos that was also privately funded, PACE bridged public 

and private, welfare and crime control. For Winston Moore, who appears to have allowed 

PACE to have functioned with relative autonomy, this meant he could lay claim to 

substantial reforms in the jail without doing any heavy lifting. 

In addition to federal grant funding, PACE relied on a large-scale investment 

from community partners. Volunteers were central to PACE as they provided instruction 

and tutoring in all elements of the program. “The volunteer tutoring is considered the 
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heart of PACE’s efforts,” one brochure advertised, “These dedicated volunteers bring the 

freshness of the world outside behind the jail’s walls.”480 With only two full-time 

employees, including director Jack Solomon and one assistant, 162 volunteers kept the 

program running in 1972.481 In 1973, PACE received a $1,000,000 stock gift from Ray 

Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s.482 With recidivism rates between twenty-two percent 

and thirty percent during the 1970s, PACE was an appealing investment in jail reform.483 

To further encourage public support of this manifestation of jail reform, PACE 

ran commercials on Chicago television stations. Against a backdrop of images of men 

learning pipefitting, a 1978 public service announcement promised that “They help the 

men develop skills and trades that will help them find jobs on the outside.” In a moment 

of deindustrialization and after decades of African American men being shut out of 

trades, this must have been a shocking image to see on television. “The way I see it, when 

you’ve got something like PACE that works, it’s a crime not to get involved,” the 

African-American spokesman urged.484 That PACE relied on volunteers to ensure the 

program could function reveals the limits of PACE. For much of its early years, PACE 
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could not afford anything more than unpaid volunteers to help men gain job skills. Cook 

County did not fund PACE beyond providing guards and the land for the buildings. For 

all of the boasting about PACE’s efficacy in reducing recidivism, Cook County did not 

fully incorporate PACE into its jail program or extend it to all inmates.  

 For all of the enthusiasm and results, Cook County did not maintain PACE after 

the LEAA shuttered in 1978. By 1981, when Cook County Jail submitted the last of its 

reports on how it had used $2.3 million dollars in federal grants across fourteen 

programs, PACE had spent $392,000 in federal grants and $221,500 in matching state 

and local grants to operate PACE programing in all divisions of the jail.485 LEAA grant 

funding from 1974 to 1978 had allowed the program to add eleven positions; fundraising 

allowed them to hire eight more people to have a peak staff of forty-eight to supplement 

the 150 volunteers who served over 300 inmates each year.486 With the end of the LEAA 

funding, staffing levels dropped to twenty-five.487 Without LEAA funding, the women’s 

program was cancelled in 1978 and then revived with state and city manpower funds in 

1979.488 Without the federal funding, PACE would never be as robust as it once was. 

Even programs that originated from within the jail found it difficult to garner enduring 

administrative support for needed interventions in the social conditions that contributed 

to the county’s reliance on the jail. That PACE had been proven effective but was not 
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adequately funded by the jail administration shows the unsustainable nature of the 

ceremony of reform. That PACE contracted rather than grew by the end of the 1970s 

showed that ultimately the jail was not committed to connecting the whole of the 

sentenced population with needed social services for the long term. In this way, the rise 

of the carceral state was accompanied by limited programming that temporarily softened 

the blow of the expanded policing of minority communities. 

 Through PACE, a non-profit program helped the jail to perform the ceremony of 

reform with the aid of private and federal funding. The program’s emphasis on job 

training and positive thinking made it a particular means of using the jail as a means to 

help displaced workers—of the criminal class—to negotiate the economic challenges and 

the “crisis of confidence” of the 1970s. Just as importantly, PACE emphasized the 

centrality of education, both through book learning and vocational training, in preventing 

recidivism. For a jail to provide such services along with extensive counseling and social 

support was unheard of in the 1970s. As a recipient of federal grants and philanthropic 

support, PACE was at the heart of Cook County Jail’s claims to rehabilitation during 

Winston Moore’s administration and was a vital means of negotiating the rising tensions 

over the emergent carceral state within the jail. That PACE was not sustained at LEAA-

era levels after federal funds were cut demonstrates that administrators considered short-

lived programs expendable— even when there was solid evidence actually changing the 

lives of incarcerated people. PACE was not alone in its efforts to transform the jail 

through federal funding; this effort to impact the character of the criminal justice 

apparatus was at the heart of the efforts of the Alliance to End Repression. 
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The Cook County Special Bail Project 

The Alliance to End Repression and the bail reform movement it established in 

Cook County was part of a national bail reform movement that came from several 

convergent contexts. While the 1950s panic over juvenile delinquency and narcotics had 

revealed weaknesses throughout the criminal justice system that affected children and 

adults, it was the Red Scare that drew attention to the need for bail reform as Communist 

Party members faced high bail amounts while awaiting trial on conspiracy charges. In a 

1951 Supreme Court ruling Stack v. Boyle, the Court found “bail set before trial at a 

figure higher than an amount reasonably calculated to fulfill the purpose of assuring the 

presence of the defendant is ‘excessive’ under the Eighth Amendment.”489 In a major 

intervention into what had long been a relatively casual and extremely local matter, the 

Court drew new attention to matters of excessive bail. Justice Robert Jackson concurred 

“the practice of admission to bail, as it has evolved in Anglo-American law, is not a 

device for keeping persons in jail upon mere accusation until it is found convenient to 

give them a trial. On the contrary,” he wrote, “the spirit of the procedure is to enable 

them to stay out of jail until a trial has found them guilty.”490 This radical reframing 

represented a new turn in thinking about the functions of bail. 

Stack v. Boyle inspired further exploration of the functions of bail at the local 

level. In a seminal 1954 study of Philadelphia’s bond courts, University of Pennsylvania 

law student Caleb Foote drew attention to the wanting legitimacy of the bond process 

through a court watching project. Foote found “custom or intuition appears to be the basis 
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of bail determinations,” and as a result, “[excessive] bail was often used for punishment 

purposes” because the magistrate believed the defendant was guilty and should be kept in 

jail until trial.”491 Later, as a law school professor, he supervised the Manhattan bail study 

with the support of Anna Kross, head of the New York City Department of Correction. 

Replicating his findings on a larger scale spurred philanthropist Louis Schweitzer and 

magazine editor Herb Sturz to action to find innovative solutions to the bail problem. In 

New York, they founded the Vera Institute of Justice designed the Manhattan Bail Project 

(MBP) in 1961 in direct response to concerns among criminal justice reformers that the 

“money bail system” was “inherently discriminatory, arbitrary, and in many cases, not 

required to ensure a defendant’s appearance in court.”492 The MBP pioneered the 

widespread use of “release on recognizance” bonds, or ROR bonds, which allowed 

defendants to promise rather than pay to ensure they would show up for court. The 

success of the MBP showed people nationwide that if risk of showing up was determined 

through careful consideration of a defendant’s information beforehand, most people 

could be trusted to appear in court without assuming the heavy financial wait of a money 

bond, or worse, spending needless time in jail. 

A national bail reform movement emerged in the 1960s in a context of federal 

support for civil rights protest and expansion. The National Conference on Bail and 

Criminal Justice first met in 1964 with a grant through the President’s Committee on 
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Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime, a Kennedy reform program intended to intervene 

in the social factors that produced crime among children.493 Young people had been 

central to drawing attention to bail through the Civil Rights Movement. The Congress of 

Racial Equality, Southern Christian Leadership Conference and Student Non-violent 

Coordinating Committee used a strategy of “jail-no-bail” protests in which some activists 

participating in acts of civil disobedience rejected bail in order to amplify the notion of 

unjust imprisonment for political protest. Through so-called “jail-ins,” civil rights 

activists encountered the brutal conditions and dangers of pre-trial incarceration.494 The 

Supreme Court included pre-trial issues in its rights revolution. As the Warren Court’s 

emphasis on pre-trial defendants rights grew through cases like Mapp v. Ohio (1961) and 

Gideon v. Wainwright (1963), sufficient political capital emerged for Congress to almost 

unanimously pass the Bail Reform Act of 1966, which created “a presumption of release 

without payment of money before trial” as well as “a new scale of ‘conditions of release” 

that could be “imposed on defendants to assure their appearance” for court. Most 

importantly, it required “judicial officers… [to consider] release conditions appropriate to 

risk,” including “family, employment and community ties, in addition to…criminal 

record and history of non-appearance at trial.” While the act did not eliminate payment of 

bail altogether, it did increase the role of attorneys and judicial consideration of the 
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defendants’ context in discouraging pre-trial detention.495 The failure to eliminate money 

bond entirely defined subsequent organizing efforts as social movements strove to reduce 

the use of bail and pressed judges to use recognizance bonds instead. 

 In Chicago, there had long been efforts to decrease the use of money bail. In 

1927, at the height of prohibition, sociologist Arthur Lawton Beeley first drew attention 

to the shortcomings of bail in Chicago. “Instances of excessive bail are not hard to find in 

Chicago,” he noted.496 Bail issues were exacerbated by problems of notifying defenders 

of court dates, unnecessary arrests, case continuances, long delays in bringing cases to 

court, and most despairingly, brutal and inhumane conditions in police lockups and Cook 

County Jail for those who could not bail out. Beeley encouraged Cook County to adopt 

more consistent practices that took into account the personal conditions of offenders such 

as employment and their “social history data.”497 As Khalil Muhammad has shown, 

studies like Beeley’s represented desires for criminal justice reform that corresponded to 

a rise in white imprisonment.498 Beeley’s proposed program failed to take, and a culture 

of excessive bail predominated in Cook County’s criminal courts.  

Corruption and academic studies brought attention to the need for bail reform 

after World War II. A city and county bail scandal in the late 1950s revived concerns 
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about the corruption of the local bond system. At the heart of the scandal was the 

accusation that the chief justice of the municipal court has vacated $250,000 in bond 

forfeitures, money owed to the city and county by bail bondsmen when defendants failed 

to appear at court.499 The accusations that judges had supported the system of corrupt bail 

bondsmen brought to light a number of malfunctions in the bond system. In 1968, 

University of Chicago law professors Dallin H. Oaks and Warren Lehman situated Cook 

County’s bail problems within a larger criminal justice context that was difficult for the 

indigent to negotiate. Throughout the 1960s, fifty percent of inmates at Cook County Jail 

were awaiting trial, even as the jail was overcrowded by over 1,000 inmates, with bails of 

$100-$1,000 for misdemeanants and over $5000 for felony offenders.500 Even as new 

state bond laws in 1965 eliminated private bail bondsmen and allowed defendants to 

bond out at just ten percent of the set bond amount, Oaks and Lehman found that still 

many people were unable to raise the needed cash and were forced to either remain in jail 

or take out loans from loan sharks. In 1965, a single lawyer employed by the courts 

interviewed over 1,403 inmates in Cook County Jail who would spend more than a week 

in jail awaiting trial, securing release of thirty to forty men a week through release on 

recognizance bonds which required no payment(ROR).501 Still, because there was no 
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widespread system to interview all people coming to bond court, many continued to serve 

time in the overcrowded jail because they could not raise the funds.502  

During interviews with 500 male detainees, one study found forty-six percent 

were eligible for ROR bonds. Given that fewer than half of the sample was unemployed, 

the jail’s primary function was to house displaced and unskilled workers. “Since so many 

men are on the lowest rungs of the job ladder,” the authors noted, “their lack of financial 

ability to post bail is not surprising.”503 The cost of detention was transferred to the 

County, which spent an estimated $372,452 per year detaining men who met the criteria 

for release on recognizance.504 By 1970, data from the Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook 

County indicated most judges preferred the “ten percent bonds,” issuing 120,430 in 1970 

while only 14,474 ROR bonds.505 Through the adoption of ten percent bonds and ROR 

bonds, it had become much easier for people to obtain release from pre-trial detention, 

but as squalor persisted in the jail, many Cook County residents believed the reforms to 

bail policy had not gone far enough. 

Understanding that previous efforts to encourage bail reform had been too limited 

in their ambitions, a coalition of social movements called The Alliance to End Repression 
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formed a task force in 1970 to address bail reform. Made up of activists from 53 

organizations, their meetings often included up to ninety people.506 The coalition 

included a range of groups, from seasoned corrections activists like the League of 

Women Voters to newer groups like the Chicago Black Panthers and Afro-American 

Patrolman’s League. The coalition had the support of an advisory board that included 

educated professionals from the National Association of Social Workers, Chicago 

Council of Lawyers, Chicago Bar Association, and Mandel Legal Clinic.507 Like PACE, 

it relied on volunteers to meet its goals. “The unique quality of the Bail Project is its 

reliance on unpaid volunteers, both lay and attorneys,” the Alliance advertised.508 Part of 

the project’s credibility, then, rested on its role as a watchdog and check on the state’s 

attorney’s office, widely understood as corrupt. Keeping people accused of crimes out of 

jail before trial was its central function.  

Bail was part of the coalition’s effort “to defend our freedoms and stop 

repression… to focus public attention on each major incident of repression, interpreting it 

in the light of many other such instances in order to make the emerging pattern of 

repression clearly visible.”509 Along with bail reform, they pursued an agenda that sought 

to address civil liberties issues in anti-crime bills and state legislation, legal defense 
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campaigns for political prisoners, efforts to prosecute the police killers of activists Fred 

Hampton and Mark Clark, supporting Afro-American Patrolmen’s League, protests 

against the American Medical Association, and lowering the voting age. “We believe the 

trend toward repression, national and local, adds up to a step-by step process of creating a 

police state. We believe this totalitarian direction can be reversed.” With members 

“reaching from the Black and Latin ghettoes to the affluent suburbs,” the Alliance 

deployed its cross-class, multi-racial coalition to publicize and organize against 

repression.510 Bail reform was at the very heart of this mission.  

  The Alliance to End repression connected problems in the bail system to problems 

at the jail. According to the Alliance, three quarters of inmates at the jail were poor 

people who could not make bail, and were detained for up to nice months before trial 

because there were no lawyers present in bond proceedings to reduce the bond and 

because recognizance bonds were not used in the Criminal Courts.511 A broad-based 

strategy of bail reform was needed to keep people from spending jail in time because they 

were poor. 

 To the Alliance, bail reform meant mobilizing through meetings, founding a bail 

bond fund, and court watching. Funded by an $8,000 private grant, they met every other 

week. Plotting “a full force attack on this injustice,” a fifteen-member panel amassed 
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research, met with judges to ensure they were up to date on bail procedures, spoke to 

community organizations, raised money for a Bail Bond Fund and ultimately, mobilized 

over three hundred court watchers to begin observing the courts.512 Boldly, they claimed 

their work “demonstrates through many contributions that there is broad community 

alertness to the inequalities of the bail system and the arbitrary setting of high bonds as 

strong arm intimidation.”513 At the beginning of the court-watching program, they sent 

questionnaires out to all local criminal court judges and immediately noticed the absence 

of an ROR program, despite claims by a local chief judge.514 The Special Bail Project 

used court watching as a means to apply pressure to judges who chose not to use ROR 

bonds. In doing so, the Alliance promoted an emergent understanding that the 

overcrowded jail was a consequence of reckless judges; the jail, then, could be 

transformed through new bail practices. 

 The Alliance believed that the best way to achieve jail reform through bail reform 

was through reducing the Cook County Criminal Courts’ dependence on money bail. 

Their number one goal was “to establish equal justice for persons unable to pay cash 

bond” by ensuring that bail was “set at the lowest possible amount” if the defendant was 

                                                
512 Alliance to End Repression flyer, Jan. 1970, Box 16, Folder 6, Alliance to End 

Repression Papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center; Rev. John Hill, “A New 
Challenge,” “Panel on Creative Ministries,” NFPC House of Delegates Meeting, 
Baltimore, MD, March 15, 1971, Box 16, Folder 3, Alliance to End Repression Papers, 
Chicago History Museum Research Center, 9. 

 
513 Alliance to End Repression flyer, Jan. 1970, Box 16, Folder 6, Alliance to End 

Repression Papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center. 
 
514 “Reporting the Sept. 8 Council Meeting,” Minutes of the Alliance to End 

Repression, Box 16, Folder 6, Alliance to End Repression Papers, Chicago History 
Museum Research Center, 2. 



 

157 

ineligible for ROR bonds.515 They sought to influence the amount of bail set through 

interviews with detainees before they went to bond court. To do this, they interviewed 

detainees beginning at 7:30 in the morning in an effort to interview as many people as 

possible before court began. Defendants provided the interviewers with a reference, and 

the interviewer then called the reference to let them know the defendant was awaiting a 

bail hearing. “We will have a free lawyer in court to represent Mr. ______,” callers 

promised “and we’ll try to keep the bail amount down to an amount that he can afford, 

but we need an idea of how much to try for. He was $___ on him right now. Do you 

know how much more can be raised?”516 After filling out a worksheet that indicated the 

amount of family support and encouraging family members to come down to the court if 

possible, interviewers gave the information to a court coordinator, who provided the 

lawyer with the information. While they hoped to influence the outcomes of the bail 

hearings and believed they were part of a radical challenge to the police state, volunteers 

tried to be discrete and polite while in court. “We are in court by grace, not by right,” 

interviewers were instructed.517 

Pre-trial interviews had an immense impact on bail practices in Cook County. 

When CCSBP first began, bail hearings lasted just forty-five seconds and there was no 
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release on recognizance, meaning many “Cook County prisoners were persons awaiting 

trial.” By the end of 1971, ROR was given to thirty-five percent of cases, reducing the 

number of inmates in the House of Corrections, from 1,600 to 1,100; by September 1972, 

it was down to 800.518 As a result of this success, the Bail project was able to expand 

from the misdemeanor courts to the felony courts, doubling the workload of the attorneys 

and volunteer interviewers. Bond hearings that had previously lacked lawyers and staff to 

conduct pretrial interviews on weekends and holidays became a thing of the past as over 

thirty volunteers filled in the gap in the county’s staffing.519   

Over time, the project expanded into the week to ensure that more people received 

pre-trial interviews.520 The Cook County Special Bail Project proved that judges provided 

with information about an accused persons’ life—and who worked under the watchful 

eye of advocates—deployed ROR bonds to an unprecedented extent. For misdemeanant 

offenders— forty-four percent of whom were unemployed, seventy-five percent of whom 

did not have high school diplomas—the Bail Project made a tremendous difference in the 

lives of people who could not afford bail. In 1973, Bail Project volunteers interviewed 
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almost 5,700 people for misdemeanor and felony charges, with seventeen percent 

receiving ROR bonds.521 After receiving a federal grant from ILEC in 1973, the state’s 

arm of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, that number of interviewees 

skyrocketed to over 10,000.522 In 1977, the Bail Project worked to achieve the 

elimination of the Women’s Court, a court that tried women separately from men.523  

The Bail Project successfully conducted pre-trial interviews until 1978, when 

Congress failed to renew LEAA funding after claims of mismanagement and careless 

spending.524 Unable to convince Cook County to fold the program into its own 

operations, the Bail Project faded into obscurity. In spite of this failure, Chicago’s bail 

reform movement had a pronounced impact on Cook County Jail. Rejecting the notion of 

an overcrowded jail as status quo, the Special Bail Project situated it within a broader 

activist regime against oppression and strategically used bail reform as a means of 

keeping people out of the jail. This emphasis on the reforming the courts, rather than the 

jail, was a vital intervention that reduced jail populations in a time of rampant 

overcrowding and at least temporarily changed Cook County’s judicial culture. As a new 

mode of jail reform with measurable impact on diverting people from jail, the Cook 
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County Special Bail Project achieved results by targeting the institutions around the jail 

rather than the jail itself. In introducing the idea that jail reform meant not larger 

buildings or a bigger staff, but rather, permanently reduced populations, the Special Bail 

Project created new paradigms for jail reform. 

 

Conclusion 

Through a range of strategies, including programming, court-watching, and bail 

reform, a cadre of Chicagoans contested the unfulfilled nature of jail reform that had been 

prominent since the 1950s. These efforts were not partisan and did not come as a result of 

one consolidated movement, but rather, they show that through a range of actors gave jail 

reform new meanings in the late 1960s and 1970s. Chaplain John Erwin and his army of 

PACE volunteers reimagined the jail as a place that could provide social and educational 

services in order to prevent recidivism. Erwin’s reliance on volunteers allowed him to 

portraying a new role for the jail as a social-service provider without formally integrating 

the program into the traditional power structures of the jail. The Alliance to End 

Repression saw the jail as an arm of an oppressive carceral regime that could best be 

remade through lower numbers of inmates; the best way to serve pre-trial offenders, they 

believed, was to keep them from spending time in jail at all. Together, these efforts show 

that Chicagoans sought to change the jail both from within through administratively 

sanctioned, federally funded programs, and through the courts, using new pre-trial 

services tools. Through these approaches, a new class of activists sought to give 

substance to the jail’s claims of reform. 
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As they offered ranging critiques of the criminal justice system that ranged from 

relatively conservative idea that the jail should provide opportunities for inmates to 

transcend structural inequality to the radical notion that jail time before trial was wholly 

unnecessary regardless of services provided. Yet these efforts also revealed the limits of 

reform. Problematically, these efforts were expensive and required huge time 

commitments from volunteers, public interest lawyers, and social movement groups. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, by the end of the 1970s, with the end of the Law Enforcement 

Assistance Administration and its unprecedented funding of criminal justice innovations, 

PACE and bail reform programs faded away, either through scaling down participant 

numbers or through the county’s failure to adopt a pre-trial interview program to replace 

the Bail Project. 

In the midst of these jail reform efforts, Cook County Jail administrators took on 

their own effort to bring about changes to the jail’s overcrowded conditions. Drawing on 

fifteen years of public discussion and study, they moved forward with the most 

aggressive plan for expansion that Cook County Jail had ever seen. In their view, the best 

way to change conditions for inmates would be to ensure they had enough bed space and 

adequate space for programming. For Winston Moore, a larger jail was the surest way to 

bring change to the jail; for inmates, this would have devastating consequences.  
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CHAPTER 5 

JAIL REFORM THROUGH JAIL CONSTRUCTION 

  

 As citizens challenged the ideological basis of jail reform, Winston Moore was 

cultivating an image as a reform in the local and national press. After two years as 

warden of Cook County Jail, he had been promoted to executive director of the newly 

formed Cook County Department of Corrections.525 A profile in Ebony had called him 

“the warden who reformed ‘the world’s worst jail” and celebrated his status as “the best 

educated, best qualified man ever to hold the post and one of the most effective and 

respected men in the field of corrections and penology today.”526 Part of the myth and 

ceremony of reform was giving the press something positive to report. While the PACE 

program seemed to lend substance to Moore’s claims of institutional transformation, it 

was the performances by R&B stars like B.B. King and Aretha Franklin that he arranged 

for jail inmates that most bolstered his image in the early 1970s.527 By 1971, it was still 

early enough in his tenure that nobody was asking hard questions about what was going 

on in the jail. But Moore must have known that he was reaching the limits of what he 

could change— and what the public, not to mention the courts, would be willing to 

overlook. His requests for increases in guard staff had been repeatedly turned down; even 
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his boss, Sheriff Joseph Woods, recognized it would be difficult to reform a jail that had 

been overcrowded for fifty years.528  

 Claims to reform required some substance for the jail to maintain its institutional 

legitimacy. Under the strain of the War on Crime, the jail’s capacity was rapidly growing 

out of sync with the rest of the Cook County government as intense policing and backed 

up courts filled the jail, so much so that Moore told Corrections Digest, “There are more 

men sleeping on the outside than on the inside of cells.”529 During the early 1970s, over 

50,000 people a year years were coming through Division 1, the original jail facility, and 

Division 2, the House of Correction’s newer buildings530; on a regular basis, Division 1 

had 2,200 people sleeping in space for 1,300531; 1,400 slept in space for 1,100 in Division 

2.532 Less interested in how people in the jail were treated, Moore was concerned with 

adding more beds. Having been appointed almost in tandem with the passage of a jail 

bond measure for construction, new buildings were something of a foregone conclusion. 
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But it was the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), that federal 

bureaucratic behemoth created by the Safe Streets Act of 1968, that promised relief for 

wardens like Moore faced with jails overcrowded by tough on crime measures.  

 Federal funding for jail construction came after over a decade of discussion about 

the need for more jail space.533 This chapter demonstrates the fundamentally local nature 

of the implementation of the War on Crime through state-level funding apparatuses like 

the Illinois Law Enforcement Commission, which distributed federal funds to local 

institutions like Cook County Jail. The story of jail construction at Cook County Jail in 

the 1970s reveals the paradoxical nature of jail reform during the War on Crime. At the 

same time ILEC was funding measures like PACE and the Special Bail Project to keep 

people out of jail both in the short and long term, it was also funding jail construction that 

would give the jail to capacity to hold more people for longer periods of time. At heart, 

these disproportionate funding priorities were due to the LEAA’s funding emphasis on 

reforming existing government institutions rather than creating enduring programs to 

reduce crime.  

 Local institutions like the jail relied on the reformist promises of the LEAA to 

bolster its legitimacy through funding the scaling up of jail facilities to accommodate the 

intensification of the War on Crime. This chapter shows federal War on Crime funding, 

however, did not reduce local problems with path-dependent institutions already under 

strain before law and order politics took hold. That matching funding programs required 

significant federal and local spending— particularly, local spending to provide increased 
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staffing and resources to sustain a larger jail after it was built— shows the ways in which 

the War on Crime encouraged but did not sustain transformations to local law 

enforcement institutions.  

 New federal War on Crime agendas to reform jails by adding beds intersected 

with pre-existing local desires to reform local jails through construction. Federal 

construction funding encouraged the Cook County Department of Corrections to adopt an 

ambitious building program on a scale of which had been unimaginable in past political 

contexts. Federal funding allowed administrators to circumvent local resistance to large 

jails that had limited previous construction proposals by limiting public discussion and 

approval of plans. Local people like Winston Moore already believed that construction 

was the best solution to the jail’s enduring overcrowding problems and were willing to 

pay for not only the bulk of construction costs but the long-term commitment to staff and 

house new buildings indefinitely. Through these mutually sustaining agendas— agendas 

which, I argue, were born and advanced of an incredibly misplaced belief that new 

buildings would reduce overcrowding— Cook County Jail doubled its bed capacity 

during the 1970s.  

 Jail reform during the 1970s was informed by the assumption that large urban 

jails could rehabilitate people before they went to trial and after they were sentenced. Put 

into practice, this assumption made local jails institutions not just engines of mass 

incarceration but tools of a carceral state that coopted welfare state promises to justify its 

scale. Situating the expansion of Cook County Jail within the War on Crime, this chapter 

connects jail construction to the immediate impact of expanded policing and 

criminalization. The construction program at Cook County Jail shows that mass 
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incarceration did not just happen, but rather, that the mass incarceration of Chicago’s 

poor and minority population was planned and rationalized through deliberate and 

intentional intergovernmental collaboration. The contradictions of the implementation of 

this new building program, undermined by poor security, inmate allegations of brutality, 

and the futility of massive jail detention regimes in deterring crime— reveal that the 

construction program and its promises of rehabilitation failed because of the belief that 

buildings, not people, would bring about the reform of Cook County Jail. Building 

construction was not enough to sustain the myth and ceremony of reform at Cook County 

Jail. 

 

Jail Reform and Jail Expansion during the War on Crime 

 The Law Enforcement Assistance Administration introduced federal grants for 

jail construction as local solutions to jail overcrowding fell short of expectations. In 1969, 

after over ten years of public debate, Governor Richard Ogilvie at last signed legislation 

creating the Cook County Department of Corrections (CCDOC), placing the House of 

Correction and Cook County Jail under a single administrative body. A number of 

difficulties stymied an immediate transformation of conditions at the jail. This was in part 

because, as the League of Women Voters pointed out to women going on a jail tour, 

“details of financing and operations will take some time to work out… what you see 

today will be in essence the reality of conditions for some time to come.”534 The CCDOC 

lacked the legislation’s required unified budget, CCDOC board appointments, and 
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executive director just one month before the December 1, 1969 date of consolidation, 

plunging both facilities into administrative chaos.535 Fusing the two jails— with twenty-

two buildings between them-- was impossible as long as CCDOC lacked centralized 

administrative facilities and an executive director.536  

 Another issue at hand was that in 1968, county voters approved two construction 

bond measures totaling $9,000,000 for the county jail. While passed with slim majorities, 

the bonds allowed county politicians to construct work-release dormitories, a maximum-

security hospital, and additional housing facilities.537 The passage of the CCDOC 

legislative measure, however, meant that all of the plans—in as much as they even 

existed— would need to be revised in order to take into account the facilities at the House 

of Correction. Most importantly, House of Correction administrators and staff had been 

locked in long-term resistance to the creation of a Cook County Department of 

Corrections, so much so that when the merger looked imminent, the city council quickly 

sold the House of Correction farm, long regarded as a possible second jail site. The 

opposition was strong enough that even Mayor Richard Daley charged the county jail 
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was a “cesspool and a disgrace to America” that would taint the House of Correction’s 

better staff and administration.538 As a result of such politics, the Chicago Daily Defender 

complained, “the big picture [at the jail] remained pretty much status quo. To the problem 

of rehabilitation of men who are arrested and placed in jail for relatively short periods of 

time, such as most first offenders, the jail administration has still not addressed itself.”539 

It was not until August 1970, when psychologist Winston Moore was named executive 

director of the CCDOC after a national search that had included twenty candidates, that 

observers began to suggest that overcrowding should be seriously addressed. Reform, 

performed through the preoccupation with creating bureaucratic structures that were just 

so, had little effect on the jail’s conditions.  

 Overcrowding was only part of the issue. Concerns about the state of Cook 

County Jail’s buildings were situated within a national movement for jail construction in 

the postwar era. The movement for new jails was rooted in the emphasis on development 

of state jail standards advanced by people like the Bureau of Prisons’ Myrl Alexander in 

the early 1960s. Under Alexander, federal intervention had been central to establishing 

jail standards in Illinois with a federal Office of Law Enforcement Assistance grant in 

1965, but inspections were not mandated by the state until 1967.540 In changing the 
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expectations about basic jail spaces, jail wardens across the country were increasingly 

preoccupied with the failure of their jails to meet new standards and as they faced 

increased scrutiny due to the narcotics related overcrowding. By 1978, fifty-nine percent 

of jailed persons were in facilities that had opened between 1950 and 1978—and 1,837 of 

3,493 American jails were new.541 Jailers across the country were channeling reform 

energies— and millions of dollars— into new jail construction. 
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 With bureaucratic reform stalled at Cook County Jail, Chicagoans came to 

imagine that federal funds available through the Safe Streets Act LEAA allocations 

would yield long overdue solutions to problems in jails throughout the state. However, 

experts like former Assistant Warden Hans Mattick cautioned against using construction 

as a singular approach to reform. Hoping that funding from the Safe Streets Act might, 

through “federal monies it makes available to the States…present the opportunity for 

Illinois to improve this most neglected element of its criminal justice system,” one of the 

first 542 grants of federal LEAA funds through the Illinois Law Enforcement Commission 

was to underwrite Mattick’s study of Illinois jails, which deliberately excluded Cook 

County Jail because state funded commissions had already studied it in the early 

1960s.543 However, as Mattick designed the study to determine what Illinois’ federal 

grant funding needs might be, his assessments clearly extended to Cook County Jail. 

Mattick, by then working at the University of Chicago Law School, stated, “the 

fundamental fact about jail reform in Illinois… has consisted of replacing dilapidated 

facilities with new structures. The same old sour milk is poured into new bottles while the 

mold continues to flourish.”544 Mattick hoped this problem might be avoided through the 
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state Department of Corrections’ new Bureau of Detention Facilities and Jail Standards, 

created by the state legislature in 1969 as part of Governor Richard B. Ogilvie’s package 

of public safety initiatives, which would be dedicated solely to creating new standards 

and inspecting jails.545 Mattick believed that that removing jails from home rule as much 

as possible would be the best way to improve jail conditions. While his study was 

influential in providing experts with a big picture understanding of the pervasiveness of 

structural problems in jails statewide, Mattick was largely alone in thinking that jail 

reform in the late 1960s could be achieved without construction.  

 Mattick’s observation that construction was the existing standard was rooted in 

the contests of the 1960s. The reform struggles of the 1960s, particularly as they were 

waged by the League of Women Voters and the Cook County Department of Corrections 

commission, had normalized the standard of construction of new jail spaces. By linking 

the promise of rehabilitation to new jail spaces, the construction-based approaches relied 

on reformism in continuing to imagine a rehabilitative role for the jail.  

 Jail inspectors further contributed to this understanding as they gathered 

information on jail spaces. Jail inspectors noted that new state jail standards were difficult 

to apply to preexisting spaces; for example, the new standards required fifty square feet 

of floor space for single occupancy. The tiny cells at the County Jail, designed small in 
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order to facilitate solitary confinement, were estimated by the inspectors to five by nine 

feet, meaning they housed two men at a time in only forty-five square feet of space.546 As 

the state legislature had not given jail inspectors authority to condemn existing cells, they 

could only point out that they were too small and that future construction would be 

needed to meet the new standards. Overcrowding made the existing day rooms too small 

as well, as inmates in the tiny cells had little space for respite because cots had turned day 

rooms into living spaces.547 With this in mind, state jail inspectors suggested that the 

County Jail, or Division 1, as it was coming to be known, would need to be replaced. For 

both the House of Correction and County Jail, inspectors emphasized that “facilities need 

updating, are overcrowded, and insufficient personnel is available” as they lamented that 

state inspections and standards came with no penalties for non-compliance and the state 

provided no funding for the jail to fix violations.548 In spite of the jail inspectors’ 

impotence, their emphasis on inadequate and substandard facilities as the defining aspect 

of jail conditions and their acknowledgement that Moore and his administrative staff 

wanted “a jail operation that will not be subject to criticism,” put Winston Moore under 

more pressure than ever to determine a new course for the jail.549 
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Local assumptions that construction was the best way to approach jail reform 

intersected with federal jail directives intensified the pressure for Moore and the CCDOC 

to determine a course for jail reform through construction. The federal War on Crime, 

through both the Katzenbach Commission’s report The Challenge of Crime in a Free 

Society and the Safe Streets Act of 1968, had, in their limited discussion of jails, 

suggested that jail construction and expansion were vital solutions to jail problems. This 

was likely a result of the relatively small amount of social science research available on 

jails, as well as the general perception of the War on Crime as a policing project. 

Nonetheless, the Katzenbach Commission’s portrayal of the problems of jails centered on 

overcrowding and jail buildings. “No part of corrections is weaker than the local facilities 

that handle persons awaiting trial and serving short sentences,” the Commission 

charged.550 For the 141,303 of 362,900 adult inmates in the nation’s jails each day, the 

commission noted, “many jails are crowded with defendants who have not been able to 

furnish bail and who are not considered by the law to be appropriate objects of 

rehabilitation because it has not yet been determined that they are criminals who need 

it.”551 Not unlike the Illinois’ CCDOC Commission before it, the Katzenbach 

Commission asserted that poor classification procedures meant that in many locales, “The 
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first offender, the innocent awaiting trial, sometimes juveniles and women are imprisoned 

with the confirmed criminals, drunks, and the mentally disturbed or retarded.” 552 

Backlogged courts and the inability of the poor to post bail further contributed to 

overcrowding.553 While the Commission suggested expansion of educational, vocational 

training, pre-trial release, and furlough programs, they offered no suggestions for how 

these local projects might be funded or directed. The Katzenbach Commission identified 

jails were a national problem but, in contrast to police and prisons, did not offer much in 

the way of substantive reforms or support to would-be local reformers. 

For a jail administrator reading the report, the clearest impediment to 

implementing such rehabilitative and classification programs would be space. Archaic 

facilities could not accommodate such modern programs as many old jails lacked 

common areas designed for group activities or private areas for interviewing inmates 

during in-processing. Yet, while the Safe Streets Act did not explicitly mention jails, it 

did list its primary functions as to “encourage States and units of general local 

government to prepare and adopt comprehensive plans based upon their evaluation of 

state and local problems” and “authorize grants to States and units of local government in 

order to improve and strengthen law enforcement.”554 To this point, state law 
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enforcement grants could extend to the “construction of buildings or other physical 

facilities.”555 Federal policy suggestions for jails emphasized the need for improved 

buildings and promised Safe Streets funding as a means of achieving such improvement. 

The new Law Enforcement Assistance Administration distributed Safe Streets 

funds. The LEAA’s corrections division was “responsible for seeing that corrections 

receives its fair share of LEAA money,” and had taken “aggressive action” to shift LEAA 

spending towards prisons and jails.556 This meant that in 1969, while only $2 million 

dollars had gone to corrections, in 1970, some $68 million was dedicated to corrections, 

with $55 million dedicated to juvenile delinquency programs and community based 

diversion programs distributed through block grants. That dramatic increase suggested to 

local actors that the amount of federal funding for local corrections spending would go 

up. As federal funds for construction required local matching of fifty percent, the LEAA 

looked for ways to make it easier for localities to get grant funding for projects they 

already planned to undertake, particularly by earmarking funds for construction. The 

LEAA advised that local agencies hoping to undertake construction would need to 

“provide assurances that the design of facilities would be modern and innovative and that 
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due provision would be made for rehabilitation programs.”557 With no limit for what the 

new agency might be able to do for Cook County— especially given the relative 

autonomy of ILEC from the LEAA— Director Moore hired architects to draw up a 

master plan for jail expansion to ensure it had the space to ensure Cook County met the 

programming requirements of the new federal funding scheme. 

  The very structure of the federal crime control apparatus created incentives for 

administrators like Winston Moore to plan for and choose jail expansion. Federal grant 

dollars came to Illinois through the Illinois Law Enforcement Commission (ILEC), a 

committee of criminologists, bureaucrats, and politicians which administered grants to 

individual localities and the distinct planning agencies such as the Chicago Committee on 

Criminal Justice and the Cook County Committee on Criminal Justice. Moore was named 

by Governor Ogilvie to serve on ILEC in 1970.558 One report noted that the dominance of 

public officials on ILEC meant “ILEC’s function frequently becomes one of dividing 

federal funds among the Commissioners’ own agencies.”559 When ILEC combined 

Chicago and Cook County’s local planning in 1971, the county accessed even larger 

amounts of funding directed to the Circuit Courts, the State’s Attorney’s and Public 

Defender’s offices, and the Department of Corrections on behalf of Chicago residents 
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living in the county.560 For Moore, serving on the ILEC allowed him better access to the 

network of law enforcement leaders that disbursed $4.9 million in grants in 1971.561 With 

strong financial incentives to conflate jail construction with jail reform and confident that 

he could get the funding he needed, Moore set to creating a planning document that 

would meet the LEAA’s standards for funding jail construction and to satisfy the 

increasing number of stakeholders involved in the making of the jail’s reform agenda. 

 

The Master Plan 

  To persuade ILEC that Cook County had adequately planned for expansion, 

Winston Moore engaged noted local architects A. Epstein and Son to draw up a master 

plan that articulated his vision for jail reform. Following the publication of T.J. Kent Jr.’s 

The Urban General Plan in 1964, master plans became a popular component of 

municipal governance throughout the United States, particularly as key documents to 

support applications for lucrative federal grants under the Great Society.562 The 1971 

Department of Corrections Building Program and Master Plan represented the first time 

that county officials engaged in long term planning for jail expansion across decades; the 

planning ethos it expressed extended the emphasis on bureaucratic reform that had 
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characterized conversations about jail reform in the 1960s. As much as it represented 

continuity, the Master Plan also articulated Moore’s new long-term vision for dealing 

with overcrowding and for negotiating the future of the merged facilities. More than mere 

building plans, the Master Plan provided rationales for growth and promised outcomes 

for the new construction. 

  Through the Master Plan, architects determined if and how the two existing jails 

could be physically combined, whether or not the existing structures fulfilled a 

rehabilitative function, and whether the buildings met contemporary standards of 

construction, penology, security, and classification.563 While the planners also sought to 

take into account “bail procedures, inmate suicides, rate of recidivism, and indeterminate 

sentences,” they identified their own role as creating buildings that would “provide a 

pleasant physical environment for those individuals awaiting trial but who have not been 

convicted of crimes.”564 Relying on ideals of reform, the plan centered on the notion that 

the built environment could rehabilitate pre-trial and sentenced offenders alike.  

  Through the Master Plan, the CCDOC intended to persuade grant reviewers and a 

wider public audience that Cook County had the capacity and expertise to undertake 

massive expansion in the coming decades while at the same time achieving some degree 

of inmate rehabilitation. According to the Master Plan, “in the rehabilitation process 

which is envisioned, an inmate will be able to pass through different types of 
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environmental security restrictions before he is released or paroled.”565 A sentenced 

offender or pretrial detainee might move through maximum security, moderate, minimal, 

and no-security spaces as the “rehabilitation process” of “environmental security 

restrictions” transformed him.566 Such “varying degrees of external restrictions” would 

support the inmate “until internal control is developed within the individual.”567 Moore 

hoped that even well-behaved men who were awaiting trial for murder could find 

themselves in nonsecurity if they proved themselves, allowing them “virtual freedom to 

go wherever they pleased in the jail.”568 Central to this rehabilitation space would be the 

absence of bars. As Moore told Chicago Today, “Environment is the key to the success of 

this plan. Steel bars lend to an atmosphere of punishment with vengeance. This doesn’t 

aid rehabilitation which, after all, is supposed to be the purpose of the jail.”569 There was 

nothing inherently rehabilitative about the jail’s plans to expand or to move people 

through different levels of security, yet those advancing the Master Plan believed that 

new jail facilities themselves would do the job. Whereas Mattick and Lohman’s early 

conceptions of rehabilitation had been linked to programming— an ideal that persisted in 

the PACE program— Moore’s vision of rehabilitation was building-based. 
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  Moore was not alone in his desire to build less foreboding carceral spaces; the 

Master Plan was a manifestation of a broader architectural trend driven by the LEAA. 

Concurrent to the development of Moore’s master plan, the LEAA established the 

Guidelines for the Planning and Design of Regional Correctional Centers for Adults, a 

1,200-page set of architectural guidelines to help practitioners use design solutions to 

remedy problems in prisons and jails and incorporate community corrections models into 

new facilities.570 As LEAA consolidated and standardized information about jail design, 

cloaked as it was in the language of community corrections and treatment, jails nationally 

followed the trend in prison architecture toward more hospitable dwellings. Architects 

emphasized designs that departed from punitive big houses like those Americans saw on 

television during the Attica Prison Rebellion in September 1971. In a moment in which 

the entire criminal justice system was scaling up to meet the demands of the War on 

Crime and prisoner rights movements from California to New York were offering public 

critiques of carceral spaces, LEAA grant stipulations that spaces had to be rehabilitative 

fostered this imagining and couched prison and jail expansion in decidedly reformist 

terms.571 
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  The Master Plan’s goals for reform were not limited to imaginings of what new 

construction could do for inmates. The Master Plan advanced administrators’ 

assumptions that a complete spatial transformation would remake the jail’s institutional 

capacities. Moore and the architects envisioned a massive Cook County Jail that would 

carry out the work of rehabilitation through centralization and efficiency. To do this, the 

jail needed a “central kitchen and laundry, a single administration facility, a combined 

comprehensive recreational facility, a hospital, a single combined received and discharge 

center including a diagnostic facility, a central library, commissary, and combined 

warehousing in a single unit.”572 Planners believed a “complete underground tunnel 

system” connecting all of the new and existing buildings would make inmate movement 

more secure and reduce the need for inmate winter clothing by keeping them inside.573 

With the county’s facilities centralized across the large site, planners believed they could 

reduce the variability of having a system of satellite jails across multiple sites that “could 

vary greatly as to competency, dedication, efficiency, etc.”574 With this in mind, the 

planners determined that Cook County should remain a single site jail. “It is envisioned 
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that a large single community based complex is preferable, if it is adequately staffed.”575 

As only fifteen percent of the site was in use, Cook County had plenty of space to grow 

the jail while, planners hoped, maintaining a centralized and cohesive jail system.576 As 

such, the planners concluded, that even if their future projections for the jail’s needs were 

imprecise, “What is important is that the types and sizes of the buildings now planned fit 

into a master plan which will be followed in the future as it is now.”577 Moore and his 

architects believed that as the jail became more efficient, administrators and staff could 

divert those extra resources to rehabilitation even as the jail inevitably became bigger 

over time. They did not reconcile the notion that a larger jail would require more 

resources and that the jail’s demands for needed resources had often been denied by the 

County Board. Similarly, the Master Plan did not account for administrative claims from 

just years before that the jail was a “jungle” and that its problems were not the buildings 

but the people inside. The Master Plan was intended to be a panacea. 

  Rehabilitative intentions notwithstanding, Director Moore’s central argument in 

the Master Plan was that jail reform was best achieved through the addition of more bed 

space. Officially, the Master Plan’s authors called for 5,600 new beds by 1995. Using a 

“short-term building program” for construction, the jail would first address its most 

pressing needs. This meant that by 1973, they would have a new women’s dormitory and 

two new men’s dormitories. The result would be 429,170 square feet of space for 3,600 

inmates in single cells and large dormitory rooms to which more beds could be easily 
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added.578 In his own reading of the Master Plan, Hans W. Mattick found that plans for 

double cell occupancy would make the jail’s capacity closer to 9,000.579 This ambitious 

plan, which promised to turn all of the areas around existing housing facilities into 

construction sites, also included a plan to raze many of the older House of Correction 

buildings.580   

  The Master Plan showed that Moore considered the continued use of outdated 

facilities to be anathema to reform. The long-range plan was less developed but called 

most significantly for the destruction of the original Cook County Jail cell house and 

administrative building. While it was structurally sound and had operational heating and 

lighting, it was in no way modern. At forty-one years old, the building could not meet the 

state’s contemporary standards. “For the purpose of this report we will consider that the 

buildings will be replaced.”581 In its place, three men’s dormitories would be built, along 

with additions to the dormitories built for men and women in the 1970s. “Non security 

dwelling units would provide a bulk of the housing,” the architect writers opined. Even 

though Moore had claimed that “non-security” units would be a reward for rehabilitated 

inmates, the architects were explicit about the intended outcome of these new spaces: 
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“The result would be almost a million square feet of additional space for warehousing 

inmates.”582  

  The architects of the Master Plan understood the shortcomings of their ambitious 

proposals to achieve institutional reform and rehabilitation of inmates— in particular, 

black inmates— by detaining people in new jail buildings. Projections of rising crime 

rates used to determine how many beds would be needed reflected their own doubts about 

the jail’s inherent capacity to change people. That the ambitious project would fall short 

of the needs of the community concerned the architects. Initially, they estimated that the 

jail’s population would grow .8% a year, yielding in a population of 3,980 by 1995.583 

With this kind of growth, the short-range building program would be totally sufficient 

because it included space for additional beds. “This projection, however, is fallacious,” 

the plan’s authors conceded, “as approximately 85% of the inmate population in both 

institutions is non-white… we could assume that the non-white population in both 

institutions will increase at a rate of 3.1% per annum, which would result in both 

institutions in excess of 4,940 inmates.”584 While the long range plan included “ample 

provisions” for a minority crime explosion, planners hoped that bail reform and “new 

abortion laws that will primarily reduce the birth rate of non-whites” would stem this tide 

of black and brown crime.585 In this way, the Master Plan suggested that it was entirely 

possible that the War on Crime and the CCDOC would fall short of their goals and 
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projections. Conveying a strange eugenicist— even genocidal— hope that Chicago’s 

minorities would choose abortion to eliminate a class of would-be criminals, the Master 

Plan spoke to Moynihan’s insistence on the failures of the black family. As much as it 

was a building program, the Master Plan was also a threat: Chicago’s African American 

community would pay the price of higher rates of incarceration in the 1980s and 1990s if 

black women chose to complete their pregnancies. Oddly, this notion completely 

divorced the jail, the police, and the state from any responsibility for crime control or 

prevention. 

  This disgusting logic was informed by a context in which the belief in black 

criminality dominated portrayals of crime in Chicago. This assumption that the jail’s 

population would remain black came not only from understandings that for the previous 

twenty years at least, the jail’s population had been predominantly black. Chicago 

policing strategies further supported the perception that black crime, particularly among 

young people, was out of control, even if not necessarily tied to pathological arguments 

advanced by people like Daniel Moynihan. In a story about the new African American 

head of the Gang Intelligence Unit, the Chicago Defender led a front-page headline with 

“TERROR STALKS BLACK FAMILIES.”586 In its report on crime in the city in 1968, 

the Chicago Crime Commission, an organization made up of elite white men, suggested 

that “black crime has increased in Chicago, not only as to perpetrators but also the 

number of black victims of crime has soared. Many black citizens believe themselves to 

be victims of poor police protection when the fact is they are victims of black criminals 
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whose only sense of brotherhood seems to be the brotherhood of black victimization.”587 

In the face of such reports, historian Simon Balto notes, “with gangs functioning as a 

proxy for growing crime in general, the range of organizational and grassroots efforts to 

demand better police protection for black communities that ballooned during the late-

1960s and early-1970s was broad and multifaceted,” resulting in the creating of black 

political coalitions to organize black citizens in support of a dual agenda of police reform 

and community crime control from within black neighborhoods.588 Given the emphasis 

on black crime, and “black-on-black” crime in late 1960 and early 1970s Chicago, the 

political construction of the jail as a black “jungle” in the 1960s was conducive to the 

actual construction of a new jail for black people in the 1970s with the belief— 

unwarranted as it may have been— that black crime would continue to rise and 

institutions would need to plan to grow accordingly. 

  With a Master Plan in hand, Moore found the Illinois Law Enforcement 

Commission, the local grant dispensing arm of the LEAA, extremely congenial to his 

efforts to build at the jail. Because many of the grants to Cook County went to small 

village police departments for equipment purchases, staff training, and community 

relations projects, the jail garnered nearly all of funds earmarked for facilities 

construction. Among a field of small police grants that were mostly less than $10,000, the 

Cook County Department of Corrections received $3,906,395 in construction grants 
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between 1969 and 1972.589 This was a considerable sum, considering that a 1971 ILEC 

grant to the state Department of Corrections provided only $493,000 for improvements to 

forty-one substandard jails in Illinois.590 With $9 million of bond funds secured in 1969, 

Moore had most of the matching funds for the construction he proposed before he even 

began. The grants to Cook County Jail amounted to nearly half of what the county had 

yielded in its 1968 bond measure, with none of the hassle of electoral appeal. While the 

most funding for construction came directly from the county itself through matching 

funds, federal funding, commissions, and directives provided encouragement for the 

project and reduced the need for public input and support that had delayed construction at 

Cook County Jail since 1958. With funds in hand, there were few public questions about 

the fact that the merger between the city and county jails, which added nearly a thousand 

beds, had failed to relieve overcrowding. While the Master Plan reveals that jail 

expansion was rooted in racist intentionality and assumptions that spaces could 

rehabilitate, it also shows that it was much easier for wardens to promise reform on paper 

than it was to make it manifest in new buildings. 

 

Building a Bigger Jail 

  The ambitious plan to achieve jail reform by increasing the capacity of the jail 

created chaos in buildings old and new. The root of the chaos was that hastily constructed 
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buildings were no match for continued overcrowding; the rate at which new bed space 

was added was far surpassed by the increasing number of admissions to the jail. This was 

in part due to the escalating arrests by the Chicago Police Department. As the Cook 

County Special Bail Project found in its pre-trial interviews during these years, bail 

remained high and people admitted to the jail seemed less able than ever to self-fund their 

release. The expansion project was also undermined by the management capacities of jail 

administrators and the constraints of the county budget. Unable to add staff to support the 

ever increasing population and the large number of new buildings constrained the jail’s 

capacity to fulfill its promises. Building was not an effective solution for overcrowding in 

part because it failed to address so many problems in the jail. This inefficacy, in turn, 

undermined the ceremony of reform that administrators aimed to perform. 

  Cook County was not the only jail to have problems with construction and 

expansion during the 1970. The difficulties faced by Washington DC came close. As with 

Chicago, administrators and architects and promised that new $30 million dollar facilities 

would “provide increased comfort and convenience for inmates” while insuring improved 

security. However, even as the facility was being built to meet the demands of an 

overcrowding ruling by a judge, corrections leaders admitted that arrest rates and court 

processing would probably have the facility from day one.591 “With ever-increasing 

population,” the DC Director of Corrections wrote in an op-ed, “there is out that it will be 

sufficient” even though the new buildings were “desperately needed.”592 Middlesex 
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County, Massachusetts had spent over nine years trying build a facility that the sheriff 

said was already “totally inadequate and obsolete”; he anticipated the jail to be full when 

it opened.593 In nearby Worcester County, a new facility was “overflowing.”594 In San 

Diego, overcrowding— thirty percent more inmates than beds— continued because a 

new jail could not open due to a staffing shortage.595 Across the country, building 

projects failed to fulfill their promises because construction had been jail policymakers 

largely ignored the multifaceted nature of jail overcrowding. Administrators imagined 

that overcrowding could be resolved without attention to bail; that jails could be made 

bigger without staff increases; that buildings, because of their newness, might foster 

safety, security, comfort, and rehabilitation.  

   Amid the nationwide failure of jail construction to resolve overcrowding—let 

alone bring about changes to conditions or staffing problems—Cook County faced its 

own problems in trying to establish a women’s building at the jail. In no area of the jail 

had Moore’s promises been bigger than the women’s facility, where construction began 

in 1971 and the three-story building opened in December 26, 1973.596 The women’s 
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building, initiated with $1.87 million dollars in federal funds and completed with 

matching county funds, signaled that both the county and ILEC were willing to spend an 

exorbitant amount to house a fairly small population of 180, and built with the intent that 

the jail expected, by 1990, “ a noticeable decline in women’s population in penal 

institutions.”597  

  The rationales for the women’s facilities were complicated and were rooted not 

just in the need for dedicated space but an effort to change the way women were 

incarcerated at the jail. Administrators had, at least since the 1950s, believed that women 

needed to be housed in a separate facility to help to avoid the logistical problems of 

housing men and women in the same building. For incarcerated women, going to Cook 

County Jail was a difficult experience. Toni, a woman jailed for ten days in Division 1 

early in the Winston Moore administration, told the women’s liberation magazine Black 

Maria, “If I ever do anything again, it’ll be a federal rap... I’m afraid of Cook County 

Jail.” With space for women limited, Toni recalled that mentally ill and drug addicted 

women in withdrawal were housed in the same spaces. During fights, she said, “They 

brought in the men guards— the ‘goon squad’ we called them. They just beat whoever 

was fighting into submission.” As bad as the violence, however, was the boredom. “I was 

so bored, I began washing the windows,” Toni remembered.598 
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  The concerns of women like Toni did not go unanswered. A coalition that 

included the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union and the American Civil Liberties Union 

threatened to sue the jail because rehabilitation programs were provided to men but not to 

women. Continuing to conflate new buildings with the capacity to provide rehabilitative 

programming, Moore claimed “Women’s Lib is right. Women should have the same jail 

rehabilitation benefits as men.” Arthur Huffman, CCDOC commission member, further 

assured Chicagoans “it will not simply be a warehouse for keeping women.”599 To carry 

out this mission, Moore hired as women’s warden Claudia McCormick, an African 

American woman who held a Masters degree in urban studies and had experience with 

criminal justice planning and reentry programming.600 Moore continued to assure the 

public that programs and professionalism would supplement the individual rooms and 

windows without bars.601 Moore hoped that his first building would be such a success that 

he would have little trouble carrying out the rest of the Master Plan. The building opened 

in 1973. 

State inspection in 1974 found women inmates living in a building that was 

almost uninhabitable. After a year of operation, the women’s division was already 

overcrowded. 188 county inmates and 20 federal inmates were living in the structure, 
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which had a rated capacity of 174 and doubling up in cells designed for one person.602 

Bearing out Hans Mattick’s predictions, half of the cells had already been converted to 

double cells almost immediately. The washers and dryers provided in the six dayrooms 

for regular washing of underclothes did not work.603 In spite of exhaust fans and air 

conditioning that circulated air throughout Division III, inspectors found that “inmates 

break out windows due to the stifling heat in the detention area,” with eighteen cells 

boasting broken windows in the middle of the freezing Chicago winter.604  

Programming, a much cheaper and smaller scale reform to implement, also had its 

limits. Jail inspectors found that 190 women were enrolled in elementary education and 

G.E.D courses. Courses in sewing, choir, drama, parenting, “office procedures,” “inner 

city community,” “beauty culture,” writing, and drug abuse served between seven and 

fifteen inmates each and allowed them to take multiple courses.605 Two social workers 

served the population, and group therapy was only available to eight mentally ill 

inmates.606 The Cook County Department of Corrections commission received many 

reports that “women had complained about the food and that they had difficulty seeing 
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social workers. Both Ms. McCormick and Mr. Moore denied their charges.”607 The 

opening of the women’s facility showed that the hastily constructed new jail facilities 

might yield some improvements, but its limited resources and building flaws undermined 

Moore’s efforts to completely transform women’s experiences of the jail.  

Administrators achieved genuine change on a limited scale, often only when 

pressured. When the Illinois Department of Corrections suggested shutting down its 

Dwight Reformatory for Women and placing many of them in Cook County Jail—Cook 

County women made up half the population— a grassroots movement worked to keep the 

troubled prison open because activists argued that Cook County’s vocational, healthcare, 

and rehabilitative programs were too underdeveloped.608 Claudia McCormick, 

superintendent of the women’s building, found through a study that she conducted that 

the problems of the women in the jail far outweighed the jail’s capacity to serve them— 

or even the need. Finding that of 132 women arrested for murder or manslaughter during 

an eighteen month period in 1975 and 1976, fifty-three reported that they had killed their 

abusive partners. “I question how one rehabilitates a person who is not a criminal,” 

McCormick concluded in her report, given that “if services were available [women] 
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could be living productive lives, without guilt and remorse for taking a human life, to 

save their own.”609 Asserting that more social services needed to be designed for women 

outside the jail, McCormick’s report suggested that even if the jail had services for 

women whose behaviors did not reveal more than a circumstantial criminality, they 

would not necessarily be warranted. However, because the jail had relatively few 

programs, a reform agenda that relied on a new building— “the first of its kind with no 

bars,” McCormick claimed— was bound to fall short. “Adjusting to the new facility was 

difficult,” she recalled, “not just for the female prisoners, but the correctional officers.”610  

Most damning among the women’s division’s shortcomings was its unused 

$250,000 state of the art medical facility.611 The Cook County Hospital Governing 

Commission refused to provide staff for the facility, making it difficult to treat the 

seventy percent of women inmates with venereal diseases because the Commission 

wanted the women treated at the County Hospital, a facility three miles away that 

presented logistical challenges for jail, which had to send guards with inmates to the 

hospital.612 As a report found eight years later, “It has never been used.”613 Isolation 
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rooms for sick patients housed male inmates from other overcrowded areas of the jail. 

The laboratory was used to dispense pills; isolation rooms designed to prevent disease 

outbreaks were “used for ‘administrative lock-up’ of unruly inmates.”614 X-ray 

equipment was removed to Cermak where it could be used for the far greater numbers of 

male inmates. Some care, primarily for dental care and gynecological issues, was 

ultimately provided for women at Division III, but most women were sent to Cermak 

Hospital, which had limited capacity to address the “variety of disorders common among 

poor, inner city residents,” as well as the problems related to pregnancy and injuries from 

high rates of physical abuse that women incarcerated at Cook County Jail had faced in 

the circumstances that led to their incarceration.615 In short, failure to use the facilities 

built according to their intent and the shoddy quality of hasty construction had 

dramatically limited jail staff’s capacity to meet the needs of women as planned.  

Jail administrators and inmates encountered the limits of construction as reform as 

the other buildings in the short-term plan were constructed and put into use. The men’s 

work release center opened in November 1975 to great fanfare, boasting capacity for 704 

inmates who would work outside the jail during the day and return as inmates at night 

and on weekends, reimbursing the jail “$24.50 a week for room and board.”616 The $7.75 

million dollar building had been funded with $3.7 million in funds distributed by ILEC 
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and the rest came from the 1968 bond. The new facility boasted the jail’s largest cells 

with 100 square foot rooms with two bunks and “a library, classrooms, and counseling 

rooms.”617 In practice, this deviated from the original plan for 352 individual rooms and 

was limited by the fact that only 181 men and women were in the work release 

program.618 The rooms were quickly filled with men from overcrowded areas of the jail 

who had been sleeping on floors. Within months, the new men’s buildings became 

common dormitories as the need to house regular detainees outstripped the number of 

participants the work-release program could support.619 The notion of men progressing 

through different steps of security as they became rehabilitated had faded as the jail 

scrambled to provide men with beds to sleep in. 

The problems of overcrowding in the new buildings and personnel shortages 

placed a strain on the Moore’s political position. As an appointee of Republican Sheriff 

Joseph Woods, Moore had never been close to successor, Democrat Richard Elrod.620 

Without needed clout, Moore found it difficult to bring staffing levels up to what was 

needed, although it was clear that higher staffing levels would not have helped the 
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complex array of issues facing the expanded jail. Having dedicated all of his political 

resources to fulfilling the Master Plan, Moore looked toward the future of the jail and 

acknowledged that his reform agenda was limited by the ongoing use of existing 

buildings. “The hardest thing to do though, has been to outlive this institution’s damn 

awful past,” he told the Tribune. Hopeful that new construction would eventually serve to 

create a new culture at the jail, he said, “What we need most of all is a new history.”621 

That new history and Moore’s role in it proved elusive amidst reports of conditions for 

those not living in new buildings. These conditions showed that focusing on jail 

construction as the main vector for jail reform did not yield substantive improvements to 

the conditions of incarceration for people housed in the jail. Moore’s own actions showed 

that without regard for the humanity of people incarcerated in the jail, conditions 

remained inhumane regardless of how many millions were spent on new buildings. 

 

“Unusual Occurrences at Cook County Jail” 

 As the new buildings offered mixed results for the jail’s expansion-based plans 

for reform, activist groups received reports of complete catastrophe within the existing 

buildings. Reports of conditions from inmates in the old buildings revealed that federally 

subsidized construction had both placed a strain on the already limited staff and resources 

at the jail, exacerbated existing security issues, and failed to solve ongoing problems. 

Revelations of horrifying conditions were an indictment of administrators’ misguided 

emphasis on jail expansion and demonstrated construction had not been a panacea. While 
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federal grants created opportunity for expansion, local people continued to fall short of 

their responsibilities to prove safe and constitutionally sound detention. The fantasies of 

the jail reforms that would be wrought through construction advanced by Winston Moore 

had proven to be little more than rhetoric accompanied by expansive and rapid building 

construction.  

 As it appeared that the new buildings were amounting to little more than more 

space to warehouse detainees, a simultaneous crisis in existing buildings suggested that 

the aims of the Master Plan had not been realized. As this became clear, local activists 

blamed Winston Moore. But as the story unfolded, it became clear that the problem was 

not only Moore, but the entire assumption that jail construction would remake conditions 

when administrators had no regard for the Constitutional rights of detainees in the first 

place. By 1973, the John Howard Association had received so many complaints from 

inmates about jail conditions that they began a systematic study. They conducted 

interviews with ninety-five former jail inmates, most of whom were serving sentences in 

Illinois prisons, and again produced a report that dealt a damning blow to claims that the 

jail had been reformed. 

 “The data,” the John Howard Association charged, “leads to the conclusion that 

many if not most of the inmates interviewed who at one time resided in the Cook County 

Jail were abused, intimidated, brutalized, and were subjected to abusive behavior by 

members of the Cook County Jail staff that reinforces their criminal behavior.”622 

Allegations of brutality from inmates and detainees often centered on Moore. In one 
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alleged event, inmates claimed he came into a Division 1 television lounge with twenty 

corrections officers to get information about a disturbance. “When the group did not 

respond, Director Moore reportedly drew a .25 caliber automatic pistol from his back 

pocket and shouted, ‘I’ll kill all you black motherfuckers up here for messing up my 

jail.’”623 Former inmates told the JHA of at least four instances since 1971 when Moore 

had allegedly threatened inmates with his pistol, including during a confrontation with “a 

tier of inmates who had signed a petition requesting that the TV be repaired…saying, 

‘You inmates are trying to start a riot with that bullshit petition.’”624 In another instance, 

an inmate recounted, “Mr. Moore held a gun to an inmate’s head while transferring him 

from one tier to another.”625 Other allegations suggested that Moore, the wardens, and 

correctional officers had used chains, broomsticks, and fists to beat inmates in hallways 

and stairwells.626 “Physical brutality and verbal abuse,” particularly against black 

inmates, was so rampant that the JHA feared that in light of the new construction, the 

abusive culture would be “transferred” into the jail’s new buildings.627 Drawing on 

Mattick’s “sour milk” analysis of jail reform, the context of construction intensified the 

allegations of brutality and the perception that Moore was reforming the growing jail. 

 Reports of squalor in the jail further undermined Moore’s claims of reform 

through construction. Inmates interviewed by the John Howard Association complained 
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that Division 1 was “‘filthy’ with very little cleaning equipment made available” and 

“that the mattresses stunk of urine.”628 Even the food “contained bugs or dirt in it” and 

was served with “dirty utensils.”629 State jail inspectors in 1974 found that cells were 

cluttered and roaches roamed freely in garbage piles and dirty showers in Division 1. In 

spite of a bedding shortage in the jail, inmates bound leaking steam pipes with 

bedding.630 State jail inspectors talked to a Puerto Rican inmate who had cut open his 

mattress and slept between the cover and the foam because his sheets were never returned 

from the laundry; in another cell, they found two Mexicans sleeping on a sheet on the 

floor. Their “bed was broken… they said the floor was very cold,” the inspectors 

noted.631 The inspectors found the rodent droppings were so prominent in the jail’s 

bakery that they called an exterminator in during the inspection.632 Inmate complaints 

about “the crowded conditions, the lack of supplies, the poor food, poor jail equipment, 

poor rodent control, poor medical attention and high commissary prices” further 

suggested that Moore or construction had done little to solve many of the problems 

identified by the 1967 Grand Jury.633  
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 And why would it? Moore had taken power in a context in which the inmates 

themselves were believed to be the entire source of mayhem in the jail. Moore was not 

hired on the basis of his capacity to manage resources or facilities; he was hired based on 

his ability to control a minority population. His Master Plan had been about building 

facilities for the control of minority populations. As a result, Moore could claim that he 

had shepherded the jail through the tenuous years after the Attica Rebellion without a riot 

in the jail. The new buildings had allowed him to portray to the public that he was 

achieving reform even as inmates lived the results of its wanting results. No wonder then, 

that inmates found opportunities to testify about conditions in the jail. It was one of the 

few forms of resistance that could yield any positive recognition from the public. 

 Escapes were another expression of inmate resistance that undermined 

administrators’ claims that construction was reforming the jail. A series of escapes was 

initiated in February 1975, beginning with a man was believed to have left a work detail 

through a kitchen door and slipped outside the jail walls despite guards being stationed 

there. A week later, two men used a rope made out of knotted bed-sheets to escape from 

the third-floor of the former House of Corrections dormitories and then cutting barbed 

wire fencing at 28th and California to escape the property.634 In April, an investigation by 

Sheriff Elrod revealed that at least one hundred of approximately 300 work release 

participants had failed to report back to the jail while participating in the program.635 On 
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May 14, the problem escalated when seventeen men escaped by breaking a glass block 

window while waiting with eighty-five other men in a hallway during a shakedown.636 

The “spontaneous” escape was the largest in the jail’s history.637 Moore claimed it was 

because jail staff was stretched too thin with programming, absenteeism, and security. 

“We over-programmed and over-extended ourselves and certain flaws developed. We 

became a little lax. No one’s responsible. It’s the circumstances. We’ve got too much 

movement of people and we’re studying how to reduce it.”638 In the wake of the escape 

and Moore’s poor excuse, the Chicago Tribune’s editors lamented, “New buildings are 

no guarantee of adequate security and supervision.”639 When another inmate escaped 

through an unlocked door at the jail construction site days later, Sheriff Elrod began to 

suggest publicly that the CCDOC should consider firing Moore for “apparent 
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negligence.”640 Even after Elrod promoted a new security program for the construction 

sites, six inmates escaped using magnets and hacksaws smuggled in by a chaplain and 

one hundred feet of roped bed sheets to get over the fence.641 By the end of July, twenty-

four people had escaped; by August, the Tribune brought the count to thirty-two.642 The 

jail escapes further compromised Moore’s image as a reformer and implied that 

construction had actually undermined jail security. 

For Moore, the sheer volume of escapes made it difficult to blame security issues 

on staffing shortages. Instead, began to charge that the escapes and allegations were part 

of a conspiracy between local activists, the press, and even Sheriff Elrod to have him 

removed from office.643 Moore met allegations from the John Howard Association and 

Chicago Crime Commission with a libel lawsuit over comments they made to local 

newspapers. Moore requested $200,000 in damages because, he claimed, false charges of 

theft, gambling, mob favoritism, guard corruption, “cockfights” between mentally ill 

inmates and sexual impropriety were “false and defamatory” and compromised his 
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authority in the jail.644 Amid the unraveling scandal, John Howard Association executive 

director Ira Schwartz suggested that Moore had been “promoted beyond his capacities” 

and released a timeline of newspaper articles backing up his claims, adding eight suicides 

and two deaths in a fire to the damning statistics against Moore.645 Elrod agreed. By the 

end of July, Moore had lost the support of Sheriff Elrod, who recommended his firing to 

the CCDOC board based on his belief that the ongoing problems at the jail “must be 

attributed to a lack of effective leadership.”646 Regardless of the truthfulness of the more 

salacious allegations, Moore lacked the political capital to fight back against the evidence 

presented against him and his program for reform. 

African-American citizens contested the notion that Moore’s position outstripped 

his capacity to run the larger jail as they asserted that Moore was being made a scapegoat 

because of his race. In the Chicago Tribune, columnist Vernon Jarret charged that the 

Democratic machine was capitalizing on wanting political organization among African 
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Americans. “…In Chicago politics ‘dunking the Darkie’ is making a comeback,” he 

charged, “when scapegoat Moore is dunked a certain crowd will cheer.”647 Dr. Charles 

Hurst, chancellor of Daniel Hale Williams College said, “Moore was once used by whites 

as a symbol of a good nigger. Now that they’ve got all the bad niggers, they are going 

after the good ones.”648 Critics like Hurst qualified their support of Moore, given that he 

had failed in countless ways, they felt the need to defend him out of black solidarity, as 

Hurst put it, “no matter how worthless he is.’” A small contingent of Chicago’s black 

community made other public statements of support, At the Bud Billikin Parade, parade-

goers booed Sheriff Elrod so intensely that he dropped out of the parade. More than 800 

people attended a rally for Moore at a black church.649 But such statements were limited. 

For Hurst, this was because of Moore’s past conservatism. “Winston Moore sat by 

without lifting a finger while the various black movements of the early 70’s were under 

attack and now there just isn’t anybody left who can or cares to do anything to help him. 

Or at least nobody with any kind of clout.”650 Even as several CCDOC board members 

joined Moore’s charges that there were “organizations…who conspired” (likely the John 
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Howard Association) to have Moore removed from office, Moore was on his own.651 

Moore was trapped between local racial politics and the reality that accepting 

accountability for the failures of his reforms would probably lead to his firing. Moore 

was at last culpable for the culture of brutality that he had fostered under the auspices of 

reform. 

As Moore defended his ability to run the massive jail, he invoked the Master Plan 

and his hope for reform through construction as the central justifications for why he 

chose to stay on. His work would not be finished until the master plan was completed. 

Looking to the long-range master plan, Moore emphasized, “There is $110 million worth 

of construction going up here. New warehouses already opened, new dorms, kitchen 

facilities, gymnasiums, a first-class complex. It will be a model for the nation,” Moore 

told the Tribune. “This is my dream. I conceived it, pushed it thru the County board and 

just before my dream becomes a reality they think they can move me out. As long as 

everything was fallen down over here, I could be in charge but soon as there's something 

worthwhile that I did myself they want to get rid of me.” To Moore, the reasons were 

clear: “Too much power for a black man to control.” Race was at the heart of the power 

grab, Moore suspected. “It makes me mad that a black man would conceive and build a 

project and white men take it away from him.” Rather than give credence to the 

allegations against him by quitting, Moore hoped to stay on and see the project 
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through.652 Moore knew, however, that even if he managed to keep his job, it would be a 

zero-sum game. “Nobody ever really wins around here. Nobody ever wins in a jail,” he 

confessed.653 

Moore’s last ditch efforts to preserve his reputation devolved into a tug-of-war 

that took attention off of jail conditions and placed it solely on Moore. A grand jury 

investigation of the jail again placed Moore on the defensive and meant that charges that 

Moore had beaten inmates were again in the press.654 Guards came out against Moore en 

masse. At a rally of corrections officers supporting Moore’s firing held outside the jail, 

one speaker alleged that Moore had retaliated against him.655 Sixteen off-duty officers 

showed up at a rally organized by Bishop Louis H. Ford in September 1976. As 300 

people—observed by the Sun-Times as “busloads of supporters, many of them women, 
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from the Robert Taylor Homes and Cabrini-Green housing projects”-- came to tour the 

jail and rally in support of Moore in the jail gymnasium, the officers protested and 

handed out anti-Moore flyers.656 The Combined Counties Police Association offered 

witnesses to the grand jury as they circulated memos against Moore, including that he 

had suppressed reports of a riot, allowed a convicted murderer to walk Moore’s dog 

outside the jail, and let his secretary use the jail gas pump to fill up her car.657 Even as the 

state’s attorney’s office denied many of the claims as having been previously 

investigated, Moore’s reputation as a reformer was further depleted.658 

The death of another inmate signaled the end of Moore’s tenure. During the 

investigation, on October 2, inmate Richard Fondran “jammed his cell lock shut and had 

set fire to himself and the furnishings,” burning sixty-five percent of his body.659 Fondran 

died nine days later. Fondran’s suicide appeared to be another case of mismanagement. 

Fondran— who had been to the jail before— had falsely identified himself when he was 

admitted to the jail, meaning that his parents, fearing a “mental breakdown” were unable 

to find him. Because of his assumed name, his “long history of mental illness,” which had 

included setting fire to a bed in the House of Correction in 1974, was unknown to jail 
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staff.660 After time in the jail psychiatric ward on suicide watch, Fondran was moved to a 

tier that was “an unofficial repository for mentally ill prisoners” the day before. When he 

set his cell on fire, the guards assigned to his on duty in his new tier were nowhere to be 

found.661 As with Ismael Solano Nieves’ death eight years earlier, the senseless and tragic 

death of a pre-trial detainee indicated to the public that the jail had again fallen short of 

protecting its most vulnerable and their Constitutional rights. 

Moore was fired several months later. The 1976 grand jury, in a report released in 

March 1977, concluded Moore should be fired, the CCDOC commission abolished, and 

that his position should be placed under the direct supervision of the Sheriff. The Grand 

Jury criticized Moore, but also suggested that Sheriff Elrod, the Corrections Board, and 

even the State Department of Corrections were accountable for failing to monitor 

conditions and failing to fire Moore, considering it found “that maladministration by 

Winston Moore has caused or worsened many of the problems” in the jail.662 Moore 

made a convenient scapegoat as he had repeatedly reminded the public that the Master 

Plan and larger jail were his project. No one mentioned the federal funding that had 

fueled enthusiasm for the expansion or the ways outside funds had contributed to the 
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context of strained existing manpower and conditions issues. In spite of their many 

concerns about lack of building maintenance, poor safety procedures, and the 

qualifications of staff, the Grand Jury maintained, “Overcrowding is one of the principal 

problems at the jail.”663 Construction, rationalized through the promise of rehabilitation, 

had exacerbated the jail’s management problems and dangerous conditions for inmates 

and detainees without resolving its lack of beds. At the end of Moore’s era of alleged jail 

reform, the jail was bigger and worse off. Massive jail construction did not yield reform. 

 

Conclusion 

After being indicted by the Grand Jury in February 1977 on charges of 

“aggravated battery, battery, official misconduct, and perjury,” Winston Moore was 

fired.664 Even after the charges were dropped— a friendly prosecutor being a critical asset 

in Chicago— Moore continued to try to get his job back, to no avail.665 Unable to do so, 

Moore publicly complained that his downfall was a result of Sheriff Elrod’s desire for 

power. “Dick Elrod wanted somebody around he could treat as a servant,” he told the 

                                                
663 Report of Conditions within Cook County Department of Corrections, 1976, 

21. Emphasis in text. 
 
664 Jay Branegan, and Charles Mount, “Moore in jail abuse: 8 aides, 11 inmates 

also face charges,” Chicago Tribune, Feb. 2, 1977, 1; Charles Mount and William 
Juneau, “Ousted from jail post, but retains $33,204 salary,” Chicago Tribune, Feb 3, 
1977; “High Time for Moore to go,” Chicago Tribune, Feb 3, 1977, b2; Jay Branegan, 
“Randolph replaces Moore as county's corrections chief,” Chicago Tribune, Feb. 4, 1977: 
3; Jay Branegan, “Moore pleads innocent in jail beatings,” Chicago Tribune, Feb. 11, 
1977: b1; Charles Mount, "Elrod aide may seek corrections job,” Chicago Tribune, Feb. 
12, 1977: n3. 

 
665 Jay Branegan, “Moore, 5 others free of 2 beating charges: Judge calls evidence 

‘miserable,’ Moore, 5 others free of 2 beating charges,” Chicago Tribune, June 17, 1977, 
1. 



 

211 

Tribune. “Remember, I'm the fellow that started one of the most aggressive building 

programs for any penal institution in the country. I'm the man who launched the $115-

million construction program that Elrod is trying to take credit for.”666 Moore maintained 

until the very end that his firing was about who would get credit for the jail additions, 

even though by many accounts, the bigger jail had proven to be a disaster. He was 

unwilling to connect his brutality and neglect of inmates’ rights to his failure as warden. 

As jail administrators tried to undo the tension that had accrued among the understaffed 

corrections officers amidst construction, overcrowding, and scandal, Moore took a job as 

chief of security for Chicago Housing Authority.667 

 With Moore’s firing, the era of reform seemed to be over. Part of the demise of 

the reform ethos was the loss of federal funds that had allowed Moore to scale up while 

ignoring local advisement against construction. By the end of 1976, Cook County Jail 

had added over 2,500 beds, which, combined with the House of Correction merger, 

meant the jail was three times as large as it was when Moore took office in 1967. Federal 

funding had given Cook County Jail administrators the resources they needed to ensure 

that the jail grew in tandem with the demands of the War on Crime. Yet as the jail grew, 

local politics and contests over allegations of mismanagement and continued suffering of 
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inmates at the massive jail undermined the ideals and aspirations of the Master Plan. 

After the firing of Winston Moore and the dissolution of the Law Enforcement 

Assistance Administration under President Carter in 1978, administrators lost the chief 

sources of motivation for rehabilitative and diversion programing and matching funding 

for large-scale expansion. Without Moore and the ILEC grants, Sheriff Richard Elrod 

was left to determine the course of the enlarged jail for the 1980s. Even without Moore, 

the dual outcomes of the 1970s Master Plan endured. Massive expansion and claims of 

rehabilitation could coexist with violence and administrative and political failure. 

Administrators clung to rehabilitation in hopes that the public would excuse or overlook 

inmate claims of abuses. The seemingly oppositional ends of federal funding to expand 

jail capacity and reduce the jail population were the central tension of jail governance in 

the 1970s.  

 Funding from the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration dramatically 

changed Cook County Jail. Grants for programming provided administrators with the 

hope that the jail would at last have the capacity needed to fulfill longstanding promises 

to make it a rehabilitative institution. Grants for bail reform had diverted thousands of 

people from the jail in a moment of intense overcrowding due to the War on Crime. But 

ultimately, federal influence was not enough to temper local ambitions and approaches to 

jail reform. Building more jail beds while sustaining a culture of violence was a terrible 

and inadequate approach to reform. As a result, inmates continued to suffer as reform of 

conditions proved elusive. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CHALLENGING CLAIMS OF REFORM IN THE COURTS 

 

 As Moore struggled to reform the jail through construction, another group of 

Chicagoans took aim at his claims of reform through the courts. In 1973, Chicago’s most 

famous radical doctor visited Cook County Jail. Quentin Young, known for his work 

treating civil rights workers with the Medical Committee for Human Rights, had in 1972 

taken a position as chairman of medicine at Cook County Hospital. The hospital played a 

vital role in treating inmates whose maladies were too severe to be treated at Cook 

County Jail’s Cermak Hospital. Cermak, an institution built as part of the House of 

Correction under Frank Sain in 1954, was a 111-bed hospital located on the jail site. 

Young took it upon himself to visit the jail to get a better sense of what was going on at 

its hospital. After his visit, Young went immediately to see his friend Jay Miller, 

executive director of the ACLU Illinois division. Seeing the absence of mental health 

care and that guards were providing much of the medical care at the jail, a horrified 

Young told Miller and his legal director David Goldberger that the jail was “the 

equivalent of a snake pit.”668 Further investigation into the medical conditions at Cook 

County Jail, particularly those regarding mental healthcare, provided the basis for 

Harrington v. Elrod, a case that revealed the glaring contradictions between jail 

reformers’ claims of reform in the inhumane treatment of inmates in the jail. 

  The circumstances that gave rise to Harrington were indicative of the 

circumstances that shaped many of the suits filed on behalf of inmates at Cook County 
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Jail in the 1970s. The jail’s burgeoning short-term, indigent population made it difficult 

for inmates to pursue long-term legal solutions that was becoming standard practice for 

governing conditions in many prisons. In jails, legal solutions relied on public interest 

lawyers who followed through on leads about jail conditions in an effort to mount a legal 

challenge to jail conditions sustained through claims of reform. In this chapter, I argue 

that a variety of cases, including individual cases, class action suits, and a suit by the 

Department of Justice were an essential means of undermining reform claims and 

pressing for substantive challenges to the character of incarceration during the 1970s. 

While some of the cases were successful, during the 1970s, at least, lawsuits were largely 

ineffective in transforming conditions because of the time they took to argue, the scale of 

the complex problems they sought to address, and the rapidly changing politics of jail 

reform evidenced in the career of Winston Moore. Yet these cases were significant in 

slowly creating a culture of accountability for jail conditions in the courts on their own 

time, at their own pace, outside the jail that emerged as an alternative to the forms of 

Grand Jury and activist oversight in the 1960s. In looking to the history of lawsuits 

against Cook County Jail, the ways in which lawyers developed the federal courts as an 

institution for undermining local claims to reform, not only through substantive cases, 

court decisions, and consent decrees but through the use of court cases to publicize jail 

conditions and their agenda of jail reform that— unlike that of Cook County Jail 

administrators— took into account the Constitutional rights of inmates. 
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Individual Cases 

 Accompanying coalition efforts to reform the bail system were myriad legal 

efforts to improve conditions for those stuck in jail. The failure of Inmates v. Tierney did 

not mark the end of legal challenges to jail conditions. This was in part because of the 

successes of lawsuits in other locales as federal courts broke with past ambivalence about 

jails and took a stronger stance on jail conditions. In a landmark 1971 decision in Jones v. 

Wittenberg, an inmate class action suit at Ohio’s Lucas County Jail, a federal judge found 

that conditions in a 76-year old jail—including 9x6 cells (larger than those at Cook 

County Jail’s Division 1)-- violated standards of cruel and unusual punishment for 

sentenced inmates and the due process and equal protection rights of pre-trial 

offenders.669 That same year, federal judge in Hamilton v. Love, a case brought by 

inmates in Pulaski County, Arkansas, decided “conditions for pre-trial detention must not 

only be equal to, but superior to, those permitted for prisoners serving sentences for the 

crimes they have committed against society.”670 In similar class action suits, including 

Rhem v. McGrath and Inmates of Suffolk County Jail v. Eisenstadt, judges addressed the 

need for facilitates needed to be replaced, mail from lawyers could not be opened for 

security reasons, visitation policies and practices from hygiene, medical care, all the 

while acknowledging the well-meaning efforts of local corrections officials who had 

struggled to reform old and troubled institutions.671 In American courts, jail detainees and 

inmates were finding a place in the rights revolution that was different from that of the 
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1960s because cases brought by different groups targeted a wider range of issues within 

jails in particular. The suits have staggering implications in a context where jails 

undermined the entire project of 1970s criminal justice reform. 

 As the climate around jail suits changed nationally, Chicago itself was a hotbed of 

public interest law as new law offices and professional organizations organized around a 

broad base of social issues. The riots of 1968 had been central to formation of a number 

of groups, including the People’s Law Office, which defended Black Panther Fred 

Hampton, and the Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under the Law, which 

formed a consortium of nineteen law firms to provide free legal services in direct 

response to the unrest and inequality evident in Chicago.672 New groups like Young 

Lawyers Section of the Chicago Bar Association and the Cook County Special Bail 

Project further mobilized young, socially conscious lawyers. This turn toward politically 

liberal, “public-interest” law was taking place nationally individuals and bar associations 

turned their attention to “promotion of due process, civil liberties…pro bono practice and 

government and bar-supported legal services.”673 While national organizations like the 

ACLU, which established its Prisons and Jails Project in 1972, further coordinated legal 

strategies among local groups, it was local lawyers and organizing that had the greatest 

impact on Cook County Jail conditions. 
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Cook County’s public interest lawyers introduced new possibilities for jail reform 

in Cook County. Drawing on new decisions elsewhere, most notably on issues of 

healthcare and care for drug users, the methadone case was brought by the ACLU on 

behalf of local doctors, the Narcotics Addiction Services Guild, and an inmate at the jail. 

The lawyers, ACLU legal director Howard Eglit and Sybille Fritsche, were both 

graduates of the University of Chicago law school who pursued a broad legal agenda at 

the ACLU. German-born Fritsche had attended the University of Chicago, where her 

husband Hellmut was a standout physics professor, while her children were small. With 

politics rooted in “the European left,” Fritsche had gained early notoriety with one of her 

first cases out of law school, Doe v. Scott, a case that briefly made abortion legal in 

Illinois and later regarded as a precursor to Roe v. Wade.674 As questions swirled around 

the role of doctors to contribute to medical decisions in the face of criminalization and 

institutional resistance, Cook County Jail became a battleground for larger questions of 

healthcare access. 

 As historian Samuel Roberts shows, tensions between narcotics criminalization 

and the medicalization of drug treatment had accompanied the drug war that began in the 

1950s and persisted as institutions struggled to deal with an influx of drug users.675 By 
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the early 1970s, controversy swirled over whether methadone, a synthetic opiate, should 

be used to treat cravings for heroin because it was also highly addictive and there 

remained questions about its effectiveness in insuring those who took it remained off 

drugs.676 In Washington DC, for example, jail administrators made calls for access to 

drug treatment in community settings as narcotics users were among the large numbers of 

people overcrowding the jail, while critics like the Black Panther Party and the Nation of 

Islam questioned its impact on communities of color.677 

 Administrators with the Cook County Department of Corrections did not believe 

that narcotics treatment should be part of its reform agenda even as Chicago was ground 

zero for methadone provision. In Chicago, the Illinois Drug Abuse Program’s director, 

Dr. Jerome Jaffe, sought to generate national confidence in the drug’s effectiveness. As a 

result of Jaffe’s efforts, methadone programs slowly took hold in Chicago’s drug 

treatment facilities and drug abuse hotlines sprung up across Cook County.678 Federal 

grants from the Office of Economic Opportunity and the Law Enforcement Assistance 
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Administration to established methadone clinics in Chicago even as the Food and Drug 

Administration created new licenses for methadone dispensing doctors to regulate the 

drug’s distribution.679 Yet in Cook County Jail, there was resistance to the new treatment. 

Much like jails in Philadelphia and New York, Cook County Jail faced an influx of drug 

addicts; Cook County Jail was ill equipped to deal with the violence, suicides, and other 

symptoms of withdrawal.680 But when local drug abuse centers sought access to inmates 

who were in drug treatment before their incarceration, Executive Director Moore resisted 

because he believed that allowing methadone in the jail would be the same as introducing 

other addictive narcotics, and as such would trigger violence, threaten security, and 

undermine progress made in jail conditions at considerable expense.681  
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 The ACLU brought a suit on the basis that denial of methadone constituted cruel 

and unusual punishment for a crime and punishment for drug addiction.682 Rather than 

submit to a lengthy and expensive fight, Cermak Hospital’s administrators relented and 

ordered methadone for the establishment of detoxification program at the jail.683 Focused 

on reform through construction, the jail staffers were reluctant to adopt programs that 

were outside of their control and their own assumptions about what the jail was for. 

 Legal efforts were vital challenges to jail authority that changed the role of the jail 

in important ways. As the emerging prisoner rights movement made clear, jails were not 

only detention sites, but were legally bound to care for the health of inmates, even those 

coming off of drugs while detained. In contrast to Moore’s lip service to rehabilitation, 

legal challenges pressed him to adopt policies that would provide opportunities for access 

to a broader array of social and medical services within the jail-services, like methadone 

and drug treatment, which might actually help people get off drugs and stay out of jail. 

As evidence was often compelling enough that these conflicts could be resolved outside 
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of court, the County found itself under legal obligation to compromise as it tried to limit 

the extent to which it provided rehabilitation.  

 In other cases, lawyers sought to remedy the jail’s role in a judicial culture that 

was becoming more punitive. The Chicago Voluntary Legal Services was a non-profit 

founded by young lawyer John Ferren in 1964 with the help of the Church Federation of 

Chicago that held legal clinics in church basements. Beginning in 1971, with a federal 

grant, it paid seven attorneys to advance its Jail Project, which provided support for 

inmates in civil cases. Among these lawyers was Sally Elson, who had just graduated 

from Loyola Chicago Law School in 1974 when she was assigned the case Swansey v. 

Elrod,.684 Elson helped Ann Swansey, wife of a minister, sue on behalf of her son 

Dwayne Swansey, a fourteen-year-old accused of the rape and murder of a twelve-year-

old he allegedly abducted on her way home from school and found in his family’s 

basement. Charged as an adult, Swansey was moved from the county’s juvenile detention 

center, Audy Detention Home, to be detained before trial at Cook County Jail.685  

 Swansey, a child described as a suspect “with a tendency to youthful pudginess,” 

was placed in overcrowded protective custody areas with other teenage inmates and 

adults who had prior felony convictions.686 With no rehabilitation programs for children, 
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no way to meet state requirements to provide school to incarcerated children, visits from 

family only twice a month, inadequate amounts of food, and staff untrained in working 

with incarcerated children, Swansey was one of fifteen children under seventeen in the 

Cook County Jail. So galling was his confinement in the jail, particularly in the wake of 

the very public battles over conditions in the late 1960s, that the John Howard 

Association, ACLU, NAACP, Citizens Alert, Lutheran Welfare Services, Alliance to End 

Repression, and Chicago Disciples Union filed an amicus brief charged that the cruel and 

unusual punishment of a child in an adult jail ran “contrary to the very purpose upon 

which judicial power over juveniles is predicated: …treatment and rehabilitation.”687 In 

an important finding for juvenile detention, the court found that children tried as adults in 

criminal courts could not be housed in adult jails because it constituted cruel and unusual 

punishment.688 Again, legal challenges on behalf of individual inmates were central in 

establishing the contradictions between the rhetoric of jail reform and the jail’s failure to 

live up to its declared intent to provide rehabilitation. Nonprofit legal organizations with 

suits helmed by inexperienced young lawyers proved central to holding the jail 

accountable.  
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Class Action Suits 

 As the national context bent toward class action, so to did the agendas of 

Chicago’s public interest lawyers as they recognized the problems at Cook County Jail. 

Unlike class action suits in prisons, which had occurred largely because jailhouse 

lawyers— like Fred Ruiz in Texas— had initiated suits, the transient nature of jail 

populations made it difficult for such efforts to take hold. Instead, jail class action suits 

hinged on how much highly resourced public interest lawyers could find out about what 

was going on in the jail and how well they could convince judges that the conditions they 

described represented the dominant experience of the jail. ACLU and Legal Assistance 

Foundation lawyer David Goldberger remembers going to the jail to talk to inmates 

through the bars to find people who could be named in the suits as being the only contact 

he had with specific inmates; beyond being named in the suits, incarcerated people had 

little role to play.689 The effort to give substance to ideas of jail reform through class 

action suits was one that occurred largely on behalf of inmates, rather than in 

collaboration with them. Two key suits, Harrington v. Levitt and Duran v. Elrod, 

exemplified the difficulty lawyers faced in seeking to implement jail reforms based on 

the Constitutional rights of inmates. 

 Harrington v. Levitt grew out of the horrors Quentin Young saw on his visit to 

Cook County Jail, especially those endured in the areas of the jail dedicated to housing 

mentally ill inmates. According to David Goldberger, after hearing Young’s story he 

went to the jail and talked to inmates through the bars to find a plaintiff. Because of the 

time it would take to get a case off the ground, Goldberger notes, someone from the 
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ACLU provided leaked information about jail conditions to reporters from the Chicago 

Sun-Times, which ran an expose’ on the conditions of confinement in the jail. The Sun-

Times series was largely based on an internal investigation of Cermak Hospital from 

March 1973 and a reporter’s own visit to the jail to confirm the story (like David 

Goldberger, she gained entry quite easily after a friend vouched for her at the gate). Both 

accounts suggested chaos in the treatment of the roughly sixty inmates a day in the 

hospital. Few, if any of the doctors or nurses, had state licenses; on one occasion, an 

inmate who was also a doctor (detained on tax evasion charge) had cared for incarcerated 

women after a mattress caught fire in their cell.690 The paper charged that inmates “often 

are forced to wait hours in pain because doctors and proper medications are not 

available.”691 The part-time doctors were so seldom at the jail that one reporter suggested 

“many of the doctors, like slum landlords, are known more for their absence than their 

presence.”692 In another instance, inmates went on hunger strike after they were served 

food with rotten meat in it (they were concerned the meat was rat). Their hunger strike 

ended only after the nurse administrator collected money from them for groceries and 

cooked them a meal herself.693 Accounts of dubious consent for elective procedures like 
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circumcisions and tonsillectomies, broken cardiac equipment, falsified and non-existence 

histories and exam records further undermined the hospital’s legitimacy. The series 

achieved immediate results; within a week, the Joint Council on the Accreditation of 

Hospitals (JCAH), a national accreditation body that had made Cermak the only 

accredited penal hospital in the country conducted an emergency inspection of the jail.694 

More importantly, the Cook County Health and Hospitals Commission was given 

immediate control over the facility, a process that had been in the works since late 1972 

but was given urgency by the reports.695 In spite of the shocking reports, Sheriff Richard 

Elrod maintained, without a hint of sarcasm, “It is one of the best jail facilities in the 

country.”696 

 With the hospital under investigation by both the county and the state, the 

ACLU’s original complaint centered on mental health conditions at the jail, naming two 

pre-trial detainees as plaintiffs. Gary Harrington had been transferred to the jail after 

being transferred from the Department of Mental Health after being accused of 

committing a crime while he was a patient under state care. At Cook County Jail, he was 
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“confined without treatment.”697 Similarly, Robert Jones was a pre-trial detainee who had 

been housed in all of the available mental health areas of the jail, including Tier F-1, 

Ward I and II, and the West Cellhouse. “The class is so numerous that jointer of all 

members is impracticable,” court documents noted.698 The suit came against LeRoy 

Levitt, director of the Illinois Department of Mental Health, as well as county politicians 

and administrators responsible for the jail, charging that they “have jointly and severally 

failed to provide necessary and adequate mental treatment” housed in places “where their 

mental conditions have seriously deteriorated, necessitating immediate, intensive, and 

extensive mental care.”699 

 The suit focused on the spaces where inmates were housed and the treatment they 

received within those spaces. The mental health units of the jail were as overcrowded as 

the rest of the jail, with over two hundred people living in three units that had not been 

designed for housing people with special needs. On Tier F-1, one hundred mentally ill 

people lived in forty cells and the adjoining day room. Some detainees were forced to 

sleep on mattresses of the floor in the dayroom where they could be in full view of 

guards, lest the detainees harm themselves of others. In the basement of the jail, Ward 1 

and 2 housed sixty people— including the mentally ill, juveniles, and convalescents— in 

bunk beds; the wards were so packed that bunk beds were placed in the hallway leading 

to the wards 1. Still forty more were housed in the West Cellhouse, a 300x100 
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rectangular building built in 1909 that was falling apart. There, mentally ill people were 

housed in three tiers of cells that lined each wall.700 

 In spaces not designed for housing mentally ill people, the jail provided few 

services to mitigate the effects of holding so many prisoners. It was common to see 

detainees “who become violent and beyond the ability of guards to control… handcuffed 

to the bars of the cells or are tied up with their bedsheets.”701 In the open rooms of Ward 

1 and 2, people “who personnel believe might become violent are placed in leather 

restraints for indefinite periods.”702 Two guards were assigned to each dayroom during 

the day and ex-military corpsmen provided first aid when needed. Confined to these 

spaces all day, the suit charged, “There are no exercise, recreation, counseling, or 

educational programs.”703 The result, the lawyers charged, was that “the mental condition 

of pre-trial detainees in need of mental treatment… regularly deteriorates so severely that 

extreme psychological distress is inflicted, causing suicide in some cases. During 

September of 1974 one of the pre-trial detainees in need of mental treatment committed 

suicide by setting himself on fire.”704 Other detainees became so emotionally disturbed 

they would “periodically urinate and defecate on the floor of the dayroom, refusing to use 

available toilet facilities.”705 The absence of services, the plaintiffs argued, was 
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particularly egregious because by people in the jail did not have access to the same 

mental health services available to “all other persons in the State of Illinois.”706 With only 

twenty-two of eighty beds in Cermak hospital devoted to mental health care, severely 

disturbed inmates were often medicated and sent back to their cells with no subsequent 

care. So shocking were the reports in the suit that the county moved to swiftly resolve it 

through consent decree.  

 Harrington v. Levitt dramatically undermined claims to reform at Cook County 

Jail. Where so much of the enthusiasm about Winston Moore’s appointment as warden 

and later executive director of CCDOC had centered on his capacities as a psychologist, 

the treatment of mentally ill detainees and inmates demonstrated a fundamental 

disconnect between the rhetoric of treatment Moore advanced in the press and in 

practices that relied on dehumanization. The actions of lawyers, which included filing a 

conventional lawsuit but also illegally leaking the story to the press, shows that all tactics 

were fair game as lawyers came to see the extent to which Winston Moore and his 

employees exercised little regard for the humanity and safety of those in the jail. 

 With concerns over the treatment over sick and mentally ill inmates resolved— or 

at least under consent decree— lawyers filed Duran v. Elrod filed in 1974. The case was 

brought by the Legal Assistance Foundation of Chicago, formed under Great Society 

initiatives to fund legal services and whose funding was taken up by the Legal Services 
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Corporation, a body created by the Nixon Administration, in 1974.707 Richard Hess, a 

1969 graduate of Chicago-Kent Law School, and David Goldberger, a 1967 graduate of 

the University of Chicago Law School, led the case (Goldberger had left the ACLU for 

LAF). The case included among its class pre-trial detainees like jailhouse lawyer Alsana 

Caruth, who had been awaiting trial in jail for nineteen months under, as Caruth put it, 

“subhuman conditions due to his inability to pay the Cook County Criminal Courts 

$1200.50 dollars in American currency, for his liberty.” Caruth asked the court to remedy 

“the dehumanizing abuse involved in every day and night’s existence, as a pre-trial 

detainee.” His words indicated a black power consciousness and the context of bail 

reform. “It is an economic fact that Cook County Criminal Courts set excessive bails on 

black and brown pre-trial detainees,” Caruth lamented, “Pre-trial detainees are merely 

political slaves.”708 

 Caruth was not alone in his claims. Through Duran v. Elrod, lawyers sought to 

remedy a number of claims made by both pre-trial and sentenced inmates. Pre-trial 

detainees claimed that while they were not provided with written rules, they were 

expected to obey and were frequently punished by guards with “loss of privileges 

awarded other inmates, assignment to disagreeable work tasked, being locked in cells or 
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isolation for long periods of time” without hearing or trial in violation of their due 

process and equal protection rights.709 Another claim suggested that inmates were treated 

like convicts but were not given equal privileges because they were excluded from 

education and work release programs and “are subject to subhuman living conditions and 

deprivation of freedom far beyond that necessary merely to ensure their attendance at 

trial” due to overcrowding, limited visiting hours and facilities, no telephone access, 

censored mail, poor diet, no means of earning money for incidentals.710 A third count 

came from Dan Duran, one of the named plaintiffs, who charged that he was beaten by 

two guards and that Winston Moore “knew or should have known” that he might be 

beaten.711 Duran’s claim, initially an individual suit, was combined with an in-process 

class action suit and his name remained on the case decades after his release from jail. 

 As decisions from around the country piled up, jail detainees found themselves 

with an ever-expanding set of protections of their due process rights. In the midst of this 

so-called “rights revolution,” Cook County Jail was for the first time subject to standards 

outside of those of local observers and impotent state jail inspectors. While an early 

appellate court finding held that “Pre-trial detainees are by definition deprived of their 

liberty, and such deprivation is without due process except to the extent it is necessary to 

serve important state interests,” the case moved slowly through the courts.712 A judicial 
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strategy promised relief and injunction at a slow pace and at the whims of individual 

judges. With local class action stalled during the 1970s, Cook County Jail inmates found 

help from the Department of Justice.713  

 
 

Federal Intervention in U.S. v. Elrod 

 As local lawyers worked to create a far-reaching class-action suit in Chicago, 

lawyers at the Department of Justice considered the role federal suits might play in 

driving jail reform in Cook County. That President Gerald Ford’s Department of Justice 

Civil Rights division cared about local jails at all marked a major break with past 

commitments to maintaining “home rule.” This shift was the result of a confluence of 

factors. Ford’s Attorney General, Edward Levi, appointed to restore legitimacy after 

Watergate, was a product of the University of Chicago law school and had been president 

of the University before assuming control over the Justice Department. A man whose 

political leanings were unclear to those around him—he was remembered as being 

nonpartisan— Levi gained accolades for promoting equal justice and limiting domestic 

surveillance by the F.B.I. In coming to the DOJ, Levi found staffers like J. Stanley 

Pottinger, a Harvard law graduate, who described working for Nixon as “a bizarre 

balancing act, trying to do liberal work in a conservative administration.”714 As in 
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Chicago, a new generation of public interest lawyers was changing the culture of the 

DOJ. Most of all, however, the billions of federal dollars flowing into states through the 

LEAA by 1974 had dramatically changed the stakes of the relationship between the 

federal government and local governing bodies as federal funds came with strings 

attached. While some have critiqued the Ford administration’s concern for “domestic 

tranquility” as “stepping up the War on Crime,” Ford was committed to creating federal 

policy models for states and localities to follow as they waged War on Crime.715 

 Part of what drove the Ford administration’s intervention into local jails was that 

chaos in local jails threatened to undermine the rest of the War on Crime. As a result, 

lawyers in the Civil Rights division in DOJ began to construct a strategy for reforming 

local jails. Relying on “the power of the Attorney General to bring suit to enjoin 

widespread deprivations of Constitutional rights,” the Civil Rights division advocated a 

program of using federal suits to make local interventions.716 Mostly, this involved 

joining existing inmate class action suits at “plaintiff-intervenor” to support remedies to 

constitutional violations in suing prison systems like Texas’ Ruiz v. Estelle and in 

extending a local jail suit to all jails in Alabama, as it did in Adams and United States v. 

Mathis.717 The goal for the DOJ’s vision of jail reform was to pressure states to adopt and 
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enforce minimum jail standards “by arguing that a state may not fail to act when its 

agents or subdivisions systematically deprive persons of due process rights” in a way that 

was “more deferential to state sovereignty” than other options.718 This was in part 

because they believed that “one-jail cases” dealt “with limited issues rather than with the 

jail as a whole.” In advancing a “national effort to achieve large-scale, voluntary 

compliance,” DOJ lawyers hoped for policies that would at least make pre-trial detention 

more Constitutional and at most eliminate it all together.719 This strategy allowed the 

DOJ to create an activist program of intervention within the already established tools for 

monitoring jail and prison conditions. A coordinated strategy of intervention that would 

link inmate complaints, class action suits, unenforced state jail inspections and standards, 

and federal funds; the engine for this coordinated federalist strategy would be a federal 

suit. 

 Cook County Jail was at the center of the Ford Administration’s effort to 

challenge inhumane conditions in local jails. Federal lawyers first became aware of 

problems at Cook County Jail through inspection reports the state of Illinois provided to 

the Department of Justice that led to an F.B.I. investigation in April 1975.720 National 

media stories like one that ran in Newsweek in August 1975 sustained their interest. The 
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story, “Jailhouse Shock” documented the escapes, Grand Jury investigations, and barn 

bosses that were commonplace in reports about the jail during the 1970s.721After reading 

the story, Pottinger ordered his underlings to ensure that “the allegations of wholesale 

violations of rights” were investigated “whether state and local, US Attorney’s office” or 

with their participation.722 In the eyes of DOJ lawyers like Stanley Pottinger, Winston 

Moore’s controversial administration, with its brutal commitment to control, massive 

construction projects, and publicized local lawsuits, made Cook County a national 

embarrassment. “Due to the size of the jail (the largest in the country, with a population 

of close to 5000) and the notoriety of its conditions (2200 over capacity),” a public 

accommodations and facilities sections lawyer wrote Pottinger, “we have the opportunity 

to improve conditions for a maximum number of detainees in one lawsuit.”723 

 As a national symbol of everything that was wrong with local jails— particularly 

given the amount of federal funding it had received— Pottinger and his staff identified 

Cook County Jail as the single jail through which DOJ would test its strategy of 

intervention while building cases against the all of the jails in states like Alabama and 

Washington State. “We have the opportunity to have a maximum impact on the 

developing law and on the actual conditions of confinement for jail inmates,” the lawyers 

noted, especially given that Cook County Jail held more inmates “than in all the 230 jails 
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in Alabama.”724 However, given the public battles to fire Moore on the ground in 

Chicago, U.S. Attorneys in Chicago and the Attorney General himself advised that it was 

best to wait until local people had worked out the politics of firing Winston Moore, lest 

“our filing will be perceived by the public as a call for Moore’s ouster.”725 Federal 

attorneys did not want to compromise this “very important case.”726 

 This ambivalence changed after Pottinger visited the jail himself with two 

consultants investigating the environmental conditions of the jail.727 “Living conditions 

for most of the inmates of the Cook County Jail fail to meet contemporary standards,” 

Pottinger recalled, and even worse, “Duran v. Elrod has stalled.” The jail, he noted, was 

building more buildings, but he anticipated that their capacity to relieve overcrowding 

was unlikely as the county’s “projection is based on zero population growth in the county 

and a zero increase in the crime rate.”728 The resulting report from the visit found the Jail 
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to be “overcrowded, insect and rat infested, improperly lighted and generally 

substandard,” so much so that “the substandard conditions in the institution have serious 

implications for the inmates who are required to spend extended periods of time in that 

single environment with its overt physical and biological stresses.”729 Inspectors critiqued 

the lack of hot water for hand washing in cells, no sanitation training for inmate food 

workers. Inmates washed utensils, clothes, and mops in the same utility sinks. Lack of 

dishwashers meant inmates ate from “soiled dishes” with “food-encrusted silverware,” 

which, inspectors asserted, “Is disgusting, even if not a health menace.”730 Once a month 

visits by exterminators were not enough to clear the rat and roach infestation of the 

facility. Overall, the jail was overcrowded, cells were dark and smelled of damp laundry, 

body odor and cigarette smoke (not to mention “roachy”).731 Overcrowding, “food 

service and the elimination of urine and fecal waste” in cells and other hygiene issues left 

the inspectors deeply concerned about the health impact of going to jail.732 In the wake of 

the report’s release, the Department of Justice extended its suit in U.S. v. Elrod, charging 

in court documents that the jail was “unfit for human habitation” and that detention there 

constituted cruel and unusual punishment.733  

                                                
729 “Summary and Conclusions,” Bailus Walker, Jr. and Theodore J. Gordon, 

“Report of Environmental Health Conditions at Cook County Jail,” 1977, Municipal 
Reference Collection, Chicago Public Library, Harold Washington Library Center. 

 
730 Ibid., 9. 
 
731 Ibid. 
 
732 Ibid., 15. 
 
733 Jay Branegan, “Jail bias suit pact wins OK,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 17, 1980, 

A2. 



 

237 

 A letter from local activists that the delay in federal engagement was having dire 

consequences at the jail further bolstered the DOJ’s drive to take up the suit. In a 

September 1976 letter, John Howard Association executive director Ira Schwartz sent a 

letter to the Jesse Queen, chief of the public accommodation and facilities section of the 

DOJ, outlining the continued problems at the jail. “The situation at the Cook County Jail 

is scandalous to say the least and requires immediate attention,” he begged, “we are 

anxious to see the problems at the Cook County Jail resolved and that proper care and 

treatment is afforded to the inmates.”734 In making this plea for help, it is clear that local 

groups like the JHA were coming to understand their own inefficacy in pressuring the jail 

to actually change its practice. Using this letter as a rationale for intervention, federal 

attorneys again took up the issue of conditions at Cook County Jail. 

 Strategically, the suit differed from previous cases in that it focused on the 

constitutional deficiencies of the jail but did not necessarily tie them to Winston Moore. 

“Overcrowding is the key factor to nearly all the deficiencies,” one report noted.735 

Coming after the radical expansion of the Master Plan, the case largely overlooked the 

failure of construction to bring about jail reform; the DOJ attorneys depicted a newly 

enormous jail that was “past the breaking point.”736 The continued use of archaic 

buildings Division 1 and the West Cellhouse, a vestigial House of Correction building 
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opened in 1909, were key features of the federal case as the jail had no plans to 

discontinue use of either building.737 The DOJ emphasized that central deficiency of the 

Master Plan was that “the entire plan is oriented toward facilities for the convicted 

inmates…rather than the pre-trial detainees.”738 The DOJ’s suit was also unique in that it 

included the State of Illinois because of its failure to enforce the jail’s non-compliance 

with state standards.739 The greatest leverage the United States had in bringing its case 

was its jurisdiction, arguing that treatment of inmates at the jail was “a matter of direct 

concern to the United States as evidenced by Congressional enactments such as the 

Omnibus Crime and Safe Streets Act… and the substantial sums of money expended 

annually pursuant to programs and activities funded under this statute by the Law 

Enforcement Assistance Administration.”740 

 The federal suit repackaged many of the concerns manifest in the local lawsuits as 

it made its case about “serious and systematic violations of rights” at the jail in a 

complaint filed in December 1976.741 In 1977, the DOJ added the matter of racial 

segregation in the jail to the case; this proved to be the saving grace of the suit when the 

United States lost its standing to sue for constitutional violations on behalf of third 
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parties.742 The suit showed that the even as class action suits would be supported and 

regarded as the preferred mode of action, even deferred to, the federal government could 

and would use its authority to challenge unconstitutional conditions wherever American 

citizens were incarcerated. In seeing its own suit as a compliment to the other class action 

suits being waged locally, the DOJ emphasized issues like visitation and recreation that 

had the judge had dismissed in Duran v. Elrod. It was the perceived “clearly erroneous” 

logic of Judge McMillen and the slow progress of Duran further drove the case 

forward.743 Federal lawyers clearly believed that federal involvement was needed to 

ensure that Duran proceeded, was effectively resolved, and constructed in a way that 

would producing enduring remedies to overcrowding.744  

 The case was not settled until 1980, long after Pottinger and Levi had left the DOJ 

and as the LEAA had stopped administering grants. The case ultimately turned on racial 

discrimination— as courts would not allow the DOJ to sue on behalf of the Constitutional 

rights of the detainees— and its accompanying consent decree proved successful in 

forcing the Jail to agree to adopt policies that limited racial segregation on tiers and better 

developed “housing units for inmates with special needs.”745 In this way, U.S. v. Elrod 
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was significant not for its decision but for the process Department of Justice lawyers used 

to press other institutions and suits to pursue meaningful reform of conditions at the jail. 

 

Conditions Amid Lawsuits 

 Locally, U.S. v. Elrod received a mixed response. Both Winston Moore and the 

governor of Illinois had believed the case was a ploy by the Ford administration to 

disrupt operations while leaving office, the Chicago Tribune was less dismissive. “When 

the federal government sues to force improvements…the suitable response—for 

everyone—is to acknowledge that there is an unsolved problem.”746 Sheriff Richard 

Elrod was incredulous. With buildings under construction, he could not make changes the 

Justice Department demanded overnight. With regard to the inmates who overcrowded 

the jail, Elrod asked, “What do you expect us to do, throw them out on the street?”747 

Like Moore, Elrod had great faith that fulfilling the Master Plan would resolve the jail’s 

problems. Yet in the face of conditions revealed by the class action suits, Elrod denied 

many of the charges and assured the public “we’re doing everything we can.”748 

Negotiating this newfound accountability for the substance of conditions, not just 

public perception of them, proved difficult for jail administrators. Both U.S. v. Elrod and 

Duran v. Elrod shaped internal critiques of jail conditions. In a 1977 report following the 
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firing of Winston Moore, county administrator Michael Igoe acknowledged that even if 

overcrowding was under control, Division 1’s archaic architecture made it a continued 

target for legal action. “The problem is that the structure does not conform to present 

prisoner requirement standards… namely, cell size, lighting and ventilation.”749 

 Igoe believed that the county had a choice between demolition and 

“rehabilitation” of the building, and rehabilitation made sense both because Division 1 

was structurally sound and because the county lacked space to house the 1,300 people 

currently housed there. Igoe proposed either “gutting the interior tier and providing new 

cell configurations” or “leave the cell configurations and locations where they are by 

eliminating one-half of the cells in a tier, by making one cell out of two” to yield cells 

twice as large. Selecting the latter plan, Cook County allocated $11 million dollars for the 

renovation. It was met with a motion from the Legal Assistance Foundation of Chicago, 

the lead team on Duran v. Elrod. An architect filing with the motion on the project 

cautioned that the renovations could still emerge in conflict with the standards of the 

court. “Then you’ve wasted money on the renovation, and you would be forced to pay 

more for the new building,” he stated, his charges including “the remodeled jail will be 

too noisy, inadequately lighted, and will have an obsolete and unsafe lock system and 

‘serious fire code violations,’” which amounted to having “no acceptable fire exit” from 

the tiers. Nonetheless, jail administrators moved forward with the renovation, which 
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reduced Division 1’s capacity to 650 inmates single-celled in cells twice as large as they 

had been in the past.750 

 As with the renovation of Division 1. Elrod continued to believe that construction 

would eliminate the jail’s legal problems. After inmates told a 1978 grand jury about 

sexual attacks and beatings, Elrod clung to claims of reform through construction as he 

assured the public that new buildings with more space for maximum-security offenders 

would improve conditions.751 Adding almost 2,000 beds to the jail’s capacity, Divisions 5 

and 6 were designed with a “residential character” and exteriors with a “non-institutional 

appearance.”752 With space in Division 5 for in-processing and sorting inmates into 

security classifications, the jail could now ensure “separations necessary for the 

protections of the residents.”753 “New clean and air day rooms make for humane living 

conditions,” one promotional booklet assured readers. Along with 100-square-foot cells, 

the largest in the jail, Elrod hoped that the new building would “give inmates a genuine 

incentive for rehabilitation and help reducing [sic] tension and frustration which can be 

the source of rebellion,” Elrod assured that the new and improved jail had the goal “to 

provide maximum security and humane treatment for inmates, including programs giving 
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every inmate the opportunity to regain a positive role in society.”754 There were no new 

programs, of course, but the public did not need to know that.  

 Rather than address jail conditions, Sheriff Elrod set about making the jail easier 

for him to govern. In the wake of Moore’s firing, he had shut down an activist effort, that 

included the League of Women Voters and Alliance to End Repression, to reduce the 

sheriff’s influence over the Cook County Department of Corrections board, a board 

created to curb the sheriff’s power and to provide governing recommendations from 

citizens within the county. Elrod supported a bill in the state legislature that would place 

the matter of hiring and firing the executive director back in the hands of the sheriff, 

rather than the board.755 When the bill passed, Elrod emerged not only with direct control 

over the employment over the executive director, but with the capacity to appoint three of 

its five members.756 Elrod’s consolidation of power over the jail’s chief oversight body, 

which had been sympathetic to Moore, effectively eliminated its original intent to curb 

the power of the sheriff and make the executive directorship a non-patronage position. 

With Elrod able to control who was on the commission, he eliminated its intended role of 

being an oversight body outside the jail. Elrod attempted to temper these critiques in 

hiring Phillip Hardiman, an African-American regarded as “affable and easy going” in 

contrast to the “flamboyant” Moore.757 With no corrections experience, as a thirteen-year 
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veteran of the sheriff’s department, Hardiman had the support of fellow democrat and 

Acting Mayor Michael Bilandic. Unlike an outside candidate, Hardiman came with the 

assurance of political loyalty to Elrod and the Democratic machine that he represented.758 

With Hardiman running the jail and the new facilities open, Elrod declared “I would rate 

the jail as one of the best of its kind in the country,” during a 1980 tour of the completed 

facilities.759 Reform was in the eye of the beholder. 

 As U.S. v. Elrod loomed, jail administrators used federal funds from the Chicago-

Cook County Criminal Justice Commission, the LEAA grant arm, to fund a study that 

suggested that inmate perceptions of the jail had improved. The study by Arthur Young 

& Company found a dramatic shift in inmate perceptions of conditions. seventy percent 

of inmates in Divisions 1, 2, 3, and 4 surveyed in 1978 described “conditions as either 

‘poor’ or ‘very poor.’” In 1979, only thirty-eight percent inmates in Divisions 5 and 6 

made the same assessment. However, while conditions complaints decreased in the newer 

facilities, complaints about “treatment by officers” jumped almost 20% and “tension and 

fighting with other inmates” increased 8%. In an interesting interpretive turn, the Arthur 

Young dismissed this shift, assuring the jail that improving conditions would be futile in 

the eyes of inmates. “This could be interpreted by stating that as improvements are made 

to various living conditions, inmates will no longer complain about those areas but will 
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focus on others.”760 Nonetheless, the study applauded Elrod for “developing a 

management control capability which incorporates the inmates’ perceptions of their 

environment.”761 The study’s conclusion was optimistic: “overall, inmates’ attitudes in 

the facility indicate continuing improvement in relationships with both fellow inmates 

and the correctional officers and a continuing decrease in tension in the institution.”762 

 The study’s findings and Elrod’s efforts to convince the courts that conditions did 

not require continued judicial intervention, were out of step with news reports that amp 

from the jail. In 1979, two Swedish judges toured the jail and denounced it as evidence 

that the “criminal justice system can be used as a political instrument against certain 

classes, poor people, and blacks.”763 Escapes plagued the jail. In 1978, nine inmates 

sawed an exit out of a segregation tier, repelling down the side of Division 1 using bed 

sheets.764 As it became clear that a lack of steel rebar in the new buildings made it easy 

for inmates to escape by breaking through concrete walls with tables in just thirty 

minutes, leading jail administrators to beg the county board to fund fencing around the 

new buildings.765 In a particularly embarrassing incidence, fifty inmates “overpowered 
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two correctional officers…then commandeered a sheriff’s transport bus and escaped by 

driving from the jail complex.” Fourteen of the inmates escaped the bus after the inmate 

driving the bus caused “a traffic accident” two blocks from the jail.766 Other instances of 

brutal violence made headlines. In 1978, the same detainee, an alleged gang leader, beat a 

guard after ordering attacks on two others.767 In 1981, pre-trial detainee Pedro Maldonado 

was “found stabbed and beaten to death” in his cell in Division 1. With escapes and 

violence still a prominent feature of jail life, it was not clear that Elrod’s claims to 

reform— or even the suits over the course of the 1970s— had appreciably improved 

conditions. 

 The actions of staff also indicated that the jail conditions remained dire. A 

unionization campaign among the corrections officers in the early 1980s. Staffing 

tensions had been persistent, as the County Board had repeatedly rejected Elrod’s 

requests for more guard staff even as more buildings opened at the jail.768 While the 

corrections officers had long had their own association at Lodge 20 of the Fraternal Order 

of Police, only a few hundred corrections officers were members and as such, the 1980 
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“blue flu” occurred outside of the protections of a union-sanctioned strike. In January 

1980, corrections officers called for a 20-24 percent raise to give them salary parity with 

sheriff’s deputies, dental insurance, and more sick and vacation days.769 With the highest 

pay for guards over $1000 less than the highest pay for police, the corrections officers 

told the press they wanted “to show we are worth the same amount as sheriff’s police.” 

County board president George Dunne dismissed this claim, arguing that “I don’t think 

the community will concede that being corrections officers, while hazardous, is anywhere 

near as hazardous as being a police officer.”770 For ten days, at least eighty-five to ninety-

three percent of 1,200 corrections officers did not show up for work. With some 

employees part of different law enforcement guilds and with many of the officers not in 

any union at all, it was difficult to enforce a court order to end the “job action.” With 

inmates placed on lockdown, the only inmates allowed any movement were those on 

trial. To maintain order, inmates were provided with free commissary items, such as 

cigarettes. Sheriff’s deputies guarded the jail. Although Rev. Jesse Jackson from 

Operation PUSH acted as a negotiator on behalf of the corrections officers, the action 

only came to an end when Sheriff Elrod threatened to start disciplinary hearings to fire 

participants. Ultimately, only the leaders of the action were fired. While officers made 

some gains on time off and grievance meetings with county leaders, they were unable to 

get more than a 6% pay raise. Although the guards were disappointed with the outcome, 

the labor action further undermined public perceptions that Elrod was in control of jail 
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employees. Although corrections officers did not officially join the Teamsters as a group 

until the summer of 1985, friction between corrections officers and administrators during 

the early 1980s suggested that Cook County remained understaffed and a very difficult 

place to work.771 

 As employee disruptions undermined Elrod’s effort to portray conditions at the 

jail as under control— let alone reformed— he was met with the courts’ final 

determination that racial segregation in the jail’s divisions must be resolved. The consent 

decree that emerged in 1980 under U.S. v. Elrod forced Elrod and the jail administration 

to agree to resolving some conditions without admitting to wrongdoing. While the courts 

had shot down the Department of Justice’s effort to sue the jail for eighth and fourteenth 

amendment violations, under the consent decree, Cook County agreed to avoid using 

“any criteria or methods of administration in assigning or classifying inmates to housing 

units” that segregated them “on the basis of their race, color, or national origin.”772 

Housing units, or jail divisions, had to reflect the overall racial composition of the jail, 
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meaning that the population of each division had to come within 5 percent, or “no 

division holding male inmates should be more than 80% nor less than 70% black; no 

more than 23% nor less than 13% white; no more than 12% nor less than 2% 

Hispanic.”773     

 Ultimately, enforcement of the consent decree was not exacting. The jail achieved 

“satisfactory” integration of the jail, but although federal inspectors found that while the 

jail was “not consciously discriminating, yet may include features related to race.” 

Precise integration was not followed, one inspector noted, because “it would be resented 

by minority (white) inmates who, if followed, would often be the only white person on 

the tier.774 Nonetheless, the consent decree in U.S. v. Elrod, even with its limited scope, 

put jail administrators in contact with the Department of Justice’s enforcement capacities 

and forced local people with come up with ways to accommodate the court-enforced 

standards. It also made it clear to Elrod that his rhetoric about improved conditions would 

have to have matching substance if he was to avoid the intervention of the courts. In spite 

of ongoing proceedings of Duran v. Elrod, a defining feature of his administration, and 

the persistent engagement of Department of Justice inspectors, transformation of jail 

conditions remained illusive.775  
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A Consent Decree for Duran 

Since filing in 1974, lawyers for the Legal Assistance Foundation had made 

repeated complaints on behalf of detainees and inmates at the jail; the case was stalled as 

Elrod and Moore had tried to persuade judges that they had made good faith efforts to 

transform the jail. By 1981, the lawyers for both teams were close to working out a 

consent decree to guarantee that Elrod and the jail’s administrators would take specific 

steps to change conditions in the jail. In the seven years since the case had been filed, a 

large number of class action suits had strengthened a protocol for resolving constitutional 

challenges to jail conditions. For Cook County, this process was made distinctive by the 

exacting demands of new district court Judge Milton Shadur. 

 Milton Shadur was new to the federal bench when he received the Duran case. A 

graduate of University of Chicago law school in 1949 and a long time private practice 

lawyer in Chicago, Shadur was nominated to the federal bench in 1980 by President 

Jimmy Carter.776 A long-time Bar Association leader, Shadur wrote briefs on behalf of 

the Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights Under the Law in the police killing of Black 

Panther Party leader Fred Hampton and later served on a federal grand jury that 

investigated the murder.777 Shadur had also served on the Illinois Judicial Inquiry Board, 

an oversight body that investigated corrupt and incompetent judges.778 As a new judge, 
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Shadur was best known approving a controversial plan to enforce desegregation of 

Chicago Public Schools.779 

 Shadur was among a cadre of judges remaking prisoner rights in the courts. 

Malcolm Feeley and Edward Rubin argued that judges like Shadur were part of a culture 

of “judicial policy making in which judges assumed a role in making prison and jail 

policy through the implementation of consent decrees. The so-called “hero judges” 

favored using consent decrees to push counties to assume accountability for improving 

conditions according to mutually agreed upon specifications, but according to the 

standards judges established. However, as Margo Schlanger has argued, a limited focus 

on these “hero judges” engendered a one-sided conversation; the contexts that these 

judges operated in shift the question from “how do judges make policy?” but rather, 

“how do courts function as an arena of policy disputation?” As780 in Duran v. Elrod, 

consent decrees were often the result of a lengthy negotiation process. For a 1977 

Department of Justice study, M. Kay Harris and Dudley Spiller described the process of 

establishing a consent decree in the case Collins v. Schoonfeld: 
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Some 25 conferences were held before the decree was finalized. The 
decree formulation process that was employed in Collins provided the 
defendants with an opportunity to raise obstacles, practical constraints, 
and otherwise contribute substantially to development of a realistic and 
correctionally sound order. The process also had the effect of wearing 
down resistance that might otherwise have persisted. Finally, but 
importantly, the judge's firm determination that the relief be agreed upon 
and implemented was effectively conveyed to the parties through this 
process.781 
 

In the case of Duran v. Elrod, Shadur’s role as a judicial policy maker meant that he was 

left to ensure that Elrod and the other defendants followed through not just on the 

specifics of their agreement, but the spirit of it. In entering the case in what appeared to 

be the final stage before resolution, Shadur became the arbiter of how much reform at 

Cook County Jail was enough. 

Shadur’s capacity to bring about resolution on other issues facing Chicago’s 

largest institutions through the courts informed his direct handling of Duran v. Elrod. In 

the context of Duran, looking to the model of Temple University criminologist Wayne N. 

Welsh, Shadur was a player in a process that extended back to the “trigger” events of 

1967 and 1968 and the legal strategy of lawyers who sought to use appeals to the federal 

courts to establish a constitutional basis for the “liability” of political actors. In filing suit 

against Elrod, as well as jail administrators, attorneys “attempted to assign 

responsibility… as a means of achieving reform.”782 As with the school desegregation 

case, Shadur inherited a case that had been informed by, as Welsh puts it, “a constellation 
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of actors and events” and was left to determine which remedies would best yield the 

outcomes he desired.783 In the case of Cook County Jail, Shadur looked to the fact that 

the case had been ongoing for nearly ten years, and in spite of calls for reform over the 

course of the case, in spite of the massive building plan, conditions and overcrowding 

were still major problems at the jail. Given the awareness Elrod had about the problems 

the jail faced, particularly in the wake of U.S. v. Elrod, Shadur would have likely seen 

that required significant judicial remedy informed by the assumption that “politically 

powerful defendants” could benefit from a system of “forced accountability.”784 

 At long last, county officials and lawyers for inmates worked out a consent decree 

filed with Judge Shadur on April 9, 1982. The product of months worth of work, the 

fifteen page agreement included provisions to improve conditions for pre-trial detainees, 

85% of the jail’s population.785 To ensure the eighth and fourteen amendment rights of 

detainees and inmates were preserved, “This Decree called for the renovation and 

modernization of the county jail facilities; increasing of staff personnel; improvement in 

food services and provision of personal hygiene supplies; increased access to the law 

library; [and] more physical exercise periods and increased hours for visitation.”786 

Considering that Cook County had, in Elrod’s tenure alone, added nearly 3,000 beds to 

the jail at a cost of over $150 million, the provisions for renovation, clearly targeted at 
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Division 1, were a major concession.787 Given that inmates had always slept on the floor 

during periods of overcrowding, the stipulation that inmates “be given permanent beds in 

a cell and not be required to sleep on floors or on mattresses on floors” marked a true 

break with the past.788 Similarly, providing warm food to inmates would be difficult 

given the jail’s reliance on a centralized kitchen. But other stipulations, such as the 

requirement for more staff, would have likely been appealing to Elrod. After decades of 

understaffing and the recent Blue Flu, the requirement for more staff, enough staff to 

sustain inmate movement for exercise and visitation would have been welcome as 

pressure on stingy county commissioners who refused to fund the jail. Elrod was 

optimistic. “We are already doing 99 percent of what is spelled out in the decree,” he told 

the Tribune. “Following the decree is no problem.”789 In spite of this confidence and 

state’s attorney Richard M. Daley’s acceptance of the decree, Cook County continued to 

appeal the case. 

 To ensure that Elrod and county government lived up to the provisions of the 

decree, two points of enforcement were included in it. First, the decree provided for the 

establishment of a grievance system so that inmates could file complaints if they felt their 

rights were being violated.790 More significantly, however, the county and the lawyers 

agreed that the John Howard Association would be entrusted with monitoring progress; 
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jail monitors would report findings from visits to the jail to Judge Shadur. The John 

Howard Association had long had an adversarial relationship with jail administrators, but 

its status as a non-partisan group made the JHA Judge Shadur’s “eyes and ears” in the 

jail.791 With federally-sanctioned influence, the JHA went from being critics of jail 

practices to having the power to sway enforcement of reform. 

 

Conclusion 

 Individual, class action, and federal lawsuits represented a reconfiguration of 

relationships of the legal community to the jail. A new class of public interest lawyers, 

both within Chicago’s legal assistance community and in the Department of Justice, 

played an essential role in using lawsuits to challenge the disconnect between claims to 

reform and barbaric conditions that were, in function, policy. Because the transient nature 

of jail detainees and inmates made it difficult for inmates to launch a sustained prisoner 

rights movement, public interest lawyers played a key role in assuring the continuity 

needed as conditions oversight transitioned from local Grand Juries and state inspectors 

transitioned to more responsive courts. Individual court cases and particularly targeted 

class action suits found relatively expeditious handling in the courts and were able to 

improve conditions for a small percentage of inmates in the jail. Broader class action 

claims that the jail violated the due process and cruel and unusual punishment protections 

of the Constitution proved more difficult to build and struggled to gain traction in the 

courts during the 1970s. Nonetheless, these cases proved important in contradicting 

official myths that suggested that that construction and changes to policy and 
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administrators had brought about reform at the jail. The courts became the best venue for 

undermining administrative imaginings of reform as court documents created counter-

narratives about the capacity of the jail to safely and humanely detain pre-trial offenders. 

With agreement to the consent decree in Duran and the implementation of monitoring by 

the John Howard Association, Cook County Jail administrators were at long last 

accountable for their failures to live up to their claims of reform.  

 As a result of the scandalous conditions under Winston Moore’s administration, 

ongoing legal pressure, and continued problems at the jail, reform ideals had little 

potency by the early 1980s. The administrative fantasy that the jail could change an 

individual’s behavior was gone. The myth that more jail beds would relieve the jail’s 

overcrowded and brutal conditions had not delivered. After twenty-five years, 

administrators had proven that their preoccupation with the myth and ceremony of reform 

had not delivered substantive changes to the conditions inmates and pre-trial detainees 

lived in. Incarcerated people and their lawyers mounted continuing challenges to the 

conditions of the jail but none had amounted to an overhaul of conditions across the 

whole jail. But changing narratives, or conditions when possible, was not enough to stop 

the overcrowding at the jail and the catastrophic conditions that all detainees and inmates 

encountered in the jail. The limitations of the consent decree during the 1980s provided 

opportunities for the revival of reformist claims by administrators. 
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CHAPTER 7  

ALTERNATIVES TO INCARCERATION AND THE REVIVAL OF REFORM 

 
 

 Just weeks after jail officials and the federal court reached Duran v. Elrod consent 

decree agreement, Sheriff Elrod received news that the jail had achieved accreditation. In 

spite of the recent consent decree, the accreditation by the American Correctional 

Association’s Commission of Accreditation allowed him to continue advancing his 

narrative that things at the jail were ever improving. The jail, Elrod said, “is a grim 

institution serving an unpleasant purpose. But as its accreditation shows, it is now serving 

the purpose humanely and well.”792 A promotional booklet celebrated Elrod’s new jail 

and touted the jail’s new credentials as “a modern correctional institution with a growing 

national reputation.”793  

 At the heart of this document was that Cook County Jail’s achievement as the 

only large jail in the United States to achieve accreditation by the American Correctional 

Association’s Commission of Accreditation in 1982. Elrod situated the jail’s capacity to 

achieve acknowledgement for its improvement in the fulfillment of the construction 

master plan. “It took courage and foresight to spend taxpayers money on six new 

facilities replacing the previously overcrowded and obsolete conditions, but this award 

recognizes the wisdom of that decision.”794 Revising the narrative that had advanced by 
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striking corrections officers and class action suits, County Board president George Dunne 

asserted, “this award is a product of eleven years of cooperation between the Sheriff’s 

Office and the County Board. It is a credit to the Sheriff and the new breed of 

correctional officers, who are professionals trained in security and humane 

procedures.”795 Executive Director Phillip Hardiman offered the headiest assessment of 

the award: “Right now, I know we’re the best jail in the United States.”796 

 Alas, the court monitor appointed by Judge Milton Shadur in the Duran case 

found that this rhetoric did not reflect reality. Six months after the consent decree was 

agreed upon, John Howard Association monitor Charlie Fasano began his visits to Cook 

County Jail. In his report in November 1982, he found three hundred people sleeping on 

the floor amidst shortages of “blankets, soap, [and] toilet paper.” 797 With conditions 

worsening because of overcrowding, Judge Shadur was pressed to take action against 

“the best jail in the United States.” With Fasano’s report in hand, Shadur implemented a 

population cap. In early 1983, Shadur limited Cook County Jail’s population to 4,500 

inmates and detainees, some 500 less than were in the jail. Shadur demanded that cap be 

achieved within weeks. The population cap presented a serious problem for Elrod and 

Hardiman. Attributing the crowding to “dark economic times,” the jail administrators 

found themselves with larger numbers of people unable to pay their bonds. “In some 
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instances, it’s cheaper for them to stay in jail for four or five days,” Hardiman told the 

Tribune of the “people arrested on traffic offenses” who could not post the required $100-

$500 bond. Immediately, the John Howard Association suggested that the jail release 

these detainees on release on recognizance bonds, showing that this group alone would 

reduce the jail’s population by six to ten percent.798 Could releasing the poorest, lowest 

risk offenders permanently relieve overcrowding? The Cook County Sheriff was willing 

to try. 

 The 1980s are often remembered for the crack epidemic, the attendant Reagan-era 

War on Drugs, and the establishment of what sociologist David Garland called the 

“culture of control” in which the state became increasingly preoccupied with crime 

control rather than rehabilitative or reformist ends.799 One manifestation of this culture 

was the San Francisco jail presented in John Irwin’s classic 1985 ethnography The Jail in 

which he witnessed these transformations first hand. Irwin situated the rise of jails and 

the carceral state within understandings of social control and risk management. Irwin 

claimed that broken windows policing, the key strategy of the War on Drugs, served to 

“make matters worse” by subjecting greater numbers of low-risk offenders “to the harsh 

and alienating experiences of arrest, booking, and jail… an experience that confirms their 

status and replenishes their ranks.”800 Irwin’s claims emerged from a particular punitive 
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context of the increased use of urban jails for crime prevention. As policing through the 

War on Drugs wreaked havoc on American cities, so to did American jails face the 

difficult question of how to “manage” what Irwin called, “the rabble,” people 

increasingly whom, over the course of the 1980s, had been reimagined as “dangerous” 

offenders whom local officials did not have space to incarcerate but were responsible for 

using incarcerate to prevent their crimes.801 As Malcolm Feeley and Jonathan Simon 

argued in 1992, this moment marked “the emergence of new discourses,” as “the 

language of probability and risk increasingly replaces earlier discourses of clinical 

diagnosis and retributive judgment.”802 Prisons and jails became responsible for detaining 

in order to prevent crime. In both The Jail and within “the new penology,” social 

scientists in the 1980s and early 1990s depicted jails as capable of sustaining the 

expectations of a society eager to control and punish crime. In their orderly presentations, 

we lose sight of the 1980s for what they were to local jails: a time of haphazard, reactive 
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policymaking in which overcrowding on an unprecedented scale and ongoing 

mismanagement made jail conditions more chaotic.  

 Social control and risk management narratives depict an orderly criminal justice 

system fully in control and capable of quickly implementing new policies. This could not 

be further from the truth; looking to Cook County Jail reminds us that punitive politics 

relied on path-dependent institutions that for decades had relied on myths of reform to 

sustain their institutional legitimacy. In Cook County, the turn toward punitive politics, 

advanced most heartily by prosecutor Richard M. Daley, collided with ongoing efforts to 

bring detention at Cook County jail into alignment with Constitutional standards. Thus, 

the punitive moment was characterized by the reformulation of old ideologies of reform. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Cook County officials thought jail reform could be achieved by 

doing nothing more than meeting the standards of Judge Shadur’s population cap; like 

Winston Moore, Cook County’s sheriffs equated reform with bed capacity. What 

changed, however, was their use of release on recognizance and so-called “alternatives to 

incarceration” to negotiate their lack of bed space even as they again tried to build their 

way out of overcrowding. Now oriented toward incarcerating the people they imagined 

were the worst of the worst pre-trial offenders, jail officials eagerly sought to build more 

maximum security bed space— a project made more difficult by expanding definitions of 

which pre-trial detainees were most dangerous. 

  In shifting the focus away from conditions that incarcerated people lived in and 

in limiting the focus of judicial accountability to the sheer number of people housed in 

the jail, the population cap reduced the stakes of reform to controlling overcrowding. No 

longer imagining the jail as a site of rehabilitation— at least not for everyone who came 
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through— jail administrators focused their reform efforts on achieving greater capacity in 

the jail and supporting initiatives that they hoped would reduce the population so they 

could have space for “the worst of the worst.” In trying to press for one kind of reform— 

population reduction— federal courts became implicated in the formation of a new 

assertions of reform. Yet it was the innovations that Cook County Sheriffs embraced— 

rehabilitation-sounding “alternatives to incarceration” and “release on recognizance” that 

allowed some detainees to await trial at home— that lent the jail legitimacy in a moment 

when the jail overcrowded because of the War on Drugs. That jails were accountable to 

the courts legitimized all of their reformist responses— even when they failed.  

 

The Rise and Fall Release on Recognizance 

 The population cap placed jail administrators in a bind: how would the jail fulfill 

its role as an incarcerating institution if it did not have enough beds? The jail could not 

compel judges release would-be detainees without bail but this did not stop Sheriff Elrod 

from mounting a lobbying campaign with both judges and the state prison system to 

remove inmates from the jail.803 First, Sheriff Elrod looked to the criminal courts for 

support in dealing with the immediate consequences of the population cap. In March, the 

county sent 340 people with low bonds to judges to try to get them further reduced. The 

judges were not interested in helping the county meet the population cap. When only 

forty-eight received bond reductions, Elrod was no closer to being able to meet the 
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population cap and clearly realized that he would have no support from the courts.804 The 

local judiciary’s unwillingness to help may have been tied to corruption in the courts; a 

federal investigation called Operation Greylord during the 1980s revealed rampant case 

fixing in Cook County and the judges may have resented any further federal 

interference.805 

 Second, when the judicial solution failed, Elrod looked to the Illinois Department 

of Corrections for relief in expediting the transfer of sentenced felony inmates to the state 

prison. His proposal was met with a threat that overcrowded state prisons might soon stop 

taking new inmates from county jails at all.806 After a tense showdown, the state prisons 

took only ninety of 130 people scheduled for transfer, forcing Cook County to detain the 

remaining inmates until the state prisons could make space. Faced with his own 

overcrowding problem, especially as sixty-five percent of new inmates came from Cook 

County, an exasperated Michael Lane, director of the ILDOC, began releasing prison 

inmates early in spite of having no authority to do so. With more punitive sentences for 

property crimes and no prison construction during the 1970s, Lane felt the releases were 

his best option. When the state Supreme Court ended this practice, rejecting inmates from 
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county jails, he said, was his last possible recourse. Lane asserted, “I don’t have any 

reasonable, rational or lawful choices to make. I’m out of choices.”807  

 Unable to find support from the courts and the overcrowded prison system, Elrod 

again began to pursue construction as a means of reform. Plans for a $1.5 million 

addition stalled throughout 1982.808 In 1983, proposals called for a prefabricated 500-bed 

structure on the south side of the jail’s campus, on the site of the old House of 

Corrections. At a cost of between $2.5 and $3.5 million, county board members hoped it 

would be an adequate and affordable solution to overcrowding, even as 800 detainees 

slept on the floor. They anticipated that it would “meet resistance from some board 

members and prison watchdog groups as a stopgap plan that will not solve the long-term 

problem of overcrowding.”809 The County Board postponed construction after allegations 

of bid-rigging triggered a federal investigation; Cook County abandoned the bids and 

drew up new proposals with better spec materials. In spite of the delays, Elrod believed 

that construction was a clear path to jail reform. “It is clearly obvious that the need is for 

the erection of a new facility so that the population cap can be expanded to accommodate 

whatever number of inmates is remanded to my custody,” he told the Tribune.810 Having 
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initiated construction and pursued judicial reevaluation of bonds, Cook County had 

proven that it had taken multiple steps to relieve overcrowding. Their hope was that the 

jail would be fine once it had enough beds; all administrators needs to claim they were in 

the process of reform was to persuade Judge Shadur that they were trying.  

 Following the actions of the state prisons director, Cook County Jail 

administrators began to release inmates using release on recognizance (ROR), the bail 

reform abandoned after the Cook County Special Bail Project ended. Sheriff Elrod staged 

a theatrical performance in the local press to show how reluctant he was to be involved in 

the release of inmates. “It should be understood that the sheriff himself has no authority 

to reduce the population at the jail,” his spokesman told the press, “Those inmates are 

incarcerated under the orders of Circuit Court judges.”811 Executive Director Hardiman 

assured the public those released would likely be traffic offenders.812 In August of 1983, 

when the jail made its first ROR releases, a spokesperson for Sheriff Elrod told the 

Tribune, “We are doing it very reluctantly; we tried hard not to do it.” Placing the blame 

on Judge Shadur, she asserted, “But we’re under court order, and under that order we 

have no choice.”813    

 Using the rhetorical framing of having “no choice,” jail administrators began 

ROR releases. They identified 120 detainees fit for release based on how long they had 

been held in the jail relative to their bond amount and released those who had been in jail 
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the longest and had the lowest amount of bail. Once released, the jail had exactly 4,500 

inmates. As they moved forward with more releases, Executive Director Hardiman noted, 

“what makes us very nervous is sooner or later we’re going to release someone who’s 

going to go out and commit a crime.”814 Shadur too was ambivalent about ROR as a 

solution. “It is not the purpose of this court to loose upon society those who should not be 

loosed upon society,” he said, acknowledging that Cook County had agreed to the 

population cap and was responsible for implementing it. Anyone who could be blamed 

for missteps under ROR sought to distance themselves as much as possible from the risk 

and responsibility of releasing pre-trial detainees.815   

As Sheriff Elrod struggled to implement policies that could help the jail meet the 

population cap, standards governing bail were transforming the landscape of pretrial 

incarceration. The passage of the Bail Reform Act of 1984 in Congress was at the heart 

of these changes. As part of a package of bills known as the Comprehensive Crime 

Control Act of 1984, the omnibus was best known for its punitive sentencing reforms that 

established the United States Sentencing Commission, establishing civil asset forfeiture, 

and its reorganization of the Department of Justice’s LEAA into the Bureau of Justice 

Assistance. The notion that bail decisions might take into account the potential 

dangerousness of an offender was unsuccessfully introduced by Democratic Senator 

Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts in 1980; when reintroduced in 1983 by former 

prosecutor and Michigan congressman Rep. Harold Sawyer, the bill’s intent was 
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clarified: it would repeal and amend the Bail Reform Act of 1966.816 According to 

supporters like New York Senator Alfonse D’Amato, the new bail reform act allowed for 

the expansion of “preventative detention” before trial in order to keep those with 

extensive criminal histories off the streets, thus restoring “the proper balance between the 

rights of the accused and the rights of society.”817 The bill passed with broad bipartisan 

support. At a moment when local jails like Cook County were already filled to 

overcapacity, federal laws were changing the standards for pre-trial detention with no 

regard for local capacities to meet demand. 

 While bail reform in the 1966 had been about “eliminating the use of 

inappropriate pretrial detention,” critics like Temple University criminologist John 

Goldkamp argued that the new bail reform act’s emphasis on public safety created a 

sharp break with the bail reform movement’s emphasis on ROR. “Contrary to the 

criticisms of bail practices by reform advocates of the 1960’s that bail decisions should 

not rely primarily on the seriousness of the current charge to determine likely risk, the 

predominant criterion for defining a defendant’s eligibility for pretrial detention under the 

recent pretrial danger laws is the criminal charge.”818 With unclear definitions of what 

constituted danger, jails would have to “detain on the basis of some anticipated harm, 

some future act that is only generally defined and which can never be tested (because 
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when a defendant is confined, the opportunity to pose the anticipated danger is 

removed.)”819 This new practice of “denying freedom on the basis of unproven past acts 

and anticipated future conduct,” Goldkamp charged, would yield “very large amounts of 

unnecessary detention and is likely to contribute greatly to jail overcrowding but very 

little to the reduction of crime.”820 As prosecutorial discretion and risk aversion became 

central tenants of bail decisions, it appeared clear that jails would bear the brunt of 

federal bail reform’s emphasis on crime prevention.821 

 In Cook County, state’s attorney Richard M. Daley, son of former Mayor Richard 

Daley, advanced punitive bail reforms without regard for the existing chaos in the jail. In 

January 1985, the Tribune announced that over 20,000 people had been released since 

July 1983 and since December, had been releasing those with felony charges, something 

“possibly unsettling” to “those given to fear of crime a bit of paranoia and deadbolt locks 

on doors.” State’s attorney Richard M. Daley charged that the release of ten alleged 

felons each day was jeopardizing public safety. “The threat to public safety is as real as it 

is immediate. The issue now before the federal court is whether the temporary comfort of 

jail inmates takes priority over the safety of our community,” he argued. Condemning 
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Elrod’s release of over 25,000 people to meet the population cap, Daley charged, “I 

cannot believe that the judge knew his original decree would lead to the release of 

dangerous criminals.”822  

 While Daley’s appropriation of the “tough on crime” rhetoric that informed the 

Bail Reform Act might have appealed to popular sentiment, Shadur took this accusation 

personally and issued a public rebuttal. Shadur noted that the case had been pending for 

eleven years; it was not his fault that it had come to the federal court, but rather, because 

“local government defaulted on their duties.” Shadur was explicit in his assessment of 

pre-trial conditions, reminding Daley that the “felons” he spoke of were innocent in the 

eyes of the law. “‘I don’t believe accused defendants should be kept in country club 

facilities,” he asserted. “It is a mistaken viewpoint that to create constitutional living 

conditions is to be soft on criminals and soft on crime. That is dead wrong.”823 

Ultimately, Shadur argued, “The conditions of release… are within the control of the 

persons who run County Jail.”824 Thus, Shadur highlighted that a punitive approach to 

bail, and in turn, a punitive reformation of the purposes of pre-trial detention, would have 

to be reconciled with the pre-existing limitations of Cook County Jail’s facilities and the 

institution’s ongoing failure to provide constitutional conditions. The overlap of the 

adoption of punitive bail reforms that contradicted efforts to curb populations in local 
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jails further complicated advancement of population control at the jail as the standards for 

who had to be in jail were changing. 

 Local judges largely resisted the jail’s effort to promote ROR as a new avenue for 

reform. In spite of Shadur’s efforts to mediate the overcrowding crisis, in the local 

criminal courts and at the jail, public safety rhetoric continued to impact bail and release 

decisions. Regardless of Shadur’s opinion, the Illinois Criminal Justice Authority found 

through interviews with judges during the same period that “media attention was focused 

on several ‘sensational’ cases involving defendants out on bond committing violent 

crimes.” Even though the judges had been ordered by the chief criminal court judge to 

issue more I-bonds in order to relieve jail overcrowding, such stories “might have 

indirectly influenced judges decisions to set higher bonds in response to public opinion 

about the effects of pretrial release on public safety.”825 Fostering this sense of imminent 

danger that began to surround the releases, Phillip Hardiman penned an editorial for the 

Chicago Tribune charging that the jail remained overcrowded because they could not 

release every person for whom they did not have a bed because “the persons we did not 

release were thought to be a possible danger to the public or to themselves.”826  

 The reform idea that capacity would alter conditions did not deliver and did not 

reduce the political consequences of ongoing overcrowding for Sheriff Elrod. Cook 

County won an appeal that allowed them to use double celling to control the population 
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until May 15, when the jail addition opened.827 After the opening of the $4.3 million 

dollar building, Division 8, opened in 1985, the additional 500-beds allowed the Sheriff 

to discontinue ROR releases from June 1985 until November 1986.828 A new building 

housing Cermak Health Services and the Residential Treatment Unit, Division 8, opened 

with so little fanfare that it did not even rate newspaper coverage; in the wake of the 

consent decree, perhaps celebration seemed in poor taste.829 Four escapes between 1984 

and 1986 suggested that conditions in the jail were still work the risk of added time and 

being killed.830 After the final escape, the implications for Elrod became clear as his 

challenger in the sheriff’s election used the escape as evidence of his failure. Criticizing 

corrections officers for not a shooting mentally ill inmate during the escape, Sheriff 

candidate James O’Grady told the press, Elrod “has been incompetent for 16 years.”831 
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With persistent overcrowded conditions at the jail, the Chicago Tribune’s editors 

concluded, “the rest of the process becomes a kind of sham.”832 

 In the 1986 sheriff’s election, Elrod’s struggle to manage the jail finally caught up 

with him. His opponent James O’Grady was a thirty-two year veteran of the Chicago 

police department who had served as superintendent from 1978-1979, retiring after 

Harold Washington’s election in 1983.833 O’Grady had worked for Elrod from 1979-1981 

as an undersheriff.834 O’Grady changed from the Democratic to the Republican Party in 

1985.835 O’Grady benefited from the support of the Republican National Committee, 

which poured $171,000 into the campaign in order to promote O’Grady, an Irish 

Catholic, as a “new Republican,” bringing legions of former Democrats into the party.836 

Running on the idea that Elrod’s time as sheriff “appears to be a reign, not a term or 

tenure,” O’Grady ran on the premise that Elrod’s corruption had fostered inept staffing 

that undermined the legitimacy of the sheriff’s office.837 O’Grady centered many of his 
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critiques of the “Teflon sheriff” on mismanagement of the jail. There was certainly plenty 

of fodder. In the midst of the race, corrections officers shot and killed detainee Rex Olson 

as he attempted to escape over a jail wall, prompting O’Grady to highlight the absence of 

“a clear-cut security policy”; after another escape, O’Grady told the press, “His inability 

to professionally administer the jail proves to be a danger to the people of Cook County 

as well as an embarrassment.”838 Jail conditions put Elrod on the defensive, and in spite 

of his efforts to play up his record of improvement at the jail, he could not win.839 After 

his election, O’Grady quickly began to try to implement a jail agenda by appointing 

Spencer Leak as executive director when Hardiman resigned after the election. Leak, who 

prior to running the jail had run his family’s funeral home, had a master’s degree in 

corrections from Chicago State University, but no corrections experience.840 Dismissing 

concerns, “A department spokesman said, “it’s no big deal that Leak has no jail 
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experience. Leak himself pointed out that the last three executive directors didn't have 

any, either.”841 

O’Grady’s election and his agenda did not buy Cook County any extra time in 

resolving its problems. The jail remained overcrowded and jail officials continued to 

release fifty to sixty detainees a day, formalizing ROR in a program they called 

Administrative Mandatory Release (AMR). In November 1986, AMR was limited to 

bonds of $10,000 or less, non-violent, $1000 up front.842 In April of 1988, Shadur gave 

the jail a sixty day deadline for its “tardily began and inadequate” response to 

overcrowding. Threatening a fine of $1,000 dollars a day for overcrowding and a 

contempt of court citation, jail administrators would have to react fast if they wanted to 

avoid fines by May. Releasing people charged with felonies was a new frontier for the 

jail. Those awaiting trial for property crimes such as auto theft and burglary were among 

the AMF releases. Assuring the public that he personally checked each release, Executive 

Director Spencer Leak promised, “We’re trying to limit it to those people accused of 

crimes against property, not people.”843 But the reality was that jail officials were 

realizing unprecedented numbers of people accused of felonies without the blessing of 

criminal court judges in a moment when fears about crime were high. 
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Leak and O’Grady extended AMF to include bonds of $1,001 up to $20,000, 

releasing people on “I-bonds” at no cost. In March 1988, less than 1,000 I-bonds had 

been granted by the jail; by July, the jail granted over 2,000, nearly a quarter of which 

were to “high bond” detainees.844 In terms of impacting the jail’s population from month 

to month, this meant that CCDOC reduced the population by 136 in January of 1988; by 

May, the jail’s population was reduced by 969 detainees. Where only one high bond 

detainee was released in January, some 368 were released in May.845 Because high bond 

detainees tended to stay for longer periods of time awaiting trial or disposal of charges, 

releasing high bond inmates allowed jail administrators to use I-bonds to have a more 

pronounced impact on jail population. With construction stalled and no cooperation from 

criminal court judges who continued to issue high bonds for all types of accused crimes, 

I-bonds the best solution for relieving overcrowding. Sheriff James O’Grady was left 

with the politically unpopular task of releasing people accused of misdemeanors and 

felonies back into the community while they awaited trial in spite of their judicial bond 

decisions. 

 

Master Plan Redux 

The myth that population control would reform the jail became unsustainable as 

tension over Cook County’s use of I-bond releases for pre-trial offenders reached fever 

pitch in the summer of 1988. This was in large part because the case of William “Willie” 
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Horton changed the dynamics of the presidential race. Horton, serving life without parole 

for murder, committed a brutal rape and stabbing of a Maryland couple while out on 

weekend furlough in April 1987. Vice President George H.W. Bush deployed the 

incident during the Republican National Convention in June 1988, as a challenge to his 

Democratic opponent, Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis’s record on crime.846 

The Horton case became a symbol of Republican efforts to deploy racialized tactics and 

provoked national conversations about the need for government to prevent crime. In 

Chicago, the Horton case was not invoked in critiques of Cook County’s work release 

program, which allowed offenders to leave the jail for work while serving sentences at 

the jail on nights and weekends. But it was no coincidence that in the months following 

the introduction of Horton into national politics, Cook County’s criminal court judges 

and law enforcement grew shrill about the possibility of recidivism by those released on 

I-bonds.  

Sheriff James O’Grady faced scalding criticisms that summer as he began to issue 

ROR bonds to people accused of non-violent felony crimes. “I am generating narcotics 

arrests out of my eyeballs,” Chicago Police Department Superintendent LeRoy Martin 

told the Chicago Tribune in September 1988. “I need a building, with some bars on the 

windows, and someone to say, ‘That is a jail.’”847 Looking to the ongoing War on Drugs 
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and gang wars he saw raging in the streets, Martin asked, “What good does it do for us to 

come out and arrest if they have no place to put them? I'd love to have more people,” he 

said, referencing his own staffing problems, “but I'd rather have a jail.”848 As O’Grady’s 

releases ignored bonds set by judges in bond hearings, local judges claimed it was an 

“infringement on their judicial responsibly to set bonds.” Unsurprisingly, Judge Earl 

Strayhorn declared, “I think was Sheriff O’Grady is doing is illegal. He has no right to 

release individuals from jail by their signatures.”849 Presiding Criminal Courts Judge 

Richard J. Fitzgerald feared letting pre-trial defendants compromised the legitimacy of 

law enforcement writ large. “It puts the whole justice system in a very precarious 

position,” Fitzgerald argued, calling for a 10,000-bed jail. “The only solution is a bigger 

facility.”850  

At the heart of the struggle over who was responsible for the overcrowded jail and 

how it would be resolved, the chief deputy sheriff tried to shift blame to the population 

cap, with its fine of $1,000 a day. “Federal rule reigns supreme,” one observer 

conceded.851 But the real struggle, as Judge Milton Shadur reminded O’Grady, was that 

Cook County had negotiated and had agreed to the terms of the court order but had not 
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fulfilled its responsibility to come up with a solution.852 With Winston Moore’s master 

plan long forgotten and institutional memory of the tumultuous 1960s and 1970s fading, 

an editorial in the Chicago Tribune charged, “Cook County has no plan. It has no 

definitive study on which to base a plan. It is not likely to have a study or plan anytime 

soon.”853 As the building boom of the 1970s had all but filled the County’s available land 

at the jail, O’Grady began to consider construction as a means of dealing with the 

population cap. He met with city realtors to see if a land swap might allow the county to 

undertake more construction.  

But with the County Board unwilling to approve construction funding for his 

hands were tied. Exasperated, the editorial staff of the Chicago Tribune issued another 

volley. “The wonder is that all the county’s officials aren’t wrestling to take the lead, 

because the issue is so simple, so perfect and so clear.” Having clearly forgotten their 

own paper’s support for Hans Mattick’s smaller jail agenda in the 1960s, the editors 

asked boldly, “Who-- prison reformers and law-and-order enthusiasts alike-- would not 

be for a bigger, better jail, with more cells and safer streets?”854 With public sentiment 

rallying behind construction, Sheriff O’Grady reluctantly announced that he would ask 

the county for sixty million dollars to support a 750-bed jail addition.855 
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 To placate the rising tide of critique of I-bond practices, Sheriff James O’Grady 

proposed a multi-faceted program that demonstrated that reform, again, once meant the 

tools the jail used to manage the jail’s population. If the City of Chicago would donate a 

land plot near the jail, Cook County would build a 750-bed maximum-security building 

to ensure violent offenders were not released before trial. To silence critiques of Cook 

County’s lack of planning, he would initiate a study to predict the jail’s population needs 

for the 1990s so that the jail would not be caught of guard as it had been in the 1980s. 

Further funds would be set aside to study the use of “modular celling” or portable, 

temporary cell buildings that could help Cook County negotiate the flood of arrests 

during construction and planning. O’Grady proposed that work release be moved off site 

to free up more beds.  

 Finally, he suggested Cook County allocate funds for an Electronic Monitoring 

House Arrest System to allow offenders to await trial outside the jail.856 Anticipating that 

$36,500,000 would cover the costs for such services, the alternatives to incarceration 

represented close to building a new building for accused people each year.857 The only 

difference, however, was that most of these services would exist outside the jail. Offering 

so many solutions, O’Grady relied on a range of strategies that together might relieve the 

population strain on the jail immediately and well into the future. With these strategies, 
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O’Grady hoped that he might find a way out of Judge Shadur’s contempt of court fines. 

O’Grady’s performance of the myth and ceremony of reform meant that he sought to 

appease the demands of stakeholders calling for jail construction and alternatives to 

incarceration not to substantively change the nature of incarceration at Cook County Jail. 

As Sheriff O’Grady scrambled to meet Judge Shadur’s demands and come up 

with his own reform program, the Cook County Department of Corrections contracted 

with the National Council on Crime and Delinquency and several architects and criminal 

justice planners to produce a new Long-Range Master Plan. Even as Division 9 was 

under construction, the CCDOC recognized that it could not move forward without 

population projections and a cogent vision for the future. The number of beds proposed 

under the 1971 Master Plan had been built, even as the jail’s population now surpassed 

the old master plan’s projections. Writing in the context of the Drug War, planners 

imagined a horrifying future. Within twenty years, the Tribune reported, the jail would 

need space for 15,000 people and $1 billion to demolish and renovate the jail’s existing 

buildings. With projected admissions of 111,5000 in 2010, an increase of nearly 40,000 

from 1990, the jail would need a new hospital and another 2,000 beds for sentenced 

inmates. The archaic Division 1, and hastily built Divisions 3 and 4 would be demolished 

and replaced by with three 1,600-bed buildings and expansions to Divisions 2 and 7. The 

jail would to double its staff from 2,300 to 4,133 and to increase its budget “five-fold” to 

$500 million. This clear-eyed view of what the jail would need was far greater than had 

ever been imagined. Cook County had to reconcile with the fact that mass arrests and 

punitive culture would require resources and increased capacity never before seen. 
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The potential effectiveness of the Master Plan was immediately hampered by the 

fact that the County was already building new buildings while “the Master Plan was 

being prepared and subsequently reviewed by Cook County officials.”858 As a result, the 

CCDOC continued its plans to expand as efforts to control the population failed. The 

construction of an additional 2,000 bed maximum-security building was speedily green-

lighted because of the need for it to hold ever larger of numbers of people accused of 

violent crimes who could not make bail. In this way, Cook County’s long term plans for 

jail reform were again limited to construction. Dubiously, these plans rested on the 

assumptions that courts would continue to operate with lengthy delays and that violent 

offenders were inherently disqualified for pre-trial freedom. In spite of the condemnation 

of the existing Divisions 1, 3, and 4, Cook County made no plans to stop using the 

buildings although they were “maintenance-intensive and not staff efficient.”859 The 

reality of the Master Plan as an expression of jail reform as an eventuality and not a 

policy plan that would change the conditions detainees lived in. 

Ignoring the fact that existing facilities were falling into disrepair meant that 

detainees lived in frightful conditions. Of particular concern were Division 1, opened in 

1929, and Division 4, opened in 1975. In Division 1, a leaking roof had caused 

“increasingly extensive and severe damage” across all four floors, causing short-

circuiting and corrosion of light fixtures and flaking/scaling of paint in tiers.860 Cracked 
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ceiling tiles from water damage inspired concerns about escapes, storage for contraband 

and sanitation.861 More shockingly, inmates faced the problem of cell doors “sticking” in 

locked position, with guards unable to mechanically and manually unstick them. The 

problem was so bad that inmates were often stuck in cells until county locksmiths could 

get them out.862 In Division 4, the foundation was settling to the degree that led to “cracks 

in walls and floors and, more recently, misalignment of cell doors and frames to the 

extend that some are unable to be secured.”863 The problem was so severe that sixty beds 

had been removed.864 

Efforts to reduce overcrowding through ROR and AMF had not eliminated strain 

on the jail’s buildings. In a report from the JHA court monitor Charlie Fasano to Judge 

Shadur, Fasano argued that the breakdown of buildings had been “clearly exacerbated by 

the unrelenting overcrowding at CCDOC, which has been a major contributing factor in 

jail administrators’ decisions to keep virtually every living unit in continuous use.”865 

While such “life-safety hazards” were well documented by architects and state inspectors, 

jail authorities had not fixed the problems.866 The result, Fasano charged, was “a dilemma 
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with potentially enormous consequences…whereby those charged with administering 

CCDOC are forced to choose between attempting to operate facilities that are unsafe for 

inmates and staff or reducing an already inadequate bed capacity and thereby increasing 

an already significant exposure to risk caused by overcrowding and its attendant 

problems and risks”867 

Even as existing buildings proved woefully inadequate, jail officials rejected the 

Master Plan because they simply could not imagine a jail that operated on such a scale 

even though their jail was overcrowded and falling apart. Because of the investment 

required, Cook County never entirely considered construction on the scale needed. With 

the new penology at work, risk management was a more appealing strategy than 

completely rebuilding the jail. Even before the Master Plan was drawn up, Cook County 

politicians turned to cheaper alternatives to incarceration justified by claims of 

rehabilitation and increased supervision. With construction simultaneously in progress 

and out of reach, corrections leaders sought to revive, in limited ways, the myth and 

ceremony of establishing rehabilitative programming that had never been fulfilled in 

previous decades. However, in the era of the risk management and overcrowding from 

the War on Drugs, these programs centered less on rehabilitation and remained focused 

on reducing the jail’s population. 
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Alternatives to Incarceration 

 Alternatives to incarceration had gained traction in the 1980s as critics of jail 

construction nationwide looked for other solutions to crowding. Defined as “a wide range 

of strategies to reduce levels of jail and prison confinement,” scholars had in the early 

1980s been skeptical of alternatives to incarceration, sometimes called “community 

corrections,” because they appeared to have had little impact on actual crime control or 

institutional populations.868 However, as experts speculated that the absence of 

alternatives to incarceration drove the jail crisis, they achieved a resurgence in 

popularity.869 Encouraged by funding by the National Institute of Justice and the added 

population strain of the War on Drugs, localities experimented with new programs of pre-

trial diversion, electronic monitoring, day reporting, community service, and community 

supervision.870 In counties from California to New York, local governments explored 

alternatives to incarceration as a means of reducing jail crowding.871 Often in locales 
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where alternatives to incarceration existed, they contained a false promise as more often 

than not they functioned as “supplements” to incarceration rather than as true 

alternatives.872 As the jail crisis continued into the 1990s, large numbers of advocates 

hoped that alternatives to incarceration might “help overcome an existing crisis or—even 

better—help to avoid a future one.”873 

 In Cook County, many alternatives to incarceration were well established, but had 

never been used before by the Sheriff’s Office in to reduce the population in a systematic, 

coordinated fashion. As release on recognizance had proven somewhat successful in 

reducing the population but politically unpopular, the Sheriffs Department looked to 

establish a new array of programs to limit the number of people who spent time in jail 

while at the same time keeping them under the coercive control of the Sheriff. Exploring 

the development of “an on-going mechanism to reduce population…in order to comply 

with the Federal Court-ordered cap,” one study proposed a “release matrix” to score 

inmates to determine eligibility for release on recognizance, community supervision, 
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home confinement, and electronic monitoring. Hoping to reach pre-trial detainees and 

those with sentences shorter than sixty days, “evaluated as not posing a real and present 

threat to public safety”874 With participants calling in twice a day and checking in in-

person once a day, costs could be reduced to just eighty cents a day, per person.875 Under 

the proposal, those needing “more structure” (especially because of narcotics possession 

charges) would be provided with counseling, drug testing, and community service 

opportunities at their own expense while housed at a Best Western on Congress 

Parkway.876 Believing that 96% of people admitted could be released to some kind of 

supervision, planners hoped that reducing jail capacity by 4,273 beds would save 

approximately $256,380,000 based on the cost of $60,000 capital outlay costs per new 

cell.877 Saving between 200 and 700 beds through most programs would allow the 
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Sheriff’s Department to experiment with different options to serve the diverse needs of 

the jail’s potential inmate population. 

 As James O’Grady lost his reelection bid in 1990, Sheriff Michael Sheahan was 

responsible for implementing these programs. Sheehan’s platform, however, represented 

a major break with the politics of jail overcrowding of the previous decade as he 

emphasized the need to keep most pre-trial offenders in jail and under “increased 

supervision.” During his campaign, Sheahan had run on the premise that the jail was one 

of O’Grady’s chief expressions of his failures, calling the I-bond releases “a disgrace to 

this county.”878 Sheahan hoped to expedite criminal cases, convert a hospital near the jail 

into a detention site, and move state parole violators to state prisons in order to support 

his contention that I-bond releases must be stopped.879 Thus, while I-bonds represented 

the most tried and true alternative to incarceration, Sheehan’s efforts emphasized 

alternatives to incarceration that were not purely free release. 
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 Sheahan’s opposition to I-bonds was bolstered by a 1992 study that found that 

“defendants released by the courts fare better than those released by the jail.”880 While 

bond failures, including “bond forfeiture, rearrest, and reincarceration” were high in all 

groups released on bond in Cook County, the Illinois Criminal Justice Information 

Authority found that people released by the jail tended to be rearrested or reincarcerated 

much sooner than those released by courts. Of those who forfeited their bond because of 

rules violations or failure to appear in court, the statistics were most shocking; while 

fifty-two percent of men and fifty-four percent of women the jail released forfeited their 

bond, only between thirty-four percent of men and thirty-one percent of women who 

received court I-bonds forfeited their bonds and returned to jail. For those who paid a 

deposit or money bond, thirty percent of men and twenty-one women forfeited their 

bonds.881 The ICJIA estimated that the workload created by the volume of bond 

forfeiture, rearrest, and reincarceration cost the County over $104 million a year. 

Because, at the Pre-Trial Release Study noted, “the pretrial behavior of defendants 

released on court deposit bonds, court I-bonds, and jail I-bonds is virtually unknown,” the 

study claimed to have no mode of historical comparison.882 With jail-issued I-bonds 

failing in the largest numbers, their decreasing use made good fiscal sense to researchers, 

                                                
880 Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, “Pretrial Release and Crime in 

Cook County,” (Chicago, Aug. 1992), 8. 
 
881 Ibid., 1-2. 
 
882 Christine Martin, Carolyn Block, Thomas Derken, David Olson, Ronda 

Daugherty, and Jeffrey Austin, Cook County Pretrial Release Study (Chicago: Illinois 
Criminal Justice Information Authority: June 1992, revised Sept. 1992) 91. The Cook 
County Special Bail Project and its data collection was not mentioned in the study.  
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the JHA jail monitors, and Sheriff Michael Sheahan.883 It was hardly surprising that in a 

context when pre-trial release was unpopular, the study would conclude that the costs of 

bond forfeiture outweighed overcrowding’s strain on the jail and communities. The 

Sheriff looked for reasons to end the program and they were not hard to find. 

 The Department of Community Supervision and Intervention (DCSI) was central 

to Sheahan’s efforts to increase supervision over pre-trial offenders. Established in 1992, 

it claimed its mission was “to reduce reliance on building new jail beds and rehabilitative 

programs” for pre-trial detainees, allowing the jail to “operate more efficiently when 

crowding is eliminated.”884 In its first year, the DCSI had a $24.2 million dollar budget 

for its programs, which by 1995 included electronic monitoring, day reporting, pre-

release, S.W.A.P., and a “fugitive unit” for escapees. With its own executive director, the 

creation of the DCSI placed authority over many of the county’s pre-trial inmates in the 

hand of the DCSI’s executive director. Separating operations from the jail while 

maintaining connection through the sheriff’s office, this administrative separation 

ensured that DCSI inmates were not counted as part of the jail’s population numbers even 

                                                
883 Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, “Pretrial Release and Crime in 

Cook County,” August 1992 (Chicago, Aug. 1992), 2; John Howard Association, “Court 
Monitoring Report of Duran v. Sheahan et. al., Feb. 5, 1993, Municipal Reference 
Collection, Chicago Public Library, Harold Washington Library Center. 
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though such individuals were still subject to state monitoring and in some cases still had 

to pay bail.885  

 Sheahan sought to replace release on recognizance with electronic monitoring. 

Electronic monitoring involved use of waterproof, tamper-proof bracelets or anklets 

equipped with a short-range transmitter that alerted authorities if the signal went outside 

of the 150-foot radius of a transmitter located in the offender’s home. First implemented 

in Michigan in 1985, by 1987, forty-five law enforcement agencies used the technology 

to track parolees, probationers, or those on house arrest. Still, as only 1,000 of the nearly 

1.9 million people under correctional supervision were using electronic monitoring, 

electronic monitoring was still in its most experimental phases when it was first deployed 

in Cook County.886 Despite civil liberties claims that the technology represented a step 

toward an Orwellian future, the use of electronic devices to foster confinement at home 

became a popular tool for managing rising jail populations.887 Electronic monitoring was 

                                                
885 “Cook County Department of Community Supervision and Intervention” 

organizational chart, 1995, Box 7, Folder 5, Charlotte E. Senechalle papers, Chicago 
History Museum Research Center. 

 
886 “Business Technology; Electronic Devices Tracking Parolees,” The New York 
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Application (U.S. Department of Justice: June 1987). 

 
887 The most useful background on the convergent contexts of home confinement, 
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House Arrest a Viable Way to Alleviate Overcrowding,” American Jails (Spring 1987), 
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first introduced as a solution for Cook County Jail in 1988 as the jail’s problems reached 

a head.888 The jail began testing of the system in December 1988 and formally adopted 

the system for inmates released on ROR for property crimes.889 Skeptical about its 

promise but overwhelmed by the deluge of inmates, CCDOC executive director Spencer 

Leak called electronic monitoring “the last viable alternative” for managing the jail’s 

population problems.890 Initially used for pregnant women who could not make bond, the 

service cost $9.94 a day, rather than the $38 a day for jail detention.891 One of the 

pregnant women, awaiting trial on a retail theft charge, touted the benefits of electronic 

monitoring: “I get to see my children. I get to hold them, to hug them. I can wear my own 

clothes.” More importantly, she contended that electronic monitoring kept her out of the 

                                                                                                                                            
Monitoring and Correctional Policy: The Technology and Its Application (U.S. 
Department of Justice: June 1987); Annesley K. Schmidt, “Electronic Monitoring: Who 
Uses It? How Much Does It Cost? Does It Work?” Corrections Today (Dec. 1987,) 28-
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Throughout the Nation,” National Sheriff (Dec. 1987-Jan. 1988), 42-44; Sean Murphy, 
“State’s Alternative To Jail Is A Double-Pronged Effort,” Boston Globe, March 8, 1988, 
19. For a contemporary critique of electronic monitoring, see James Kilgore, Electronic 
Monitoring Is Not the Answer: Critical Reflections on a Flawed Alternative (Urbana-
Champaign Independent Media Center, 2015). 
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Dec. 9, 1988, 6; Ray Gibson and Matt O’Connor, “Firm with GOP Connection Gets Jail 
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891 Matt O’Connor, “Bracelets Replace Bars in Jail Release Program,” Chicago 
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terrible jail: “I don’t have to worry about someone with AIDS in my cell. I don’t have to 

worry about beatings.”892 By September, the jail had 400 people using the service.893 By 

1992, over 25,000 people had participated in the program with over eighty-one percent 

successfully completing electronic monitoring both before trial and after sentencing. 

Cook County was not above overstating its possibilities. “This concept helps reduce jail 

overcrowding,” a pamphlet assured readers, “but also encourages rehabilitation.”894 Why 

exactly, someone awaiting trial needed to be rehabilitated was unclear, like Winston 

Moore, Sheriff Sheahan was not above using the word “rehabilitation” to describe a 

program he wanted unquestioning support for.  

 Electronic monitoring faced strict scrutiny as public officials cautioned that it 

would not be a panacea. Local press reported crimes committed by people on electronic 

monitoring.895 Initially, the success rate for electronic monitoring was sixty percent; 

                                                
892 Matt O’Connor, “Bracelets Replace Bars in Jail Release Program,” Chicago 

Tribune, July 4, 1989, 1. 
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894 Cook County Sheriff’s Office, “Electronic Monitoring Program” brochure, 

1992, Box 7 Folder 3, Charlotte E. Senechalle papers, Chicago History Museum 
Research Center. In 1994, 90% of participants were pre-trial. “Pre-trial vs. Sentenced 
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2,000 people had either had an arrest, gone AWOL, or violated other program rules 

during its first year.896 As the program grew, rates of compliance rose to ninety 

percent.897 With the rise in the use and results of electronic monitoring, it became more of 

a business opportunity. Controversies swirled over the contracts with accusations of 

corruption in bidding for the electronic monitoring contracts.898 Suggestions that the 

county buy its own equipment for a $12.9 million dollar savings over 5 years initially 

went nowhere, with contracts going to firms for $2.6 million a year in 1991.899 Problems 

with contractors added to the difficulties of supervising the program; in one instance, a 

contractor had failed to report 64 violations over the span of a month in 1991.900 In other 

instances, Sheriff Sheahan found “ghost” employees on the payroll as electronic 

monitoring supervisors without showing up for work; one was a repeat offender living in 
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Florida, another a mechanic at a car dealership.901 In 1992, the county elected to buyout a 

contractor in order to provide half of the program itself, hopeful that self-operation would 

reduce some of the difficulties and accusations of corruption.902 That critiques focused on 

crimes and corruption rather than the senseless surveillance of people presumed innocent 

reflects limits of the punitive context of these years. Press and politicians rationalized the 

growing incursion of the carceral state on the rights of people awaiting trial through all 

available means. 

Under Sheriff Sheahan, overcrowding remained the central motive for expanding 

monitoring programs to compliment other so-called alternatives to incarceration.903 In 

one twist on traditional electronic monitoring, Cook County used the old work-release 

program, now called “SWAP” or “Sheriff’s Work Alternative Program, as a model. 

Operated by the Sheriff’s Department of Community Service, SWAP allowed men and 

women to work for the county doing “clean-up” projects by day and returning home at 

night. For women in the Cook County Detention Alternative for Women (CCDAW) 

program, they spent the day in jail and they wore electronic monitoring bracelets home at 

night. On Sundays, workers were allowed the day off at home but received visits from 

Sheriff’s deputies. The return home came with a cost, for when women returned to the 
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jail in the mornings they were subjected to strip-searches and urine tests. In this case, the 

county promised that electronic monitoring fostered a return to jail for rehabilitation 

“through the structured 12-hour days in jail, which include drug abuse information 

sessions, encounter groups and courses in everything from parenting and self-esteem 

development to stress management.”904 The first year of the program was considered an 

astounding success as nearly half of the participants successfully completed the program, 

had their charges dropped (another nod to the innocence of many in the program), 

received probation, or obtained release through other methods.905 Cook County reduced 

its use of electronic monitoring as spaces opened in new residential treatment programs 

on the jail’s South Campus. The Sheriff preferred more expensive and intensive 

supervision was preferable to pre-trial freedom because it allowed him to introduce 

detainees to a range of services and rehabilitation strategies. For pre-trial detainees, this 

approach represented a stunning disregard for their presumption of innocence before the 

courts.906 

Sheahan’s increased supervision agenda was part of a wider set of jail alternatives 

called “intermediate sanctions” increasing in popularity across the country. Corrections 

                                                
904 Terry Wilson, “Program takes inmates a step closer to home,” Chicago 
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296 

scholars and practitioners understood intermediate sanctions w as a means of reducing 

populations and cutting costs and bringing “proportional” sentencing to crimes that were 

somewhere between parole and prison. Often considered part of a state agenda to provide 

alternatives for convicted felons, policymakers imagined community corrections and 

programs like day reporting as supports for probation programs after release.907 Day 

reporting was a program that allowed individuals to check-in in-person once a day or for 

more extensive programs like CCDAW. However, day reporting, an innovation imported 

from Great Britain to Hampden County, Massachusetts, was widely used “as an early 

release program for selected county jail inmates” serving sentences. Through supervision, 

treatment, and reduced crowding, day reporting allowed sheriffs to fulfill punishment, 

deterrence, rehabilitation, and managerial agendas. Over time, even though there was not 

conclusive evidence that day reporting worked, its cost effectiveness and flexibility made 

day reporting a widely appealing complement to electronic monitoring, and other 

programs that functioned as “a condition of release… a form of pretrial supervision.”908 
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Sanctions by Probation and Parole (New York: Council of State Governments, 1992), 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/abstract.aspx?ID=144117. 

 
908 David W. Diggs and Stephen L. Pieper, “Using Day Reporting Centers as an 

Alternative to Jail,” Federal Probation 58, no. 1, (March 1994), 9-12; Robert B. 
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By 1992, Cook County was second only to Riverside County, California for having the 

most participants in alternatives to incarceration programs, with “more than 10% of 

offenders”- 1,223 people- participating.909 Although only [number] of people participated 

in day reporting, it allowed the County to portray a greater engagement in the lives of 

people awaiting trial, through its existence offering citizens the assurance that individuals 

were not committing crimes while awaiting trial outside the jail. The operating 

assumption of these programs was that people would commit crimes if they were not 

supervised and the myth of alternatives to incarceration was that preventing crime by 

people awaiting trial was at all possible. 

In Cook County, day reporting made the Sheriff’s office responsible for 

surveillance and rehabilitation of pre-trial offenders released on recognizance. Originally, 

the day reporting pilot program in men’s Division 9 constituted “supervised release” 

wherein “releases are required to report daily between 9:30 a.m. and 11:30am and were 

provided with carfare for trips to and from the facility.” Its success, with only 27% failing 

to appear, rearrested, or reincarcerated for rules violations in December 1992, meant that 

it was picked up by DCSI, where it became a more developed program.910 From there, 

Sheahan established day reporting with the goals of reducing jail overcrowding, ensuring 

court appearances and no recidivism while awaiting trial, and allowing participants 

access to programming. Excluding gang members, and limited to male, non-violent, pre-

                                                
909 Allen J. Beck, Thomas P. Bonczar, and Darrel K. Gilliard, Jail Inmates 1992 

(Washington DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1992), 7. 
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trial offenders willing to submit to daily drug tests, day reporting center materials 

promised participants it would “SUPERVISE and INTERVENE.”911 In this way, its 

successful statistics reflected that it was a narrow program for those deemed potentially 

successful. With the slogan “NOT LOCKED UP, LOCKED IN to a program for the 

future,” day reporting participants were assured that surveillance and rehabilitation 

represented an opportunity for their well being. The consequences were clear. Those who 

broke the rules would be reincarcerated, but “those who respond to programming, and 

exhibit positive responses to less restrictive supervision” could access employment aspect 

of the program and graduate to less supervision. “Let me state clearly that we are not 

running a baby-sitting service for offenders,” Sheriff Sheahan promised, “we provide 

programming to counter the negative lessons these individuals have learned on the 

streets”912  

 The notion that pre-trial offenders had some sort of defect or guilt that the state 

had an obligation to transform was at the heart of programs at the Day Reporting Center 

(DRC). Operated by TASC, Inc., a social service contractor, DRC was “a community 

based facility at which pretrial detainees receive a new start through enhanced 

supervision along with supportive rehabilitative services.”913 Characterizing the program 

                                                
911 Cook County Sheriff’s Office, “DCSI’s Day Reporting Center” brochure, n.d., 
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913 Sheriff’s Office of Cook County, Cook County Day Reporting Center Hand 
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as an “opportunity” to “help you get on the right track and support your constructive 

integration in the community,” the Day Reporting Handbook suggested that pre-trial 

participants were in the program because they had failed to take personal 

responsibility.914 Presuming that participants had some degree of guilt as far as drug 

abuse or lack of education, the program offered regular and random drug testing and 

access to GED programs in addition to a comprehensive counseling program. Such 

counseling included “reframing culture,” “anger management,” “violence prevention- 

intensive training,” “stress management,” and group therapy.915 Most of the nine tracks 

ranged from commitments of 15-35 hours a week for 45 to 120 days; the tracks included 

special programming for “accountability,” “resistance,” “work,” and “drug traffickers.” 

In the “drug trackers” program, participants adhered to a “Rites of Passage” “Training for 

Manhood program” in which “role models and counselors … guide the young male 

participants toward responsible adulthood” using “Afrocentric, Latino, European and/or 

other philosophy and methods to provide a new lifestyle direction.”916 Once participants 

had completed all tracks, had shown “social awareness, responsibility, acceptability and 
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the ability to stay sober,” and were still awaiting trial, they would call in to the DRC 

daily. Only after “intensive surveillance” could pre-trial detainees earn their freedom.  

 Because of the backlash against the jail releasing on recognizance without judicial 

approval, the Cook County Circuit Court created the Pretrial Services Department of 

Cook County in 1990 to “provide the court with accurate background data regarding the 

pretrial release of persons charged with felonies and effective supervision of compliance 

with the terms and conditions imposed on release."917 Much like the Special Bail Project, 

interviews before the defendant went to bond hearing sought to gain background data. 

However, this program was, as of 1992, limited to those appearing on felony charges. 

Unlike the SBP, which had a chief criteria evaluated how well a defendant’s social 

supports could ensure they appeared, Pretrial Services was most concerned with 

determining “if released the defendant will not commit a crime.”918 Intensive review of 

the defendant’s previous history informed the recommendation, which the judge could 

choose to reject or modify.919 Pretrial Services claimed that by screening inmates, they 

had been able to increase use of judicial bond rates to place an estimated 11,000-15,000 

fewer people in the jail in 1991.920 While an impressive shift, this was a much lower 

number than the number of people who had been released by the jail, suggesting that 

judges adopted a more conservative idea of risk.  

                                                
917,Rev.Stat., ch. 38, sec. 301 et seq, cited in “Appendix E Circuit Court of Cook 

County Pretrial Services Department,” in Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, 
Cook County Pretrial Release Study (Chicago, Sept. 1992), 153-154. 
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 In spite of pre-trial risk assessment and alternatives to incarceration, 

overcrowding continued in every division of the jail, and the alternatives and the new 

beds in Division 9 only relieved some of the overcrowding in the jail’s existing minimum 

and medium security divisions. In 1995, a bloody showdown between inmates and guards 

called the efficacy of Sheahan’s efforts into question. After an inmate protest 

overcrowding in Division 9 in which 230 inmates refusing to participate in a head count, 

66 inmates spent three hours in violent conflict with corrections officers, after which 4 

officers and 21 inmates were injured.921 Looking to the efforts centered on programs, the 

Chicago Tribune charged, “for all of the efforts to improve jail conditions— including 

some enlightened ones by Sheriff Michael Sheahan…this is a problem that won’t go 

away.” With 9,000 inmates crammed into space for 7,500 (and the population cap rising 

with the added beds), the Tribune and the JHA called for expansion of the alternative 

programs.922 Sheriff Sheahan issued a sharp rejoinder to the critiques, asserting, “It is 

important to note that the inmates who were involved in the demonstration on 

overcrowding in Division 9 would not qualify for any alternative programs because of the 

seriousness and violent nature of their charges.” Faced with the realities of large numbers 
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of people accused of crimes with delayed trials, Sheahan looked eagerly to the opening of 

Division 10 and 11.923  

 

“Cook County Jail Steps into the Future” 

 The opening of Division 11 in 1996 marked the culmination of Cook County’s 

efforts to resolve jail overcrowding caused by unwillingness to release “dangerous” 

offenders in the 1990s. Touted as “the largest jail addition in the history of Cook 

County,” the sheriff’s promotional materials promised,924 “It will be not only the largest 

division at the DOC, but one of the largest single jail buildings in the nation.”925 Offering 

a revisionist history of the original Division 1 building as a once “model facility,” the 

brochure suggested, “No one then could have predicted the explosion in drugs and crime 

that was to come in society. Sixty-Six years and ten divisions later, our population 

averages 9,000. Thanks to the addition of Division XI— as well as the development of a 

number of programs outside of the jail for non violent detainees through the Sheriff’s 

Department of Community Supervision and Intervention— we have sufficient cell space 

for all detainees.” With 640,000 square foot of gross volume, 1.3 million concrete blocks, 

4850 tons of steel, 768 cells, 1,536 beds, 215 security cameras, 1500 metal doors, 
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Division 11 represented a larger than life solution unparalleled by past construction 

projects.926 “Our mission remains to continue to manage the county’s inmate population 

to minimize crowding— and most importantly— to ensure safe and secure conditions for 

our staff and the taxpayers of Cook County.”927 It took drawing upon all of the myths of 

reform, from construction to rehabilitation, to rationalize a jail this large. 

 The maximum-security pod design intensified the experience of pre-trial 

detention. Pods meant “most detainee services and activities are to be provided within 

living units, minimizing the need for routine detainee movement required in other 

divisions.”928 In pods, or wings, comprised of 200 inmates, corrections officers “will 

employ direct supervision, a practice which places security staff inside detainee living 

units as opposed to within a separate console or outside interlock.”929 Because recreation, 

medical care, and visits would be contained to the pod, less movement would provide 

enhanced security.930 The promotional materials did not acknowledge that this aggressive 

                                                
926 Cook County Department of Corrections, “Division XI Facts and Figures,” 

Division XI Facility opening brochure, Oct. 1996, Box 7, Folder 5, Charlotte E. 
Senechalle papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center. 

 
927 Cook County Department of Corrections, “Welcome to Division XI,” in 

Division XI Facility opening brochure, Oct. 1996. Box 7, Folder 5, Charlotte E. 
Senechalle papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center. 

928 Cook County Department of Corrections, “Division XI Presents a State-of-the-
Art Opportunity,” Division XI Facility opening brochure, Oct. 1996, Box 7, Folder 5, 
Charlotte E. Senechalle papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center. 

 
929 Ibid. 
 
930 Cook County Department of Corrections, “Division XI Facts and Figures,” 

Division XI Facility opening brochure, Oct. 1996, Box 7, Folder 5, Charlotte E. 
Senechalle papers, Chicago History Museum Research Center. 



 

304 

containment meant that pre-trial detainees would see little change of surroundings as they 

sometimes spent years there awaiting trial. 

Press coverage emphasized the futuristic appearance and aspirations of the new 

building. Under the headline “Cook County Jail Steps into Future,” the Chicago Tribune 

promised, the “facility is [a] high-tech answer to overcrowding…the most ambitious 

solution yet in Cook County’s two-decade struggle to manage the influx of inmates.”931 

To Cook County observers, the “ultramodern” building represented a complete 

replacement of the old ways of detention for the county’s “most dangerous inmates.” 

Willfully overlooking the rest of the jail’s existing facilities, the Tribune opined, “Gone 

are the long, dank cellblocks, heavy steel bars, and doors that could only be unlocked 

with bulky skeleton keys. Missing too are the drab and cramped interiors that characterize 

many older prisons and jails.”932  

Proponents of the design believed, just as Winston Moore had, that spaces could 

inherently rehabilitate pre-trial detainees. Architect Roula Alakiotou, known for her 

subway and condominium designs, believed her design represented a transformation of 

jail detention, telling taxpayers, “You are giving the inmate a space that is breathing into 

him some sort of dignity.”933 The Tribune’s architecture stated that the building embodied 

“tough-minded concern for security with an innovative, humanistic vision”934 Through 

                                                
931 Andrew Fegelman and Gary Marx, “Cook County Jail Steps Into Future: 

Facility Is High-tech Answer To Crowding,” Chicago Tribune, Oct. 25, 1995. 
932 Ibid. 
 
933 Ibid. 
 
934 Blair Kamin, “The Verdict Is Mixed For New Jail, 911 Center,” Chicago 

Tribune, April 7, 1996. 
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“tough love, tough beauty…. It is a work of architecture that is at once efficient and 

ennobling. Its exterior is mute, but its interior speaks to the redemptive power of 

architecture, an art that can encourage healing as well as enforce punishment.”935 

Considering that the building was for pre-trial detainees, the jail’s futurism was explicitly 

tied to reforming dangerous offenders even though the detainees still maintained their 

innocence before trial. Its exceptionalism rested on a complete denial of the on-going 

squalor in the decaying buildings back on the jail’s main campus. 

Still, critics wondered how the jail fit in with its neighborhood and the sheriff’s 

efforts to reduce overcrowding. In a neighborhood of modest homes, an architectural 

critic noted, “the $95 million jail is almost too futuristic, as if a spaceship had landed 

amid the sprawling County Jail complex.” As the culmination of the jail’s effort to 

double its capacity, he complained that recent “additions are an aesthetic jumble. There 

seems to have been no master plan for the expansion, no vision other than to put up as 

many cells as quickly as possible.”936 Michael Mahoney, president of the John Howard 

Association offered even sharper criticism. Construction represented a possible 

abandonment of the very alternatives that should represent a reduced reliance on pretrial 

detention. “My fear is that everyone will breathe a great sigh of relief that the 

overcrowding problem is solved. Unless judges use pretrial services and bail and the 

sheriff's office uses furloughs, the situation could become problematic very quickly.”937 

                                                
935 Ibid. 
 
936 Ibid. 
 
937 Andrew Fegelman and Gary Marx, “Cook County Jail Steps Into Future: 

Facility Is High-tech Answer To Crowding,” Chicago Tribune, Oct. 25, 1995. 
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The myth of achieving jail capacity, through the ceremonies of construction and 

programmatic alternatives to incarceration, did not end overcrowding at Cook County Jail 

and ultimately sustained an approach to pre-trial detention and surveillance that presumed 

the guilt of people accused of crimes. 

  



 

307 

CONCLUSION 

 

 On a hot summer day in August 2015, the activist group 96 Acres held a block 

party outside the walls of Cook County Jail. Held in a new park built on the backlot of 

the old House of Correction, one snapshot of the event showed four Latino children 

throwing water balloons at each other outside the walls of the jail, with remnants of the 

burst balloons leaving contrasting water spots on the concrete.938 96 Acres, an art and 

advocacy group named for the size of the jail site, sought to blur the lines between 

community and jail. As part of the event, they broadcast B.B. King’s 1970 performance 

“Live in Cook County Jail” on the speakers of cars parked for a half mile around the jail. 

Touted as “a large-scale data visualization, public art, and broadcast event,” the white, 

black, and tan cars represented the racial makeup of the jail. People at the block party 

were invited “to socialize, and dialogue around issues related to incarceration and its 

social and political impact.”939 In attendance were county councilor and mayor candidate 

Jesus “Chuy” Garcia, County Board President Toni Preckwinkle, and the jail’s new 

                                                
938 @LaVillitaChi, “The first block party on 26/Sacramento next to 

#CookCountyJail via @96_acres,” 
https://twitter.com/LaVillitaChi/status/633326825725390849 

 
939 96 Acres, http://www.park-96acres.com/park-1/#new-page-1; Landon Brown, 

“Park 96 Acres” video https://vimeo.com/134996373; Ionit Behar, “Park your car, tune 
into B.B. King, turn South Sacramento into a public art project,” Chicago Reader, Aug. 
13, 2015, http://www.chicagoreader.com/Bleader/archives/2015/08/13/park-your-car-
tune-into-bb-king-turn-south-sacramento-in-a-public-art-project; @96AcresProject 
Instagram image, “Special thanks to Nintha for her hospitality and support Park 
#community,” Aug. 15, 2015 https://www.instagram.com/p/6apBX_m2xo/?taken-
by=96acresproject. 
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executive director, Nneka Jones Tapia.940 The mix of activists, community members, and 

county leaders, all engaged in a public acknowledgement of the disproportionate 

incarceration of Chicago’s black and brown people, represents the changing nature of jail 

politics in Chicago. 

 Like never before, there is political will in Cook County to keep people out of jail. 

Since 2011, Preckwinkle— an African American— has been the boldest proponent of jail 

reform the county board has ever seen. In the months after her election— an election that 

coincided with the publication of Michelle Alexander’s popular polemic The New Jim 

Crow- Preckwinkle proclaimed the War on Drugs a failure.941 Preckwinkle was able to 

bring together what she called “two kinds of allies: people who see the devastation and 

the impact in our black and brown neighborhoods, and then the people who think, ‘Why 

are we wasting all this money in the way we’re dealing with low-level possession and 

petty crime?’”942 With unprecedented clarity, Preckwinkle has placed race at the center of 

her campaign. “It’s not an accident that the jail is filled with black and brown people. It’s 

not a lottery… it’s a function of the neighborhood where you live and how the police 

treat you.”943 Preckwinkle’s campaign to reduce the jail’s population by ten percent has 

been met and exceeded, relying on a combination of electronic monitoring, bond reform, 

                                                
940 @HechoEnChicago, “New #CookCountyJail warden Nneka Jones w/ 

@ToniPreckwinkle @jesuschuygar @AldermanMunoz22 at @96_acres' visual event,” 
Aug. 15, 2015, https://twitter.com/HechaEnChicago/status/632644402473668609. 

 
941 Hal Dardick, “Preckwinkle: War on drugs a failure,” Chicago Tribune, June 

17, 2011. 
 
942 Mick Dumke, “Toni Preckwinkle’s plan to shrink the jail population,” Chicago 

Reader, Dec. 22, 2011. 
 
943 Ibid. 
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and marijuana decriminalization. In August 2012, the jail’s population reached a six-year 

high of 10,182; by October 2015, that number is approximately 8,200, the jail’s lowest 

population since 1991.944 

 This goal was hard won, and perhaps no ally of Preckwinkle’s has been more 

successful in making his case for a reduced population from a different angle than Sheriff 

Tom Dart. Dart has been a vocal critic of the criminalization of mentally ill people, who 

in recent years have come to make up ever larger numbers of the jail’s population. 

Similarly, Dart has critiqued the “unjust incarceration” of repeat offenders on small 

misdemeanor charges, among them “breaking into an abandoned home to sleep, stealing 

candy bars to subdue hunger, buying drugs to self-medicate for mental illness.”945 Dart’s 

pilot “Rocket Docket” program successfully passed through the legislature and has 

helped to speedily resolve the cases of some low-level offenders within a month or else 

they will be released from the jail.946 

 Local efforts to bring about reform— today defined in terms of population 

reduction— have gained the attention of the MacArthur Foundation, which through its 

Safety + Justice Challenge initiative granted Cook County a planning grant to organize 

                                                
944 Cook County Executive, Budget Recommendation Fiscal Year 2016, vol. 1, 

Oct. 14, 2015, http://www.cookcountyil.gov/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/16-Volume-Ic-
PresRec.pdf, 11. 

 
945 Cook County Sheriff, “Unjust Incarceration: A Look Inside a Broken System,” 

2015, http://www.cookcountysheriff.com/UnjustIncarceration/CaseStudyMain.html 
 
946 Cook County Sheriff, “‘Rocket Docket’ Bill Unanimously Passes State Senate 

Committee,” April 21, 2015, 
http://www.cookcountysheriff.com/press_page/press_RocketDocketBill_04_21_2015.ht
ml; CBS Chicago, “Rocket Docket” Law Aiming To Keep Low-Level Defendants From 
Languishing In Jail, Aug. 25, 2015, http://chicago.cbslocal.com/2015/08/25/rocket-
docket-law-aiming-to-keep-low-level-defendants-from-languishing-in-jail/. 
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reforms across local agencies. With $150,000 to develop an initial plan that, according to 

the MacArthur Foundation “will lead to fairer, more effective local justice systems,” 

Cook County is, for the first time, considering how to coordinate judicial processes and 

diversion programs to keep people out of the jail.947 What exactly this programs will do 

that is not already being done in Cook County is unclear, although much of public 

statements from Cook County officials include claims of diversion or treatment 

programming as a “viable alternative to incarceration,” as Cook County Public Defender 

Amy P. Campanelli argues; Cook County Sheriff Tom Dart hopes the program will allow 

the jail to devote its energies to “serious offenders who need to be here awaiting trial.”948 

Whether Cook County will receive grants to implement the program will not be clear 

until grant winners are announced in 2016. While MacArthur’s initiative—which 

includes promises of at least $75 million toward jail reform in the next decade—has been 

rightfully praised for bringing attention to jails in an unprecedented way, shifting 

decision-making about what jail reforms work best from the public to private grant 

funders has dangerous implications for democracy at the local level, particularly given 

the legacy of wanting transparency at institutions like Cook County Jail. The desired 

outcomes of the MacArthur agenda seems to be a stronger and more sustainable criminal 

justice system shaped by a standard that any reform is better than no reform. Oriented 

                                                
947 “MacArthur Announces 20 Jurisdictions to Receive Funding to Reduce Jail 

Use,” MacArthur Foundation, May 26, 2015, https://www.macfound.org/press/press-
releases/macarthur-announces-20-jurisdictions-receive-funding-reduce-jail-
use/#sthash.kRAv1Mmw.dpuf. 

 
948 Barbara Vitello, “MacArthur Foundation awards Cook County grant to reduce 

jail population,” Daily Herald, May 27, 2015, 
http://www.dailyherald.com/article/20150527/news/150528886/. 
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toward reducing costs and population numbers, it is unclear what, if any, impact these 

projects will have on those who inevitably still end up in jail. The reality for those whom 

judges identify as dangerous or who sentenced to jail after being found guilty is that these 

reforms are not for them. 

 Not everyone is on board with the new reform politics of population reduction. 

State’s Attorney Anita Alvarez has clung to the old punitive politics. “My concern is 

public safety,” Alvarez maintains, even as critics have called her “too vindictive.”949 

Situating herself as the last remaining advocate for victims in Cook County, Alvarez 

repeatedly expressed concerns that criminal justice reform will lead to an increase in 

crime. Critics have pilloried her for this. “It’s particularly ironic since she’s a Latina 

woman, and our jail is filled with black and brown people,” Preckwinkle said in one of 

her many volleys.950 Calls for her ouster ranged from the #ByeAnita hashtag on Twitter 

to marches in the streets; Alvarez lost a primary bid in 2016 to a challenger— a lieutenant 

of Preckwinckle’s— after rapidly becoming a target among city and county politicians 

for being the last one to hop on what the Chicago Reader called “the reform 

bandwagon.”951 However, while Alvarez’s opponents claimed that she is what stands 

                                                
949 Mike Dumke, “The trials of Anita Alvarez,” The Chicago Reader, Sept. 16, 

2015, http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/anita-alvarez-cook-county-states-attorneys-
office/Content?oid=19119102. 

 
950 Stefano Esposito, “Preckwinkle questions Alvarez on jail policy,” Chicago 

Sun-Times, Nov. 12, 2015, http://chicago.suntimes.com/news/7/71/1095902/preckwinkle-
questions-alvarez-jail-policy. 

 
951 Dumke, “The trials of Anita Alvarez” ; Carol Felsenthal, “Why Kim Foxx is 

Challenging Anita Alvarez for State’s Attorney,” Chicago Magazine, Oct. 28, 2015, 
http://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago-Magazine/Felsenthal-Files/October-2015/Kim-
Foxx/. 
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between Cook County and criminal justice reform, Temple University sociologist Nicole 

Gonzalez Van Cleve argues, “This is a racialized system of justice and not a case of bad 

apples. Anita’s Army of prosecutors existed long before she arrived and will likely thrive 

as a culture way past her departure.”952 Lip-service reforms and electoral politics will not 

change conditions for the people prosecutors work to incarcerate in Cook County Jail.  

 The history of Cook County Jail forces us to recognize the violence and politics 

that have made jails epicenters of human suffering in counties across the country. The 

history of jails shows us democracy at its worst. We see the state entrusted to the care of 

its citizens and totally ambivalent about human dignity, safety, and hygiene. We see 

politicians, lawyers, and judges who, especially over the course of the postwar era, 

deployed incarceration on the basis of fear and in efforts to prevent future crimes. We see 

the Constitution completely distorted as courts have become charged with limiting the 

Constitutional rights of detainees rather than protecting them. The history of jails reveals 

the wanting legitimacy of institutions that should be credible, that should be capable of 

dealing with the most evil among us, but instead have been for decades engaged in 

cutting hundreds of thousands of the poor and the most vulnerable citizens off from the 

supports of their communities. We see officials who would rather talk about or pretend to 

reform rather than achieve it. The history of jails forces us to recognize that there are 

institutions in our counties of which we should be deeply ashamed, institutions that have 

                                                
952 Nicole Gonzalez Van Cleve, “Commentary: Anita's Army: Rank and File 

Racism in the Power to Prosecute,” NBCBLK, Nov. 30, 2015, 
http://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/commentary-anitas-army-rank-file-racism-power-
prosecute-n469731. 
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fostered a degree of tragedy that they should likely be the subject of Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions. 

 The history of jails is not merely one of institutional impotence, but rather, one of 

inter-governmental chaos in which few institutional actors seem to have considered the 

long-term impact of their policies on the jail. Regardless of what jail reforms have 

occurred or have been said to occurred, the Chicago Police Department has continued to 

carry out one of the most racist and brutal policing programs that this country has ever 

seen, refusing to limit its practices in any way even when the jail was dangerously 

overcrowded. Cook County Jail will remain a black and brown jail as long as the Chicago 

Police Department continues its racist targeting of the South and West Sides. Judges and 

prosecutors in the criminal courts, particularly those who have resisted or limited bond 

reforms, are also culpable. Jail history is a reflection of legal and policing histories; future 

studies must seek the flesh out the interplay between them.  

 Taking into account that between 50,000 and 100,000 people a year have passed 

through Cook County Jail since the early 1970s, we must reckon with the fact that at least 

3 (if not 4 or 5) million people have experienced incarceration in Cook County Jail. 

Whether a source of shame, lost jobs, family dissolution, or the beginning of a decades 

long imprisonment, Cook County Jail has been an engine of emotional, social, and 

financial devastation. Further work must be done to understand the jail’s enduring impact 

on incarcerated people, their families, and neighborhoods. 

 Pre-trial detention is a scourge on our justice system. If we are to remain 

committed to it and the aggressive policing practices that fill jails, massive amounts of 

money must be spent to radically expand local criminal courts to ensure that people are 
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brought to speedy trial. Archaic jails must be rebuilt to reflect regard for the innocence of 

pre-trial detainees, even so-called “violent” offenders. I do not believe that spending 

incredible amounts of money to expand our justice system or to humanize our jails is the 

best path to justice, but if we as a society continue to conflate those institutions with 

justice, we must remake them entirely. I do not see this as being any more likely than 

abolition of jails entirely. 

 The simplest means of reducing problems in jails is to reduce their populations by 

eliminating cash bail entirely. Washington DC is a national model for the possibilities of 

such a project, having limited money bail to circumstances in which judges “impose such 

a financial condition to reasonably assure the defendant’s presence at all court 

proceedings that does not result in the preventative detention of the person.”953 With a 

pretrial services program that includes electronic monitoring, special drug courts, mental 

health diversion, drug treatment programs, and comprehensive testing and treatment for a 

variety of drug and mental health issues, Washington DC has worked to decouple 

rehabilitation tools from pre-trial detention for many defendants. While this is not a 

perfect system— DC continues to incarcerate a population that is ninety percent black— 

reducing the incarceration of misdemeanants has proven central to the District’s 

population management 954 However, reducing populations will not resolve heinous 

conditions for those who remain in jail. 

                                                
953 Pretrial Justice Institute, The DC PreTrial Services Agency: Lessons from Five 

Decades of Innovation and Growth, 2009, http://www.pretrial.org/download/pji-
reports/Case%20Study-%20DC%20Pretrial%20Services%20-%20PJI%202009.pdf, 5 

 
954 Ibid., 6; Washington DC Department of Corrections, Facts and Figures, Jan. 

2016. 
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 As reformist discourse is often more performance than a substantive change of 

conditions, the question of whether jail reform is possible remains. Critical geographer 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore has charged that twenty-first century policymakers and activists 

must understand “the difference between reformist reform—tweak Armageddon—and 

non-reformist reform—deliberate change that does not create more obstacles in the larger 

struggle.”955 In spite of so much political will for change in Chicago and at Cook County 

Jail, Chicago organizer Mariame Kaba writes, “I’m afraid that this latest round of 

proposed prison reforms will only be another version of tinkering towards imperfection.” 

The evidence for this fear, she asserts, is the very lack of change within a system that 

claims such radical transformation:  

What hasn’t changed is the need in this country to control and manage 
redundant populations. What hasn’t changed is that black bodies (in 
particular) are the ones still considered disposable and redundant. Based 
on the current state of the country’s economy, this imperative seems more 
salient and important than ever. Critics will argue that the small but steady 
decreases that we have seen over the past 3 or 4 years in the prison 
population have disproportionately redounded to incarcerated black 
people’s benefit. This is true though the decreases are by no means 
dramatic and the disproportionality of who is locked up remains skewed 
against black people…What hasn’t changed is the logic of anti-blackness 
and the perception of black people as less than human.956 

 
Activists continue to question the validity of a reform agenda that serves to strengthen the 

institutional legitimacy of incarcerating institutions. Even with a level of information and 

political interest unprecedented in recent years, writer and activist James Kilgore charges 

                                                
955 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Forward to Dan Berger, The Struggle Within: Prisons, 

Political Prisoners, and Mass Movements in the United States (Oakland: PM Press, 
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that “separating real change from rhetoric and contradictory processes, depicted as 

‘much-needed reforms,’ poses major challenges.”957 Even as activists, writers, and 

scholars continue to raise questions about the nature of reform, questions about it have 

not permeated jail policy initiatives or mainstream media coverage of them. 

 Determining what change might amount to “real change”— if such a thing 

exists— requires an understanding of past reform efforts at individual jails. Historians 

have a vital role to play in developing the knowledge needed for informed jail reform. 

This is a project of epic proportions. Every jail and jail system operates within a highly 

individuated institutional and political context. We know almost nothing of how jails 

have operated during the twentieth century. The archives of many local jails are scant or 

non-existent. Yet, I charge that the profession has an ethical obligation to helping jails to 

understand the histories of their buildings and policies, the legacies of violence and 

brutality, and the ways in which politics and other institutions have shaped the contexts 

of local jails. For too long, jails have been forgotten institutions. Quantitative data alone 

cannot give us a clear and complete picture of the long term human impact of jail 

                                                
957 James Kilgore, “Prop 47, Immigration Reform and More: The Contradictory 

Road of "Reforming" Mass Incarceration,” Truth-Out, Dec. 10, 2014, http://www.truth-
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of-reforming-mass-incarceration; Nancy A. Heitzeg, “The Perils of Criminal Justice 
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abolition; Maya Schenwar, “When Prison Reform Means Prison Expansion,” Truth-Out, 
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governance.958 As jail reform again becomes apart of political discourse, it is vital that 

qualitative, historical knowledge of the past informs policy decisions. 

 The human cost of detention at Cook County Jail is not hard to see. At the park 

behind the jail one afternoon, I looked through the fence into the recreation areas of 

Division 9. Some of the men outside are playing basketball, but most of them are 

standing at the fence, watching the comings and goings at the park. Why they are 

incarcerated is unclear; I cannot see what they have taken from others or how their 

families suffer in their absence. I see them out of context. I cannot hear their stories of 

how the jail is just one stop in their lives. All I can see is that these are people cut off 

from society, many of them in spite of their presumption of innocence before the law. 

They live in a building constructed in the name of reform, operated by would-be 

reformers, in an era of reform. I will continue to read reports of the terrible things that 

happen there. If I wave at the men, they will wave back. When I walk away, they will still 

be there. This is the story of Cook County Jail. 

  

                                                
958 Ram Subramanian, Christian Henrichson, and Jacob Kang-Brown, In Our Own 

Backyard: Confronting Growth and Disparities in American Jails (New York City: Vera 
Institute of Justice, 2015). 
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