
CHAIN GANGS AND PROFIT

BY WALTER WILSON

THE first thing I can remember
about chain gangs is a story told
by my uncle when I was about

seven years old. We were living on a
rented farm in West Tennessee. My
uncle's friend, Jim Tanner, got into a
fist fight with his landlord, an influ-
ential farmer. He was fined and when
he could not pay the fine and the court
costs, which were much more than the
fine, he was sent to the chain gang to
work out the amount at fifty cents a
day. Along with a lot of other prison-
ers, he was made to do hard labor on a
road. One day a man was mangled by
some dynamite being used nearby in
connection with the work. Jim Tan-
ner and two other prisoners refused to
work until the blasting ceased. I can
hear my uncle now.

"Jim said the guards cussed him
somethin' scandlous and threatened to
kill him if he didn't git back to work.
Jim told them he'd soon be killed as
blasted all to hell. Then what them
guard-d.evils done to poor Jim was
a-plenty. They took and put him in a
great, big, wooden tank. And they
fastened his feet to the floor in a wooden
vise. But the worst part about it was
that water begin to pour into the tank
in a steady stream from a pipe in the
wall above Jim's head. There was a
pump in the tank and the guards told
Jim, 'now dam yore onery hide, pump
or drown.'''

Many times a1terwards I woke in
the dead of night completely exhausted
from terror after pumping a losing fight

for ages to prevent an ominous stream
of choking, strangling water from sub-
merging me in a tank as big as a
house.

I have visited chain gangs in every
Southern State except Florida. There
stands out vividly in my memory of
chain gangs an occurrence in Hous-
ton, Texas, in 1926. Wiley Zeigler, a
middle-aged white man, temporarily
unemployed because of illness, was sent
to the prison-farm-gang on a "likker"
charge. Though unused to farm work
of any kind and though he had not en-
tirely recovered from his illness, Zeigler
was put to "chopping" cotton along-
side of others.

He was unable to get on the row,
which meant keeping up with pace
setters hoeing cotton under the broiling
Texas sun. Reprimands having failed
to speed him up, the guard, a huge
man with a revolver in his belt, dealt
the lagging man a sharp blow with his
nine-pound black-snake whip. His
victim taunted the guard for being so
cowardly as to hit an unarmed, sick
man. The guard retaliated by beating
Zeigler until he fainted. He gouged
the needle-pointed rowel of his riding
spurs into the unconscious man's neck
and rolled it viciously, once, twice, and
a dozen times. Two Mexican prison-
ers were made to carry the senseless
man to the stockade. He was re-
formed. He'd never offend society's
laws again. In a few hours he was
dead.

I viewed Zeigler's body at the morgue.
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His back was disfigured by a mass of
long, deep, criss-erossed,. blood-shot
cuts the size of a man's finger. On his
neck were hundreds of tiny holes like
pin pricks made by the guard's spiked,
revolving spurs.

At about the same time as the Zeigler
death whipping I learned of a big prison
scandal that broke in Alabama. Rob-
ert Knox, a·young white convict, had
been beaten with a heavy steel wire
and then dipped repeatedly into a
laundry vat full of scalding water.
The state charged at the trial which
followed his death that the Warden,
who was present at the dipping, ordered
bichloride of mercury pumped into
Knox's body to simulate suicide.

The latest case to draw the country's
attention to the Southern prison gang
situation occurred in June, 1982.
Arthur Maillefert, a boy in his teens
from New Jersey, was beaten, steamed,
and strangled to death in a "sweat
box" at the Sunbeam, Florida, prison
camp. Prior to his death this young
man was stripped naked and encased
in a forty-five-pound white oak barrel
with only his head and lower legs pro-
truding. Leather straps and heavy
cleats of wood locked him in his port-
able prison. Driven to desperation-
he could neither sit nor lie down-by
the stings of myriad insects in the mos-
quito-infested swamps surrounding the
prison, he gnawed his way out of the
barrel and escaped naked into the ever-
glades. Bloodhounds soon picked up
his trail and he was recaptured, brought
back and punished.

"I'm doing this for your own good.
I'm trying to make a man of you,"
newspapers quoted the two-hundred-
pound whipping boss as saying, as he
belabored Maillefert with a rubber
hose. Finally desisting from sheer
exhaustion, the guard entombed the
youth in the " sweat box," gently
fastening a heavy trace chain about his
neck and fitting heavy vicelike stocks

583

snugly about his ankles. In the morn-
ing they took the nineteen-year-old
boy's dead body from its ingenious
gallows. The torture had been more
than human flesh could endure.

II
One of the prime qualifications of the

Southern prison warden is to have had
previous experience as prison guard
or experience "handling niggers and
bloodhounds" as foreman for a private
turpentine, saw mill, or contracting
company of some sort. Guards and
wardens are selected because of their
particular fitness for driving men; for
getting work done. Everything else
being equal, those who will work cheap-
est are selected. The average monthly
salary for guard work is fifty dollars.

In several States convict-trusties are
used as guards. The utility of this
can be seen at once. Why pay fifty
dollars a month for a guard when a
trusty is more than glad to serve with-
out pay? 1 Often killers or men with
reputations as bad men are selected to
act in such capacity. \ One of the most
notorious of such guards was one Cecil
Houston, a lifer in for murder who
operated as a straw boss and guard for
the Sloss-Sheffield Steel Company in
its coal mine near Birmingham until
1927.

Houston's favorite method of sub-
duing recalcitrant fellow-prisoners was
to slip up behind them or catch them
sleeping and knock them cold with a
hickory pick handle. Before his vic-
tim regained consciousness this killer
broke both his arms to prevent his
fighting back. He was given a big
bonus for all coal produced over a given
requirement. By driving the men he
was able to support a family and to
save up a large sum of money. As a
further reward he was given free range
and often left the prison for weeks
ata~
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Often the trusty-guards encourage
newcomers to the gangs to attempt to
escape. This gives the trusty a chance
to shoot the would-be runaway as he
makes his break for liberty. For this
the trusty expects a reward of money,
special privileges, a commutation of
sentence or a full pardon. Thus a
premium is placed on murder. Mis-
sissippi had to pass legislation to curb
the practice.

Perhaps a word should be said about
one of the most common of the gentle
correctives used to rehabilitate violators
of the law. There is the sweat box or
dog house-a small coffin-like cell just
large enough to permit a man to stand
erect. It is made of wood or tin and
has almost no light or ventilation, only
a dollar-sized hole at nose level. It is
placed in the open, and under the
scorching Southern sun it becomes an
inferno. After a few hours in it a man's
body swells and sometimes bleeds.
Often prisoners are hung up in the box
by their arms with ropes and chains
like a ham on a gambrel stick. Re-
cently a group of women, investigating
a Southern chain gang, found a young
negro suspended by his numbed arms
with his toes barely touching the floor.
The guards had played a trick on the
prisoner by placing quicklime in the
bottom of the box, which had eaten his
feet, swelling them to twice their
normal size. By admissions in official
reports, four hundred prisoners served
four thousand hours in sweat boxes in
Alabama in the fiscal year 1925-26.

Then there are the stocks, modeled
after those used by the Puritan Fathers,
except for innovations which have
come with the many mechanical inven-
tions of industrialization. The modern
stocks have ingenious frames that jerk
the body of the victim into a kink.
The same principle is used in another
corrective. In it the victim's legs are
placed in horizontal stocks which force
him to keep an upright position. A

chain is then tied to his arms or neck
and fastened to a windlass a few yards
away. In this way the windlass is
turned and the body is stretched-often
dislocating the arms.

There are many occasional punish-
ments. A guard in Stanley County,
North Carolina, hooked a chain around
the leg of a sick negro and dragged him
behind a tractor over a rocky field.
Men have been placed in dungeons cov-
ered with spikes except for a space
large enough to stand in.

In another prison camp a convict
was placed in an open field several
hundred yards from a small clump of
trees. Bloodhounds, including young
dogs that had to be trained, were held
by guards until the prisoner had gained
a slight start. The dogs were then re-
leased and streaked after their game.
The man had barely time to climb to
safety in the tree. From this refuge he
was made to tease the leaping, snarling
dogs with a long pole. When they
were crazed with rage, he was forced to
jump from his perch.

But the most common corrective
administered in the rehabilitation of
prisoners in the South is one that has
been deliberately authorized by the
state legislatures. The whip is legal-
ized in Alabama, Louisiana, Arkansas,
Mississippi, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Vir-
ginia. Governor Gardner of North
Carolina abolished it by proclamation
two years ago but it is still legalized
by statute. Another Southern State,
Florida, does not permit whipping
legally, but we have seen that Arthur
Maillefert was beaten with a rubber
hose. His fellow-prisoners testify that
they were whipped regularly. In spite
of the chivalry of the South, women
are subjected to these tortures.~
white women too, though not so com-
monly as the negro. Sometimes the
women are stripped naked before they
are whipped.
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It is significant that punishment on
Southern chain gangs in over seventy-
five per cent of cases is for not doing
enough work. A prominent official in
the Alabama League of Women Voters
tells me that ninety per cent is a better
estimate. Under the notorious task
system each prisoner must do a fixed
amount of work, usually determined by
skilled pace setters; each prisoner must
do the task regardless of prior experi-
ence at the work, physical fitness, or
anything else. The clerk digs his
quota of coal or he is "corrected"; the
industrial worker hoes as much cotton as
the farmer; the farmer crushes his as-
signed loads of stone. In short, con-
vict slaves in the South are punished
for the same reason-and with much
more severity because they have no
capital value to a master-that chattel
slaves were punished: namely, to in-
crease production.

In order to gain temporary sanctuary
in the hospital from such guards and
from the task system, men mutilate
their bodies. At the risk of their lives,
they explode dynamite caps in their
shoes, deliberately blasting off toes
and feet; they deliberately cut off
fingers and toes; they allow heavy tim-
bers and stone to crush their limbs.
And some have been known to commit
suicide.

Such environment and treatment
brutalize a man. He loses his identity
as his spirit slowly weakens and breaks.
His moral resistance to vice of every
sort is almost inevitably battered down.
One result is the widespread practice of
homosexuality. This is made worse
by the fact that young prisoners are
placed in intimate contact with hard-
ened old men. But what is worse,
prison officials have been known to
assign "gal-boys" to model, hard-
working prisoners as a reward for their
conduct!

It seems impossible that such condi-
tions should exist in 1933 in a civilized
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nation. But it is all a matter of public
record. Then why isn't something
done? Surely there is someone with
enough social conscience to want to
stamp out these horrors.

III

In the first place, Southern as well
as outside reformers and humanitarians
have not been inactive. Prison reform
has long been a subject close to the
hearts of great-souled people. After
each prison scandal a hue and cry is
always raised for reform of the abuses
of prison life. The extent of public
interest in chain gangs can be gauged
at present, at least in' part, by the
number of magazine articles, books,
and motion pictures dealing with it
which have appeared. As a result,
prison conditions have been probed,
investigated, exposed, con emned, per-
haps more times than any other evil of
American life. Resolutions have been
passed at afternoon teas; letters have
been written to editors; candidates
have pledged prison reform and have
been elected. What has been the
result?

In 1885 George Washington Cable
wrote of the chain-gang horrors in his
book, The Silen: South, He found'
conditions worse than they had been
for years. In 19!tl, more than thirty
years later, Frank Tannenbaum wrote
Darker Phases of the South: He proved
with much documentary evidence that
conditions had not improved since the
days when Cable wrote. In 19U an
Alabamian, William H. Skaggs, wrote
The Southern Oligarchy in which he
used documentary evidence to show
that conditions were still bad-he de-
clared them worse than they had ever
been. Yet in 1932 we find over half a
dozen reported cases of men tortured
to death on chain gangs. How many
others there were we have no way of
knowing except by the reports of the
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men who do the murdering. The
North Carolina Bureau of Vital Sta-
tistics of the State Board of Health
says that no class of deaths is so inade-
quately reported as those that occur in
prison camps.

Gains have been won it is true, and
abuses have been corrected. But let
us review a few of the broad, long-run
successes. We have told in brief de-
tail of the murder of Arthur Maillefert
who was strangled in a sweat box in
Florida in June of last year. Flori-
da officials-being slightly tourist-con-
scious perhaps-hastened to declare
that it was an unfortunate happening,
but they were glad to be able to say
that it was an isolated case; that by and
large the system was fundamentally
sound. One Florida investigator went
so far as to say that he had read of such
horrible cases in Europe a century ago
but he didn't ever expect anything like
it to appear in the United States and
especially in Florida. In 1923 at-
tempts were made to boycott "bar-
barous Florida" following the death
whipping of Martin 'I'abert, a young
North Dakotan, who was given one
hundred and nineteen lashes while a
prisoner on a Florida chain gang. The
North Dakota legislature met in special
assembly and forced the Florida legis-
lature to "investigate."

In 1902-1903 and in 1915 other big
scandals broke in Florida. After each
of them State officials claimed that
a clean-up had been effected. The
same was said after the Tabert case.
Let anyone who thinks the criticism in
this article too harsh turn back and read
the liberal magazines dealing with the
Martin Tabert case in 1923. Yet ten
years later we have the murder of
Arthur Maillefert.

North Carolina humanitarians won a
big victory two years ago when Gov-
ernor Max O. Gardner abolished the
lash by proclamation-although it is
still legalized by statute. Soon after,

in 1930, however, Willie Bellamy, an
eighteen-year-old negro boy, was un-
mercifully beaten and then incarcer-
ated in a sweat box. Strangely un-
grateful for the efforts that were made
to rehabilitate him, he died. A Marion,
North Carolina, textile striker whom I
visited on the Hendersonville gang in
1930, long after the lash was "abol-
ished," told me that he often saw and
heard men beg for mercy as they were
scourged with a heavy leather whip.

Alabama reformers have won big
victories too. In 1922 Governor Tom
Kilby sent orders to all State and
county prisons to abolish the lash.
The humanitarians wept on one an-
other's shoulders with joy at such an
unexpected victory. In October, 1923,
Governor Brandon's State Board of
Administration, finding that the Kilby
orders were not officially recorded,
declared them void and continued the
use of the lash. A few months ago a
disabled ex-service man, James C.
Kirby, was severely flogged. The
American Legion protested. Governor
Miller investigated and reported his
findings that neither the letter nor the
spirit of the law was violated in whip-
ping Kirby. A short time ago a prom-
inent Alabama woman told the writer
that over seven hundred persons were
flogged in Alabama in 19~ and that
women are being whipped along with
men.

But the most signal prison reform
successes have been won in Georgia.
After many long, weary years success
crowned the efforts of the reformers
and the lash was abolished. More
"humane" methods of convict-rehabil-
itation were adopted in place of the
whip. But these included the sweat box
and the stocks, which have already
been described.

In 1926 a special investigating com-
mittee reported on Georgia prison con-
ditions. This committee found that
more barbaric instruments had been
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created. "Stocks, capable of causing
unspeakable agony, were found in
several camps. In others the com-

. mittee found that the wardens had an
arrangement whereby the convict was
condemned to be swung by his hand-
cuffed wrists to a beam and left sus-
pended in mid-air. Ninety per cent
of the prisoners pleaded with the in-
vestigators for the return of the lash."
The committee so recommended. The
prison reformers, apparently having
forgotten the record of the lash, were
aroused over the report and began
working for the introduction of a
more humane corrective-the lash. In
June, 1931, their efforts were crowned
with partial victory when the House
Penitentiary Committee of the Georgia
Legislature voted favorably on a bill
restoring the whip.

Despite all this, on July 22, 1932, a
county warden at Griffin, Ga., was
indicted by a grand jury for killing a
prisoner "by hitting, striking, and
beating him with his hands, fists,
sticks, pieces of wood, and other
weapons to the Grand Jury unknown."
Perhaps this prisoner died thanking
Heaven that whipping was illegal in
the State of Georgia.

IV

Why is it that these chain-gang
horrors cannot be abolished? Is it
because of human nature? Or more
specifically is it because Southerners
are naturally depraved? A great many
people profess to think so. But it isn't
that. Humanitarian efforts-no mat-
ter how well motivated-to reform
Southern prison gangs will continue to
fail so long as the prevailing penological
system exists. They will continue to
fail for one important, challenging \
reason-profit. Southern prisons and
prison gangs do not exist for doing the
job civilization would seem to demand
of them: namely, to rehabilitate the
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law violator. They exist to exploit the
labor of human beings for profit-profit
for private business men and the State
-and indirectly for politicians. The
humanitarians do not see this. They
see the viciousness of individuals but
not the viciousness inherent in the
whole system.

Very few realize that the beautiful
highways one sees in the Southern
chamber of commerce advertisements
were built with unpaid labor driven
under the lash. Of course prisoners
are made to do many other kinds of
work, including rock crushing, farming,
levee building, coal mining, and general
construction work. But in recent
years road work has been the most
important.

One way of making profits for the
State and private business men and at
the same time teaching citizenship and
love of country is to force convicts to
work on jobs of a patriotic nature.

Jobs of this sort on which prisoners
were employed in 1930 and 1931 in-
clude clearing underbrush and road-
ways in preparation for President
Hoover's prosperity speech at Kings
Mountain, South Carolina, in 1930;
work on streets in Arlington, Virginia
(over the protest of the citizenry), work
on the bridge across the Potomac lead-
ing to the Lincoln Memorial, and
work on the Lee Memorial Boulevard.
President Hoover was to have broken
ground for this latter job but canceled
the engagement after his press secretary,
Theodore Joslin, had been asked by
a newspaper correspondent whether
Hoover's acceptance of the invitation
came after the State Highway Com-
missioner had imported one hundred
convicts to do the actual work on the
new road.

There are no complete figures extant
on the total value of all road work done
by convicts in the South in anyone
year. In 1923 the U. S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics estimated that about
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$11,8~7,714 worth of road work was
done in that year for the entire coun-
try. Of course, most road work by
convict labor is done in the South.
But this estimate dealt only with State
prisoners. Louis N. Robinson has
testified to the fact that "The counties
of the South are the largest users of
prison labor for road work. In fact it
is customary in some of the States to
send to county chain gangs all able-
bodied convicts .... " H Robinson
is right, and there is reason to believe
that he is, then both State and county
prisoners in the South must do work
valued at about $25,000,000 annually.
The authorities can afford to take a
little criticism as to their methods in
view of such an output.

Warden R. M. Youell of Virginia
estimated that convict road work done
in his State in 1927 was valued at
about $4,000,000. In 1930 work of
like nature was valued at $3,777,000.
Georgia, according to the 1923 Bureau
of Labor Statistics figures, showed a
convict labor production in road work
valued at $5,030,850.

But road work isn't all. The Hand-
book of American Prisons and Reforma-
tories for 1929 stated, "Few States
have prison systems which show larger
financial profits than that of Mississippi
(a prison farm State); few States, on
the other hand, have systems organized
on more unbusinesslike lines. The
prison farms of this State are compa-
rable in extent and importance to those
of Louisiana, Texas, and Arkansas.
They appear to be operated almost
exclusively for financial profits." Cot-
ton, sugar, rice, livestock, and other
commodities are produced on these
big farms and sold in the open market.
Mississippi prison farms showed an
income in a four-year period ending
June 19!18of $2,354,!W0, with goods on
hand valued at $876,687.

In a four-year period ending Septem-
ber 30, 19~6, Alabama's gross income

from her prison labor was $15,110,398.
This, bear in mind, represented only the
State's share. Private business men
made huge amounts in addition. At
the present time Alabama has the only
completely integrated prison industry.
Cotton raised on the prison farm is
ginned, woven, and made into shirts by
prisoners for the Reliance Manufactur-
ing Co.

Ever since the Civil War huge profits
have been made out of convict forced
labor. In fact, to a larger extent than
is realized, the convict labor system
superseded chattel slavery.

Some of the finest flower of the old
South's manhood-leaders at the high
tide of American civilization, according
to a recent group of young Southern <
writers-exploited and trafficked in
convict slaves much on the order of the
modern trade in grain and livestock
futures.

The records of these Georgia gentle-
men could be duplicated elsewhere in
the South. Prior to 1866 convicts of
Georgia were confined in a central peni-
tentiary at Milledgeville, The total
number of prisoners, about two hundred
and fifty, were all white. By 1866
this situation was. reversed. Almost
all prisoners were negroes. It was
suddenly discovered that such a race of
criminals as the negro had never before
existed on land or sea. From then on
the prisons overflowed-solid black.
The modern convict-lease system came
into existence, under which convicts
were sold into the absolute custody of
private business men-turpentine-camp
operators, saw-mill operators, planters
-to guard, feed, work, and discipline
at will. The State had no further
responsibility; it was enough that it
acted as a clearing house or employ-
ment agency. It was slavery without
capitalization of the slaves.

The "Georgia Penitentiaries Com-
pany" was organized to speculate in
convict-labor futures. This company
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leased all of the long-term prisoners of
the State of Georgia for a period of
twenty years. It paid the State $500,-
000 for the lease. The first three hun-
dred prisoners were used by the Dade
Coal Company. The stockholders of
the company included the Confederate
generals Joseph E. Brown and John B.
Gordon; Brown's son Julius and later
on General Joseph M. Brown, one time
governor of Georgia, exploited convict
labor in the DadeCounty coal mines.

v
What are the factors which make it

possible for profits to be made from the
labor of convicts? Perhaps the most
important single fact is that no wages
are paid to prison laborers. Only one
or two Southern States pay anything at
all. One of them, Alabama, pays cer-
tain classes of her prisoners the princely
wage of about ~ cents a day out of
which certain luxuries such as tobacco
must be purchased. one or two others
pay a bonus for extra work which some-
times amounts to as high as $~a month.
Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and Texas are more honest and
make no pretense of paying anything.
Georgia, however, gives each discharged
prisoner a handsome purse with which
to start life anew. On this point the
Handbook of American Prisons and
Reformatories for 19~9 said:

Prisoners in Georgia receive no wage.
On discharge they are given civilian cloth-
ingnot to exceedeight dollars in valueand a
railroad ticket to the station nearest the
place of their conviction, even if their home
is in another part of the State. When they
get off the train with neither money nor II-
job they are liable to arrest and imprison-
ment as vagrants.

Prison reformers were once able to
secure the passage of a law in Kentucky
providing for paying the convicts there.
But the law was held unconstitutional
on a technical point. A similar law in

589

Texas met a similar fate but on the
ground that the convict was a slave.

Another way in which convicts con-
tribute to profit is to work a "full day."
Usually the day's work on the chain
gang is from "sun to sun," or from
"can to cain't"-when you can see
until you cannot. This often means
14 to 16 hours a day. A prison official
in Tennessee was heard to say, "Oh,
yes, we work our prisoners eight hours
a day-eight before noon and eight
after." Prisoners who work inside
prison walls average from 10 to 1~
hours a day according to the season.

The profit motive is seen in other
prison conditions. Food is always the
cheapest obtainable. It ordinarily con-
sists of corn bread. sorghum molasses,
dried beans, potatoes, and occasionally
"fat back" pork. Very little fresh
meat, vegetables, or fruit are served.
The food is prepared by cooks selected
from among the prisoners. A county in
Alabama recently boasted that it was
cheaper to feed a convict than a mule,
as it cost 55 cents a day for a mule and
only 147l; cents to feed a prisoner.
Usually the county or State gives the
officials a fixed allowance to feed the
prisoners under their care. Whatever
the officials can save lines their own
pockets. In one county in a border
State it was found that the sheriff re-
ceived 45 cents a day for each prisoner
and spent only 8 cents.

Housing furnished by the profit-
conscious officials is always an item of
little expense. There are three kinds of
homes for prisoners. One is the wooden
barracks, used where employment is
fairly permanent. They are often un-
sanitary firetraps and are often so des-
ignated. Tents are used in semi-
permanent camps.

The steel-cage wagon is the third
type of home. This wagon is ordina-
rily about 18 feet long, 8 feet high, and
8 feet wide with two or three tiers of
bunks in each cage. This is the sleep-
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ing and living room for about twenty
.men. Because it can easily be moved
about with the progress of the job, the
cage is especially suited for road work,
if one doesn't consider the welfare of
the prisoners. It is a sight not soon
forgotten to see the cages, which look
for all the world like animal cages in a
circus except that they are never gilded,
filled with their animal-like occupants
as they move to another job. Country
people flock to the front gates to watch
and listen as the procession of cages,
loaded with vermin-infested men, creaks
and rasps along the hot, sandy, dusty
road.

In rainy weather a tarpaulin flap is
dropped over the walls of the cage to
shut out the water; it also shuts off
ventilation and light. A tub under-
neath a hole in the floor is the toilet.
A horrible stench arises from it all
night. On Sundays, nights, and holi-
days the men are locked in the cages.
A long chain is passed through the leg
chains of each prisoner-these latter
are permanently riveted on by a black-
smith. In this way all the prisoners
are fastened to a single chain and can
be released only by a guard unlocking
them. Obviously such an arrangement
has its good points, for fewer guards are
necessary to watch fettered prisoners
in a steel cage, and money is saved.

But from the prisoner's point of view
the arrangement is anything but happy.
Disastrous fires may occur while the
men are chained-they are also chained
in barracks and tents. Eleven prison-
ers were burned to death in Kennans-
ville, North Carolina, in 1981 when a
fire raged through the wooden stockade
there. A short time ago there was a
big loss of life on a Texas prison farm.
In 1980 one man in a Coral Gables,
Fla., gang was burned to death and
several others maimed when a guard
tossed a cigarette into some dyna-
mite near the guard-house. But the
most disastrous fire involving prisoners

actually working at the job occurred
in the Banner mines operated by the
Pratt Consolidated Coal Company near)
Birmingham in 1911 when one hundred
and twenty-three helpless men were
killed by an explosion and fire. h

Chain gangs are particularly charae-
terized by an absolute disregard for the
life and limb of the convict slaves.
This is not because of evil-natured
officials. Obviously it would be an
added expense to install safety devices.
It has been estimated that it is from
two and a hali to three times as haz-
ardous to be a convict laborer as it is to
be a free one. In addition to fire haz-
ard, which is always present, there are
accident and occupational disease. In
1931 an investigating committee from
the Tennessee State Legislature found
300 prisoners out of a prison population
of less than 800 sick with influenza and
pneumonia at the Brushy Mountain
coal mine. There were also many
cases of gonorrhea, syphilis, and other
diseases scattered throughout the pris-
on population. These conditions are
typical of the whole South. It is sel-
dom that adequate medical care is
given sickness or accident cases. The
resourceful guards administer pills for
practically all ailments from typhoid
fever to a broken leg. Men with
broken arms have been forced to con-
tinue at work without having the
broken bones set. In addition to these
" natural" accidents and diseases, there
is the constant danger from mutilation
by angry guards.

Because of all these dangers. a sen-
tence to the chain gang for a few
months for a minor infraction of a law
often in reality amounts to a sentence
of death with execution either by fire,
shooting, whipping, or more often
perhaps by overwork.

Several profit-factors make this pos-
sible. A prisoner serving out a ten-
dollar fine for public profanity or some
other similar crime·may be killed on a
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chain gang, because of the State's
negligence. This prisoner may have a
family entirely dependent upon him.
Yet his family cannot collect a cent of
compensation, for there is no work-
men's compensation for convict slaves.
Georgia courts, for example, have held
that in the absence of Statute there is
no liability to a prisoner who becomes
diseased or who dies as a result of un-
healthful conditions in a penal institu-
tion. Otherwise, as Nathaniel Cantor
in his Crime, Criminals and Criminal
Justice says, "many of the States would
face innumerable snits involving the
injuries of prison inmates, so precarious
are the conditions of the penal institu-
tions, especially the road camps of the
South."

In addition to keeping expenses at
a minimum through non-payment of
wages, poor food, poorer housing, no
safety devices, no medical care, and the
use of non-paid trusties as guards, the
authorities save also by not providing
educational, recreational, or vocational
training for the prisoners. Of these
perhaps vocational training is the most
important in preparing the prisoner to
take his place in society upon release.
Yet if there is any vocational training
at all it is entirely by accident and not
design. Or perhaps the State regards
it vocational training to force a bank
clerk to dig coal, an industrial worker to
do farm work or a farmer to crush rock.

Aside from prison officials and private
business men who profit from convict
labor, there is another group of men
who profit in traffic in convict slaves.
Sheriffs, judges, clerks, and others
serve as employment agents to keep
the chain gangs well stocked with
workers. Under the notorious fee
system law-and-order enforcement, offi-
cials are paid a commission on the
basis of the number of arrests and con-
victions they secure. The prisoner
is made to pay these fees or "court
costs" in addition to fines and jail sen-
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tenee, An authority on prisons cites
one instance of a negro in Alabama who
was fined one dollar and costs. The
costs were seventy-five dollars. As
the officials depend on arrests and con-
victions for their livelihood, they are
always zealously on the elert for crimi-
nals. Let a shabbily dressed, friend-
less stranger wander into town or an
unemployed worker get caught riding a
freight train or a hungry negro steal a
pound of butter-the law draws in all
such as an electric magnet draws steel.
And if no "criminals" are found, the
sheriff sends out an undercover man to
engage a group of negroes in a crap
game. Then the game is raided. The
mill of criminal justice grinds most
industriously when men are needed for
a big road-making job.

Eloquent testimony to the industry
of fee-paid officials is shown by salaries
earned. According to leading citizens
of Alabama, the sheriff of Jefferson
county in 19l!! was earning $50,000 to
$80,000 a year in fees. A clerkship in
this county was worth at least $it5,000
in fees. Several sheriffs in Mississippi
in 1980 earned over $20,000 each.
The leading one made $!M,350. The
average for 8~counties was only slightly
less than $6,000. The same individu-
als in civil life would probably earn $100
a month if they were so fortunate as to
find a job.

The Southern vagrancy laws-ehain-
gang feeding laws-which penalize
poverty -and unemployment grew out
of the "Black Codes" adopted by
Southern States soon after the Civil
War with the conscious intention of
securing forced labor under another
name than that of chattel slavery.
These laws are still used to secure forced
labor. There have been several news-
paper stories during the past few
months about the use of the threat of
vagrancy laws to force unemployed
workers to pick cotton at any wage
offered.
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Another important law is one which
penalizes the breaking of a contract by
a tenant farmer or laborer after "ad-
vances" of cash or supplies are made to
him by his employer. Georgia, Flor-
ida, and other States have this law and
enforce it. Peonage, which is still
widely prevalent, arises chiefly-aside
from out-and-out physical force-from
these two laws.'

Some of the minor offenses which
feed the chain gangs are prohibition
law violations, petty property offenses
-chiefly because of these two there is a
noticeable trend toward an equaliza-
tion in the number of white and negro
prisoners-swearing before a female,
public profanity, riding a freight train,
playing cards on Sunday, disturbing
public worship, dice shooting, shooting
across a public highway, labor organiz-
ing, letting an employer's mule bite a
neighbor's com, and many others.
The tortures of the third degree are
frequently utilized in getting "confes-
sions" in these crimes.

VI
It is contended by several well-

known penologist.'! that the chief evil
of American prison life is none of the
things mentioned here but that it is
idleness-lack of work for prison in-
mates. Recently one of them wrote a
book which had the thesis that "to
make brick without straw is easy com-
pared with the task of making decent
citizens out of criminals without work."
But even this author was forced to
admit that prisoners really do work in
the South. He said, " But in the
South . . . prison idleness is reduced
to a minimum-where 9~ per cent of the
prisoners are employed." Some of the
other eight per cent were sick or not
reported.

Yet, as has been shown here, the
mere fact that prisoners are made to
work is no evidence that they are being

reformed. Noone at all familiar with
the history and status of Southern
prison gangs can seriously contend that
they are intended to accomplish, or in
fact do accomplish, the rehabilitation
of the law violator. Can the spirit of
reform thrive in an atmosphere of con-
stant humiliation, degradation, and
brutality-slop buckets, rotten food,
steel cages, steel chains, steel shackles,
sweat boxes, stocks, bull whips, brutal
guards, frame-ups, murder? Is it be-
cause of a desire to redeem the prisoner
for society that the fee system is used;
that no wages are paid; that there is no
compensation for disease or accident;
that the task system is used; that the
hours are cruelly long; that the toil is
so brutalizing?

Yes, convict.'! should work, but for
their own salvation primarily and not
to make' money for anyone else. The
State must cease exploiting it.'! prison
inmates for profit and it must cease
conniving with private business men to
exploit them. An intelligent social
attitude toward this problem must be
adopted by the South. The present
profit-making attitude is responsible
for the abuses and horrors described in
this article and in the many recent
books, newspaper stories, and moving
pictures dealing with Southern prison
life. It is responsible for the failure of
the many campaigns in the past to
end chain-gang conditions. Such cam-
paigns, no matter what the motive,
must continue to fail until prison profit
is abolished.

The only possible way to make head-
way against the chain-gang horror is to
abandon useless campaigns against the
use of torture and to unite on a program
against convict profit. Such a program
would call for a substantial wage for
the convict's labor, workmen's com-
pensation, provision for safety devices
and safety rules, adequate medical and
hospital care, and the reduction of the
inhumanly long hours of labor. It
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would call for decent food and decent
shelter and the abandonment of steel
cages, leaky tents, and fire-trap bar-
racks. It would call for trained prison
officials and guards.

Under such a humane arrangement
profit and the task system must dis-
appear. It will no longer profit the
State to herd innocent men into gangs
along with the guilty, and it will be found
necessary to reduce the bounty paid to
sheriffs, justices of the peace, and other
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officials for maintaining the supply of
convict slaves. Nor will it profit the
State to penalize unemployment and
vagrancy under the present vagrancy
laws. Otherwise the years and the
blood are vain, and the famous words
"I do order and declare that all persons
held as slaves within said designated
States and parts of States are, and
henceforward shall be, free" are as
dead as the President who uttered
them.

FISH FOR BREAKFAST

BY HENRY T. CHAMBERS

INUTAH BECKY'S place
I drank a toast to spring,

And a farmer lad with a priest's face
Said thi3 owli3h thing:
"How, when the heart i3 leaping
Can the hand sow for reaping?
Drink me 1W toast to spring;
Spring i3 a young man's foe.
When larks and lasses sing
How can a young man !we?
How, when the wind i3 warming
Tend strict the farming?
Each year I am afraid
Since I was twenty
I shall. go wed a maid
And troubles plenty.
And then to tamp my larder
I must plow harder.
If you must waste the wine
Drink to the year'8 cold end-
Spring i3 1W friend of mine,
Spring is an old man's friend."


