Missouri State Penitentiary History

Missouri State Penitentiary has a storied and complex history that reflects
broader trends in the American penal system. Opened in 1836 and operational
until 2004, this institution was not only one of the oldest prisons in the
United States but also a site of significant events that shaped the landscape
of corrections in Missouri. Throughout its existence, the Missouri State
Penitentiary witnessed changes in inmate treatment, architectural styles, and
societal attitudes towards crime and punishment.

Foundation and Early Years

The Missouri State Penitentiary was established when the state of Missouri
needed a facility to house its growing inmate population. Originally,
convicts were housed in temporary facilities, but by the late 1830s, it
became apparent that a dedicated penitentiary was necessary.

Construction and Design

- Location: The penitentiary was built in Jefferson City, strategically
chosen for its central location in Missouri.

- Architectural Style: The design was influenced by the Pennsylvania system
of penitentiaries, which emphasized solitary confinement as a means of
rehabilitation. The initial structure consisted of granite and limestone,
giving it a fortress-like appearance.

- Capacity: The prison was built to hold approximately 1,000 inmates, a
number that would expand significantly in the decades to come.



Early Operations

In its early years, the Missouri State Penitentiary focused on reforming
inmates through labor. Inmates were assigned to various trades including:

- Blacksmithing
- Tailoring

- Shoemaking

- Carpentry

This labor was seen as a way to instill discipline and work ethic among the
inmates, while also helping to offset the costs of running the facility.

Notable Historical Events

Over its long history, the Missouri State Penitentiary experienced several
significant events that defined its legacy.

Riots and Escapes

The penitentiary was notorious for violence and unrest. Some notable
incidents include:

1. 1954 Riot: A major uprising occurred when inmates protested against living
conditions and treatment. The riot lasted several days and resulted in
extensive damage to the facility.

2. 1972 Escape: One of the most famous escapes involved a group of inmates
using makeshift tools to break out. This incident highlighted the security
flaws in the penitentiary's design.

Famous Inmates

The Missouri State Penitentiary housed several notorious criminals,
including:

- James Earl Ray: The assassin of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was incarcerated
here for a time before being transferred to other facilities.

- "Pop" Smith: A well-known criminal in the early 20th century, he was
infamous for his violent crimes and clever escapes.



Conditions and Treatment of Inmates

As the years went by, the treatment of inmates at the Missouri State
Penitentiary came under scrutiny.

Living Conditions

The conditions within the prison varied significantly over the decades:

- Overcrowding: By the late 20th century, the prison faced severe
overcrowding, housing more than double its intended capacity.

- Health and Sanitation: Inmates often dealt with unsanitary living
conditions, leading to outbreaks of disease.

- Mental Health: There was a lack of mental health care, with many inmates
suffering from untreated psychological issues.

Reform Movements

Throughout the 20th century, various reform movements sought to improve the
conditions and treatment of inmates:

- Legal Reforms: Landmark legal cases led to improved rights for inmates,
including access to legal representation and humane treatment.

- Educational Programs: By the 1990s, programs aimed at educating inmates
gained traction, providing them with opportunities for personal development.

Closure and Legacy

The Missouri State Penitentiary continued to operate until 2004, when it was
officially closed due to numerous issues, including aging infrastructure and
ongoing legal challenges regarding inmate treatment.

Reasons for Closure

Several factors contributed to the decision to close the penitentiary:

1. Outdated Facilities: Many parts of the prison were no longer suitable for
housing inmates safely.

2. Increased Costs: The cost of maintaining the facility and ensuring the
safety of both inmates and staff became prohibitive.

3. Shift in Correctional Philosophy: There was a growing recognition of the
need for rehabilitation over punishment, prompting the state to explore



alternatives to traditional incarceration.

After Closure

Following its closure, the Missouri State Penitentiary has transitioned into
a site for historical preservation and tourism. Some key developments
include:

- Historical Tours: The prison now offers guided tours, allowing visitors to
learn about its history, architecture, and the lives of those who were
incarcerated there.

- Cultural Events: The site is used for various events, including ghost tours
and historical reenactments, tapping into both its dark history and
architectural significance.

Conclusion

The history of the Missouri State Penitentiary is a reflection of broader
societal changes regarding crime and punishment in the United States. From
its inception as a facility focused on rehabilitation through labor to its
notorious reputation for violence and overcrowding, the penitentiary serves
as a case study in the evolution of the American penal system. Today, it
stands as a reminder of the complexities of justice and the ongoing debates
surrounding correctional practices. The legacy of the Missouri State
Penitentiary continues to be felt in discussions about criminal justice
reform, inmate rights, and the future of rehabilitation in America.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the Missouri State Penitentiary
established?

The Missouri State Penitentiary was established in 1836.

What notable architectural style is the Missouri
State Penitentiary known for?

The Missouri State Penitentiary is known for its Gothic Revival architectural
style.

How long did the Missouri State Penitentiary



operate?

The Missouri State Penitentiary operated for 168 years, from 1836 until its
closure in 2004.

What was the maximum capacity of the Missouri State
Penitentiary?

At its peak, the Missouri State Penitentiary housed over 5,000 inmates.

What infamous event occurred at the Missouri State
Penitentiary in 19547

In 1954, a major riot broke out at the Missouri State Penitentiary, resulting
in the deaths of two inmates and numerous injuries.

Which famous inmate was incarcerated at the Missouri
State Penitentiary?

One of the most famous inmates was 'Pretty Boy' Floyd, who was held there in
the 1930s.

What type of executions were carried out at the
Missouri State Penitentiary?

The Missouri State Penitentiary conducted executions by hanging and later by
gas chamber.

What is the current status of the Missouri State
Penitentiary?

The Missouri State Penitentiary is now a historic site and offers tours to
the public.

What role did the Missouri State Penitentiary play
during the Civil War?

During the Civil War, the Missouri State Penitentiary was used to hold
Confederate sympathizers and prisoners of war.

How has the history of the Missouri State
Penitentiary influenced modern corrections?

The history of the Missouri State Penitentiary has influenced modern
corrections by highlighting the need for prison reform and the importance of
humane treatment of inmates.
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