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Post- Visit Lesson Plan:  
Living at Eastern State Penitentiary
Grade Levels: 5-7

Subject Areas:  Social Studies/History, Language Arts

Overview:  Al Capone Does My Shirts, by Gennifer Choldenko, is a fun way to connect students to the history of Alcatraz Penitentiary, but also to Eastern State Penitentiary.  While Alcatraz was an island, on which guards and their families lived, Eastern State Penitentiary (in the 20th Century) was surrounded by the city of Philadelphia, separated not by water, but by 30-foot high walls.  While the children and grandchildren of Wardens and Deputy Wardens lived in the front building for most of its history, by the time Al Capone served his prison sentence at Eastern State, the families had moved out.  Many children, however, lived just outside of the prison walls and had similar life experiences to those of the children on Alcatraz Island, as described in Choldenko’s book.  This lesson plan will allow students to compare and contrast the history of the two penitentiaries as well as to imagine what life would have been like for the children who lived just beyond the prisons’ walls.  

Inmates at Eastern State Penitentiary were not as isolated from the rest of the world as you might think.  While thick stone walls separated them from those outside, inmates were reminded of the life they were missing; they could still hear things like the children from the local elementary school playing outside, ice cream trucks driving by, and Christmas music drifting out from nearby houses.  The children living outside the walls had even more interaction with the prison than you might expect.  On weekends, the children would wait outside the wall where the baseball field was located inside.  They would wait for the baseballs to come over the walls, so they could get a prison ball of their own.  The guards in the towers would talk to the kids, and would sometimes ask for the balls back, and other times let them keep them.  Some prison guards would bring their sons into Eastern State to get haircuts from inmates.  Just like the description of Alcatraz in Al Capone Does My Shirts, life at Eastern State Penitentiary was much more than just a place to hold criminals.

Learning Objectives:  

· Students will learn more of the history of Eastern State Penitentiary, and the people who lived in and around it.

· Students will compare and contrast how Eastern State Penitentiary and Alcatraz were built, and how each was made to be “escape-proof.”

· Students will read eyewitness accounts of life in and around Eastern State Penitentiary.
· Students will compare and contrast the lives of the fictional characters on Alcatraz Island in Al Capone Does My Shirts, with the lives of inmates and guards of Eastern State Penitentiary as well as the community outside the walls.

· Students will imagine what it would be like to live in the neighborhood, or to have a guard as a father.  Each student will write a first-person narrative or description of life at Eastern State Penitentiary.

Common Core Standards:

Anchor Standards for Reading
1.  Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.

3.  Analyze how and why individuals, events, and ideas develop and interact over the course of a text.

9.  Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to build knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take.

Anchor Standards for Writing

3.  Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.

7.  Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.

9.  Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.

Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening

1.  Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
Materials :

· Al Capone Does my Shirts, written by Gennifer Choldenko


· Images of Alcatraz and Eastern State 

· Historic maps of Philadelphia, showing how the city grew around Eastern State Penitentiary

· Oral histories of people who grew up in and around Eastern State Penitentiary

· Historic Images

· Photo Analysis Worksheet

Resources:

· www.easternstate.org

· www.nps.gov/alca

· http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/history/famous-cases/al-capone
Procedures:
This lesson plan is designed for flexibility.  Teachers are encouraged to select those sections that are appropriate to their students’ level and fit best into their curriculum.
· Have students discuss and brainstorm reasons for laws and prisons.

· Have students read Al Capone Does My Shirts.

· Students will discuss what they read, including the brief history at the end of the book.

· Students will (if possible) visit Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site.

· Students will return to the classroom and will read transcripts of the oral histories of people who grew up in and around Eastern State.

· Students will compare and contrast the lives of the fictional characters of the book and the real lives of those at Eastern State Penitentiary.

· Students will learn that Eastern State Penitentiary, in Philadelphia, has some similarities to Alcatraz, and will discuss why each was built where it was.

Visiting the Site:  A field trip to Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site is an experience that allows your students to learn history and become engaged in historic inquiry. Through an interactive tour, students will use Eastern State Penitentiary’s 142-year history as a lens to examine the larger story of American History.
Class tours are tailored to the grade level or college year of your group. When you are booking your tour, please let us know what your students are currently studying, their education level, and if you have specific interests, such as religious influence, architecture, criminal justice or escapes. Our school tours are designed to address a variety of academic standards for elementary through high school students, available for download from Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site.

http://www.easternstate.org/sites/default/files/ESP_StateStandardsBrochure_1.jpg
Although private group tours are available throughout the year at Eastern State Penitentiary, cold weather can make winter and early spring tours a very chilling experience. We recommend group tours between April 1 and November 30.

Recommended for students 10 years of age and older. Tours are not recommended for children under the age of seven (7). Led by a member of our guide staff. Limited to groups of 15 to 125. 1 hour.

 For more information, visit Eastern State Penitentiary’s website at http://www.easternstate.org
Getting Started—Inquiry Questions
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Eastern State Penitentiary c. 1913: collection of Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site.
1. What does the building look like to you?  

2. What feelings do you get from looking at it?  

3. What does the area around this building look like?

4. Use the photo analysis worksheet to further study this photograph.

Photo Analysis Worksheet
Adapted from Teaching With Historic Places Photo Analysis Worksheet, available at http://www.nps.gov/nr/twhp/photoana.htm

1. Take a few seconds to examine the photograph.  How would you describe it?

2. Divide the photograph into quadrants.  Looking at each section individually, what do you notice?  Pay attention to details such as people, objects, or activities as well as clues that tell you what time period, season, or location the picture is from.  Write your observations in the table below:

	Quadrant 1
	Quadrant 2

	Quadrant 3
	Quadrant 4


3. Based on what you have observed, how would you now describe the photo?  Did the detailed study of the photograph change your mind about it?

4. Do you have any questions about the photograph?  How do you think you would go about finding the answers?

Setting the Stage

Eastern State Penitentiary opened in 1829 and was the world’s first true penitentiary, a prison built to create penitence, or true regret, in the hearts of prisoners. Every inmate (prisoner) had to remain silent in his or her own cell and individual exercise yard as part of “separate confinement.”  The inmates were supposed to think about what they had done, and Pennsylvania believed the inmates would feel so bad about their crimes that they would never commit another.  Not only did they have to remain silent in their cells, thinking about their crimes, they could not contact anyone outside of the building, even through writing. The penitentiary was built on the outskirts of the city on top of a hill, away from the city, family, and friends.

By the 20th Century, the city had grown around the prison.  The prison relaxed visitation rules, making it possible for inmates to not only have visitors, but to write to their family and friends.  In 1913, Eastern State officially abandoned the idea of separate confinement, and two inmates were assigned to each cell.  Sports became an important part of daily life in Eastern State Penitentiary, including baseball, basketball, handball, and boxing.  The types of prisoners also changed in this time period.  

In the 1800s, horse theft was one of the most common crimes committed by inmates at Eastern State.  In the 1900s, violent crimes became more common.  In the 1920s, crime related to Prohibition, the law that made alcohol illegal, was on the rise all over the country, raising the number of inmates at all prisons.  Eastern State Penitentiary had to have as many as four inmates in a cell.  It was during this time that Eastern State’s most famous inmate was sentenced to serve time there. 

During Prohibition, a black market created a way for people to illegally buy and sell alcohol.  Mobs, or organized crime rings, made a lot of money from the black market, and were involved in a lot of violence.  Al Capone became mob leader in Chicago at this time, and the police thought he had committed many crimes, including murder.  Despite these suspicions, he was not convicted of any of crimes until he was caught carrying a gun in Philadelphia.  He did not have a permit, so he was arrested and sentenced to one year in prison.  He was supposed to be in the county jail, but because there was overcrowding, he was sent to Eastern State Penitentiary.  He served about 8 months at Eastern State, in his own private cell.   

Al Capone was released from Eastern State Penitentiary on March 17, 1930.  Less than a year later, he was sentenced to six months for contempt of court.  In October 1931, he was convicted of tax evasion and sentenced to eleven years in federal prison.  He first served time at the US Penitentiary in Atlanta, and then in Alcatraz.  After serving about seven and a half years, and paying all of his back taxes and fines, Al Capone was released from Alcatraz on November 16, 1939.  He moved to Florida, where he lived a quiet life until he died in 1947.

Locating the Penitentiaries

Map 1
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Map available at openstreetmaps.org 
http://osm.org/go/ZcjRsaS0-- 

 © OpenStreetMap contributors, CC-BY-SA
Questions for Map 1 

1. The original location of City Hall was at 5th and Chestnut. Find this location.  Using the scale on the map, and a ruler, can you figure out how far away Eastern State Penitentiary was from this site?
2. City Hall moved to its current location on the map at the end of the 19th century.  How far is Eastern State Penitentiary from the new location?
3. When City Hall was farther away, the rest of the city was also far from Eastern State.  The city started growing around the penitentiary in the late 1800s.  Who do you think was living next door?  Why would someone be willing to live so close?

4. What do you think it would have been like living in the city next to the penitentiary?

5. What are some of the advantages to having the penitentiary in the city?  What do you think some of the disadvantages would be? (Hint:  Think about visitation, supplies, emergencies, escapes, etc.)
Map 2
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Map available at openstreetmaps.org 
http://osm.org/go/TZHvc1s--

 © OpenStreetMap contributors, CC-BY-SA
Questions for Map 2 
1. Locate Alcatraz Island on the map.  Using the scale, determine how far away the island is from shore.

2.  What would be some of the advantages of the penitentiary being located on this island?  What do you think some of the disadvantages would be? (Hint:  Think about visitation, supplies, emergencies, escapes, etc.)

3. What do you think it would have been like to live on the island with the penitentiary?
Determining the Facts

Readings

These readings are excerpts from an oral history interview with people who grew up in and around Eastern State Penitentiary. As you read the interviews, think about what life was like on Alcatraz Island for Piper as the daughter of the warden there, and for Moose as the son of a guard.  After you finish reading, answer the questions, providing evidence from the oral histories and Al Capone Does My Shirts.

Eastern State Penitentiary

Oral History Project

Interview #39 with Elsie Hough, Relative of Warden/Lived at ESP
Conducted on April 3, 1993 by Hal Kirn
EH—Elsie Hough

HK—Hal Kirn 

HK:
What years did you live in the prison? How old were you?

EH:
I was about 5.

HK:
And what year was that?

EH:
Well I was born in 1901. So it was 1906.

HK:
What was it like as a child to live in the prison?

EH:
You played! I played in there.

HK:
Go ahead, just tell about more.

EH:
I played, I played. We had our own yard connected to our headquarters, but those prisoners were just like our brothers to me because they looked after me like I was somebody—real queen—even after they got out. And many of the prisoners that lived there, like Mike Duffy who was the same particular person as Hoffa. He was head of the gang. In fact he was the one that presented me with my bouquet of flowers when I was married.

HK:
So when you think of the prison now, what is your first memory, your recollection of the prison, just your life there?

EH:
Of all of them, my dad use to say, a lot of them in there were better than the people walking the streets. And that was the truth. Now they have a place up outside of Harrisburg that, well Hoffa was in that jail. All the would-be's would go up there. We had the would-be's. The men, the two men that drew the thing for the Harrisburg, the capital and the contractors that built it, they served time in that prison because some politician said that they had taken money that they shouldn't have taken. Now those two men were good enough to go into the office and do some office work while they were there. There was no, no in-betweens when we lived there. Whether you were president of company or a bum on the street, you got the same treatment. Not today. Not today.

HK:
Let's see, what else. What kind of warden was your dad? What are your memories of him?

EH:
Who? My dad?

HK:
Your dad, your father.

EH:
Very understanding, very patient. And any member that has been in there, if you ask them, they'd tell you the same thing. My dad didn’t allow a gun. When you came, when the sheriffs came, we took prisoners from all the eastern parts of Pennsylvania, and when they came they had to put their guns in a case in between those gates and were given a ticket so they could get it when they came out. But they weren't allowed to take them up in the institution.

HK:
Well, did you have free run of the prison as a child? 

EH:
Yeah.

HK:
Go ahead and talk about it. Just explain it because my voice won't be in it. So how was it for you to live in the prison with the inmates around and so forth?

EH:
Nobody, I mean, it was just home. I skated there. I roller-skated up and down the place. When we went outside, Corinthian Avenue was right there, the people would—Mick Nickels lived right there on Corinthian Avenue. He was a ward leader. And they would—Girard College was at the other end. Lankenau Hospital was right on Corinthian Avenue. So it ended there from Fairmount to Girard Avenue and we had the whole place to skate outside if we wanted. But otherwise, I skated inside.

HK:
Were the dogs there when you were there? Did they have any dogs?

EH:
The dogs were at night. The dogs were at night. 

HK:
Why?

EH:
They came on duty after the place was locked up, say about eight o'clock, and then they were at each end of the prison, the same as the towers. There was a man at each tower at the four corners.
This interview was funded all or in part by:

The Pew Charitable Trusts
Copyright © 1993 Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, Inc.
Eastern State Penitentiary

Oral History Project

Interview #91 with Franklin Hespell, Relative of Deputy Warden/Born at ESP

Conducted June 25, 2009, by Lee Sullivan

Franklin Hespell—FH

Lee Sullivan—LS

LS:
I understand that you lived in this prison here for the first four years of your life.  

FH:
That’s correct.  

LS:
Would you tell us a little bit how that came to be?  

FH:
I had a grandfather, who was number two at that time—Deputy Warden as they called it—under McKenty, I believe his name was, the warden.  He lived down on the Main Line.  So our family was supposed to be here at all times.  And that would be grandfather, Robert Myers and his wife Margaret and his daughter, also, which was my mother.  And at the same time, my father, who lived here with us, he went out to work every day, through the main gate here of course.  

And, let’s see, what else?  And actually everything—I have pictures to prove it—but living in a—what I can remember from here, one thing I do remember, I have a picture of a gentleman who took care of me while he was an inmate.  And after he was more or less out, we went over, my wife and I, to visit.  And he had remarried and was living in the Oxford Circle section of Philly.  And of course he can be identified through your records.  I have this picture.  And actually, first seeing myself in this, at that age, I know it’s me [laughing], but, you know, with all the big holes in the background—and actually, there’s very little that I can piece, come out and say—that’s 86 years ago now [laughs].

LS:
What year were you born?  

FH:
I was born in 1919.  

LS:
And were you actually born inside the walls or where you born outside?  

FH:
I was born in here.  I had no birth certificate, like this other chap that I read about.  I have a certificate with the prison’s name on it and the doctor’s certificate that I was born in here.  It’s one of those things I can mail in to get a copy of it.  The only thing I didn’t bring, because I use that from time to time where you have to identify yourself, what’s your birth, you know.  So that’s in another spot but I have it.  I don’t know—  

LS:
Do you remember where within the walls your family was living?  

FH:
We had living quarters.  And my pictures will show Grandma and myself with the dog.  I think one picture’s even got a goat in it, I’m not sure.  But the pictures will prove more than what I can prove.  But from time to time—I think the reason we left in ’23, there was quite a shakeup I believe at that time.  There had been many escapes or something in that particular year.  So McKenty would have left the prison at that time, as warden, and my grandfather and his family left.  We moved up to 6900 on North 20th Street in Philadelphia, where I more or less grew up.

LS:
Yeah, I don’t know.  You mentioned that there was some unrest, I guess, in the prison in 1923.

FH:
Well, I’m going by when I read in your book, and I know we left in ’23, the family.

LS:
Yes.  It’s interesting, because what I know about 1923 also is that that’s when the last female inmates left Eastern State.

FH:
Yeah.  Let me add one thing to that that I can remember.  Grandpop was very close to his retirement.  I think in those days it was 25 years.  He was very close.  But on account of the other gentleman gone, that’s what’s pushed him out of, for whatever reason, I don’t know.  But I can’t tell you the—Oh, yes, I should be able.  I’m trying to think of what year it is that the family took over, and that would be before I was born, of course.  I don’t want to give you an answer on that.  But I would imagine you could take my year and go back about 24 years anyway.  He started out probably as a guard and came up through the ranks, and that’s it. 

This interview was funded all or in part by:

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission

Independence Foundation

Samuel S. Fels Fund

Copyright © 2009 Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, Inc.
Eastern State Penitentiary

Oral History Project

Interview #95 with Hanley Rubinsohn, Jewish Chaplain
Conducted on August 19, 2009 by Lee Sullivan

Hanley Rubinsohn—HR

Lee Sullivan—LR

LS:
This is an oral history interview being conducted on August 19th, 2009 for Eastern State Penitentiary, between Hanley Rubinsohn and Lee Sullivan.  Hanley, thank you so much for taking the time to come sit down and talk with us today.  I really appreciate it.  I want to start out by asking you a little bit about your background before you became involved with Eastern State.  Were you in the Philadelphia area?  Did you grow up here?  What was your life like before?
HR:
I was born in Philadelphia, and raised in West Philadelphia until I was bar mitzvahed, and then we moved in town.  My father was a surgeon and he practiced there.  I went to Central High School, and then I went to University of Pennsylvania, and then I went into law school.  And it was while I was in law school, somewhere around 1937 or '38, that I got interested in the Jewish Family Service.  It was really the federation chapter of that, was the Jewish Welfare Society, and from that we had the Jewish Chaplaincy Service, which was formed.  It was just a committee of the Jewish Family Service.  


Jewish Chaplaincy was just a committee of the Jewish Family Service at the beginning, and then it grew.  After it grew, we had separate work to do, and we had a Jewish Chaplaincy Service of its own.  Rabbi Nathan was the head of it, and was really the leader in forming the Jewish synagogue, which is what he wanted, and we all joined in.

LS:
I want to jump back for a minute to something that you mentioned about your dad having been a surgeon here.  They are very interested in restoring the hospital wing here, and they're doing a lot of programming around the medical care.  Do you remember your dad telling you stories about what medical care was like for the prisoners here?
HR:
Not about medical care, no.  But he was very close, originally a student of Dr. Goddard.  And I think Dr. Goddard was, at one time, an assistant warden in addition to being the head of medical practice here.  And we became friendly.  I remember one of the high points of my life was sitting in the warden's office with just the warden, Dr. Goddard, and my father and Al Capone.  Really, a very exciting experience.  It served me for many compositions through my college days.

LS:
What happened in that meeting?

HR:
Well, one thing that happened was that my father was telling Al Capone about a very dear friend of his who had a party recently, and it seemed that her jewelry was stolen, and that she was very unhappy because the one thing that her mother had given her was a diamond pin.  He mentioned this to Al Capone.  And, you know, two weeks later, it arrived by post office.  When Al Capone was here, everybody was treated.  Everybody had services; they had anything they wanted when he was here.

LS:
You mentioned that they had entertainment for the prisoners.  What form would that take?  Do you recall?
HR:
Oh, they used to bring movies in, and they would bring entertainers in.  And, of course, then they would have fights, and they would have games that they would provide where they would play, or they would compete, I think games like checkers and those things.  I don't recall them playing cards here.  They probably played in their cells, but I don't remember that.  But I know that they had competitive things that they would have.  For example, they'd set up like the circus, you'd throw balls at a thing to knock it down, little things like that.  They brought around as much as they could.  As I say, after Capone came, they were much more on the entertainment side than before that.

This interview was funded all or in part by:

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission

Independence Foundation

Samuel S. Fels Fund
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Eastern State Penitentiary

Oral History Project

Interview #5 with Thomas Ruth, Neighbor

Conducted on April 23, 1993 by Hal Kirn

Thomas Ruth—TR


Hal Kirn—HK

HK:
What did the neighborhood, how did they feel about the prison as far as you remember? When the prison was operating, how did the neighbors feel about it?

TR:
The neighbors felt very good about it. They figured, I guess, that with the security that went with the prison there was more security for the neighborhood and the people felt very comfortable here with it. And they did not like to see it close down. They kept the property in very good repair. The sidewalks were always clean. The weeds were always removed. The snow was always shoveled. But once they closed it down, the neighborhood just went down. That was it.

TR:
Oh yes, when the prisoners used to play ball in their yard, sometimes they would knock the ball over the wall. And then the kids in the neighborhood used to try to throw it back over. And it was quite an accomplishment because that's quite a high wall for a young kid to toss the ball over. Some of us were not very successful when we were younger, but as we got a little older and a little bit bigger, our arms became a little more adept at throwing the ball back over the prison wall. We figured it was the proper thing to do. After all, those guys couldn't afford to go out and buy a new ball all the time. So we'd throw the ball back over. Nobody ever kept them.

HK:
So that was considered sort of a rite of passage, I guess, then when you could do it.

TR:
That's right. Once you were able to get the ball back over, you were grown up in the neighborhood. Yeah, you weren't a little tyke anymore, you were a big boy.

HK:
So, what did the kids think of the prison, your peers, what did they think about the prison?

TR:
What do you mean?

HK:
What's their opinion about it? I mean were they afraid of it, were they....

TR:
The penitentiary? No, none of them had any fears of it at all. No, they did not. I don't know whether it was just a cocky attitude on a young person's part. But they never thought of it as any danger to their security. No.

HK:
So it was just another part of the neighborhood.

TR:
That's all. It was taken for granted it was just one of the businesses of the neighborhood and they saw the trucks going in and out with deliveries daily and the prisoners out working. It was just, to them, as though it was somebody's factory.

This interview was funded by:

The Pew Charitable Trusts

Copyright © 1993 Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, Inc.
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Oral History Project

Interview #25 with Lionel Schnell, Neighbor

Conducted on August 25, 1993 by Hal Kirn

Lionel Schnell—LS


Hal Kirn—HK

LS:
Well, my mother attended public school in the neighborhood and the warden's daughter was about her age and they became friends in school. And they would have lunch occasionally at the warden's house within the prison walls. And my mother was apprehensive the first time that that happened and verbalized to her friend that she sure hoped she didn't 'see any prisoners while she was there having lunch and the warden's daughter said, “Who do you think the guys in the white coats who have been waiting on us are?” So, she was shocked to find out that she had come that close in contact. But in later years I think the warden changed and the friendship ended.

HK:
Have you ever been in here before, Lionel?

LS:
As a boy I got just inside the front gate. My mother use to occasionally come into the prison shop and buy furniture items and other things as gifts and I remember having a clothes tree, an animal shaped clothes tree, that was made by the prisoners, when I was a boy that we had purchased. I used to see the trustees working outside of the prison quite a bit doing the gardening out on Fairmount Avenue, sweeping the sidewalk. The area around the prison was kept very, very neat and clean in its day. And a story that I remember, on a very hot summer day...
This interview was funded by:
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Interview #23 with Elaine Welsh, Neighbor

Conducted on October 16, 1993 by Hal Kirn

Elaine Welsh—EW


Hal Kirn—HK

EW:
Okay. On Saturdays or Sundays my brother and I would go to the Brown Street side of the prison and sit on the other side of the street against the houses, against the brick walls and wait for balls to come over. Evidently they had ballgames on Saturdays and Sundays. I don't know who told us, we just all knew that. All the neighborhood kids knew this. And we would wait for a ball to come over the wall. And quite often they did come over. I wish I would have kept one of those balls because evidently it would be very nice to have now and it would be a big thing. I would say that some of the prisoners that were in here missed their calling in life because they could have been major league ballplayers. Because that's quite a high wall for a ball to go over.

HK:
So what happen to the balls? Did you try to throw them back?

EW:
Oh, no. We would never be able to throw them back. We were lucky to get them. We weren't going to give them away. It was usually a scramble with the kids to get them and we usually got one. And I don't know what we ever did with the balls. I'm sorry that we didn't keep one.

HK:
So, what did the neighbors think of the prison? Or having the prison here?

EW:
It was here. It was just accepted. It was like the Eiffel Tower in Paris. It's there. And the prison was here and it was a part of our life. It was just here. I went to school at the Bache School on the northwest corner of the prison. And I looked out every day. I saw this prison or the prison walls as much as the prisoners did. Everyday of my young life.

HK:
Did you ever see any prisoners outside either cleaning up or working?

EW:
No, I did not. The only time I saw prisoners was when I came here to get my shots to go away to camp and that was the big thing for me.

This interview was funded by:

The Pew Charitable Trusts

Copyright © 1993 Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, Inc.

Eastern State Penitentiary

Oral History Project

Interview #6 with Harry Agzigian, Neighbor

Conducted on April 29, 1993 by Hal Kirn

Harry Agzigian—HA 
Hal Kirn—HK

HK:    Was your family every concerned you were around the prison. Did it ever worry them?

HA: 
No, they sort of felt that we were safe down at that end there. In fact the odd part of it was when, like at night, you could see the lights from the guard stations. And you would see them there holding their rifles and the machine gun would be facing down toward the courtyard. And then they had these big searchlights, and they would move them back and forth. And it sort of was reassuring to us that we knew somebody was watching us as well as the prisoners. And then if on occasion there wasn't any guard there, then we kind of felt a little weird. We thought, “Where is our friend,” you know. And he may just be in somewhere. But we had that good feeling of somebody being there all the time.

HK:
When the sirens went off, I guess that was your warning?

HA:
Oh my God. They had like a deep throaty roar and you would fall out of bed.

HK:
Start over. Refer to the sirens.

HA:
If the break out sirens ever went off, it was usually around 2, 3 o'clock in the morning, and all of us would tumble out of bed and we would run for the shutters in the house and we would close the shutters and bolt them from the inside and then my dad would sit up in a chair all night with his baseball bat to make sure the escaped convict wouldn't try to get into our house.

HK:
Talk about the siren sound.

HA:
Oh, the sirens sounded real deep and ominous and they were terrifying, they would almost make your hair stand up when you heard the thing. You knew that things weren't right anymore.
HK:
How often did it happen?

HA:
I would say in the years that I lived there, from the time I was born, until I was like nine years old, I would say it happened like four or five times, so it was sort of a rare occurrence when it happened.

HK:
Would you tell us the story about you seeing the convicts come over the wall?

HA:
Every time the sirens would go off, the next morning we would go down and look for footprints. Well, of course we always saw imaginary things, and we would track them all through the neighborhood and all that sort of thing. But it wasn't until one prisoner really did jump the wall and the impression of his footprints were like six inches deep right up against the wall there, and we read later that he actually had broken his leg and they caught him immediately, but the other convict got away and they got him later.
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Gary Stowell—GS


Hal Kirn—HK

HK:
What is your connection with Eastern State? Just back up and tell us about it.

GS:
My connection with the Eastern State Penitentiary is that my father worked behind these walls for over 36 years. My earliest memories include memories about Eastern State Pen. I was born in 1943. It wasn't long after that that I can remember coming to pick my dad up outside the big iron gate and waiting for him after he would get done work. So my involvement goes back probably over 50 years, or 50 years anyway.

HK:
So, you came in at a pretty early age. Was that typical? Did other guards bring their families in?

GS:
I can remember meeting other families of other guards, but I think our access, and this might sound strange to you or funny, but it seemed to me that access to the prison itself was limited by rank. In other words, I could get in the front gate and the interior gate when he was a corrections officer. When he was a sergeant, I can even remember when the telegram came, it was either a telegram or teletype that promoted him from corrections officer to sergeant, and it seemed like there was greater liberties. 
I can remember at that time I was about 8 or 9 years old when I was first allowed to go into the officer's mess to eat. And that was a scary thing because that was through three gates. Like a big iron metal gate opening up. And then when he made lieutenant and captain, I had access to the whole prison. I was actually brought in having a hair cut. I can remember coming in for no other reason than to play checkers with some of the inmates. I remember one inmate who was an inmate barber, and it used to cost me 25 cents for a hair cut, and then I'd stay, spend the whole afternoon playing checkers or chess with him. His name was Midge. I found out later, I believe he was in for murder, and I was not aware of that. But, this, this institution has been a large part of my life for as far back as I can remember.

GS:
Well, the early years, it was even more family like. There were literally, I think it was annual picnics for all the guards and their families and officers and their families would get together. Sometimes it would be out on the grounds of what later became and is now Graterford Prison. Everybody looked out for everybody else. I can remember, particularly within the corrections officers, some CO or corrections officers to the top, everybody knew everybody and knew their families. 
I can remember the inmates would actually physically manufacture presents, Christmas presents. Many of my Christmas presents were bought from inmate labor. They got paid ridiculously small amounts, but I could remember my dad buying things for me in here. Tool chests, which became a toy chest for my children and then my grandchildren. I can remember a beautiful inlaid wooden desk that was made for me when I started junior high school that was made from inmate labor. I can remember my first car was a 1949 Plymouth, and right around the corner from where this interview is taking place is the garage where I can remember my car was painted and repaired anytime I needed any work done on it, it was done my inmate labor in this institution. The inmates were glad to get the labor because it was how they kept themselves busy and earned some money on the side. And of course, the guards and their families benefitted by the rather inexpensive labor that was available to them. 
I can also remember when I would come in—even though there was an obvious separation between the inmate population and the corrections officers and their families, there was still a warmth. Like as an example, I believe I would come in for a hair cut, and times I would come in just to see my dad and wait for him to get done his shift. I would literally play in the various cells within the cellblocks with inmates: checkers, chess, various games. As a matter of fact, there was an inmate who taught me how to play chess in this institution. 
That began to deteriorate over the years. The relationship between the guard family, if you can call it such, and the inmates began to get strained. There were incidences of violence. I can remember on my 16th birthday, I came in to see my dad, and he got involved in a confrontation between himself and three inmates, and he wound up having to hurt an inmate, and when something like that would happen, it would literally begin to rain corrections officers, and you didn't know where they would come from. So, it was very quickly put under control, and that was one of the last times I can remember having the degree of access to the institution I had prior to that incident.
HK:
Did your dad talk much about Eastern when he was home? I mean, did he bring the work home with him?

GS:
All the time. My father, when he would leave this institution and come home, the institution never left my dad. He’d talk about it all the time. He, he would use phrases like “yard out.” Yard out was a common prison slang term like “look out” or “watch out.” A guard would say to an inmate who was out of line, “Yard out!” And it would be a warning, be careful, you're getting into a dangerous area. 
He would refer to Klondike as the hole. And if he would send me to my room, he would say, “Go to Klondike, and I knew that meant I was in solitary confinement to my room for however long I was there until my mom would intervene or I would get some clemency from the major. But my dad very much lived, eat, and breathed this institution for the 36 years that he was here.
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Questions for Reading 1
1. What was life like for the kids living on Alcatraz Island in the book?  What was similar to your life?  What was different?  

2. How did Moose feel about living at Alcatraz when he first moved there with his family?  Did that change?  How do you know?

3. How did the neighbors of Eastern State Penitentiary feel about living next door to it?  Did they ever get nervous?  Why or why not?

4. What was life like living next to Eastern State Penitentiary?  Was there anything unique about it?  Was their life like yours?  Were there any experiences that were similar to those of the kids on Alcatraz? 

5. What are some experiences children of guards had at Eastern State Penitentiary?  Were these experiences the same or different from the experiences of children of guards in the book?

6. What are some experiences children of the warden and deputy warden had at Eastern State?  How were these the same or different from Piper’s experiences? 

7. How did Elsie and Franklin describe their relationship with the prisoners?  Why do you think they felt this way?  

8. Why did all of the kids in the book want to meet Al Capone?  What did Moose ask Capone for? 

9. What surprised you the most about life in and around Eastern State Penitentiary?

10. What story did Hanley Rubinsohn’s dad tell Al Capone?  What happened after Capone heard the story?

Document 1
The following document is Al Capone’s Bertillon card from Eastern State Penitentiary.  These cards were filled out when inmates were accepted into the prison.  What can you learn from this document?

Read the following 

“How the Law Finally Caught Al Capone,” an FBI article, available at: http://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2005/march/capone_032805 

“Al Capone” section on the Chicago Historical Society’s website, available at: http://www.chicagohs.org/history/capone.html
1. What did Al Capone say his job was?

2. Al Capone had been charged with crimes before he was sentenced to Eastern State for “CCDW” (Carrying a Concealed Deadly Weapon).  What charges were they, where was he charged, and what happened?

3. Why was the arrest in Philadelphia important in bringing down Al Capone?

4. What charge eventually sent him to Alcatraz?

a. Where was he originally supposed to serve his time for this charge?  Why was he moved to Alcatraz?

Document 1
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Photo:  collection of Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site

Images 1 and 2 

The following pictures show two different cells at Eastern State Penitentiary.  The first is a re-creation of Al Capone’s cell, located at Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site.  The furniture is not the same, but is from the same time period, and the type of furniture Al Capone had.  The walls would have been a bright, clean white.  The second image is of a typical cell at the end of the 1800s.  Two inmates lived in this cell.  Their beds are lined up to the right, and their workstations are to the left.  The cells inmates lived in had not changed much by the time Al Capone arrived.

Questions for Images 1 and 2

1. Compare and contrast the two cells.

2. Do you think it was fair that Al Capone had a cell like this?  Why or why not?

3. Based on your reading of Al Capone Does My Shirts, what type of cell would Piper’s father have put Capone in?  Would it have been like the one Capone had at Eastern State Penitentiary, or more like the typical prisoner’s cell?  Why or why not?

Image 1
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Photo:  Tom Berault.  Re-creation of Al Capone’s Cell, Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site
Image 2
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Front View of Exterior, c. 1897:  collection of Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site.
  

Putting It All Together

Activity 1

Pick one of the following situations, and write a letter to a friend about what your life is like.  Ideas to get you started: Do you ever get scared?  Do you ever talk to inmates?  How do you have fun?

Imagine that:

A. Your father is warden of Eastern State Penitentiary

B. Your father is warden of Alcatraz
C. You live in Philadelphia, right next to Eastern State Penitentiary
D. You live on Alcatraz Island, next to Alcatraz Penitentiary
Activity 2
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Activity 3

Discussion Questions
After the visit:

1. What did the founders of Eastern State think about criminals?  Do you think the founders believed that people who do bad things are always bad people?  Do you agree or disagree?

2. What does the “separate” system mean?  What does the “congregate” system mean?

3. Describe Al Capone’s cell at Eastern State Penitentiary.  Why do you think his cell was so special?  Do you think people still get special treatment?

4. What do you think it would have been like to live right next to a prison?

5. For a very long time at Eastern State Penitentiary, the warden and his family lived in the building that had the gate in it.  What do you think it would be like to live with your family inside the prison?
Connecting Eastern State Penitentiary and Al Capone Does My Shirts, by Gennifer Choldenko

1. What were the warden’s rules for the kids living on the island?

2. How do the rules reveal Warden Williams’ opinion of the inmates?  What does he think of them?

3. How do Warden Williams’ ideas differ from those of Warden McKenty (Elsie Hough’s father)?

4. Why did Warden Williams say that Al Capone was sent to Alcatraz?  What do you think Warden Williams would think about how Warden Smith treated Al Capone at Eastern State Penitentiary?
�“Famous Cases and Criminals,” The Federal Bureau of Investigations, http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/history/famous-cases/al-capone


� Also available at http://www.easternstate.org/contact/press-room/photos/capone-bertillion-card


� Michael J. Cassidy, Warden Cassidy on Prisons and Convicts (Philadelphia:  Patterson & White, 1897), page 118.  Also available at http://books.google.com
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