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An AccollJd of t!tc Penitentiary,. or State .Prison, at 
Sing Sing, U('Cff :YPll' Jork, and of 11:e discipline
pursued lolf'ards t!te prisonei's confined in it. By 
Captain BASIL_HALL/1

• 

• • 

0::-- ,vedacsda,· the 30th �fay, ,w visited the Penitentian·, or 
State Prison. at a place-called Sing Sing-, on the left or· east 
bank of the Hudson Ri ,·er, at the distance of thirty miles 
from·New York.. 

I han· yet seen nothing in any part of the '\Yorld in the "·ay 
of prisons, which appeared to l,e hetter managed than this 
est'.lblishinent. It is no easy task to hri11g people who arc 
well disposed under the influence of strict discipline; Lut 
when the parties to be wrought upon are wicket!. and turbulent 
b�· nature, and altogether unaccustomed to re:,traint, the 
difficulty is considerably augmented. This prohlem, ho,YCYt:r, 
has 11een, I think, pretty nearly sol nd in America. 

I had lJeen told, in a. general way, that se,·cr;i.l hundred 
com·icts '\Yerc employed at thi-, s1iot, in the construction of a 
prison in which they themselyes were eventually to he con­
fined; but I could �carceh· credit the accounts which descrilw<l 
the degree uf onlcr ancl ·!-ubonlination maintained amongst a 
set of the mo�t kirdcnecl rut1ians anv "·here to be found. 
Accordingly, although :prepared in som·e degree, my astonish-
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·ment was great when I approached tbf' spot, and ,;aw ollly t\-:o
sentinels pacing aloug the height, from whence I_ looked down
npon two hundred com·icts at work. Some of these wen�
labouring in a large marble quan·�-, others in 'long ,rn,Hlt-n
:-;he<ls snrrounding the spot, and some were en'!ag-ed at nu·ious
parts of the new prison, an exti'nsiYe stone build in;; running
parallel to the riYer, about one-third uf ,,·hich h:Hl 1.,eeu
finished and made haliitable.

Captain Lynds, the superintendent, for \\·hom \Ye liacl
brought a letter, joinetl us on the edge of the cliff, awl li(:'gJt'cl
us to walk down, that \Ye might see what \\'u, goiug cm, all(l
judge, by personal inspection, whether or not the· acconuts \\'l) 

_ had heard were exaggerat�d. '
• . 

There \\·as an air of cunfitleut a1.1thurit\- about all the
arrangements of this place, which ga,·e th a f�eli11/ of pe1 fr,·t
security, though we were \\'::tlking about 1m:L!'ll]c':l �.ll1'J1Jg··-t
cut-throats and Yillains of all sort:,;. Ther0 W,!-; somethi11g·
extremely imposing in the profound silence with ,rhich ewry

' part of the \\·ork of these people wc.s 1icrforn,e,1. Duriug­
seYeral hours that we continued amongst them, w� 11id nut hear 
eren a whisper, nor could we detect in a si11g-lc instance au 
exchange of looks amongst the com·ict�, or what was :,till 
inore curious, a sidelong glance at th�· straui:\·ers. Silence in 
fact is the essential, or I may call it the Yital p,inciplc uf 
this singular discipline. \Vheu to thi,; a: e atlJell i:ncc::1sill,..; 
labour during certain appointed honrs, r:go:·01,s seclusion 
during the rest of the day, and absol,!te solit11d.� �ll night, 
there appears to be formed one of the wust,t:ticac-:,1':, com­
binations of moral machinery that has ever 1,e:-hc.p� been seeii 
in action. 

'I'h<; principles upon v,hich this system of v·ison lEscipline 
rests are Yery simple, and may be ea;-;ily exp'.ai:id; perhaps, 
howeyer, the readiest method will be to run t11ro 1.'gh tlw 
routi11e oi' one complete dav's onerations, b,· y.-11:ch all tl1e 
priucipal r,:1rts ·will he seen, ·.mrl tl1eir bearing· O!l u!le another 
more readily understood. 

The ,,hole secret of the a:,tonishing success of t:J:5 plan, 
lies in preventing the prisrJners from holding an:; kind uf 
communication ,vith each otlrnr, ho,vevc:· slight or transient. 
As a matter of indispensable neccc;sity towa,ds·thc arcomplish­
meut of this object, it is obvious tha� the c.ondcts must he 
kept separate at night. To e1fect t}i:s compbtely, v;ithout 
any great rost in the wJ.y of lio:iscroom and of snperi11te11-
<lencc, is a rlif1frulty wl1ich hn.s rJccn cr,mplctely overcome in 
the state of N cw York. i\�ro,·<ling- to tlw ::;y-,tem alluded to, 
each prisoner, has a : cparatc slL·epiug place, seyen feet in 
length, scyeu high, aml three awl a h:1lf wide, built of soliJ 
'1l()r;k:; of stone, and ;;�cured by an iron d()or, the u1•per lJart 

T 



1-16 Basil llall's Acconnt of tile Pcuitenfiary 

of which contains orifices smaller than a man\; l1and. 
Through this gate a suflicient supply of air is admitted, and 
as much light ancl heat as are necessary. Tl1e yentilation is 
made complete by a sort of chinmey or air-pipe, three inches 
in di:1nwtcr, which extends from the upper part of each of the 
apartme11ts to the roof of the building. These cells, or 
:;le.epiug births, arc placed in ro"·s of one hundred in each, 
one aboYe another, and in appearance by no means unlike 
wine bins in ct cellar, only deeper, wider, and twice as high. 
Each tier has in front of it a narrow gallery just wide enough 
for one man to pass, and connected at the ends with a stair­
case. The prison at Sing Sing when completed, which it 
probably is by this time (1029), will col!tain eight hundred 
cells, fuur hundred of which are on the side facing the rirer, 
and a like number on the side next the Jund. The block or 
mass of building, formed of these two sets of cells placed back 
to bacl;:, may be compared to a long, high, and straight ,Yall, 
twenty feet thick, J)erforated on hoth sides with four parallel 
and horizo11tal rauges of square holes. This again is encased 
on all sicks by an external building, the walls of which are at 
ten feet c1i.,tance from tlwse of the inner work, or honeycoml1 

o� cells. These ?uter wal_ls are pierced with rows _of sma�
wmdows, 011c 1Jemg opposite to each door, and so adjusted a,1• 

to afford ahundant light and fresh air, but no me,ms of seeing 
out. Stoves arnl lamps are placed along the area or open 
space hetwcr11 the external wall and the inner building, to 
afford heat in winter, a]](l light to the galleries after sunset. 

As soon as the priso11ers are locked up for the night, eaeh 
in l1is separate cell, a watchman takes his station on the 
ground floor abreast of the lower tier, or if he thinks fit he 
may walk along the galleries past the line of Lloors. His feet 
hcing shod with mocasins, his tread is not heard, while he 
himself can hear the faintest attempt at communication made 
l,y olle prisouer to another; for the space in front of thC' 
cells seems to be a sort of "·hispering or sounding gallery, of 
·which fact I satisfied myself by actual experiment, though I
do not very well know the cause. In thi:- way the c01wicts
are compcilcd to pass the uight in solitude an·d silence; and
I tlo not remember in my life to have met before with any
thing so peculiarly solemn as the death-like silence which
rei;;ned, c\·en at noon-day, in one of these prisons, though I
1:new that many hundreds of people "·ere close to me. At
night the degree of silence was really oppressi \'C ; and like
many other parts of this curious establishment must lJe
·witnessed in l'erson to be duly understood.

The conYicts arc awakened at sunrise by a ,bell; but befon,
they are let out, the clergyman of tlie cstablishmt:nt reads a
JJrayer from a station so chosen, that ,\·ithout effort he can
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l'<':1.tlily make himself heard by all the prisoners on that side 
of the building, that is to say, by 400, or one half of the 
number confined. The turnkeys now open the doors, and a 
word of command being given, each of the priso11ers steps 
out of his cell into the gallery. 'fhey are then fonned into 
close line, and made to march with "·hat is called the lock 
ste.p, with their eyes turned towards their keeper, along the 
passages to the work-shops. On leaying the building, the 
different divisions or gangs under the several turnkeys, make 
a short halt in the outer-yard to wash their hands and faces, 
and also to deposit their tubs and water-cans, which are taken 
up by anothei· set of prisoners, whose duty it is to attend to 
the cleansing departmC'nt of the household. Another party of 
the prisoners attend to the cooking ; another to washing 
clothes; in short, the whole "·ork is done by the conyicts. 
The main body of the prh:oners are then marched to their 
fixed tasks; some to hew stones, or to saw marble, some to 
forge iron, some to weaYe cloth ; while others are empluyeJ. 
as taylors, shoemakers, coopers, and in yarious other trades. 
Each sJ10p is under the charge of a turnkey, of course not a
convict, but a man of character, and known to be trustworthy, 
who, besides other qualificatiom;, is required to be master of 
the business there faught; for his duty is not only to enforce 
the closest attention to the rules of the prison, and in parti­
cular that of the most rigoro11s silence, hut he has to instruct 
the men under his charge in some trade. The prisoners 
when in these work-shops, are placed in rows with their faces 
all turned in one direction, so that they cannot communicate 
by looks or signs. Each turnkey has 1�ot less than twenty, 
nor more than thirty men under his charge; and it is fouml 
that one man, stimulated by a good salary, �r by other 
adequate motives to do his duty, and wJ10 is duly supported, 
can perfectly well enforce the3e regulations upon that number 
of persons. 

The general superintendent of the prison has a most 
ingenious method of watching not only the prisoners, but also 
the turnkeys. A narrow dark passage runs along the back 
part of all the work-shops, from whence the convicts, sitting 
at their tasks, as well as their turnkeys, can be distinctly seen 
through narrow slits in the wall, half an inch wide, and 
covered with glass, while the superintendent himself can 
11Pither be seen uor heard by the prisoners, or by their keepers. 
The consciousness that a. vigilent eye may at any giYen 
moment be fixed upon them, i:; described a.s being sincrularly 
dlica.c.:ions in keepin� the attention of all parties awak;, to an 
exlcnt which 110 visible and _permanent scrutiny, I am told, 
has the power of commanding, 

At a li.xc<l huur, eight I bclien·, a bell is rung, upon wl1ic 1 , 



all work is ili.,continued; the prisoners again form themsclvt� 
into a elo:::c lille uwler their turnkey, and when the order is 
ginn to march, they return hack to their cells. Each one 
now stop;: bcfurc hi, door, with his hands by his side, motion­
les:; an<l :�iknt like a statuc, till clirectctl by a signal to stoop 
down for hi� hrcakfa.st, which has lJeen preYiously pbced for 
him on tl1c floor of the gallery. They next turn about, and 
rnan-h in, aftt->r which tl:e iron rloors uf' their cells are locked 
1q,on them, wl1ile thev take their rnmfortless meal in solitud1_'.. 
At Aulmrn, where this :-:.r,tcm wa-; first put in operation, :: 
,Y,ls the practic�, at tl1e time uf my \'isit, to allow t::e 
pri.;oners to <?at their meals in company. But experience 
h:nin.� shO\'."ll that enn this rlegTec of �ociulJility, trifling as 
it ,·.-as, did :,ome harm, ancl tk1t much good v,as gained hy 
compelling them to me.�s alone, the plan a!Joye <lescr..oe<l has, 
I helicyc, heen introduced in all the other similar establish­
ments in .\.merica, of wli:,·l: l :1111 glad to say there are now 
a great many; . 

After t\,-:nty minlltes J1D.Y8 c:apsed, the prisoners are 
rnarehPcl tn their work; which goes on in the same uninter­
rnptt:-cl qylc· till 1,onn, wl1en they arc p:i.,·adcd once more to 
their ('clh, wh(·re thc-y t;,b,, their lock-up, unsociable dinner,,. 
awl then p:,ce hack again to tl1eir dull �ilent round of hard 
lalJunr. 011 [i1e approach of •• ight, the prisoners are made to 
"-ash their li:wi1,; and L1.l'CS, as they did in the worning on 
leaYing tlicir cells, and tl1c11, as before, at the som1<l of tl1c 
yard-bell, tu form themsel \'es into lines, each one st:.mcling in 
or<ll'r al'conling- to tl1e number of l1is night's quarter;;. As 
they pass througl1 the yarll tl1cy take up their cans and tubs, 
and proceed finally for this <lay to their cell doors, where 
their su1Jper of l\11Jiih and molasses, a prep:.;.rJ.t::rn of Indian 
corn meal, awaits them :is before. At a fixed hour they ate 
directed by a bell to untiress and go to Le<l; but. jnst Lefort 
thi:::, and as nearly at sunset as may he, prayers arc said by 
the resident clergyman. It i:, very important to know from 
the Lest qualified local authorities, that the efficacy of this 
practice, considered as a Lra.nch of the prison discipline, and 
independently of its other valuable consideration, has been
found very great. . • 

• • • 

Captain Lynds, the superintendent at Sing Sing, and tLe 
gentleman who is, I helievc, uniYersally admittt!d to have the 
greatest share of the merit which belongs to the first practical 
application of this system, is decidedly of opini0n that it is 
not nm! ncYer can he complete, unless there be a clergyman 
pt·rrnanently attached to the estahlislnnent, whose exclusive 
duty it shall l,e to attend to the prisoners. Incleed he told 
llh! ltimseli, that he had (Jriginally taken the opposite lir,r, 
frnrn a belief that this di\'ision of a,ithority with a S;'i:-:: 0:;' 
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superintendent, if I may use such a term, "·oiilrl interfere 
with the ordin'.lry discipline; but that 11e now considertd thii. 
alliance of primary consequence. This qnestion is one of 
great moment, and the name of Captain Lynds stands so 
deserYedly high, that I cannot afford to relinquish the support 
,Yhich his authority lends to my own deliberate opinion upoa 
this subject. 

In April 1827, at the earnest recommendation of t�1is 
gentleman, :i ehaplain \Yas sent to Sin� Sing. The person who 
,ms induced to assume the rcsponsil,ilities of thic; station w:t:, 
l\Ir. Gerrish Barrett, ancl that he feels these o1li�ations in 
the proper spirit, will I thi11k he freely admitted liy cYcry on,� 
who reads the following extract from a letter \\Titt"n liy him, 
,Yhich I haYe transcrihed from page 109 of the Se:·ond 
Report of �he Prison Discipline Society of Boston, au institu­
tion which has rendered eminent sen-ices to this cause iu 
Ameri'ca. . 

"A littie after s�n'n o'clock CYl'ry ·eve11i.ig,' says Mr.
Barrett, "I commenct:' rt:'acling- the scriptures to the conYicts, 
aftenvards m:.ikc some remarks, :incl then oft\n' a prayer on 
C'ach side of the prison. I have fonnn hy experienc:e, that to 
stancl as near the centre of the prison as possible, on th£> 
pa \·ement below, is far Letter for the purpo.,e of being easily 
heard, than to stand upon the gallery. I am persuaded, tk1� 
of all the methods which lH-.ve heeu usecl for fa:;teniug .. divine 
truth upon the minn-; of com·icts, this daily reading- of the 
seripture-; and prayer is most likely to succeed. The truth 
strikes upon the ear, when the men are sobered by the labouri 
of the day, when no mortal eye sees them, and when the 
twilight and the silence, and the loneliness combine in causing 
it to make a deep impression. They can then reflect on ,vhat 
. they have heard till'they fall asleep.

"Atter Jivine service on the Sabbafo, a considerable por­
tion of the time is spent in talking to the meu in their cells. 
In this business I feel more and more interested. I haN� 
.fo:md no one yet, who :,howecl any disrespect or umvillingness 
to hear what was said." 

�'ketc!t of a Class�fication ,�[ lite European Rocks. By 
Hr:=-:nY T. DEL.\. B1T1rn, Esq. F. R. S. &.c. 

[E;trncft·clfrom the Philosophical :\hpzine, "l\'o. 36.) 

'f 0 propose in the present sta�c of gcologi,:al sci<'nce an:, 
,•;a�sifiratiou of rocks whid1 i;Jwuld pretcrni to more than tem­
;, :·'.lry utility, ,rn11lcl be to a'.,,11mc a more iutimate acquai11t­
.r:<: ·., ;tit th•� ,·,,1 �h's nust tlia11 we posses:,. Ou:- Ltto•,•, :\ d:;( 




