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At the 1950 Congress of Correction of the American Prison
Association in St. Louis, Governor Adlai E. Stevenson of Illinois observed
that, “Most of the prisons of the United States are a heritage of our nine-
teenth century theories of crime and punishment.”’ While his remarks were
meant to address antiquated prison conditions at the national level, he could
also have been referring to Joliet and Menard, facilities of the llinois State
Penitentiary system in use from the previous century. Ironically, Menard
would play a dramatic role in influencing Stevenson’s public image at the
end of his first presidential campaign. While Joliet Correctional Center has
recently closed, and its future preservation as a historic structure remains in
some doubt, Menard Correctional Center continues to serve the function for
which it opened in 1878, Prison labor was used in the construction of its
original buildings and walls, as well as in the stone quarries adjacent to
facility and the numerous workshops. Inmate labor, a concept based in
nineteenth-century penology, was the primary system of reform at Menard
until changes were initiated in the 1950s and 1960s. The Illinois Department
of Corrections has recently reassessed the physical plant at Menard,
demolishing several obsolete buildings dating back to the first decades of
the prison’s existence. This reassessment is only one of several efforts
throughout its history to renew the facility to keep up with the changing
standards of correction.

Although Illinois State Penitentiary in Joliet, built between 1858 and
1863, was thought to be sufficient to house prisoners at least for a genera-
tion, it filled to capacity in less than ten years, a common theme in the
history of the Illinois prisons.* In April 1877 a bill was introduced in the
state legislature to enlarge the Joliet prison; however, it was decided to
substitute the Southern Penitentiary bill already passed by the House in
1876. By August 1877, several sites were examined and Grand Tower in
Jackson County was highly favored by the prison commissioners. The site
was finally rejected by a committee of Governor 5. M. Cullom, Attorney
General Jones E. Edsall, and Public Auditor T.5. Needles. The committee
revisited sites in Grafton, Alton, East Carondelet, and Chester, with the
latter finally selected because of its two important railroad connections.’
The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 influenced the choice of Chester, since its
location on the Kaskaskia River and proximity to the Mississippi meant the
site was not entirely dependent on the railroad.



The selected site, thought to be above flood level, was located one
mile from the center of Chester at the base of a limestone bluff, containing
122 and one-half acres. It was purchased from Springfield businessman

acob Bunn for twenty-five dollars an acre.* Plans were prepared by archi-

tects Bell & Hackney in only thirty days for one Auburn plan cell house with
two hundred cells (later increased to four hundred cells) and a “Warden
House” and “Central Building” {Administration Building).® Behind these, a
row of utilitarian stone and brick structures were built eventually to house
the main prison support functions, including numerous workshop build-
ings. This arrangement was dictated by the site, located between the river
and the limestone bluffs fronting the town of Chester. Given the name
Southern Illinois Penitentiary, the new prison was established along the
lines of the Auburn System, developed in the 1820s at the state prison in
Auburn, New York, and in use in Illinois since the state prison in Joliet was
established.® While education played at least a small part in inmate reform
at Joliet, Southern Illinois Penitentiary used labor under the contract system
exclusively, largely due to lack of facilities for other purposes.”

At the beginning of 1878, a two-story wood frame building was
constructed to serve as an office for the warden, clerk, and commissioners.
A forty-two feet by two hundred feet brick building was constructed to
house convicts who would help build the prison® After a stockade was
built, two hundred inmates from Joliet arrived 21 March 1878.° Sufficient
progress on the North Cellhouse was made by October of that year to allow
the transfer of more prisoners from Joliet. One hundred inmates labored at
the prison quarry at the rear under contract to Joseph Brown of St. Louis,
Missouri,"” Work also progressed on the Central Building, which formed the
rear portion of the structure later referred to as the Administration
Building.” The Central Building and Warden House contained the staff
kitchen, dining room, and dayrooms for the guard staff on the basement
floor; guard room, business offices for the commissioners, warden, and
deputy warden on the first floor; library, small school rooms, Chaplain and
commissioners’ sleeping rooms, warden’s living quarters, and Governor’s
reception room on the second floor; and the chapel and the guards’ sleeping
rooms on the third floor.” The use of exotic yet subtle Egyptian architectur-
al motifs on the front facade, used in combination with more typical Greek
Revival forms, reference southern Illinois’s appellation as “Little Egypt.”
Bell & Hackney may have also been alluding to the work of the English-born
Philadelphia architect John Haviland, who designed the New Jersey
Penitentiary and the New York City Hall of Justice and House of Detention,
commonly known as the “Tombs,” in the Egyptian Revival style. The
configuration of these prison buildings also shows the influence of the
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Kirkbride plan asylum, with cell houses taking the place of wings flanking
a central administration building.”

The prison was originally established to confine both male and
temale prisoners, with the women's prison to be surrounded by a high stone
wall. By the end of 1878, four women inmates were incarcerated at the
prison. Due to the lack of an organized prison system of their own, the
federal government sent their prisoners from the region to Southern Illinois
Penitentiary." A tobacco shop was established in 1879 for inmate consump-
tion. In April 1880, the first barge load of quarried stone left the prison, and
brick shops initiated production the same month. Bell & Hackney reported
that same year that additional buildings were planned at the prison,
including a row of buildings for the inmates’ kitchen, bakery, laundry,”
boilerhouse, and several workshops; another cell house (South Cellhouse) to
flank the Central Building; a women's prison; and a “convicts’ insane
asylum.”* A prison hospital building was requested by the prisoner
commissioners. It was also reported in that year that the Warden House was
under construction and the Central Building was complete. (The Warden
House and Central Building are hereinafter referred to jointly as the
Administration Building,)

The discussion of building a facility for mentally ill convicted
criminals, the beginnings of a dual institutional identity at Chester, dates
back to 1878. Mentally ill criminals in Illinois had been housed in the state’s
mental health facilities at Jacksonville, Anna, Elgin, and the new institution
at Kankakee, as well as Cook County Asylum. The State Commissioners of
Public Charities for Illinois expressed that this condition “is felt to be a
reproach and an insult to the other patients” in the state’s mental
institutions, and holding mentally ill inmates in the state’s prisons greatly
diminished their chances of recovery.” Three solutions were proposed: a
hospital department in connection with the prison, a separate department
for convicts on the grounds of a hospital for the insane, or a distinct entity,
not connected with either a prison or an insane asylum. On 29 May 1879,
the Thirty-first General Assembly of Illinois authorized an appropriation for
the second option.” In 1880 the Southern Illinois Penitentiary commission-
ers selected a site for the hospital, immediately southeast of the prison on
the adjacent bluff. Construction was delayed for ten years, however, as
other projects were pursued at the prison.

Flooding in 1881 dramatically changed the route of the Mississippi
River, as the river cut through a narrow portion land to subsume the bed of
the Kaskaskia, moving the confluence several miles upstream.” The
following year a post office was established at the prison. Initially known as
the Chester Prison Post Office, it was renamed the Menard Post Office in
1884, giving the prison the name associated with the prison ever since.?
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