
		
			[image: Bruce_Escape.jpg]
		

	
[image: image]

Sign up for our newsletter to discover more ebooks worth reading.

    [image: image]


[image: bird]


    EARLY BIRD BOOKS

    FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

    
    LOVE  TO READ?

    
    LOVE GREAT SALES?

    
    GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!


    [image: signup]




[image: tlu]


The Web’s Creepiest Newsletter
Delivered to Your Inbox


Get chilling stories of

true crime, mystery, horror,

and the paranormal,

twice a week.


    [image: tlu_signup]




		
			Summary and Analysis of 

			Escape from Alcatraz 

			The True Crime Classic

			Based on the Book by J. Campbell Bruce

			[image: Logo2]

		

	
		
			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Context

			Overview

			Summary

			Timeline

			Cast of Characters

			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			Trivia

			What’s That Word?

			About J. Campbell Bruce

			For Your Information

			Bibliography

				Copyright

		

	
		
			Context

			The Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary was still in operation when San Francisco–based journalist J. Campbell Bruce wrote Escape from Alcatraz, a chronicle of escape attempts over the lifetime of the prison that focuses especially on one notorious episode in June of 1962. The possibly successful escape of inmates Frank Morris and Clarence and John Anglin, so vividly recreated by the author, was a sensational story in the media and cast serious doubts on the effectiveness of Alcatraz’s security. By the time the book was published in 1963, the infamous maximum-security federal prison was no longer in operation, closing just two months before the book hit shelves. 

			Escape from Alcatraz is an intriguing account of the “inescapable” prison, examining everything from its history as a military fortress to its punishing and inhumane conditions. It is perhaps the definitive critique of Alcatraz’s cruel, outmoded, and ineffective practices and inadequate security.

			The story of Frank Morris’s escape was famously made into the 1979 film Escape from Alcatraz, starring Clint Eastwood.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Escape from Alcatraz is more than a series of fascinating vignettes about men who dared try to escape the country’s most notorious prison, which was widely touted as an impenetrable fortress. It is also a significant indictment of a penal system in which incarceration is purely punitive, rather than rehabilitative. The concept behind the methods at Alcatraz was that the super-maximum-security prison was a place for incorrigible criminals who did not belong in the outside world—and never would—and so were unworthy of any effort to guide them on a path to redemption.

			Journalist J. Campbell Bruce paints a picture of a place where men were
				robbed of their dignity. Many were stripped naked upon intake, not allowed to speak,
				and thrown into solitary confinement. At every turn, the inmates were punished for
				small infractions and deprived of basic quality-of-life amenities—sometimes they
				were even refused medical care. 

			As Bruce tells it, court petitions from Alcatraz prisoners often never left “The Rock.” The men were isolated from the outside world, without access to newspapers or radios. In the early days, they were even forbidden to speak to one another. And they lived under the constant threat of severe punishments, particularly the “Dark Hole,” a dungeon with pitch-black cells where inmates languished alone for weeks, months, or even years with little reprieve. 

			Under such conditions, men resorted to violence, self-harm, and even suicide. Some had psychological breakdowns (even, it would seem, hardened gangster Al “Scarface” Capone). But some became driven to risk escape against all odds, despite the iron bars, guards stationed in gun towers, and the frigid, choppy water that surrounded the island. 

			The escape attempts recounted in Escape from Alcatraz are not all tales of daring and ingenuity. Many are poignant stories of desperate men trying to escape horribly inhumane living conditions. And because of the monotony of days with no mental stimulation, those men were able to devote hours to whittling at bars or chipping at concrete with makeshift tools. Perhaps more significantly, they were able to observe the predictable minutiae of the security system and detect the weaknesses in Alcatraz’s armor. 

			In Escape from Alcatraz, Bruce gives readers a glimpse into an insular society under singular conditions, where men deprived of their humanity grew willing to reclaim it at any cost—including their own lives. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter 1

			On a stormy day in January 1960, Frank Lee Morris was brought in shackles to the supermax prison on Alcatraz Island. Almost immediately, he began casing the place, noticing guards’ positions and searching for security weaknesses in the famously escape-proof labyrinthine facility. 

			Need to Know: The handsome, well-mannered, and deeply intelligent Morris was keenly observant and coolly composed.

			Chapter 2

			The origins of Alcatraz Island are shrouded in mist—literally. The San Francisco Bay’s famous fog obscured the Golden Gate from seafaring explorers’ view for two centuries. In 1769, Don Gaspar de Portolá discovered the rocky mass that would become known as Alcatraz on an overland mission, during which he spied the island from a high peak. In 1775, Spanish scout Don Juan Manuel de Ayala led the first boat through the Golden Gate, naming the barren rock La Isla de los Alcatraces after the pelicans he saw there. He also named the neighboring island La Isla de Nuestra Señora de los Angeles, now known simply as Angel Island.

			Before anyone set foot on Alcatraz, the island changed hands from Spain to Mexico to the United States. With the Gold Rush came plans for a lighthouse and fortress to be used as a lookout and point from which to potentially engage any ships coming though the Golden Gate. Fort Alcatraz and Alcatraz Light were both completed in 1859. No enemy ships ever posed a threat, however, and the fort was obsolete in less than ten years. 

			Alcatraz housed a few Civil War prisoners, eventually leading to a new building, and in 1868, the upgraded fortress became a full-fledged incarceration facility for long-term military prisoners. In 1907, the penitentiary was converted into the Pacific Branch, United States Disciplinary Barracks—a place where men could earn reinstatement to military service if they proved their worth. Of those eligible men, 89 percent of prisoners returned to active service.

			Need to Know: Barren, obscured by fog, and bordered by rocks, Alcatraz Island is an isolated, inaccessible location. With no running water of its own, it appears to have been largely unused by the native populations and the Spaniards. Geographically, it seemed almost destined to become the site of a prison. 

			Chapter 3

			In 1933, Alcatraz was renovated to become a “superbastille,” designed to confine the violent gangsters of the Prohibition era. The idea was to separate the most notorious criminals from minor offenders who might be able to reassimilate as productive members of society one day. 

			The Justice Department assumed control of the facility in 1933, and Head Warden James A. Johnston was the architect of this transition. A veteran administrator of Folsom and San Quentin Prisons, he envisioned Alcatraz as an innovative and progressive approach to the penal system. He installed automatic locking devices, gunwalks, tear-gas outlets, and steel doors and enclosed the prison with a barbed-wire fence and guard-manned gun towers.

			Strict disciplinary policies were also put in place, such as a rule of silence—absolutely no talking among inmates. Violators would land in the Dark Hole: a dungeon with dank, pitch-black cells where prisoners were chained up to keep them from digging out. The men were allowed out after nineteen days for a shower and a break, but often went right back into solitary. The thinking at the time was that the types of prisoners in Alcatraz were incapable of being rehabilitated, so they must simply be subjugated. This harsh reality was made clear to new arrivals right away: As part of the intake process, in order to remove any traces of dignity, prisoners were stripped naked before being led through the prison to their cells while other inmates watched. 

			Need to Know: The transition of Alcatraz from a military jail to a maximum-security prison came with a paradigm shift. The attitude that inmates might actually be reformed by their time in lockup was replaced by a concerted campaign to simply force them into obedience. 

			Chapter 4

			In its new incarnation, Alcatraz was believed to be escape-proof—the strongest prison in the United States. As such, it became home to many infamous prisoners, especially notorious gangsters such as John Paul Chase, Machine Gun Kelly, Bugs Moran, and Al Capone, who were considered too dangerous to be housed in less secure facilities. 

			The gangsters found new vocations on The Rock. Chase became a painter, selling his work to benefit a cancer charity. Kelly took up bookkeeping and became a cobbler. Capone was likely the most famous prisoner on Alcatraz. He was used to manipulating other prisons in his favor, but on Devil’s Island, he worked in the laundry. The rule of silence was especially difficult for the boisterous Capone, and he repeatedly landed in solitary for talking. He was hated among the prisoners, for his wealth and for his gang activity on the outside, and so he hid among the prison orchestra, playing a $1,500 bejeweled banjo brought to him by his wife. 

			The hatred of Capone eventually led to some violent incidents: Chase hurled a sash-weight at his head and Tex Lucas stabbed him with a pair of scissors. When the media got wind of these attacks, Warden Johnston denied any knowledge. Capone, already suffering from symptoms of syphilitic dementia, also became increasingly debilitated from time spent in the dungeon. He was transferred from Alcatraz to Terminal Island in Los Angeles Harbor to serve the last year of his sentence.

			Another infamous criminal, train robber Roy Gardner, was generally regarded as a model prisoner, even advising on security flaws within the prison. Released in 1937, he relayed an account of “Hellcatraz” to a San Francisco paper, one of a few glimpses the public had into the conditions within the prison. In 1939, he committed suicide.

			Need to Know: On one level, Alcatraz’s draconian policies succeeded in their mission: breaking the spirits of hardened gangsters. But they went far beyond making these prominent prisoners obedient, driving some to violence, mental breakdowns, and suicide. 

			Chapter 5

			While the prison was open, a small group of guards and other prison staff lived on the island—some with wives and children. About seventy-five children were born on Alcatraz, and the island had a kindergarten class for a time.

			Surprisingly, these families enjoyed relatively normal lives, thanks to ferry service to and from San Francisco, and the very isolation of the prison facility ensured that children rarely had direct contact with the inmates. 

			Need to Know: The coexistence of families living relatively normal lives alongside prisoners surviving under extreme conditions made for an almost surreal parallel. 

			Chapter 6

			It wasn’t only high-profile prisoners like Al Capone and Roy Gardner who found themselves psychologically undone by life at Alcatraz in the 1930s. The detailed, rigorously enforced day-to-day routines made some inmates desperate, irrational, and even “violently insane.” The days were identical, timed precisely; the only variations could be found in the mess menu and in an hour in chapel on Sundays. Desperate for any interaction, prisoners befriended mice and lizards. They were also known to brew their own liquor, known as pruno, by fermenting raisins and other dried fruits with yeast from the bakery. 

			One convict, Joe Bowers, blatantly attempted to climb a fence in broad daylight and was shot to death by a guard—leading some to believe that what looked like a mad dash for freedom was really a calculated escape from his mortal existence. Another inmate, John Stadig, used his mess-hall fork to extract the veins from his wrists and bite them off. He was transferred to Leavenworth, where he committed suicide the day he arrived. A third, Rufe Persful, chopped off his own fingers with a hatchet. These incidents were all covered up by Johnston.

			The inmates made a few inroads against the super strict rules. The rule of silence was enforced in the mess hall, until one day in 1937, when an inmate loudly asked for sugar. All at once, everyone started talking, and since solitary couldn’t hold all of them, the rule was abandoned. Likewise, after one inmate threw his hated coveralls into the center aisle of the cells known as Broadway, others followed suit. Turpentine and a flaming roll of toilet paper burned them all, and the inmates were given pants. 

			Need to Know: The numbingly repetitive nature of days spent in Alcatraz made prisoners lose all track of time—and, in some cases, their minds. Though Warden Johnston viewed his disciplinary model as progressive, inmates who had survived The Rock compared his methods to medieval torture. 

			Chapter 7

			The dynamics between the prisoners and the staff at Alcatraz were complex; they coexisted with one another, often on friendly terms, but were separated by the obvious boundaries of their roles. Officers could never let down their guards.

			At times, the convicts found ways to skirt, or even openly defy, the rules of The Rock. They invented and passed signals to communicate, started fires in their workshops, even crafted guns from shop materials. They created diversions for the guards when they were up to no good. 

			In 1937, the inmates, led by Tex Lucas, went on strike from their prison jobs. Within a week, during which convicts were fed a bread-and-water diet, the mutiny petered out, its ringleaders sent to solitary. But afterward, Whitey Phillips, the last to give up on the strike, dared to punch Warden Johnston, knocking him out cold. Phillips continued to attack Johnston, who spent a week hospitalized in San Francisco. Phillips was also beaten and hospitalized. It was presumed that Phillips had lashed out about the failed strike, but it turned out he had been working on a manuscript about Alcatraz that the warden had confiscated.

			Bill Mahan invented a gun created from copper tubing and rubber bands with match heads and lead pellets as ammunition. While the guards couldn’t prove he made the weapon, they did find instructions for building it in his handwriting.

			Guards were under a lot of pressure themselves. Often locked in a tower for eight-hour stretches, the tedium sometimes got to them. But in the early years of Alcatraz, under their close watch, no one escaped.

			Need to Know: Even faced with the prospect of harsh and brutal punishment, convicts did whatever they could to assert themselves and retain some measure of humanity.

			Chapter 8

			As far back as when Alcatraz was a disciplinary military barracks, there were rumblings of mutiny amid the inmate population. In 1926, Colonel G. Maury Cralle, the commandant of the facility, caught wind of a plan to have every man in lockup make a break for it at once. He managed to quash the plot simply by calling their bluff: Did they really want to chance the frigid, choppy water? They did not.

			But once the fortress became a superbastille, escape attempts became wilder and more desperate—the stakes were higher. In 1937, inmates Ralph Roe and Ted Cole prepped for their escape by using a hacksaw to weaken the bars of a cell window, with the ultimate aim of reaching the beach of Alcatraz Island. On one particularly foggy day, they broke through the weakened bars, smashed through a window, and presumably dove into the bay, making the escape that the prisoners of 1926 didn’t dare try. Roe and Cole vanished completely: Despite many false leads from the citizens of San Francisco, neither the men nor their bodies were ever found, and authorities presumed them dead.

			Other attempts followed, with less mysterious consequences. In 1938, taking advantage of a Guard Royal C. Cline’s routine, Thomas R. Limerick, Rufus Franklin, and Tex Lucas snuck into a workshop with the intent of escaping through a window. Cline caught them, and they hit him fatally in the head with a hammer. The three inmates succeeded in escaping to the roof. However, Limerick and Franklin were shot by a gun-tower guard, and all three men were captured. Limerick later died from the gunshot wound. Franklin and Lucas were tried for the murder of the guard, and their sentences were extended to life.

			In an even bolder breakout in 1939, five convicts—Doc Barker, Dale Stamphill, Rufus McCain, William Martin, and Henri Young—actually managed to get free from solitary confinement cells and made it as far as the beach. It was presumed that they had used a combination of banjo strings or piano wires and valve-grinding compound to weaken the bars at the bottom of the solitary confinement cells.

			These episodes stirred fear in mainland San Francisco residents, stoking a “not in my backyard” attitude as it became clear that Alcatraz was not, as authorities insisted, escape-proof, even with the deathly riptides around the island. A women’s group sent a teenage girl to test the authorities’ theory by swimming to the island and back, which she did with no trouble. Another swam out to the island, all the way around it, and back again. They demonstrated with ease—again, contrary to officials’ insistence—that a person could survive the trip. An investigation following the 1939 incident recommended greater transparency into Alcatraz’s security protocols. This did not happen.

			Need to Know: The prison’s secrecy meant there were discrepancies and omissions in what the press and public were told about escape attempts on Alcatraz. 

			Chapter 9

			Despite the suppression of the activities at Alcatraz, disturbing news about the conditions of the prison continued to come to light—most notably in the murder trial of Henri Young, who, upon emerging from years in the dungeon after the botched 1939 escape from solitary, killed one of his co-conspirators, Rufus McCain. McCain had emerged from the hole first, and told his fellow inmates that he planned to kill Young for foiling their plans. But Young got to him first, stabbing him in the stomach. 

			The trial was a sensation, drawing throngs of people and press eager to gawk at Young and the fellow inmates his lawyers called to the stand. The defense’s argument was that the horrific treatment of prisoners made Alcatraz itself responsible for the killing. 

			Many prisoners testified to the horrible conditions at Alcatraz: spending weeks, months, even years at a stretch in the dank, dark dungeon cells with only a pillow, blanket, and bucket (to serve as a toilet); going without baths or proper meals. They recounted stories of sick prisoners dying after their pleas for medical attention went unheeded. They recalled witnessing brutal, sometimes fatal, beatings by guards and prisoners being driven insane and sent to mental institutions. Ultimately, the jury decided in the defense’s favor, and Young was found guilty of manslaughter rather than murder, adding only a maximum of three years to his sentence. 

			Need to Know: In a statement condemning the “unbelievably brutal and inhuman” practices at the prison, the jury called for “a proper and speedy investigation of Alcatraz … so that justice and humanity may be served.” No such investigation was to come.

			Chapter 10

			Three months after Young’s trial, news broke in San Francisco that Alcatraz guard John F. Gilmore—a gentle man known as Big John among the guards—had brutally beaten a young woman for picking wildflowers in a vacant lot by his home. When twenty-eight-year-old Thelma Fleming defied him and threw her flowers in his face, Gilmore punched her, and then continued to hit her. Her wounds required stitches.

			Need to Know: Gilmore’s unsettling incident speaks to the culture of Alcatraz and the mentality of its guards, who were conditioned to constantly assert their authority and punish anyone who defied it. Just as prisoners became traumatized by the abuse they received, guards may have sustained psychic damage from inflicting that abuse day in and day out. 

			Chapter 11

			Once he was inside Alcatraz again, Henri Young landed right back in the dungeon. In a cruel twist of fate for prisoners, decisions made by the prison’s internal disciplinary board could supersede those made in court—rendering the jury’s rejection of Young’s murder charge essentially meaningless. The additional three years were added to the end of his sentence. 

			Prior to his trial, Young had been studying through the University of California Extension courses. Afterward, he petitioned for an hour of light a day so he could study. He was denied, despite having an almost straight-A record in his classes.

			Many convicts studied law while incarcerated at The Rock, among whom the smartest may have been Cecil Wright. He worked to petition for his own release from Alcatraz, and for the causes of hundreds of other inmates—including small quality-of-life demands such as sweets and cigarettes. The first time he got off The Rock was by arguing that he had been incarcerated before his parole from Joliet expired, and that he was technically still an Illinois prisoner. But once his parole ended in Illinois, he was sent back to The Rock. After thirteen more court petitions, Wright managed to gain his freedom. 

			Need to Know: Prisoners at Alcatraz used the prison education and court systems as another method of escape. 

			Chapter 12

			World War II saw modest changes at Alcatraz: With its guards called to serve, the new guards were men rejected from the military who had no prison training. The workshops shifted into high gear for the war effort, manufacturing and laundering uniforms for military personnel. Both of these changes were crucial to the hatching of escape attempts. 

			In April, 1943, a band of four prisoners—James Boarman, Harold Brest, Floyd Hamilton, and Fred Hunter—formed a plan to stuff uniforms into large drums, float to shore on those drums, and blend into the mainland population looking like GIs.

			Boarman and Brest made it as far as the water before Boarman was fatally shot by a tower guard. His body was never recovered. Hunter fled to a cave on the island’s coast, where he was eventually captured. Onetime Public Enemy No. 1 Floyd Hamilton was beaten down by hostile weather conditions as he huddled in that same cave. He ended up slipping back into his cell at Alcatraz “through the same hole we got out of.”  

			The escape attempts continued. In 1945, dockworker John K. Giles hatched a plan to pose as a GI by assembling a uniform from stolen Army laundry. On July 31, 1945, he donned his pilfered uniform, including dog tags, underneath his coveralls and boarded the lower freight of an Army ship that stopped to deliver supplies to Alcatraz. Onboard the General Coxe, Giles made it as far as nearby Angel Island. Unfortunately for him, the associate warden had followed him over. 

			Need to Know: Inmates used their new roles as military aides to assist in their escape attempts. 

			Chapter 13

			In 1946, six inmates moved to execute a daring escape plan years in the making, resulting in a full-on siege of the prison known as the Battle of Alcatraz. 

			The leaders of the plot were bank robbers Joe Cretzer, Bernard Paul Coy, and Sam Shockley; kidnapper Marvin Hubbard; and killers Miran Thompson and Clarence Carnes. Carnes was the youngest at only nineteen. Hubbard and Thompson were already practiced escape artists.

			At first, the men seemed to be executing their mission with ruthless efficiency: They attacked Officer W.H. Miller as he opened a cell door for a routine check, took his key ring, and forced Miller and other officers into two adjacent cells, seizing their weapons, including a machine gun. But their plan to flee was thwarted by a crucial overlooked detail: Miller had hidden the one key that would have gotten them outside.

			In last-stand style, the men started shooting the imprisoned guards and even shot at the officers in the island’s three gun towers, killing one. Before long, the situation had escalated drastically: Marines arrived on the scene, as did Coast Guard, Army, and Navy boats. Fighter planes and Alcatraz guards laid siege. Grenades were thrown to draw out the convicts. Spectators lined the shores of San Francisco to watch.

			Need to Know: The Battle of Alcatraz raged on for three days. Two officers, including the associate warden, and three inmates, Cretzer, Coy, and Hubbard, were killed. Shockley and Thompson were sentenced to death. Carnes was given an additional life sentence. 

			Chapter 14

			Following the Battle of Alcatraz, new guard protocols emphasizing constant vigilance were put in place. Warden Johnston hired veterans with military-police experience to help shore up security. And in 1948, a new regime was ushered in: Edwin B. Swope replaced Johnston. 

			Swope’s changes to the system, including taking away wages for custodial and kitchen duties and removing stools from gun-towers, lowered morale even further. 

			A third warden, Paul Madigan, took command of Alcatraz when Swope retired in 1955. Madigan had a relatively sympathetic attitude toward prisoners and was known as Promising Paul. He allowed special Christmas menus and added cigars to the inmates’ Christmas boxes. 

			But life at Alcatraz continued to be bleak at best and gruesome at worst. Protests broke out, including a rash of incidents in which inmates slit their own heel tendons with razor blades in protest of denial of access to the courts—and simply to have some time in the hospital wing with sweets and cigars. However, the hospital wing had been allowed to deteriorate. In emergencies, doctors had to be summoned from San Francisco, where they would wait to catch the next boat out. Convicts died waiting to be treated. 

			Need to Know: Alcatraz inmates suffered from not being heard. The tendon-slashers were frustrated because their court petitions for reduced or overturned sentences often didn’t make it past the warden’s office. And those with non-self-inflicted ailments often found themselves denied medical care by skeptical personnel who thought they were faking or, perhaps, simply couldn’t be bothered to provide care.

			Chapter 15

			In 1958, another desperate escape attempt ended in tragedy: After managing to bind and gag a guard while on garbage duty outside the prison walls, Clyde Johnson and Aaron Burgett took their chances diving into the water. Johnson was picked up by the Coast Guard; Burgett’s drowned body was seen by a gun-tower guard almost two weeks later. 

			Alcatraz’s most notorious escape was yet to come. Frank Lee Morris arrived in shackles in 1960, having already served time in Florida and Georgia and having broken out from Louisiana State Prison while serving a sentence for bank robbery. He was later apprehended during a burglary and sentenced to time in Alcatraz.

			Need to Know: Frank Morris’s mother, Clara, was an escape artist herself, having run away from home and reform school before giving birth to Frank as a teenager. Frank grew up in foster care and was always regarded as strong and intelligent.

			Chapter 16

			Morris was given a long-term cell assignment in B Block alongside New Yorker Allen West. From his new spot, Morris noted locations of tear-gas bombs, the rhythm of the prison guards, and that the guard in the gunwalk was unarmed. 

			Months later, after Morris had settled into the routine of Alcatraz life, he encountered a former fellow prisoner from Atlanta in the mess hall, a man named John Anglin. John and his brother Clarence, Florida “roughnecks,” were bank robbers and had cells just steps from Morris’s. Like Morris, the Anglins had already tried to escape prison multiple times, including once when Clarence tried to smuggle John out in a bread box.

			Need to Know: While the newly installed head warden, Olin Blackwell, was softening the tenor at Alcatraz, fostering a culture in which inmates knitted, crocheted, and embroidered, Morris was quietly observing the prison and its inhabitants, bent on escape. 

			Chapter 17

			The methodical, persistent, ingenious way that Morris, West, and the Anglins crafted their escape over the course of months is stunning. 

			Every detail was painstakingly considered. Despite the Anglin brothers’ impatience to make a break for it, Morris convinced them to take the time to get everything just right. He soldered a spoon to a nail clipper blade with shavings from a dime heated by several packs of matches. This tool was used to chip away at the concrete around a metal grille. Behind this grille was a ventilator shaft. Meanwhile, the three other men were chipping away at the grilles in their own cells.

			To cover the hole, Morris made papier-mâché from magazine pages and painted it to look like the grille. The men also used papier-mâché and makeshift plaster to craft dummy heads that would be placed in their beds to dupe guards. They painted the heads with prison-provided art supplies and glued on hair, eyebrows, and eyelashes, using trimmings from the prison barber shop where Clarence Anglin worked. Meanwhile, John Anglin, who worked in the clothing shop, was smuggling out plastic raincoats and harvesting the sleeves to build makeshift rafts and flotation devices. 

			On a dry run, Morris was dismayed to find iron bars blocking access to the roof. So they set themselves to the time-consuming task of removing the rivets with a chemically treated cord the prisoners called “Carborundum string,” which was used for sewing-machine repairs. Meanwhile, Morris was researching ways to ensure they would survive the rafting leg of the journey.

			On the night the men finally put their plan in motion, West discovered that he had accidentally resealed the too-large hole in his cell when he patched it up with cement to avoid detection. As he desperately attempted to fix months of effort, the three other men reached the roof. Miraculously, they managed to slide down a pipe to the ground and scale the fence, evading detection. They reached the water, grabbed some lumber planks to bolster their raft, and disappeared forever. By the time West made it out of his cell, it was too late. The others had left him behind.

			Need to Know: Morris’s extreme skills of observation, attention to detail, and patience may have led to the freedom he so desired. 

			Maybe

			Unsurprisingly, prison officials insisted that there was no way the escapees could have survived their trip. However, Bruce notes that the current was flowing relatively slowly that night. 

			Need to Know: As with the case of Roe and Cole, neither bodies nor survivors were found, despite a massive search effort. An oar and a black plastic bag containing some of Clarence Anglin’s belongings were discovered. 

			Why?

			Alcatraz wasn’t escape-proof after all—and that fact was proved again in December 1962, when two robbers, Darl Lee Parker and John Paul Scott, escaped and were found alive. Scott made it to shore in San Francisco. As with Morris and his cohorts, Parker and Scott’s breakout was aided by supplies obtained from the prison and, in all likelihood, by less-than-vigilant guards. At a press conference, officials blamed Alcatraz’s aging infrastructure for the lapses, but they were at a loss in defending how prisoners working with makeshift tools for weeks or months could remain under the radar in a maximum-security prison.

			Considering the prison’s history, Bruce concludes that the idea of Alcatraz as a place exclusively for the most heinous criminals was perpetuated for the sake of keeping inmates at other prisons in check. In some cases, prisoners who had committed relatively minor crimes were transferred to Alcatraz, and their attempts to reenter society were likely made more difficult by having the facility on their records. The much-vaunted—and costly to maintain—superbastille did not work as a crime deterrent. The concept marked a step backward, not an advance, for the American penal system. 

			Need to Know: The notion that Alcatraz housed only the most hardened, black-hearted criminals who had to be kept under extreme security conditions was largely debunked when the prison was closed and its inmates transferred to ordinary penal institutions. 

			The Veil

			Writing the final chapter in 1962, J. Campbell Bruce notes that his attempts to get information on Alcatraz and the Morris escape were not warmly received by authorities. He was denied interviews with key players. Even a tour of the facility with Warden Blackwell did not yield much detail. A document with West’s comments on the plan he and his co-conspirators hatched was deemed off-limits. It was only through anonymous informants that Bruce was able to piece together the details of the stunning 1962 breakout.

			Need to Know: Bruce’s efforts to research Escape from Alcatraz were hindered by the same secrecy the institution consistently maintained about what went on inside its walls.

			Epilogue

			After the shuttering of the prison, the fate of Alcatraz Island was up in the air. Native Americans of the Sioux tribe occupied it for a year and a half, attempting to raze much of the infrastructure. After many suggestions, including a “prisoner for a day” park, a casino, and an observatory, Alcatraz Island was reincarnated as the Golden Gate National Recreation Area in 1972.

			Need to Know: Writing in 1973, ten years after Escape from Alcatraz was originally published, Bruce muses that Morris and the Anglin brothers must not have survived. 

		

	
		
			Timeline

			August 5, 1775: Spanish sailor Don Juan Manuel de Alaya discovers a rocky island in San Francisco Bay that he names La Isla de los Alcatraces after the pelicans who serve as his welcoming committee. 

			1859: The fortress, Fort Alcatraz, and the lighthouse, Alcatraz Light, are completed.

			1868: Fort Alcatraz is officially designated as a military prison. 

			Fall 1926: The prisoners in the disciplinary barracks plan a mass escape that does not materialize.

			September 1, 1926: Frank Lee Morris is born.

			1933: Alcatraz ceases to function as a military lockup and is designated a maximum-security prison.

			August 18, 1934: Reporters are invited to Alcatraz for the unveiling of its new incarnation. 

			January 22, 1936: Inmates break Alcatraz’s rule of silence en masse. 

			December 16, 1937: Ralph Roe and Ted Cole make their escape from Alcatraz; their fate is unknown. 

			May 23, 1938: Bank robbers Thomas R. Limerick, Rufus Franklin, and Tex Lucas escape the prison. Limerick is shot by a guard; his two compatriots are captured.

			January 13, 1939: Five convicts escape from solitary. One, Doc Barker, is fatally shot.

			Spring 1941: The murder trial of inmate Henri Young morphs into the “Trial of Alcatraz.”

			July 31, 1945: Dockworker John K. Giles manages to escape from Alcatraz but is found posing as a GI on nearby Angel Island.

			May 2, 1946: Six inmates attempt escape and incite the three-day Battle of Alcatraz.

			December 3, 1948: Two of three surviving Battle of Alcatraz conspirators are executed.

			1953: Inmates protest against racially integrated cell blocks. 

			Fall 1958: A spate of protests begin taking place in the form of inmates slicing their own heel tendons with stolen razor blades.

			September 29, 1958: Clyde Johnson and Aaron Burgett make their escape attempt. Johnson is recaptured. Burgett’s body is found in the water two weeks later.

			January 14, 1960: Frank Morris arrives via the Warden Johnston, the boat to Alcatraz prison.

			November 26, 1961: Warden Blackwell assumes head warden duties at Alcatraz. He is the fourth man to hold the position. 

			June 11, 1962: Frank Morris and the Anglin brothers escape from Alcatraz. 

			December 16, 1962: Darl Lee Parker and John Paul Scott make the final escape from Alcatraz.

			1963: Alcatraz prison is shuttered.

			1972: Alcatraz Island becomes parkland.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Clarence Anglin: A bank robber and one of the trio of criminals who broke out of Alcatraz in 1962.

			John Anglin: Clarence’s brother, partner in crime, and another one of the criminals who broke out of Alcatraz in 1962.

			Al Capone: A notorious gangster who arrived at Alcatraz with swagger but was psychologically undone by the prison’s repressive tactics. 

			Ted Cole: A convicted bank robber and kidnapper; Cole, along with Ralph Roe, was one of the first escapees from Alcatraz. His body was never found. 

			James A. Johnston: The first head warden of Alcatraz when it opened as a maximum-security prison; Johnston styled himself as progressive, but his methods were seen by some as cruelly regressive.

			Paul Madigan: The third warden of Alcatraz, known to inmates as “Promising Paul”; Madigan took a slightly kinder and gentler approach to running the prison.

			Frank Morris: An intelligent, taciturn man who was raised in the foster care system and began a life of crime at a young age; Morris was the ringleader of the criminals who broke out of Alcatraz in 1962.

			Ralph Roe: A bank robber who was one of the first Alcatraz escapees, along with Ted Cole. Roe’s body was never found. 

			Robert Stroud: A convicted killer and self-taught ornithologist known as the “Birdman of Alcatraz.”

			Edwin B. Swope: The warden who succeeded Johnston and implemented minor yet groundbreaking amenities such as biweekly movie screenings for the inmates.

			Allen West: The fourth co-conspirator in Morris’s escape plot; West saw months of hard work wasted when he couldn’t get out in time to join the escapees and remained incarcerated.

			Henri Young: An inmate who fatally stabbed one of his co-conspirators in a failed escape attempt; Young’s murder trial became an indictment of the inhumane prison conditions that might drive a man to violence.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“In the timelessness of The Rock, an hour thins out into a day, a day lengthens into a stretch, and even a term with a fixed end feels endless. You pass through day after day after day with the feeling that somewhere in the past life came to a stop.”

			Part of Alcatraz’s reputation as America’s toughest prison came from its extreme security measures, including total silence among the prisoners. But over time, the exacting routine and monotony of life truly became a form of psychic torment, ultimately inciting violence within the population.

			“In a sense, the guard was akin to a convict: he was a prisoner of the tower for eight hours.”

			Ironically, men stationed in the gun towers at Alcatraz experienced an isolation similar to the men in solitary confinement. The mental stress of constant vigilance against the prisoners caused some guards to lash out against civilians, proving that the extreme systems in place at Alcatraz were unhealthy for the jailers as well as the jailed.

			“They came up with a unique defense: Alcatraz, not Henri Young, killed Rufus McCain. Alcatraz had put Young into a ‘psychological coma’ and rendered him ‘legally unconscious’ at the moment of the slaying.”

			Henri Young was accused of murdering fellow inmate Rufus McCain eleven days after being released from solitary confinement. His murder trial became a trial of Alcatraz itself, as his lawyers argued that the deplorable treatment of prisoners, including extended solitary confinement, pushed them to the edge psychologically, brutalizing and dehumanizing them.

			“The fact that a convict will feign a fight in the yard or commit some minor offense to be sent to TU [the Treatment Unit] as a sort of vacation from routine, at a cost of good time and all privileges, seems a graphic indication of the depressing monotony.”

			The routine at Alcatraz was so intense that inmates who had worked to accrue time off their sentences for good behavior sometimes acted out and threw it all away simply for a break from that routine. The mental stress of the day-to-day monotony became too much to handle, and time in the TU, just for a change of pace, became preferable to a shorter sentence.

			“‘Know how many men got down to the water? Around thirty. … Only two—Roe and Cole—ever got away, if they got away. We want to make it.’” 

			Frank Morris was, by all accounts, a very intelligent man. He planned his escape for years, thinking of details the runners before him had not, learning from their failed experiences. His co-conspirators, brothers Jon and Clarence Anglin, were less patient. Here, he persuades the Anglins that they need more time to perfect their plan before attempting it in order to be successful. Morris’s exacting plan may have paid off. 

			“Alcatraz, as a scientific stir secure against escape, had clearly failed. And as a place of punishment, not reformation? Again, failure.”

			Looking back on Alcatraz’s history, which is marred by violent deaths, mental breakdowns, and many escape attempts from the supposedly escape-proof prison, author J. Campbell Bruce pronounces it a failed experiment.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The name Alcatraz comes from an eighteenth-century Spanish explorer who dubbed the island La Isla de los Alcatraces. Alcatraces is Spanish for “pelicans”.

					The fortress and lighthouse built on the island in 1859 were the first such structures built by Americans on the West Coast.

					While locked up at Alcatraz, Al Capone played banjo in the house band, the Rock Islanders. 

					J. Campbell Bruce did not live to see a 2015 report in which the Anglin brothers’ relatives claimed to have photo evidence that they were alive and living in Brazil. 

					Clint Eastwood played Frank Morris in the 1979 movie adaptation of Escape from Alcatraz.

					Infamous Boston mobster/FBI informant James “Whitey” Bulger enjoyed his time at the island prison, even declaring that he would like his tombstone inscription to read, “I’d rather be in Alcatraz.”

					No female prisoners were ever incarcerated at Alcatraz; nor were there female guards or other personnel. 

					Robert Stroud, the “Birdman of Alcatraz,” made himself into an expert on birds during his time at Leavenworth Prison, even writing two books. However, when he was transferred to Alcatraz, he was no longer allowed to keep birds.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Alcatraz: Derived from the Spanish alcatraces, or “pelicans.” The birds were among the first inhabitants of the island off San Francisco.

			Dungeon: The pitch-dark cells where prisoners were kept in solitary confinement for weeks; called the “Dark Hole” by inmates. 

			Gasbilly: “A combination metal club and tear-gas gun” carried by guards at Alcatraz.

			Impregnable: Unable to be broken into or captured; when used in the book to describe Alcatraz, it means the opposite—unable to be broken out of.

			Penology: The study of prison management (and punishment).

			The Rock: A nickname for the Alcatraz prison.

			Superbastille: The ultimate high-security prison.

			The veil: Bruce’s term for the secrecy that surrounded Alcatraz and was enforced by the warden and personnel. 

			Warden: The official in charge of the entire prison.

		

	
		
			About J. Campbell Bruce

			Born in 1906 in Pennsylvania, where his father was a coal miner, John Campbell Bruce graduated as valedictorian of his high school class. He started college at Allegheny College before hitchhiking his way to California as a college student. He attended San Jose State College, but he soon dropped out and became a prominent news journalist in the San Francisco Bay area. He was most closely associated with the San Francisco Chronicle, for which he wrote for decades.

			Originally published in 1963, Escape from Alcatraz is Bruce’s best-known long-form work and was adapted into a 1979 feature film. He is also known for his 1954 book The Golden Door: The Irony of Our Immigration Policy, which discusses the restrictive McCarran-Walter Act, a.k.a the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952. Bruce passed away in 1996, at the age of ninety, in Berkeley, California. 

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“6 Books for Your Making a Murderer Obsession.” Early Bird Books.

			“Alcatraz: Explore America’s Most Famous Prison.” The Lineup.

			“50 Years Later, Mystery of Alcatraz Escape Endures.” NPR.

			Anglin Brothers Online Museum

			“Does This Photo Prove John and Clarence Anglin Survived Their 1962 Alcatraz Escape?” San Francisco Gate.

			“Escape From Alcatraz and a 47-Year Manhunt.” NPR.

			“I-Team Exclusive: New Leads in Manhunt for Alcatraz Escapees.” ABC News.

			“Inmates Who Broke Out of Escape-Proof Alcatraz in 1962 Might Have Survived: Study.” Daily News (New York).

			“New Evidence Shows Mob Connection to Alcatraz Escape.” ABC News.

			“The Proof That 3 Men Survived Their Escape from Alcatraz.” New York Post.

			Books

			Alcatraz: The Gangster Years by David Ward with Gene Kassebaum

			Alcatraz #1259 by William G. Baker

			Battle at Alcatraz: A Desperate Attempt to Escape the Rock by Ernest B. Lageson

			Breaking the Rock: The Great Escape from Alcatraz by Jolene Babyak

			Last Guard Out: A Riveting Account by the Last Guard to Leave Alcatraz by Jim Albright
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