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Preface

In 2000, less than a year after my retirement from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, I was visiting an antique shop in Fowler, Colorado, and came upon a small and very old brochure titled Seven Years in Texas Prisons. After twenty-three years working in those prisons, I hardly wanted to read about them, but the age and appearance of the pamphlet intrigued me.

I purchased it, packed it away, and forgot about it until several weeks after I’d returned home. When I finally sat down and read it, I was fascinated. It was a tiny 4½-by-5½-inch booklet only twenty-four pages in length, but in those pages, a former Texas prison convict named Beecher Deason wrote eloquently of the conditions inside Texas prisons in the early 1920s.

He wrote of the prison farms in the years immediately after the abolition of the convict lease system, and what he described—the food, housing, punishments, building tenders, and brutality—portrayed a prison system I had heard about but never seen during my career.

Curious if any other convicts had written similar accounts of time in the early years of Texas prisons, I searched without success until I discovered a collection at the Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin. They had several such narratives, and they dated back into the 1880s.

As I examined them, I found stories and accounts of serving time in Texas during the convict lease system when prisoners were leased out to private individuals and organizations to work in sawmills, on cotton plantations, and at railroad construction sites.

The pre-1900 accounts were particularly damning in their portrayal of brutality, and my first reaction was to dismiss them as attempts to “get back” at the prison system that had incarcerated these men.

Then, also at the Center for American History, I came upon a massive state report titled Report of the Penitentiary Investigating Committee including All Exhibits and Testimony Taken by the Committee, Published by Order of the House of Representatives, August 1910. This report was an “official” state document issued by the legislature, and in it I discovered almost all of the allegations in the various narratives by ex-prisoners had been found to be true.

The tiny brochure I had purchased in a Colorado antique shop led to my collecting prison narratives dating from 1875 to 1925—a span of fifty years that can easily be classified as the most violent, brutal, and inhumane period of Texas correctional history.

The “kept” and the “keepers” have never seen eye-to-eye in the over 150 years of Texas prison history. And many times during that period, individuals, organizations, and state agencies have asked the question, “Who guards the guards?”

But it is the inmates who historically bear the greatest grudge against the system that incarcerates them.

During the late 1800s and the first decades of the following century, convicts unfortunate enough to be sentenced to Texas prisons and fortunate enough to survive to be paroled or discharged had few venues available to them in which to vent their anger and frustration at a system continuously in turmoil over charges of brutality and corruption.

The years leading up to the Great Depression were an extended period in which the Texas prison system was a state agency shrouded in secrecy. It would be many decades before convicts would have access to high profile media-oriented attorneys, sensational headline-seeking television investigative reporters, in-depth newspaper reports, and a federal judicial system that involved itself in Texas prison affairs from afar and without a clue as to how to solve the problems.

In essence, ex-convicts during the period of 1875 through 1925 had only one option available should they choose to try to inform the public about the brutality and corruption they claimed to have witnessed from inside Texas prisons.

They could write their memoirs.

And they did so, telling of the daily work quotas of seven tons of coal, three hundred pounds of cotton, or one and one-half cords of wood. They told of eating spoiled hog meat and sleeping on mattresses filled with bugs and filthy from sweat, blood, and dirt. They told of various punishments they endured, especially the hated “bat” that would be used in Texas prisons until the 1940s.

Texas Gulag: The Chain Gang Years 1875 - 1925 is a collection of those stories. Interspersed are detailed descriptions, many of which were taken directly from the 1910 Report of the Penitentiary Investigating Committee.

The inmates who wrote these accounts were obviously among the better-educated convicts of that period. But they, too, reflected the attitudes and prejudices of that fifty-year span. And they were criminals with an “axe to grind.”

The convict lease system in Texas, as in most other southern states, was a product of post-Reconstruction, however as early as 1867 Texas was leasing prisoners to railroads. Administrative problems resulted in the termination of those leases, and in 1877 Texas leased out the entire prison system—buildings, administration, and convicts—to private interests. One of the results of this was the construction of a second prison unit at Rusk.

By 1883 Texas had resumed control of the prison system but continued to lease out prisoners to work in cotton fields, sawmills, coal mines, and on railroads while purchasing land and establishing its own farm system.

It is at this time most of the narratives in Texas Gulag took place. The sadistic and inhumane conditions of the work camps, alleged by the convicts and documented by the legislature in the 1910 report, led to pressure from the public to abolish the convict lease system completely. After the publication of the legislative report, the governor called a special session of the legislature and laws were enacted to end the program of leasing convicts to private interests in Texas. By 1912 all leases had been terminated and Texas convicts were exclusively under the control of the state.

Texas was somewhat unusual in that chain gangs were not used for road construction as in other southern states, and therefore these stories don’t fit the typical stereotype of road gangs. Instead, Texas chain gangs tended to work in isolated areas far from the eyes of the public and even prison officials—in lumber camps, underground mines, and on rural farms and plantations.

After the Civil War, the Thirteenth Amendment was intended to end slavery and “involuntary servitude.” After Reconstruction, “Black Codes” circumvented the integration of former slaves into society, and the “convict lease system” sent many former slaves back into their previous servitude status throughout the American South.

But Texas also differs from the other southern states in that only about half of Texas inmates leased out during this period were black; states from the “deep South” often reported up to ninety percent of their leased convicts being Negroes. In Texas, black inmates were usually leased to farming operations—working fields, picking cotton, and cutting sugarcane. White and Mexican inmates were sent to the lumber camps, coal mines, and railroads.

The terrible conditions and brutal treatment appear to have been system-wide and color-blind. The 1910 report would also document shocking treatment of female convicts in Texas during this era.

Those who wrote personal accounts of their imprisonment during this period tended to be white male ex-convicts. Because of this, Texas Gulag does not describe the convict lease period from the perspective of black or female inmates.

In 1984 Albert Race Sample wrote of his experiences as a black inmate on the infamous Retrieve unit during the 1950s in his book Racehoss, Big Emma’s Boy. His well-written account gives an excellent description of the conditions in the Retrieve prison fields, but this occurred some four decades after the abolition of the lease system and is not included here.

Likewise the voices of female convicts are missing in these narratives. Very little information about their experiences from 1875 to 1925 is available. The 1910 Report of the Penitentiary Investigating Committee does contain several pages of interviews with the women imprisoned at the Eastham farm, and some of the allegations of the women and the conclusions of the committee are included in Texas Gulag.

During the 1980s I often felt, as a state prison employee, that I was witnessing the complete reformation of a state agency during the court-ordered reforms of that decade.

After reading the narratives of these men a century earlier, however, I realize that the Texas prison system has been in a continuous state of change since its inception after Texas joined the Union. Sadly, what current Texas prison officials don’t realize—and I also missed it—is that the prison reform years of the 1930s make the current problems seem almost trivial.

Men like Lee Simmons, Albert Moore, and Bud Russell took an antiquated, post-lease prison system in total turmoil and mismanagement and forced it into the twentieth century. The process was painful, and today’s Texas Department of Criminal Justice does not even remember their names, much less what they endured, overcame, and established.

And as for the convicts who served time during that tumultuous period of 1875 to 1925, had they not written their personal narratives, they too would also probably be forgotten.

But they did write them, and thanks to Beecher Deason and Seven Years in Texas Prisons, here are their stories. Deason’s introduction sets an appropriate stage:


Did you ever see the Devil? Have you ever been in Hell? Did you ever have an angel pay a visit to your cell in solitary confinement where men are seldom fed?

I’ve seen it all in reality in the land of the living dead.
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Chapter One
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(1895-1909)

Fourteen Years
in Hell

The Texas Prison Memoir of John Shotwell


We were fed on spoiled hog-head, stale corn bread and coffee made of burned corn bread crust. I have known men at this farm to put lime in their eyes and go blind, in order that they might be sent back to Rusk and have a chance to live through their sentence. One particularly severe winter they did not furnish half of us with shoes. We were occupied in wood cutting, and one night there came a cold spell and a fall of snow. I said to the captain next morning “I can’t go out to cut wood today. I’m barefooted.” “That don’t make a d—n bit of difference,” he answered. “You’re sent here to cut wood, and cut wood you will.”



For fourteen years, John Shotwell experienced every type of convict lease camp the state of Texas sponsored. At various times he worked at the dreaded wood camp near Alto, the cotton plantations near Cameron, the deadly coal mines at Calvert, and finally, inside the Rusk prison itself. For fourteen years, spanning three sentences, he was leased out from 1895 through 1909.

[image: images]

From 1895 to 1909, John Shotwell was sentenced to almost every form of hell the Texas prison could devise: sawmill camps, the Calvert coal mines, picking cotton on the plantations, and finally inside Rusk prison. He later wrote his memoirs, which included this photo of himself. Shotwell, John, A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell (San Antonio: E.J. Jackson Co., 1909)

Sometime after his final discharge he published a compelling narrative of those experiences in which he described in detail the despair of being leased out to saw and chop wood, pick cotton, and shovel coal for profit-minded private companies who viewed inmates as temporary expendable assets.

The title of his prison memoir, A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell, suggests an indictment of the system he so detested but also suggests he felt himself the helpless victim of a corrupt and vindictive state political judicial system.

His legal problems began when he was a teenager trying to impress a young girl in Mount Pleasant, Texas, and ended when he finally left Texas prisons as a man “broken physically and emotionally.”

Shotwell admits to forging checks at Mount Pleasant, a charge for which he received a harsh six-year prison sentence. Local officials apparently wanted to make an example of him by pursuing and obtaining a prison sentence for a first-time offense that usually resulted in probation and restitution. However, they also obviously wanted to assure he never returned to their community.

Some of the forged checks that Shotwell passed around were cashed in neighboring counties, and after completion of his six-year sentence, he found himself immediately charged in one of those counties and resentenced to another six years. Upon completion of that second sentence, a third county filed charges on him and he was sentenced to yet a third prison term—all basically for one act of forging checks.

The title of his narrative, A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell, therefore not only suggests the brutality of the prison system but also suggests he considered himself the target of petty, politically ambitious prosecutors.

Shotwell’s narrative is, in his words, not only an attempt to expose the corruption and brutality of the state prison lease system but also to steer young readers away from any thoughts of following his example. Much of his warning to younger readers is detailed through his frustration of trying to later live in society as an ex-convict.

He begins A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell with a warning to readers of the terrible effects incarceration had on ex-convicts in Texas society in the early 1900s. The first paragraph creates a stark image of former state prisoners:


Only those who have been through it all themselves and into whose minds is scared [sic] its misery, can account for the strange and shapeless horror, the shuddering, nameless dread that haunts the sleeping and waking moments of the Texas ex-convict. Only these can account why he has acquired a dog-like submissiveness; why he has the aspect of a whipped cur; why he starts at every sound, ready to run or cringe; why he is broken in spirit, with vitality and self-control reduced to the minimum. Not until you have lived in rotting rags, eating what a dog would almost spurn, slaved beneath the goad of cruel guards, been cursed at in your misery, and mocked at in your despair, until spirit and body alike are broken and cowed can you know what it means to be a convict on a Texas farm.



Unlike many other narratives of the lease period, Shotwell does not attribute his problems to poverty or family. Although he describes his early years as a period in which his family struggled with poverty, he also states that he came from a loving and nurturing Christian family.

Born in North Carolina on May 17, 1873, he recalled moving with his family to Farmersville, Texas, as a small child and growing up on the family farm. Much of his childhood was spent working in the cotton fields, hard work that offered little promise to a young man.

Despite the warm feelings he professed for his family, he ran away from home while a teenager, probably trying to escape those cotton fields, and eventually found himself at Mount Pleasant, where he claims the desire to impress a “dear little girl” led him to forge bank notes and checks.

Many of these bogus notes and checks turned up in several surrounding counties, a fact that would haunt Shotwell for many years.

Within a week of beginning his “crime spree,” he was jailed in the Mount Pleasant jail but was quickly bailed out by his father. Authorities from Collin and Ellis Counties, however, had their own warrants issued for his arrest, and he found himself back in jail and his father unable to obtain additional bail.

Most rural Texas county jails operated on a two-term court calendar during the late 1800s, and Shotwell remained in jail for six months until the next court date could be set. He was convicted of the charges and sentenced to six years “hard labor” in the Texas prison system.

A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell recalls the despair he felt in the darkened county jail cell after sentencing: the realization that at age seventeen he was facing a six-year sentence in prison with the possibility that authorities in at least two more counties would press additional charges against him in the future.

Within days he was transferred to Rusk prison and processed as Inmate #3479. His initial impression of Rusk was understandably negative, but he would later look back upon his time there with far more favor once he had served time on leased work crews.

At Rusk he was assigned his very first day to pull wagons across the inside yard and load them with lumber. That night he was assigned a cell with an old man serving a sixty-year sentence, virtually a life commitment to prison, and recalls the despair and hopelessness he saw in the old man.

His imprisonment at Rusk was temporary, however, and he was soon transferred to a convict lease wood camp near Alto, Texas, and assigned the duty of chopping one and one-half cords of wood per day for six days a week. Failure to produce the required amount of chopped wood would result in thirty-nine lashes with the strap.

The daily assignment of one and one-half cords of wood appears to have been a particularly severe requirement—later state reports would suggest that one cord per day was the average on the other camps.

Because of his extended time in county jail awaiting trial, he was in poor physical condition when he arrived at Alto, and his hands were immediately so bloody that they stuck to the handle of the axe at the end of the day.

He had been issued brogan shoes that didn’t fit, and since the state didn’t issue socks at Alto, his feet soon became swollen and scraped raw and he could barely stand or walk.

Like most lease camps, Alto was considered a temporary work assignment and living quarters were extremely primitive. The inmate housing at Alto consisted of a building one hundred feet long and twenty-four feet wide with a guard picket at one end so the inmates could be watched at night.

Meals consisted of spoiled bacon, boiled corn, and stale corn bread served on rusty tin plates. Shotwell claims that while assigned to the work camp he spent the first four years sleeping on the same straw bunk without changing mattresses and during that period was forced to live and work without a single bath. Clothing was never laundered and was replaced only when worn out. Socks were never issued, and inmates would often work extended periods, even in winter, barefoot when shoes were not available.

The guards, he alleged, were among the most brutal in the prison system. Convicts, being nearly worked to death, would often make the threat, usually uttered under breath to other inmates, that if they could live to get out of the camp, they would one day return to kill their tormentors.

Rarely did an ex-convict follow through on these threats, but according to Shotwell, the situation at Alto was so bad that one such incident did occur.

One young boy, of poor physique and unable to meet his daily work quotas, was serving a two-year term. During the first year, Shotwell estimated that the boy was held down at least twenty-five times and administered the maximum thirty-nine lashes with the result that the inmate nearly went crazy. In his torment, the youngster threatened to live another year to discharge and then return and kill the whipping captain.

He did, in fact, survive his sentence and regained his health after discharge and obtained a pistol. Knowing that the captain responsible for his beatings rode the steam train to Wells twice a month to pick up the guards’ payroll, he plotted his revenge. Only he picked a date one day too late.

The day after the captain actually made the round trip by train, this former inmate from Alto piled rail ties across the tracks in a manner that would force the train to stop. The passengers disembarked to remove the ties, and the ex-convict shot and killed a dentist thinking he was the captain.

He was caught, sentenced to death, and hung for murder. According to Shotwell, the youngster stood on the gallows and as a result of his brutal experiences at the Alto wood camp, was reported to have said: “I killed the wrong man and I’m sorry for it. I was driven to murder. Tell those officers at the wood camp that I’ll meet them, every one, in hell.”

After six years at the Alto wood camp, Shotwell was himself released from prison. Immediately upon release, however, authorities from Collin County appeared and ordered him rearrested for a forged twenty-five-dollar check he had cashed in that county.

He was sentenced to another six years “hard labor.”

He returned to Rusk a second time as an understandably very bitter young man, facing another sentence similar to his first. Upon his arrival he was initially assigned to the foundry inside the Rusk walls as a molder and paired with an infamous train robber and murderer from Fort Worth named George Moore.

This time the living and working conditions at Rusk penitentiary seemed far better when compared to his previous work camp experiences. Comparing conditions inside the main unit at Rusk to his experiences in the Alto work camp, he would write: “I must honestly admit that I have no complaint as to the treatment of convicts inside the Rusk prison. Convicts at that place receive plenty of good, wholesome food, the sanitary conditions are of the very best, and the convicts are not overworked.”

Like his first sentence, however, his initial stay at Rusk was short and temporary. Within a few months he was reassigned to another leased work camp near Cameron, Texas, picking cotton in the summer and chopping wood during the winter months.

His time in “hell” was only continuing. If he had thought his years at the Alto wood camp were horrendous, the conditions at Cameron were even more so.

At Cameron, he alleges, typical meals consisted of spoiled hog head, stale corn bread, and coffee brewed from burned corn bread crust.

Even more revolting is his assertion that work conditions were so brutal at Cameron that inmates routinely chopped off fingers, hands, toes, and even feet to escape the work crews. The self-mutilations became so rampant that Shotwell claims the guards started refusing to remove the maimed inmates from the work squads. When that happened, Shotwell claims, some desperate inmates even resorted to putting out their eyes so they could not be forced into the cotton rows.

Self-mutilations in the prison field crews were reported until well into the 1940s, however the rare and extreme act of self-blinding was almost unheard of.

The Texas prison system during those years attempted to “police and monitor” the private industries that were leasing state prisoners, but the efforts were almost universally denounced by the men who were subjected to the lease conditions.

One of those efforts, an intentionally high-profile attempt, was the use of state prison inspectors who would periodically visit the work camps, “talk” with the prisoners, and then report their findings to the state prison board.

Without exception, the convict narratives of the lease period claim these inspectors were simply sent out to the lease camps to produce a report indicating favorable living and work conditions for the prisoners being leased out by the state.

Shotwell also denounces these inspectors in A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell. He condemns these officials as nothing more than common criminals who were “on the take.”

At the Cameron lease camp, Shotwell claims, “when the inspector made his monthly appearance, we would rather have seen the devil.” On one occasion, looking at the emaciated, sickly, and obviously overworked convicts lined up in front of him, the inspector sarcastically observed:


How are you thieves getting treated? I can see that you are well fed. You are getting fatter than I am. Then he would say: “Captain, be sure and give them plenty of work. If any of them begin to shirk, don’t spare the leather, for I find, in the convict business, that the using of the leather is just as essential as feeding.” On one occasion there was one of the men who told the inspector about the conditions under which we were compelled to exist. The inspector sneered and as he looked him over, said: “Now look here, what do you think you thieves deserve—the Menger hotel in San Antonio? You stuck-up cuss, I’ll teach you something. Here, captain, take this man out and give him 39 lashes and maybe next time I come here he will remember me.”



That inmate, according to Shotwell, was later given one of the most brutal beatings he ever witnessed in prison, and the following day the already sick convict was forced to work his regular schedule with blood soaking through his shirt and covered with flies.

The fact that the Texas prison system did attempt to monitor the conditions at the convict lease camps, even if they were cover-up attempts, during the period of Shotwell’s incarceration from 1895 through 1909 does suggest that the prison system was at least sensitive to the charges of abuse and corruption in the camps.

Prior to 1910 many of the annual reports issued by the prison board to the Texas legislature are filled with these “favorable” accounts of the conditions of Texas inmates under the supervision of private leasers.

But not all prison board members were completely oblivious to the realities of convict work camps in Texas at the turn of the century. Interspersed through those annual reports are signals that the lease system and the inspectors who monitored the work camps were not reporting a completely accurate picture of the camp conditions.

Shotwell’s allegations in A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell were published as a condemnation of what he saw as a brutal and corrupt state policy of extending slavery by sentencing Texas prisoners to “hard labor” in lease work camps. Specifically, he focused on the period of his own incarceration in those camps—an imprisonment that ended finally in 1909.

Ironically, it was the official state report issued one year after his release that would lead to the abolishment of the system he so thoroughly detested and hated.

In 1910 a massive state document titled Report of the Penitentiary Investigating Committee including All Exhibits and Testimony Taken by the Committee was published by the Texas House of Representatives. Shotwell does not indicate if he was aware of or familiar with the condemning document, but it verified the very abuses and corruption he so angrily alleged in A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell.

That report is credited with the abolishment of the convict lease system in Texas. Some of the excerpts included:


Collaborated testimony of convicts show instances of brutal treatment by guards, the convicts fearing to report such treatment to superior officers lest the guards wreak vengeance upon them when further opportunity is afforded by the isolation of the fields.1

The treatment of the men on the farms is wholly in the hands of the sergeant in charge, who if he possessed a drop of the milk of human kindness in his heart, can do much for the comfort of those dependent upon him for care and protection. If he be other than a man of kind but firm disposition and incapable of grasping the great responsibility of his position, he can make life not only most unpleasant, but almost unbearable for that unfortunate class of our population serving a sentence in the State penitentiary.2

We recommend that the contract and labor share farm system be abolished not later than January 1, 1912, and that all convicts be kept and worked in the prisons and upon the State farms. . . .3



But while assigned to the work camp at Cameron, John Shotwell did not resort to self-mutilation like many of the desperate men he worked with. He did, however, attempt unsuccessfully to escape on several occasions, actions resulting in his being classified a high-risk inmate.

Then, he claims, the true hell really began. He was transferred to the infamous Calvert Coal Mines.

In a statewide system of convict lease camps with horrendous reputations, the worst assignment a Texas prisoner could get was a transfer to the Calvert Coal Mines. Considered by most inmates to be a “death camp,” the Calvert lease camp probably most represented the philosophy that convicted felons were expendable sources of labor to be worked until they were physically broken or dead.

At Calvert, guards would tell the inmates the draft animals they worked with were worth more because they cost money to replace while there was an endless source of convicts available for lease to the mining company.

Finally, at the end of the line, John Shotwell found himself transferred to those very coal mines near Calvert where he mined ore for the Houston & Texas Central Railroad Company. “Of all the horrors that I had ever witnessed,” he later recalled, “there was none to compare with those coal mines.”

Surprisingly, Shotwell reported that the food at this camp was good, even exceptional, but only because the railroad and the prison guards wanted healthy convicts that they could work to death in the mines. Later reports, including the 1910 annual prison report, would document that most of the food made available to inmates at Calvert was unfit for human consumption.

Inmate deaths did occur almost daily inside the mines as the result of unsafe and dangerous working conditions. One summer Shotwell and other inmates were building a levee on the Brazos River to prevent mine flooding. The sun was so hot and the inmates so overworked, he claimed, that prisoners were passing out from heat exhaustion and sunstroke. The typical reaction of the guards, he alleges, was to strip the inmates and flog them with a strap to verify they were really unconscious and not faking to avoid work.

It was during this work assignment that he jumped into the Brazos River one day and escaped amid a hail of bullets to the other side. There, free of the dogs and guards, he traveled cross-country until he found a house and stole some food and a rifle.

After hiding twenty days in the brush, he stole clothes from another home and then left Texas on an extended journey that included stops at Denver, Omaha, Chicago, and Kansas City. It was in Chicago that he attempted to mislead Texas prison officials by writing them a letter informing them he was living in Denver.

As a result of his letter, the Texas prison commission issued a national alert for his arrest and sent wanted posters displaying his photograph to every train station in the country.

Shotwell, who had traveled from Chicago to Kansas City, was recognized and jailed. A guard from the Rusk penitentiary was dispatched to escort him back to Texas in chains. Just inside the Texas state line, he claims, that guard fell asleep and a sympathetic train conductor allowed him to escape.

The horrendous reputation of the state prison system was so well known throughout Texas, Shotwell contends, that many citizens were privately sympathetic to the plight of escaped convicts.

Escaping from the train still handcuffed, Shotwell stumbled all night in the darkness until he found an elderly couple living in an isolated farmhouse. Explaining to them that the leg irons were the result of a “show he was in” and that the keys had been “lost,” he managed to convince them to file the cuffs from his legs.

He spent two days with the kindly couple and despite his taking advantage of their hospitality and concern, later wrote that their kindness gave him a new appreciation of the human race after his time in the work camps and coal mine.

This time he “tramped” his way on the railroads through San Antonio south to Mexico where he worked selling stocks for a silver mine in San Luis Potosi. He fell in love with a “Spanish Queen” who later betrayed his identity to Mexican officials, resulting in his arrest. This same jaded lover, however, helped him escape jail once again, and this time he escaped in a rail car traveling north to Jefferson, Texas.

His luck wasn’t any better there, and he was betrayed again. At Jefferson he met an ex-convict he had known at Rusk and was turned in for a ten-dollar reward.

Another prison representative was dispatched from Rusk, and this time the guard made sure Shotwell completed the trip back to prison, and he served the remainder of his second sentence locked away with no privileges and no communication with the outside world. Just before that sentence ended, he was transferred back to Ellis County and given an additional two-year sentence for checks forged there. On the way back to Rusk, Shotwell tried to kill himself by jumping off the train.

This time he was assigned to another convict lease camp in Hill County working the cotton fields. He remained there until his health began failing and he was transferred back to the main prison unit at Rusk. He finished his third sentence, he claims, a man broken down by years of excessive work, abuses, and maltreatment.

He was released the final time at age thirty-six after serving three sentences totaling fourteen years in Texas prisons. Texas, he claimed, had taken its “tithe” from him.

A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell is a personal account filled with bitterness and anger, yet John Shotwell did succeed in portraying the hellish conditions of Texas lease camps in graphic and convincing terms.

Shotwell’s early teenage years prior to his incarceration must have included a good education, at least for the late 1800s. A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell is a well-written narrative in which Shotwell vents the bitterness of his prison years but manages to temper his anger and frustration with often very objective descriptions of the conditions inmates were subjected to in the lease work camps.
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John Shotwell spent fourteen years in Texas prison work camps during the convict lease period. After his release, he published his memoir and included this undated photo of himself with his daughter. Shotwell, John, A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell (San Antonio: E.J. Jackson Co., 1909)

John Shotwell failed in his desire to rally public outrage at the practices inside the state prison system—it would be over a half-century before that would occur. In addition to his desire to expose the brutality and corruption he witnessed doing three sentences in Texas work camps, he claims his memoir is an effort to dissuade young men from following his footsteps.

Near the end of his narrative, he reiterates his desire to “inform the public of the excesses of the prison system” and to “dissuade would-be criminals from following their impulses.”


The little sparks of illustrations and kind advice that I have scattered throughout this little book I hope some day will be fanned into burning flames of nobility in the souls of many young people. My future life, if nothing happens to prevent me, will be spent in the sincere interest of fallen humanity. If I am successful in my undertakings of upraising and restoring to their proper places in life, fallen humanity, then, and never until then, will I reach the summit of my humane ambition.



While he failed in exposing to the public the brutalities of the convict lease system, many of the allegations he made in A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell were later substantiated in the 1910 legislative report, which did lead to the abolishment of that very system he so detested.

His success in preventing young men from becoming criminals is more difficult to judge. His impassioned narrative of his own prison experiences during the Texas convict lease period, however, almost certainly must have touched in some way every reader who picked up A Victim of Revenge or Fourteen Years in Hell.
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1   Report of the Penitentiary Investigating Committee including All Exhibits and Testimony Taken by the Committee, Published by Order of the House of Representatives, August 1910, pg. 12.

2   Ibid., pg. 14.

3   Ibid., pg. 16.



Chapter Two
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Where Hogs Feasted
on the Corpses of
Convicts

Various sources refer to the trail of unmarked graves along the Texas State Railroad and other work camps where Texas prisoners toiled during the convict lease system. Few accounts, however, go into the gruesome details as does the narrative of John Shotwell, who served fourteen years in prison and on various work camps from 1895 to 1909.

For six years Shotwell worked outside of Rusk at a wood camp near Alto, Texas. There, he and the other convicts were assigned the job of cutting cords of wood to be burned down into charcoal for the ore smelters at the penitentiary in Rusk.

Of the numerous convict wood camps that sprang up and moved around as needed, the one near Alto seems to have been particularly brutal. It was here that Shotwell recorded inmates were required to cut one and one-half cords of wood a day—a half-cord more than at the other camps. Alto was, according to Shotwell, a camp where inmates were literally worked and beaten to death regularly.

At the time he was assigned to the work camp, Alto itself was a small and isolated community in East Texas located on the highest point between the Neches and the Angelina Rivers.

The camp, however, was located outside Alto, and Shotwell describes one of the low-lying areas in which the prisoners worked and its grisly history:


Far out in the swamps of the eastern part of Cherokee county, within a clearing surrounded on all sides by forests of dense pine, in the center of which rises the lone figure of an immense pine tree, is situated what is known as the “Lone Pine Graveyard,” a burial ground of convicts, where many of my companions at the wood camp nearby were laid in shallow graves during the six years I spent at the place.1



Shotwell creates an image of that single pine tree serving as both marker and memorial to the convict dead buried around it. “Desolate to the very extreme of desolation, the gaunt figure of the sentinel pine stands majestic in its vigil over Texas convict dead.”

In an era where the prevailing philosophy was “mules cost money, men don’t,” Shotwell reports little respect was given the state wards who were buried at Lone Pine Graveyard.
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