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Preface


I walked onto the Ramsey I Unit of the Texas Department of Corrections for the first time on the evening of January 12, 1976. Nothing in my orientation as a prison college teacher had prepared me for what I encountered.


When I walked off the Jester III Unit on September 15, 1999, I realized that during the interim twenty-three years I had worked as a teacher and counselor I had learned a great deal.


During those years I had watched the Texas prison system grow from 23,000 inmates in 16 units to over 143,500 inmates in over 120 prison units. I had seen a self-supporting agricultural-based prison system develop into a multimillion-dollar correctional industry that had become a microcosm of society itself with industries, schools, hospitals, and almost every other aspect of a “free society.”


The Texas Department of Criminal Justice agency I retired from in 1999 was basically unrecognizable from the Texas Department of Corrections I had first entered at Ramsey I in 1976.


Those twenty-three years I worked in Texas prisons also brought what sometimes seemed an endless cycle of charges of corruption, brutality, and inefficiency. Construction deals were investigated, food substitute contracts were challenged, and charges of brutality led to several guards and high-ranking security officers leaving the agency over those years.


But as I learned more about the history of the 150-year-old Texas prison system and the inmates and convicts who have been incarcerated in it, I realized that very little new had happened between 1976 and 1999 that hadn’t already happened before.


I learned that the federal judge condemning the Texas prison system in the 1980s was not a judicial first; a city judge had condemned the conditions in the Houston city jail as early as 1838.


I came to realize that while private prisons are a controversial correctional issue today, the convict lease system rented out inmates to private industry from 1871 to 1909 with terrible incidents of cruelty and abuse.


Today the TDCJ budget has a line item of over $53 million to provide educational opportunities for inmates and touts it as a “model.” In fact, the Texas prison system first provided for inmate education in 1895, but unfortunately the legislature didn’t get around to funding the program until 1911. Inmate education in some form has existed since that time.


In the 1980s overcrowding forced early releases and caused backlogs in county jails. In 1930 an inmate named Clyde Barrow was housed in county jail nearly a year because the Huntsville Unit was over capacity and no new inmates were being accepted.


During Thanksgiving of 1998 seven inmates attempted to escape Death Row: one succeeded in climbing over the fence only to die in the Trinity River nearby. In 1934 six inmates attempted to escape the Death House; three made it over the brick walls in Huntsville and claim the only successful escape from the death chamber.


Increasingly the Texas prison system is housing serial or multiple-murder criminals, yet these modern-day killers pale in comparison to another inmate in the 1800s named John Wesley Hardin.


Recently the Texas death penalty by lethal injection has come under heavy criticism. But as far back as 1924 it was criticism of county hanging practices that led to Texas adopting the electric chair. Then, a half-century after that, “Old Sparky” would be declared “cruel and unusual punishment” and abolished in favor of lethal injection.


As much as today’s Texas prison administration would like to portray itself as progressive and modern, the fact remains that the story of Texas’s prisons is not one of progress but of cycles. What goes around comes around.


Yes, when I walked off the Jester III Unit on September 15, 1999, I realized that during those interim twenty-three years working as a teacher and counselor I had indeed learned a great deal. But in reality, I hadn’t seen anything new.


Singin’ a Lonesome Song is not a book about the Texas prison system itself. It is not a textbook about crime, criminology, penology, or correctional theory.


It is a book about convicts and inmates who have made the Texas prison system the most colorful in the world over the past 150 years.


It is about a gunslinger from the 1800s and a burlesque stripper from the 1950s. It is about a Kiowa Indian chief, a blues musician, several gangsters, an escape artist, the “meanest man in Texas,” and a Mexican vaquero riding a yegua trigueña across Texas only to become an inmate barber at Huntsville.


Singin’ a Lonesome Song is about chain-bus drivers, wild bull riders, and a prison baseball team that took on the Texas semi-pro champions in Houston’s old Buff Stadium.


It is about the morbid history of Old Sparky and the final moments leading up to the electrocution of two of Texas’s most notorious gangsters.


It is a book about inmates and prisoners of war supplying materials to the Confederate army, about convict laborers building a state railroad and quarrying the marble that built our beautiful capitol building in Austin.


The stories are true but sometimes hard to believe. They include an inmate who escaped Huntsville to visit Governor Miriam Ferguson in her office and ask for a pardon, a bizarre game of “musical chairs” involving the electric chair, and an inmate so violent he was welded into an abandoned morgue building at Huntsville.


The Texas prison stories include virtually every segment of society. Among the participants are black, white, and Mexican inmates and a Native American tribal chief. Men and women both have impacted the prison system over the years, as have Texans from the lowest and highest echelons of the state.


Combined, they have made the Texas prison system story one of color, sadness, happiness, hope, despair, and every other emotion incarcerated people can experience from behind bars that separate them from freedom.


They are the true voices of Singin’ a Lonesome Song.





Chapter One



“Texas Convict #7109”—John Wesley Hardin


When the heavily guarded wagon entered the Huntsville prison compound on October 5, 1878, the other convicts stopped what they were doing and stood around staring—concentrating particularly on one of the newly arrived inmates.


At five feet nine inches and one hundred sixty pounds, the new convict was not a particularly imposing figure. Despite his filthy, tattered jailhouse traveling clothes, it was obvious he was a handsome man. He had dirty brown hair and a mustache with some facial growth. Only one feature of this man betrayed his deadly past. It was often reported during his lifetime that his cold, piercing eyes flashed warning or danger to all who saw him up close.


There was good reason for that feeling of warning or danger. Texas Convict #7109 in the Huntsville prison compound that morning, beginning a twenty-five-year sentence, was none other than the infamous John Wesley Hardin. Depending on who was doing the counting, this convict had killed between forty-two and fifty-one men by the time he reached prison in Texas.


Despite the relatively small stature of this new arrival, those convicts in the prison yard who stopped to watch probably harbored no illusions of taking advantage of this new inmate. John Wesley Hardin was no serial killer of women, children, or weak men.


To the contrary, Hardin (he referred to himself as “Wes”) killed his armed opponents in face-to-face contests. Many people thought in 1878—and many historians feel today—that of all the men John Wesley shot down, only one could have been considered pure murder by the laws of the time in which he lived. Of the forty-two documented killings attributed to him, all but that one would have been considered a fair fight. Many casualties were men of poor judgement who had come looking for him.


And the continuing rumor that he once shot a man for snoring too loud was just that—one of the many rumors that have been attributed to this man who entered the Texas prison system in October of 1878.


In a routine that continues today in Texas prisons, Hardin was processed into the prison system by being stripped, given a shave and haircut, and a physical inventory of body markings recorded.


We have today a personal record of this inmate’s time in prison. John Wesley Hardin kept a diary while he was incarcerated and included this chapter in what would become his autobiography published after his death as The Life of John Wesley Hardin As Written by Himself.1


Hardin recorded that he was given a breakfast of coffee, bacon, bread, and molasses that morning. Prison records indicate that he was shaved and showered before his physical inventory was taken. He was listed as having dark hair, hazel eyes, and a light complexion. The inspection of his body revealed wounds and scars over virtually every part of his body—one vestige of the life he had led during his short twenty-six years. He was then given a work assignment in the wheelwright shop at the Huntsville unit.


But as notorious as Hardin was in 1878, the novelty of his arrival in prison soon wore off as the other convicts returned to their daily routines. The Texas prison system had a reputation in 1878 as being a tough place to do time, and to the hardened convicts there, Hardin was probably just another badman who had fallen on hard times.


One week after his arrival a convict jumped to his death from the second story hospital at the unit. He was Chief Satanta—the once feared and hated Kiowa leader sentenced to life for murders committed in North Texas during the plains wars. Rumors swept the prison that he had been pushed from the window and murdered; other rumors claimed he had committed suicide rather than die in captivity. But almost immediately after his arrival at Huntsville, Wes Hardin was no longer the chief topic of discussion among the inmates.


Which must have suited him fine since he had already started scheming to escape from prison.


With surprising candor, Hardin later wrote of his own naivete while incarcerated. Again and again, starting with his time in county jails before prison induction, he confided in and relied upon fellow inmates only to be betrayed to officials. In his autobiography he wrote, “I knew there were a heap of Judases and Benedict Arnolds in the world and had had a lifelong experience with the meaning of the word treachery. I believed, however, that in jail even a coward was a brave man, so I went to work to plan my escape.”


Violating virtually every rule of escape planning, Hardin incorporated an unbelievable seventy-five inmates in a plan to tunnel from the wheelwright shop some seventy-five yards to the prison armory. Hardin then envisioned the inmates seizing the guard’s guns, taking control of the prison, and freeing all the prisoners (except the “rape fiends”).


The plan started around November 1, 1878—some three weeks after his arrival—and was completed around the twentieth. According to Hardin, all that was left was to burst through the pine wood floor of the armory while the unarmed guards were eating supper and execute the escape plan. At this point he had his first experience with prison “snitches.”


The plan was exposed by other inmates, and Hardin and nine other convicts were seized. A ball and chain was forged onto his ankle, and he was thrown into a darkened solitary confinement cell and fed bread and water for fifteen days. Even worse, Hardin was now tabbed by prison officials as an escape risk and would be watched even closer and punished more severely because of it. The heavy steel ball chained to his ankle would remain after his release from solitary.


Considering the threat to prison officials and guards and the near completion of the scheme, Hardin was probably lucky to get off as easily as he did this time. The two weeks in solitary on bread and water did not, however, deter his drive to escape from prison.


After release from solitary, Hardin was celled with a lifer working in the cellblock as a “turnkey.” Turnkeys served prison officials in a manner much like the later infamous and hated “building tenders.” They were inmates who were given special privileges for controlling the behavior of the general inmate population. In short, they were “inmate guards.”


Hardin’s cellmate was responsible for controlling and monitoring the movement of inmates through the use of a gate key. Despite the fact the turnkey had been involved in the escape plan and had received a privileged job rather than punishment, Hardin failed to recognize that his cellmate was now working for the authorities as a snitch.


Recognizing the advantage of having an accomplice with access to prison keys, Hardin immediately enlisted his cellmate to begin duplicating keys to other cells, riot gates, and even the prison exits. He even obtained a key that allowed him to remove the ball-and-chain shackles at night.


His plan was to escape on the evening of December 26 by releasing the other convicts in his cellblock and then, in the ensuing confusion and alarm, use the keys to open bars, gates, and finally one of the exit doors to the prison. He had, he later claimed, two pistols that had been smuggled into the prison by a trusty.


As in the tunneling scheme, he was “snitched off”—this time by his turnkey cellmate. And this time the prison officials were not as lenient with him.


The night of the planned escape, prison guards entered his cell, found the keys, and bound his hands and feet with four lengths of rope. They forced him face-down on the concrete floor using the ropes to hold him “spread-eagled” and stripped his clothes. Then, using a strap consisting of four thick strands of harness leather, they gave him the maximum thirty-nine lashes allowed by prison regulations at that time.


With 156 raw welts on his back, sides, and legs, Hardin was then taken to a darkened solitary cell and, according to his account, left for three days without food or water. On the fourth day he was carried to another cell “in a high fever” and left for another thirty days.


It was now February of 1879, and John Wesley Hardin had been in prison less than four months. On February 9 he wrote his wife that he was going to obey orders and “do right.” It appears that prison officials had, as they still refer to it, “gotten his heart right.”


On the first of February he was assigned to work in the prison carpentry shop, but he claims he successfully used his flogging injuries to avoid work most of the time. By June he had been transferred to the boot and shoe shop—a job he held until 1883.


If Hardin had professed to having his heart right in February, by the summer of 1879 he had had a “change of heart” and was once again scheming to escape from Huntsville. By January of 1880 reports indicated that he was one of four inmates captured trying to escape again. This time, no longer trusting the other convicts who had always betrayed him, Hardin relied on one other inmate and concentrated on bribing a guard. Again, he was snitched off, thrown into solitary, and flogged although by his own account “not so cruelly as before.”


Hardin would later claim he was flogged a third time—“for an imaginary crime”—as a scare tactic. It must have worked, since from that time John Wesley Hardin appears to have become a model prisoner.


He did later claim involvement in one last escape plan involving the smuggling of guns into the prison—involvement that he claims he withdrew from just before the scheme was disclosed by other inmates. The plan was executed and failed and those involved flogged by the guards. Hardin was excused from punishment despite his involvement in the planning of the escape—which included the contingency of killing guards if necessary. Given his past history of escape attempts and the vengeful position prison officials took towards such inmates, this leniency was curious.


Upon arrival at Huntsville, prison officials had listed his education as “common,” which probably set him far above the educational levels of the majority of convicts in prison in Texas at the time. His father had been a lawyer, schoolteacher, and Methodist minister, and it can probably be assumed that Wes Hardin could at least read and write by the time he entered prison.


Hardin claimed it was during his prison years that he began reading extensively and developed an interest in mathematics. During the years of 1880, 1881, and 1882 he was reported to be the president of a debating society at Huntsville, and completely out of character for the most notorious gunman in Texas at that time, he had become the superintendent of the inmate Sunday school class. His father being a Methodist minister and he, himself, having been named for the founder of Methodism, it is certain he had received some level of religious instruction as a child.


Prison records indicate Wes Hardin’s body showed the scars from various wounds upon his arrival at Huntsville. In the fall of 1883 one of those old wounds, a shotgun wound in his side and stomach, abscessed. He later claimed that prison officials “made fun of me and treated me cruelly” while refusing him a hospital bed. In part due to his suffering but also in reaction to his lack of treatment, Hardin lay in his cell for eight months recuperating. Finally prison officials got tired of his inactivity and put him on a bread and water diet until he agreed to return to work.


He was assigned to the tailor shop making quilts. It remains difficult to visualize the man once considered the most dangerous gunslinger in the West at a quilting frame in the Texas prison shop, but it appears to have been a job assignment that was favorable to both the prison system and Wes Hardin.


Hardin later reported that his work supervisor there allowed him to read during lulls in the work schedule and that he had now become a “constant reader.” Still, his health was failing and as late as September 12, 1884, the Laredo Times reported him “close to death.”


It had become apparent that, for some time, Wes Hardin was no longer the same feared killer he had been on that October 5, 1878 day when he had entered the Huntsville prison compound. In fact, he may have become vulnerable.


Leon Metz, in his 1966 book John Wesley Hardin, Dark Angel of Texas2, speculates that Hardin may have been involved in, or possibly coerced into, a series of compromising acts while at Huntsville. Citing correspondence by Hardin during this period, Metz quotes phrases such as “not on account of any unfaithfulness on my part” and “disgraceful correspondence and something I cannot mention now.” Metz suggests that his behavior humiliated and disgraced Hardin and that he later revealed “self-hate” because of it.3


Prison records do not confirm any such relationships or actions on the part of Hardin during his incarceration, and the outlaw himself makes no allusion to such incidents in his autobiography. But there could be no question that confinement at Huntsville had reduced the West’s most notorious gunman to just another inmate trying to survive, do his time, and get out of prison.


The year 1885 was particularly difficult for John Wesley Hardin. On June 6 his mother passed away, and he continued to struggle with health problems. On August 26 he wrote the assistant warden a letter begging for medical attention, which appears to have resulted in his getting at least some level of treatment, and his health slowly improved.


The passing of his mother and his close brush with death seem to have focused Wes Hardin’s attention on completing his twenty-five-year sentence and being discharged from prison. It was also during 1885 that he first approached the prison superintendent, Thomas Goree, for advice regarding a course of reading to prepare him to practice law.


Hardin then appears to have directed his efforts solely at obtaining a legitimate release from Texas prison. His correspondence with outside officials picked up, and in 1888 he wrote the assistant superintendent of the prison system a letter requesting a release date. The answer was curt and noncommittal: “You continue to behave yourself, and you will go out at the proper time.”


In 1889 he wrote the Texas Legislature, suggesting prison reforms and changes in the sentencing laws, and he began campaigning in earnest for an early pardon or parole.


The election of 1891 resulted in a change in the Texas governor’s office that Hardin felt might be favorable to his pleas for a pardon. Governor James S. Hogg quickly became the target of Hardin’s letters and the petitions of others on his behalf.


Hardin’s attorney back in Gonzales, Texas, however was concerned about the possibility that Wes Hardin might be released from prison only to face multiple charges in any of several counties where he had previously killed men. Such charges, the resulting trials and confinement, and possibility of resentencing to prison would negate any advantage of an early parole or pardon for Hardin’s current prison sentence.


While petitions for Hardin’s release flooded the governor’s office, his attorney investigated and found that only DeWitt County had charges pending against his client. On January 1, 1892, Hardin accepted a two-year manslaughter sentence for a nearly two-decades-old shooting. The sentence was to run concurrent with his present prison term, meaning he would have no charges pending against him if he paroled early or was given a pardon. Because of the second sentence, the Texas prison system issued him a new convict number: #7712. Immediately after this development, on January 6, 1892, Hardin petitioned for a full pardon from the governor.


On November 6 his wife, Jane, passed away, leaving him with three grown children who had never really known him.


On January 1, 1893, he submitted another request for a pardon to Governor Hogg. This time he listed in detail the events of his conviction and the reasons he felt the sentence had been unjust. It was obvious his law studies were being converted into practice and he was pleading his own case to the governor. Citing from his law books in his prison cell, Wes Hardin made his case for his innocence, refusing—as he would until his death—to admit any responsibility for the murder he was charged with.


His petition and the hundreds of other letters and petitions from outside Huntsville finally paid off in 1894 when John Wesley Hardin walked out of the Huntsville prison unit on February 17. He had spent fifteen years, eight months, and twelve days behind prison bars.


In many ways John Wesley Hardin epitomized the justification for pardon or parole from prison. The first third of his time served had been defined by involvement in escape attempts, extended periods in solitary confinement, subjection to flogging and the other tortures of prison guards, and general rebellion against the prison officials and all authority. The final ten years of his sentence had been characterized by personal development: study of theology and law, teaching Sunday school, participating in a debating society, petitioning the legislature for penal reforms, and adherence to prison rules.


If ever an ex-convict walked out through the front doors of the Huntsville Walls Unit “appearing” to be a reformed man, John Wesley Hardin certainly fit the image.


He immediately applied for and was admitted to the Texas bar and moved back to Gonzales to practice. There, however, his reputation and past actions were a constant problem, so he moved to Junction and married a seventeen-year-old girl.


At Junction his marriage failed after a few weeks, and Hardin moved to Pecos to help in the trial of one of his relatives. After that he made possibly the biggest mistake of his life.


After the Pecos trial Hardin moved out west to El Paso—the most wide-open, lawless town in Texas. It was also the poorest possible choice for a home to a reforming gunslinger trying to practice law.


In El Paso, in 1895, he did try to become a legitimate attorney by setting up shop and passing out business cards. He also returned to many of his old habits: excessive drinking, gambling, and hanging around saloons and other disreputable places.


He took as a client a horse thief named Martin Morose hiding out across the Rio Grande River. On the El Paso side of the river, however, Mrs. Morose moved in with Wes Hardin. Hardin’s new live-in girlfriend was also a known prostitute in El Paso’s wide-open red light district. The district may have been wide open, but the working girls were expected to pay “license fees” for protection. Mrs. Morose preferred to freelance, and it is generally conceded that Wes Hardin had become her “protector” from the established sporting houses and corrupt law officials.


One of those law officers was another notorious gunslinging outlaw named John Selman, who was constable of El Paso in 1895. While the position of constable would appear to indicate Selman was working on the side of the law, in reality he was using the position as an “enforcer” for the operators of the whorehouses, gambling halls, and saloons of El Paso. As such, Hardin’s protection of his freelancing “live-in” would put both of them at odds with the sporting crowd of El Paso.


On the Mexican side of the Rio Grande, Mr. Morose was understandably upset at Hardin’s relationship with his wife and swore revenge. One night Morose was crossing the rail bridge to El Paso (possibly to kill Hardin) when he was ambushed and killed. Reportedly a large amount of cash was removed from the body.


Many speculated it was John Wesley Hardin who did the killing himself that night, but other sources claimed Hardin had hired a gang of four law officers to do the murder. One of those officers, El Paso rumors held, was John Selman. Two other lawmen, Jeff Milton and George Scarborough (a U.S. deputy marshal), were allegedly involved. The fourth member of this assassination team, some have claimed, was none other than John Wesley Hardin himself.


Today, over a century later, rumors and conspiracy theories abound concerning the murder of Morose and the events that transpired afterwards. But one thing is certain: Morose was dead and a large wad of money was missing.


Selman and Hardin, who had bad blood between them over the issue of the dead man’s wife hustling in El Paso without a license, no doubt viewed each other as enemies despite their alliance in the Morose killing (if, in fact, they were co-conspirators).


Among the rash of rumors flooding El Paso after the Morose killing was the allegation that Selman had been left out when the money taken from the body was split up. It’s still conjecture, but if Hardin was responsible for commissioning the murder and he and Selman were on the outs, it’s very likely Wes Hardin would have snubbed the constable simply out of spite.


At any rate, on August 19, 1895, John Selman approached Hardin from behind in the Acme Saloon and shot him twice in the back of the head. The legendary John Wesley Hardin was dead: ambushed from behind.


Selman was tried for the murder of Hardin, but because of a hung jury he was released on bond. On April 6, 1896, George Scarborough killed Selman in a shootout. Scarborough was acquitted of murder, but this final incident only fueled the conspiracy theories concerning the deaths of Morose and Hardin.


During his lifetime, John Wesley Hardin faced off and killed between forty and fifty men in what are generally considered to be fair fights. In fact, it was only through ambush from behind that any man bested him in a gunfight. Over the decades other outlaws and gunslingers would create Texas legends, but to this day John Wesley Hardin remains the baddest of the badmen.


His reputation was built quickly and at a young age. He died when he was only forty-two years old. Given the fact he had spent nearly sixteen years at Huntsville, he had spent half of his adult life behind Texas prison walls where he killed no man. But even in prison he remained a badman.


When he walked out through the main gate at Huntsville in 1894, his gunslinging days were behind him, but his prison experience only served to add to his mystique and legend. Gunfighter, killer, gambler, consort of prostitutes, Sunday school teacher, debate club president, lawyer—Texas has never seen the likes of Wes Hardin before or since his death in 1895.


And the Texas prison system has never had a prisoner like John Wesley Hardin before or since his imprisonment at Huntsville from 1878 to 1894.


1 Hardin, John Wesley, The Life of John Wesley Hardin As Written by Himself (Seguin, Texas: Smith and Moore, 1896).


2 Metz, Leon, John Wesley Hardin, Dark Angel of Texas (El Paso: Mangan Books, 1966).


3 Ibid., pg. 202.








Chapter Two



“Old Sparky”—The Texas Electric Chair


Stories, like pure rumors, take on a pulse of their own inside prison walls and often become absurd. There is an old, old saying in prison: “Don’t believe anything you hear and only half of what you see!” It’s good advice.


Convicts, often by necessity, exaggerate greatly most of what they tell other inmates. Sometimes it is to impress and intimidate; other times it is done to establish territory on the cell blocks; at times it is simply to help pass the monotony of slow-moving time on a seemingly motionless calendar.


But as a result, much of what one hears inside the walls and chain link fencing of a prison unit is suspect. That goes for not just stories about the inmates but about the prison itself. Then at some point it almost becomes impossible to tell truth from myth.


Such a case is the story of “Old Sparky.”


Old Sparky is a piece of inmate-built furniture—an oak chair of rather plain but very durable construction. Even the official prison archives are unclear about some aspects of its history. But Old Sparky remains today the most famous piece of furniture ever produced by the legions of convict craftsmen over the past century and a half.


The reason is that Old Sparky served as the prison system’s electric chair over four decades until 1964. Even the beginning date of the chair’s service for the state is debated, but more about that in a moment.


It is believed that the first execution by electricity in the United States occurred on August 6, 1890, when William Kemmler was electrocuted in New York.


At that time Texas law stipulated that executions be conducted in the county in which the criminal was assessed the death penalty. A common feature in many Texas county courthouses or jails was the gallows chamber with the lynch beam and trap door. Many are still open to the public today as county museums. The individual responsible for administering the hangings was the county sheriff—and some over the years had become experts at their trade.


By 1923 at least twelve states had adopted electrocution as the officially sanctioned form of administering the death penalty. In Texas, alleged abuses by county juries and over-zealous sheriffs in conjunction with an alarming rise in illegal lynching led to a call for Texas to also adopt electrocution and centralize the administration of the executions at the prison headquarters in Huntsville.


Texas adopted the electric chair that year in the form of Senate Bill 160 of the Second Called Session of the Thirty-eighth Legislature. That bill authorized electrocution as a jury option for convictions of robbery, rape, and murder. The bill specified that such executions were to be conducted “after midnight and before sunrise”—a stipulation that was followed until Old Sparky was retired in 1964. Over the decades, the story circulated among prisoners and even in the media that inmates who were allowed to “see the light of day” on their assigned execution date were automatically granted a thirty-day stay of execution.


In fact that practice had been in effect for many years with regards to the hangman. Such was the case, but it was not due to the provisions of Senate Bill 160. More likely, that option continued with Old Sparky at the discretion of the warden of the Huntsville unit, and the practice was maintained as a prison rule rather than as the result of state law. No doubt most if not all of the condemned prisoners being led to the chair held out hope that something would malfunction long enough to grant them thirty more days of life. Occasionally their prayers would be answered. Sometimes, with the promise of coming rays of dawn, convicts would be brutally teased as malfunctions were hastily repaired—one inmate made a total of three trips to the chair before it successfully killed him.


But in 1923 such death row custom with regards to the electric chair had not been formalized. The first chair is believed to have been built by an inmate named Belton Harris, convicted of murder in Athens, Texas, in 1914 and spared through an execution stay by the governor’s office. He reportedly had his sentence commuted and was eventually released. Harris, if he did in fact build the chair, constructed it of native Texas oak, and the new contraption was installed in the Huntsville death chamber on December 1, 1923.


Old Sparky can be viewed today at the Texas Prison Museum in Huntsville. During the 1990s the museum was located on the courthouse square in an old bank building—the chair itself located inside a vault and shielded by Plexiglas but very accessible for viewing by the public.


After the U.S. Supreme Court banned capital punishment in the United States as a violation of the Eighth Amendment “cruel and unusual” prohibition, Old Sparky was retired in 1964. At that time the chair was taken apart and moved to a wooden crate next to the execution chamber at the Walls Unit in Huntsville. In 1982, when Texas again began using capital punishment, lethal injection was approved as a more humane method of execution.


Old Sparky remained packed away in its crate until the Texas Prison Museum was created and the old chair reassembled as the focal point of the exhibits. And it was billed as the original “Texas Thunderbolt” or “Old Sparky.”


But in 1987 a Colorado man claimed he had the first Texas electric chair—an old oak chair he had purchased from a New Mexico roadside freak show. And again, like so many other prison stories, it becomes almost impossible to ascertain truth from myth. His chair, he claimed, was the original Texas Thunderbolt, and he had some basis for his claims.
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