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[lie noitheosl cornei ol Huntwille Unii, o k.n the Wulls Unlike most modem prisons. The Walk is next doer to a lesidcnlml neighborhood 

Breaching The Walls To solve the mystery of Texas' most famous prison, 

FOR MOST TEXANS ihe state's system of 

prisons is a remote and invisible world. 
Celebrity trials and capital punish-
ment may keep the existence of prisons 
implanted in the public consciousness, but 
where prisons are located and what con-
ditions inside them are like is often a mys-
tery. Given the vast scale of the system, 
this mystery seems carefully constructed, 
'['hat sense of mystery is heightened 
around older prisons, which are separated 
from the world not by wire fences but b\ 
massive walls that obscure every aspect ol 
what noes on inside. 

There are county and municipal jails, 
boot camps, halfway houses, federal pris-
ons, and other sorts of detention facilities 
m I'exas, hut the largest population of 
prisoners is housed in state prisons. 1 In-
state prison system is operated by the 
I'cxas Department of Criminal Justice, 
which has an annual budget of $2.5 bil-

lion and operates 106 prisons. The TDCJ 
employs 42 ,000 people and maintains 
3,200 buildings. More than 157,000 
people are incarcerated in its buildings, a 
number that does not include those who 
are in jail awaiting trial or those who are 
on parole or under community supervi-
sion. Altogether there are around 500,000 
people in some form of restraint or deten-
tion in the Texas state prison system. 

I lunts\ ilk- is tin state pi ison system's 
historic home. Most of the TDCJ's admin-
istrative offices are there, as is the Texas 
Prison Museum. There are five prisons 
in the immediate vicinity of the city and 
eight others in the surrounding area. 
Combined, they're known as Region 
One of the I DC J system. The prisons in 
Region One occupy more than 40 ,000 
.Mrs ol I.mil and have a total offendei 
population of approximately 25,000, 
including more than 400 on death row. 

It you don't count the students at Sam 
Houston State University, the offender 
population in District One exceeds 
Huntsville's total population. 

The world of the TDCJ is one domi-
nated by statistical data and newspaper 
headlines. But as compelling as the num-
bers and stories can be, they are simply 
the background against which the physi-
cal fact nt die prisons must be under-
stood. To comprehend the architecture 
of these places one lias to visit them, and 
the logical place to begin is in the heart 
of I luntsville at the historic [ luntsville 
Unit, better known as The Walls. The 
Huntsville Unit was the first prison in the 
state, and it is by far the best known. 

Opened in 1 K49, only a tew years 
after the battle ol tin- Alamo, this is a 
prison with an unusual history. During 
the Civil War it housed court-martialed 
Confederates, Union soldiers, and slaves 

who were brought in to manufacture 
Confederate uniforms. Innumerable celeb 
rities have been incarcerated there, among 
(hem the infamous outlaw John Wesley 
I l.irdm. Native American Clue! Santana. 
and bines legend l.eadbelly. Dozens of 
famous entertainers, including dene 
Alltry, Willie Nelson, and George Strait, 
performed at the now-defunct Prison 
Rodeo that was once attached to the piis 
on. Numerous films have been shot within 
its walls. And every male prisoner incar-
cerated by the state of Texas is processed 
through this unit before being released 
back into society. It is inside this unit that 
all Texas executions take place. 

filtering The Walls is a memorable 
experience. Deep feelings emerge, fed 
by the knowledge that , as Jim Willctt 
and Ron Ro/ell wrote in Warden: Texas 
Prison Life ami Death I rum the inside 
Out, " M o r e people die in there at the 
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hands of the state than in any other 
place m the civilized wor ld." At tirst 
the place is hard to find, even though 
it is only a short distance Irom down-
town I luntsville. It's located a block of i 
the main road, placed incongruously in 
the middle ol a quiet neighborhood ot 
gingerbread houses, shaded lawns, and 
children riding bicycles. Rising mil o! this 
tranquil domestic scene are the impos-
ing brick perimeter walls that give the 
place its nickname and its lame. Light, 
sietl framed guardhouses known as pick-
ets cling to the top of these walls. It is 
.1 racerally present fact of life here that 
the guards in these small glass houses are 
armed with high-powered rifles. 

Approaching the entrance to the pris-
on, one passes through a small army ot 
white-suited prison trustees maintaining 
flowerbeds, polishing handrails, and pick-
ing up litter. Every surface in the vicin-

ity ol the prison is pristinely clean and 
polished to a mirror-like finish. Citiards 
watch from the pickets above. I hey 
wave their hands in a salute that politely 
informs you that you are being watched. 

Barely protected by a small project-
ing roof, simple aluminum entrance doors 
open into a small foyer, which leads to 
brass barred steel doors straight ahead. 
To the left is a guard behind a reception 
desk. She sits behind a panel of steel bars 
topped by a thick, Lexan screen. The wall 
behind her is covered with a numbered 
grid, each square of which is occupied by 
huge brass and iron keys. After the seated 
guard has checked with the warden's 
office and another guard has searched 
your clothing, the steel doors buzz open 
and one is admitted into a second foyer, 
this one with oak pews on one side and 
historic photographs ot the prison lining 
the walls. Several more layers of highly 

polished brass bars he ahead. The war-
den's suite is to the right. 

This inner loyer is supervised by a 
guard looking down from an overhead 
bridge, and by another guard at a picket 
inside a barred enclosure known as the 
Hull Ring. The Hull Ring is where family 
visits are sometimes allowed, and where 
prisoners are assembled before being 
moved. Fluorescent fixtures illuminate the 
area only dimly, but on a clear day sun-
light pours in through windows and doors 
that open onto a courtyard ahead. White 
walls and glittering veils of IS foot high 
brass bars combine with the soft babble 
of the voices of men in white jumpsuits to 
create an otherworldly threshold as more 
locks click and gates buzz open to the 
prison's inrerior. 

Behind the forbidding barrier and 
pickets that encircle its perimeter, the rect-
angular campus ot The Walls is divided 

into two discreet /ones—the Upper Yard 
and the Lower Yard. The Upper Yard is 
separated from the Lower Yard by long, 
thin cellblocks that stretch from one 
side of the campus to the other. To pass 
between the yards, prisoners must pass 
through a concrete tunnel that runs under 
the cellblocks. The tunnel is about L5 
feel wide and 1(10 feet long. It has a steel 
gate at each end. Like all ol the doors 
and gates in The Walls, these gates are 
kept locked. When a group ol prisoners 
is brought through the tunnel they are 
strip-searched so that no weapons or con-
traband pass from one side of the prison 
to the other. 

The Upper Yard, which has a courtyard 
at its cenrcr, is primarily residential and 
administrative in use. Arranged around 
the courtyard are the Administration 
Building, which has a clock overlook-
ing its entrance; a chapel with its steeple 
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beside the clock; .i hospital; .1 dining 
and classroom building; two cellblocks; 
and a small office for the guards, f lu 
central courtyard contains .1 lew basket-
ball hoops, a wall on which movies can 
he projected, and a covered area with 
weight-lifting machines. When in the 
courtyard, prisoners stand or walk in neat 
lines or exercise at the weight machines. 
Occasionally a guard calls out a person's 
name, hut the place is otherwise surpris-
ingly quiet. A tew trees beside the chapel 
provide shade and soften the courtyard's 
northern edge. Before meals the smell of 
food fills the air, reinforcing the curious 
feeling of a Puritan town square or the 
quad in a strict boy's high school. 

I he Lower Yard is where the prison-
ers work. A variety of industrial buildings 
are located there, including a large, one-
tlnin. steel-framed building with north 
facing skylights and three smaller, two-
floor lactones. Originally license plates, 
mattresses, and shoes were made here. 
Today the buildings are primarily used 
for auto repair and body work. A textile 
null, print shop, and boiler plain are also 
located in the Lower Yard, helping make 
it strongly reminiscent of the type ot earl) 

20th century uuhistri.il area thai might be 
found near an aging urban waterfront or 
railroad yard. Asphalt runs from building 
to building, and cars and trucks line the 
edges of the streets and alleys. All ol the 
buildings are clad in brick and have early 
20th century detailing. Clanging noises, 
the sound of machinery, and the smell of 
solvents fill the air. 

Among the most notable structures 
inside The Walls is the East Block, built 
in the IKsOs. Originally a cellblock, the 
L.ast block has not been used for that pur-
pose in more than 25 years. Since being 
taken out of use as a cellblock it has been 
preserved primarily as an historic artifact, 
although a few cells are used as storage. 

['altering the Last Block, one passes 
into ,\\\ extremely quiet place in which 
beams ot sunlight penetrate a dim, 
Piranesian interior. The single great space 
of the building is dominated by two rows 
of cells placed back-to-back and rising up 
in a single, three-floor block that never 
inn, Ins the exterioi masonrs walls. I be 
cells are made ot vaulted brickwork on 
three sides, with a wall of bars facing the 
run, or walkway, bach tell has ,i single 
light bulb, a double bunk bed Iraiue. a 

small lavatory, and a commode. Each is 
about seven feet wide by nine feet deep. 
The doors, part of the barred wal l , are 
smaller than one would expect. At about 
five feet nine inches in height, their size 
reflects the smaller stature of the average 
person when the facility was built. The 
large locks on each cell door match the 
oversized keys behind the prison recep-
tionist's desk. 

Cellblocks in Texas are not air-condi-
tioned, but the thick masonry walls ol the 
Last Block hold in the heat of the day and 
the cool of night. Perhaps as a result, the 
Last Block was a popular cellblock until 
the day it was closed. These cells also had 
more privacy than was available iu Other 
cellblocks, and most Easi Block cells had 
a view of a window on an exterior wall, 
something that can be a rare commodity 
in a prison. 

The East Block's design is practically 
identical to the design of the main cell-
block of the Ohio State Prison of the early 
l l ' th century, which became a model for 
other facilities ot the time. Inspired by a 
prison reform movement, the I .1st Block 
was considered a state of the ^n facil-
ity when it was bui l t Texas followed the 

Auburn school of penology at the time, 
which called for silent labor during the 
day and isolation at uighr, an approach 
that was believed to cure antisocial 
behavior and to be more humane than 
other forms ot punishment. 

A little over a hundred yards south 
ot East Block, on the south side of the 
courtyard in the upper yard, is The Walls' 
newest and largest cellblock, Cellblock V 
First occupied in the ll>40s and originally 
known as the Shamrock Unit, Cellblock 
5 was built as an entirely separate, ultra-
high-security prison with its own warden 
and staff. Cellblock 5 is an elongated 
Panopticon form. In an inversion ol the 
plan of the East Block, which placed 
all cells in the center and open space 
around the outside, Cellblock S contains 
tour floors ot cells built around a nar-
row courtyard with a picket at the cen-
ter. The cells are divided into four pods 
surrounding the courtyard, which was 
recently rooted over. Each pod contains 
two tanks—two tloors of cells facing the 
picket through an operable glass curtain 
wall and a narrow double height activity 
sp.ite—one on top ot the other. There is 
only one way in and out ot Cellblock S, 
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and that is through a single, very bcav) 
steel door leading ro an industrial stair. 
The steps and landings of the stair are 
made of metal grating so that nothing can 
be concealed Irom the view of a guard 
at the top or bottom of the stairs. Steel 
doors seal off the stairs at the exterior and 
at each floor. The cell doors on each floor 
of a tank are closed or opened all at one 
time by means of a large hand crank oper-
ated by the guard on duty. 

Out of sight from most areas of the 
prison, but never far from mind, is the 
MILill building that The Walls is best 
known for. Attached to the northeast 
corner ol the perimeter wall is the Death 
House, where executions are carried out. 
The Death House is a surprisingly unitn-
posing one-floor building with a corru-
gated tin roof. Except for the absence nl 
windows and the abundance of ra/.or wire 
overhead, it could be a small suburban 
bungalow from the early 1950s. Pressed 
metal canopies protect the two entrance 
doors from rain. One door is for the use 
of the condemned, guards, and chaplains, 
and the other door is for the use of mem-
bers of the victim's family, the family of 
the condemned prisoner, and members 

ot the press. I lie door used by the con-
demned man or woman opens into a row 
ot eight windowless cells that lace a broad, 
windowless corridor. At the center of the 
corridor is a table covered by a white 
tablecloth with a small vase of flowers and 
two bibles on it. The only other furniture 
in this Spartan facility is a podium for 
ministers and a chair I>>J .i gu ird. 

At about eight feet high, the ceil-
ing î  unusually low and residential in 
scale compared to other buildings m the 
prison. Floors are covered in vinyl com-
position til.- rather than com rete, and tin-
walls are painted a matching light color. 
Illumination is kept low in order ro cre-
ate what 's considered a "calming" atmo-
sphere. At one end of the Death I louse 
corridor is a single, featureless door. That 
door opens into the brilliantly lit death 
chamber, which has a heavy gurney bohed 
securely to the floor. On one side of the 
chamber is a one-way mirror that allows 
the executioner to watch in anonymity 
for the warden's signal to proceed. On the 
other side ot the room are two windows 
looking on from separate viewing rooms, 
one for the family of rhe victim and one 
for the family of the condemned. The 
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executioner's window is sloped so that the 
different families wil l not see each other 
reflected in the mirrored glass behind the 
gumey. I he only other object in the room 
is a microphone hanging down over the 
gumey to capture the condemned man's 
or woman's last words. 

The public path to the Death House 
is through a long, narrow courtyard 
wi th a pristine rose garden and a lush 
lawn. Aside from the trees on one edge 
of the Upper Yard, these are the only 
plants inside the prison. The condemned 
prisoner does not arrive by this route, 
though. Me or she arrives in a van that 
pulls up to a chain link fence near the 
building's entrance. 

Death Row, where condemned 
otrenders sv.ni foi [heir trip to ilu I >eath 
House, is not in The Walls but rather 
in the Polunsky Unit some miles away. 
I v.nh Kn« was moved from 1 he Walls 
to relieve overcrowding, and also so that 
the guards who officiate at executions wi l l 
nor have developed a personal relation-
ship with the condemned. 

The original Death Row, which con-

tained both the cells of the waiting con-
demned and .in execution chamber, snll 
exists in a wing of the East Block called 
the South Block. Built in the 1860s, the 
South Block is very similar to the rest ot 
rhe Mast Block, with a ma|or distinction: 
one row of cells on rhe ground floor was 
sealed off from the rest of the building to 
house those sentenced to die. The layout 
of the old Death Row is very like the lay-
out of the current Death House, including 
separate exterior entrances into the cell 
area and the execution chamber. In order 
to get to this row of cells today one has 
to enter the hospital next door, go up to 
the second floor, and then back down into 
what appears to be a cellar with two small, 
barred windows opening onto the back 
ol rhe chapel, (This entrance to the hospi-
tal was created, and doors leading to the 
courtyard tilled in, when the original Death 
Row was put to use as a tuberculosis 
ward.I Windows provide very little light. 
The few bare bulbs cast shadows of cell 
bars ami locks on the concrete floor and 
the ancient, canary-yellow masonry walls. 
Although abandoned for many years, the 

cells here are still covered with poignant 
graffiti and elaborate illustrations. 

One of the most extraordinary things 
about The Walls is the way it coexists 
benignly with its context. Outside the 
perimeter wall a variety of satellite struc-
tures are woven into the neighborhood. 
To the east are the concrete and brick 
ruins ot the old Prison Rodeo and a few 
Victorian homes owned by the TDCJ. 
To the north is a family visitation center, 
where relatives can wait for their loved 
ones IO be rt leased or lor .i scheduled 
visitation. North of that is the old TDCJ 
Administration Building. To the west are 
the old Director's 1 Ionic, now used as a 
conference center, and a series of multi-
floor brick warehouses, one of which used 
to serve as a dorimtnrs tor guards. Io the 
south are a few small service structures. 
Surrounding the prison on all sides, these 
buildings establish a transition zone that 
seems to protect the scale and character of 
the larger neighborhood. 

The perimeter wall is interrupted 
only in a few locations. Public entry is 

through the Administration Building, 
which is attached to the north wall much 
as similar entry buildings were located on 
the exterior walls ol other early 19th cen-
tury prisons. In 1895 the Administration 
Building was torn down and rebuilt in 
an exuberant Victorian style, with a deep 
Iront porch facing the street and numei 
mis decorative elements, including an 
oi n,iir V |in k ti >ss er "s 11 the entrance. Iti 
1942 the festive decoration was snipped 
off and a layer of prison-manufactured 
brick was added to cover eroding sand-
stone walls and give the prison a somber, 
forbidding appearance more in keeping 
with other prisons in the region. At this 
time the wall surrounding the prison 
was also covered with brick to protect 
its sandstone construction. The clock 
above the main building was retained in 
the renovation, but now with nwv lace 
looking at rhe street and the other much 
closer to the courtyard within. Backlit at 
night, these clock faces were preserved 
as a reminder of rhe passage of time for 
inmates and for the crowds ot people 
who occasionally gather outside. 
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The Walls has a number of unusual 

qualities for a major facility in this part 
of Texas. In the first place, it is deeply 
imbued with a sense of history and tradi-
tion. This is perhaps the only place in 
the region where historic structures such 
as the East and South blinks would be 
valued and preserved when they have 
apparently outlived their usefulness. It is 
also one of the few facilities in rhe region 
where the foyer, office walls, and com-
puter screen savers are all decorated with 
historic and contemporary photographs ol 
rhe architecture, and where the employees 
have an obvious sense of pride in being 
familiar with its history. In more modern 
prisons, and in nearby Houston, there 
is little sense of history or tradition, hut 
inside The Walls the sense of history is pal 
pable. In the Upper 'lard and llie I ower 
Yard and m tin- older cellblocks, one feels 
the ghostly presence of the hundreds of 
thousands of men whose lives have played 
our in the rituals of passage and contain-
ment that have defined life at the prism* 
since the days of Sam Houston. Guards 
even say that some places are haunted. 

Another striking aspect of the place is 
the strength of its architectural character. 
li nughi be said ili.u an\ place thai lias 
been around as long as The Walls and 
has been modified as many times would 
have a similar richness ot architectural 
expression and powerful affect But it 
would seem that the prison's strength of 
character was intended by its designers. 
The I'iranesian qualities ol the older cell-
blocks came long after Piranesi's "Careen 
d'lnvenzione" etchings were published, 
and the renovation ol the Administration 
Building to give it a more somber and 
intimidating image was obviously no 
accident. The intensity of the sense of 
history and strength ot character that are 
to be found at The Walls stand side by 
side with a more surprising aspect ot the 
place—its ordinariness. 

After the first few minutes inside, 
one is impressed by the fact chat every-
thing at The Walls seems ordinary, ami ,u 
one level even comfortable. One expects 
something horrifying, but instead finds a 
place where some people are employed 
and some are incarcerated, anil as is rhe 

case everywhere else, everyone hopes 
that nothing wil l "go down." One is also 
impressed In' iln strong resemblances " I 
different aspects ol the prison to other 
sorts ot places. 

In Discipline and Punish: I'hc Birth 
uj the Priam. MnJiel Toticault argued 
that ihe school, the factory, the modern 
military, and the prison all share common 
roots in the European monastic tradition. 
One can see echoes ol the truth ol that 
proposition in The Walls. The appearance 
of rhe Administration Building shares 
characteristics ol a schoolhouse and a fac-
tory in equal parts. The warden's office 
could be exchanged for any high-school 
principal's office, or for that matter the 
office ol the dean ol most colleges of 
architecture, and no one would be the 
wiser. Ihe Upper Yard is like a prep-
school campus, and the Lower Yard is 
like a walled-in factory. The perimeter 
wall gives the campus the character and 
appearance ol a fortified military base or 
a monasters. 1'risnncrs line up and walk in 
neat rows and columns like soldiers, uni-
formed school children, or monks in pro-

cession. What most distinguishes the place 
as a prison are the ever-present oversi/.ed 
locks, the giant keys, and the elaborate 
rituals ol oversight, which are observed 
whenever a door is opened or closed. 

I he Walls is L i i i i iplcnb unlike more 
modern prisons, which are surrounded by 
chain link and razor wire rather lli.in by 
brick walls. Modern prisons are located 
beside freeways rather than in neighbor-
hoods. Their buildings are made of pre-
engineered building systems with metal 
siding inside and our rather than brick and 
reinforced concrete. In modern prisons, 
the architectural richness of The Walls is 
replaced by a total ohjcctification ot the 
environment, an objectifiestiun in which no 
design considerations are admissible except 
utility and cost. Modern prison designers 
apparently have no interest in rhe affective, 
formal, or didactic qualities of building. 

From an architectural point of view, 
the mystery ol our prison system turns out 
to be not what lies behind the enshrouding 
walls, but what explains the transforma-
tion of design intentions and architectural 
sensibilities expressed within them. • 


