
PRISON LABOR IN IOWA 

Prison labor sy terns in the United States may be classi
fied into groups, based upon the disposition of goods pro
duced and the control of the prisoner . Prison-made good 
may be sold in the open market or used by the institution 
of the State or other State . There may be either public or 
private control over the discipline of the prisoners, their 
employment, and the sale of products. The history of 
pri on labor reveals various combinations of these systems. 

Prison labor under private management may be organ
ized on a lease, contract, or piece-price basis. Under the 
lease system, a private individual or company is given con
trol over the discipline, the employment, and the products 
of the convicts. The contract sy tern delegates control over 
employment and products only, while the piece-price ys
tem relates only to the products. Under the usual contract 
system, the State receives o much per day for the labor of 
each prisoner; under the piece-price system the manufac
turer pays for the :finished product. In all three systems 
the products are sold by private agencies in the open 
market. 

Under a complete public management system the mainte
nance and employment of the prisoners and the disposition 
of the goods is handled by the State. Various forms of 
public management have been tried. Under the so-called 
public account system, the State disposes of the prison
made goods in the open market. Under the public works 
and ways system, convicts are employed on the road and 
in the construction of public works. If goods made by con
victs are used in State in titution , the plan i ref erred to 
a the State use system. variation in this, called the 
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tat ' u e tern, p rmits the sale of prison-made good 
to tate in titution out ide the tate. 

In recent ear ther ha been a d finite hift toward the 
public account and tat u tern . The following enu-
m ration how the ariation in th p r cent of prisoner 
emplo ed in the nited tat und r the variou system 
in 1905 and 1923 and the valu of th good produc d : 

PER ENT OF PR1SONER S VALUE OF GOODS 

EMPLOYED 

1905 19t3 1905 19t3 

ontract labor 36 12 $16,642,234 $18,249,350 
Piece-price 7 3,239,450 12,340,986 
Public account "'1 26 4,748,749 16,421, 7 

tate u e 1 36 3,665,121 13,753,201 
Public works 19 2,8 6 7 15,331,545 
Lea 9 1 . . . . . . . . ....... . 

PRI O LABOR LEGISLATIO IN IOWA BEFORE 1915 

Th hi tor of th le0 i lation concernin pri on labor in 
Iowa may be divided in o thre period . Th fir t begins in 
the da , hen Iowa wa a part of Ii higan Territory and 
nd with th leo-i lation of 1913. The cond period in

clud the legi lation of 1915 and the r P.port which led up to 
it. Th third period t nd from 1915 to the pr ent. Thi 
rath r arbitrar di i ion i mad b cau of the prevalenc 
of certain y tern of pri on labor during a h p riod. 

early a 1 19 th ov rnor and Judo- of the Terri-
tory of Iichigan adopt d a law entitl d ' n ct for Pro
viding and Regulatin Pri ons . Thi act required the 
heriff of each county to furni h an con 1 t ntenced to 

hard labor with tool and mat rial to work with in the jail 
or jail ard. Th article manufactured or other product 
of ach convict' labor w r to be old at th expiration of 
hi entence and the pri oner might re ive from the pro-

1 Haynes 's Criminology, pp. 309, 310. '!'here are no available figures for 
the lease system. 



126 IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

ceed of his or her labor any surplus that remained after 
payment for his maintenance, his fine if any were imposed, 
and the cost of the tool and material used. Thi law of 
1 19, with slight change by the Legislative Council of the 
Territory of 1ichigan in 1827, was till in force when Iowa 
became part of 1ichigan Territory in 1834 and was carried 
oYer to the new Territory of Iowa. 2 

The :first provision for pri on labor to be found in the 
laws of Iowa was adopted in 1839. This act made it manda
tory for the sheriff or keeper of the pri on to put certain 
pri oners to work at some useful employment, either within 
or without the pri on. The sheriff was bound by the in
structions and regulations of the district court in his county 
as to the labor of these prisoners. If the court so ordered, 
the prisoners could be compelled to labor upon any public 
works outside the prison. It was made the duty of the 
heriff or keeper of the prisoners '' to secure them, without 

cruelty, by ball and chain, or block, and also to have a suffi
cient guard to prevent their escape.'' 3 

Provi ion wa al o made in the year 1839 for erecting a 
tate Penitentiary at Fort 1adison. This was "Iowa' 

first State institution of a charitable or correctional na
ture''. It was to be modeled as closely as possible on the 

onnecticut State Prison at Wethersfield, and was to be of 
ufficient capacity to confine 136 convicts. The sum of 

$40,000 wa appropriated for its construction and its direc
tor were authorized '' to cause to be employed, in the erec
tion of the Penitentiary, all such persons as now are, or 
may hereafter be, convicted of any infamous crime in thi 
Territory, and sentenced to hard labor". A record or ac
count of the convict labor o used was to be kept and re
ported annually by the directors to the Legislative A sem-

2 Downey's History of Labor Legislation i,n Iowa, p. 18. 

s Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1838- 1 39, p. 171. 
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bly. The warden was empowered to attend to the "pur
chasing of the raw materials, to be manufactured in the 
Penitentiary, and shall also attend to the sale of all article 
manufactured therein''. 4 

In 1841 the act providing for a Penitentiary was amended 
and the warden wa given power to hire out the convicts 
confined there, but no prisoners were to be hired for labor 
outside of Fort fadison. The amount of labor performed 
and the money arising therefrom were to be reported by a 
superintendent of con truction to the warden and the war
den was to include these item in hi report to the Legisla
tive s embly. The theory then generally accepted was that 
a prison should pay its own way. Owing to the small num
ber of convicts at the Iowa Penitentiary this ideal was not 
Teached. Disappointed, apparently, by the :financial results 
of the earlier system of management, the legislature in 1846 
leased the Penitentiary for a term of three years. 5 

John W. Cohick was the first lessee. His lease was to 
begin on March 15, 1846. According to section 4 of the law 
of 1846 the "keeper of the penitentiary shall have the man
agement, control and superintendance of the penitentiary 
. . . . and shall in all respects, keep the same from be
coming chargable to the Territory. He shall have the same 
control and authority over said penitentiary, as has hereto
fore been possessed by law, by the warden".6 Under thi 
plan the contractor fed, clothed, and disciplined the con
victs in addition to regulating their labor and selling the 
products. 

This lease wa not renewed. Upon its expiration the 
Penitentiary was again placed under the control of public 

4 Briggs's History of Social L egislation in I owa, p. 30; Laws of the Terri
tory of I owa, 1838-1839, pp. 365-36 . 

s Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1840-1841, Ch. 71, 1845-1 46, Ch. 20; 
Downey 's History of Labor L egislation itn Iowa, p. 19. 

s Laws of the T erritory of Iowa, 1845- 1846, Ch. 20. 
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officer and a superintendent was appointed with authority 
to direct the employment of the prisoners. In 1851 the 
institution was placed under the direction of a board of 
three in pector and a warden, appointed by the Governor. 7 

In 1853 the contract system of prison labor was inaugu
rated in Iowa. The inspectors and warden of the Iowa 
Penitentiary were given authority to lea e or hire out the 
prisoners to be worked in shops within the prison ground , 
if they thought that such a system would best serve the 
interests of the State. 8 

Under the new law, an agreement was made with John H. 
Winterbotham and W. D. Headley, contractors. This con
tract, which was to extend from 1854 to 1864, called for the 
employment of all the able-bodied men in the Penitentiary 
( exclu ive of those needed for repairing, cleaning, and 
cooking) in the manufacture of wagon , buggies, harness, 
saddletrees, mechanical and agTicultural implements, and 
in any other mechanical trades which might be sanctioned 
by the warden. The men ·were to be fed, clothed, and disci
plined by the official at public expen e and the tate was 
to furni h hop and storerooms within the wall of the 
pri on. The contractor were to have free use of the tools 
belono-ing to the tate, on the condition that they be re
placed in g·ood condition at the end of the contract. The 
contractors were to furnish the material and uch other 
tools as might be needed. The State wa to receive 30 cent 
per day for each con ict' labor during th :fir t year, and 
35 cents a day for the remainin°· nine year . As a further 
concession to the contractors, the tate agreed to allow 
four months credit so a to permit the contractors to ell 
their products before paying for the labor. 9 

1 Laws of l owa, 1 4 - 1 49, Ch. 70, 1 50- 1 51, h. 7 ; Briggs· History of 
Social L e_qi.slation in lowa, p. 42. 

a Laws of l owa, 1 52-1853, Cb. 14. 

11 Journal of the Senate, 1854-1855, Appendix, pp. 23- 25. 
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In 1862, the warden and his assi tant were given the 
ole management of the Penitentiary. the contract of 

1 54-1 64 wa drawing to a close, the inth General 
embly at an e tra e ion, in 1862, appointed Edward 

John tone and J. C. Walker of Lee ounty and the warden 
of the Penitentiary as com.mi ioner to enter into another 
ontract for convict labor. The contract wa not to ext nd 

for a longer period than ten year , and the convicts wer 
not to be lea ed at any les pric than 35 cents per day. 
The acts of the com.mi ion had to be approved by the tate 
Censu Board before they were binding upon the tate. 
Upon the expiration of the Winterbotham and H eadle 
contract in 1 64, a ten-year agreement wa formed with 
Thoma Hale and ompany (Winterbotham being a m m
ber of the new firm). Thi. contract was similar to the one 
made ten years before. The maximum number of pri oner 
to be emplo ed wa :fixed at 150, and the indu tries were 
limited to cooperage and the manufacture of agricultural 
implements. The compen ation to be paid to the State wa 
increased to 40 1/ 3 cents per day of ten hour . The warden, 
however, was authorized to u e con icts for the manufac
ture of shoes and clothing for the use of the prisoners.10 

In 186 the General A embly passed the following act : 
'' That for the general support of the convict there is 
hereby appropriated the monthly um of eig·ht and one
third dollars, or so much thereof a may be necessary to 
each convict in said prison, to be estimated by the average 
number for the preceding month, subject however to a de
duction from the whole amount for the month of the sum 
charged to the contractor for convict labor for that 
month.'' 11 

10 Lc,ws of I ou:a, l 62, h. 117, 1862, Ext ra es ion, Ch. 16; Downey 's 
History of L abor L egislation in I owa, p. 20; Biennial :Report of t he Warden 
of t he Penitentiary (F ort Madison), 1 63- 1865, pp. 11-16. 

11 L aws of I owa, 186 , Ch. 69. 
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An event of importance in 1872 wa an act making provi
sion for an additional prison at Anamosa, to relieve the 
congestion at Fort Madison which had become a problem. 
The new institution was to be located near a stone quarry 
and, it was planned, would be large enough to confine and 
employ 500 convicts. As in the case of the erection of the 
Penitentiary at Fort Madison, the convicts were to be re
quired to work on the new institution, but the prison labor 
used at Anamosa was to have some incentive for good work. 
Section 12 provided that: "The Warden of said Penitenti
ary shall keep a faithful and accurate account with each 
convict, showing the number of days' labor performed by 
each and the value thereof in cash, not exceeding two dol
lars per day for each day of ten hours, and for each and 
every one hundred dollars' worth of labor in excess of 
three hundred dollars, performed in any one year by any 
convict not sentenced for life, there shall be a commutation 
of the sentence of such convict, upon the recommendation 
of the Warden, to the amount of fifty days' time; and the 
one-third part of such excess shall be paid him out of the 
State treasury at the time of his discharge, upon the certifi
cate of the amount due by the Warden." Thus, the sen
tence of the prisoner might be reduced by his labor. The 
law of 1872 also made provi ion for a form of State use 
system of convict labor -in that the convicts at Anamosa 
were to furnish stone from the quarry to be used in the 
construction of other State building .12 

According to the report of the warden of the Fort Madi
son Penitentiary in 1869, convict labor was being sold at too 
low a price. In 1874, the General Assembly, heedful of this 
advice, passed an act authorizing the Governor to appoint 
three citizens to act as commi sioner to secure new con
tracts after the agreement with Hale and Company ex-

1 2 Laws of Iowa, 1872, Ch. 43. 
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pired. These commi ioner were to enter into contracts 
for not longer than fi e year whereby the labor of 300 men 
wa to be old at a price not les than 60 cents per day per 
man. The act of the commi ioners were not binding until 
approved by the Executi e ouncil. 

The e commi sioner contracted for the labor of 300 con
victs by four agreement with three different groups of 
contractor . Benjamin . Brown & ompany (later kn.own 
a the Iowa Farmino- Tool o.), maker of agricul
tural implement , contracted to take the labor of 100 men 
on the ten-hour day ba is for a term of five year begin
nino- on January 1, 1875. The econd contract was made 
with J. D. Trebilcock and John L John on of Bloomfield, 
Iowa, who agreed to employ 50 men on the ten-hour <la 
ba i for a term of five years, beginning on January 1, 
1 75. Thi company was to manufacture chairs, school fur
niture, and coffin . The third and fourth contracts were 
entered into with 0. B. Dodge of Red Wing, finne ota. 
He agreed to hire 75 men on the ten-hour day basis for a 
term of five year , beginning on £arch 1, 1 75. fter De
cember 1, 1875, this company agreed to hire 25 additional 
men on the same ba i . Thi company manufactured boots, 
hoe , and boot and shoe pacs. In pril, 1 75, the Dodge 
ompany contracted for the hire of 50 additional men. 

Under the latter contract the prisoners were to receive two 
month of instruction during which time the State would 
not receive any pay for their labor. Only able-bodied men 
entenced for at least one year were included in these con

tracts, and the tate built, maintained, and heated the 
shops, and furni hed free of charge a number of men -
called '' lumper '' - to do the cleaning, build fire , and run 
errands.13 

1s Biennial Report of the Warden of the Penitentiary, 1867-1869, p. 1 , 
1 73-1 75, pp. 30-41; Laws of Iowa, 1874, Private, Local, and Temporary 
Acts, Ch. 35; Downey's History of Labor Legislatian in Iowa, pp. 20, 21. 
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0. B. Dodge failed during the winter of 1875-1876, and 
oth r contractors declared them elves unable to continue 
paying the contract price for pri on labor. Their repre-
entative induced the General embly to repeal the ec-

tion of the law of 1 7 4 :fixing a minimum price for convict 
labor. The amendment of 1876 authorized the commis ion
er to enter into new contract , ubject to the approval of 
the Executiv ouncil, and to remo e convict from Fort 
Madison to namo a, with the approval of the Executive 

ouncil. 
The law of 1 72 relating to the new pri on at Anamo a 

was also amended. The act of 1876, like its forerunner, 
provid d for a '' good time ' allowance in return for the 
work done by the con ict at amo a. The only difference 
between the two lay in the provi ion, '' nothing in thi act 
hall be o con trued a to authorize the lea ing of the con

vict labor." Thu the lease ystem of prison labor wa 
definitely prohibited at Anamosa. 

nder the act of 1 76 the commi sioners reduced the 
price of pri on labor to 48 cent a day for the tool company, 
and 46 c nt for the Fort Madi on hair Company ( ucce -
or of Trebilcock and John on). 0. B. Dodge and Com

pany were replaced by the Hui kamp Brother (shoe manu
facturer ) of Keokuk, Iowa, who took 80 men at 43 cent 
per day, and four "lumpers" without pay.14 

In 1878, the law of 1872 and 1876 regarding the "good 
time'' of pri oners at Anamo a were further amended. 

ection 7 of the new law r ad in part a follow : '' The 
warden shall keep a regular time-table of the convict labor 
and record the same in a book to be kept for that purpose· 
and he hall moreover keep a record of all the busine 
under his control and return an account thereof, together 

14 Laws of I owa, 1 76, Cbs. 40, 97; Bi.ennial Report of the Warden of the 
Penitentiary (Fort Madison), 1875-1877, pp. 21- 35, 57- 63. 
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with an account of the convict labor, to the clerk at the close 
of each day." It wa possible for a prisoner to reduce hi 
sentence not only by labor but also by good behavior, even 
ending with an absolute pardon. 

Another law affecting con ict labor, pa sed in 1878, re
pealed former acts giving the com.mi ioners power to se
cure contracts for pri on labor. nder the act of 1878 that 
power was now ve ted in the warden, subject to the ap
proval of the Executive ouncil. o provision wa made 
a to price of labor, but the contracts were not to extend 
for a longer period than five year . With the return of 
prosperity there wa little change in the price of prison 
labor which had fallen a a re ult of the panic. The Hui -
kamp contract wa renew d in 1878 at 43 1/3 cents per 
day.15 

In 1880 two law were pa sed which had a bearing on 
pri on labor in Iowa. The fir t act repealed the law of 1878 
which had limited the contracts to five years, and gave the 
warden, with the approval of the Executive ouncil, power 
to enter into contracts for not to exceed ten years. No 
provi ion wa made a to the price of convict labor. The 
other act amended the previous "good time" laws offerinO' 
further inducement for good prison conduct and labor by 
the re toration of citizen hip. In 1880 the chair contract 
wa renewed at 43 cent ( 45 cents after October 1, 1882) 
and the tool contract at 50 cent . In 1881 the Huiskamp 
were able to make an eiO'ht and one-half year contract for 
ninety men, at 45 cent , beginning in July, 1883.16 

The chair contract wa renewed in 1888 and again in 
1894, at 50 cent for full time able-bodied men, and 25 cent 
or "lumper ". But the pay for full-time men was re-

1s Laws of Iowa, 1 7 , Chs. 110, 1 7; Biennial Report of the Warden of 
the Penitentiary (Fort fadison), 1 77- 1879, p. 24. 

1a Laws of Iowa, 1 80, Chs. 149, 154 ; B ,ennial Report of the Warden of 
the Penitentiary (Fort Madison) , 1 79- 18 1, pp. 9 13, 18 1- 1 3, pp. 11, 12. 
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duced to 40 cents in 1896 as a result of the industrial de
pression from which the country was then suffering, and 
was fixed at 45 cents in 1900. Accidents were common and 
the contractors apparently were in no way held liable for 
the expense of treatment or lo s of time. Between July 1, 
1899, and July 1, 1900, the physician at Fort Madison re
ported forty-six injuries from the chair contract, seventy
eight in the tool factory, six in the button factory, and seven 
in work for the State.17 

In 1898 a tate Board of Control was created by an act of 
the General Assembly to take charge of the penal institu
tions of the State. This board was to have charge of letting 
contracts for the prison labor at Fort Madison and Ana
mosa. 

Up to this time the prisoners at Anamosa had not been 
engaged in any form of work for private parties. Their 
work had been confined to quarrying, cutting, and dressino
stone for the State, and doing odd jobs and construction 
work around the in titution. The lea e y tern of prison 
labor had been definitely prohibited at Anamosa by the law 
of 1876. With the creation of the State Board of Control, 
however, contract were ent red into for the labor of the 
Anamosa prisoners. 

In 1899, a contract was made with the American Cooper
age Company of Anamosa ( a member of the cooperage 
trust) for the services of from 25 to 50 inmates for a period 
of ten years. The price agreed upon was :fifty cents per 
day, and the work was to be the manufacture of butter tubs, 
pails, and barrels. The prisoners were to be paid at a pro
portional price per tub for extra work. Thus while the 
State received $7,217.23 from the cooperage contract dur
ing the biennial period ending June 30, 1908, $4,561.76 was 

17 B iennial Report of the Warden of t he P e1iitentiary (Fort Madison ), 
1887- 1889, p. 8, 1 93- 1895, pp. 7, 8, 1895-1897, p. 9, 1899- 1901, pp. 31- 33: 
Downey 's History of Labor L eguilation in I owa, p. 21. 



PRI O L BOR I IOWA 135 

paid to the con icts them el . This contract and the con
tract for :fi e ears, made in 1 99 with the Io a Button 

ompan employing pri oners at Fort Madison, aroused 
the opposition of organiz d labor, and largely because of 
their ao-itation, an act of 1900 prohibited the manufacture 
of butt r tubs and pearl button in the penitenti ries of the 

tate after the exi ting contract expir d. 1 

In 1902 th law r latino- to the employment of pri oners in 
the tate tone quarrie adjacent to namo a was amended 
permittino- abl -bodi d convicts to b sent either to Fort 
Madi on or to namo a and work din buildings and places 
own d or 1 a d by the tat out idc the penitentiary 
wall . Th a t, in fa t, extended the confine of the peniten
tiarie . t cam a the re ult of a deci ion of the upr me 

ourt of Iowa that a pri oner concealing hims lf in a 
quarry and afterward e caping was not guilty of breaking 
and e caping from the penitentiary.19 

In 1907 the pri on at namo a wa de ignated as a Re
formator for he con:finem nt of first off nder betw en 
the age of 16 and 30 year . The law also provid d that, 
except to comp! te exi ting contract , inmate of the Re
formatory wer to b employed onl on tate account. 

uch employm nt wa to b conduciv to the teaching of 
u eful trad o far a pra ticabl , and to the intellectual 
and moral developm nt of the inmate . 

nother act of 1907 auth riz d he u e of convict labor 
in carino- for the hou e and premis occupi d by the war
den of th penitentiarie and for dome ti ervice, but 
uch employment wa to be con i t nt with pri on di cipline 

and wa limited to the u e of two convict at an. one time.20 

1 Downey's History of Labor Legislatum in Iowa, p. 25; Bngg 's Hi.story 
of ocial L gislation 111 Iou:a, p. 211; Laii:s of Iowa, 1900, Ch. 13 . 

1s Laws of Iowa, 1902, Ch . 147, 15.3; , tatc t·. King, 114 Iowa 413. 

20 Latvs of Iowa, 1907 Ch . 192, 194. 
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s the cooperage contract neared its expiration in 1909, 
the Thirty-third General ssembly again sanctioned the 
making of butter tubs at Anamosa. The new law provided 
that not more than 50 inmates could be employed at this 
work. The contract for the making of butter tub was to 
nd not later than January 1, 1915.21 

In 1913 the Thirty-fifth General ssembly passed several 
act which related quite directly to prison labor in Iowa. 
The law of 1907 wa amended giving the wardens permis-
ion to employ three convict , in tead of two, in dome tic 

labor about their home . It also gave each deputy warden 
permis ion to use one prisoner for domestic ervice. ec
ond act pa sed in 1913 repealed a former act which re
quired that rocks should be crushed by the prisoner into 
pieces of not more than two and one-half inches. 

third act passed in 1913 related to the employment of 
pri oners on public highway . Under the new law, county 
board of supervi or who de ired pri oner from the Peni
tentiary and Reformatory to work on the public highway 
within their jurisdiction could obtain them from the State 
Board of Control. They were to make application to the 
Board, telling the nature of the work and the price that 
they were willing to pay for the labor of the pri oners. 
Leasing the e prisoners to contractor wa trictly forbid
den. part of the money thus earned by the employment 
of pri oners on the public highways and public works 
might be given to the dependents of the prisoners by the 
Board of Control. Another interesting provision in the new 
law was the restriction that prisoners at work upon the 
public highways of the tate should not be required or per
mitted to work in clothing which would make them look 
ridiculous or unduly conspicuou . 22 

21 Laws of Iowa, 1909, Ch. 179. 

22 Laws of I owa, 1913, Chs. 134 316, 31 . 
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ccording to the eighth biennial report of the Board of 
ontrol (1912) the following contracts were in force at that 

time: the American ooperage Company contract, at Ana
mosa, employing from 25 to 50 men, to end D cember 31, 
1914; the Iowa Farming Tool Company contract at Fort 
Madison for the employment of 195 prisoners, of whom 178 
were to be furni hed to the company until November 1, 1914, 
and 32 men from that date until January 1, 1915; and the 
Fort Madison Chair ompany contract for the employment 
of 109 men until October 16, 1917, and 39 men from that date 
until January 15, 1918. variation o.f the contract y tern, 
called the task y tern, wa employed under the tool and 
cooperage contract ; the minimum day's work was com
puted and for any production of good over that amount, 
the pri oner received extra pay. 

Of the men at Anamo a, not on contracts, E. H. Downey 
wrote: "From six to twelve inmate are employed, at dif
ferent season of the year, upon the prison farm - work 
which i both healthful and profitable, but in which only 
'tru tie ' can be employed. A printing office and bindery 
give employment to ten men who appear to be acquirino
trades at the ame time that they are doing work interest
ing in it elf and profitable to the State. The nece ar 
tailoring and shoemakin · for the Reformatory requires the 
labor of ten inmate , and is of unque tionable value to the 
men so engao-ed, as well a a aving to the public treasury. 

till other inmates are utilized in the kitchen and dining
room, and in caring for the lawns, flowers and shrubbery in 
the pri on yard.'' 23 

In 1913 the General A embly also authorized a pecial 
tax of one-half mill on the dollar of taxable property for 
the purpo e of creating a number of in titution , including 

2a Bienni.al Report of the Board of Control, 1910- 1912, p. 31; Downey 's 
History of Labor Legislation in Iowa, p. 26. 
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a district cu to dial farm. '' This was in a ense the culmi
nation of much legi lation directed against the contract 
y tern of convict labor and attempting to provide in it 

place employment not only beneficial to the pri oners but 
non-comp titive a well.'' 

nder thi act the Board of ontrol purchased 781 acre 
near live, ten mile we t of Des foine at 200 per acre. 
It wa then found that the act of 1913 had given to the 
Board no fund for the farm and no direct authority over it 
a an in titution. Th Board, howe er, tran ferred a num
ber of convict from ort adi on, and in their report of 
1916 tated that the farm wa in :ffr t cla condition. 24 

Durino- thi fir t period the price of pri on labor varied 
but little. In fact, it wa actuall lower in 1913 than in 
1 75. Pri e ranged from 2½ cent to 6 cent per hour for 
the labor of able-bodied m n and the tate, in order to get 
the foregoino- contra t had furni hed the hop and, in 
ome in tance , tool fr e of charge. It had al o heated 

and lio-hted the hop and furni hed water. In ome of the 
ntra t lumper ' w re furni hed free of charo-e to do 

odd job . In ome in tance th y were paid 25 cent a day. 

THE LEG LATIO OF 1915 

com.mitt con i ting of ttorne General George 
Cos on and two other citizens, appointed to inve tigate the 
character of the warden and g neral management of the 
Iowa Penit ntiary at Fort Madi on mad it report 2 5 on 
May 25, 1912. 

The charge included the following : that men were com-

2' Laws of lowa, 1913, Ch. 17; Briggs 's History of Social Legislation in 
Lowa, pp. 206, 207; Bienni.al Report of the Board of Control, 1914-1916, pp. 
«, 45. 

25 Report of the Committee Appointed to Investigate the Character of the 
Warden and the General Management of the lowa Penitenti.ary at Fort Maai
son (Des Moines, 1912) , pp. 13 14, 24, 25. (Hereinafter called the Cosson 
Report) 
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pelled to work upon contract when they were not phys
ically able; that they were denied parole becau e of their 
skill and strength which made them aluable to the con
tractor; that the warden or ome member of his family had 
a private intere tin the contracts; that not only the guard 
but the foreman and other employee of the contractor co
operated with the pri oners in pa sing letters and inf orma
tion in and out of the institution, and also in furnishing to 
the prisoners variou article including liquor, drug , and 
dope. There were complaints al o again t the foreman and 
pri ate employees of the contractor . 

thorough investigation of the Penitentiary was made. 
Witne ses who were both hostile and friendly to the warden 
were examined. Prisoners were allowed to give their testi
mony to the committee in private. Information regarding 
the contract system in other States was secured and exam
ined. Testimonial from the warden of enitentiaries in 
other tate where different systems of prison labor were 
being used were obtained. fter con idering all this, the 
committee reached the conclusion that "nearly all of these 
complaint are due to the present system which is in oper
ation at the penitentiary at Fort Madison, and that if there 
wa an annual change in wardens the same or similar com
plaints would follow each change of admini tration." 

The committee inve tigated each one of the charges sepa
rately. The charge that pri oners were made to work when 
they were not physically able was not sufficiently corrobo
rated to atisfy the committee. The committ~e pointed out, 
however, that there wa opportunity under the contract 
y tern for this to exist, and that it wa a common criti

c1 m. 
The evidence did not upport the charge that prisoners 

who were trong and efficient worker were not paroled be
cau they were aluable to the contractor . On the con-
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trary, the records showed . that the number of paroles 
granted to men working under the contract system was far 
greater than the number of paroles given to men not so 
engaged. The Board of Parole, the committee decided, was 
not in any way influenced by the contractors, but charges of 
this character would continue to be made as long as the 
contract system was in use. 

The third charge considered by the committee was the 
alleged interest of the warden and his family in the con
tracts. The committee report with reference to this charge 
read in part as follows : 

There is no penal institution in which the contract labor system 
exists where prisoners do not claim that the officers of the institu
tion are controlled by the contractors, from the superintendent, the 
warden, the prison physician down to the most subordinate officer. 
That many statements are made by prisoners for the sole purpose 
of creating prejudice is undoubtedly true, but that opportunity 
exists for an improper influence cannot be denied. 

Another charge was that there had been trouble between 
the foreman and his employees and the prisoners. One 
prisoner, Haley by name, refused to work on any contract 
and finally would not do any work at all. This incident was 
given wide publicity in the newspapers of the State. One 
prisoner declared: '' The guard's position is at stake if he 
speaks one word in a prisoner's behalf, for the contract 
rules and is the power behind the throne.'' The :finding of 
the committee with reference to this charge was to the effect 
that there was evidence that there had been disagreements 
between at least one prisoner and private employees of the 
contractors with reference to the count. One error was 
acknowledged by an employee of the contractors, and it was 
pointed out that such disagreements showed the opportuni
ties for trouble in the contract system. 

There was fairly definite evidence that information, let-
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ter , drug , and dope had been smuggled to the prisoner 
by employees of the contractor . Such cooperation on the 
part of these men tended to break down discipline. The 
committee concluded that under the contract y tern, abun
dant opportunity existed for uch iolation . 26 

That there wa truth in som of the charg , the com
mittee agreed. Blame wa not attached to the warden or 
any other official but to the y tern of labor in u e. Rather, 
the respon ibility for the affair mu t be laid at the door of 
the tate. The committee went on record a follows: 

..__ _ _., It is fundamentally wrong for a state to exploit prisoners for 
profit. It i not only wrong but fooli h when thi exploitation is 
delegated to ome private corporation. If any one i to receive a 
profit it should be the tate. If a profit can be made by a corpora
tion it can be made by the tate under efficient management. When 
the tate assume control over an individual it i re ponsible for 
his phy ical well-being and hi ocial and moral welfare, but no one 
pretends that a contractor i concerned in any way with the social, 
moral or physical welfare of the prisoner. With the state, the pri
mary object in view hould be the protection of society and the 
reformation of the individual; with the contractor, the primary ob
ject is and alway will be the maximum amount of dividends, and 
it is no answer to ay that the Thirteenth mendment to the fed
eral constitution of the nited State in which it is provided that 
" either lavery nor involuntary servitude, except a a punish
ment for crime, whereof the party hall have been duly convicted, 
hall exi t within the nited States, or any place subject to their 

jurisdiction" at least indirectly recognizes that each state may 
impo e a form of slavery upon its convicts. 

The contract sy tem is the worst form of slave,·y because it is a 
delegated form of slavery. Authority and responsi"bility should go 
hand in hand btd this cannot be with the contract system.21 

The committee al o considered competition between 
prison and free labor. "Free labor", declared the report, 

20 Gosson Report, pp. 23-25. 

21 Gosson Report, p. 26. (Italics used in report) 
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" has no right to object to the competition of convict labor. 
A person doe not cease to be a human being because he is 
transferred from the outside world to a place inside the 
prison walls.'' But contract labor in the prisons, said the 
committee, was unfair competition. The report included 
the following comment: 

Enlightened, fair-minded men of whatever calling or profession 
have commenced to realize that every man is entitled to the oppor
tunity to work and to receive therefor a living wage. . . . 

Briefly summarized, the objection then to contract labor is that it 
not only is a form of slavery but an unjustifiable form of slavery 
because it is a delegated form in which respon ibility and authority 
are divorced. It is the exploitation of the helpless convict, not for 
the profit of the state, but for the profit of a private corporation. 
It is the wrongful surrender and abandonment of the control and 
jurisdiction over the person of a pri oner either to a greater or le 
degree. It furni hes opportunity for convicts to communicate with 
the outside world in violation of the rule of the institution and to 
receive opium, morphine, cocaine and other forms of dope if the 
employee of the contractors are subject to improper influence, or 
even unduly sympathetic. It furni hes opportunity for corruption 
between the contractors and pri on officials and officers of the law 
and subjects prison officials to criticism regardle of whether there 
is any foundation in fact for the charges. It tends to destroy dis
cipline, it impair r eformation and de troys hope on the part of 
the prisoner; it is injurious to the manufacturer employing free 
labor ; it is unfair competition to free labor because it tends to de
stroy the living wage, and lessens the opportunity for labor, and on 
the whole it is economically unsound. 28 

After thoroughly condemning the contract ystem of 
prison labor, the committee recommended that a penal farm 
be established and that allied industries be maintained. 2 9 

The report of this committee wa popularly termed the 
"Cosson Report" and was given much consideration by the 

2 Cosaon Report, pp. 27, 28. (Italics used in report) 

20 Cassem Report, p. 76. 
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newspaper , the public, and by organized labor. The latter 
hailed it a an official acceptance of their fight against con
tract labor. 

The ninth biennial report of the Board of ontrol re
ported on convict labor up to June 30, 1914. With refer
ence to the Reformatory at Anamosa the report read in 
part as follows : 

The board has aboli hed by refusing to enter into new contracts 
the degrading sy tern known as contract labor. The board did, 
prior to July 1, 1914, make partial arrangements to take over the 
busine s of the merican ooperage Company, which has con
ducted the busines of manufacturing butter tubs for a great many 
years at the institution. Thi industry will come to the tate, if at 
all, about January 1, 1915. 

The board practically discontinued the operation of the stone 
quarry near the reformatory becau e of the fact that it was a con . 
stant expense to the state and the state was losing money in its 
operation becau e of the fact that th quarries: and character of 
the rock in the quarrie , would not meet the requirements of con
tractors for cru hed rock. The rock is too soft and does not come 
up to good lime tone and granite rock that is used in concrete 
construction. 

The work done in the printing and binding department and the 
manufacture of hirts and other garments in the women's depart
ment, in the tailor hop, shoeshop, tinshop and blacksmith hop, has 
been a source of encouraaement to the board in prosecuting to a 
greater extent the industrial work of the institution. 

to the Penitentiary at Fort Madison the report of the 
Board of Control indicated the difficulties at that institu
tion. Warden J. C. anders had made it a P~actice to send 
tru ties on errands within the corporate limit of the city 
of Fort Madison and al o to allow these men to work on the 
public hio•hway there. The city council of Fort adison 
had pa ed an ordinance prohibiting this practice and the 
warden was arrested. The case was turned over to the 
Attorney General who ecured a writ of habeas corpus and 
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presented it to Judge Hamilton of the uperior ourt, but 
he upheld the ordinance a alid and refused to relea e the 
warden. The ca e was appealed to the upreme ourt of 
Io a. Thi incident demon trat d the ne d, according to 
the Board, for a cu to dial farm for tru tie and other reli
able prisoner . 30 

In hi message to the General embly in 1915 the Gov-
ernor clearly voiced the entiment of the public with ref er
ence to prison labor in the following paragraph: 

A many men a po ible from the penitentiary and reformatory 
ought to be given work upon our public highway , e pecially since 
the tate has entered upon the policy of permanent road improve
ment. The xperiments made in thi direction have been very satis
factory, indeed. The brief experience the tate ha had in allowing 
a few men from the penitentiary and reformatory to work out side 
has re ulted in a profit over all xpen e of 19 773.10 to the tate 
and earnings to the men about $7,000.00. The tate ha turned its 
face toward the more modern and enlightened method of dealing 
with criminal and the whole ubject i one that ought to have your 
mo t careful consideration. ome considerable expen e must nece -

rily be incurred in the beginning but ultimately the methods pro
po ed will, as I believe, reduce co t to the tate. The abolishment 
of the contract labor y tem i looked upon I think with general 
favor. But men mu t be kept at work and it will therefore be 
nee ary that you provid by legi lation ome method or provide 
uch indu trie as will upply the need.81 

It wa evident that som thing had to be done about the 
employment of pri oners in Iowa. In 1914 the Board of 

ontrol reported that it had refu ed to enter into any new 
contracts and it recommended that the tate take o er the 
prison industries. It had also bowed the difficulties of 
ad.mini tration at Fort fadi on. The Governor in his me -
age to the legislature had recommended a change. The 

legi lation of 1915 was the result. 

so Bi.ennial Report of the Board of Control, 1912- 1914, pp. 18-20. 

u Journal of the Senate, 1915, pp. 32, 33. 
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Th law of 191" provided that th inmate of th Peni
tentiar and R formatory hould h r after be employed on 

tate account, tate u , and publi work , xcept to com
plete e i tin°· contra t and the Board of ontrol wa for
bidd n to nter into an n w contra t for pri on labor. 

11 pri on labor wa to b onduciv to th teaching of u. e
ful trade and calling o far a po ible, and to promot 
the intellectual and moral d velopment of the prisoner . 
Con i t employ d on tat account or tat u e were to 
work at the p nal in titution . ny work performed by 
convict for privat companie , a to b paid for at th 
ame rate a that r iv d b fre labor. The Board of 

Control wa 0 ·iYen authorit to e tabli h an indu trie it 
deemed advi abl at an T p nal in titution under it juri -
diction. ork within the limit of Fort Madi on and na
mo a wa forbidden except on tate prop rt . 

The act furth r provid d that "Wh ne -er ervice ar 
rendered by any inmate at an in titution und r the uper
vi ion and juri di tion of th board of control, th board of 
control ma whene er practicable allow uch inmate com
pen ation whi h hall not exce d th amount paid to fre 
labor for a lik r ic or it equivalent 1 uch amount 
that the tat i put to for maintenanc a the board of 
control may deem equitabl , and in addition to deductin°· 
an amount to defray the co t of maintenance, the board of 
control ma al o d duct an amount ufficient to pay all or a 
part of the co t taxed to an inmat by rea on of his com
mitment.'' The Board wa authorized to end mon y 
earn d by a pri oner to hi dependent or depo it it in the 
bank for him. For each month of employm nt, a convict 
mio-ht b allow d t n day of good tim . s::! 

A tino- upon th authority giv n them by the law of 1915 
the Board of ontrol started to tablish indu trie to take 

s2 Laws of Iowa, 1915, b. 257. 
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the place of the contract~. They reported in 1916 that all 
contracts for prison labor had expired with the exception 
of the tool contract, which would terminate in ovember, 
1917. The Thirty-seventh General Assembly, however, ex
tended the limit on this contract until May 1, 1918. This 
was the last of the contract labor system in Iowa. 33 

With reference to Anamosa, the Board reported in 1916: 

At this institution the butter tub factory, operated by the Amer
ican Cooperage Company under the contract system, was taken 
over at a cost of $5,000.00, and has been conducted as a pri on 
industry since January 1, 1915. 

The printing office and bindery have been improved and en
larged to care for the need of the state institutions and Board of 
Control. It does no commercial bu iness but furnishes instructive 
employment and fits many young men to accept and retain good 
positions upon release. 

The tailor shop tin shop, shoe and tone cutting departments 
provide useful and healthful employment to a large number of 
prisoners. The products of these indu tries are used at other state 
institutions. 

The purchase of seventy-seven acres of quarry land in Lyon 
County, with its deposit of granite, will require the ervices of a 
hundred men at least, and supply a lon<>' felt demand £or crushed 
rock, especially adapted to road building. 

The situation at the Penitentiary at Fort Madison in 
1916 as summed up by the Board of Control report was a 
follows: 

'l'o employ the men heretofore engaged on the contracts at thi 
institution a chair and furniture factory ha been established and 
equipped, at a cost of $53,420.96, and a large investment has been 
required to provide a stock of material aggregating to $58,009.52. 

A contract has been entered into for the output of this factory, 
relieving the state of all expense and responsibility of the selling 
end of the business. The selling price is based upon the actual cost 
of material; salarie of foremen, superintendent and necessary em-

33 Biennial Report of t he B oara of Control, 1914.--1916, p. 43 ; Laws of 
Iowa, 1917, Ch. 328. 
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ploye ; the co t of insurance ; ix per cent on the inve tment; ten 
per cent per annum for depreciation, and compen ation to the 
prisoner , and on the total cost thus obtained the tate receives ten 
per cent. Thi contract wa entered into July 13, 1915, and runs 
for a period of ten year . One hundred and fifty men are em
ployed by thi indu try. 

The manufacture of rug , broom , harne , sweeping com-
pound and other commoditie give u eful employment to a large 
number of pri oner . foch of the output of the e indu tries i 
old to the tate institution , the urplu being dispo ed of on regu

lar term to the trade. 34 

Thu by the end of 1915 th contract labor y tern had 
---- been leQ1. lated out of exi t nee in Iowa penal in titutions, 

although the tool contract wa allowed to run until May 1, 
i918. number of indu trie for tate u e and tate ac
count were establi hed to take the place of the other con
tracts. Each General Assembly, however, ha authority to 
rever e deci ion mad b former leQ1. latur , hile work 
for the onvict continued to be a tate probl m. 

LEGISLA.TIO FROM 1924-1933 

lthough the la t agreement for contract labor in Iowa 
xpired on 1:ay 1, 1918, a form of thi tern, called th 

piece-price system, tarted oon after. I 1921 piece-price 
contract w re made with the t rling ompany of Chicago 
for the manufacture of apron and hou dresses at Ana
mo a. Similar contract were made with the Reliance 

ompany of hicao·o for the manufacture of men' shirt 
at Fort Madi on. nder the e contract the companie 
furnished the machine , material , and inspectors; while 
the tate provided the building and labor. :fixed sum 
per dozen wa paid for the garments and the prisoner 
were paid for their work. The contracts were approved by 
the Attorney General.3 5 

34 Biennial Report of the Board of Control, 1914-1916, pp. 43, 44. 

35 Haynes' Crwninology, p. 320. 
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On December 29, 1923, an article in the Cedar Rapids 
Gazette called attention to the fact that the Reformatory at 
Anamo a was rapidly becoming an apron factory under a 
"dra tic contracting method". Out of the 960 men con
fined in namo a 420 were employed in making aprons and 
dre e . The new paper rai ed the que tion a to whether 
uch work wa reformatory in character as required by 

law. In addition, it remarked that the pri oners were at 
the mercy of the company' in pector hould they become 
arbitrary in determining the quality and quantity of the 
work. on tant attention on the part of the in pector who 
were on the look-out for flaw might mean puni hment for 
the pri oner. ca e wa cited of a nee-ro convict who wa 
in ulted by the in pector and criticized becau e of his 
work. The convict reb lied one day, knocked down one of 
the in pector with hi fi t, and attacked him with a chair 
and a pair of ci or . a re ult, the convict was pun
i hed by olitary confinement for many day . 

Two day lat r the Gazette charged that the y tem in 
use at namo a and Fort Madi on was indu trial lavery 
at which ' ' braham Lincoln would have exclaimed in deep 
and righteou indig"Ilation ". The article, in addition, 
charged that while the original contract called for the em
ployment of onl 200 men at namo a, the contract had 
been extended to include more con i ts, and that the Board 
of ontrol had no r cord of the exten ion . The editor 
charged that the y tem wa illegal, de pite the confirma
tion of the ttorney General, and that the leo-i lature hould 
do omething about it, if the Board did not act. 

On January 2, 1924, the chairman of th Board of 011-

trol replied to the charo-e , tating that relative of the 
convict had asked that the inmate be placed at work o 
that they might receive their wages. He further stated that 
the charge made b the new paper were made at the "in-
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The labor lobby al o demanded that the Board of ontrol 
be deprived of the power to make contract . On April 25th 
the legi lature a deadlocked, and a second joint commit
tee on the Board of Control wa appointed. 

The joint re olution propo ed by the new committee wa 
adopted by the General As embly on pril 25th, and the 
bill wa igned by th Governor on April 29th. By thi act 
th legi lature confirmed the cancellation of the former 
contract , but gave the Board of ontrol authority to enter 
into n w contract to extend to July 1, 1927. In makin°· 
uch contracts they were to ecure the ame payment for 

the pri on labor a for work in the same industrie by free 
labor, takino· into con ideration the conditions.88 

In th code revi ion of 1924, provision wa made for the 
operation of the tate u e law. The Board of Control wa 
to furnish cla si:fied and itemized li ts of article made by 
the in titution under it control. The e articles were to be 
old to tate, county, municipal, school, and township insti

tution at a price not to exceed that in the regular market 
and their purchase wa made mandatory. If the Board of 

ontrol could not furni h the de ired articles then the polit
ical ubdivi ion were to be permitted to buy in the open 
market. Should township tru tee , county supervisor , or 
the Stat Highway ommis ion de ire convict to work on 
their roads, they could obtain uch labor from the Board of 

ontrol, which determined the wao-es beforehand. ucb 
labor wa to be under the juri di tion of the Board of 

ontrol. 
Thu the econd fight over convict labor ended in a com

promi e in 1924 with the piece-price contract extended to 
1927, after which time the State u e law wa to be oper
ative. "The Board of Control and the legi lature deemed 

3 The Des Moines Register, April 2, 25, and 26, 1924; Laws of Iowa, 1924, 
EJ.-tra e sion, Ch. 49; Journal of the House of Represen,tatives, 1923-1924, 
pp. 1696, 1697. 
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the thre year n c ary in order to make necessary 
change in the manufacturi.n°· e tablishments of the two 
institutions o that they could be utilized in o-called 'non
competitive labor'.'' 39 

The third consecutiv fight over pri on labor opened on 
February 12, 1927, when the Board of Control ommittee 
in the Hou e introduced a bill to u pend inde:finit ly th 
time when the tate use sy tern adopted three years before 
would 0·0 into e:ff ct. The bill had the support of the Board 
of Control which bad never fa ored the State u e system. 
Organized labor, however, wa till opposed to the piece
price contract . 

public h aring· wa held at which organiz d labor and 
manufactur r of g·arments in competition with those made 
at the Iowa penal in titutions argued against the further 
exten ion of the piece-price contracts. They pointed out the 
comp tition with free labor occa ioned b the contracts 
and declared that such labor gives no moral benefits. The 
Board of Control and th manufacturer having contracts 
for prison labor at Fort fadison and namo a were al o 
represented at the hearing. They argued for the further 
extension of the contracts and quoted .fig11res to show the 
amount of money sa ed by the prisoners from their wages 
furnished under the contracts, and the profit to the Stat . 

The House, with little opposition, pas ed the bill provid
in0· for the indefinite extension of the contracts. But the 
Senate, by a vote of 25 to 21, one ballot short of a constitu
tional majority, rejected the bill. The next day, however, 
the Senate reversed its po ition and passed the bill by a 
vote of 32 to 15. In a parliamentary tano-le, the bill wa 
amended by extending the period for contracts to July 1, 
1929, and adding a provision for the u e of trusties on pri-

39 Code of 1924, ees. 3757- 3778; Van Ek 's The L egislati-O n of the E xtra 
ession of the Fortieth General .A sembly of Iowa in THE IOWA JOURNAL OF 

HISTORY AND POLITI , Vol. XXIII, pp. 95, 96. 
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mary and tate park road . Two da later the House 
concurred in the Senate amendments. 

The Fort -second General sembly passed another law 
dealing with prison labor. This act provided for a revolv
ing fund for the State penal in titutions at Fort Madison 
and Anamosa to e tablish and maintain industries. This 
fund was to be compo ed of receipts from the sales of obso
lete machinery and the products manufactured at the penal 
institution .40 

To give ome idea of the magnitude of the problem of 
prison labor at this time, the Board of Control in it report 
for 1926- 1928 surve ed the change in prison labor and 
prison indu tries from July 1, 1918, to July 1, 1928, cover
ing de elopments from the time when contract labor ceased 
to 1928. During thi time the work of the Board had much 
more than doubled. 

July 1, 191 , there wa in operation at the e institutions, ten 
mall industries, employing 342 prisoners. 

July 1, 1928, the number of industrie in operation totaled six
teen (nine large and even mall) employing 1,246 prisoners. 

The ta~ ha inve ted in uch industrie - machinery, buildings 
and other equipment - the sum of $1,102,669.43, as compared with 
an investment in 1918 of $403,896.65. . . . 

July 1, 1918, the Iowa prison population was 1,079; July 1, 1928, 
the population numbered 2,301, ma.king an increa e in the ten-year 
period of 1,222. 

The receipts from the prison industries for the year ending July 
1, 1918, were $259,240.78, the amount of wages paid to prisoners 
working in the industries during that year was $17,940, and the 
profit to the state for that year totaled $41, 0 .37. 

For the year ending July 1, 1928, the receipts were $867,967.49, 
the amount of wages paid to prisoners was $121,342.35, and the 
profits to the state for the year totaled $212,399.47. The combined 
wages paid to prisoners and the profits totaled $333,741. 2. 

4 0 The Des Moines Register, February 13, 25, 1927; Laws of Iowa, 1927, 
Ohs. 78, 79; JO'Urnal of the House of Representatives, 1927, pp. 413, 706, 809; 
Journal of the Senate, 1927, pp. 653, 670, 671, 674. 
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Durin the t n year p riod the indu trie wer deY lop d to th 
pre ent man-nitud without any financial i tance from the legi -
lature in the way of pecial appropriations, involvinO' an expend
iture of 1095,179.60 for building , machiner and raw material 
for manufacturing the articl produced. . . . 

In addition to th foregoino- 223 137. 0 ,Ya paid from profit 
earned by the indu tri for the following purpo e : 40,000 for 
farm land at th larinda tate Ho"pital 137. 0 for the up
port fund of th tate Penit ntiary 2,500 for pecial purpo e at 
the Men' R formatory and $32,500 for the upport fund at the 
Men' Reformatory. 

All of thi has b n accompli hed without any tax levy or pecial 
legi lative appropriation. . . . 

Three y tern of mploying pri oner are in u e in thi tate at 
thi time: tat account, pi ce price contract for output, and tat 
u e. 

The furniture factory at th tate Pemtentiary i op rated under 
the tate account y tern. For ome year the furniture wa old by 
the tate to num rous jobber in carload lot , but at the pre ent 
time the output i old to one firm on a merchan i e al , contract, 
with a guarantee and bond. Th tate owns thi plant and there are 
2 1 pri oner employed therein. 

The shirt factory at the tate Penitentiary is operated under the 
pi c price y tern one firm taking the output, and thi company 
owns the machinery. The av racre numb r of men mploy din thi 
factory i 269. 

The apron factory at the l\Ien' Reformatory i operat d under 
the piece price sy tern. one company taking the output of this in
du try and owning th machinery u ed therein. The number of 
pri on r employed in thi factory is 39 . 

Th total number of men employed in the three indu trie i 948. 
OperatinO' under the tate use system there are thirteen indus

trie at the thr e p nal in titution , manufacturing crood for use 
in the tate institution and county home , as follow 

At the Ien' Reformatory: 
Tailorino- and garment indu try 

oap factory 
hee e factory 

Woodworking indn try 
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Shoe industry 
Printing and binding industry 
Auto license plate and road sign factory 
Sheet metal, tin and aluminum ware industry 

At the State Penitentiary: 
Shoe industry 
Tailor shop 
Brush and broom £actory 
Knitting industry 

At the Women's Reformatory: 
Sewing industry, manufacturing clothing £or women and 

girls. 

Operating under part State use at the State Penitentiary 
and the Men's Reformatory was the stone quarry industry, 
producing agricultural limestone for State institutions and 
for sale to owners of land in the vicinity of the institution. 
It also produced a quantity of crushed stone suitable for 
road work. 

In State use and part State use industries, 270 prisoner 
were employed. In addition, 165 prisoners were employed 
on the different institutional farms and 57 in the various 
State parks. The balance of the prisoners were employed 
in other work around the institutions, such as operating 
power plants, cooking, serving meals, caring for the sick in 
hospitals, and in the general care of the institutions. The 
distribution, stated in tabular form, was as follows: 

State (Public) account 
Piece-price 
State use . 
Maintenance 

281 
667 
492 
873 41 

The National Society of Penal Information visited the 
Iowa penal institutions in 1928 and gave its approval to the 
chief prison industries. As to the Men' Reformatory they 
reported: '' Few penal institutions reported in this book 

41 Biennial Report of the Board of Control, 1926- 192 , pp. 15-18. 



PRISOr L BOR IN row A 155 

provide better working conditions or equipment.' The 
soap factory and auto-tag hop were considered the mo t 
complete of their kind in the country. As to the Fort Madi-
on Penitentiary the progres mad there in the pa t three 

year wa probably unsurpa ed in the countr . The im
provement here ere along- the lines of indu tries, rule , 
and di cipline.42 

By 1928, the Board of ontrol felt that the State use sy -
tem had been extended to about the limit. They pointed out 
that Iowa had accompli hed more in this line than any 
other State. The only additional industries that could be 
in talled would be a mattre s factory or a knitting- plant 
which would at best employ 40 or 50 additional men a por
tion of the year. The industrie now under State use, with 
the exception of the printino- plant, could b enlarged, but 
this would nece itate employing- a sale force. 

The weakness in tha present tate u e law was pointed 
out very clearly in the report. 

While the law provides that political subdivision: , cities, couutie 
and towns, and depaTtments, commi ions and boards, hall pur
cha e uch products from the Board of Control, there is no ma
chinery for enforcing that law. ome are buying the product, 
other are not. 

Under the present statute if they r fuse to purcha e uch goods, 
that ends the matter. 

Therefore, in order to make our state use industrie a real uc
cess some teeth must be put in the law (by amendment) and the 
department of justice (attorney general) given the power to bring 
about enforcement following proper report and showing on the part 
of the Board of Control that the provisions of that statute are not 
being complied with by tho e in authority to make such pur
cha e .43 

42 The National Society of Penal Information 's Handbook of American 
Prisons and Reformatories, 1929, pp. 324, 326-329, 334, 335, 337, 338. 

•s Biennial Report of the Board of Control, 1926-1928, pp. 18-20. (See 
legislation of 1931 in the following pages.) 
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In 1929 the problem of the employment of pri oner wa 
ag·ain brought to the attention of the legi lature. The Gov
ernor, in his inaugural addres , prai ed the work of the 
Board of Control and declared that the State u e law 
hould be repealed. He pointed out that under the law 

there was too much likelihood for the men to be idle, and 
that the Iowa penal in titutions would be either in titu
tions or mad house depending upon the amount of employ
ment for the prisoners. On the 23rd of January, a bill was 
read in the House which proposed to eliminate the time 
limit on the piece-price contract . Thi bill wa backed by 
the Board of Control which desired to continue the con
tracts at lea t until Federal legislation wa enacted. 

Org·anized labor, which favored the State use law, deter
mined to :fight the bill to the last ditch. On February :first, 
the :fight of organized labor took another form when the 
Cooperative Legi lative Council of the Iowa tate Feder
ation of Labor, demanded that the Governor should not re
appoint the chairman 0f the Board of ontrol. The chair
man, formerly a president of the State labor organization, 
had rever ed hi position as to contract labor. The labor 
body demanded that the Governor appoint omeone el e 
chairman of the Board when thi member' term expired. 

On February 8th, the Board of ontrol Committee in the 
House reported out the bill eliminating the expiration date 
for prison labor contracts recommending its passage. Evi
dently the committee considered the need for keeping pris
oners employed more important than any ill effects that 
might result from competition of prison-made goods with 
those manufactured by free labor. Six days later the 
Hou e passed the bill by a vote of 75 to 30 after def eating 
two amendments to extend the time of contracts to July 1, 
1931, and July 1, 1933, and a number of amendment re
lating to payment of prisoners. 
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In the enate the bill wa report d fa orably b a unani
mou ote of the Board of ontrol Committee, and four 
day later the enate voted to conduct a public hearing. 
The pre ident of th Iowa tate Federation of Labor de
clared that the Gov rnor and the Board of Control were 
"in the clutch f pri on labor contractor ". Three 
amendment were offered in the enate-to extend the 
time of making ontract to July 1 1931, which wa de
feated by a vote of 14 to 33; to pay prisoners employed in 
making apron a minimum daily wage of 2, which wa 
defeated by a 16 to 31 vote; and to pay prisoner a mini
mum daily wage of 1.50, which was beaten, 17 to 28. The 
bill as it left the House was passed by the enate by a ote 
of 32 to 16. 

The exhaustive report of the Board of Control played a 
prominent part in the legi lative se ion of 1929. Copie 
were furni hed each le i lator, and the prison labor bill 
wa O'iven pecial attention. The General A embly pa ed 
the bill to extend ind :finitely the time of piece-price con
tract and thu accepted the contention of the Board that 
the tate u e system had been extended to the limit.44 

In 1930 the Board of ontrol reported that the pri on 
indu trie were making good. The total number of pri on
ers employed in the three Iowa penal in titution wa 1484. 
The total receipt for the pre eding two year were 
$2,586,551.96; while the wages paid to the prisoner reached 
a total of $298,272.43. The net profit to the State for the 
two year wa 495,293.36. Four indu trie showed a de
ficit - the manufacturing of screw driver (which had 
be n di continued) and the hoe indu try at namosa and 
the quarr and knittinO' indu trie at For 1Iadi n. 

H Journal of tlle H ouse of Representatives, 1929, pp. 7 , 79, 120, 256, 334, 
335 · The Des Moines Regi.ster, January 1 , 27, F ebruary 2, , 16, 19, 22, 
1929; Laws of Iowa, 1929, h. 7; JournaJ of the Senate, 1929, pp. 331, 429-
432. 
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Several new in.du trie had been added ince the pre
ceding report. The principal one was weaving of cloth to 
be used for blanket , toweling, ticking, and for many other 
purposes for use at State institutions. Thi industry gave 
mployment to approximately 100 men and could be en

larged. Equipment had been purcha ed and in talled for 
the manufacturing of ho e and underwear used at State 
in titution . nother new indu try wa the making· of ani
tary supplie uch a di inf ectant , deodorizers, cleaning 
powder, insecticide , floor wax, and imilar items under the 

tate use y tern. The Board wa extending the State u e 
y tern where er it wa po ible to do o. 

There wa an increa e in the population of the penal in
stitutions. For the period endino- Jun 30, 1930, there were 
1235 pri oners at the State Penitentiar ; 1263 at the Men's 
Reformatory; and 102 at the Women' Reformatory. Thi 
made a total of 2600 inmates in 1930 a compared with 2301 
for the period ending July 1, 1928. ccording to the report, 
the e institution we:;.·e caring- for about 4 per cent more 
inmate than the capacity of the in titution allowed.4

;; 

In his farewell addre to the legi lature in January, 
1931, Governor Hammill pointed out that the enforcement 
of the Hawes- ooper ct, Federal legi lation which was to 
go into effect in 1934, would in £feet d troy the contract 
system since it authorizes tates to clo e markets to prison
made good . He concluded that the pri on authorities mu t 
act quickly for the alternatives were either riot or reorgani
zation. Governor Dan W. Turner in hi inaugural addre 
pointed out that the mployment of pri oner was an 
"urgent problem and one of immediate nece ity. " 46 

Due to the fact that the attention of the leg·islature wa 
directed to inve tigations and other problems, the employ-

4s Bil'nnial Report of the Board of Control, 192 - 1930, pp. 6, 7, 16, 17. 

46 Journal of t he Senate, 1931, pp. 45, 95; T he Des Moines Register, J anu· 
ary 14, 16, 1931 ; Laws of Iowa, 1931, Ch. 75. 
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ment of pri oner did not r c iv much att ntion in 1931. 
The tate u law wa am nded to provide for a fine of 
100 for an publi officer who wilfully r fu ed or wilfull 

negl ct d to buy product n <l d by hi office or in titution 
from th Board of outrol. o mention wa mad of th 
ma hinery for carryino- thi puni hment into eff e L 

The Gen ral embly which met in January, 1933, wa 
apparently, inter t d in th mark t for o·ood and in the 
limination of the competition offer cl by pri on-made 

product . Th re wa no provi ion a to what pr duct were 
to b mad b pri on r , nor the y t m to b u ed by th 
Board of ontrol, but a bill wa pa ed which r quired that 
after January 1 , 1 -! all good mad in pri on of thi 

tate or any oth r tat mu t, wh n offered for ale in 
Iowa, b plainly lab 11 d a pri on-mad . The date fixed i 
the date when the o-call d Hawe - ooper ct became ef
fective. Thi act wa adopt d b ongre on January 19, 
1929, and p rmit tate to reaulate the ale of ·ood made 
in penal in titution , irre p ctiv of their inter tat char
acter.47 

P BLI OPI IOr D PRI O LABOR 

Publi opinion i oft n vague and intan ·ibl e p ciall 
toward a o •ial welfar probl m in whi h few people arc 
per onall inter t d. In r gard to th y tern of pri on 
labor to be u ed in Iowa penal in titution , public opinion, 
with th exc ption of org·anized labor, ha been difficult to 
1etermine. om id a of what th p ople thought about it 
-if they thought about it - ma b ol taine l from the 
writing· of public m n, the action of or 0 ·anization , and 
ditorial and article in new pap r . and ma 0 ·azine . 
Prior to 1912, it appear that th p ople of Iowa were 

d :finit ly committ d to th ontract y tern of pri. on labor. 

47 L mcs of I owa, 1933, C'h. 50; l'ni t cd Sta+<s ~tatutes at Large, Vol. X LV, 

p. 10 4. 
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The ommi ioner who was appointed to repre ent Iowa at 
the m ting of the International Pri on ongre at Brus-
ells, Belgium, in 1900, declared that he a in favor of the 

contract y tern. His rea on wer mainl a follow : (1) 
v ry littl inve tment required· (2) mall expen e for 
up rvi ion· ( 3) no ri k of being unable to di po e of the 

product at a fair price; and ( 4) no que tion a to whether 
the tate hould in ade the :field of bu in s.48 

By 1911, however, a feeling that the contract labor y tern 
wa wrong in principle had de elop d. t the meeting of 
the tate onferen of ha.ritie and orrection that year, 
thi idea was di cu d. ne of the principal peaker con
demn d that tern a la-very. He propo ed to ub titute 
the making of twine and farm ma hiner a suitable occu
pation for pri on labor. In addition, he recommended 
that th tate run it own printin()' hop and bindery for 
public document , and in addition, that a pri on farm would 
be advi able. an in ntive to good work, he recom
m nded that pri oner · b paid a maximum wao· of 5 per 
ent of th regular wa()' cale of fr labor depending 

upon the ffi ienc of the pri oner. The minimum he et at 
60 per cent. fter a deduction for the co t of maintenance 
and :five p r cent for a charity fun 1 th remainder of the 
pri oner' arnin°· were to be ent to hi dependents. In 
ca e he had none 40 per cent of thi remainder wa to 0 ·o to 
the count which had the expen e of con ictin°· him, while 
the re t wa to b put in a savin()' account for him. In the 
di cu sion which follow d, it wa ugo· t d that perhap 
the injured party of the prisoner crime hould come in 
for a part of hi wa 0 ·e . till another ug()'e tion wa given 
to the effect that the tat tabli h a clothin()' factory and 
furni h the produ t to d pendent of the pri oner at a 
nominal co t. 

• Bulletin of I owa tate I n,; t itutions, 1900, Vol. II, p. 1. 
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At the meeting of the organization the following year, 
the warden of the Penitentiary at Fort Madison declared 
that a prison should be an industrial center, and that the 
problem of prison labor would adjust itself a does free 
labor on the out ide. He recommended that prisoners be 
employed at the ta k of supplying articles and good for 
u e at tate institutions. The Committee on Correction at 
thi time recommended that the contract labor system be 
prohibited. It wa during the ar 1912 that the Cos on 
Report was made. 49 

In 1912 the chairman of the Board of Control, G. S. 
Robinson, wrote a monograph concerning the employment 
of prisoners. His conclusion were as follows: (1) that 
pri oners hould not be employed in places frequented by 
the public if an armed guard is necessary; (2) the contract 
ystem should be abolished and the State use system ubsti

tuted; (3) the most desirable form of utdoor work for 
prisoners is farming, gardening, stock raising, and dairy
ing; ( 4) goods made for State use in excess of the wants of 

tate institutions should be sold on State account with as 
little competition as possible; and (5) all well-behaved pris
oners should receive a substantial share of the value of the 
0 ·oods that they produce as wages, to be determined accord
ing to the conduct, application, and skill, and the work that 
the prisoners do.150 

Stories written by convicts in Iowa have not been very 
numerous. The only one in published form was written in 
1885 by a convict who was confined at Fort Madison for 
two years. The only system that he saw in operation was 
the contract labor system. The title of his book, Two Y ears 
in the Slave-Pen of Iowa, is descriptive of his attitude. 

49 Proceedings of t he State Conference of harities and Correction, 1911, 
Vol. XIII, pp. 73- 7 , 1, 82, 5, 1912, Vol. XIV, pp. lll, ll2. 

so Robinson 's Employment of Prisoners (1912 ) , p. 20. 
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11 through this convict' narrative he maintain that 
contract labor i nothing mor than lavery. In fact, he 
declar that it i wor e than slavery, becau e laves u ually 
could live with their familie while the convict can not. 
The prisoners were compelled to work so hard and uch 
long hour that they often became run down in health. 
The foreman, anxious to make a good record and thus im
pre the contractor , would ee to it that the pri oner 
were puni hed for e ry o:ffen e, and many a onvict spent 
hi time chained to the cell door while other were confined 
to the dark hole to be fed on bread and water. few year 
before thi time, the "flying trapez " had been used as a 
punishment. 

t thi time, the contract indu trie at Fort Madison 
were the manufacturers of chair , boot and shoes, and 
tool . The injuries of a phy ical nature that re ulted from 
work on the e contract i vividly de cribed by the pri -
oner. Many pri oner were maimed for life while others 
had part of their hrng de troyed by the du t from the 
emery wheel. fany fainted becau e of the inten e heat in 
the shops. The death rate of the Penit ntiar was kept low 
because tho e pri oner who were about to die were par
doned and ent home to die. Many became insane and were 
confined in the wards for the in ane. 

s to the actual competition between contract and free 
labor the author reduces thi to a di cu ion of the actual 
cost of producing each article. He calculated that the 
contractors were able to manufactur chairs with wooden 
bottoms at a little over 13 1/ 3 cent apiece, while chair 
with cane bottom were made at a co t of around 15 1/ 3 
cents each. The tool contract was more difficult to e timate 
but he calculated that the contractors were able to make 
fork for about one cent each, ox yoke at 15 cents and 
cradles at 10 cents. He estimated that hoe were pro-
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due d at a o t of 35 c nt p r pair. With uch co t man
ufacturers on the outside could not compete. 51 

Perhaps the mo t potent influence in determining the 
cour e of pri on labor legislation in Iowa has been the atti
tude of organized labor. part of its machinery, spe i:fic
ally provided for in the con titution of the Iowa tate Fed
eration of Labor i the legi lative committee and the com
mittee on propo ed legislation. The e committee have 
drafted many bill and maintained an exten ive lobby in 
the General sembly, and many of the bills have been con
cerned with the problem of prison labor. 

The Iowa tate Federation of Labor, in general, has been 
more concerned with the economic phase of pri on labor 
than with it humanitarian aspects. The organization rec
ognize that prisoners must be employed, but it ha insisted 
that uch employment hall not be directlv competitive with 
free labor,52 a difficult problem, since any labor of convict 
competes in some way with free labor. 

early a 1898 the Iowa tate Federation of Labor 
went on record as being opposed to the contract labor sys
tem becau e under that ystem good were being placed on 
the market at ruinou price and the organization has con
stantly oppo ed the use of convicts in industry except for 
State use. 

In 1909 the pre ident a erted that it was inconsistent for 
the Board of Control to continue a non-reformative y tern 
of prison labor at namosa which had been recently 
changed from a penitentiary to a reformatory. long a 
contract labor existed at namosa, he said, it would be use
le s to attack the stronghold at Fort '.!adi on. T e conven
tion again went on record as oppo ed to contract labor, and 

:;1 mith ' s Two Y ears in the Slare-Pen of Iowa, pp. 99- 123, 1 - 199. 

:; 2 tuckey 's The I owa tate Federation of L abor, p. 93. 
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in addition pa ed a re olu.tion favoring the pas age of the 
Ream Bill which provided for the payment of jail prison
ers at work in the counties. The next year the Federation 
prepared to influence the appointment of three members of 
the Board of ontrol who would not let ":financial re ult 
blind them to the real i sue.'' In 1912 and 1913 the con
v ntion di cu ed the o on Report, and went on record a 
approving it. 5 3 

In 1913, the committee on label reported on the uro-ent 
nece ity of continuing agitation in favor of union labels 
which would eventually wipe out goods made in penal insti
tutions. re olution wa pa ed urging the officials of 
Iowa to inve tigate the warden at Fort Madison because he 
had be n ncouraging the employment of convict in the 
city of Fort Iadi on. In 1914 the Federation wa backing 
the Board of ontrol in their effort to rid the tate of the 
ontra t labor y tern. The pre ident urged the member 

of the Federation to aid the Board in finding employment 
for the pri oner then under contract. It wa also during 
thi time that the Iowa tate Federation of Labor found 
out that a large whole ale hardware company wa buyino
the product made at Fort Iadi on, and in cooperation 
with the merican Federation of Labor, they gave the com
pany o much unfavorable publicity that the company wa 
fore d to di continu it purcha e inc publi opinion 
again t pri on mad 0 ·ood wa trono· enou h to aff t the 
market for th ir m rchandi . 64 

In 1915 the contract system of pri on labor wa prohib
ited by legi lation although the final contract did not expire 
until 1918. In 1924, however, organized labor again took 

ss P roceedings of the Iowa State Federati<m of Labor, 1 9 , p. 10, 1 99, 
pp. 35, 36; Official Labor Gazett e and DirectonJ, 1909, pp. 109, 137, 161, 
1910, p. 77, 1912, pp. 177- 179, 1913, pp. 99-101. 

s4 Official Labor Gazette and Directory, 1913, pp. 121, 125, 153, 1914, pp. 
1- 3. 
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tim again t th -pri contract , 
f rm f pri n lab r wa n thing mor 

r nbt rfuo- .1rn 

'· Procerdillg.~ of tli, In1ea lute Ft'clt-ralio11 of Labol', 1926, pp 39, !9. 


