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aw and order was a tough

jobin territorial Idaho. In

the 1860°s, Idaho had a
very small law enforcement
community. Catching criminals
and finding a nearby courthouse
to put them on trial could be a
difficult task for the few lawmen
in the area. Worse yet, when a
criminal was actually convicted.
there wasn’t much space avail-
able to imprison him. For the
first decade or so, Idaho had two
temporary prisons. One was
located in Lewiston and the other
in Idaho City. Both buildings
were simply constructed, basi-
cally logs covered in heavy
planks. The Idaho City prison
had only twelve cramped cells,

The Old Pen

but sometimes more than twelve
prisoners. In these crowded and
dangerous conditions, the one guard
on duty had a hard time keeping
everything safe and secure.

In 1864, the territorial capital

was moved from Lewiston to Boise,

and lawmakers started to look for a
location for a permanent peniten-
tiary. The government eventually
choose available land one mile east
of the city. The site was picked
because of the nearby sandstone
quarry, which provided material for
buildings and work for the prison-
ers. In April 1870, construction
began on the territorial prison.
Using dynamite to remove sand-
stone from the quarry, prisoners

Continued on next page

From the
Prospector

t’s springtime and that means

my mule is getting into

trouble. I don’t know what it
is about this season, but the
critter always seems to get ornery
this time of year. Listen to what
he’s been up to so far this week.
On Monday he walked with
muddy hooves across the carpet.
On Tuesday he left hay and oats
all over the couch. On Wednes-
day he stayed out an hour past
curfew. And on Thursday he
smashed my favorite gold pan
(and didn’t even say sorry).
Unfortunately, [ think it’s time for
some punishment. If'the critter
won’tmind his manners ['m
going to take away his television
for a week. Atleast one good
thing is coming from all this mess.
All this talk about rules and
punishment gave me the idea for
this month’sissue. Enjoy the
story of the Old Idaho Peniten-

tiary!
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The Old Pen Continued

hauled the blocks down from the
Boise foothills on horse-drawn
wagons. Work was completed in
January of 1871, with 42 cells for
prisoners. The first 11 prisoners
were locked up at the new territorial
prison in May of 1872. This early
prison was only surrounded by a
wooden fence.

Another cell house was added in
1889. After Idaho became a state
in 1890, prisoners used sandstone
blocks to build a 17 foot-high wall
surrounding the prison. By 1926,
two more cell houses, a dining hall,
and a solitary confinement building
(used to punish prisoners who broke
prison rules) had been built.
A large cell house, with
enough room for 360
prisoners, and a maximum-
security cell house, built to
house the most violent
criminals at the prison, was
builtin the 1950’s.

At night, prisoners slept
on mattresses stuffed with
straw. During the day, they
spent their time working.
They grew food, raised
animals. and made shirts
and shoes. Living condi-
tions in the prison were difticult. In
the winter, the cells often were
freezing cold. Inthe summer, the
buildings could be uncomfortably
hot. Sometimes prisoners got fed
up with the harsh conditions and
rebelled. Five times in the
penitentiary’s history. prisoners
staged riots, where they became
violent and took control of the
prison.

There were over 500 escapes
and escape attempts during the time
the Old Pen was in use. Approxi-
mately 90 prisoners were never
caught. The most common way to

escape was to walk away from
prison farms, road camps. construc-
tion sites, and other work outside
the walls. Only 50 men and seven
women ever escaped from inside the
prison. Prisoners tried to dig
tunnels, make false keys. and cut
through the bars of their cells to get
out. One prisoner named Danny
Williams rode out of the prison gate
in a barrel of garbage on a truck
going to the prison hog farm. A
massive hunt succeeded in finding
him the next day.

Although men made up the
bulk of the prison population, the
penitentiary held women prisoners

t0o. Beyond the main prison walls,
was a smaller walled compound
known as the Women’s Ward. The
women prisoners could be just as
dangerous as the men. Take Lyda
Southard. for example. Lyda en-
tered the Old Penin 1921, just after
her 29" birthday. Before she was
jailed, she was married five times
and her first four husbands all died
shortly after marrying Lyda. An
investigation of the death of her
fourth husband uncovered evidence
of homicide. Lyda apparently boiled
flypaper containing poison and
added the poison to the food she

served her husbands. Later, she
would collect the money from their
insurance policies. Lyda’s fifth
husband wisely divorced her after
she entered prison. In 1931, Lyda
escaped over the wall of the
Women'’s Ward. Once free, Lyda
married a sixth time, but was even-
tually captured and returned to the
prisonin 1932. She was released
from prisonin 1941.

One of the most beloved
inhabitant of the Old Pen was a cat
named Dennis. He was all black
except for a white patch on his
chest. Dennis was born on May 30,
1951 at the prison chicken farm.
Prisoners cared for and fed
the lucky cat. He liveda
good life and died peacefully
in 1968. The old cat was laid
torest in a grave behind the
shirt factory building. A
concrete tombstone was
poured atop the grave and a
stainless steel plaque. en-
graved in the machine shop.
was added marking the
grave. Ifyou visit the Old
Pen today. you can still see
his grave.

By 1970, the peniten-
tiary had seen better days. Old
buildings were falling apart, and
prisoner conditions were again
cramped and dangerous. In 1973,
after more than 100 years. the
prison was closed and prisoners
were moved to a new prison south
of Boise. Instead of tearing down
the historic buildings, Idaho decided
to save the Old Penitentiary. Today,
the former prison is owned by the
Idaho Historical Society. If you're
in the Boise area you can visit the
site and take a tour take tour of'its
spooky and historic buildings.

By Julie Hutchinson
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Directions:

Look up, down, forward, backward, and diagonally to find the
hidden Old Penitentiary words.

ARMORY
CELL

CONTRABAND

CRIME
ESCAPE

EXECUTION

GUARD

HANDCUFFS

INMATE

MAXIMUM SECURITY
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MUG SHOTS
PARDON
PAROLE
PENITENTIARY
QUARRY

RIOT

SOLITARY
TRUSTY
WARDEN
WOMEN’'S WARD
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ell, we've told you all we

know about the Old

Idaho Penitentiary and
now it’s your turn. This month you
can pick from one of the activities
below or make up your own Old
Pen project and send it to our
Prospector Headquarters. We’ll
take some of your best

the poster. Don’t forget to post a
reward for anyone who captures the
villain.

Penitentiary Blues: Being locked
upinacell can be sad and lonely.
One of the ways the prisoners used
to pass the time at the Old Idaho

Escape Plan: In the 100 year
history of the Old pen there were
close to 500 escape attempts. If
you want to escape from prison.
you’ve got to have a good plan.
Pretend your school has been turned
into a maximum security prison and
your classroom is your cell. All the
windows have bars and all

work and print it in next
month’s magazine.
Remember to include
your name, the town
and school where you
are from., and the name
of you Prospector
Club. We can’t wait to
see what you come up
with!

IDENTIFICATION WANTED

the doors are locked up
tight. Come up with aclever
escape plan to outwit the
teacher guards and the
principal warden. Give the
rest of the Prospectors a
brief description of your
escape. If you want, draw
us a map, so we can see
how you snuck out.

Wanted!: One of the

ways lawmen could track down a
criminal was with a wanted poster.
The police would copy a picture of
the lawbreaker and put it on a
poster to put around the community.
Pretend you are a member of the
fairy tale police force. Create a
wanted poster of your favorite fairy
tale villain (the big bad wolf, the
wicked witch, etc.). Draw a picture
of the criminal on top and a descrip-
tion of the crime on the bottom of

Penitentiary is to sing the blues. The
blues is an American form of music
where people sing about their
troubles. Sometimes singing about
how bad things can get, can actually
make you feel good. What gives
you the blues? Write a short blues
song about the sad things in your
life. Will you write the homework
blues, the I dont want to clean my
bedroom blues. or perhaps the ever
popular / hate broccoli blues?

Send in your work by April 24th to:
Prospector Club/Lucky Noah
Idaho State Historical Museum
610 North Julia Davis Drive

Boise, ID 83702

Oremail it to us at
Kurt.zwolfer(@jishs.state.id.us
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owadays, if you want to

see a wild bison yvou’ll

have to drive across
eastern Idaho and into
Yellowstone National Park in
Wyoming. Except for a few
parks and ranches across the
country, the mighty bison has
disappeared from North
America. Not too long ago
though, the great beasts ranged
across the continent from the
forests of the East to the great
mountains of Idaho. Herds in the
center of North American, an
area we call the Great Plains,
numbered in the millions. There
were so many bison that when
they ran across the open plains
the ground shook like an earth-
quake eamning them the nick-
name “thunder of the plains.”

Many scientists think that the

The American Bison

North American bison is related to a
bison species from Europe and

Asia. It’s possible that thousands of

years ago, when the Earth was
trapped in an [ce Age and the
oceans were lower, that the bison’s
ancestors walked across a
temporary piece of land between
what is now Russia and Alaska.
Once the bison crossed over to this
new continent, they spread out
across the land and multiplied into
great herds.

Like many Ice Age creatures
these early bison were huge. They
could weigh up to 5,000 pounds
(over two tons) and had horns that
sometimes stretched over 6 feet
long. As conditions changed in
North America the bison changed
too. Over thousands of years, the
great beast evolved and became

Continued on next page

From the
Prospector

elcome to the fourth

grade and the Pros-

pector Club Junior
Historian Program. My name is
Lucky Noah and I'm in charge of
writing your newsletters.
Although most of the time ['m out
in the mountains looking for gold,
my mule and I have an office in
the basement of the State Histori-
cal Museum, which is located in
Boise, our state’s capital city.

This is the first newsletter

you will receive as a Prospector.
Each issue will have exciting
stories on a different Idaho
history topic and fun activities for
you and your class to do.

For this month’s theme.
we’ve decided to tell you the
story of an animal that was very
important to the American West.

[ hope you enjoy the tale of the
North American bison.




The American Bison Continued

smaller. Just because it’s tinier than
its prehistoric cousins though,
doesn’t mean it’s a weakling. The
bison we see today have an average
weight of about 2000 pounds and
an average height of 6 feet. The
modern bison can run at a speed of
35 miles per hour and the bulls can
put up a fierce fight when they think
they are in danger.

Native American hunters had
to be clever to bring down these
great beasts. Early on, the native
people of our continent didn’t have
guns and horses to help them. They
had to rely on their brainpower to
hunt the butffalo.

Native American hunters
observed that wolf packs often lived
close to the great bison herds.
Although the wolves would kill the
weaker members of the herd, most
of'the great animals were so used to
the wolves that they ignored their
presence. Native Americans used
this to their advantage. Hunters
would kill a pack a wolves and
careful remove their pelts. Then the
hunters would wrap the fur around
their head and necks. By crawling
on all fours like a dog, the Native

Americans could trick the bison into
thinking they were wolves. They
would creep close to the unsuspect-
ing herds and strike quickly with
spears and arrows before the herds
stampeded away.

Another clever hunting tech-
nique was to trick a herd into
running offa cliff. Native Americans
would look for a herd grazing near a
small cliff. By carefully working as a
team. the hunters would herd the
animals closer and closer to the
dangerous drop- oft. When they
were close, they would scare the
animals into running and the great
beasts would charge off the cliff and
smash to the ground below. Clifts
where Native hunters used this
technique are called Buffalo Jumps.
You can visit one today near Challis,
Idaho.

When European explorers
brought horses to North America,
hunting styles changed. Now the
Native Americans could ride at great
speeds and chase the thundering
herds. With the help of horses,
tribes from all over the continent
would travel to the Great Plains to
hunt. The Nez Perce and the

Shoshoni for example, were known
to ride great distances to hunt the
herds that grazed on the grassy
plains.

Bison were a great help to the
Native Americans. The meat of one
animal was enough to feed a large
group of people. The animal’s skin
and fur could be turned into blan-
kets. clothing, bags, and shelter.
The muscles and bones could be
turned into tools. Even the bison’s
horns could be made into cups and
spoons.

Eventially the era of the North
American bison came to a tragic
end. As pioneers and other settlers
began to move west, bison hunting
increased. Native and European
hunters had reduced the herds from
millions to near thousands. Today
vou have to make a special effort to
see bison in the wild. The tale of
these great hunts and the eventual
rescue of these grand animals from
extinction is dramatic and exciting.
Unfortunately, it’s too long for this
issue. We’ll have to save that story
for another day.

by Glenn Newkirk

Native hunters diguised as wolves
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Meriwether Lewis and the Buffalo

ome of our earliest written

accounts of American Bison

in the West come from the
Lewis and Clark expedition. As
they crossed the Great Plains on the
way to the Pacific Ocean, the
expedition frequently saw herds of
bison. Sometimes
the encounters

and coming along side of the
white pirogue, climbed over it 1o
land, he then alarmed ran up the
bank in full speed directly towards
the fires, and was within 18 inches
of the heads of some of the men
who lay sleeping before the

sentinel could alarm him or make
him change his course, still more
alarmed, he now took his direc-
tion immediately towards our
lodge, passing between 4 fires and
within a few inches of the heads
of one range of the men as they
lay sleeping-when
he came near my

were dangerous.
Take this story for
example, where
Meriwether Lewis
wrote about the
time an angry bull
charged in to the
explorers’ camp
in the middle of
the night.

Last night we
were alarmed by
a large buffalo
bull which swam
over from the
opposite shore

tent, my dog
saved us by
causing him to
change his course
a second time,
which he did by
turning a little 1o
the right, and was
quickly out of
sight, leaving us
by this time all in
an uproar with
our guns in our

hands.

Meriwether Lewis
May 29, 1805




Buffalo or Bison?

fyou’ve seen a Western cow

boy movie or read about the

history of Native Americans
then you probably know what a
buffalo is. But what about a Bison?
According to scientists the American
Buftalos roaming through

African Water Buffalo

Yellowstone National Park, are not
true buffalos. Areal buffalo comes
from Asia or Africa, like the Cape
Buftalo or the familiar Water Buf-
falo. Those animals we might see on
our way across Eastern Idaho are
actually closely related to the

European Bison and the Canadian
Woods Bison. So. technically they
are not buffalo atall. Luckily, in our
part of the world you can use either
term, bison or buffalo, and most
people will know what you are
talking about.

American Bison
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Can you find eight differences between
the two pictures below?
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ell, we've told you all we

know about the Ameri-

can bison, now it’s your
turn. This month you can pick from
one of the activities listed below or
make up your own bison project
and send it to our Prospector
Headquarters. We’ll take

with a new idea of your own? Draw
us a picture of your invention and
write up a short explanation of how
it works. We can’t wait to see what
you come up with!

Ice Age Giants: Many thousands

some of your best work
and print it in our next
magazine. Remember to
include your name, the
town and school where
you are from, and the
name of your Prospector
Club. We can’t wait to

see what you come up
with!

Bison Trap: A bison’s not
like amouse. Youcan't
set up alittle trap with
some cheese and assume the animal
will take the bait. If you were going
to trap a bison you’d have to come
up with a very clever trap. Pretend
you are an inventor hired by The
Buffalo Bill Wild West Show. Bill
wants you to create a trap to
capture a live bison that he will use
in his show. How will you do it?
Will you use something you learned
from the Native Americans like a
bison jump? Or will you come up

of years ago, the Earth was trapped
inanice age. During that time,
many animals, like the Bison in
North America were much bigger
than the creatures we see today. As
strange as it may seem, huge
elephant like creatures called
mammoths and mastodons once
inhabited our continent as well as
saber toothed tigers and giant sloths.
Do a little research on some of these
mega beasts of the past. Pick out

one of your favorites and write a
few paragraphs sharing what you
learned with the rest of the Prospec-
tors.

Bison Art: Especially on the Great
Plains, the bison were very impor-
tant to the Native
Americans’ lives. To
honor the great animals
many tribes created art
devoted to the buffalo.
The Native people of
North America created
songs, dances, jewelry.
masks, and other
beautiful pieces of art
inspired by bison.
What do the bison
inspire in you? Create
a piece of art based on
the North American
bison. Send us your song, drawing,
poetry, or other creation and we'll
feature it in our next issue.

Send in your work by December
10" to:

Prospector Club/Lucky Noah
Idaho State Historical Museum
610 North Julia Davis Drive
Boise, 1D 83702

Oremail itto us at
kurtzwolfer@ishs.idaho.gov
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