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,-THE HISTORY OF THE KINGSTON PENITENTIARY

by
E. L. Qabcock,
Assistant Warden,
Organization and Administration.
Kingston Penitentiary
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William Coverdale and the first surgeon was Dr. James Sampson, who in 1854,
became the first Dean of Medicine at Queen's University. Even in those early
days, the people of Kingston Town did not want the name of their Town associated with a penitentiary and so it was called Portsmouth Penitentiary, a
netme by which it is often referred to today. Some quotes from the Whig of
"12,500 pounds have been expended
1834 depicts the feeling at that time in erecting a huge, unsightly and unfinished wing of an immense building ...
all money gone." "There is a Governor with 200 pounds salary, a Superintendent (a Yankee of course) with 350 pounds and his deputy with 250 pounds,
Why keep that
doing nothing but sucking their thumbs and drawing wages.
lubberly Yankee ... the committee couldn't find an Englishman, Scots, Irish
or Canadian good enough to build a jail. They chose this land lubber for
three years certain." The first cell block, south wing, contained about
one hundred and fifty (150) cells, each of which measured 8'4" in length,
Each cell had a grated window, 36"
7'61' in height and only 30" in width.
The cell contained a bucket and a bed,
by 26" and grated door 6' by 20".
hinged to one side which when occupied, covered all the floor space except
a foot or two near the door. These small cells continued until 1891 at which
time, after much urging by the inspectors and Wardens for their enlargement,
A twenty-five foot
wrecking of the interior of the south wing was begun.
high limestone wall surrounded the penitentiary. It was started in 1835 and
completed by 1845, as were the North Gate and roofing-of the east wings comThe outer walls were two courses of eight inch stone,
pleted by 1845.
rubble filled and were not tied. The Gatehouse or North Gate, had walls
three feet thick.
The history of the Penitentiary has been a long and stormy one. The
first issue after having only been operating for a few years,was a great
agitation to have the Penitentiary moved to Marmora in Hastings County.
This move however was defeated and the principal objection to transferring
the penitentiary from Kingston to Marmora would seem to be the employment
of convict labour so as not to interfere with the pursuits of honest mechanics
Discord and turbulence marked the administration of the
of the province.
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Kingston Penitentiary, as it is known today, was conceived one hundred
and thirty-three years (133) ago, when in 1832, a commission was appointed
to erect a penitentiary in the Kingston area. The Commissioners were Hon.
John Macauley, Hugh C. Thompson and highly controversial Henry Smith Sr.,
who was to become the first Warden. On May 30, 1833, one hundred acres of land,
just west of Kingston, described as lot No.20, in the first concession in
the Township of Kingston, was purchased as a site for the construction of
Supplies were unloaded in the waters of Hatter's
a Provincial Penitentiary.
Bay, now Portsmouth Bay. The first wooden structure was quickly followed
by other buildings, all clustered together near the lakeshore and were
enclosed in a palisade wall. The Penitentiary was built upon the plan and
lines of the Auburn New York Prison and the Deputy Keeper of Auburn, William
Powers,was hired at 350 pounds per year as building superintendent. The
They were to enclose nine acres
estimated cost was 56,850 pounds sterling.
The architect was
of land with walls, for an estimated sum of 7,500 pounds.
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Penitentiary in its early years. Warden Smith seemed to quarrel with
most of his associates. The Deputy, William Powers, was soon dismissed.
The Warden, through his parliamentary son, afterwards Sir Henry Smith,
had his own salary increased and those of the Surgeon, Chaplain and
Architect who had criticized him severely, correspondingly reduced.
Although the Penitentiary did not open until June 1, 1835, five convicts
from Toronto arrived on the 27th May. These had to be confined in the
County Jail at Kingston until the Big House was open for business.
The six inmates, admitted on the first day of June 1835 were:
No.1 Matthew Tabander
2 John Hamilton
3 Edward Middlehurst
4 John O'Rourke
5 John Dyad
6 Joseph Bonsette
The first female prisoners were admitted to the Penitentiary on
September 4, 1835, and they were:
N0.33 Susan Turner
34 Hannah Downes
35 Hannah Dargden
The first discharge was on March 16, 1836, when No.17 William Moore
received the first Pardon in the history of the Penitentiary. Records
show that on August 26, 1837, there were one hundred and sixty-two (162)
inmates confined in the Penitentiary. On December 31, 1867 the records
show that the inmate population numbered 'eight hundred and twenty-four
(824) males and sixty-three (63) females. This included those in the
Criminal Lunatic Asylum located south of the West Gate and the Fenian
prisoners captured at Ridgeway in 1866, and with the opening of St. Vincent
de Paul Penitentiary in May 1873, prisoners who could not be handled in
that institution were transferred to Kingston. Population in 1880 was:
737; 1890 - 586; 1900 - 547; 1910 - 558; 1920 - 615; 1930 - 811; 1940
females in Prison for Women) 1960 - 989 (124 females);
-765;19082(
today - 847.
In 1953 it was stated that Canada had developed through four main
stages in penal thought but it is quite evident that this is not true today
and should be further extended to include two more stages.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Pre-Confederation
1867 - 1938
1938 - 1946
1946 - 1953

5.
6.

1953 - 1961 and
1961 to our modern day program of reformation.

. In the beginning, rules and regulations in the institution were pretty
strenuous for both staff and inmates alike. First rules and regulations
were published on October 22, 1837 by the inspectors of the Penitentiary.
The Warden was to attend constantly at the prison, the guards were to be on
duty at five in the morning till half past six in the evening, seven days
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a week from April lst to the 30th September. During the remainder of the
year, the hours for keeping the prison open was to embrace all daylight.
The standard wages for the guards was ^fU, 10s a year. Many of the
Keepers were illiterate as can be seen from the number of signed receipts
Their duties were onerous as they had to
and dispositions by their mark.
preserve unbroken silence amongst the inmates who under the rules, must
not exchange a word with one another under any pretense whatever. The convicts must also not exchange looks, wink, laugh, nod or gestulate to each
other. When the bell rang for them to go to the Mess Hall, they were to
come out of their cells in regular. order and march with their faces inclined
At Chapel, the convicts were to be so seated as to conin one direction.
front the Minister without looking into each others faces. The convicts
were to yield perfect obedience and submission to their Keepers and were
at all times, to labour diligently. Over them always hung the final threat.
For wilful violation of any of these duties, corporal punishment will be
instantly inflicted. These 1836 extracts will serve to indicate how
depressing and soul destroying the atmosphere must have been.
This custodial circus was always open for the citizens of Kingston
Charge for male adults was Is 3d each and females and children
to visit.
The
smallest section of all of the 1836 rules and regulations
71:2d. each.
"A dishad to do with the discharging of the convict. It was as follows:
charged convict shall be cl4d in a decent suit of clothing, selected from
Lheclothing taken from new convicts. He shall then be supplied with money
according to the distance of the district from where he was tried and
sentenced but not exceeding the sum specified by the law (fl). As the
time when the convict is about to be discharged is favourable for eliciting
truth with a view to obtain facts which may be useful the Chaplain will
endeavour to obtain from him, a short history of his life, his parentage,
education, temptation and the various steps by which he was led into a course
of vice and crime and commit same to writing for the information of the
After which, the convict shall be discharged with a suitable
inspectors.
admonition and advice."
Warden Henry Smith was suspended 20 November 1848 via an Enquiry Commission. There were eighty-four (84) double pages of the report contained
material and disclosures so incredible and bizarre that the so-called "Good
The
Old Days" quickly lose their reputation for saintliness and humanity.
report was crammed with charges of graft, corruption,.cruelty and sinister
politics. The Commissioners were very severe in their condemnation of the
treatment accorded child convicts and they pointed out the case of convict
Peter Charboneau who was committed on 4 May 1845 for seven years when he
was ten (10) years of age. They said that the table shows Charboneau's
offences were of the most trifling in description such as were to be
expected in a child of ten or eleven (like staring, winking and laughing)
and that for these, he was stripped of his shirt and publicly lashed fifty
seven times in eight and one half months. It also recorded the case of
convict Antoine Beauche, committed on 7 November 1845 for three years,
aged eight. The table, they said, showed that this eight year old child
received the lash within a week of his arrival and that he had no fewer
than forty seven corporal punishments in nine months and all for offences
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Another example was Alex LaFleur, age
of the most childish character.
eleven years, who, on Christmas'Eve 1844, given twelve strokes of rawhide
for talking French. The Commissioners also delved in the practice of
flogging women in the Penitentiary of a century ago. One, perhaps,
shouldn't refer to Sarah O'Connor as a women since she was only fourteen
years of age when flogged five times in three months and the same applied
to Elizabeth Breen who was only twelve.years of age when on six occasions,
she was lashed. Today we can well agree with the Commissioners when they
said "we are of the opinion that the practice of flogging women is utterly
indefensible".
The report went on revealing barbarity after barbarity and also corruption and inefficiency on a vast scale. Yet most of this was unknown to the
citizens of Kingston who had no concern what went on behind the grim walls
of the institution in Portsmouth. Perhaps their suspicions, if any, had
been lulled by the eminent Charles Dickens who said in his American notes
after a visit to Kingston in the 1840's "here at Kingston is a Penitentiary
intelligently and humanely run". The Commissioners also reported that
these unspeakable happenings were not approved by all penitentiary officers;
some indeed spoke out againstthem and were afterwards fired on trumped up
charges. others had their salaries reduced by a parliamentary bill introduced by the Warden's son, who very conveniently was also a member of the
legislature for Kingston.
The same Warden had another son who was on the prison staff and there
was evidence of this favourite young man used to amuse himself by hurling
water at the prisoners and by using them for targets in his bow and arrow
practices. By 1849, the Commissioners had done a thorough job of removing
many of the sadistic, grafting, illiterate prison officials or having them
resign under fire. The harm these monsters did when in office could never,
of course, be undone,e.g., the seven hundred and twenty lashes given James
All honour to Dr. James
Brown, an insane prisoner, during his confinement.
Sampson who, despite much abuse and name calling, brought on this belated
investigation.
On 20 November 1848 a new Warden was appointed, Donald Aeneas MacDonnell and the new Board of Inspectors was appointed in 1850. The date
of the firs.t Penitentiary report after the Brown Commission was 1850.
Great pride was taken in the reduction of punishment;.in one year six
thousand to three thousand, eight hundred and twenty-five. Floggings
with the cat and confinements in the sweat box-and chains had greatly been
reduced. At this time, there were four hundred and ten, twenty-four of
In this era, employment for the convicts was apparently
them being female.
Convict labour was let out by contract to outside parties.
a big problem.
Warden MacDonnell was only appointed temporarily and his services were terminated in May of 1859.
The third Warden appointed on 5 May 1859 was James Moir Ferres. He
.
was formerly Chairman of Inspectors for Provincial Penitentiaries, Jails
Chairman of the first Board of Directors of Federal
and Asylums.
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Penitentiaries in 1867-69. He died while he was Warden, 21 April 1870.
Deputy John Flannigan acted during and after Warden Ferres' illness.
On I January 1871, John Creighton was appointed as Warden. He died
Deputy Warden William Sullivan acted during Warden
on 31 January 1885.
Creighton's illness, 1884-85. There are several paragraphs written in
the history books about Warden Creighton, who is termed as one of the best
and one of the most humane Wardens for the penitentiary, who held the
difficult post from 1870-1885. His great granddaughter, Mrs. Frances Chambers
of Kingston, allowed a batch of letters received by him from ex-convicts
to be published. During his regime, following the Fenian Raids, he had, as
his inmate guests, numerous Americans of Irish extraction. These gentry,
many of them took pen in hand on return to their homes in the United States
and in various ways, paid tribute to their late Custodian. One,in 1872,
was graduated as a medical doctor from the Bellevue Hospital, New York.
He wrote that he is sorry that M:L. Creighton could not attend his graduation but expects him to be an honoured guest at his wedding. He went on
"I am bound you shall come to my wedding even if I have to fix the time
therefore, with special reference to your convenience." The guests at the
St. Patrick's Day Dinner in Louisville, Kentucky in 1872 must have been
very disappointed in one of their free ticket guests, he had been expected
to tell all in relation to his horrible experiences in a foreign penitentiary. However, he writes, "I am not going to disappoint them very much.
If I do say anything about prison treatment, especially since that noble
Warden Creighton took his place there, I could not say anything but what
was gentlemanly toward him, for I love and esteem him the same as if he
were my own father or brother." Sometimes, also, Warden Creighton would
receive letters from grateful relatives.
Manchester, England:"If I ever go near to Kingston, I shall want to
go to see you and to thank you in person for your kindness to my brother
and your concern for me. May God forever bless you and yours in the
sincere prayer of a convict's sister." Warden Creighton n ot only had the
respect and affection of the inmates but of his staff also , and this note
came up from the Keeper's Hall on 9 February 1885. "We, the officers of
the Penitentiary, cannot allow the death of our beloved Warden John
Creighton to pass without giving expression to the deep grief we feel at
his loss. To us, he was ever kind and considerate. Ever mindful of our
smallest wants. To our shortcomings, he was forebearing and if at times,
he was to reprove somewhat sharply, it was intended for our good and by
him soon forgotten for he remembered that we were but men.
By his death,
The country has lost a faithful and
society has lost a valuable member.
trusted servant.
His bereaved family have our sincere sympathy for it is
there, his absence will be most felt. It was in the family circle, the
grand qualities of the man had their fullest development. But he is gone,
fallen a martyr to the great Interest committed to his charge. And those
who knew him best,- loved him most."
Other Wardens have left their mark in the community and in the institution as the next Warden Mitchell Lavalle, M.D., appointed 5th February
1885 to May 1896. He was formerly-a surgeon at the Penitentiary from
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October 1872. Queen graduates will recollect that it was a sone of Warden
Lavalle who was responsible for the now famous "Gaelic yell of Queens".
The sixth Warden was James H. Metcalfe, appointed 22 May 1896 to May
Inspector George L. Foster, accountant of Penitentiaries Headquarters
1899.
and former accountant of St. John's Penitentiary from 1874 to 1880 acted for
some months during Warden Metcalfe's illness, in 1898 and 1899.
The next Warden to be appointed was James M. Platt, effective.17 May
Inspector Douglas Stewart acted some months during 1912
1899 to March 1913.
Warden
Platt
was well known and quite active in the community and
and 1913.
in the institution.
The eighth Warden to be appointed was A. G. Irving, effective March
1913 to August 1914. He was formerly Warden of Manitoba Penitentiary from
October 1892.
The next Warden to be appointed on 1 August 1914 was Robert R. Creighton.
He entered the Service as a clerk at Kingston Penitentiary, February 1882,
was accountant at Kingston Penitentiary December of 1892, accountant of Penitentiaries Headquarters 190a-1914 and after his term of Warden at Kingston
Penitentiary, he was transferred to Ottawa Headquarters in July 1919.
The tenth Warden was Capt. J.C. Ponsford and he perhaps is the first
Warden that any member of our present Penitentiary Service can remember.
He was appointed Warden at Kingston Penitentiary on 27 April 1920. He was
formerly Warden at Manitoba Penitentiary from 4 March 1913; Alberta Penitentiary from I April 1914 to April 1920.' He was on Retiring Leave from 19
January 1932 until 22 October 1932 during which period the first major
Inspector
riots occurred at Kingston Penitentiary on 17-20 October 1932.
January
31
and
retired
1859
H. Gilbert V. Smith who entered the Service in
1933, acted while Warden Bonsford was on Retiring Leave.
On the 24 October 1932., 40 year old William B. Megloughlin was appointed
Warden. Nothing app ears in the records as to biography of this man, however,
it has been literally stated that his term of office was short and stormy
and he was relieved of his command 14 June 1934.
Megloughlin was followed by Warden Richard McKie Allan who for the
next twenty (20) years plus, administered and operated Kingston Penitentiary without serious incident. His term of office is today, the longest
He entered the Service as a
term of any Warden at Kingston Penitentiary.
Carpenter Instructor at Saskatchewan Penitentiary I June 1913; was C.T.I.
at Saskatchewan Penitentiary 13 November 1913; was C.T.I. at British Columbia Penitentiary February 1925; Structural Engineer at Headquarters April
1929; Warden of Collin's Bay I April 1932; Acting Warden Kingston Penitentiary 15 June 1934 till being made Warden on I July 1934; he was on Retiring
Leave from 27 May 1954 to 26 November 1954. Warden Dick Allan, unlike some
of his predecessors, did not stay aloof from staff and local affairs. He
became quite prominent in the community and was well regarded in curling and
service club circles as well as in penal circles.
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The post of Warden at Kingston Penitentiary has never been an easy
one aside from the obvious problems of custody and internal discipline.
The Warden, in the past, was hemmed and circumscribed by official red tape.
During Warden Allan's regime, the Archambault Report brought out the ludicrous limitations placed on this important functionary by armchair authoriBut, happily under the administration of Commissioner
ties in Ottawa.
R.B. Gibson, this was changed to a great degree and the Warden then had
the freedom and discretion, specially in his public relations, which his
on 27 May 1954, Walter F. H. Johnstone was appointed
position deserved.
Warden. He had entered the Service as a clerk stenographer at British
Columbia Penitentiary in April 1934 and resigned in December 1942. He
returned to the Penitentiary Service in August 1946 and became Staff
Training Officer at Headquarters, October 1948; and then Superintendent,
Penitentiary Staff College at Kingston on I March 1952, then Director of
Staff Training at Headquarters on I December 1960 and finally Director
of Organization and Administration at Headquarters 1 June 1962. This
position he held until his retirement 1 February 1965. Walter, as he
was known to all Penitentiary Service members who knew him, was blessed
with a terrific memory and an almost photostatic mind. He could quote
passages and give page numbers of the Commissioner's Annual Report of a
century ago, years after he had read it for the first and only time.
His term of office at Kingston Penitentiary was a stormy one and his first
baptism was the riot and fire of 1954 when the shops building was burned
along with portions of the various cell blocks with the damage estimated
at a million dollars. However, Warden Johnstone was not one to give up
easily and in his six years of office, he was the driving force and
administration of the Penitenmover of many changes in the operation an
, d to Headquarters in Ottawa where
tiary. These attitudes he carried with him
he continued to guide, suggest and help long overdue changes in the administration and organization of the Penitentiary Service.
He is credited with many mistakes but in all honesty, must be
applauded for his many brilliant and beneficial decisions. Due to his
obsession and subsequent actions to bring out changes from the good old
days, he did, of course, make many enemies; however, it is believed that
they are far outnumbered by his friends.
On I December 1960, David McGill McLean was appointed Warden and this
position was held until 31 May 1962. Warden McLean entered the service as
a guard at British Columbia Penitentiary 3 September 1932; was made Laundryman
Instructor in October 1938; Keeper in March 1939; Chief Keeper I January
1950; Deputy Warden at Collin's Bay 5 April 1954; Warden of Dorchester Penitentiary 9 October 1956. His promotion from Kingston Penitentiary to
Regional Director of the Ontario Region came on I June 1962 from which he
will retire on June 30, 1965.
On the first day of June 1962, Victor S. J. Richmond was appointed
Warden and is the encumbent of that position at this date of writing. He
entered the Service as a guard at Kingston Penitentiary 30 December 1926.
He was made Censor Clerk February 1935; took Leave of Absence for war
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service in 1940 as'a Lieutenant with the Stormont Dundas and Glengarry
Highlanders and returned at the cessation of hostilities in 1946 as Lieutenant Colonel. Was made Engineer's Clerk I April 1947 and Deputy Warden
at Collin's Bay Penitentiary 4April 1949. He was promoted to Warden at
Collin's Bay Penitentiary 23 March 1954 and held this position until his
At the time of writing,
appointment as Warden of Kingston Penitentiary.
he has been promoted to Regional Direqtor of the Ontario Region effective
Warden Richmond, like the first Warden Creighton, is a man
I July 1965.
who is respected, if not loved, by the inmates at Kingston Penitentiary,
and it has been said, by many that the officers under his command would
follow him to hell and back, thus depicting the leadership qualities of
this man. He has a reputation of being firm, fair and fearless and with
these attributes, he has successfully administered and operated the penitentiary in its over-crowded state, many of these criminals of a daring
and desperate nature, and all unsubdued in temper and strangers to the
restraints of discipline. He has impressed on the minds of all, the
hopelessness of attempting to escape or rebel by adopting every means at
his disposal for the prevention of all conspiracy for mutual aid and the
However, in addition to the
co-operation in insurrectionary schemes.
faultless custodial and operational administration, Warden Richmond has,
within the limits and confines of the institution, established, controlled
and fostered an inmate training programme of the highest degree, so even
the most hopeless cases may benefit from the present programme of reformation.
This should conclude the history of Kingston Penitentiary as of June
30, 1965, however, in closing, let us take note of the following points
and items of interest that may be appreciated by the people of today.
Consider the progress since May 30, 1833, when the land was purchased;
first imTates in June of 1835; the wages of staff and the work hours of
inmates and officers alike; the restrictions and punishment of both officers
and inmates; the many enquiries and commissions initiated by the Government;
the stages of Canada's penal development and the voices that have echoed

the need for change and reform; the slow, laborious, time consuming task
of implementing the changes in public thinking and penal changes. If
walls could talk, we would indeed have a story of drama, of tragedy, of
cruelty, of every vicissitude of human emotion. We would have a story
of people who have been forever crushed in that penal environment and of
others who have found themselves in it. We would have a story of staff
personnel who have ranged from the illiterate and sadistic; to some whose
idealistic, unselfish, ill paid services is one of our finest Canadian
sagas. The penal historian of the future will have much more material to
draw from. The public is no longer kept ignornant of what goes on behind
penitentiary walls. The press and radio are welcome and play an important
part in the public relations program. No longer can monstrous abuses
exist as they did exist so often and for so long behind the limestone
walls of Kingston Penitentiary and further, the future historian will have
the priceless source of the files of the K.P. Telescope.
In the old days, the inmates could not speak to each other, let alone
write an intimate journal which every Canadian can obtain for $1.00 per year.
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Results of this
Today in Kingston Penitentiary, prisoners are people.
new and civilized approach are already apparent and various officers can
count amongst their friends, many dischargees who are making good and are
With the appointment of Mr. A.J. MacLeod, the
a credit to their country.
present Commissioner of Penitentiaries in 1960, changes in the Penitentiary
ExpansiQn,--ahaji.ging
Service have happened at an ever increasing rate.
ideas and approaches to the correctional problems and the p^.na^.system, in
Canada, have progressed farther and faster, under Mr. MacLe6d, 1r^the last
one
five years, than perhaps the total span of years from 1835 ^to 1960.
has only to attend the graduation exercises of an Induction Training Course
of young Correctional Officers, at the new Correctional Staff College in
Kingston, to see and feel the impact of the new training standards, that
Older Penitentiary officers
have been initiated by this new administration.
viewing these ceremonies, usually swell with pride as they^realize,.the
effect these new recruits will have on the Penitentiary Service, and many
vow to assist these young officers in the directing of their talents in''''
the reformation and rehabilitation of the inmates committed to their charge.
However, there is always tragedy present when the shackled individuals are
ushered off the trains at Kingston station en route to the Penitentiary or
arrive by motor vehicle at the North Gate, that so many of them can, afterwards, emerge therefrom with hope for the future, is perhaps the most
important thing one can see now in dealing with the history of Kingston
And so, from that first wooden structure, has emerged a
Penitentiary.
multi-million dollar institution that is Kingston Penitentiary today. The
Prison for Women, that was built and filled in 1934, Collin's Bay Penitentiary which was in operation in 1929, a beautiful multi-million dollar
medium security institution at Joyceville completed in 1959, and in the
last four years, the minimum security correctional camps at Beaver Creek
and Landry Crossing plus the beautiful, modern, concrete farm annexes at
Collin's Bay and Joyceville, and from the original staff of less than a
dozen at salaries ranging from f37 to f200 a year to the present day staff
in the Kingston area of approximately 1,000 with combined salary of
Anyone can plainly see that the Penitentiary Service today in
$4,731,000.
the implementation of the present reformation program for inmates and the
ever increasing demand for supplies and services is really big business
for the City of Kingston.

This fragmentary narrative of historical data was compiled by
E.L. Babcock, Assistant Warden, Organization and Administration,
Facts, figures and references were taken
Kingston Penitentiary.
from the historical library at Queen's University, old files of
the Whig-Standard, the Annual Report of the Penitentiaries from
1850 till today, and verbal information of various staff members
who have been employed by the Penitentiary Service from as far
back as 1927 and Penitentiary records and reports. The views,
opinions and statements set forth in this report are not necessarily
those of the writer.
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