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Voices from  
the Inside
 The Digitization of the  

California Prison Press Collection
By Catherine Wesenfeld,  Government Publications Librarian

Prison periodicals like The Folsom 

Observer offer a rare glimpse into daily 

life and special events that occurred 

behind the walls of California prisons. 

Now, years later those stories and events 

are being preserved and made available 

through a digitization project under-

taken by the California State Library’s 

Government Publications Section. This 

overlooked collection of government 

documents reveals how incarcerated 

authors and prison staff documented 

experiences that were rarely captured 

in official reports or documents. 

The Forlorn Hope is thought to be the 

first prison periodical published in the 

On  a Saturday night, in Janu-

ary 1968,  music spills from the 

No. 2 Dining Hall at Folsom 

State Prison. “Johnny Cash, Fol-

som’s favorite entertainer, and 

his talent-laden  entourage  of 

country-western recording art-

ists” (Observer 1) are  perform-

ing for inmates and recording 

what would become Cash’s first 

live album. The performance 

was memorialized in The Folsom 

Observer that same month, with 

the headline “Johnny Cash Show 

Smash Hit!” The reporter writes 

about “June Carter spicing things 

up when she joined Johnny Cash 

on stage”, his performance of The 

Greystone Chapel,  a song writ-

ten for Cash by Glen Sherley, an 

inmate at Folsom State Prison, 

and how the night’s festivi-

ties ended with the presentation 

of a prison peacoat and cap to the 

singer as a memento of his visit 

(Observer 5). 
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United States. In 1800, inmate William 

Keteltas published The Forlorn Hope 

while incarcerated in a New York State 

debtor’s prison. His goal was to end 

imprisonment for debt in the United 

States (Baird 19). While Keteltas estab-

lished the first prison newspaper, the 

concept of prison journalism did not 

emerge until approximately 80 years 

later and owes its beginnings to the 

prison reform movement of the late 

nineteenth century (Morris 31). Reform-

ers, prison officials, and philanthropists 

gathered for the first American Prison 

Congress in October 1870. It was during 

this meeting of 130 delegates, from 24 

states, that Joseph Chandler, of the Phila-

delphia Society for Alleviating the Mis-

eries of Prisoners, first raised the idea 

for an inmate newspaper explaining: 

Inmates crave newspapers – they ask 

guards for them and request that visitors 

bring them. The strong desire of every 

man who can read to have a newspaper 

seems to justify the idea that a paper is 

a desirable, almost necessary, means 

of reaching the affections and thence 

the conscience of one who is suddenly 

and temporarily withdrawn from social 

intercourse (Morris 34).

Many of the wardens present were 

opposed to introducing outside newspa-

pers because of their coverage of crimes 

and other events considered unsavory 

or unsuitable for prisoners to read. One 

warden, Zebulon Reed Brockway, took 

this idea from the American Prison 

Congress and implemented it when he 

became the warden of the New York 

State Reformatory in Elmira; The Sum-

mary was published in 1876. 

The Summary contained only “sani-

tized news from the outside, flattering 

coverage of activities inside the prison, 

and a healthy dose of inspirational copy 

to encourage inmates to reform” (Morris 

40). Others took notice of The Summary, 

and in the following decade close to a 

Many of the wardens 

present were opposed 

to introducing outside 

newspapers because 

of their coverage of 

crimes and other 

events considered 

unsavory or unsuitable 

for prisoners to read.




