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Voices from
the Inside

The Digitization of the
California Prison Press Collection

By Catherine Wesenfeld, Government Publications Librarian

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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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

b
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The Johnny Cash Curu:'ulw Western Troupe !

Catherine Wesenfeld is a librarian in
the Government Publications Section.
Catherine has a Bachelor of Arts in An-
thropology from UC Santa Cruz and a
Master of Information Studies from the
University of Toronto. Catherine spent
10 years in public libraries before join-
ing the California State Library in 2023.
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“The Folsom Observer

Thursiday, February 23, 1967
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Universal Selects Folsom As
Scene For Part Of Metion Pix

Unlversal TV Stedics, one of the gants of both the TV as mwo-
tion picture Imdustrics, will film o part of thelr =mowlti-million
diesline pactore, “Red [4 The Color Of Snow” in Faltom Frisen
The Clnereer has leamed from Grang Saleman, Adesiniitrative Asaist-
and io Warden Oliver. Production is schoduled io stari here the middle
ol pexl poddh

With Execwtive Producer (ecrge Santoro and Diirector Richard
levimgat the Balm, o cand of pome 100 acioms, and ¢ riow wOork-
ers from Hollywood will open shop here perhaps as enrby as March
13 sceowding to the lalest feporta,

Tha decisncm 1o make part of the lop two bour TV = Theatne
picture here was made by Universal foflowing 8 eecent sconating trip
e Fodiom by execobiees of the film, which imchaded B0t only Sanbono
nnd Irving ben location mamager Pierre Yalia asd unis prodection
by ' Willard Shekdon

World Fremier

The pleture will he one of Universal's planned 170 shows
o b Blmed Grsd for TV and then for thestre distribuifon, Te wil] be
a World Premier stunt In the past picmancs have optned at various
iheatres throughoal the country and Isier shown on TV,

“Univerial is making this fimt rum peodoction t!ﬂltsl'rﬂr e
imitinl TV sheomeng by NBC. TV b been alloted first showing of this
tuacehour major picture before it reaches the iBeatred,” Santorn told
woriE corespomlent on his necent visit bo Folsome "The ides b recclve
ing comsiderabls sttention by the press all over the country,” he added.

A1 prcis limse the sames of the sters of ihe il were not avallahls
slibtmgh reports sy It will be o star-stedded Hollywood armay. Both
Santoro and Irving are considercd outstanding figures in the prodocing
end directing fields

The cast will be oo location 1 ocall y for o period of oae week,
whiich should make for plenty of exciterasnt arcend these parts. When
they are finithed bere, the "Red Is The Color of Ssow™ comtingent
will mivve 4 @ mountsin location aear Reno for the completion of the

filrm.
Firay Since 1941

Thés will mark the fimt film 10 be produced in Foluen since
1961 when such stars as Sammy Davis Jr., Brodesbek Cravfond, Rod
Saciger nnd Ben Glazara appeared bere for the Micker entitled “Convicts
Forur," which was the story of the book, "Reprieve,"” writlen by John-
ny Reiko, then a prisoner a1 Mew York's Siag Sing Prison,

Oher previcas major phelians 16 be dhot here wers “Riot s Cell
Bhock 11, starring Meville Brand, and “Insids The Walls of Folsos
Prison,” & 'Warner Brotherns Production featuring Steve Cochran and
David Brian. —Rig Righy
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body CHfiee, Llrutenant Bud hor-
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lepsnt B D, foses poe by e
Finrich,
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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
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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 s
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-

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.

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





