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For the kids




 Author’s Note

These Walls is based on four years of reporting, thousands of hours of research, multiple visits to detention centers, and over one hundred interviews. My journey began heading coverage for Architectural Digest on New York City’s decision to close Rikers Island and build new jails in the boroughs. The initiative seemed like a powerful opportunity to dismantle one of America’s largest and most expensive jails and reimagine the landscape of criminal justice. I also was fascinated by how we could use architecture as a means of reform. This set in motion an all-consuming quest that became These Walls.

To examine the contemporary, it’s important to have an understanding of the past. Correctional architecture—its genesis, its goals, its development—is a surprisingly underexplored discipline in American history. I visited jails, prisons, courthouses, and museums; I read historical documents, archival meeting notes, legal documents, news articles, trade conference programs, white papers, and philosophical and trade books on the development of penal systems in the West. I worked with scholars, historians, architects, professors, jail staff, professional organizations, and nonprofit groups to get their insights and for corroboration of my research. The culmination of this work is a history of the evolution of correctional architecture in the United States, ending with recommendations about how we can move forward.

A quick note about language: while common parlance is to use the term inmate, various people and organizations consider it a derogatory and dehumanizing way to describe someone. In August 2021, New York State law made it official that people locked up are to be referred to as incarcerated individuals (though this law, signed by former New York governor Andrew Cuomo, is proving slow to catch on). As such, I use incarcerated person. The term inmate will be used only when I’m directly quoting someone.

An important decision I made when writing These Walls was to present myriad perspectives from people who’ve experienced the justice system in some way. Truth comes in many forms. One by one, incarcerated people, architects, prison abolitionists, judges, bureaucrats, law enforcement officials, nonprofit volunteers and employees, representatives of religious groups, attorneys, psychologists, environmentalists, and members of the community shared their experiences and feelings with me. By listening to those affected, I discovered we need to be asking bigger questions: What are our values? How do we define our ethics? What does “justice” look like? What are fundamental human rights? How can we do better? Do human beings belong in cells at all?

What constitutes “justice” is a broad, difficult, complex, and emotional subject. This book does not answer all the questions, but it aims to cast new light on some. I also present you with questions that I hope you’ll want to consider. To address these, we need to better know our history, and we also need to learn by listening to others. We must examine our current processes and question our measures of reform. Only by digging in can we engage and move forward in a fruitful and effective way. As a pioneer in the Modern Movement in architecture, Eileen Gray, said: “To create, one must first question everything.”

This is my invitation for you to join me.




What was true was also bottomless to contemplate.

—NORMAN MAILER, introduction to In the Belly of the Beast





ONE Rikers Island

Our 21-minute call was almost up, but by now we were used to it. Every time Moose buzzed, the line was tapped. At least the call was free.

A dystopian haze had settled over New York City. Stoplights flicked from red to green to yellow, but there was no hum of cars, no symphony of horns at rush hour. Birds flew overhead, yet few planes soared through the open sky. The restaurants and theaters of Times Square were dark, but giant screens and billboards glowed like a scene out of a sci-fi thriller. It was 2020 and the COVID-19 pandemic had gripped the globe. Life, as we knew it, stood still.

Inside New York City’s jails, life was far more unsettling. As the pandemic crawled on, my phone number slipped from cinderblock cell to cell, traveling like wildfire through the city’s web of detention centers; daily dispatches were reported from the Manhattan Detention Complex, the Brooklyn Detention Complex, and the Vernon C. Bain Center, a looming barge floating off the coast of the South Bronx. Together, these jail facilities housed 2,500 beds. None was more dysfunctional, more problematic than Rikers Island, which at its peak in the 1990s warehoused over 21,000 people. Resting in the murky-green East River, this island houses not one but ten jails, eight of which are still active. Situated between the boroughs of Queens and the Bronx, Rikers—like all the city’s jails—is governed by the New York City Department of Correction. Each day, this government agency transports about one tenth of Rikers’ population to courthouses residing in the boroughs. (The city annually spends $31 million on these trips alone.) Even though Rikers rests just 100 yards from LaGuardia Airport’s runways, this 413-acre island is completely isolated. Because of this, it’s also self-sustaining, with its own bus depot, fire station, chapel, K9 unit, bakery, multiple trailers, a garden surrounded by razor wire, and a 30,000-square-foot power plant.

When the pandemic hit, jail programs shut down, visitors were barred from entering, mail delivery slowed, and basic services, like the jails’ barber shops, shuttered, leaving people’s hair and nails long and jagged. Some told me soap was scarce; social distancing, nearly impossible. Concrete cells were filled with fecal matter and urine, and some had inoperable sinks. Gnats circled rotting food on worn floors. People said they weren’t given masks or hand sanitizer; Virex disinfectant was rarely distributed—one person said just every two weeks. Another reported that the George R. Vierno Center—one of Rikers’ men’s jails—was “the epicenter of the disease.” It was like sitting on death row without a sentence.

We were in the early stages of the pandemic, in May 2020, when Moose first called. Protests over the recent murders of Ahmaud Arbery and George Floyd were crescendoing across the nation. Civil unrest shook the country, as the pandemic raged on. Citizens demanded we defund the police. New York City mayor Bill de Blasio would soon declare a state of emergency and issue a citywide curfew for the “health and welfare” of New Yorkers.

“This is a call from”—a man stated his name—“an incarcerated individual at the New York City Department of Correction,” the automated announcement said.

A polite baritone voice came through the line and introduced himself. I was surprised by his cheerful disposition, despite the grim circumstances.

“Judges call me ‘Jack.’ Friends call me ‘Moose.’ ”I

“How do you spell it?” I asked, grabbing a pen. “M-O-U-S-S-E?”

The voice let out a bellow of laughter, a Moose signature with which I became well acquainted. “Not like the dessert!”

I cracked a smile.

“Moose. M-O-O-S-E.” He guffawed again.

When the pandemic first hit, Moose had been locked up on Rikers, the latest in his long string of stints in New York City’s jail system. Owing to the pandemic, New York City—and other jurisdictions around the country—released people with “nonviolent” charges.II New York City’s total jail population dropped from 5,458 to 3,824, its lowest number since the 1940s. Among the released was Moose. He’d been roaming the Free World, strolling the streets of the Bronx—homebase when he’s not in the joint—where he rediscovered the rhythm of freedom.

“It felt so good to be out in the sunshine,” Moose recalled. “Every day I was out in the sun, with Purell on my trigger finger.”

Moose wasn’t long for the Free World. While on the move, he misplaced his parole officer’s phone number. He also got shot. “One bullet landed in my arm near my elbow,” he said. “But I got an image to uphold in my neighborhood, so I laughed and drank beer.” Less than three weeks later, the cops pinched him on 176th Street. He landed back in jail, the bullet still lodged in his arm.

“Sorry about your arm,” I said. “You get it bandaged?”

“They haven’t taken me to see anyone yet. I’m still waiting for them to wrap it.” He paused. “I’m hoping to get released soon. Maybe Monday.”

“Oh, wow, that soon.”

His tone shifted to serious. “I heard you’re writing a book about Rikers. How can I help?”



Rikers Island has many names: “Torture Island,” “The Gladiator School,” and the “House of Dead Men.” During hot spells, it’s “The Oven,” since many cells lack air-conditioning. This island is one of the largest and most expensive jail complexes in the United States. Each jail on Rikers is defined by its own architecture, warden, staff, and people locked inside. There is one trait that most incarcerated people here share: most are untried.

Like the rest of America’s jails, Rikers holds people who have not been convicted of a crime; they have not been sentenced. Though Americans are supposed to be presumed innocent until found guilty, jails are designed to hold those who have not yet seen their day in court. They wait, month after month, sometimes year after year, for their alleged constitutional right to a speedy trial. While prisons house those who’ve been convicted and sentenced with long-term, even lifetime stays (the longest sentence ever received was 10,000 years, according to Guinness World Records), jails remain, overwhelmingly, the institutions for those who can’t afford bail (a small percentage of the population is serving sentences under one year). The justice system forces them to serve as human collateral behind these walls.

Though this is a crucial difference between a prison and a jail, the distinction is often not understood by those outside the criminal justice system. Some of America’s most epic films, greatest writers, most respectable newspapers, and most prudent editors use the terms jail and prison interchangeably. Even today, when conversations about justice reform are at one of their most potent points, many members of the media and the public don’t recognize the difference between a jail and a prison. To be clear, jails and prisons are not fungible. Many get this wrong from the start, revealing a frightening lack in awareness of how America’s justice system actually works.

Some argue the system is designed to be opaque. The public and the media need not know what happens on the inside. Prisons and jails can sidestep First Amendment rights, leaving those who enter at the discretion of those at the helm of these institutions. Incarcerated people are given little contact with the outside world, some just in the form of lawyer visits and 21-minute phone calls. For visitors allowed inside, it can be like traveling through a byzantine maze, especially in places like Rikers.

Physically connecting Rikers to the Free World is just one lone bridge, dubbed the “Bridge of Pain” by rapper Flavor Flav, who did time here. To reach this island dedicated to mass incarceration, visitors wait on the Queens side at the foot of the bridge, at a public bus stop. After picking up anyone there, the Q100 rumbles across the two-lane bridge. On Rikers, the bus empties its passengers, typically wives, girlfriends, children, extended family members, and friends. Correction officers in street clothes and program and nonprofit volunteers also ride. Although it’s just a four-minute drive, Rikers feels like a different world.

Visitors wait in a seemingly endless line to pass through the first security checkpoint. After more waits and delays, they board a second bus—a white Department of Correction (DOC) vehicle with metal-grate-covered windows—which moves them to the specific jail they’re visiting. Here, they undergo another round of security checks. Diapers, food, money, purses, and reading materials must be checked in lockers at a visitor waiting area. These visits are limited to certain hours, three times a week, and only on weekdays. The visitors then must wait for the Q100’s return ride to Queens to go home to the Free World. Though visits are capped at one hour, a trip to Rikers can take all day. Like so many other jails and prisons, this world of detention is tucked away and out of reach. Obviously, Rikers was not designed to keep families intact.

For those in jail, three out of four are locked up because they don’t have the cash to buy their freedom. Those who’ve got the scratch—like Harvey Weinstein, who posted a $1 million bail on his rape charges—pay the price and hang out in the Free World until their court date. If they have some cash, they can visit a bail-bond shop, which are posted up opportunistically around the nation’s courthouses and jails. Bail bondsmen lend cash bail for sky-high, nonrefundable premiums. The average bail runs around $10,000, equal to about eight months’ pay for the typical detainee. For most, the cost of freedom is prohibitive. Those with little means must serve as collateral themselves. They’re locked in jail, where they languish, waiting for their scheduled time in a legal system that’s a tangle of arcane hurdles and long delays. When their day in court does arrive—whether they’re found guilty or not guilty—they’ve been stripped from their families, removed from their jobs or schools, and severed from their responsibilities. A survey found that, on one day in New York City in 2022, untried people were being held in jail for an average of 286 days while awaiting their court dates. (Those who received mental health services while in jail were likely to be held over for 50 percent longer time.) That’s enough time for a person’s life to fall apart.

This forced captivity mainly happens to people of color and those with little means. It is the default of America’s criminal justice system. In New York City’s jails, the vast number of incarcerated people are Black or Hispanic—to be specific, nine out of every ten. Nationally, Black people are incarcerated at a rate nearly six times that of white people; Hispanic people are three times as likely to be incarcerated as white people. Aside from the racial disparities in the justice system, incarceration is also extremely costly for taxpayers. In 2021, the city comptroller reported that to lock up one person for a year in a New York City jail, it costs over half a million dollars. To be exact: $556,539.

This extremely costly system is the nature of American justice. Jails account for far more people than America’s prisons. Jails see over 10 million entries per year. The United States has about 3,116 local jails. That’s a lot of people doing time, many of whom don’t have convictions. Of all the people held in New York City jails, relatively few are sent to prison. Perhaps that’s why there are significantly fewer prisons than jails. There are 1,566 state prisons—run by state governments—which incarcerate about 1 million people. Those who break federal laws are sent to one of the nation’s 98 federal prisons. In 2022, federal prisons held 208,000 people.

A common belief is that private prisons are one of our justice system’s biggest current problems. Though they certainly are problematic, private prisons locked up far fewer people than the nation’s jails. Private prisons, run by for-profit corporations, accounted for only 8 percent of the nation’s total incarcerated population in 2020. However, as of 2021, the Department of Justice is no longer allowed to contract out to privately operated prisons (though this rule does not apply to the many private facilities used by U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which falls under the management of the Department of Homeland Security). As of the year 2023, there are 1,323 juvenile facilities, 181 immigration detention facilities, and 80 Indian country jails (there are also prisons in the U.S. territories, military prisons, state psychiatric hospitals, and civil commitment centers), according to the Prison Policy Initiative.

With so many people locked up in these institutions, America’s incarceration rate is one of the highest in the world. We have more prisons and jails than we have colleges and universities. Despite the vast concentration of these facilities, many Americans remain untouched by the justice system. However—whether they know it or not—everybody has a jail nearby. With 3,116 local jails, that’s roughly one per county. Jails are run by town sheriffs, wardens, or correction departments, each with its own set of rules, budgets, and philosophies. It’s worth noting that even though incarceration is an integral part of our local, regional, and national infrastructure, there is no overarching body to monitor those jails, nor is there a nationwide database of local jail information. Only a periodic Census of Jails, prepared by the Bureau of Justice Statistics, can serve as a semi-consistent record. “I hate having to give this answer, but it’s the truth: we don’t know the answer, because there’s no required reporting mechanism,” a representative from the American Jail Association, a nonprofit organization for jail professionals, responded when I inquired about jail policies and national statistics. “Any numbers we have are just because people have chosen to give [them] to us.”

Information we do have is on America’s recidivism rate, meaning how frequently someone who’s been released from detention is rearrested or locked up again. Our recidivism rate is one of the highest in the world: seven out of ten peopleIII were rearrested within five years of release. Of all the arrests made in America, most (80 percent) are for low-level, nonviolent offenses. America’s soaring incarceration and recidivism rates reveal that something isn’t working.

To help make the nation safer, our communities stronger, and the incarcerated population closer to anything near international norms, we first must have a fundamental understanding of America’s criminal justice system, its history, and how we got here. In the words of historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., “History haunts even generations who refuse to learn history. Rhythms, patterns, continuities, drift out of time long forgotten to mold the present and to color the shape of things to come.… The dialectic between past and future will continue to form our lives.… The past helps explain where we are today and how we got there.” Knowing our history can help prevent us from repeating the failures of our past, while informing our contemporary actions.

As one of America’s largest, most dangerous jail complexes, Rikers Island embodies much of what’s wrong with the current system. In 2022, its rampant violence and disorder brought Rikers to the brink of federal takeover. That year, 19 people on Rikers died while in custody. The majority of people locked up there are overwhelmingly Black and Brown, most of whom have not been convicted, unable to buy their way out. Through its architecture, its isolation, and its policies, Rikers has long personified the horrors of incarceration, but it hasn’t always been this way.



In 1664, when New Amsterdam became New York City, Rikers Island was owned by Dutch settler Abraham Rycken, who lived nearby in a home that survives today as the city’s oldest inhabited house. At this time, Rikers was a small, marshy island, which was passed down, generation to generation, until 1884. That was the year the city paid $180,000 for the 87 ½ acres from Magistrate Richard Riker, a judge whose racist legacy includes sending free Black people back to the American South.

Around this same time, many of the city’s incarcerated were held on another island, Blackwell’s Island (today, Roosevelt Island), which housed a penitentiary, a hospital for “incurables,” workhouses, and the reportedly filthy, abusive New York City Lunatic Asylum. The city was set on converting Rikers into a new place to hold some of the incarcerated population. First, Rikers would need to be expanded in size. Leveraging the labor of its imprisoned, the city expanded the island to 413 acres, using garbage and horse manure.

In 1933, the first jail opened on Rikers. Designed by Sloan & Robertson Architects, this Art Deco–style institution slept 1,200 people. The city’s original goal was to transfer the Blackwell’s population, slowly and partially, to Rikers. However, owing to a Blackwell’s corruption scandal, that penitentiary was closed in 1935, causing all of the Blackwell’s population to be hastily moved onto Rikers, the new hub for the city’s castaways. The rancid smells emanating from the island were so pungent that when the 1939 World’s Fair was to kick off in nearby Flushing, Queens, New Yorkers worried the odor would deter fair attendees. In an attempt to fight the fumes, the city planted a nursery on the island, but the baby trees’ roots turned black and smelled acrid. When rats flooded the island to feast on the waste, the city unleashed dogs to try and wipe out the infestation. Today, rats still overrun the island.

The city was undeterred. New jails were opened across the island from the 1970s through the 1990s. All the jails were for men, except one—the Correctional Institution for Women, which opened in 1971. This women’s jail was converted to a men’s jail when the new women’s jail opened in 1988, the Rose M. Singer Center. Painted a putrid shade of mauve pink, this jail came equipped with a 25-bed nursery for the babies of pregnant women (if the jail allows the mother to maintain custody, the baby can live here for up to a year).

Since the 1930s, multitudes of people have been locked in the jails of Rikers Island, including Tupac Shakur, Sid Vicious, Lil Wayne, Anna Sorokin, DMX, and Foxy Brown. New people enter, but the history remains. When the heat swells and the tide falls, the landfill’s stench is a plaguing reminder that we haven’t come far from the past.



In the 1970s and 1980s, Rikers came under fire when tough-on-crime policies locked away scores of people without convictions, leading to overpopulation, riots, and mistreatment. Twice, the city attempted to close Rikers, unsuccessfully: once in the late 1970s and again in the mid-2000s. As of 2023, Rikers is very much alive in the East River. Over the years, incarcerated people and correction officers have filed multiple lawsuits against the city. In 2015, the city settled a federal lawsuit concerning conditions at Rikers and acquiesced to numerous reforms. Rikers received a federal monitor, installed thousands of surveillance cameras, and restricted its staff from using force.

Though these reforms aimed to protect incarcerated people from violence, they did little to shield them from trauma. One 23-year-old painter told me about waiting for trial on Rikers in the fall of 2020, after an arrest for disorderly conduct. He couldn’t afford bail and


























	I. His full name will not be used, to protect his privacy.

	II. Over the course of three weeks.

	III. Based on people released from state prisons; jails don’t have overall reporting mechanisms.
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