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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 
Alcatraz is a large rock in San Francisco Bay, originally barren and covered with ^diite | 
pelican droppings. It is about a half mile long, 525 feet wide and lUO feet hi^.
Subsequent to American acquisition in 18U8, it was turned into a fortress beginning in 
l853. Throu^out the 19th Century iti huildings were mostly of*TiffiiS0hry and brick (the 
fortifications, citadel, sally port, etc.) or wood frame (living quarters, warehouses, 
and other support structures). As the island's importance as a^prison eclipsed its 
importance as a fortification, a complex of newer prison and support buildings was erected 
during the early part of the 20th Century. During this time the old fortifications and 
their support btiildings were obliterated, partially obliterated, or altered, and replaced 
with buildings of steaL-reinforced concrete.

On the summit of the island, the upper two floors of the old brick Citadel were 
demolished and in 1909 the main prison building was erected over the bottom story of the 
Citadel, using its~hH.ck7mMonry walls as part of the foundation. Thus the bottom story 
of the old Citadel, in deteriorated condition, is preserved along with its dry moat in a 
basement beneath the cell block. Two cast-iron staircases and the granite portal with 
drawbridge pulleys of the old Citadel were salvaged and incorporated elsewhere into the 
new military prison. The original iron-barred cells of the 1909 army prison building 
were later partially replaced with tempered tool-resistant steel cells by the U ,S, Bureau 
of Prisons, This main prison building, of steel-reinforced concrete, and the remains of 
the Citadel, are in fair condition today.

At the southeast end of the island, during the early 1970s the General Services Admin
istration demolished three guard apartment buildings, a duplex residence, and four small 
cottages, leaving piles of rubble which are there today. These buildings fortunately were 
of minimal historical significance themselves.

A more serious loss was the burning, during the Indian occupation, of the officers' club, 
warden's residence, medical officer's residence, li^thouse and light keeper's residence.
The li^thouse was rebuilt by the U.S. Coast Guard, The warden's house and officers' club 
survive only as burned out concrete shells; there are only foundations of the others.

Above the dock, relatively unaltered, is an artillery caseinate for cannon irtiich once 
defended the dock from hostile landing. During the 19th Gentxxry, wood frame barracks stood 
on top of the casemate. In 1905 these were replaced ly a three-story reinforced-concrete 
officers' quarters and barracks. Although having suffered vandalism during the Indian 
occupation, this building is intact.

Northwest of the dock, the original brick/masonry Sally Port of the l850s was modified 
in later years with additional construction of a firing range and chapel over it, but the 
essential defensive features, illustrating its function as a Sally Port, remain today.

On the northwest end of the island are foTir industrial buildings: a-power house built 
about 1915; a Quartermaster/Commissaiy building built during the 1920s; an industrial 
warehouse built in 1927; and an industrial shop and laundry built in 19^10. The 19^0 
btxilding is the only surviving building erected by ilie tT.S, Bureau of Prisons idiile Alcatraz 
was a Federal Penitentiary; all other buildings on the island date from the military 
period. The 1927 building was erected on top of extensive 19th Century fortification 
brickwork. Of these four buildings, the power house is intact, but with its interior 
seriously vandalized during the Indian occupation. The other three are also intact, but 
all suffered some vandalism during the Indian occupation, and all buildings on the island 
are suffering decay from the effects of salt air on metal window sash, metal fixtures, 
and even the steel reinforcing the concrete, causing serious exfoliation and spalling.
The overall condition of buildings on the island may be described as "deteriorated", 
althou^ a few exertions are "good" or "excellent".
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
jllcatraz is an island in San Francisco Bay which is of national historical significance 
in the categories of military history and social history (penology). During the mid-19th 
CentTiry it was an impressive fortress guarding, along with Fort Point and, later, Angri 
Island, the entrance to San Francisco Bay, As a fortress, it was as nearly impregnable 
as technology of the time could make it—an "American Gibraltar"—and it was crowned with 
a brick/masonry "Citadel" which may have been unique in the annals of American military 
architecture. In later years it served as a military prison, and in more recent times 
became a Federal penitentiary and one of America's most famous penal institutions, with 
a reputation rivalling France's Devil's Island, As a Federal prison, it housedsome of 
America's most dangerous criminals, those whom it was believed were too unmanageable for 
incarceration in other Federal prisons. Its location in the Bay rendered Alcatraz 
nearly escape-proof.

The above statement of significance is based on the following historical summary:

The word "Alcatraz" is an English corruption of the Spanish word "Alcatraces", idii(di 
means "pelicans", A Spanish naval lieutenant, Don Juan Manuel de Ayala, gave this name 
in 1775 to what is now known as Yerba Buena lllahd in Sari Francisco Bay, What is now 
known as Alcatraz was then an \innamed, barren rock which, like Yerba Buena, played host 
to countless pelicans, which had covered both islands with their droppings. An Elfish 
naval officer mistakenly transferred the name of La Isla de los Alcatraces to the rock, 
and in its corrupted form, the misnomer stuck.

The Spanish and later Mexican governments of the province of Alta California made no 
use of the rock. It was still in its natural, barren, guano-encrusted state when acquired 
by the United States in l8]+8. President Millard Fillmore reserved use of the island for 
"Public" (governmental) purpose in 1850, and the United States Anty soon included it in 
plans for the defense of San Francisco Bay, lUbe only pre-Civil War fortifications to be 
erected on the Pacific Coast,’"‘ DhTing the eariy l850s, the Army developed plans to fortify three in^sortant points 
guarding the entrance to the Bay; Punta de Cantil Blanco on the south side of the narrow 
Golden Gate strait; Lime Point on the north side of the strait; and Alcatraz Island, 
three miles from the strait inside the Bay, but facing right down its throat, (Fort 
Point, now a National Historic Site, was btiilt on the leveled diff of Punta de Cantil 
Blanco; the fort at Lime Point was never erected,)

Beginning in 1853, construction of batteries, barracks, quarters, casemates, sally 
port, "Citadel", the first li^thouse on the Pacific Coast, and other facilities 
commenced on Alcatraz. Original plans called for 89 guns, althou^ in 15 years there 
were 150 or more. The "Citadel" erected on the summit of the island was a brick and 
masonry three-stoiy fortified barracks protected by a diy moat crossed by a drawbridge.
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Item 8 SIGNIFICANCE (continued)

This Citadel featured bastions on two opposite corners, and was designed to be defended 
solely by rifle fire emanating from riile slits on the first and seccaid floors. The 
rifle embrasures were protected hy iron shutters. Similar in design and construction to 
coastal artillery forts such as Fort Point, the Alcatraz "Citadel" was probably unique 
in that it was designed for defense entirely by rifle fire and contained no cannon,

Alcatraz never fired a shot in anger, however had it and Fort Point not existed during 
the Civil War, it is possible and even likely that Confederate commerce raiders such as 
the Shenandoah mi^t have entered San Francisco Bay and played havoc with its shipping, 
with the city itself, and even with the naval yard at Mare Island and the arsenal at 
Benicia, Without ever firing a shot, Alcatraz and Fort Point very likely performed just 
precisely the job they were designed to do by serving as a deterrent to hostile attack or 
raid on San Francisco Bay, During the latter years of the war, partly because the Lime 
Point fort had not yet been built, additional batteries were erected on Angel Island, 
north of Alcatraz, to serve as a third point of defense of the entrance of the Bay,

During the Civil War, Alcatraz was one of the objects of a subversive Confederate 
plot hatched by Southern sympathizers in California, but the plotters, led by Asbury 
Haarpending and Ridgely Greathouse, could not muster sufficient supporters to attaapt 
seizure of the undermanned Bay forts. Abandoning that plan, th^ subsequently attempted 
to outfit a schooner as a Pacific Coast Confederate raider or privateer, but a garrulous 
plotter tipped their hand and the schemers were captured and subsequently imprisoned in 
the guardhouse at Fort Alcatraz, Thus Alcatraz played a dual role in the only important 
Confederate subversion on the Pacific Coast,

Alcatraz had served unofficially as a military prison since 185*9"to the difficulty 
of the island", Althou^ located only a lit^le^ver a mile from the San
Francisco shore, strong currents and tidal action together with the cold temperature of 
Bay waters renders this a difficult swim even for the most accomplished and fit swimmers. 
Consequently, althou^ Alcatraz's importance as a fortress declined rspidly after the 
Civil War due to the inability of its t7Pe of fortifications to withstand modem rifled 
artillery fire as demonstrated at Fort Pulaski and elsewhere during the war, the island's 
importance as a prison gradually grew. Soldiers sentenced by courts martial to long 
prison terms for serious offenses, Apache Indians, pacifists, and during the First World 
War, prisoners-of-war, were incarcerated on Alcatraz, During the latter part of the 19th 
^ent^r^the garrison was known as the "Post at Alcatraz" rather than as Fort Alcatraz, 
since especially after the introduction of the Endicott ^stem of coastal defense in 
the l880s it was no longer significant as a fortress, Increasin^y used for a prison, 
in 1907 it was officially designated the Pacific Branch of the United States Military 
Prison, a designation changed in 1915 to U.S, Disciplinary Barracks, Alcatraz Island,
It was during this time that most of the fortifications were modified, partly demolished 
or obliterated and new barracks, prison, and other structures were built.

It was not rintil 193U that Alcatraz's role as a military prison ended and it became 
a civil penitentiary, operated from then until its closure. in 1963^ as the maximum security, 
minimum privilege facility of the U,S. Bureau of Prisons, Title to Alcatraz was formally
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transferred to the U.S. Department of Justice in 1938. During the 29 years that it 
served as a civilian federal penitentiaiy, less than 1,600 men were confined there.
Convicts normally were not sentenced directly to Alcatraz, but transferred there from 
other prisons when officials decided thqr were causing too mudi trouble. Thus Alcatraz 
housed the worst, most unmanageable convicts convicted of Federal crimes.

No prison is one hundred per cent escape-proof, not even Alcatraz surrounded by cold, 
forbidding waters, A total of 39 men attempted to escape from Alcatraz idiile it was a 
federal penitentiary. All but five are accounted for, and those five are presumed to 
have drowned. One man succeeded in swimming the three miles to Fort Point, but was at 
the sta?;e of exhaustion when he reached there, only to be recaptured. Several swam only 
as far as "Little Alcatraz", the rock off the island's northwest corner, and had to be 
rescued.

Among the infamous criminals imprisoned on Alcatraz were Robert Stroud, "Birdman" of 
Alcatraz, Alfonse Capone, and "Madrine Gun" Kelly. Just as such men have been the subject 
of Hollywood films, Alcatraz,- too, has been featured in motion pictures and, more 
recently, television programs.

In 1963, the prison closed and the island was left vacant, its future in doubt.
In 1969 radical Indian demonstrators took advantage of its vacancy and landed and 
occupied the island. From..l969 until. 1971 Alcatraz was the focus of a continuing 
demonstration by Indian activists. During that time, four historic buildings burned 
and virtually all the others were seriously vandalized. The Indians occupied "The Rock" 
for sixteen months, until the last were removed by Federal marshals.

Following the Indian occupation, the General Services Actninistration, which administered 
the island, demolished three apartment bxiildings which had housed both married and 
bachelor guards, a duplex residence, and four small cottages, all on the southeast end 
of the island. Piles of debris from this demolition are still there today.

In 1972, Alcatraz was made a part of Golden Gate Na^<3!nal Recreation Area under the 
National Park Service, iriiich initiateaT'tours of the island. By 1975, it had become 
San Francisco's most popular* tourist attraction.
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