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hat, shot his brother-in-law, was placed 
into custody in Charles Street, wrote six 
goodbye letters, and then offed himself 
with the concealed poison.

Other causes of death were plentiful 
(though none nearly as premeditated 
as Melvin’s). In 1873, a man being held in 
the jail as a material witness died in the 
sheriff’s care; he had been made weak by 
“excessive use of stimulants,” a newspaper 
revealed. A few years later, authorities 
locked up an East Boston drunkard for 
being a nuisance, but his strange behavior 
persisted well after the booze wore off. Af-
ter more than a week of limping through 
court proceedings incoherently, and after 
being given a clean bill of health by a 
number of the jail’s doctors, City Hospital 
physicians discovered the man had a frac-
tured skull. This one didn’t end well.

SOAKED
For its entire history, one of the Charles 
Street Jail’s primary functions was to serve 
as a place for local addicts to dry out. From 
a sampling of 19th- and early 20th-cen-
tury reports, delirium tremens and other 
alcohol-related conditions appear to have 
been a leading cause of death in prison; 
drunkenness and related crimes were, by 
far, inmates’ most popular offenses. One 
estimate, in 1968, pegged the jail’s addic-
tion rate at 50 percent.

Even after addiction became recog-
nized as a disease, treatment programs 
at the jail lagged far behind established 
standards—despite repeated censure 
from oversight reports. Instead, county 
officials rounded up alcoholics and drug 
addicts on public intoxication charges 
and packed them into the jail (often two 
bunks, side by side, crammed into an 
8’x11’ cell), and left them sitting, for days 
or weeks, until their trial date. They often 
returned to Charles Street to serve their 
sentences—this practice was more com-
mon earlier in the jail’s life, but as late as 
1964, a third of the inmate population 
consisted of sentenced prisoners.

“All night,” a former inmate told 
Judge Garrity, “the jail sounds like a 

nuthouse. All the junkies are screaming 
their guts out going through cold turkey.” 
In weighing the lawsuit that ultimately 
led to the jail being shut down, Garrity 
and his clerk spent the night at Charles 
Street. “For hours from a nearby cell,” he 
recalled, “a deep-voiced inmate, evidently 
deranged, shouted an obscene, incoher-
ent monologue, beginning, ‘Ah want mah 
beer, you hear? Ah want mah beer …’ over 
and over like a broken record.” Because 
the jail is a cavernous granite structure, 
these cries rocketed throughout the 
entire facility. 

Inmates like these aren’t usually 
lavished over by the authorities, and so a 
culture of physical rot overtook the jail. 
Even after the revolting waste buckets 
were replaced by plumbing (sometime 
between the World Wars), the place con-
tinued to stink of piss and shit, since the 
cell toilets were instantly antiquated and 
often broke down, flooding cell blocks, 
bedding and inmates. 

The plumbing was hit especially 
hard in a 1949 report that lambasted 
the entire operation. The report noted 
that the toilets “frequently” broke and 
flooded the corridors below; since the 
jail had no dining room, inmates ate in 
these same corridors.

Additionally, the jail suffered seri-
ous infestations from rats, roaches and 
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IT WAS FILTHY, 
OVERCROWDED, 

TOO COLD IN THE 
WINTER AND TOO HOT 
IN THE SUMMER. THE

PLUMBING DIDN’T 
WORK. IT WAS TOTALLY 

UNSANITARY. THE 
PLACE WAS A LIVING 
INCUBATOR FOR 

DISEASE.


