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The "White Chief" Was Right
For many people the name "Parchman" im‐
mediately conjures up images of black convicts
dressed in prison stripes toiling away under the
oppressive Mississippi sun on a delta landscape
that is as depressing as it is flat. This image is in
no small part due to Parchman's location in the
heart of blues country. As Mississippi's state
prison -- or penal farm, to be more precise -Parchman Farm was home to thousands of Missis‐
sippi blacks whose musical tastes and talents led
them to memorialize their misery and despair in
songs that remain popular even today. This leg‐
endary image of Parchman, captured in song as
well as in literature, has spurred scholarly indict‐
ments of the institution as the epitome of south‐
ern injustice: racist, oppressive, archaic, exploita‐
tive, and ultimately, "worse than slavery" [1].
William Banks Taylor, in his book Down on Parch‐
man Farm, attempts to break through the fog of
Parchman's reputation to provide a more accu‐
rate, objective description of the institution and
its place in penal history.

Taylor, who is a professor of Criminal Justice
at the University of Southern Mississippi, has al‐
ready written a book about Mississippi's prison
system entitled Brokered Justice: Race, Politics,
and Mississippi Prisons, 1798-1992 (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1993). In his current
book, Down on Parchman Farm, Taylor focuses
on the state's penal farm, tracing its history from
its creation in 1901 to its federally-mandated
transformation into a modern correctional insti‐
tution in the 1970s. He agrees with the critics of
Parchman that wholesale changes were needed by
1972 when a federal court ruled on behalf of
African American plaintiffs from Parchman in the
case of Gates v. Collier_. By that point the prison
was grossly inefficient and the inmates were
forced to live in conditions that were unfit for hu‐
man habitation. But that is not how it had always
been at Parchman, Taylor argues. Federal inter‐
vention did not fix what many considered to be
an inherently flawed system. Rather, it reformed
an institution that had been "among the most ef‐
fective [prisons] in the nation" until the 1950s
(203). It reformed a once-great institution whose
demise did not begin until state officials began to
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ern liberals for disrupting the status quo, it was

during its heyday constitutes the most effective
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Where Taylor falters a bit though is in his

formers" in the Mississippi legislature who suc‐

controversial assertion that "the Parchman of the

ceeded in passing legislation enacting parole, vo‐

mid-fifties realized the traditional goals of correc‐

cational training, and the building of a maximum

tive justice, including the health and general wel‐

security unit at Parchman. These reforms mod‐

fare of its convicts, to a much greater extent than

ernized Parchman, but it remained an ill-con‐

the Parchman of the late 1990s" (199). Although
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fields for the state was actually better than that of

3

H-Net Reviews

those who currently reside in Parchman's rela‐
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Farm is a well-written, convincingly-argued book.
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assertion that Parchman Farm was worse than
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ment that it compares favorably to the prisons of

Taylor is also to be faulted for disregarding

today. Though not the last word, it is a welcome

the negative aspects of Parchman while attempt‐
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ing to show the farm in the best light possible.
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provide an accurate history of Parchman it should

[1] David M. Oshinsky, _"Worse Than Slav‐

include both the good and the bad. On page sixty-

ery": Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow

six, Taylor mentions that "gross negligence" on the

Justice (New York: The Free Press, 1996).

part of the superintendent resulted in a fire in
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which thirty convicts died, but never explains

served. This work may be copied for non-profit

what exactly happened. In addition he mentions

educational use if proper credit is given to the au‐

reported cases of "racial abuse" (133). What is

thor and the list. For other permission, please con‐

meant by this is unclear, and one supposes it

tact H-Net@h-net.msu.edu.

could range anywhere from the use of racial slurs
to murder. Taylor never provides statistics on
how many would-be escapees were gunned down
by the trusties who oftentimes earned a pardon
for their marksmanship. In one instance he men‐
tions that "several prisoners crossed the gun line
and fell prey to" trusties but leaves us without a
firm number of victims nor with any idea of what
happened exactly (137).
Although it is unfair to fault Taylor for this, it
is regrettable that some of the strongest evidence
for his argument comes in the form of anonymous
interviews. The author makes good use of state‐
ments by former prisoners, black and white, who
also saw much that was good and logical in Var‐
daman's approach to rehabilitating criminals. One
only wishes that they had access to the 350 hours
of testimony that Taylor said he collected for the
book. It is worth pointing out that David Oshinsky,
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