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Brown Pelicans in Flight over the Island 

 

Pelican Island 
Isla de Alcatraces 

 
In 1775 most of the Pacific Coast was open to exploration and 
mapping by various countries seeking to expand their territorial 
conquests and colonization of new regions. In August of that year 
the royal authorities of New Spain (Mexico) issued orders for an 
exploration of the north coast of California, particularly the San 
Francisco bay and harbor area.  Lieutenant Juan de Ayala was 
chosen as the Captain for this new venture.  His ship, the “San 
Carlos” was a relative small vessel with only two sets of sails.  The San 
Carlos was known as a Packet Ship and usually just carried domestic 
mail, passengers and some light cargo.  The ship’s crew of twenty-
three was excited to join the Captain on its voyage to the new area.  
Their assignment included mapping of the harbor and bay areas to 
provide accurate descriptions for future Spanish expeditions to that 
area. 
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During his exploration of the harbor area Ayala discovered two 
small islands about 1.25 miles off the San Francisco northern 
shoreline.  He named them Angel Island and Isla de Alcatraces.  
Ayala had been fascinated by the large number of brown pelicans 
that were nesting on the second island. A crew member fired a 
weapon over the island and they were amazed and in awe of the 
sounds and sight as thousands of pelicans began to fly and circle 
the island. This sight convinced him to name his new discovery, the 
Isla de Alcatraces, which when translated means “Island of the 
Pelican”.   
 
The Island of the Pelicans was relatively small; about 22 acres with 
a high point of 135 feet above sea level but its location was ideal for 
defending or protecting the harbor area. Lt. Ayala was unable to set 
foot on the island due to the extreme current flow near the island.  
His mission was declared a success when he returned to New Spain 
with his well-received report. Over time the island of the Pelicans 
served as a fortress or security for the harbor area until about 1850 
when then President Millard Fillmore of the United States claimed 
the island as a United States possession.  He ordered the island to be 
refortified with over 100 cannons and other items as necessary to 
protect the bay area.  It was also about this time that the name of 
Isla de Alcatraces was changed to the English version which we now 
recognize as “Alcatraz”. 
 
The first surveyor of the small island wrote; “The Island is chiefly 
composed of irregularly stratified sandstone covered with a thin 
coating of guano (excrement from sea birds and water fowl). He 
added; the island has no beach and very few places where small 
boats can land. The island was also described as void of vegetation, 
flowing water or resources of its own.” 
 
During the mid-1850’s the first lighthouse on the Pacific coast was 
constructed on the island and still serves the shipping lanes some 
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170 years later. Based on its off shore and secure location the island 
served as a prison before, during and after the Civil War.  Many 
Confederate sympathizers and those arrested for treason were held 
there.  The dungeons from many years ago were still operational 
and used as necessary.  The small island was converted to a military 
prison in 1933, when it was acquired by the U. S. Department of 
Justice.  However, the following year Alcatraz was identified as a 
Federal Prison.   
 

Alcatraz, The Rock, Uncle Sam’s Devils Island or White Island 
 

Over the years, this small island has been called by many names, 
most of which were negative since we are talking about a prison.  
The name of White Island was given to the tiny island based on the 
deep coating of white guano on the ground and rocks accumulated 
over time, deposited by the many sea birds and Pelicans inhabiting 
the island.  
 
Alcatraz was also labeled “Uncle Sam’s Devils Island” by Kate 
Sharpley as she relived and republished the experiences of Philip 
Grosser, a World War I conscientious objector, based on his three 
year imprisonment at the military prison on Alcatraz.  Sharpley’s 
descriptions of Grosser’s confinement in 23 by 12 inch cages, forced 
to stand erect for eight hours and then 16 hours in darkness, fed 
only bread and water, plus other atrocities most people would agree 
that the name Uncle Sam’s Devils Island seemed to be appropriate in 
this case.  When Grosser was released after the war he took his own 
life by leaping into the path of an oncoming train.  One must think 
that his experiences at Alcatraz had greatly altered his perspective 
about life.   
 
But the name that most commendably represents the island, its 
purpose and its being, is “The Rock”.  The name of The Rock signifies 
the strength of a Pillar, the power of a Stalwart or possibly one of the 
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six guard towers on the prison grounds.  With its designation as a 
Federal Prison, Alcatraz was designed to fill a void in the prison 
system; that void was a prison capable of accommodating the most 
uncontrollable, incorrigible and violent inmates or Brothers 
incarcerated in the Federal Judicial System. 
 
The words inmate and prisoner imply that each was on his own to 
endure and serve the sentence affixed by the court system. The term 
Brothers implies they were all tied together as associates, partners, 
equals, companions, cohorts or cronies. The only difference would be 
the length of their stay. Their lives were now intertwined and twisted 
together, like a giant pretzel, on this God Forsaken rock and 
sandstone island. 
 
From its initial inauguration in 1934, Alcatraz and its mission was 
designed to fulfill this need.  The physical layout of the prison on an 
island, surrounded by fifty degree water with extremely strong water 
currents leading to the open space of the Pacific Ocean and over a 
mile to the nearest land facility certainly made the conditions of 
escape very difficult from a geographical sense. That coupled with 
the numerous restrictions placed on the prisoners by the 
administration such as a total of thirteen prisoner counts over a 24 
hour period and the rules requiring silence by all convicts except at 
workshops and  during yard time certainly made the possibility of 
escape or the planning of an escape very challenging, and thought 
to be impossible. 

The Brotherhood of Pelican Island; 

The Brotherhood is not a fraternity, society or organization formed 
by a group of individuals for their own needs and preservation.  It 
has no hidden agendas or purpose in being.  There are no annual 
dues or costs associated with membership.  In fact no one really 
wants to become a member of this Brotherhood. 
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Membership to the Brotherhood is limited, controlled and governed 
by the Federal Bureau of Prisons.  The Pelican Island Brotherhood 
has been in existence since early 1934 and will continue to exist 
until the last of its 1,576 members has died and gone to his place of 
internment.  There is only one Qualification for the Brotherhood 
and that is to have been a prisoner on Alcatraz/Pelican Island 
(between 1934 and 1963).   

The association was created solely by your author to establish a link, 
bond, attachment or connection between these 1,545 individuals 
that served time on the Rock. Over time each inmate experienced the 
rigid disciplinary rules, the silence and the punishments associated 
with rule infractions.  Many of them spent numerous days hidden 
away in isolated cells full of darkness, silence and the cold frigid 
conditions of the “Hole” or the “Oriental Room”.  

The Pelican Brotherhood is somewhat similar to the Green Berets or 
the Navy Seals as they all endured the toughest obstacles and tests 
that were sent their way by the Federal Penal system and most lived 
to tell their stories.  Of course the Seals and Berets chose their 
assignment while the Brotherhood chose a life of crime, and the 
punishments that went with it.   

The membership of the Brotherhood was capped at 1545 when the 
Rock was officially closed on 21 March of 1963.  Since that time the 
Brotherhood’s membership has been steadily dwindling by occurring 
deaths and no new members.  The number of members still living 
some fifty-three years after the prison closed is not known. 

We do know however that at least one Brother is still alive and 
kicking and would serve well as the Brotherhood’s leader and 
president if they had one.  The Brother in question is an Irish-
American convicted murderer named James Joseph Bulger Jr. also 
known as “Whitey.”  
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Bulger was serving eight years in the 
Atlanta Prison for armed robbery when he 
was transferred to Alcatraz, as prisoner 
number AZ-1428, during 1959.  There he 
spent three years of his life following the 
daily routines of prison life on the Rock.  His 
tour was like most prisoners with some good 
time mixed in with the bad.  Whitey, born in 
1929 began his early life of crime in Boston 
with a lawless group known as the Winter 
Hill Gang.    

Bulger was reassigned to the prison in Atlanta in 1962.  There he 
served the remainder of his eight year sentence.  He returned to 
Boston, continued his path of crime and soon became the leader of 
the Winter Hill Gang.  During this time he was allegedly involved in 
numerous murders, robberies and accusations of being an 
informant for the FBI as well as being in the witness protection 
system.  

Whitey fled Boston in 1994 after being tipped off that a pending 
RICO indictment was being issued for him.  He and his girlfriend 
went into hiding and managed to remain elusive for sixteen years. 
The duo was arrested in June of 2011 at his Santa Monica, 
California apartment. During his 2013 trial Whitey was charged 
with 32 counts of racketeering, extortion, and complicity in 19 
murders.  He was found guilty and sentenced to two consecutive life 
terms plus five years for his crimes. At the age of 88 he remains 
incarcerated at the Coleman Penitentiary in Sumterville, Florida, 
where he is known as inmate number 02182748. 

Whitey has been interviewed several times since his 
departure from the Rock in 1962, just one year before it 

             James Bulger Jr.  
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was closed.  He is reported to have made the following 
statements; “His time at Alcatraz was one of his best prison 
experiences.”   

Later he stated “that he enjoyed his time at the Rock and 
he wished he were back in Alcatraz.”  

In essence “Whitey “came to respect his Alcatraz time as a 
badge of Honor and Merit. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whitey Bulger visits old cell in Alcatraz, while hiding from the FBI. 
 

Prison rules and regulations   
 
The attorney General requested a memorandum that contained the 
general rules and regulations under which the prison would be 
maintained. This document indicated that Alcatraz was to be 
operated on the principle of limited privileges for prisoners. Their 
privileges would have to be earned, based on the Brothers own 
behavior. Privileges earned could also be taken away for their 
infraction of the rules. The memorandum also stated no single 
inmate; regardless of his public stature would be allotted special 
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rights or freedoms. A prisoner has four basic rights, food, clothing, 
shelter and medical care. Everything else was considered a privilege 
and had to be earned. 
  
Convict confinement at the Rock could only come from prison 
transfers; none would come directly from court assignment.  The 
same held true for inmates departing from Alcatraz. Brothers were 
never discharged or paroled from the Rock.  They were always 
transferred to another prison where they were paroled, served out 
their remaining sentence or discharged. Also, there would be no 
executions at Alcatraz. Prisoners sentenced to death were 
transferred to another facility (usually San Quentin) for the 
sentence to be carried out. 
 
Inmate’s postal privileges were very limited. Newspapers, magazines, 
Radios and other forms of entertainment were all prohibited. 
Prisoner incoming personal mail was always read, retyped and 
delivered; the original letter was maintained by the prison. Library 
privileges were granted to all prisoners, unless they were suspended 
for rules infractions. 
 
Visitors were not allowed during the first three months of a 
prisoner’s incarceration, after that only one visitor per month (with 
warden approval) was permitted. 
 
 

Uncontrollable Prisoners were sent to the Rock; 
 
In early August of 1934 the Federal Bureau of Prisons began a 

search of its prisons to identify prisoners that met the standards for 

transfer to the new Alcatraz prison at San Francisco, California.  

They searched for trouble makers, those that would not conform to 
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prison standards and those that were considered dangerous 

criminals.  

 

This search identified numerous inmates from various prisons that 

were then shipped to Leavenworth, Kansas awaiting final transfer to 

the ROCK. Alcatraz served a special purpose by reducing the strain 

on the older and extremely over crowded institutions at Atlanta, 

McNeil Island and Leavenworth; by allowing the relocation of many 

prisoners such as escape artists, big name racketeers and others that 

needed protection from other groups to a smaller, more secure and 

closely guarded institution.  In a short period of time signs were 

posted throughout the Penal system that read: Break the rules and 

you go to prison, Break the prison rules and you go to Alcatraz. 

 

Late in 1933 and early 1934 the buildings and equipment on the 

Rock were modernized to meet the highest standards in prison 

security.   This renovation program was completed in time to accept 

the first crop of Brothers, scheduled for arrival in early August of 

1934. 

 

Alcatraz was initially staffed with 88 people including its first 

Warden, James A. Johnson. Johnson had been selected as the first 

warden by the attorney general based on his reputation as a tough 

disciplinarian and cold impartiality at Folsom and San Quentin 

prisons.  He accepted the assignment with enthusiasm and 
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determination and soon proved that he was the right man for the 

job. 

His staff of 88 included forty nine guards, with the remaining 

personnel assigned in support functions such as clerical, 

maintenance, Chaplin and miscellaneous positions. Most of his 

officers and staff were thoroughly trained in security but not in 

rehabilitation.  The guard staff was increased to 52 as assigned 

duties were refined.  Initial staffing of guards was one guard for 

every three prisoners.  Compared to the average prison ratio of one 

guard per 10 to 12 inmates; Alcatraz was definitely overstaffed or 

capable of providing top notch confinement. 

 

On August 11, 1934 the first batch of 137 inmates was transferred to 

Alcatraz. The arriving prisoners had been hand cuffed in high 

security railroad cars and tightly guarded by a force of 60 plus FBI 

agents, U.S Marshal’s and other security officials, during their trip 

from Leavenworth to San Francisco.  The prisoners were quickly 

transferred by a launch (named General McDowell) to Alcatraz for 

their acceptance and indoctrination.  As the launch arrived at its 

destination the Brothers were greeted by two warning signs; the first 

stated “Persons procuring or concealing escape of prisoners are 

subject to prosecution and imprisonment, the second said, only 

government boats permitted: others must keep off 200 yards and no 

one allowed ashore without a pass.” 
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Prisoners arriving at the island were transported in a small van to 

the top of the hill, there they entered and were processed in the 

basement area. Processing included a brief shower along with 

prison clothing being issued to each man. Each inmate was given 

an Alcatraz identification number which would remain his as long 

as he was on the Rock.  If he left and was returned again he would 

be given a new number.  

 

The prisoner numbering system began with AZ-01, AZ-02 and so on.  

It is a little known fact that the first 32 numbers were issued to 

thirty-two men that were already incarcerated at the Rock when it 

was turned into a Federal Prison.  Most of these men were from 

military stockades in Panama that contained men convicted of 

sodomy which was then considered illegal.  

 

When the prison opened, the notoriety of being inmate number AZ-

001 was given to prisoner Frank Lucas Bolt. You might ask what his 

crime was.  We would answer sodomy. Your next question might be, 

why are persons convicted of  petty crimes like sodomy being held in 

the same prison with the most dangerous and hardened criminals 

in the Federal Justice Prison system? The answer would be, we don’t 

know. 

 

The newly arrived group of prisoners was assigned numbers 

beginning with AZ-33. One of the most infamous prisoners in the 

group was “Scarface”, Mr. Alphonse Capone, also known as prisoner 
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number AZ-085 who resided in cell number 181. Capone had 

allegedly been involved in racketeering, robbery and murder, but 

was finally convicted of Tax Evasion which led to his initial 

confinement in Atlanta and now his transfer to the Rock. 

  

Normally two inmates were assigned to each cell at most prisons; 

however at Alcatraz inmates were assigned a cell of their own.  The 

cell was 9x5 feet with seven foot ceilings. The furnishings were 

meager but adequate including a toilet on the back wall, a wash 

basin, a small folding desk, a cot and a blanket. 

 

The prisons living quarters consisted of 336 main cells, 36 

segregated cells (for black prisoners) plus six cells specifically for 

solitary confinement.  The inmate population averaged about 260 

prisoners during normal conditions, which was about one percent of 

the Federal Prison systems population. One census revealed this 

number included 183 whites, 64 blacks and 7 listed as others. 

 

Alcatraz was well known for having strict rules pertaining to 

prisoners and their cells.  The following sketch was used by inmates 

to insure compliance with the storage of specific items in their cell. 
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              “A place for everything and everything in its place.” 
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Security features at the Rock 

This new Alcatraz Federal Prison was considered the ultimate in 
prison Security.  Since it was to be the new home to the penal systems 
toughest, uncontrollable and most escape minded prisoners its 
security systems had to be equal to its new challenges. Only one 
percent of all the prisoners in the system would be sent to the Rock. 
Presenting it in a different way such as; ninety nine percent of those 
incarcerated were not bad enough, mean enough or dangerous 
enough to be sent to the Rock, puts more emphasis on overall 
security.  

Boats and marine vessels were not permitted within 200 yards of the 
island, unless on prison business. 

Metal detectors were placed at the landing wharf, the main 
entrance and rear shop entrance. Prisoner counts were made every 
time groups of inmates entered or exited these gates. 

The entire prison perimeter was fenced, guarded by walking guards 
and watched over by six gun towers. The gun towers maintained 
multiple weapons including Browning Machine Guns, shotguns, 
pistols, gas grenades and gas masks. 

Gun galleries were appropriately situated throughout the various 
cell blocks. 

Numerous automatic tear gas dispenser systems were installed in the 
mess hall and other chosen areas.  

All cell bars in the main prison are considered as tool proof 
meaning they were cut proof (interior core of hardened steel), tested 
and approved by prison officials 
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The recreation yard was surrounded with a 25 foot tall fence topped 
off with strands of razor sharp barbed wire. 

Many of the exterior doors of the prison were made of solid steel. 
Walls between inmate cells were made of concrete and not open 
bars. 

The prison guard ratio of one guard for every three prisoners 
ensured very tight security and prisoner control.  

In the early years the Rock had a few shops like the Laundry that 
were manned by the inmates but as conditions changed and 
wartime efforts became necessary, new shops such as the tailor, 
cobbler, woodworking and modeling shop were formed and 
operated by the prison work force. Thousands of military uniforms 
and cargo nets were manufactured by the prisoners during World 
War two.  Working in these shops was actually a good thing for the 
prisoners because it helped pass the time and provided new 
vocational training for the inmates. Payment for their service was 
very limited, usually five to seven cents an hour, based on job class. 

Over time prison officials determined that the average prisoner 
spent eight years on Alcatraz.  During their stay they would read 75 
to 100 books a year.  Each prisoner in good standing was permitted 
to play a musical instrument for one hour.  Of special note is that Al 
Capone (believe it or not) practiced and played the banjo while in 
the prison shower block. There have been rumors that Capone’s banjo 
music can still be heard throughout the shower room. 
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An Inmates day on the Rock 

The following Daily Activity Schedule as written by prison 
administration illustrates the many actions, movements and 
timing of guards and inmates alike as they go about a typical day 
of surviving on the Rock. 

06:30 a.m.  Morning Whistle, Prisoners arise, make beds, place all 
articles in prescribed order on shelf, clean wash basin and toilet 
bowl, wipe off bars, sweep cell floor, fold table and seat against the 
wall, wash themselves and dress. 

06.45 a.m.  Detail guards assigned for mess hall duty: they take 
their positions as to watch the prisoners, coming out of the cells and 
prepare to march into the mess hall with them.  The guards supervise 
the serving and seating of their details; give the signal to start 
eating and the signal to rise after eating. 

06:50 a.m. The prisoners stand by the cell door facing out and 
remain there until the whistle signal, during which time the 
lieutenants and the cell house guards of both shifts make the count.  
When the count is found to be correct, the lieutenant orders the cells 
unlocked. 

06:55 a.m. Whistle signal given by Deputy Warden or Lieutenant: all 
inmates step out of their cells and stand facing the mess hall.  Upon 
the second whistle, all inmates on each tier close up in a single file 
upon the head man. 

07:00 a.m.  Third whistle signal; right tier of block three ( C-Block), 
and lower left tier of block two (B-Block), move forward into the 
mess hall, each line is followed in turn by the second and third tiers 
on the opposite side of their block, followed by the second and third 
tiers from the same side.  The block three line moves into the mess 
hall, keeping to the left of the center of the mess; block two goes 
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forward at the same time, keeping to the right.  Both lines proceed to 
the serving table. The right line served from the right and occupies 
the tables on the right; the left line to the etc.… as each man is 
served, he will sit direct with his hands at his sides until the whistle 
is given for the first detail to begin eating.  Twenty minutes allowed 
for eating.  When they are finished eating, the prisoners place their 
knives, forks and spoons on their trays; the knife at the left, the fork 
in the center, and the spoon on the right side of the tray.  They then 
sit with their hands down at their sides.  After all of the men have 
finished eating, a guard walks to each table to see that all utensils 
are in their proper place.  He then returns to his assigned position. 

07:20 a.m. Upon signal from the Deputy Warden, the first detail in 
each line stands and proceeds to the rear entrance door of the cell 
house to the recreation yard.  Inside detail; or those not assigned 
any detail, proceed to their work or cells. 

07:25 a.m. Guards and their details move out in the following order 
through the gates: 

1.  Laundry 
2.  Tailor Shop 
3.  Cobblers Shop 
4.  Model Shop 
5.  All other Shops 
6.  Gardening, and labor details 

The guards go ahead through the rear gates and stand opposite the 
rear gate guard. There they count the prisoners passing through the 
gate in single file and clear the count with the rear gate guard. The 
detail stops at the front of the steps on the lower level road.  The 
guard faces them to the right and proceeds to the shops, keeping 
himself in the rear of his detail.  Upon arrival in the front of the 
shops, the detail holds and faces the shop entrance. 
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07:30 a.m. Each shop foreman counts his detail as the lines enter the 
shop and immediately phones the count to the lieutenant of the 
watch.  He also signs the count slip and turns it over to the 
lieutenant making his first round. 

07:30 a.m. remaining guards draft detailed count slips, phones it to 
the lieutenant of the watch, sign it and proceeds with it to the 
lieutenant’s office. 

09:30 a.m. Rest period during which the men are allowed to smoke 
in places permitted, but are not allowed to crowd together. 

09:38 a.m.  Foreman or guard gives whistle signal. All of the men on 
each floor of shops assemble at a given point and are counted and 
return immediately to work.  This assembly is quickly done and the 
count is written on a slip of paper, signed by the foreman and then 
turned over to the lieutenant making his next round. 

11:30 a.m. Prisoners stop work and assemble in front of the shops.  
The count is taken by the foreman or the guard.  The foreman 
phones in the count and signs the count slip, turning it over to the 
guard, who proceeds with the detail to the rear gate and checks his 
detail in with the rear gate guard. 

11:35 a.m. In the recreation yard, the mess hall line is immediately 
formed in the same order as in the morning.  The details proceed in 
the same lines to the mess hall. 

11:40 a.m. Dinner routine is the same as for breakfast except at the 
completion of dinner, when the details immediately proceed to cells. 

12:00 p.m. Noon lock-up cell count; the detail guards remain in 
front of cells until the prisoners are locked up and the count made. 

12:20 p.m. Unlock and proceed the same as before going to 
breakfast; except that the prisoners marched in a single file into the 
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yard, number three (C) cellblock first.  Shop details again remain in 
front of their guards.  

12:25 p.m.  Details are checked out of the rear gate the same as in 
the morning. 

12:30 p.m.  Details enter the shops and are counted by the foreman 
and the guard.  Procedures are the same as 07:30 a.m. 

02:30 p.m. Rest period: the procedure and count are the same as in 
the morning. 

04:15 p.m. Work stopped:  the procedure and count are the same as 
11:30 a.m.  

04:20 p.m. Prisoners enter the gate, with count. 

04:25 p.m. Prisoners marched into the mess hall, with count. 

04:45 p.m. Prisoners returned to their cells. 

04:50 p.m. Final Lockup. 

05:00 p.m. Standing count in the cells by both shifts of the lieutenant 
and the cell house guards. 

08:00 p.m. Count in the Cells. 

09:30 p.m.  Lights out and count. 

12:01 a.m. Counts by Lieutenant and the cell house guards of both 
shifts. 

03:00 a.m.  Count in Cells. 

05:00 a.m.  Count in Cells. 
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A total of 13 official Prisoner counts are made each 24 hours.  In 
addition shop foremen make 6 verification counts.  Sunday and 
Holidays routines require their own schedules with time reserved for 
haircuts, showers, clothing change and recreation. The prisoners 
were required to shave their whiskers three times a week. 

The above schedule reflects a normal day for a Brother with no 
discipline problems.  Those that failed to follow prison rules were 
subjected to some form of chastisement. These infractions which 
could lead to the loss of mail privileges, having visitors, going out 
into the recreation yard, enjoying books and eating in the dining 
hall were usually handed out by the Associate Warden. 

More serious infractions could lead to loss of good time earned or 
possibly confinement to the dungeon or the “Hole” as it was 
frequently called. The following edited extract came from James 
Quillen as he describes his nineteen days in solitary confinement. 

If assigned to the Hole one could expect to see no light, hear no 
sound, and see no person except for a short glimpse of the guard 
twice a day. The day started at 6:30 a.m. when the lights were 
turned on and a loud jangling bell was sounded. A guard opened 
the soundproof outer door and shouted to get up. Your breakfast was 
passed through the slot.  It was the same food the normal prisoners 
ate but it was all dumped together in a big lump. Bread was buried 
in the oatmeal and fruit was dumped on top.  A cup of coffee without 
milk or sugar completed the meal. Twenty minutes later the guard 
collected your tray. 

Inmates were required to roll up their bedding and give it to the 
guards. The guards turned off the lights leaving you in total 
darkness for the remainder of the day.  At nighttime the bedding 
was returned for your use.  During the day your four companions 
were isolation, darkness, cold and total silence.   
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To pass the time in total darkness some inmates played the button 
game. The game was simple, tear a button off your coveralls, toss the 
button out into the darkness of the room, then turn your body in 
circles a few times, and then with your eyes closed get on your hand 
and knees and try to find the button. When and if you found the 
button, you repeated the process until you decided to quit and pass 
the time some other way.   

After the evening meal, your bedding was returned and with luck 
you would fall asleep quickly and dream that tomorrow would never 
come. 

Initially prisoners in solitary were given bread and water twice a 
day with a full meal every third day. Later the rules were amended 
by the warden to allow prisoners to get a bowl of soup every day, with 
a full meal every second day. Inmates receiving this form of 
treatment experienced hallucinations and other forms of 
disorientation, along with depression and thoughts of suicide. Over 
time the Warden decided to limit inmate stays in the “Hole” to 
nineteen days.  Often times the inmate would serve 19 days, and be 
released only to be sent to the “Hole” again the next day. Thus the 19 
consecutive day rule could be circumvented. 

The Rock has no special facilities for physical torture. Things like the 
Hooks, the electric shock treatments, medical experiments and other 
tortures normally found in prisons throughout the world were 
outlawed by Warden Johnson.  

There have been isolated stories of beatings, use of blackjacks and 
guards using the ventilation systems to make prisoners cold, wet 
and uncomfortable.  These charges may have happened in some 
instances but were definitely not common place events. Inmates 
often considered suicide and were prevented only by means and 
tight security. 
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Infamous Alumnus of Alcatraz 

Alcatraz will always be known as home to the most notorious, 
incorrigible and possibly the most dangerous prisoners in the 
Federal Prison system from 1934 to 1963.  During that 29 year 
period there have been a total of 1545 different prisoners that called 
Alcatraz their home.  The prisoner numbering system indicates that 
1,576 numbers were issued to incoming prisoners.  This slight 
difference was caused by 31 ex-Alcatraz prisoners that left the island 
and were later arrested, returned and issued a new Alcatraz 
number.    

Many of the early prisoners assigned to Alcatraz were caught up in 
the prohibition era, bootlegging, Mafia families, gang warfare and 
many related crimes.  Many of them were closely followed by the 
Media and consequently made Infamous in the eyes of the public. 
These prisoners are easy to identify by their names and pictures such 
as Al Capone and Machine Gun Kelly.   

However the pool of inmates included many lesser known hardened 
and dangerous individuals that had created their own stories and 
legends in the archives of terror.  

Limited space prevents identifying each of the 1,545 prisoners, but 
an attempt will be made to include a portion of the prisoner 
population that screams for attention and or recognition.  
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Al Capone, gangster and mafia member, AZ-085 

The residents of Brooklyn, New York had no idea that the young 
baby born in 1899 to the Capone family would grow up to be one of 
the most Infamous Criminals and Mafia 
gangsters of all time. The whole world 
would soon know and recognize the 
name of Alphonse Gabriel Capone. 

Al was only eighteen when his face was 
slashed three times giving him the facial 
scars, leading to one of his nicknames, 
that being “Scarface”.  At age 19 he was 
a bouncer at a local club and at age 
twenty he beat one of his cohorts to a 
pulp. As a result he moved to Chicago to 
escape the repercussions of the beating. 

Capone gravitated into the mob action 
and everything that went with it like, 
prostitution, bootlegging, gambling and 
murder. In no time Al had either talked, bribed or murdered his 
way into the Chicago gang and soon became their leader. 

Using the same tactics he gained control of numerous police 
officials, politicians, and judges giving him free reign to disperse his 
brand of terror over the city and its residents.   

Over the years a few of the clean politicians and elected officials 
had tried very hard to prosecute Capone and close his speak easies 
and houses of prostitution, with very little success.  They began a new 
attack on Capone’s income and unreported taxes to the Internal 
Revenue Service rather than pursuing his other criminal activities. 

         Alphonse “Scarface” Capone 
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The new plan of attack worked and Al Capone was arrested, tried, 
convicted and sentenced to eleven years in prison in 1931.  His 
worth at that time was estimated to be sixty-two million dollars.   

Capone was sent to Atlanta Federal Prison where he was treated with 
such favoritism that he was later sent in 1934 to Alcatraz.  After he 
arrived at the Rock the favoritism stopped and he was treated like 
any other prisoner. Over time Capone was involved in three fights 
while suffering minor injuries and spent numerous tours in solitary 
for fighting and violation of the silence rule. 

He initially tried to con Warden Johnson into some deals but was 
quickly rebuked and put back in his place.  Finally, after three years 
Capone told the Warden that the Rock had licked him.  From that 
time his mind set changed and he became a fairly model prisoner.  
Al even started to practice and play the banjo and frequently hid in 
the old prison shower room so he could play his banjo in peace. 

However it was not long before his health began to deteriorate.  He 
was suffering from drug and cocaine withdrawal as well as syphilis 
which he had contacted while working as a bouncer at a brothel in 
early Chicago. 

Many of Capone’s old cronies had been given nicknames making 
you wonder just what they did to deserve such descriptive names.  A 
few examples are; the camel, screwy Madalox, Dapper Dan, Golf Bag 
Hunt, three fingers White, Pollack Joe, Mitters, Nails  and Machine 
gun Jack just to name a few. 

In 1934 Al Capone had arrived at Alcatraz as a feisty and 
uncontrollable prisoner. He departed in 1939 after serving four and 
a half years on the Rock as a sickly, incoherent old man, without 
influence and ready to live out his few remaining years in seclusion 
at his home in Florida.   
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There was little joy in Brooklyn when Al Capone, one of their sons, 
departed this world in 1947. The man allegedly responsible for the 
seven murders committed on 14 February 1929; the Saint Valentine’s 
Day massacre in Chicago had now joined its victims. 

Alvin “Creepy” Karpis, Inmate AZ-325 

 

Alvin was born Albin Francis Karpowicz to his parents in Canada. 
He pursued a life of crime as bank robber and kidnapper and 
worked his way up to be American Public Enemy Number One. Karpis 
used kidnapping as an easy way to make money. Prior to 
kidnapping, Creepy (named for his sinister grin) was the brains 
behind the Ma Barker family, a bank–robbing group known for their 
ruthless reign of terror in the 1930’s. Karpis and the Barker boys 
kidnapped millionaire William Hamm for $100,000 in 1933.  The 
Gig was so successful that they tried it again with banker Edward 
Bremer for $200,000. That crime was also successful but resulted in 
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his 1936 personal capture by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover.  Hoover 
became involved because of Bremer’s (VIP) friends in high places.  
During Hoovers hunt for Karpis several members of the Ma Barker 
gang were killed, however each time Karpis had managed to escape, 
until his arrest by Hoover. 

Karpis has the individual honor of serving the longest prison term 
on Alcatraz, that being 26 years from 1936 to 1962. After the Rock 
closed, Karpis finished his sentence elsewhere and was then deported 
in 1969 to his birth country. While there he wrote two books about 
his life of crime. In 1979 he died at the age of 72 from an accidental 
overdose of sleeping pills. 

Machine Gun Kelly, Inmate AZ-117 

 

                 

                 Machine Gun Kelly            2003 Kelly revisits Alcatraz  
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George “Machine Gun” Kelly served seventeen years at Alcatraz after 
being captured and convicted of Kidnapping in 1934. George was 
born in a well off family in Memphis and given the name of George 
Kelly Barnes, Jr. He left college due to a quick and short term 
marriage. His first stint in crime involved bootlegging during the 
prohibition.  Kelly was known as a small time crook until he met 
and married his new love Kathryn Thorne.  Thorne was a criminal 
herself and much more experienced than her new husband. 

She purchased a Thompson machine gun and gave it to Kelly as a 
gift. Under her guidance the duo soon began robbing banks 
together like the team of Bonnie and Clyde. Their actions and that 
of Kelly were highlighted in the Media and his reputation as 
Machine Gun Kelly quickly spread throughout the southern states. 
The couple tried their hand at kidnapping when they abducted 
Charles Urschel a big Oklahoma oil tycoon and sought $200,000 in 
ransom, which they successfully collected.  However, this crime 
alerted the FBI and in two months’ time the couple was arrested, 
convicted and sentenced to life in Prison.  

While incarcerated at Leavenworth prison Kelly bragged several 
times that the prison couldn’t hold him.  Hearing this, the prison 
officials transferred him to the Rock.  Kelly served his time quietly 
and was a model prisoner.  He had jobs as an altar boy and office 
clerk and became known as “POP” to the other prisoners.  His 
conduct was so good in 1951 that he was transferred back to 
Leavenworth where he died in prison three years later of a heart 
attack. 

Machine Gun Kelly would have made an excellent Chaplin for the 
Pelican Brotherhood.  

 

 



 29  

 

Meyer Harris “Mickey” Cohen, AZ-1518 

                                                                                                                                                                     

 

 

    

                                                                                 

 

 

 

 

Mickey Cohen has been described as a Los Angeles gangster 
affiliated with the Jewish Mafia, and with strong ties to the 
American Mafia. His political influence was so strong that several 
rules and regulations pertaining to the operation of Alcatraz seem 
to have been disregarded or ignored on this convict.   

Cohen was committed directly to Alcatraz in July of 1961. Earlier 
rules stated that convicts could not be assigned directly but had to 
be transferred from another penitentiary.   

Cohen was later released on appeal bond that same year.  Earlier 
rules indicated that prisoners from Alcatraz could not be released 
in this manner. The bond request was signed by Earl Warren who 
was the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court under John F. Kennedy. 

Mickey Cohen before Injury 
Mickey Cohen before Injury           Mickey Cohen after Injury 

 



 30  

 

Considering the power of the Supreme Court Chief Justice this 
illustrates the far-reaching political clout of the Cohen clan. 
Mickey’s sentence was treated as a split sentence since he was 
released on appeal bond in October of 1961.  When he returned 202 
days later he was signed in with his original Alcatraz prisoner 
number and officially began serving his remaining sentence. 
During his sentence he was relocated to six different cells in three 
different cell blocks.  Could these moves have been dictated by VIP 
requests?  It is rumored that “Paoli’s,” Cohen’s favorite restaurant 
would prepare him a steak and loaf of Italian bread for his evening 
meal and have it transported to the pier where a guard would pick 
it up and deliver it to Cohen’s cell. So much for inmate favoritism.  

Mickey’s life paralleled that of Al Capone, both had been convicted of 
Tax Evasion.  Mickey like Capone, was sent to Atlanta prison when 
released from Alcatraz. Mickey like Al Capone, was attacked by a 
fellow prisoner and seriously injured, never to walk again. Mickey 
Cohen, like Al Capone, died a few years after his release from prison.  
Mickey, another member of the Brotherhood and graduate of the 
“Rock” was now free but it could hardly be described as a planned 
escape. 

Harvey John Bailey, AZ-0139 

 

 

 

 

 

Harvey John Bailey, the Dean of American Bank Robbers 
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Harvey Bailey was probably the oldest prisoner on the Island. Born 
in West Virginia  in 1887; Bailey’s career as a Bank Robber began in 
1918 and lasted until he pulled his last heist in Kingfisher, 
Oklahoma in late 1933.  During his short crime spree he stole over a 
million dollars while earning the moniker of “The Dean of 
American Bank Robbers.”  

It is known that his gang robbed the Lincoln National Bank of over 
one million dollars. It is also rumored that he buried the Loot on a 
farm near Richmond, Illinois where he was hiding out from the law. 

Bailey was serving a sentence in the Kansas State prison in 1932 
until he escaped a year later.  During his breakout he kidnapped 
the prison warden and used him as a hostage.  Five months later he 
was recaptured,  tried and convicted on charges of Complicity in the 
Urschel Kidnapping that was pulled off by Machine Gun Kelly and 
his gang. He was sentenced to Life in prison at Leavenworth and 
then transferred to Alcatraz in 1934.   

Bailey was considered a model prisoner which led to his transfer 
back to Leavenworth in 1946. For reasons unknown he was 
transferred in 1960 to Seagoville Federal Correctional Institution in 
Texas until his release in 1964. 

The Dean of American Bank Robbers moved to Joplin, Missouri and 
enjoyed his remaining years until his peaceful death in 1979 at the 
age of ninety-one.  Apparently he died without recovering his one 
million dollar hidden stash.  His death reduced the Brotherhood’s 
living membership by one. 
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Robert Stroud, “Birdman of Alcatraz,” AZ- 0594 

  Inmate number 0594 was probably the most 
famous and dangerous prisoner in the 
Federal Prison System in the early 1940’s.  He 
began his life of crime at age 19 when 
charged with manslaughter and later 
charged with assault.  Stroud went to Alaska 
and became a Pimp with a string of working 
girls. Robert beat and killed a bartender for 
assaulting one of his girls and was 
imprisoned at McNeil Island in Washington.  
There he was an uncooperative prisoner and 
attacked many fellow prisoners as well as 
causing disruptions at the prison.  This led to 

his transfer to Leavenworth where he stabbed and killed a guard 
resulting in his sentence being upgraded to Life in Prison.  While at 
Leavenworth Stroud found a bird nest in the recreation yard along 
with three injured sparrows.  This interest in three little injured 
sparrows was the beginning of his new life.  He soon acquired 
numerous canaries for which he raised, bred and provided them 
with medical care.  

To keep Stroud away from other inmates he was placed in isolation 
and allowed to pursue his interest in breeding and caring for his 
birds. Officials hoped to keep him occupied and reduce the obvious 
threat to other inmates. During his incarceration he wrote two 
books on bird care and also started a small business of selling 
treatments for bird diseases. His involvement with birds seemed to 
calm his disposition and temper.  The prison officials at Leavenworth 
soon became perturbed with the birds unsanitary conditions and 
Stroud’s involvement.  This problem was resolved by transferring the 
Birdman to Alcatraz. 

     R. Stroud Birdman of Alcatraz  
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When he arrived at Alcatraz he was not permitted (animals were 
prohibited on Alcatraz) to have or care for his birds. He passed his 
time by writing his book “Looking Forward” which was a history of 
the U.S. Prison System.   

Hollywood filmed a movie called the “Birdman of Alcatraz” 
featuring Burt Lancaster in the leading role as Robert Stroud.  This 
movie led to additional publicity for Stroud and Alcatraz even 
though he was not permitted to pursue his hobby on the Rock.  The 
movie portrayed Stroud as a calm and controlled individual which 
was the exact opposite of his real demeanor.  The dark side of the 
Birdman accounted for the deaths of at least three other inmates 
while he was under the watchful eyes of the prison guards. 

Stroud was transferred from the Rock in 1959 after serving seventeen 
years with at least five years in solitary confinement. Robert died in 
his prison cell of natural causes in 1963.  During his 54 years of 
incarceration he had spent seventeen years in solitary confinement. 

Yes, fifty four years of confinement is a long time period but it is 
fourteen years short of the record held by inmate Paul Geidel who 
served 68 years and 245 days (1912-1980) in various New York 
Prisons. 
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Roy Gardner, “the Smiling Bandit”, AZ-0110                                           

Gardner was a criminal from an 
earlier decade. He didn’t belong to a 
mob or gang.  He almost always 
worked alone as a stick-up man or 
bandit. His crimes included robbing 
trains, trucks, people and any job 
that would make him a few bucks.  
His biggest mistake was when he 
robbed a U.S. Mail train which was a 
Federal Offense.  Based on this he 
soon became the most wanted man in 
America. 

In 1921 Roy was caught and sent to 
prison at McNeil Island, Washington 
for 25 years. While being taken to 
McNeil he made a daring escape from the moving train.  As expected 
he was caught a year later and then escaped again.  After finally 
being incarcerated at McNeil prison Gardner escaped again by 
cutting a hole in the prison fence and swimming to shore.  A few 
months later he was captured and did time in several of the 
toughest prisons in America, which included Atlanta Federal Prison, 
where he became friends with the infamous Al Capone.  

His frequent escapes earned him the nickname of “King of the Escape 
Artists.” and a trip to Alcatraz in 1934 where he spent two years. In 
1936 he was granted clemency and released, much to the surprise of 
all involved. 

While he was at Alcatraz he wrote a book which he published after 
his release.  He called his book, “Hellcatraz: The Rock of Despair”.  It 
was reported to be an account of his life at Alcatraz.  Once released 

Roy Gardner, the Smiling Bandit  
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and free, Roy’s life didn’t get much better and in 1940 he committed 
suicide by breathing cyanide. 

 

Arthur R. “Doc” Barker, AZ-0268 

                                                                                                                                                            
Doc Barker, son of the infamous Ma Barker, 
was once described as “a dimwit and a 
drunk, and a brutal thug.”  A fellow inmate 
called him “determined and ruthless, and 
had to finish any project that he started”, 
which explains his short life span. 

Barker was a member of the Barker-Karpis 
gang which was started by his brother Fred 
Barker and Alvin Karpis. Most of the capers 
pulled off by the gang were planned by Fred 
and Alvin and not by Ma Barker as the 
public believes.  Ma was treated like the 
leader but did little more than spend the 
money they stole.   

Doc was normally called on when a planned event called for violent 
action.  He was only 19 when first arrested for stealing an 
automobile and sent to prison in Joplin, Missouri. He quickly 
escaped and was involved in several robberies and crimes involving 
murder when he was recaptured and sent to the Oklahoma State 
Pen in 1921.  

After his release Doc decided to rejoin the Barker gang where he was 
described as a stone eyed killer and a drunk.  Doc and the gang 
were involved in several high dollar robberies, murders and 
kidnappings over the years; including the robbery of the Stockyards 

               Doc Barker 



 36  

 

National Bank and kidnapping of William Hamm and Edward 
Bremer, two wealthy Minnesota businessmen. Due to a stupid 
mistake made by Doc, he was identified and captured when his 
fingerprints were found on a gas can that had been used in the 
kidnapping of Bremer.  

Doc Barker and fellow inmate Alvin Karpis were sent to Alcatraz to 
serve life terms. Shortly after Barkers capture, a map found in 
Barkers hotel room led the FBI to the Barker hideout in Florida. 
There the Barkers, Ma Barker and her son Fred, a founding member 
of the gang were killed in a shoot-out. 

It was almost three years later that Doc Barker and fellow brothers 
Dale Stamphill, Henri Young and Rufus McCain attempted an 
escape. Their escape plan involved sawing through the prison bars, 
concealing the daily damage with makeshift putty. When that was 
accomplished they climbed over the high walls of the prison under 
the cover of a foggy night and made their way to the beach. They 
split into pairs with Barker and Stamphill trying to swim out 
towards San Francisco, but they were pushed back by the strong 
currents. While trying to build a make shift raft they were spotted by 
a guard in the tower and ordered to raise their hands.  Both men 
ignored the request and the guard began to fire, wounding them in 
the legs. Barker was then shot in the head from a patrol boat in the 
escape area.  Barker was captured but died later from his wounds. 
The three remaining escapees were captured returned to the Rock.   

Doc Parkers death ended the Barker family’s crime spree and once 
again removed another living member from the Brotherhood of 
Pelican Island. 

Another Brother was now missing from the Brotherhood of Pelican 
Island. 
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Ellsworth Raymond “Bumpy” Johnson, AZ-1117 

Raymond Johnson spent two tours at 
Alcatraz, from 1954 to 1958 and again 
from 1959 to 1963. Bumpy (had a bump 
on the back of his head) grew up in 
South Carolina and moved to Harlem 
early in his life. There he was a numbers 
runner and bootlegger, as well as 
narcotics supplier.  Bumpy was often 
referred to as the “Godfather of Harlem.” 
His life became the subject of several 
Hollywood movies. Johnson lived only 
five years after his prison release.                   Raymond Bumpy Johnson 

He died of a heart attack at 2 a.m. after ordering a chicken leg and 
grits at his favorite local diner. Throughout his life he tried to gain 
attention and respect for himself and other African-Americans. 
Another member of the Pelican Brotherhood has departed this 
world.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

The Closing 

Pelican Island and the Rock began receiving students, apprentices 
and pupils in August of 1934.  That was a terrible year for scholars 
and students in the school of crime. Numerous celebrities in crime 
had reaped their reward of Death, as payment for their many 
criminal deeds.   

Those killed in 1934 by the FBI and other law enforcement agencies 
included; John Dillinger, age 31, the machine gun carrying bank 
robber, Bonnie Parker age 24 and Clyde Barrow, age 25 the 
dynamitic duo that robbed banks and killed for enjoyment. Pretty 
Boy Floyd, was also known as “Oklahoma’s Robin Hood of the 
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Cookson Hills”. Floyd was infamous for his violent machine gun 
bank robberies, until his youthful death at the age of 30 by agents of 
the FBI. He died hating the Alias of “Pretty Boy” that was given by 
his girlfriend. 

The same year also saw Baby Face Nelson AKA (born Lester Gillis), 
age 26, shot and wounded 17 times in a gun battle with agents of 
the FBI. Nelson managed to escape but died the following day from 
his wounds. The average age of those killed was 27 years indicating 
that a career in Crime usually leads to an early death? 

1934 also produced the violent death of Charles Lindbergh’s 20 
month old son who had been kidnapped for $50,000 ransom. The 
boy’s dead body was found later, after the ransom was paid. 

Father Time had taken the lives of five desperate criminals but saw 
fit to add a new name to the list of potential murderers when 
Charles Manson was born. 

Although the above criminals are not included as Brothers of 
Pelican Island we do have a list of Brothers that were tutored at the 
Rock between the years of 1934 and 1963.  As such, each served at 
least four months and possibly up to 29 years as an apprentice or 
scholar at the Rock. The last inmate number AZ-1576 was assigned 
to Frank Weatherman a renowned arms smuggler and bank robber 
while history will show that the notoriety of being prisoner AZ-001 
belonged to inmate Frank Bolt.   

During the twenty-nine years that Alcatraz was in operation the 
penitentiary claimed that no prisoner successfully escaped, not that 
many did not try. In that time a total of 36 inmates participated in 
fourteen escape attempts with two inmates trying twice.  Of the 36 
potential escapees 23 were caught alive, six were shot and killed 
during their attempt, two others are known drowned and five are 
listed as missing and presumed drowned. 
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The most violent of these planned escapes was in 1946 when a failed 
escape attempt by six inmates led to a fierce two day gun battle 
between the guards and prisoners. The riot was finally squashed by 
two platoons of marines and two squads of prison guards. The riot 
left three inmates dead and two others that were executed in 1948 
for their participation in the melee. Casualties on the prison side 
included two dead guards and eleven more that were seriously 
wounded. 

One of the most sophisticated escape plans ever devised was carried 
out in 1962 by inmates Frank Morris, and brothers Clarence and 
John Anglin. The elaborate plan was almost two years in 
preparation and execution and to this day there is no firm evidence 
that the escape was a success or a failure.  For two years they worked 
on papier Mache heads and faces to fool the guards.  They made a 
large raft and some individual flotation devices to help in their 
swim to freedom. In addition they had to dig through their cell 
walls.  They executed their plan and succeeded in making it off the 
island.  Although no bodies were found in the water, other items 
used in the escape attempt were located.  The three inmates are 
considered to have drowned. 

The Federal Prison system made the decision to close down Alcatraz 
after it had served 29 years as the systems most infamous and talked 
about prison facility.  The decision to close the facility was said to be 
financially as the cost of keeping a single inmate  on the Rock was 
ten dollars a day versus three dollars per day at most of the other 
prisons.  In addition, the prison was old and its infrastructure had 
deteriorated and was crumbling more every day.  The estimated cost 
to repair and update the facility was enormous and not considered 
as a viable solution. In 1962 the system began transferring the 
prisoners from Alcatraz to their new place of confinement. 
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On the morning of 21 March of 1963 there were only twenty-seven 
inmates remaining on the Rock, awaiting transfer.  It was cold and 
windy that morning as the inmates, dressed in their new clothes 
and new Navy Pea coats to keep them warm, were handcuffed and 
shackled for the trip to their new homes.   

After prisoner counts were completed, correctional officer Jim 
Albright marched the last 27 inmates down the Broadway Corridor 
then to the boat dock where they boarded the T Boat T-451 which 
had been christened “Warden Blackwell” after the last Warden of the 
Rock. Inmate Frank Weatherman, (AZ-1576) was the last prisoner to 
board the boat and depart Alcatraz. When Reporters asked him for 
a comment; he replied “Alcatraz was never no good for nobody!!  

The final Alcatraz prisoner count came when the last 27 remaining 
prisoners were accepted on the San Francisco Pier #33 by the agents 
and officers assigned to their transportation detail. 

Post Alcatraz 

Yes, Alcatraz, the prison, closed in 1963, but Pelican Island 
continues to live on with its 241 years of memories and history since 
Spaniard Lt. Ayala first sailed his ship into the San Francisco Bay 
harbor.   

1969 saw Pelican Island taken over by a group of aboriginal people 
that were part of a Native activism group across the nation.  They 
occupied the island, claiming ownership for their tribes, for 
nineteen months before they departed. 

In 1972 the island became a national recreation area and received 
designation as a National Historic Landmark in 1986. Today the 
islands facilities are managed by the Park Service and are open to 
tours.  Hornblower Cruises and Events under the name of Alcatraz 
Cruises is the official ferry provider for the tours. A typical day tour 
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of the island lasts two and a half hours.  Ticket prices range from 
$28.00 for children to $48 for adults on the night tour. 

The 50 degree cold water temperature, the hazardous tides and 
currents surrounding the island still remain for those that are 
ready to challenge them. Numerous birds and waterfowl remain in 
the area, but only a few Brown Pelicans still call the island home. 

Even today the island is home to the abandoned prison and the site 
of the oldest still operating lighthouse on the west coast of America. 
Many of the early military fortifications and island features like the 
bird colonies and rock pools are still seen by the millions of tourists 
that visit Alcatraz (whoops – sorry, Pelican Island) every year. 

 


