
escapes from alcatraz the true stories
The allure of Alcatraz, the "Rock," is undeniable. For decades, this island
fortress in the San Francisco Bay was synonymous with impenetrable security
and the most dangerous criminals in America. Yet, the legend of Alcatraz is
also intertwined with daring escape attempts, stories that have captivated
imaginations and fueled countless books, films, and documentaries. This
article delves into the heart of these audacious endeavors, exploring the
true stories behind the most famous escapes from Alcatraz, examining the
ingenuity, desperation, and sheer will of the men who dared to defy the
unbreachable. We will journey through the planning, execution, and eventual
outcomes of these remarkable attempts, shedding light on the enduring
mystique of Alcatraz and the human spirit's unyielding quest for freedom.
Prepare to uncover the gripping realities behind the myths of Alcatraz
escapes.
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Conclusion: The Enduring Fascination with Alcatraz Escapes

The Infamous Island: A Brief History of
Alcatraz

Alcatraz Island, a desolate granite outcrop in the choppy waters of the San
Francisco Bay, was never intended to be a pleasure resort. Established as a
military prison in the mid-19th century, its strategic location and natural
isolation quickly made it a prime candidate for housing the nation's most
problematic inmates. The U.S. Department of Justice took control of the
island in 1934, transforming it into a maximum-security federal penitentiary
designed to hold prisoners who were too violent, too troublesome, or too
escape-prone for other federal prisons. Alcatraz was built to be the ultimate
deterrent, a place where escape was not merely difficult, but considered
virtually impossible. The thick concrete walls, the constant patrol of armed
guards, the frigid bay waters, and the notorious “prison within a prison” –
segregation cells – were all designed to break the spirit of even the most
hardened criminals. Yet, the very notoriety of Alcatraz seemed to breed a
desperate defiance, leading to a series of attempts to break free from its
seemingly impenetrable grasp. These attempts, born from a deep-seated desire
for freedom, have etched themselves into the annals of American criminal
history, forever linking the island to tales of daring escapes.

The Most Celebrated Alcatraz Escapes: Unpacking
the True Stories

While the official records of Alcatraz Penitentiary state that no prisoner
ever successfully escaped and reached freedom, the narrative is far more
complex and captivating. The legend of Alcatraz is inextricably linked to the
audacious attempts made by its inmates. Among these, one escape stands out
above all others, a testament to human ingenuity and a lingering mystery that
continues to fuel speculation. The stories of these men, their meticulous
planning, and their bold actions against overwhelming odds form the core of
what makes Alcatraz a site of such enduring fascination. Examining these true
stories allows us to understand the psychology of imprisonment and the
unquenchable thirst for liberty that can drive individuals to extraordinary
lengths. These narratives highlight not just the flaws in the system, but the
remarkable resilience of the human spirit when faced with seemingly
insurmountable obstacles, making the true stories of Alcatraz escapes
incredibly compelling.



The Frank Morris and Brothers Anglin Escape: The
Masterpiece of Alcatraz

The escape that has cemented Alcatraz in popular culture as a place of daring
escapes occurred on the night of June 11, 1962. This was not a spontaneous
act of rebellion but a meticulously planned operation executed by Frank
Morris and brothers John and Clarence Anglin. Morris, a man with an
exceptionally high IQ, conceived and orchestrated the elaborate plan. The
trio, housed in the East Wing of the prison, spent months secretly widening
the ventilation grates in their cells using improvised tools, including
sharpened spoons and a drill fashioned from a vacuum cleaner motor. They
painstakingly collected over 50 stolen raincoats, which they painstakingly
stitched together to create makeshift life vests and a raft. The dedication
to detail in their preparations was astonishing, showcasing a level of
foresight and resourcefulness rarely seen in prison break attempts.

Key Elements of the Morris-Anglin Escape Plan

The ingenuity of the Morris-Anglin escape lay in its multi-faceted approach,
designed to overcome every obstacle. The primary challenges were:

Bypassing Cell Security: The ventilation grates, measuring 9x5 inches,
were widened. To conceal their work during the day, they created
elaborate dummy heads from a mixture of soap, toilet paper, and real
human hair, which they placed on their beds to fool the guards during
nightly counts.

Navigating the Prison Interior: After exiting their cells, they accessed
the unguarded utility corridor behind the cell blocks. This corridor
provided a pathway to the roof and eventually to the outside of the
prison.

Crossing the Bay: Their most critical challenge was crossing the
treacherous San Francisco Bay. They utilized their homemade raft,
inflated with a concertina accordion, and their raincoats fashioned into
life vests. The cold water and strong currents were significant threats.

Avoiding Detection: The entire operation was timed to coincide with the
dim light of dawn, hoping to blend into the early morning fog and
traffic on the bay.

The Fate of Morris and Anglin: Unanswered Questions

The morning after the escape, the discovery of the empty cells sent
shockwaves through the penitentiary. While contraband – including the dummy



heads, tools, and parts of the raft – were found on the shores near Angel
Island, the bodies of Morris and the Anglin brothers were never recovered.
This lack of definitive proof of their demise has fueled decades of
speculation and numerous theories about their fate. Some believe they drowned
in the frigid bay waters, their bodies swept out to sea. Others suggest they
successfully made it to shore, perhaps aided by an accomplice, and vanished
into anonymity. The FBI officially closed the case in 1979, concluding that
the men likely drowned. However, the discovery of a photograph from 1975
showing a man who closely resembles John Anglin, along with alleged
correspondence and financial records, has kept the mystery alive. The family
of the Anglin brothers has also shared accounts suggesting the brothers
survived and maintained contact.

Other Notable Alcatraz Escape Attempts

While the Morris and Anglin escape remains the most famous, it was not the
only attempt to flee Alcatraz. Throughout its operational history,
approximately 36 men participated in 14 separate escape attempts. The vast
majority of these were unsuccessful, with many men recaptured, killed during
the attempt, or simply never seen again. These earlier attempts, though less
sophisticated, underscore the persistent desire for freedom among Alcatraz
inmates and the lengths they were willing to go to achieve it. Each failed
attempt, in its own way, contributed to the evolving understanding of the
prison’s security and the constant efforts by the inmates to find a way out.

The 1938 Escape: Joseph Paul Cretzer and the
Brotherhood

In 1938, a group of five inmates, led by the notorious Joseph Paul Cretzer,
attempted to escape. Cretzer, a bank robber and murderer, was known for his
violent tendencies. The plan involved overpowering guards during a work
detail outside the main cell block and stealing a guard’s boat. However, the
escape went disastrously wrong. As they attempted to commandeer a prison
boat, shots were fired, and Cretzer and two other inmates, Sam Shockley and
Arlen Hubain, were killed. Two others were recaptured. This violent attempt
highlighted the desperation and brutality that could arise within the prison
walls.

The 1939 Escape: The Ill-Fated Attempt of James
Boarman

James Boarman was another inmate driven by an intense desire to escape
Alcatraz. In January 1939, he attempted to break out by hiding in a laundry



cart. His plan was discovered by guards before he could even reach the
outside. He was apprehended and placed in segregation. This incident, while
less dramatic than others, demonstrates the constant vigilance required by
the prison staff and the various methods inmates explored, even those
seemingly mundane.

The 1940 Escape: Lloyd “Cowboy” Jensen’s Bold Gamble

Lloyd “Cowboy” Jensen, a man with a history of attempted escapes, made his
bid for freedom in 1940. He managed to slip away from a work detail and make
it to the island’s shoreline. Jensen then reportedly attempted to swim across
the bay. Like many who dared the waters, he was either recaptured or
perished. His attempt is a stark reminder of the unforgiving nature of the
San Francisco Bay and the slim chances of survival for any escapee attempting
to swim.

The 1941 Escape: The Final Attempt Before the War

Prior to the United States’ entry into World War II, another significant
escape attempt occurred in 1941. A group of inmates, recognizing the
increased distractions and potential security lapses that might accompany
wartime, planned a breakout. This attempt, like many others, was ultimately
unsuccessful, with the inmates being apprehended or failing to overcome the
island's formidable defenses. These pre-war attempts set the stage for the
more famous 1962 escape, showcasing a growing understanding of the prison’s
weaknesses and a developing methodology among inmates.

The Siege of Alcatraz and the Question of True
Escapes

Beyond individual escape attempts, the island itself became the site of a
prolonged standoff in 1971 known as the Siege of Alcatraz. While not an
escape in the traditional sense, it was a significant act of defiance by
Native American activists who occupied the island, protesting federal
policies. The occupation, lasting 19 months, brought national attention to
Native American rights and highlighted the island’s symbolic power. While the
activists did not seek to "escape" Alcatraz as prisoners, their occupation
was a form of reclaiming the space and challenging the authority that had
controlled it. This event, though different in nature, is a crucial part of
Alcatraz's history and its association with challenging established power
structures.



The Legacy of Alcatraz Escapes: Myths vs.
Reality

The enduring fascination with Alcatraz escapes is a testament to the power of
narrative and the human desire for freedom. The 1962 escape of Frank Morris
and the Anglin brothers, in particular, has been romanticized and dramatized,
blurring the lines between fact and fiction. The sheer audacity of their
plan, the elaborate dummy heads, and the mysterious disappearance have
cemented their story in American folklore. However, it is essential to
distinguish between the captivating myth and the documented reality. While
the 1962 escape remains officially unsolved in terms of the inmates’
survival, many earlier attempts were definitively failures, resulting in
recapture or death. The legacy of Alcatraz is thus a blend of proven security
and persistent, often fatal, attempts to breach it.

What We Know About Alcatraz Escapes

What is definitively known is that Alcatraz was designed to be inescapable.
The prison employed advanced security measures for its time, including
constant surveillance, armed guards, and the harsh environmental conditions
of the bay. Numerous escape attempts were made, with varying degrees of
planning and execution. The 1962 escape of Morris and Anglin is the most
famous and the one with the most lingering questions. The FBI's
investigation, while concluding they likely drowned, never produced concrete
proof of their deaths. Evidence found, such as parts of their raft and
personal effects, supports the fact that an escape was indeed attempted, and
they did leave the island.

What Remains a Mystery in Alcatraz Escapes

The primary mystery surrounding Alcatraz escapes, and by extension the most
captivating aspect, is the ultimate fate of Frank Morris and the Anglin
brothers. Did they successfully navigate the treacherous waters and reach the
mainland? If so, did they manage to live out their lives undetected, or were
they eventually apprehended? The lack of definitive evidence – a body, a
confession, or a verifiable sighting – allows for endless speculation. The
stories and alleged evidence shared by the Anglin family continue to add fuel
to this enduring enigma. This unresolved aspect of the 1962 escape is what
truly elevates the Alcatraz escape narrative from a historical event to a
persistent cultural phenomenon.



Conclusion: The Enduring Fascination with
Alcatraz Escapes

Alcatraz, the island fortress of ill repute, continues to hold a powerful
grip on our collective imagination, largely due to the captivating true
stories of its escape attempts. The daring ingenuity of Frank Morris and the
Anglin brothers in 1962, coupled with the enduring mystery of their fate, has
made their story legendary. While many other inmates tried and failed to
break free from the Rock, these attempts, whether successful or not,
highlight the unyielding human spirit and the universal desire for freedom,
even in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. The legacy of Alcatraz
escapes is a complex tapestry woven from historical fact, dramatic
speculation, and the enduring allure of the unsolved. These true stories
remind us that even within the most secure confines, the quest for liberty
can inspire extraordinary acts of courage and cunning, ensuring that Alcatraz
will forever remain a symbol of defiance and the ultimate escape challenge.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the most significant escape attempts from
Alcatraz?
The most famous and perhaps most successful attempt was the June 1962 escape
by Frank Morris and brothers John and Clarence Anglin. Other notable attempts
include the 1946 Battle of Alcatraz and the 1950 escape by Robert Stroud, the
'Birdman of Alcatraz', though his attempt was unsuccessful.

Did anyone ever successfully escape Alcatraz and
remain at large?
Officially, no one is confirmed to have successfully escaped Alcatraz and
reached freedom. The FBI closed the case on the 1962 escape deeming the three
men likely drowned, but their fates remain a subject of intense speculation
and debate.

How did Frank Morris and the Anglin brothers plan
their 1962 escape?
They meticulously planned over months, creating lifelike dummy heads from
soap, toilet paper, and human hair to fool guards during nighttime counts.
They also fashioned makeshift paddles and a raft from stolen raincoats.



What happened to the escapees from the 1962 attempt
after leaving the island?
Their raft was found damaged downstream. While authorities claim they
drowned, some believe they reached the mainland and disappeared. Theories
persist, fueled by alleged sightings and family claims, but no definitive
proof exists.

Were there any notable deaths during Alcatraz
escapes?
Yes, tragically. During the 1946 escape attempt, known as the Battle of
Alcatraz, two inmates were killed by guards, and one guard was also killed.
Another inmate who participated in the escape was later executed.

What made Alcatraz so difficult to escape from?
Alcatraz was designed to be inescapable. Its remote island location, frigid
waters of San Francisco Bay, strong currents, and constant guard presence
made any escape attempt extremely perilous and unlikely to succeed.

What was the 'Battle of Alcatraz' in 1946?
It was a violent escape attempt by six inmates who managed to overpower
guards, obtain weapons, and hold a section of the prison for two days. The
brutal confrontation resulted in the deaths of guards and inmates, and
highlighted the desperation some felt.

How did prisoners acquire the materials for their
escape tools?
Inmates were resourceful. They used everyday items like spoons, sharpened
toothbrushes, stolen raincoats (for the raft), and even pieces of metal from
the prison itself to fashion tools for digging, cutting, and building their
escape apparatus.

What is the enduring legacy of Alcatraz escapes?
The escapes, particularly the 1962 attempt, have cemented Alcatraz's
reputation as a place of both extreme security and human ingenuity. They fuel
fascination with the prison, its inmates, and the enduring mystery of what
truly happened to those who dared to defy its walls.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to escapes from Alcatraz, with short
descriptions:



1. The Rock: Alcatraz, The Prison That Couldn't Be Broken
This book delves into the history of Alcatraz Island as a federal
penitentiary, exploring its reputation for being inescapable. It details the
notorious population housed there, including infamous gangsters, and examines
the rigorous security measures in place. The narrative often touches upon the
mindset of those incarcerated and the constant shadow of attempted, and often
failed, escapes.

2. Escape from Alcatraz
While famously adapted into a film, this book is the original account of the
daring 1962 escape by Frank Morris and the Anglin brothers. It meticulously
reconstructs the planning, preparation, and execution of the breakout,
highlighting the ingenuity and meticulousness involved. The book explores the
human element of the escapees and the enduring mystery surrounding their
fate.

3. Alcatraz: The Definitive History of the World's Most Notorious Prison
This comprehensive history of Alcatraz covers its entire lifespan, from its
origins as a military fort to its time as a maximum-security federal prison.
It dedicates significant portions to the escape attempts that punctuated its
operational years, analyzing their motivations and outcomes. The book offers
a broad perspective on the prison's legacy and the psychological toll it took
on inmates and guards alike.

4. The Last Escape from Alcatraz
This title likely focuses on the most famous and debated escape from Alcatraz
in 1962. It would detail the lives of Frank Morris and the Anglin brothers,
their crimes, and their incarceration on "The Rock." The book would offer a
deep dive into their elaborate plan, the tools they used, and the chilling
uncertainty of whether they succeeded in reaching freedom.

5. Inside Alcatraz: The Prison That Became a Legend
This book provides an intimate look at the daily realities of life within
Alcatraz, including the psychological pressures that might drive inmates to
consider escape. It likely includes accounts from former guards, inmates, and
historians, offering varied perspectives on the prison's atmosphere. The
narrative would explore the stories of those who were incarcerated, their
hopes, and their desperation, inevitably leading to discussions of escape
attempts.

6. Alcatraz Island: A History
This historical overview of Alcatraz Island would naturally include its time
as a federal prison and the events that made it famous. It would cover the
various escape attempts throughout its history, analyzing the different
methods and the effectiveness of the prison's security. The book aims to
provide a factual and chronological account of the island's significant role
in American penal history.

7. The Alcatraz Conspiracy
While this title might suggest a fictional element, it likely draws upon real
historical events related to Alcatraz, including escape attempts. It could



explore theories or lesser-known details surrounding the breakouts, perhaps
focusing on the challenges faced by the authorities in preventing them. The
book might investigate the broader context of prison security and the
constant battle of wits between inmates and the system.

8. The Unvanquished: Stories of Alcatraz and Its Escapees
This collection of stories would likely highlight the individuals who
attempted to escape Alcatraz, focusing on their personal narratives and
motivations. It would delve into the human desire for freedom against
overwhelming odds. The book would explore the specific details of various
escape attempts, chronicling the bravery, desperation, and often tragic
outcomes for those involved.

9. Beyond the Bars: Alcatraz and the Dream of Freedom
This book would likely focus on the psychological and philosophical aspects
of incarceration and the enduring human drive for liberty. It would use
Alcatraz as a powerful case study to explore why inmates felt compelled to
attempt escapes, regardless of the extreme difficulty. The narrative would
likely weave together the history of the prison with the personal stories of
those who sought to break free.
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