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Tamms Closed Maximum Security Facility (C-MAX) 

 
Opened in March of 1998, Tamms C-Max is located at the southern tip of Illinois, 360 miles from 
Chicago. Modeled on the supermax at Pelican Bay, California, this partially underground facility was 
designed to hold up to 500 men in solitary confinement. Conditions in the prison are tantamount to 
torture. 
 

 
Permanent Solitary Confinement 

• Prisoners are confined to their cells 23-24 hours a day. 
• Exercise is solitary in a small concrete exercise pen with a wire mesh ceiling and no equipment. 
• Food is served in the cell. 
• There are no educational or religious programs or activities. 
• Prisoner movements within the facility are conducted one-at-a-time, preventing any social contact. 
• Almost all contact with prison workers is done via speaker or through an opening in the door. 
• The prisoners are not told how long they will stay at Tamms, or what, if anything, they can do to end 

their confinement at Tamms. 
• In spite of Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) claims that Tamms was designed for short-

term incarceration (1-2 years), most prisoners have been there for several years—many for a 
decade. 

 
 

Extreme Sensory Deprivation 
• There is no human contact. 
• Cavity searches, shackling and forceful removal from cells by guards are the only physical 

touch experienced by prisoners. 
• Perforated metal plate cell doors limit and distort vision.  
• Many cells have plastic shields on cell doors that cut all but the loudest external sound. 
• Even for those without the shield, shouted communication between prisoners is strenuous and 

often impossible. 
• Prisoners often hear nothing but constant screaming or banging.  
• Prisoners are fed a practically inedible “meal-loaf” as punishment. 
• Lights in the cell never go off entirely, and are turned on fully at intervals throughout the night. 

 
 

Social Isolation 
• Phone calls are prohibited. 
• Visits are non-contact, behind a physical barrier, in shackles, through voice activated 

speakers. All conversations are recorded. 
• Reading materials are severely restricted. 
• Illiterate prisoners have virtually no opportunity for communication with the outside world. 
• Visitation policies at Tamms are unnecessarily bureaucratic and burdensome. Because the 

location is inaccessible for most families, visits are rare. 
• “Double isolation” occurs—prisoners are isolated not only from the rest of society but from 

contact other prisoners and staff. 
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Criticisms of Tamms C-MAX 
 

The Conditions at Tamms Cause Psychiatric Problems in Previously Healthy Prisoners 
 

Prolonged isolation has been demonstrated to result in increased stress, abnormal  
neuro-endocrine function, changes in blood pressure and inflammatory stress responses.  
Additional effects include depression, anxiety, difficulties with concentration and memory, 
hypersensitivity to external stimuli, hallucination and perceptual distortions, paranoia, 
suicidal thoughts and behavior, and problems with impulse control… 

 
—Break Them Down: Systematic Use of Psychological Torture by US Forces, by Physicians for 
Human Rights  

 
Dr. Terry Kupers, who has interviewed hundreds of men living in solitary confinement, 
found the conditions at Tamms to be “excessively harsh":  
 

Prisoners in isolated confinements do what they can to cope…. It is in this context of 
near-total isolation and idleness that psychiatric symptoms emerge in previously  
healthy prisoners. In less healthy ones, there is psychosis, mania or compulsive acts  
of self-abuse or suicide. 
    
—Terry Kupers, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Illinois, East St. Louis Division, No. 
00-528-DRH; Judge Herndon (2001)  

 
 

Testimony from prisoners about the effects of Tamms: 
 

I now jump and become nervous around people. During deposition with attorneys I couldn't calm 
down, it felt sort of scary being around people even to just shake attorneys hand was difficult. I now 
take medication for depression, anxiety three times a day. I have psychotherapy session 3 times a 
month. Never had any of this prior to Tamms.            

—name withheld for fear of retaliation (in Tamms since 1998) 
 
 
Since I arrived at Tamms things have changed dramatically for me. Before I came to Tamms I had 
never cut myself but after coming to Tamms I started cutting on myself was placed in restraints 
numerous times was placed on psychotropic medication both voluntary and involuntary which I had 
never taken before coming to Tamms.               —name withheld (in Tamms since 2000) 

 
 
Well I'm in J-POD the mental health pod. So I do have a serious mental health problem! Since I've 
been in Tamms I've tryed to kill my self twice by slicing my arms wide open! But I've been doing 
good. No tickets in 3 1/2 years now. I really miss my family and sometimes I feel as if I cant go on 
another day….I get real nervous when talking to people. I can’t imagine how it will be to be around 
people. I’d probably have a panic attack.                   —Robert Boyd (in Tamms since 2003)  
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Tamms is Torture as Defined by the United Nations 
 
The United Nations Committee Against Torture criticized the U.S. delegation (in both 2000 and 
2006) for the prolonged isolation of prisoners housed in "supermax" prisons: 
 

The Committee remains concerned about the extremely harsh regime imposed on 
detainees in ‘supermaximum prisons.’  The Committee is concerned about the 
prolonged isolation periods detainees are subjected to, the effect such treatment has 
on their mental health, and that its purpose may be retribution, in which case it would 
constitute cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. (Art. 16, 2006) 

 
In 1988, the U.N. Body of Principles for the Protection of All Persons Under Any Form of 
Detention or Imprisonment condemned the practice of sensory deprivation: 

 
No person under any form of detention or imprisonment shall be subjected to torture  
or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment…. including the holding 
of a detained or imprisoned person in conditions which deprive him, temporarily or 
permanently of the use of any of his natural senses, such as sight or hearing, or of 
his awareness of place and the passing of time. (Principles 6 and 7)  
 

 
Testimony from prisoners at Tamms about the experience of prolonged isolation: 

 
Since being at Tamms, I suffer symptoms of depression, frustration, paranoia, mental 
anguish, sleep disorder, deterioration of my physical health, general mental torture.... 
 
These symptoms are made worse when the administration uses mentally ill prisoners as 
tools, or as torture device to either drive otherwise normal prisoners over the edge…the 
mentally ill prisoners drive the normal prisoners crazy by screaming, crying, yelling into the 
pod at all hours of the day and night for days non-stop, by banging on toilets, doors, walls, 
and/or by shaking or kicking the doors so hard that it sounds like rumbling thunder, flooding 
the wing with toilet water, and by throwing feces at other prisoners or inserting feces into the 
air vents so that the whole wing receives a dose of the smell for months. The actions of the 
mentally ill prisoners gives the guards an excuse to enter the pods and use tear gas…. 
 
The constant bombardment of unrelenting stress takes its toll like flurry of well-placed 
punches on a tired boxer's head. How long can I be expected to maintain my own mental 
health, when I am forced to live in an insane environment, surrounded by unbalanced 
people, in inhumane conditions?  

—Anibal Santiago (in Tamms since 1998)  

 
[The most difficult thing is] being isolated. I’m so used to being around people and contact. 
As human beings we are social people not animals to be locked in a cage. What do these 
people think they are doing? What happens when you lock up a dog in a cage for years at a 
time and constantly harass the dog and treat it bad while its in the cage. Do you actually 
think the dog will act right once you let it out.  

 —Paul Beachamp (in Tamms since 2005) 
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IDOC Has Violated the Founding Concept of Tamms  
 
In proposing the construction of this controversial supermax facility, the IDOC assured the 
public that this “extra punishment” would be short term. Men were supposed to be sent to 
Tamms for period of one to two years—after which they could return to the general population. 
 

The Tamms Correctional Center and its mission and its original concept was to be relatively 
short-term incarceration for inmates placed there…. 
 

In addition, the object of Tamms is to place in inmate at that location and then always transition 
him back to general population at either Menard or the Stateville Correctional Centers. An 
inmate could be there for more than one year, but that would depend on the conduct specifically 
while at Tamms…. 
 

[T]he concept, the design, the structure of the system was based on short-term incarceration 
being approximately two years.... 
 

The Tamms supermaximum correctional facility was never designed nor is intended to be a final 
placement for any inmate.  
 

 —George DeTella, Illinois Department of Corrections, Acting Assistant Deputy Director of the 
     Northern Region (transcript of resentencing hearing 1998, People v. Hall, McLean County, 83 CF 182) 

 
Yet, most prisoners at Tamms have endured uninterrupted solitary confinement for several 
years—and many have been there for an entire decade.  
 

 
Tamms is a Bad Investment 
 
According to IDOC’s website, housing an prisoner at Tamms costs two or three times as 
much as at any other adult prison in Illinois. Average annual cost per prisoner: 
 

• Menard:  $19,190 
• Pontiac:  $32,121 
• Stateville: $32,121 
• Tamms:  $58,994 

 
Tamms’ long-term costs may be much greater, as Pizzarro and Stenius argue in 
“Supermax Prisons: Their Rise, Current Practices, and Effect on Inmates” (The Prison 
Journal, June 2004): 
  

An additional question arises as to whether it is worthwhile to place someone in a 
supermax facility for the sake of reducing violence and disturbances within prisons 
(which research suggests is not accomplished), only to release that individual into 
society as less capable of normal social functioning than when he or she was sent to 
prison. (261) 
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There is No Evidence that Tamms Reduced Violence in Illinois Prisons 
  
Before Tamms opened, IDOC began implementing system-wide reforms to address 
violence in its prisons.  By the time Tamms opened, prison violence was steadily declining. 
 
 

 
 
—"The Effect of Supermaximum Security Prisons on Aggregate Levels of Violence" Chad S. Briggs, 

Jody L. Sundt, Thomas C. Castellano. Criminology, Vol. 41, Number 4, 1341-1376. 
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About the Tamms Year Ten Campaign 

 
The tenth anniversary of the opening of Tamms C-MAX will be in March of 2008. 
 
Tamms Year Ten is a coalition of former prisoners, families of prisoners, artists, and 
concerned citizens who have come together to protest the conditions at Tamms on this 
unfortunate anniversary. We believe that Tamms has been open ten years too long. 
 
Legislative hearings about the conditions at Tamms will be held on April 28, 2008 in the 
Prison Reform Committee of the Illinois House. The campaign is calling for legislation to 
end the torture of prisoners in Illinois.  
 
Additionally, we are presenting a series of educational, artistic, and prisoner support 
events throughout the spring to mark the tenth anniversary. 

 
 
 

Contact: 
 

Nadya Pittendrigh 
773.241.4155 
YearTen@riseup.net 
YearTen.org 
 
 
 

Tamms Year Ten is endorsed by: 
 
8th Day Center for Justice 
American Friends Service Committee–Chicago 
Black People Against Police Torture 
Campaign to End the Death Penalty 
Chicago Anarchist Black Cross 
Chicagoland Coalition for Civil Liberties and Rights 
Citizens For Earned Release 
Coalition to Reduce Recidivism 
Critical Resistance Chicago 
Education Justice Project Urbana–Champaign 
Illinois Institute for Community Law 
Justice Coalition of Greater Chicago 
Midwest Books to Prisoners  

 

National Alliance Against Racist & Political  
    Repression—Chicago 
National Lawyers Guild–Chicago  
Progressive Community Center, The People’s 
   Church, Rev. B. Herbert Martin 
Saving Our Sons Ministries 
Stateville Speaks 
STOPMAX/AFSC 
Raising Awareness to Inspire Others (RATIO) 
Tamms Committee  
Tamms Poetry Committee 
Temporary Services 
Urbana-Champaign Books to Prisoners 
Voices for Creative Non-Violence 

 
 



 

 
 

Tamms Year Ten Campaign |  YearTen@riseup.net | YearTen.org | 773.241.4155 
   

8 

Tamms Year Ten Events 
 

 
• 3/1–Saturday–10:30 AM. A Talk on “Human Contact Deprivation” 
 Sacred Heart Parish, 337 S Ottawa St, Joliet IL  
 
• 3/3–Monday–4PM. Press Conference and Poetry Reading 
 Jane Addams Hull-House Museum, 800 S Halsted, Chicago IL  
 
• 3/8–Saturday–6PM. Tamms Anniversary Day Event 
 Letter-writing to Tamms prisoners and kick-off for Supermax Subscriptions 
 Mess Hall, 6932 N Glenwood, Chicago IL 
 
• 3/10–Monday–10PM. Peace Party at Danny’s—benefit for Tamms Year Ten 
 1951 W Dickens, Chicago IL 
 
• 3/14–Friday–8PM. The Tradeshow 
 Live performance installation by RATIO and Chicago Arts District 
 1945 S. Halsted, Ste 101, Chicago, IL 
 (also performed on 3/16 at 2PM and as a Tamms benefit on 4/25 at 8PM) 

 
• 3/15–Saturday–9PM. Blues and Jazz Benefit For Tamms Year Ten 
 Featuring Elmore James Jr. and Rupert  
 The Hideout, 1354 W Wabansia, Chicago, IL 
 
• 4/17–Thursday–6PM. Gene Siskel Film Screening 
 “You Don’t Remember The Time You Do: Moments in the Lives of Prisoners” 
 Gene Siskel Film Center, 164 N State, Chicago, IL 
 
• 4/26–Saturday–11AM. Freedom School Communiversity 
 All-day education on the prison industrial complex 
 Chicago Freedom School 
 719 S State, Suite 3N, Chicago, IL 
 
• 4/28–Monday–10AM to 4PM. HEARINGS ON TAMMS 
 Illinois House Prison Reform Committee Hearing 
 James R. Thompson Center, 100 W. Randolph, Chicago IL 
 
• 4/29–Tuesday–4PM. Northwestern University Lecture 
 “Torture in the Era of Democracy”  

Roberta Buffett Center for International and Comparative Studies 
Conference Room, 1902 Sheridan Road, Evanston, IL  
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“The Supermax Solution” 

Regan Good 
Originally appeared in The Nation—March 3, 2003 

 
 

The billboard at the east entrance to the remote rural village of Tamms, Illinois reads 
"Tamms: The First Super Max," and below, in lowercase letters, "a good place to live." 
Inmates at Tamms, who live in a kind of state-sanctioned suspended animation, would 
tend to disagree. 
 
Confined to their cells, alone, twenty-three hours a day, inmates eat, sleep, defecate, 
urinate, read and write (if they are able), watch TV or listen to the radio (if they are 
allowed) in the same 8-by-12 cell, often for years on end. The monotony, sensory 
deprivation and mandated idleness of supermax confinement is especially torturous for 
inmates who have—or who develop during incarceration, as many do—a serious mental 
illness.  
 
It is this fact that forms the crux of the lawsuit filed against the prison in 1999 by Jean 
Maclean Snyder, a lawyer at the MacArthur Justice Center at the University of Chicago 
Law School. Snyder charges that the treatment of mentally ill prisoners at Tamms 
amounts to cruel and unusual punishment, a violation of their Eighth Amendment rights. 
 
The lawsuit represents four plaintiffs, three of whom have attempted suicide. The 
MacArthur suit, like other challenges to supermaxes, was filed on behalf of the mentally ill 
among the Tamms population, but these suits are, in Snyder's words, "a surrogate for 
generalized legal challenges to supermaxes," which rarely prevail in court. 
 
In what has been interpreted as a direct reaction to the MacArthur Center's lawsuit, 
Tamms opened a special mental health wing, called "J-Pod," in February 2000. This high-
surveillance unit receives inmates who are broken enough, according to Illinois 
Department of Corrections standards, to be relieved of continual isolation—in essence, 
Tamms created a special unit to combat the effects of its policies, rather than consider 
reforming the regime. Here inmates are allowed daily contact with mental health staff and 
some interaction with other inmates. Even in J-Pod inmates must "earn" their way out of 
Tamms by correcting their behavior. 
 
But as Snyder points out, many mentally ill inmates can't "behave," by definition. And for 
those stuck in solitary confinement, she adds, "there is nothing to be good at, there is no 
behavior allowed." (Since Tamms opened in 1998, only fourteen men have "graduated" 
from the supermax and been sent back to lesser-security prisons.) 
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Craig Haney, a national expert on the mental health of US prisoners and a professor of 
psychology at the University of California, Santa Cruz, has watched as supermaxes have 
spread unchecked across the nation. Haney was one of the original witnesses in a 1994 
federal district court lawsuit against California's notorious Pelican Bay isolation unit.  
 
The decision in that case stated that the mentally ill could not and should not be made to 
endure supermax conditions. Haney remembers the day he and a colleague first toured 
the facility. "We drove most of the two hours back to the airport without saying a word. It 
was as though we had seen the face of the future of American corrections, and it was 
terrifying. They had come as close as humanly possible to creating a long-term storage 
container for people." 
 
Inmates are not sentenced to supermax; they supposedly "earn" their way in through 
violent behavior, gang affiliation and an accumulation of disciplinary infractions in other 
prisons. 
 
The corrections sector insists these prisons work to keep both guards and other inmates 
safe, and historically, courts have deferred to their opinion. Currently, thirty to thirty-five 
states have supermax facilities, either existing as freestanding prisons or blocks of 
isolation cells in lesser-security prisons.  At any given moment, there are about 25,000 
people in long-term solitary confinement in the United States. 
 
Because they provide J-Pod for their most desperate inmates, Tamms officials believe 
the prison is both escape—and litigation—proof. After three years in operation, Tamms 
remains about half full, currently holding 265 inmates, though it has room for 500. The 
Illinois Department of Corrections says this is evidence of its careful and judicious 
selection; critics say it is evidence of gross overbuilding. 
 
Under current Eighth Amendment jurisprudence, healthy inmates have no meaningful 
legal recourse. Attempts like Snyder's to file challenges on behalf of seriously mentally ill 
inmates have better prospects.  
 
Snyder, who is now waiting for a trial date, has ample evidence of the brutal conditions 
and paucity of treatment facing her mentally ill defendants (although the Southern District 
of Illinois is a difficult place for inmates to get a fair hearing). A recent decision in 
Boscobel, Wisconsin, made it clear that the state must keep the mentally ill out of its 
supermax; another recent case in Florida was settled, with the main concession being, 
once again, that mentally ill inmates have no place in supermax confinement.  
 
Still, in each of these cases the basic supermax paradigm was reaffirmed. So the "normal 
resilience" inmates will remain in their cells, keeping track of time by the sound of the 
metal meal carts clanking down the wings. Ironically, their best hope for transfer or legal 
redress may be their own psychological collapse.  


