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A QUARTER CENTURY OF PAROLE IN VIRGINIA
By
hen the first State-wide system of
probation and parole was established in
Virginia a quarter century ago it was, in
the Dickensian phrase, the best of times
and the worst of times. It was the worst
of times because the United States was at
ar with the Axis powers; it was the best
of times for probation and parole because there were abundant employment
opportunities for the men leaving prison
on parole and there were always jobs for
the men for whom probation officers
were helping to remove the stumbling
stones.
This was a time of Virginia's coming
of age as to crime and punishment.
There was the beginning of a circle of
change, but the change did not come full
circle. Change was induced as the result
of much effort by many people over a
period of more than two decades. It did
not come as the result of natural selection and evolution. It was the phenomena of conversion and the ancient regime
took an obdurate stand as to certain
procedures and surrendered reluctantly.
Virginia jail commitments at the time
of the advent of adult probation and
parole in Virginia were among the highest in the civilized world for a domain
of comparable geographical dimensions.
Sheriffs and city sergeants and their deputies were being compensated on a per
diem basis for the custody and feeding of
their prisoners, a system not conducive
to a well-balanced diet of correction.
This fee system was one of the principal reasons for the long deferment of the
penal reformation that came to Virginia
in 1942. What to do about the sheriffs
and city sergeants who were influential
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personages in the political framework
of the times? In the administration of
Governor James H. Price a study commission proposed that a probation and
parole system be set up with the sheriffs
and city sergeants wearing two hats, one
as arresting and custodial officers and the
other as probation and parole officers.
This expedient proposition was defeated,
but it delayed the legislative debut of
sound probation and parole. This episode is significant for two reasons: it reveals the confusion that then existed as
to the roles of probation and parole
officers and law enforcement officers
whose duties do not extend beyond that
role; and it suggests that those who then
were doing the field work for probation
and parole found that their time was
almost as much occupied in combating
unsound proposals, as it was in carrying
the torch for the sound proposals which
insisted that the probation and parole
officer must be a professional and trained
for his job. As I put it in my first annual
report as the first State Director of Parole
and Chairman of the Virginia Parole
Board: "The Board realized that the
foundation of the program could be
securely laid only if probation and parole
officers were selected on the basis of high
qualifications of character, education and
experience."
In 1941, the able Colgate W. Darden,
Jr., who had been a Congressman from
the Second District, made probation and
parole a cardinal issue of his campaign
for the Governorship. The 1942 legislature inaugurated a three-phase penaJ
revolution. Chapter 218 of the 1942 Acts
of the Assembly provided for State-wide
probation and parole for adults for the
first time in Virginia history. An independent Virginia Parole Board was establi hed under the executive department

of the tate government. Another act
created a State Department of Corrections with supervisory authority over
State jails.l The sheriffs and city sergeants of the State were placed on a
straight salary basis of compen ation. 2
It is appropriate at this time to summarize the principles the first Virginia
Parole Board applied under Chapter
218, look at the profile of the act, and
take the liberty of saying something
about the continuation of the circle of
change and the relation of probation and
parole to the correctional process in the
large. First, however, I should like to
reminisce a bit. If the reminiscing has
something of the aspect of personal his
tory, my apology is that I was pre en
when the early history of probation an
parole was being made in Virginia, an
w~ ~ched and took part in the proces
from a point of van tage.
GENESIS OF PROBATION AND PAROLE

Some years ago I was on the board
of a college at which the candidate for
a master's degree in social work rote a
thesis on the old Virginia Conference of
Social Work (now the Virginia Council
on Social Welfare) and the role it had
played in social government in Virginia.
The author mentioned me as one of the
presidents of the conference, and referred
to my early interest in probation and
parole. The interest has never ended
and I should like to say how it began.
Sometime in 1925 I saw a notice posted
on the bulletin board of New York University School of Journalism, where I
was a student, stating that the Catholic
Archdiocese of New York was conducting
a demonstration probation bureau at the
Court of General Sessions for the benefit
1.
2.
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of the City of N ew York. If any student
wanted to volunteer for work in the
bur au in his spare time, he might be
accepted if he passed a satisfactory examination.
I took the examination and through
some miracle of grace passed. Then I
went with the officers of the bureau
through Hell's Kitchen, the Red Hook
District, and Harlem. I was not an officer, but one of the heroes of the bureau
ho was an officer let me try my hand
on a presentence report or two.
From one officer, whom I thought brilliant, I learned an unforgettable lesson.
We were in a tenement high on the East
ide of New York one day, when my
guide unbuttoned a neat little leather
case containing a golden badge. One of
the men in the apartment flashed into
a back room. In spontaneous unison we
shouted: "We're not police officers!" The
lesson: no badges for probation and
parole offiecrs.
When I was 26 I was editor of the
Danville Register. Good luck made me
the youngest editor of a daily newspaper
in Virginia a few months after I entered
journalism as a profession. I had observed the capacity of a foul human environment to depress the spirit and engender hostility, and I had witnessed the
value of probation. At once I began
advocating a probation and parole system for Virginia that would be State-wide
in application. One of my older colleagues referred to the Danville Register
of that period of the mid-twenties as "the
headquarters for probation and parole
in Virginia." There had been since 1918
an act on the statute books which autho-

rized judges of the courts to appoint probation officers. 3 It had created little interest. The localities didn't want to pay
the costs and perhaps there were other
road blocks.
Then in 1935 I was asked to head
the Delinquency Section of the Virginia
Conference of Social Work. My private
telephone became a hot line of communication over which I talked to probation and parole leaders of the nation.
I remember with gratitude that they
came and that they spoke at the Conference. Sanford Bates, then the Director of
the United States Bureau of Prisons, was
there, and so was Colonel Joel Moore,
then the Chief of the Federal Bureau of
Probation. Psychiatry and clinical psychology were well represented on my
program.
I met Mr. Bates, the ranking authority
on penology in the United States, at the
Roanoke station at 7: 00 a.m. I had asked
Dr. W. T. Sanger, President of the Medical College of Virginia; Judge James
Hoge Ricks, of the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court of Richmond; Arthur
Guild, Director of the Richmond Community Fund; and Major Rice M. Youell,
then Superintendent of the State Penitentiary, to have breakfast with Mr. Bates
and me. Our ranking penologist spoke
three times that day. The Delinquency
Section had been converted into a round
table for the discussion of probation and
parole in which business and professional leaders from all parts of the State
participated. They had been invited and
they came, proving by their presence that
there was an interest in probation and
parole and enlightened penology in Virginia. I had invited no statesmen.
My theory was that what was needed
then was a ground swell of public support, based on an understanding of probation and parole by accurate definition.
If we could mobilize the intelligent social forces of the State, then I thought
the statesmen would hear the sound of
voices crying. What we wanted was mobilization and a good sense of direction.
I doubled in brass as chairman of the
proceedings on probation and parole and
as rapporteur. The Virginia press was
infonned of the proceedings.
The year after that meeting I came up
to Richmond as Associate Editor of the
Richmond Times-Dispatch and in 1939
Governor Price named me as one of the
State delegates to the White House Con3.
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ference on Parole. Pre ident Franklin D.
Roosevelt had called that national conference because parole in some states had
been deeply infiltrated by politics and
the patronage system, and had become a
national scandal. The ill repute of national parole at the time could have been
unfortunate for the campaign for sound
probation and parole in Virginia. The
White House Conference was perfectly
timed for us. There the emphasis was on
the principles of sound parole, though
there was plenty of criticism of political
parole. I was the White House correspondent on parole for the Times-Dispatch, and sent back editorial correspondence. We had only one meeting
with FDR in the East Room of the White
House, but his ringing endorsement-of
parole at a time when he was at the
zenith of his popularity gave our cause
a seven-leagued stride. In my long life I
have been to three White House conferences, but none was as productive as the
National Conference on Parole.
IMPLEMENTING THE PAROLE BOARD
PROGRAM

Early in September 1942, the telephone rang at my home in Richmond.
It was Governor Darden and he asked me
to meet him at the Commonwealth Club.
At the Club, and I must have reached
there in record time, the Governor told
me he was going to appoint me the first
State Director of Parole and Chairman
of the Virginia Parole Board. He said he
was naming Russell B. DeVine, of Richmond, then Supervisor of Jail Accounts
in the State Department of Welfare, and
Robert Y. Button, an attorney of Culpeper, who now holds the Office of Attorney General of Virginia, as the two parttime members of the Board. I would be
tne---l ll- ·me--aillninis-tra or and --would
set the independent agency up from the
scratch of the pen. The Governor said
he realized how fateful the appointment
might be for his administration and that
he had submitted the names of several
persons he had under consideration to
Sanford Bates, a foremost authority of
American penology, before making his
decision. Mr. Bates was then a member
of the Board of Parole of New York State
which in my view was the best in the
nation at that time.
The first unofficial meeting of the
Virginia Parole Board was held in my
editorial office in the Richmond TimesDispatch. We studied our statute and
settled some preliminary questions of or-
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g nization and procedure. Although we
were not specifically directed by statute
to hear prisoners eligible for parole, we
decided that the hearing would give the
parole case a vitality it would otherwise
lack. Our dockets were voluminous, but
my colleagues, who were supposed to be
working part-time for $15 a day, were
willing to take the time and the trouble.
They always were willing to do so. When
I called a full meeting of the first Virginia Parole Board there were never
any absences and my associates gave unstintedly of their time and thought to
the pioneer parole enterprise in which
they were so deeply interested.
A large percentage of the penal population was at that time eligible for consideration for parole. All the eligibles
who had served one-third of their sentences seemed to think that parole would
be an automatic and instantaneous procedure, a sort of stamping of a ticket of
leave and farewell. Although we made
personal appearances at all the State's
penal institutions to explain the modus
operandi of parole, it was difficult for the
candidates to face disenchantment with
that pleasantly pre-conceived idea.
We had staunch allies in Major Rice
M . Youell, the head of the new State
Department of Corrections and W. Frank
Smyth, Superintendent of the State Penitentiary and State Convict Road Force.
Early parole was fortunate in having
Frank Smyth in that key position. He
gave us far more aid than the law required. He assigned the captain of the
guard at the State Penitentiary to act as
our guide to remote road camps, which
were always off the beaten track. Frank
Smyth helped us blaze the trail.
Let me give one more example of the
a sistance- given me b Mr. Smyth who
was regarded then, and when he retired,
as one of the ablest wardens in the
United States. I wanted to see and interview every man who had been in the
penitentiary more than 12 years. Among
these men were many life-termers not
then eligible for parole. Mr. Smyth might
have said, "This isn't a parole hearing,
I can't take these men off the job so you
can talk to them as long as you wish."
I did interview all the life-termers and
from this long series of interviews conducted at odd times and hours, I gained
much information that was useful to me
when later, on June 1, 1945, the members
of the Virginia Parole Board became
al 0 members of the Virginia Board of

Pardons and Reprieves. All members of
the Board then became full-time members. Mr. Button resigned and was replaced by Ralph E. Wilkins, former Secretary of the Commonwealth.
By that time probation and parole
officers in the 21 parole districts of the
State were all carrying fairly heavy case
loads. Indeed, by June 30, 1943, 9 months
after the appointment of the director of
members of the original Parole Board,
the State had been districted for administrative purposes, 21 parole officers with
an average of 3.6 years of college education had been employed, and 743 offenders were on probation and parole - 300
on parole and 443 on probation. My first
annual report showed that violations for
this period, inconclusive, of course, had
been 4.3 percent for parole and 4.5
percent for probation.
Chapter 218 gave us the authority to
write rules and regulations having the
force of law and in the main was a
broad and flexible act, but by no means
a model one. It was wise, I still think,
in providing for a joint administration
of probation and parole and in directing
that probation and parole officers be
appointed by the judges of the courts of
record from eligible lists submitted by
the Director of Parole. The judges were
virtually 100 percent cooperative.
The act placed upon probation and
parole officers the responsibility of investigating "the mental and physical condition of every misdemeanant sentenced
to more than 30 days in jail" and recommending to the committing magistrates
the release of any such person when he
deemed it to be in the best interests of
the individual, his family, and the Commonwealth. I took a pragmatic view of
this provision of the act. So, fortunately,
did the judges. Our rules and regulations
stuck and were never challenged in court
during the first chapter of parole's
genesis.
When the field staff had been recruited,
we assembled frequently for lectures by
psychiatrists and clinical psychologists.
Dr. Joseph Blalock arranged lectures and
clinics for us at the Southwestern State
Hospital's Department of the Criminal
Insane. We saw subjects and discussed
cases. Leading psychiatrists of the State
lectured our staff in the Corrections
Building. There were no inmates present
although there was no dearth of clinical
material. We wanted to avoid a possible
report by the penitentiary grapevine that

we were doing some head-shrinking. The
penitentiary had its psychiatrist (not a
full-time one at first) and a clinical
psychologist.
As I once wrote: "This psychological
emphasis has been helpful in increasing
the understanding of offenders in Virginia. It impressed those first supervisors
of probationers and parolees who were
hoping to bring about a change in their
social attitudes that the reasons for human behavior are complex and not always a simple matter of stimuli and
responses; that the motives for crime
often are to be found in the deeper less
accessible levels of the personality; and
it suggested to them the value of avoiding
the obvious approach to personality
problems."
Conditions of probation and parole
were broad and general. They determine
the setting on which the field officer
must work with the person under his
supervision. We wanted to allow latitude
for minor errors on our part and the part
of the offenders in our charge.
THE RECORD

AND THE FUTURE

So hundreds granted probation and
parole multiplied into many thousands
and a quarter century record was made.
It is a good record. Virginia has a fine
professional probation and parole board.
Two of the best personnel selections I
made for the new parole system are members of the Board today. I selected
Charles P. Chew from the Waynesboro
district as the second Executive Secretary
of the Board. He had been one of the
first field officers. Pleasant C. Shields also
came up to the Board from the field.
James W. Phillips came on the board
from a rich experience in public welfare
administration in Virginia. The character of administration here in Richmond
is reflected in the field staff.
I have said that the penal revolution
in Virginia did not come full circle. We
early advocates of probation and parole
thought of the indeterminate sentence as
an indispensable corollary. It is time for
the reform of the sentencing structure
in Virginia. As I said five years ago to
the Virginia Judicial Conference, I
should like to see the indeterminate
sentence adopted and the minimum and
maximum terms to be served fixed by
the judge. The Virginia Probation and
Parole Board can be trusted under such
a system to utilize parole to the maximum advantage. The average offender in
the Virginia penal system did not commit
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a crime that was a study in scarlet like
the Clutter murders committed by
Richard Hickok and Perry Smith, about
which Truman Capote could write a
story that would net a reputed $2 million. Our average offender's crime does
not make the front page at all, and
maybe there are no stories about it.
It is the prosaic crime of grand larceny committed by a young man between
the ages of 18 and 28 and his sentence
runs from about 3 to 5 years. With time
off for good behavior, which has now
been restored, he is not interested in
parole. Time is the essence of the Parole
Board's business and it must have a reasonable margin of it with which to do
its ork effectively. If this average offender was given an indetenninate
sentence of from I to 10 years, the Board
would have a viable sentence structure
within which to work. This is not leniency. Under the indetenninate sentence systems in effect in this country
offenders serve more time in prison than
under the flat sentence system. I am not
using this as an argument for the indeterminate system. I should prefer to see
more Toung offenders placed on probation. It has worked well for the past
quarter century in Virginia, and so has
parole.
It is better protection for society to
ha e even the toughest offenders and
the long-termers leave prison on parole
and under supervision, than without it.
Crime is increasing as the urban sprawl
raises the pressure on human living. A
good correctional system is still the best
base for crime prevention. It is from this
process that we learn the best lessons for
translation into the designs for community liv· ng.
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Robert Frost wrote: "Something there
is that doesn't love a wall." We ha e
some excellent wall-less prisons in Virginia and a fine institution for first offenders and selected offenders in Southampton County. I have written almost
with affection of our old bastille (the
State Penitentiary). Yet it is an old
walled prison which has become displaced in the relatively central position
it occupies in our handsome capital city.
It is time to build a new kind of structure for the central prison in Virginia.
Tear down the walls and go to a type
of prison outside the heart of Richmond
that combines minimum and rna ,imum
security features and where prisoners can
look wistfully at something more than
the sky.
We all know that life in a walled
prison is abnormal. Yet we expect men
returning to society from prison - and
more than 95 percent of those who go to
prison do return to society - to have
profited from an experience in abnormal
living. I say this with full knowledge
that the Virginia State Penitentiary is
highly industrialized and has an excellent vocational training sy tern. But tear
down the walls and it will assure society
greater protection.
CONCLUSION

When I left Virginia to become the
first director of parole of what is now
the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency, I was gratified to have those
who had helped the cause of probation
and parole in Virginia say that I. had
fulfilled my contract. If I seem to lack
modesty in quoting two editorial com~ents I cherished highly, I do so only for
the purpose of placing the credit else-

where. Dr. Douglas Southall Freema
wrote in the editorial columns of t e
Richmond News-Leader that the first d"rector of parole "has wisely administered
a system he did more than any other on
individual to establish." Virginius Dabney vvrote in the editorial columns of
the Richmond Times-Dispatch of "the
good executive leadership, the nonpolitical approach the excellent technical
equipment and the courageous determination" of the first Director of Parole.
I was detennined that Virginia probation and parole should be nonpolitical
and professional as far as I could make
them so. Looking back after 25 years, I
give the major credit for the early succe
of V·rginia probatio an
a oL,-...:::t_~t~~
first field officers of ours, many of who
came out of schools in which they wer
teaching to make a demonstration they
knew would help to show the tremendou
take society has in the most hapIes of
its members. Then I give another major
share of credit to those first offenders who
were granted probation and parole and
who justified our faith in the democratic
doctrine of the second chance by proving
that they could acceptably carry their
share of social responsibility.
Because of this system celebrating it
Twenty-Fifth Anniversary in Virginia,
many thousands of persons have taken
the road away from prison. They haye
earned many millions of dollars and they
have contributed their share to the Commonwealth.
In the hands of the members and staff
of the Virginia Probation and Parole
Board, the social contract of enlightened
penal procedures has been faithfully
kept. Virginia has had for a quarter
century now, what the French would
call parole }jJhonne!!r._
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