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Landscape Analysis - Summit  

The Summit is the long level plateau, comprised of three stepped terraces, that occupies the 
highest point on Alcatraz Island.  The boundaries of the Summit extend from the top of the 
Escarpment Slope on the south, to the Industries on the north, and to the Main Road on the east 
and west.  The Summit includes the center of the Island, which has historically served as the setting 
for the Island’s most prominent buildings.  
 

Spatial Organization, Topography, Views and Vistas – Summit 

The Summit is organized along a long ridge that runs southeast to northwest at the highest 
elevation on Alcatraz Island.  Its original topography consisted of two rounded peaks, at an 
elevation of 138 and 135 feet respectively, that were leveled in 1852 to create a flat area—a 
plateau—on top of the Island for use as building sites and for the setting of the Island’s 1854 
lighthouse.  The U.S. Army blasted the Island’s rock to lower the peaks and filled the shallow 
depression between them with the blasted rock.59  The topography of the plateau was graded as a 
series of three terraces, drawing greater attention to the prominence of the high point (the center 
terrace) and setting up the spatial organization of the Summit that still exists.   

Historically, the Island’s most important buildings and functions were located on the Summit, 
typically placed towards the south end of the plateau, which is the most prominent location in views 
from San Francisco.  The lighthouses were also sited on the Summit to capitalize on the Island’s 
highest point to effectively provide guidance to ships plying the Bay’s treacherous waters.   Whether 
intentional or not, the public face of these buildings was placed toward the city, which assisted in 
fostering a more positive public image for the U.S. Army.60 

The Summit was originally developed as the setting for the 1854 lighthouse and for use in 
military fortification.  In the center, the U.S. Army built the Citadel in 1859. This was the post’s 
main barracks a self-contained brick building with a dry moat protecting it where troops could 
retreat in case of attack.  Spatially, the Citadel occupied the center of the Summit with its auxiliary 
buildings and structures (including an engineer’s office and a schoolroom for use during the 
construction of the Citadel) set on the north end of the Summit. An open area between these 
buildings served as the Island’s first Parade Ground.61  During the 1870s, the Parade Ground 
appears on maps on the Citadel’s south side.  To the south, between the Citadel and Lighthouse, the 
large open area originally served as an ordnance yard for the Island. Later it served as leisure space 
for Island families and included a large formal garden and tennis court.  After these were built ca. 
1881, the north side of the plateau was again used as the Parade Ground.62  In the Early Military 
Prison period, the engineer’s office north of the Citadel was moved and a bakery took its former 
location.  

The Summit initially only extended as far north as the engineer’s building that was part of the 
Citadel facilities, and ended at the magazine at the south end of Battery Mansfield and the top of 
Battery Stevens.  During the Earthen Fortifications period of the 1870s, the Summit was expanded 
to the north by the construction of massive earthen fortifications.  These resources are mostly 

                                                 
59Thompson 1979: 69  
60 Thompson 1979: 188. ca 1880 communications from US Army personnel noted that “from the City, the  
    proud old building (Citadel) dominated the skyline.” 
61 Martini 1990: 48 
62 Daly 1905 
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buried today (beneath the Stockade/Recreation Yard), but their construction and arrangement was 
instrumental in the organization and scale of the Summit’s north side as it exists today.  The earthen 
fortifications consisted of long linear, concrete and brick bombproof rooms that were covered with 
imported soil to form traverses.  Communication tunnels cut through the bombproofs and several 
of those entrances remain intact today.  When these batteries were razed in the early 1900s, the gun 
positions were filled, creating level areas that were eventually incorporated into the construction of 
the Stockade/Recreation Yard, completed in 1913.63 

Beginning in 1869, and in accordance with the 1870s earthwork plan, the southern edge of the 
Summit was dramatically altered.  The southernmost part of the Summit was excavated to make 
room for a new plateau at a much lower elevation for the site of the additional earthwork batteries.64  
The result was the steeply sloping Escarpment Slope between the Summit and south Island that still 
exists today, and defines a clear edge between the two landscape character areas.   

When Alcatraz Island was re-designated as a military prison in 1907, the U.S. Army demolished 
the Citadel and built the new Main Prison atop its foundations. Rather than being confined to the 
center and highest terrace, the Main Prison facilities occupied all three terraces of the Summit.  The 
scale and mass of the Main Prison building and its adjacent Stockade/Recreation Yard filled the 
center terrace, changing the Summit’s spatial organization from that of a large plateau with relatively 
small but prominent buildings (eg. The Citadel and Lighthouse) surrounded by open areas to a large 
building complex flanked by two small terraces, one on the north and another on the south with the 
facility’s public face oriented towards San Francisco.  In 1909, the original 1854 lighthouse was 
demolished and a new, taller Lighthouse was built near its site on the south terrace.  Although the 
new Lighthouse complex was larger than the original (it included two adjacent keeper’s residences), 
it served the same role as the original in the Summit’s spatial organization, defining the south edge 
of the area. Just east of this complex, the U.S. Army replaced the adjutant’s office with the 1921 
Commandant’s (later Warden’s) House.  

The Summit’s spatial organization, topography and views and vistas generally remain as they 
were at the end of Alcatraz Island’s period of significance.  The Summit’s characteristic long, linear 
plateau and its three terraces that varied in size and scale during the period of significance in 
response to changing uses remain.  Also remaining are the buildings that assist in defining the area’s 
spatial organization and the area’s small-scale features and vegetation.   As a result, the Summit 
retains integrity to the period of significance.    

                                                 
63 Thompson 1979: 248. Some sources date this building to 1912 but a 1914 building report lists it as  
    completed in 1913 
64 The same plateau would later be used for the construction of the Upper Prison 
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Table 4-2: Spatial Organization, Topography, Views and Vistas - Summit 

Feature Figure  
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Center Terrace 3-17 Contributing Reflects the original 1853 grading. 

South Terrace 
(south of Main 
Prison) 

3-17 
3-18 

Contributing Reflects the original 1853 grading and 
the 1870s earthwork plan at the 
southern most edge. 

North Terrace 
(north of 
Stockade/ 
Recreation Yard) 
 

3-17 
3-19 

Contributing Plateau reflects the original 1853 
grading and north, east, and west edges 
date to Later Military Prison period  
(1908-1933)  

View to San 
Francisco from 
Lighthouse 

3-20 Contributing Lighthouses, both original and current, 
placed on the South Terrace.  Sightline 
to San Francisco dates to earliest 
settlement of the Island (1853). 

View of Main 
Prison and 
Lighthouse from 
San Francisco 

3-21 Contributing Views and sightlines of the Island from 
San Francisco date to all historic 
periods. 

 
Table 4-3: Removed Features - Spatial Organization, Topography, View and Vistas - Summit 

Feature Period 
Citadel with 
Parade Ground, 
formal gardens 
and tennis courts 

Initial Military Fortifications period (1852-1867) 
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Circulation - Summit 

The Summit is accessed by the Main Road, which passes between the Main Prison and Warden’s 
House, then skirts around its southern end and defines its eastern and western edges.  The Main 
Road provided the primary route for vehicle and pedestrian access to the Summit from the Wharf, 
and later to the west side of the Island as it developed.   

During the time the Citadel occupied the Summit, circulation likely included horses, mules, 
wagons, cannon transport carts and pedestrians in the large open spaces, but those areas occupied 
by gardens or the tennis court would have been only accessible on foot.  Over time, circulation 
within the Summit became increasingly oriented to pedestrian movement, especially after the 
construction of the Main Prison in 1912 when pedestrian movement also relied on interior routes 
through corridors within the facility.  During the Federal Penitentiary period, penitentiary prisoner 
access from the Main Prison was highly restricted, controlled by selected routes that were secured by 
a series of fences and gates.   

The primary pedestrian access into the Main Prison continues to be as it was during the period 
of significance through the plaza on the south side of the building. This area serves as the front door 
to the Main Prison, emphasizing its role as the formal access point.  The plaza in front serves as a 
gathering space for pedestrians and as the connection to the Main Road.  Other pedestrian routes 
include the walkway on the east side of the Main Prison, the walkway then passes beneath the Water 
Tower and leads to the Powerhouse, and the walkway from the Main Prison to New Industries that 
served as a primary route for penitentiary prisoners from the Stockade/Recreation Yard to New 
Industries.  

During the Federal Penitentiary period, a series of catwalks and guard towers were built to 
provide routes for guards to patrol the Island. Catwalks lined the Stockade/Recreation Yard, 
providing guard access to the top of the wall and into the Main Prison, as well as providing 
connecting routes to free-standing catwalks and guard towers outside of the Main Prison complex.  
Within the Summit, these included the sentry walk that extended from the Stockade/Recreation 
Yard to the Model Industries via the Hill Tower. The concrete catwalks are in various states of 
disrepair, the guard towers have been removed, the steel catwalks have collapsed or have been 
removed and many of the remnant features of the catwalks are showing signs of rapid deterioration.  
Although their condition is poor, many of the foundations and support elements of the catwalks 
remain and are visible. 

Concrete staircases historically provided pedestrian access between different levels of the Island.  
In the Summit, these included the staircase that extended from the west wall opening in 
Stockade/Recreation Yard that served as a secure route for penitentiary prisoners to follow to the 
Industries area at the north end of the Island, and the granite staircase on the east-side of the Main 
Prison that originally led to the Citadel.   

The circulation system of the Summit remains as it was at the end of the period of significance.  
Many of its characteristic features such as staircases, walkways and catwalks are falling into ruin 
because of the harsh maritime climate and deferred maintenance. However, the extent of remaining 
historic features and legibility of the circulation system means that circulation retains integrity. 

Character-defining features associated with circulation consist of qualities rather than 
constructed features. The related built elements listed elsewhere, under either buildings and 
structures or small-scale features. Within those features, the following are considered contributing 
with regard to circulation: Main Road skirting southeast end of Summit; Main Prison plaza and 
connection to the Main Road; Walkway on east-side of Main Prison; Primarily pedestrian circulation, 
mainly through corridors in the prison complex; Sentry Walk on Stockade/Recreation Yard wall; 
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Catwalk remnants within the Stockade/Recreation Yard; Catwalk and tower remnants on north 
terrace including footings and/or foundations; Catwalk and cantilevered supports around west side 
of Main Prison. 
 

Land Use - Summit 

Land use in the Summit historically was aligned with the Island’s designated function, changing 
as the use of the entire Island changed. Between 1853 and 1907, when Alcatraz Island was part of 
the harbor and coastal defense and navigational aid system, the Citadel (where men stationed on the 
Island could take refuge in case of siege) and its ancillary buildings, structures and gardens along 
with the 1854 Lighthouse occupied the Summit. Later, when the Island was designated primarily a 
military prison facility, the new Main Prison complex was built on the Summit and remains today.  

Although the land use of the Island today is primarily as a public park, the Summit continues its 
historic land use as a functioning element of the San Francisco Bay navigational aid system in which 
the 1909 Lighthouse remains as an integral feature.65  The Summit’s use as a military fortification, 
military prison and Federal penitentiary no longer exists and the area does not retain integrity for 
these land uses. The round-the-clock operation of the Lighthouse as an aid to navigation continues, 
so integrity of this land use remains.   

Character-defining features associated with land use consist of qualities rather than constructed 
features. The related built elements are listed elsewhere, under buildings and structures or small-scale 
features.  

 
Table 4-4: Removed Land Use features - Summit 

Feature Period 
Defensive structure 
and barracks with 
adjacent garden and 
tennis courts 

Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
 

High-security Federal 
penitentiary complex 

Federal Penitentiary period (1934-1969) 

Residence for U.S. 
Army commandant/ 
BOP warden, and 
residences for 
lighthouse keeper 

Later Military Prison period (1908-1933) 

Ordnance Yard 
(1860s) 

Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
 

 

                                                 
65 Thompson 1979: 462 
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Buildings and Structures - Summit 

The first buildings on the Summit were built to support the Island’s use as a defensive 
fortification for San Francisco, and to assist with its use as an aid to navigation for shipping. The 
Summit originally included the Citadel, a Lighthouse, an engineer’s building and a schoolhouse.  
Built in 1859, the masonry Citadel was a self-contained defensive building surrounded by a brick 
dry-moat accessed by drawbridges and with cisterns integrated into the outer walls of the port.  The 
Citadel served as a retreat for soldiers in case of attack, and its roof and walls provided locations for 
marksmen to sweep the Summit with rifle fire. Its strategic location on the Summit, combined with 
limited access to the area from the Guardhouse and Sallyport, the Summit was considered to be 
more easily defended. The Citadel provided room for 300 soldiers and included officers’ quarters, 
laundresses’ rooms, mess halls, kitchens, the post headquarters, and three solitary cells. The Island’s 
schoolroom was later moved into the Citadel, and at one time the building also contained a court-
martial room. The Citadel went through many changes over time, at times housing enlisted men, 
medical facilities and officers’ quarters.  In 1882 the Citadel was converted into six up-to-date 
officers’ quarters. Road access was controlled first by the Guardhouse and its Sallyport, and then by 
the surrounding defensive walls and batteries.   

All of the original 1850s Summit buildings have been removed. The Citadel was demolished to 
build the Main Prison complex (Figure 4-13); however its lower level was incorporated into the new 
building. The wooden buildings, likely intended to be temporary, were originally on the north end of 
the Summit, then relocated closer to the Citadel, and then moved elsewhere and eventually 
demolished. The 1854 Lighthouse was replaced with a new reinforced concrete structure in 1909. 
The new tower, at 84 feet high, was designed to be the tallest structure on the Island and was built 
adjacent to the site of the original Lighthouse.  Two keepers’ residences were built at the same time, 
flanking the new Lighthouse on its south and west sides.66  

The new Main Prison was built of reinforced concrete, a material that was becoming more 
common at the time and was the material of choice for new permanent facilities at military posts 
nation-wide.  The Main Prison building contained cellblocks, administration offices, a kitchen, a 
mess hall, wash areas, a hospital, and a morgue.  Immediately adjacent to the building was the 
Stockade/Recreation Yard, a large rectangular yard enclosed by tall walls. Although the masonry 
Citadel was demolished, the building’s brick moat, perimeter wall and basement (which contained six 
kitchens, six servants’ rooms and a hallway) were left in place below the new building. Some of the 
structural components were incorporated into the new prison building including iron interior 
staircases and the Citadel’s two original entrances, built of carved granite. One of these was 
incorporated into the northeast corner of the cellblock, where it served as an entrance for prisoners; 
while the other became a private entrance to the commandant’s office.67 Bricks from the Citadel 
were broken up and mixed into the construction of the new Main Prison and were also saved for 
general construction use on the Island.  Although there is seemingly no documented evidence this 
was intentional, the facility’s public face oriented towards San Francisco, which possibly helped to 
foster a positive public image for the U.S. Army. 

The Stockade/Recreation Yard was built by the U.S. Army and completed in 1912 with the rest 
of the Main Prison (Figure 4-14).  It was built atop portions of the Battery VI and Battery VII that 
had been filled early in the century.  The original yard was long and rectangular, surrounded by tall 
vertical concrete walls that were capped with sentry walks with guard stations at the corners.  

                                                 
66 Thompson 1979: 462 
67 Ibid., 311 
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Between the Main Prison and the Stockade/Recreation Yard was an exposed slope that transitioned 
from the building to the yard level. This slope was regraded and replaced with concrete stairs, “much 
like an outdoor amphitheater,” by the Bureau of Prisons in 1936.68  

The Morgue was added to the east side of the Stockade/Recreation Yard in 1910, integrated 
with and covering, the eastern end of the bombproof tunnel that previously connected the non-
commissioned officers’ quarters with the gun batteries atop the Island.69 

Cisterns have been a constant feature of the Island (as it has no source of freshwater other than 
rainfall and fog). Many of the existing cisterns were built in conjunction with the Main Prison. A 
water tower adjacent to the prison complex was added in 1940. 

The U.S. Army built a simple gray water system from the prison showers, used to irrigate lawns 
and terraced planter beds on west side of the Island.70 Structures such as oil tanks and fireboxes 
allowed the US Army and BOP to provide utilities to buildings, and protect facilities from fire. 

Buildings and structures in the Summit have not significantly changed since the period of 
significance, and retain integrity. 

 
Table 4-5: Buildings - Summit 

Feature  Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Main Prison 
(1912) 

3-22 
3-23 

Contributing Building dates to the Later Military Prison 
period (1908-1933) within the period of 
significance. 

Citadel (1859)  
(under Main Prison) 

Contributing Building dates to the Initial Military 
Fortifications and Aids to Navigation (1852-
1867) within the period of significance. 

    Citadel Moat,  
    Access Stairs,   
    and Perimeter      
    Wall 

3-24 Contributing Moat, Stairs, and Perimeter walls date to the 
Initial Military Fortifications and Aids to 
Navigation period  (1852-1867) within the 
period of significance. 

     Citadel   
     Basement   
      

3-25 Contributing 
  

Basement dates to the Initial Military 
Fortifications and Aids to Navigation (1852-
1867) within the period of significance. 

Lighthouse 
(1909) 
 

3-26 
3-27  

Lighthouse: 
Contributing 
SR37: 
Non-
contributing, 
compatible 
SR38: 
Contributing 

Lighthouse dates to the Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within the period of significance 
SR37 is a NPS c1974 
SR38 is a Steel Pipe Safety Rail c1940 within 
the period of significance. 
 

Lighthouse 
Keepers’ 
Residences (2) 

3-28 Contributing Remnants date to the Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within the period of significance. 

                                                 
68 Thompson 1979: 405 
69 Ibid., 175 
70 CLI 2005: 2b, 6; source was Reichel interviews in 1974 and 1978 
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Table 4-5: Buildings – Summit, continued 

Feature  Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Warden’s House 
with greenhouse 
foundation (1921) 

3-29 Contributing Warden’s House and greenhouse foundations 
date to the Later Military Prison (1908-1933) 
within the period of significance. 

Morgue (c 1910), 
Magazine, 
Traverse Tunnel 
Entrance 

3-30 Contributing The Morgue dates to the Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within the period of significance. 

 
 

Table 4-6: Structures - Summit 

Feature Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Stockade/Recreation Yard 
 
  Stockade/ 
  Recreation Yard 
 

3-31  
 
 

Contributing The Stockade/Recreation Yard dates to the 
Later Military Prison (1908-1933) within the 
period of significance. 

  Concrete        
  Enclosure   
  Walls with Metal  
  Fencing: SR52,  
  SR53, and SR55  
   

3-32 
 

Contributing The Stockade/Recreation Yard Enclosure 
Walls, and SR53 date to the Later Military 
Prison period (1908-1933) within the period 
of significance. 
 
SR52 and SR55 are Prison Cyclone Security 
Fences from the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
period  (1934 – 1969) within in period of 
significance 

  Catwalk/Sentry 
  Walk on Concrete 
  Enclosure Walls   
   

3-33 Contributing The Catwalk/Sentry Walk on the 
Stockade/Recreation Yard Enclosure Walls 
dates to the Later Military Prison period  
(1908-1933) within the period of 
significance. 

  Guard Stations on 
  Concrete Walls 

3-34 
3-35 

Contributing The Guard Stations date to the period of 
significance (NPS: BOP replacements of 
original structures) 

  Concrete   
  Terraced  
  Steps 
 

3-36 Contributing The Terraced Steps date to the Federal 
Penitentiary/GSA period  (1934 – 1969) 
within in period of significance 
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Table 4-6: Structures - Summit, continued 

Feature Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Stockade/Recreation Yard, continued 
 
   Concrete Steps  
   from Main Prison  
   to Yard with  
   SR56 railing 

3-37 Steps: 
Contributing 
Railing: 
Non-contributing, 
compatible 

The Steps date to the period of significance. 
SR56 is a Steel Pipe Safety Rail circa 1980, 
not in the period of significance, however 
reflects the original design for Steel Pipe 
Safety Rails. 

  Ballfield with  
  SR54  
  fencing 

3-38 
3-39 

Ballfield: 
Contributing 
Railing: Non-
contributing, 
compatible 

Ballfield dates to the period of significance 
SR54 is a Prison Cyclone Fence circa 1978, 
however reflects the original design for 
Prison Cyclone Fences. 

  Yellow Pavement    
  Markings 

3-40 
3-41 

Contributing Pavement Markings date to the period of 
significance.   

Fortification 
Bombproof 
Tunnel 
“I” 

3-42 Contributing Bombproof Tunnels date to the Earthern 
Fortifications/Early Military Prison period  
(1868-1907) within the period of 
significance. 

Fortification 
Bombproof 
Tunnel 
“J” 

3-43 Contributing Bombproof Tunnels date to the Earthern 
Fortifications/Early Military Prison period  
(1868-1907) within the period of 
significance. 

Fortification 
Bombproof 
Tunnel 
“K” 

3-44 
 

Contributing Bombproof Tunnels date to the Earthen 
Fortifications/Early Military Prison (1868-
1907), within the period of significance. 

Cistern 3-45 Contributing Cistern dates to the Federal 
Penitentiary/GSA (1934-1969) within the 
period of significance 

Water Tower 
w/MBSR21 

3-46 
3-47 

Contributing Water Tower and MBSR21 Steel Pipe Rail 
date to the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
(1934-1969) within the period of 
significance 

Guard Station for 
Kitchen 
Basement 
Sallyport 

3-48 
 

Contributing Guard Station dates to the period of 
significance.   

Firebox #5 3-30 Contributing Firebox dates to the period of significance.  
Oil Tanks No. 3 3-49 Contributing Oil Tanks date to the period of significance.  
Scarp Wall from 
Morgue to Main 
Prison Gift Shop 
Entrance 

3-50 Contributing Wall dates from Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within the period of 
significance. 
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Table 4-6: Structures - Summit, continued 

Feature Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Foundations of 
Warden’s 
greenhouse 

3-29 Contributing Warden’s Greenhouse foundations date to 
the Later Military Prison (1908-1933) within 
the period of significance. 

Warden’s House  
Retaining Wall 
with    
SR35 

3-51 
3-52 

Contributing Wall and Railing date to the Later Military 
Prison (1908-1933) within the period of 
significance. 

Collection Basins 
for greywater 
system 

3-53  Contributing Collection Basins date to the period of 
significance.   

 
 

Table 4-7: Removed Buildings and Structures - Summit 

Feature Period 
Citadel and 
Cisterns on roof 

Initial Military Fortifications period (1852-1867) 

Bakery Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
 

1864 Lighthouse Initial Military Fortifications period (1852-1867) 
Stewards 
Quarters 

Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
 

Post 
Headquarters 
/Adjutants’ 
Office 

Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
 

Hill Tower Federal Penitentiary period (1934-1963) 
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Figure 4 - 13. Looking north towards Citadel and Original Lighthouse, top (c Early Military Prison 
period : 1871-1907) (Source: NPS GGNRA Archives); Main Prison and Lighthouse, bottom (2009) 
(MBD DSC03058.jpg) 
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Figure 4 - 14. Stockade/Recreation Yard before (Top) Bureau of Prisons modifications and today 
(bottom); top (c 1915) (source: AAA); bottom (2009) (MBD IMG_4100.jpg) 
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Figure 4 - 15. Warden’s House Garden; top, (c 1950) (wardens hse aerial (AAA).jpg); bottom, 
(c2000s) (Summit-South Terrace_2000s.jpg)  
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Small Scale Features - Summit 

In the Summit character area, small-scale features include the remnants of fortifications and their 
related tunnels; the low wall, time capsule, flagstaff, paving, stairs and lawn of the  Main Prison 
Plaza—the Main Prison’s primary administrative entrance; the low wall on the east-side of the plaza; 
the staircase and walls surrounding the Lighthouse; concrete railings and light standards; utility-
related features such as pipes and manhole covers; and fire-protection related elements such a fire 
hydrants.   

In general, small-scale features in the Summit are original or are original features that been 
slightly modified, and all contribute to the area’s character.  The wall surrounding the Main Prison 
Plaza appears to have been rebuilt on the east-side along with the staircase, and railings have been 
added to the top of the wall.   

Several features are in a state of disrepair or poor condition including the railing (SR 36) at the 
edge of the south terrace.  Safety measures, especially the practice of painting walls, stairs and curbs 
yellow, impacts the integrity of those small-scale features and the Summit as a whole space.  The 
yellow paint is particularly damaging on the Main Prison Plaza concrete wall and staircase and the 
Citadel Wall.      

 The Summit’s small scale features have varied with its land use.  Although, many features such 
as walls and staircase have been rebuilt, they are located in their original locations and are oriented as 
they were historically.  In addition, new small scale features have been added by the NPS to 
accommodate the Island’s use as a public park and to improve safety and visitor comfort including 
railings, benches and trash receptacles, and temporary railings.  These are generally simple elements 
that do not detract from the association of the Summit’s historic use as a prison complex.  Small-
scale features maintain integrity to the period of significance. 
 

Table 4-8: Small-Scale Features - Summit 

Feature Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Main Prison Plaza 
 

Contributing Plaza dates to the Later Military Prison (1908-
1933) within the period of significance  

    Terrace Paving   
    with railings  
    SR39 and SR40   
  

3-54 
3-55 

Paving: 
Contributing 
SR39: 
Non-
contributing, 
compatible 
SR40: 
Contributing 
 

Terrace Paving dates to the period of 
significance.  
SR39 is a Steel Pipe Safety Railing circa 1974, 
not in the Period of Significance, however it 
reflects the original design for Steel Pipe Safety 
Railing 
SR40 (circa 1940) dates to the Federal 
Penitentiary/GSA (1934 – 1969) within in 
period of significance. 

     Lawn 
      

3-54 Contributing Lawn dates to the period of significance.  
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Table 4-8: Small-Scale Features - Summit, continued 

Feature  Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

Main Prison Plaza, continued 
 
     Steps with     
     railing SR38 
      

3-56 
 

Steps: 
Contributing 
SR38: 
Non-
contributing, 
Compatible 

Steps date to the period of significance.  
SR38 is a Steel Pipe Safety Railing circa 1974, 
not in the period of significance, however it 
reflects the original design for Steel Pipe Safety 
Railing 
 

     Time Capsule 
      

3-57 Contributing Time Capsule dates to the period of 
significance.  

     Flagstaff 
      

3-57 
3-27 

Contributing Flagstaff dates to the period of significance.  

Staircase from 
Lighthouse to 
Upper West 
Road  

3-58 Contributing Stairs date to the Later Military Prison (1908-
1933) within in the period of significance.  
 

Balcony at north 
end of Main 
Prison 
(Employee 
Smoking area) 
with railings: 
SR45, SR50, and 
SR51 
 

3-59 
3-60 

Balcony, 
SR50, 
SR51: 
Contributing 
 
SR45: Non-
contributing, 
Compatible 

Balcony dates to the Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within in the period of significance. 
SR50 is an original Decorative Concrete Safety 
Rail within in the period of significance. 
SR51 is an original Prison Cyclone Fence 
within in the period of significance. 
SR45 is a Prison Cyclone Fence circa 2006, 
however reflects the original design for Prison 
Cyclone Fences. 

Railing at south 
edge of Main 
Road SR 36 

3-204 Contributing Dates to Later Military Prison period (1908-
1933)  within period of significance 

Stairs from 
Sentry Catwalk 
to Morgue with 
MBSF13 

3-61 
 

Contributing Stairs date to the Later Military Prison (1908-
1933) within in the period of significance.  
MBSF13 is an original Prison Cyclone Fence 
within in the period of significance. 

Stairs to Water 
Tower 

3-45 
 

Contributing Stairs date to the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
(1934-1969) within the period of significance 
MBSR17 & MBSR18 are original Prison 
Cyclone Fences within in the period of 
significance. 

North Terrace 
 

3-62   

    Catwalk  
    Footings-East 

3-62 
3-63 

Contributing Footings date to the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
(1934-1969) within the period of significance. 

     Hill Tower    
     Footings 

3-62 
3-64 

Contributing Footings date to the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
(1934-1969) within the period of significance. 
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Table 4-8: Small-Scale Features - Summit, continued 

Feature  Figure 
# 

Contributing? Rationale 

North Terrace, continued 
 
     Catwalk  
     Footings-West 
      

3-62 
3-65 

Contributing Footings date to the Federal Penitentiary/GSA 
(1934-1969) within the period of significance. 

 

Table 4-9: Non-contributing, Non-compatible Small-Scale Features - Summit 

Feature Rationale 
Yellow paint 
markings on 
small scale 
features (walks, 
walls) 

(Note; these appear in many places on the Island, and are considered non-
contributing and non-compatible) 
*Note: Lines painted on the Stockade/Recreation Yard and Wharf 
pavement marking prisoner line-up areas are excluded from this rationale. 

 
 

   
Figure 4 - 16. The retaining wall around the Warden’s House remains, but the concrete handrails 
have been removed. The wall and the Escarpment Slope are failing; left, (c 1920s) (source: GOGA-
2316); right, (2009) (MBD P1020879.jpg) 
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Vegetation - Summit 

The first vegetation on the Summit, associated with its rolling topography, was removed with the 
dramatic topographic alterations that occurred in the mid-1850s to build the level plateau for 
defensive fortifications.  As the Summit developed for this use as well as its use as a lighthouse 
setting, it became a center of activity with military offices, housing and the lightkeeper residences.  
This level of activity made it a logical location for the Island’s first ornamental plantings located in 
garden spaces that were associated with the construction of the Summit’s first buildings. The earliest 
known garden was on the north end of the Summit, adjacent to the first engineer’s office building.  
The garden was temporary as the engineer’s office building was moved in the late 1870s.71  The first 
major garden on the Island was located on the south side of the Citadel.  This was the largest and 
most public of the early gardens, encompassing the full length of the Citadel.  It is thought to have 
been laid out in 1868 or 1869 as a formal flower garden on top of the water cisterns on the southeast 
side of the building.72 Another smaller garden was built on the east side of the Citadel, with a view 
towards Angel Island.   Historic photographs indicate plantings of roses, Agave americana, heliotrope, 
mirror plant, fuchsia, and calla lilies occurred in these gardens.  All of these species exist on the Island 
today, however they are remnants of later eras planted between 1908 and the 1950s. 73 Neither of 
these gardens are extant today, however remnants of garden soil, debris and possible seeds from the 
gardens are assumed to be evident in the basement of the Main Prison in association with the 
foundation of the Citadel. 74    

Specimen shrubs were planted at corners of important buildings including the Citadel and 
Lighthouse, some of which were pruned into oval, pyramidal and columnar shapes.  The third 
garden on the Summit was the Lighthouse garden built in 1886 by the lighthouse keeper who 
“constructed a two-foot high wall around the dwelling, filled it with soil, and planted flowers and trees.”75 This 
garden is assumed to have been removed when the original lighthouse was demolished, and the new 
lighthouse and residences for the lighthouse keeper and his assistant keepers were built.  It is 
possible that remnants of the early lightkeeper’s plantings may exist beneath the paving or buildings 
on the south end of the Summit between the current lighthouse and the south wall of the Main 
Prison building.  

On the east side of the Summit is the Commandant’s (later Warden’s) House, built in 192176 on 
the site of the earlier and smaller 1880 garden of the adjutant office.  A garden space in this area is 
evident in historic maps from as early as 1863, although its form and size changed as the site was 
modified.  A historic map from 1905 illustrates how the gardens of Officers’ Quarters 7 and the 
adjutant’s office appeared side by side, similarly arranged in a formal geometric pattern.  The garden 
arrangement may not have actually been built in this form, but it is likely that plantings in the 
gardens were similar. 77  The location and scale of the garden, as well as its relationship to the Main 
Road and Summit, was modified substantially with the construction of the Warden’s House.  The 
Escarpment Slope was substantially steepened on its east and south sides, and a large wall built on 

                                                 
71 The 1867 map depicts this garden, but the garden was gone and the building moved by the time the 1879  
    map was produced  
72 Thompson 1979: 188; Lutsko 1992 
73 Bradley 2005: 5 of  26 
74 Barker  2009 
75 Thompson 1979: 459 
76 Martini 2003  
77 1863 Map; 1906 Map  
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top of the slope to accommodate the larger building and its garden and a greenhouse. 78   This 
arrangement exists today, as do some plantings in the garden and greenhouse site that are likely 
surviving historic plants from the period of significance. Completed during the Federal Penitentiary 
period, this garden differs from others on the Island as it was for the sole use of Warden and his 
family.  It is secluded and private with a calm microclimate and spectacular views.  During the 
Federal Penitentiary period , a gardener inmate tended the garden.  Historic photographs indicate 
that plantings included roses, fuchsia, Agave americana and yucca.  In 1992, many of these original 
species remained including roses on along the east wall of the garden and in the area between the 
Warden’s House and Officers Quarters 7.  Other species included Centranthus ruber, Lobularia 
maritime, Albizia distachya, Zantedeschia aethiopica, Lathyrus latifolius, Baccharis pilularis, sedum and Agave 
americana.   Today, the garden is overgrown with Hedera helix making it difficult to discern the extent 
of plant material that remains from this inventory.  The Parks Conservancy hosts an annual 
volunteer day that focuses on weeding and clearing of debris in the garden.  The greenhouse is no 
longer extant, although portions of its foundation remain and are planted with Aeonium sp., sedum 
and Agave americana.  The interior of the Warden’s House (it burned during the Indian Occupation) 
is filled with overgrown vegetation including Hedera helix.  The area in front of the house, where the 
original porch existed before the fire, is overtaken with Coprosma repens.  

Beginning in 1928, the area in front of the Main Prison was divided into a plaza immediately 
adjacent to the building at the main administrative entrance (Main Prison Plaza) and a rectangular 
planting bed separating the plaza from the lighthouse and keeper residences.  The BOP maintained 
the planting bed as turfgrass, similar to the lawn that exists today.  The plaza and its associated 
planting bed were rehabilitated by the NPS in the late 1990s to better reflect the area’s aesthetic 
during the period of significance.  

On the east side of the Main Prison is a narrow planting strip between the walk and the building 
edge.  The location of this planting bed is similar to that of the early east garden associated with the 
Citadel, and it is likely that this bed was developed and planted as early as 1912 when the Main 
Prison was completed.  Plantings in the bed in 2005 (at the time of the CLI) included agapanthus, 
Agave americana, blackberry, grasses, iris, and narcissus.  Today, the bed contains some of the same 
plantings. 

The historic vegetation of the Warden’s House, the plantings on the east side of the Main Road, 
the Main Prison Plaza Lawn contribute to the significance of Alcatraz Island as a cultural landscape.  
A large amount of vegetation, especially in the Warden’s House Garden and Greenhouse 
foundations, remains from the period of significance to result in the vegetation retaining integrity.  
The yearly preservation work undertaken by TGC and volunteers such as weeding to remove 
invasive species is important in stabilizing the Warden’s House Garden, as is the maintenance and 
plantings that occur in the Greenhouse foundations.  However, the condition of the garden site 
including the surrounding wall, railings and topography is disintegrating at an accelerating rate.  
Immediate stabilization is needed for the wall and at a minimum a temporary railing is needed to 
ensure a level of safety for those working in the garden.  The loss of garden infrastructure negatively 
impacts its plantings as these are likely to be lost with the features.  

The rehabilitation of the lawn at the Summit assists in the reading of the space as a cultural 
landscape.   

 

                                                 
78 1928 Map  
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Table 4-10: Vegetation - Summit 

Feature Figure 
# 

Contributing Rationale 

Plantings on 
East Side of 
Main Prison 

3-66 Contributing Contemporary plantings along East Side of 
Main Prison.  Area was vegetated during the 
period of significance.  

Warden’s House 
Garden 

3-67 Contributing Garden dates to the Later Military Prison 
(1908-1933) within the period of significance 

Lawn at Main 
Prison Plaza 

3-54 Contributing Vegetation has been replanted and reflects that 
in existence during the period of significance 

Vegetation West 
of Main Prison 

3-68 Contributing Area was vegetated during the period of 
significance 

 
 

Table 4-11: Removed Vegetation - Summit 

Feature Period 
Engineer's Garden 
north of Citadel 
(c1870) 

Initial Military Fortifications period (1852-1867) 

Citadel Garden(s) Initial Military Fortifications period (1852-1867) 
Original Lighthouse 
Garden 

Early Military Prison period (1868-1907) 
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