
 

BUILDING THE ISLAND JAIL, by Leslie Korenko 
 

It had been long lamented that there was no lock-up on the island. The increase in 
transient workers at the quarry 
and the increasing popularity of 
the island created a problem for 
the peaceful islanders. The first 
positive steps in building a jail 
were taken in early August 1885 
when the County 
Commissioners announced they 
were going to have a jail built on 
Kelley’s Island.  
 
The advertisement went out in 
October 1885 and Nicholas 
Smith “of Kelleys Island being 
the lowest bidder and having his 
bond properly accompanying his 
bid, was accorded the contract.”  
 

Almost a year later on July 31, when “the County Commissioners went over to Kelley’s 
Island… to inspect the jail being built on the Island by Mr. N. Smith. Mr. Smith was in the 
city this morning and accompanied the Commissioners to the Island. He states that the 
jail will be finished within a day or two and that when completed it will serve the Island 
for many years to come. The building is of stone with iron cages, or cells, and is fire proof. 
The contract price for its construction was $1326.”  

 
 
While it is a popular belief that the cells came from the former Johnson’s Island 
Confederate prison, this is not the case. The prison had already been disbanded and all 
the equipment sold 20 years before this jail was built. The U. S. Army decommissioned 
the prison in September 1865 and the following year, auctioned off all the surplus 
equipment, materials, buildings and walls.  
 
The jail cells were built by the Van Dorn Ironworks Co. of Cleveland. The Van Dorn Iron 
Works was founded in Cleveland, Ohio in 1872, and specialized in ornamental iron work, 
but later became the country’s largest producer of jail cells.  



 
After its construction, various components of the jail were secured. Lewis Rhyne [Rhein] 
was directed to purchase material for the cells in the lockup and the following purchases 
were made: from Ruff Son & Keylor(?)-one pillow @ $1.00; from Matern Bros.-one slop 
pail @ 80¢, and from Pourns & Zollinger-two blankets @ $4.00; for a total of $5.80. 
 
A stove for heating the new building was purchased in October 1886, but in March of 
1887, the stove was taken out of the jail and put up in place of the broken stove in the 
south side primary school. The school’s broken stove resulted in a vacation of two weeks 
for the students. It was noted that it would be very unpleasant for anyone to be put in the 
‘cooker’ during that time, as they would soon cool off.  
 
In May 25, 1887, the Township Trustees began furnishing a new office in the jail and 
ordered desks and cases for books and papers. W. S. Ward, Justice of the Peace, was 
instructed to procure these at as low a price as possible and that purchase was made from 
Jay C. Butler & Co. for a desk and a cupboard for books and papers, in the amount of 
$132.07.  
 
The building has just two rooms. The front room is used by police officers for dispatch 
and the rear is now used for storage as the cells no longer meet the requirements for 
holding prisoners. The jail did not get electricity until August 17, 1889 when the Village 
Council recommended the purchase of “one incandescent lamp, 63 candle power” for the 
jail which had just been built. 
 
You can read more about the jail and some of the court cases here on this blog or in the 
series of books about the extraordinary history of Kelleys Island 
 (www.KelleysIslandStory.com). 
 
In October 2026, Ohio History posted on their Facebook page 
information on an exciting project to move the jail cell to the 
Kelleys Island History Museum. 

Kelleys Island, Jail Break Project, Is a GO! 
With all the red tape and official dealings done, the Ohio 
History Hunter Research Team are cleared to perform the task 
of painstakingly disassembling the Kelleys Island jail cell and 
moving it to the Kelleys Island History Museum for reassemble and display for the public. 
Here are those photos.  

https://www.facebook.com/KelleysIslandHist?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZhnirJrRRNs2MB1eMh47uYF6wkrngpwvZaPhi33PGPlZTQFF9NYwrj13Ob9eRUx1U07Mq8gVhbS6AqiipQnghJci9XZjGKVo6vgb5rKNxiHNBeGvxkn7PnIjDXZVOVD1FnFwaKlBMWq5y_XPKdbNKEMjbgdQAKxcQ74CwvPfGCFzqxB0C0bs9G-7y5yXaVU3Ewxb9LH7jihA76YHrzx&__tn__=-%5dK-y-R


 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
The Van Dorn Iron Works name is on the curved top above the door (right under the raised arm 
of the worker. 
 

 
 


