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Ruth Neiss’ last address was the Dallas County Jail.

Ms. Neiss, 46, suddenly collapsed and died eight days after being admitted to the jail on drug charges
in 1999.

Her mother and daughter say that she was in reasonably good health and that her death - from a staph
infection in her lungs - could have been prevented with better medical care. They are suing Dallas
County. 

“It shocks me that someone could go in and die a matter of days later,” said Ms. Neiss’ daughter,
Heather Slade, 26, of Albuquerque, N.M.

Ms. Neiss is among 63 people who have died in the Dallas County jail system in the last seven years
- an average of nine deaths per year, according to the Texas Commission on Jail Standards. The total
is less than in Harris County, which had nearly the same annual jail population but had 112 deaths
in the same period, figures show. Seven of the Dallas County deaths from 1996 to the present were
suicides, including the most recent death in the jail. On July 26, Murdock McLeod hanged himself
in a single cell in the jail’s psychiatric unit five days after arriving from Terrell State Hospital,
becoming the seventh jail death this year, according to the Sheriff’s Department. Other causes of
death included heart attack, pneumonia, AIDS, emphysema and aneurysm, autopsies show.

County officials say most jail deaths are from natural causes and cannot be prevented. More than
100,000 inmates pass through the jail system each year - many in poor health because of years of
substance abuse, hard living and lack of regular medical care, Sheriff’s Department spokesman Sgt.
Don Peritz said. The inmates who died in the past seven years ranged in age from 19 to 70.

Last month, county commissioners made a major change in jail health care, approving a three-year
contract with the University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston. The medical school, which
serves 150,000 state prisoners, will take over from the county Health and Human Services
Department and Parkland Health & Hospital System about Nov. 1.

Commissioners say the medical school will improve care by treating more patients in the jail instead
of at Parkland, developing a computerized medical record system and using a centralized pharmacy
that serves the state prison system.



The decision to switch to the medical school was not related to the number of jail deaths or recent
questions raised about the level of psychiatric care received by inmates, commissioners said.

“It has never risen to the level that it’s alarmed me,” commissioner Mike Cantrell said. “I’ve never
seen anything happening - or been notified by the sheriff - that we’re contributing to deaths.”

Sgt. Peritz said each jail death is thoroughly investigated.

“I think a lot of them are health-related and unavoidable,” he said.

However, the Mental Health Association of Greater Dallas is concerned about the number of deaths,
particularly suicides, said David Kellogg, public policy director.

“I don’t see how any suicide is unavoidable,” he said. “When the state takes responsibility for a
person by incarceration, they have an obligation to do everything they can to prevent suicide. Part
of that is screening for mental health risk factors. The other part is maintaining a secure environment.”

Other suits pending

In addition to the Neiss lawsuit, which was filed in September 2000, three other suits are pending
against Dallas County over inmate deaths, each alleging poor medical care. One prisoner was a 33-
year-old man who died in 1998 after collapsing in his cell and striking his head on the floor. A 19-
year-old man died of meningitis in 1999. A 52-year-old man died of a heart attack in 1999.

Officials with the American Civil Liberties’ Prison and Jail Accountability Project say it’s
often difficult to get accurate information on inmate deaths.

“We only know basically what they want us to know,” said Yolanda Torres, litigation director.
“They have access to the prisoners, the bodies, the records. I think corrections people are
concerned about keeping what goes on behind prison walls, behind prison walls.”

Statewide, county jails have a hard time finding qualified doctors and nurses, said Terry Julian,
executive director of the Texas Commission on Jail Standards, which inspects jails.

“You’ve got to be dedicated to work inside a jail, locked up just like inmates, and listen to some of
the concerns inmates have,” Mr. Julian said. “Sometimes it becomes a game with the inmates to see
if they can find a doctor who will buy their symptoms, if you will, and provide drugs for them. How
much care is adequate - that’s the bottom line. Sheriffs have to be cognizant not to let someone go
that really needs proper medical care.”

Ms. Neiss’ mother, Barbra Bell, says the doctor who supervised her daughter’s treatment should
never have been hired.



Dr. Brandt McCorkle, an osteopath, had his state medical license suspended from 1993 to 1995
because of drug and alcohol abuse, county records show. His first employer after having his license
reinstated: Dallas County.

Six months before Ms. Neiss died in 1999, a supervisor feared that Dr. McCorkle might have begun
drinking again.

“In addition to calling in sick very frequently I have received multiple complaints from the nursing
staff considering his physical appearance, performance, and overall medical care provided to the
inmates,” Dr. Steven Bowers, jail medical director, wrote to the Texas State Board of Medical Examiners.

Two years after Ms. Neiss died, Dr. McCorkle was fired for his handling of another inmate health
problem that resulted in the inmate’s death, Dr. Bowers wrote to the board of medical examiners.

Dr. McCorkle, who works in the El Paso County jail and is a defendant in the Neiss lawsuit, declined
to comment.

Slow response alleged

According to the suit, the jail medical staff didn’t respond quickly enough to Ms. Neiss’ repeated
complaints of chest pains and shortness of breath. After entering the jail Dec. 13, 1999, Ms. Neiss
saw a nurse six times before she died Dec. 21 at Parkland hospital but was never examined by a
doctor, the suit says. Ms. Neiss had a documented history of asthma and heart problems.

In a deposition taken for trial, Dr. McCorkle said he reviewed an EKG performed by a nurse and saw
no problems with Ms. Neiss’ heart. He said he did not order further tests or examine Ms. Neiss to
determine the cause of her chest pain and shortness of breath. The breathing problems were a sign
of the staph infection in her lungs, the lawsuit says.

Problem ‘undetectable’

“Something went wrong with her,” Dr. McCorkle said in the deposition. “I’m saying it may have
been undetectable until the acute event.”

Ms. Slade said she struggles to accept her mother’s death. She gave birth to a baby girl two weeks
before her mother died. Her mother never got to see her first grandchild.

“She had talked to her once and was planning to come see her and stay for a while,” Ms. Slade said.
“She was very excited. My mom was a very loving and caring person.”

Staff writer Tim Wyatt contributed to this report.


