UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
WISCONSIN

Nathan W. Rickards v. Sawyer County Jail

Rickards - No. 25-cv-1534-pp - Decided February 20, 2026

SUMMARY

The court grants Nathan W. Rickards leave to proceed without prepaying the filing fee and screens his
42 U.S.C. § 1983 complaint under the Prison Litigation Reform Act. Although the Sawyer County Jail
lacks capacity to be sued, the court substitutes Sawyer County as the defendant and permits a First

Amendment claim concerning an alleged policy barring incarcerated persons from receiving non-legal

incoming mail.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The incarcerated plaintiff moved to proceed without prepaying the

filing fee and filed a 42 U.S.C. § 1983 complaint. The district court
granted leave to proceed in forma pauperis, screened the complaint
under the Prison Litigation Reform Act, substituted Sawyer County for
the Sawyer County Jail, and permitted a First Amendment

correspondence claim to proceed.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, the court screens the complaint using the
same standard applicable to a motion to dismiss under Federal Rule of
Civil Procedure 12(b)(6), accepting well-pleaded factual allegations as

true and requiring sufficient facts to state a facially plausible claim.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court order
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the plaintiff could proceed without prepaying the filing fee under the Prison Litigation Reform
Act.

2. Whether the Sawyer County Jail has the legal capacity to be sued under 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

3. Whether the complaint plausibly stated a First Amendment claim based on an alleged blanket restriction

on incarcerated persons' incoming nonlegal mail.

HOLDINGS

1. The plaintiff may proceed without prepaying the filing fee, subject to payment of the remaining filing
fee through deductions from his prisoner trust account.

2. The Sawyer County Jail is not a suable legal entity under § 1983 because it lacks the legal capacity to be

sued; Sawyer County is the proper governmental defendant for the alleged policy.

3. The plaintiff may proceed against Sawyer County on a First Amendment claim alleging that a policy

prevented incarcerated persons from receiving any incoming nonlegal mail.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Sawyer County Jail is not a person—it is not an individual subject to suit under §1983.” (Analysis,

subsection C)

“A claim has facial plausibility when the plaintiff pleads factual content that allows a court to draw the

reasonable inference that the defendant is liable for the misconduct alleged.” (Analysis, subsection A)

“The First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of speech provides protection from censorship of an

incarcerated individual’s incoming and outgoing correspondence.” (Analysis, subsection C)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Rickards was a pretrial detainee at the Sawyer County Jail during the relevant events. He alleged that beginning
January 1, 2022, the jail stopped allowing incarcerated individuals to receive incoming mail unless it was legal
mail, thereby preventing correspondence with friends and family. He filed a grievance and sought monetary
damages for the alleged deprivation of his correspondence rights.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Nathan W. Rickards filed a pro se complaint alleging that, beginning January 1, 2022, the Sawyer County Jail
prohibited incarcerated persons from receiving incoming nonlegal mail. The court previously ordered him to pay
an initial partial filing fee of $6.67, which he paid. On screening, the court held that the jail lacked capacity to be
sued, substituted Sawyer County as the defendant, allowed the First Amendment claim to proceed, and ordered

service.
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