Lesson 8 Document 2 

Louise Clappe, describes a trial and hanging in a letter to her sis​ter back East dated December 14, 1851.  Great bio info at http://www.cateweb.org/CA_Authors/clappe.html
Last fall, two men were arrested by their partners, on suspicion of hav​ing stolen from them eighteen hundred dollars in gold dust. …

… By this time the exciting news had spread all over the Bar. A meet​ing of the miners was immediately convened, the unhappy man taken into custody, a jury chosen, and a judge, lawyer, etc., appointed.  

… At one o'clock, so rapidly was the trial conducted, the judge charged the jury, and gently insinuated that they could do no less than to bring in with their verdict of guilty, a sentence of death! … . After a few minutes' absence, the [jury]  returned, and the foreman handed to the judge a paper, from which he read the will of the people, as follows: "That William Brown, convicted of stealing, etc., should in one hour from that time, be hung by the neck until he was dead."
By the persuasions of some men more mildly disposed, they grant​ed him a respite of three hours, to prepare for his sudden entrance into eternity. He employed the time in writing in his native language (he is a Swede) to some friends in Stockholm; God help them when that fatal post shall arrive; for no doubt he, also, although a criminal, was fondly garnered in many a loving heart.
He had exhibited during the trial, the utmost recklessness and nonchalance, had drank many times in the course of the day, and when the rope was placed about his neck, was evidently much intoxicated. All at once, however, he seemed startled into a consciousness of the awful reality of his position, and requested a few moments for prayer.
The execution was conducted by the jury, and was performed by throwing the cord, one end of which was attached to the neck of the prisoner, across the limb of a tree standing outside of the Rich Bar grave-yard. . . . Almost everybody was surprised at the severity of the sen​tence; and many, with their hands on the cord, did not believe even then, that it would be carried into effect, but thought that at the last moment, the jury would release the prisoner and substitute a milder punishment.
It is said that the crowd, generally, seemed to feel the solemnity of the occasion; but many of the drunkards, who form a large part of the community on these Bars, laughed and shouted, as if it were a spectacle got up for their particular amusement.

From: The Shirley Letters by “Dame Shirley” (Louise Clapp) first published in Pioneer Magazine 1854 – 1855 reissued  by Alfred A. Knopf in 1949 

Reprinted in Witnessing America Compiled and Edited by Noel Rae, Penguin, NY, 1996 p 429-31

