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Introduction 

If the Government were to make a statement saying that they were bringing back public 

executions, for the worst types of criminals, think along the lines of rapists and murders, and to 

make sure that everyone knows about and has access to them, there will be huge amounts of 

media coverage and the Government will be broadcasting it live on public TV. What do you 

think would happen? You would probably hope that the majority of the country would be 

outraged and disgusted by the prospect and refuse to watch such horrible human rights 

violations, right? But what if the opposite happens, what if the day the first execution is set to 

take place hundreds of thousands are watching on TV or at the place of execution. What if the 

people watching treated the execution like a football game, tailgating, paying for box seats, and 

buying souvenirs to remember the day, is this even conceivable? In the past this is exactly what 

happened. The religious and state executions of the 14th to 16th centuries quickly became public 

spectacle but how and why?  This essay seeks to show you a road map with examples to help us 

to understand the transition from a religious ritual to a sensationalized tailgating party that 

enamored thousands of our ancestors  

 

Part 1: Examples of Pre-Spectacle Execution 

 There are not many recorded executions from the late medieval ages going into the 15th 

century. Many theorize that this is because during the times, public executions were part of the 

fabric of life, it was a normal occurrence to see an execution. Most of the executions followed 

the same script. And thus, the early records we do see, are from the times that the execution 

was weird or the when the condemned was someone important. Weird as in the condemned’s 
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behavior did not meet the ordinary standards or script that the viewers had come to expect. 

According to Paul Friedman’s book Seeing Justice Done: The Age of Spectacular Capital 

Punishment in France starting before the 16th century the majority of public executions were 

viewed as a religious ritual. In his book he says that we must resist calling the crowds that 

gathered for a public execution, around this time, spectators1. Well, if they weren’t spectators 

what were they? From the sources I have read they were there to participate. At this time the 

act of participation was not only to be a member of the audience, but to feel an emotional 

connection to the condemned. This would later change as public executions become more 

sensationalized and the transformation from ritual to spectacle takes place. However, let’s first 

continue talking about the ritual.  

The crowd gathers to work with the condemned who by custom was supposed to play 

the repentant sinner. If the condemned played their part, then the crowd would feel satisfied, 

they would go home feeling that they had done their good deed for the day. You can imagine 

someone of the time thinking that they just helped that person get to heaven. Think of these as 

a group effort or a communal healing process. Here’s how a customary or traditional execution 

would take place; The condemned was led out from the cart to the scaffolding, along the way 

they were to repent for their sins, kissing the cross and pray for forgiveness, the next step 

would be for the crowd to pray and weep for the condemned asking God to spare their soul. 

After this the condemned would be allowed to make a final speech once again displaying their 

repentance. Of course, after this part the executioner would do his job. This is a very common 

                                                           
1 Friedland, Paul. Seeing Justice Done: the Age of Spectacular Capital Punishment in France. Oxford University 
Press, 2014. 
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theme in the 1400s and wont change till later. The 100 or so actual documented executions 

that we have from the 1400s, are mostly when the condemned did not play their part. The 

reason that these types of portrayals are the majority, is likely because these were, well, worth 

writing down. For instance, in the Journal D'un Bourgeois De Paris, there is an account from 

1413 about the execution of Pierre des Essarts, the superintendent of finance to King Charles 

VI. Not only was the execution note worthy due to the importance of the character but also due 

to his behavior while on the way and on the scaffolding. Paraphrased from the journal; “The 

condemned never stopped laughing…, so that most people took him for a madman, all those 

who saw him wept so piteously that you will never hear of more tears shed for the death of a 

man, and he, all alone kept laughing…”2 If the condemned had played their part, then there 

would have been less to narrate this to others as they likely have experienced it themselves 

during other executions. However, in this particular journal most of the executions go against 

the standards and in other words breaks the ritual. Another example from the Journal D'un 

Bourgeois De Paris, dated Tuesday, the 17th of February 1523. The gist is that the man who was 

condemned to death by decapitation was spared last minute by a man who carried a letter of 

remission from the King. “Arriving at the Place de Grève, he was delivered to two 

executioners… they put him on his hands and knees, to beg pardon of God and justice, and he 

was ready to receive death and he was surely expecting it… after which, came by horseback one 

of the servants of the chancellor who began to shout on a loud voice; “Stop, stop, here is the 

letter of remission from the king…”’ The condemned man immediately thanked God and kissed 

                                                           
2 Tuetey, Alexandre. Journal Dun Bourgeois De Paris (1405 - 1449). Slatkine Repr., 1975. 
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the scaffolding twice. 3. The next example that I have for you is from the execution of Louis of 

Luxembourg, Count of Saint Pol. The entry is long and so I will save you some time and only talk 

about the very end, the first time we really see a large emphasis put on how the actual 

execution was done. But before I do that, you should know that the other executions that were 

documented at this time all put a very small amount detail into how the executioner completed 

the job. Instead, they all ended with the same fraise “ce qui fut fait” or the basically “the 

sentence was carried out”. Anyway, starting at the end “And then he got down on his knees 

where he was diligently blindfolded, and he was still speaking to God and to his confessors, and 

frequently kissing the cross. Petit Jehan (the executioner) seized his sword… with which he 

made the head fly off from the shoulders so quickly and so mortally that Saint Pol’s body fell to 

the ground at the same time as the head…”4 this is where I will stop quoting but it goes on a 

few more sentences and talks of how the head was then washed and then placed on the 

scaffolding, and it talks about the amount of people in attendance which the author says is 

around 200,000 although that number seems exaggerated. All these examples did not need to 

be narrated and written down how ever they were because the authors saw these events as 

completely out of the ordinary. This is the very beginning of the transformation from ritual to 

spectacle, however the effect it has on the change is very minimal.  

 
 Part 2: The Rise of Penal Voyeurism 
 

In the 1520s a change occurs that will pave the way for the transformation from ritual to 

spectacle, the Protestant Reformation. A time where old ways of practicing Christianity were 

                                                           
3 Tuetey, Alexandre. Journal Dun Bourgeois De Paris (1405 - 1449). Slatkine Repr., 1975. 
4 Tuetey, Alexandre. Journal Dun Bourgeois De Paris (1405 - 1449). Slatkine Repr., 1975. 
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contested by the new and a time full of executions of devout Christians by even more devout 

Christians or of Lutherans by Catholics. This change breaks from the traditional script, and 

changes how people look at public executions in the future.  

To start let’s discuss more about what I mean when I say these new executions break 

the script. Well looking back at the traditional execution, the condemned was supposed to play 

a part, that of a repentant sinner. But what happens when more and more people stop 

repenting and instead, begin to go to the headman’s block or in most cases with heresy the 

burning stake with a smile on there faces. Well then, your scrip no longer works. People are 

expecting either repentance or unrepentant behavior but not joyful. In 1523 we see the first 

report of this behavior written in none other then the Journal D'un Bourgeois De Paris, normally 

what we see from this journal is less details about the actual execution its self and more about 

the before parts on the way to the scaffolding, however when these new types of criminals 

begin to sing Te Deum Laudamus with joy while literally being burned to death the journal 

changes and talks more in-depth about the during part. “Two of them were burned in a fire, 

and as they were being put into it, they joyfully sang Te Deum Laudamus, but the third 

repented.’5 News of the joyful condemned passed very quickly from ear to ear and a sudden 

fixation on the behavior of the condemned Lutherans began. People wanted to know, were 

they going to repent and therefore resolidify the script or go joyfully to their deaths and remain 

unrepentant. This became a very politicalized topic for many of the times chroniclers especially 

when the executions of Lutherans spread to France. For example, two different pieces of work 

covering the same execution, that of a man named Louis Berquin, sentenced at first to perform 

                                                           
5  Tuetey, Alexandre. Journal Dun Bourgeois De Paris (1405 - 1449). Slatkine Repr., 1975. 
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an amende honorable for translating Luthers and Erasmus work to French. This means that he 

must publicly participate in a book burning of his own writings then only eat bread and drink 

water for the rest of his life. This man however in attempts to antagonize the authorities or 

possibly appeal his case ends up instead being sentenced to death by burning at a stake. The 

two reports we have of the event, one from the Journal D'un Bourgeois De Paris and another a 

work by Jean Crespin called the Histoire des martyrs persécutés de mis a mort pour de la vérité 

de l'Évangile both show very different accounts. Journal D'un Bourgeois De Paris covers more of 

the trial and case then it does the actual execution, this is in fact how we know that he was 

originally just sentenced to perform an amende honorable. “Friday the 16th of April 1529 after 

Easter, Louis Berquin… who because of his heresy was condemned to perform an amende 

honorable before the church of Norte Dame, and there to beg forgiveness of God and the Virgin 

Mary for the books that he produced and which he wanted to use against our faith, and from 

there he was to be lead to the Place de Grève, and put upon a scaffold… so that all could see 

him, and there before him a great fire made in order to burn all said books.” This is the start of 

the Journal D'un Bourgeois De Paris . The end of the entry is less glamorous and ends in the 

dreaded “ce qui fut fait.”6 As opposed to the entry by Jean Crespin that ends Berquins story, it 

shows us more about the actual execution then the trial and we actually get a very good view 

on the audiences’ reaction. “Berquin, upon leaving the prison, gave no indication of a faint or 

troubled heart when the executioner read aloud the court order in a horrible voice, nor when 

he was led to the Place de Grève. Upon arrival, he spoke to the people; but there were few who 

would hear him so great the noise and tumult of those who had been posted there by the 

                                                           
6 Tuetey, Alexandre. Journal Dun Bourgeois De Paris (1405 - 1449). Slatkine Repr., 1975. 
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Sorbonnists… so that the voice of this sainted martyr of the lord was not heard on the threshold 

of his death. His Srobonnic enemies not sated by the cruel punishment of this noble personage, 

stirred upon the little children to scream in the streets the Berquin was a heretic: so great was 

the rage of these supporters of satan…”7 Clearly there are some major differences in how the 

two people wrote the entries. With the examples that I have giving so far it is easy to see a 

trend from ritual to something that is more novel. This period is extremely important to the 

transformation to spectacle because it is the first time we see people viewing executions in this 

new detached way. They are not there to participate but to just see what will happen and what 

the condemned might say or do. This is said to the be the start for Penal Voyeurism.  

 

Part 3: Penal Voyeurism and The Diary of Felix Platter 

 We now enter the middle of the 1500s with a basic understanding of the transformation 

taking place, we may not however fully understand yet what it is meant by penal voyeurism. To 

help us get a better grasp on what is meant by that term we will use the Diary of a man named 

Felix Platter. In 1552, Felix Platter came to southern France to the town of Montpellier to study 

at a prestigious medical school. While there he wrote detailed notes of his life and many times 

he writes about Executions. It is during this time that we really start to understand what it 

                                                           
7 Goulart, Simon, et al. Histoire Des Martyrs Persecutez Et Mis a Mort Pour La verité De LEvangile, Depuis Le Temps 
Des Apostres Jusques à Present. Comprinse En Douze Livres, Contenant Les Actes Memorables Du Seigneur En 
linfirmité Des Siens: Non Seulement Contre Les Efforts Du Monde, Mais Aussi Contre Diverses Sortes Dassaux & 
Heresies Monstrueuses, En Plusieurs Provinces De LEurope, Notamment à Rome, En Espagne, & Es Pays Bas. Les 
Prefaces Monstrent Une Conformite De Lestat Des Eglises De Ce Dernier Siecle, Avec Celui De La Primitive Eglise De 
Jesus Christ. Reveuë, & Augmentee En Ceste Edition, Des Deux Derniers Livres, Item De Plusieurs Histoires, & 
Choses Remarquables Es Precedens. Avec Deux Indces, Lun Des Principaux Points De La Vraye Et Fausse Religion, 
Amplement Traitez, Soustenus, Ou Refutez: Lautre, Contenant Les Noms Des Martyrs Mentionnez En Ceste 
Histoire. Par Paul Marceau., 1608. 
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means to be a spectator at these things rather then a participant. You see, Platter begins to 

show a more detailed almost clinical view of regular executions. The written records that we 

have coved previously have all followed a certain trend, either the condemned is of great note 

and that’s why we see a record of it, or the death was strange, the example of the Lutherans 

going to joyfully to death or the man who would not stop laughing. But Platters diary talks of 

regular run of the mill executions, murders, thieves, rapists, and none that are mentioned for 

their great renowned. Read the quote I am about to produce and think about how Platter is 

talking about it. “Behind the town trumpeters, marched the criminal, accompanied by monks. 

He was a handsome young man, accomplice in a murder. He was led to a scaffold erected in 

front of the city hall; there two pieces of hollowed wood had been prepared in the shape of 

Saint Andrew’s cross, upon which they were going to break his extremities. The condemned 

stood, recounting everything he has done in the from of a rhyme. It was very well delivered and 

in finishing he added to the crowd: “Pray to Holy Mary so that she may beg her son to take me 

to paradise.” The executioner undressed him, attached his arms and legs to the cross… after 

this he took a heavy iron bar, called a messa, with a bit of an edge on one side and beat his 

arms and legs.”8 See how he talks of the execution as if he were not there in the crowd, as if he 

were somewhere else and with an emotional detachment. He is not a participant here instead 

he is merely a spectator. He never says how tragic the death was or even tell us that the crowd 

wept. Something extremely different is the brutality that he writes down we don’t just see the 

traditional “ce qui fut fait,” at the end. This is not the only time on of his entry’s tells of an 

execution that takes place where he is a spectator, even more important thought is that he 

                                                           
8 Felix Platter, Private Diary, date unknown  
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mentions that he is also not the only one spectating. In July 1555 he writes that after having 

dinner with a well-renowned doctor, “after which the doctor took me to a house where there 

are many ladies as well as gentlemen, and from which I watched the Execution.”9 This is some 

of the most important information that we have from this time period regarding penal 

voyeurism. These people that he describes and ladies and gentlemen, are not participants, they 

are instead spectators, watching from the comfort of their homes behind a window and 

without empathy for the condemned, without deriving meaning from the death as others in 

crowd are still doing.   

 
Part 4: Broadside Advertisements, The Journal of L’Estoile, and Rosset’s 
Histoires Tragiques 
 
 The last part of the transformation is the sensationalism that follows the emergence of 

people like Felix Platter. As more and more are becoming spectators and less are participants a 

new wave of media is seen, from broadsides to books. The new sensationalized view of death 

quickly becomes a best seller. To begin we will look at another journal, this time of a French 

man named Pierre de L’Estoile. Over the the course of 40 years or so 1574 to 1611 we get an 

idea of this mans changing taste for executions. He like many who wrote at the time started by 

writing about executions of Lutherans and their punishments but slowly we see him write 

about normal executions, no longer did the condemned need to be Protestant to catch his 

interest, he even begins to write in the first person what he saw rather then what the crowd 

was seeing. “Monday the 24th of April, the provost-Marshall of Sens was hanged at the place de 

                                                           
9 Felix Platter, Private Diary,  July, 1555 
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Grève. The reading aloud of his court sentence, which I heard, carried the words: “For theft, 

murder, the rape of women and girls and other execrable crimes and excesses in great number 

perpetrated by him.” He was also charged with having stolen from the brother of the first 

President, which he denied assuredly… on the way to the Grève he cursed the Premier 

President, wising that laud that he go to the Devil, adding the ugly contribution unworthy of a 

Christian who is going to his death: “Fuck him!” A phrase he repeated several times.”10  

 Another way that we can be completely sure that the times were changing is the 

emergence of Broadsides. In 1574, Broadsides or Canards as they were called in France, had 

begin to be used to divulge horrible details of scandalous true crimes and criminals, and the 

public loved it. It would in fact spawn a later book, in the same manner of ‘true crime’ style but 

more on that later. Interestingly enough the trial and proceedings of the condemned were 

completely private to the public in olden day France, and so the only part that they saw were 

the executions. So when Canards began giving specific details of the trials to the citizens the 

true crime aspect began to unfold. The execution portion of them quickly became loved as well 

and seen as a drama and acted as last act for the criminal. The first example that we see in 

France of these Canards which I am unfortunately not able to provide to you. But I do have 

some from the UK that I will put at the end of the paper to help show what they would have 

been like. Anyway, the first to surface in France was about a woman who killed her two 

children, then her husband. The reasoning she gave for this was because he gambled too much. 

The title was “Bloody, Cruel and Amazing Story.” As time passes, we begin to see them evolve 

into full length short stories. And keep in mind that these are all based on real events. In 1603 

                                                           
10 Pierre de L’Estoile, Journal Entries, 1574 to 1611 
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there is a trial for a brother and sister for incest; the broadside goes like this. “The lady, 

addressing her brother, said, let us die, my brother. We have deserved it. And let us pray to 

God that he shows use mercy.” And thus, with contrition in their hearts and confession on their 

lips, they were made to participants in the sacrament of penance; and afterwards were 

conveyed in the tumbrel from there to the theater of execution, where those who were present 

offered their prayers and most of their tears at the sight of such piteous spectacle in which their 

tender youth and beauty moved even the hardest of hearts to pity.” The execution of the sister 

then takes place, and we see what the account of the brother. “The gentleman, kneeling down 

on the disgusting wet floor of the scaffold, steaming with the blood of his sister… begged his 

confessor to go and console his poor father, which after having been promised to him, without 

being blindfolded, praying to God, he bid fall upon his neck the swift blade that he received 

with great steadfastness.” Paul Friedman talked about in his book, after the execution portion 

of these Canards are over, they had a section that would assure that justice was being done and 

bring people back to reality. It is easy to see how you could lose yourself in these sensational 

short stories and after reading many like this feel like maybe these people shouldn’t have been 

executed. This is the ending for the one about the brother and sister. “The atrocity of such 

enormous crimes made everyone admire the wisdom of the gentlemen parliament, and above 

all the constancy and integrity of our good king who, having been supplicated and begged many 

times to pardon them or commute their sentence, stayed firm.” Many of these broadsided are 

mirrored in L’Estoile’s journal both of which we saw the trend to focus more on the mood and 

behavior of the condemned. This is not surprising that L’Estoile was an avid consumer of these 

Canards.  
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Part 5: The Spectators  

So in the 1500s we see the rise of two types of spectators, the type like Platters, 

clinically detached, and emotionless and those like L’Estoile who show an insatiable hunger for 

sensationalistic, theater like accounts of crime, criminals, and executions. This second type of 

spectator is the one that I am wanting to focus on. That brings us to our last movement of the 

transformation. The year is 1614, and there is new best-seller in France, the title, Les Histoires 

tragiques se nostrils temps. Written and published by François de Rosset. This book features 

titillating short stories based on real life incidents that had recently taken place. Rosset’s semi-

fictional book was created with one thought in mind. To bring pleasure to the reader. Quoting 

directly from Friedman’s Seeing Justice Done: The Age of Spectacular Capital Punishment in 

France. “People read these accounts of rape, murder, and incest in order to be titillated, and 

remorseful… Rosset undoubtedly took liberties with his stories, his ultimate aim to please his 

readers rather than to provide an accurate account of what had actually transpired.”11 This line 

from Friedman’s book is extremely important. We are no longer seeing accounts of executions 

to inform readers, it’s now to titillate and please them. This is a huge evolution that took almost 

two decades to complete but now we are here in the time of spectacle over ritual. For an 

example I will quote some of the book. If you thought that the broadside account of the sister 

and brother was sensationalized, then read this one. A bit of a preface, Rosset did many stories 

usually based off actual events that happened a few years or a few months before, because of 

this some of the events take place in a faraway land or the characters names changed so not to 

                                                           
11 Friedland, Paul. Seeing Justice Done: the Age of Spectacular Capital Punishment in France. Oxford University 
Press, 2014. 
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upset any still living noble relatives of the recently condemned. For example, what we are 

about to see in Rosset’s account of the executions of the brother and sister in 1603. “The 

execution took place at the place de Grève. Never had one seen so many people flock to such a 

spectacle. The square was so filled that one practically suffocated. The windows and rooftops 

were filled. The first who appeared on this stage of infamy was Doralice who showed such 

courage and resolution that everyone admired her steadfastness. All those in attendance could 

not prevent their eyes from shedding tears for this beauty. So beautiful was she that one finds 

very few on earth who are comparable. One might have said, as she ascended the scaffold, that 

she was going to preform in a portend tragedy and not a real one: never once did she change 

color. After having glanced from one side to the other, she raised her eyes to heaven and then, 

her hands joined together, she prayed aloud for God’s mercy.”12 Rosset tells us that this scene 

was so moving that even the executioner “could not himself help from crying along with all the 

spectators.”  That is just the account from the sister. I will spare you the brothers for now. This 

is the new trend that we will see indefinitely until of course public executions stop, that is for 

another paper, however. I will leave you with a quote from Edmund Burke’s writing, On the 

Sublime and Beautiful. “Choose a day on which to represent the most sublime and affecting 

tragedy we have; appoint the most favorite actors; spare no cost upon the scenes and 

decorations, unite the greatest efforts of poetry, painting, and music; and when you have 

collected your audience, just at the moment when their minds are erect with expectation, let it 

be reported that a state criminal of high rank is on the point of being executed in the adjoining 

                                                           
12 Belleforest François de, and Bandello .. Histoires Tragiques. B. Rigaud, 1594. 
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square; in a moment the emptiness of the theatre would demonstrate the comparative 

weakness of the imitative arts, and proclaim the triumph of the real sympathy.”13 

 

Part 6: An Example Close to Home 

 We have made it through our transformation, we know what we need to know to 

provide someone who reads this with the basic understanding of why executions became such 

extraordinary displays of public spectacle. For that reason, this next to part of my paper and 

research is merely here because it hits extremely close to home for many of us including me. It 

drew me in the moment I set eyes on it and led me down a path of discovery. Let’s talk about 

when that first time was. We had taken a class trip to the Missouri Historical Society Library; at 

the time my paper was going to be something contemporary and about global studies. 

However, upon discussing with a employee there my interest in the change from ritual to 

spectacle he provided me with this Broadside from 1841 used to advertise for a steamboat that 

was located in Alton, Illinois.  

                                                           
13 Burke, Edmund. Sublime And Beautiful. BiblioBytes, 2000. 
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You can probably see what caught my eye first. “Four Negros Executed…” Then my eyes 

wondered to, “fare for the trip to St. Louis and back is only $1.50.” Upon further reading we see 

things like “the boat will drop alongside, so that all can see without difficulty,” and “the boat 

will be repaired and fitted up for the occasion; and every attention will be paid to the comfort 

of the passengers.”  

This was not something I thought I would ever see in St. Louis. Know you may think that 

this is where the story ends, but remember our paper is about media like books and things 

sensationalizing executions to make people feel remorseful, sympathetic, and maybe even 

joyful so of course I had to know more. Who where these Four men that people were going to 

see die in 1841 from a steamboat, in “comfort”, docked “so that all can see without difficulty?” 

Well let me introduce you.  

This man is Madison Henderson, a slave. He was 

originally from New Orleans but eventually made his 

way to Saint Louis, he’s not sure the exact year of his 

birth but he believes that he is around 34 or 35. His 

life is an interesting one, as we don’t really see the 

first-person view of a slave that’s job early on was to 

help his master in petty and large crimes. Madison 

discusses in length how he and his master would 

steal other slaves and resell them. His later life was 

that of a petty criminal. He made his living by robbing houses, and stores wherever he went and 

trading what he stole up and down the river. 
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Next, I introduce you to Amos Alfred Warrick. A free man born in Newbern, North Carolina on 

March 31st 1815. Currently a man of 26. In his early life he very rebellious and wanted to travel 

the world, so the first chance he got to 

travel he took. He was a servant to a 

wealthy man that traveled a lot. When 

the man got married and his new wife 

who hated Warrick, asked if they could 

sell him into slavery he obliged. He 

ended up owned by a French man in 

New Orleans for some time, but Amos 

Warrick is not about to sit around and 

wait for emancipation to free him. He 

instead decides that he is going to leave 

and that’s literally what he does. He 

packs his bag says goodbye to his master 

and signs on to the nearest boat. His next few years of life take him from New York to Ohio and 

back to New Orleans. Until he gets to Saint louis and as far as I can tell commits a little bit of 

desertion, the boat that he signed on with was planning on sailing to a port somewhere in 

China and Amos did not want to go sail to China.   
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The next man we meet is 

James W. Seward. Another 

freeman, this time from 

Whitestown, Oneida county, 

New York. Born June 26th 

1813. Currently 28 years old. 

His early life is a bit like 

Amos’s except instead of 

running away from his family 

we see him embracing what 

they want him to do, getting 

an education, work to better 

society and so on. That is 

until he realizes he has 

special talent for 

counterfeiting and forging 

bank notes and money. He then spends some time with a Stepbrother who teaches him to 

enjoy the pleasures of life, ladies, drinking and especially gambling. He moves from place to 

place after that, gambling and counterfeiting his way to Saint Louis where he beings doing 

robberies instead. 
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Finally, we meet, Charlie Brown. 

A freeman born in South 

Carolina on August 20th 1814 or 

1815. Currently 25 or 26. 

Charlies early life is not talked 

about much, instead he likes to 

talk about his life in Cincinnati 

Ohio. Around the age of 17 he 

enrolled at Oberlin College and 

soon found himself as a 

member of the Ohio State Anti-

Slavery Society. He knew that 

he would go to the slave states 

and while there he wanted to 

“help his fellow colored people 

escape and gain there freedom.” Over his career he believes it is possible that he helped more 

then 100 people escape slavery. He confesses to committing petty crimes while he is away from 

home in Cincinnati, one more major crime we see is that of a murder he committed. He was 

worried a man that he was helping escape slavery was getting cold feet and that he would 

expose him and two other slaves he had with him, so he says he pushed him off a steamboat 

into the wheel. Later upon his arrival in Saint Louis, he starts to commit burglaries and arson.  

 



21 
 

 In no way can these men’s lives be summed up in the paragraphs that I have just 

written. There is much that we don’t know and never will. You can see a reoccurring theme 

from the end of the short introductions, that is they all ended up in St. Louis and ending up 

doing small burglaries and thefts, many of which were done together.  

On the night of April 12, 1841 the group of men attempted to rob the Collier and Pettus 

Counting House, a bank on the corner of water street and pine, and now the location of the 

Arch.  While trying to rob the bank, they murdered two men and burnt the bank to the ground. 

According to confessions at least one murder we know for sure had been premeditated. One by 

one the men the were caught and then condemned to hang for what they had done.  

One might wonder how it is possible to know about these men’s lives before the crime, 

well there was a book written and published before there execution. This was called Trials and 

confessions of Madison Henderson, alias Blanchard, Alfred Amos Warrick, James W. Seward, 

and Charles Brown, murderers of Jesse Baker and Jacob Weaver : as given by themselves and 

likeness of each, taken in jail shortly after their arrest.14  Not only is this the trials and 

confession of each man it so much more, It is a story of there lives leading all the way up till 

their end. It is their final statement to the world and their repentance.  

 This book was sold all along the river, from New Orleans to Cincinnati. Due to the huge 

amount of new paper attention that the crime had received, massive amounts of people read 

this book and possibly felt sympathetic or that justice was being done. This book and the other 

media coverage of the time sensationalized this event. People from all over, up and down the 

                                                           
14 Henderson, Madison, et al. Trials and Confessions of Madison Henderson, Alias Blanchard, Alfred Amos Warrick, 
James W. Seward, and Charles Brown, Murderers of Jesse Baker and Jacob Weaver : as given by Themselves and 
Likeness of Each, Taken in Jail Shortly after Their Arrest. Chambers & Knapp, 1841. 
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Mississippi river came to see this execution. Still can’t believe that in 1841 St. Louisans and 

other Americans were enamored by a public execution. Well listen to this, the population of St. 

Louis in 1841 was 16,469 people. It was reported that more than 20,000 people attended their 

execution. That’s more then 75%.  
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