Speech at court house/George Denny   June 10, 2011
As accustomed as I am to public speaking, I am not at all accustomed to speaking from notes. So I ask you to please bear with me so that all I have to say here today is said clearly and in full. Our county will soon mark its 200th birthday and that cannot be done without a proper look back at the county’s history. As we do this, I should also remind you that I come to you today with over 35 years of teaching and writing experience, and if I have learned anything at all from those years of experience, it is that I cannot come to you today with all of my answers. Instead, I come to you with questions that I ask you to think about carefully and answer for yourselves.
I would like in particular to take you back to July 26, 1844 when George Denny, an eighteen year old native of the town of Philipstown was executed by hanging in the yard at the rear of this very courthouse. He was convicted of killing Abraham Wanser, an old man of 80 years, who lived in a cabin on the Carmel/Cold Spring border. Denny was tried twice for the murder, found guilty at the second trial, and sentenced to pay the death penalty for his deed.
He was the first (and last) person to hang for a murder in this county.
A newspaper article by Willit C. Jewel published on April 20, 1923, 79 years after the event, described it this way, “So unusual were the circumstances of Denny’s execution, marked as they were by a public parade, the holding of his funeral while he sat on his coffin preceding the hanging, the assemblage of hundreds (it was actually about four thousand) people from all parts of the county, and the veritable declaration of a local holiday, that the facts as gathered are presented here so that they may not be lost to further generations.”

Now I ask you to note that the details of these facts, this huge event in Putnam’s history, came seventy-nine years after it happened. And so what were these “facts that should not be lost to future generations”? And why should I come to you after eighty-eight more years to stir up a bad memory of a very good county? Did this eighteen year old commit an unacceptable crime and did his hanging not serve as justice for his actions? 
Willit tells us that “it was evident that the people planned to have the execution serve as a warning to all future and present generations of the dreadful end that awaited all human beings who should be found guilty of this crime---murder in the first degree.” And George Denny was indeed found guilty by a jury of his peers, furthermore, he signed a confession.

I should tell you now that a delay in getting a straight story about George Denny is not unprecedented in Putnam’s history. The historians in this county, and we’ve had great ones, will be the first to tell you that gathering facts about past people and events is never easy. Sybil Ludington’s story took 130 years to be printed and is still being studied and questioned today. So why gather this attention now as we begin a bicentennial of our county? My answer of course, is another question: If it is true that it takes a village to raise a child---is it not also true that it takes a village to hang one?

Willit Jewels’ declaration that the circumstances around this case were “unusual” was probably the understatement of the century. Shortly after Abraham Wanser was brutally shot gunned in front of his home, George Denny was arrested and confined to a jail cell right downstairs from where you are sitting today. He was tried for the murder and released because of a hung jury that cited difficulty in reaching a conviction due to evidence being only circumstantial evidence. There were no witnesses. Denny was retried, and although newspapers carried the story as an unjust and unfair practice, the retrial was held here in the same courthouse as the first trial, using the same evidence, and this time, with the help of a second jury, Denny was found guilty and sentenced to hang until dead. A short time after the verdict, despite Denny’s insistence all along that he was innocent, Benjamin Bailey, Denny’s attorney, convinced George to sign a confession detailing Denny’s personal life story and the details of the murder.

On the morning of July 26, the schedule of the day was carried out as planned and if you will bear with me again, I’d like to return to Willit Jewels’ article for a description of the day:

When the time arrived for the beginning of the tragic event, Denny under guard of the officers, was brought from his cell. As the youthful lad of 18 years stepped out on the porch, all eyes were focused on him, necks were stretched to their limits and elevated locations were at a premium. Many a sigh was heard from the women who were in attendance while it was said some nearly fainted.

The ceremonies which began in the morning, according to the information gathered, continued until late afternoon being concluded with the hanging.


Shortly after Denny reached the porch, the rope with which he was to be hung, was produced, being easily distinguished by the noose at one end. The old residents state the noose was placed about his neck, the sheriff or deputy holding one end and accompanied by the crowd of onlookers, he was paraded down the village street some distance and back to the court house porch.


Next in order came the funeral service. From a secluded part of the courthouse was brought Denny’s coffin, an old fashioned hexagon shaped affair. This was placed on the porch, and Denny, with the noose about his neck, sat upon it.  John Sloat, a local Methodist preacher---took his place on the porch and conducted the service preaching an extended funeral sermon. It was said that several hymns were also sang.

At the conclusion of this service, Denny was taken to the courtyard at the rear of this courthouse inside of the high fence where the gallows were located. Certain officials, lawyers, doctors and a few others were admitted inside the fence to witness the execution. The crowd of people flocked to the rear also and those who were able to, climbed up nearby trees while others---took advantage of cracks between the boards of the fence in an effort to witness the hanging. A few who did not care to see the tragic end, remained in front but eagerly listened for the sound of the creaking of the wood work of the gallows. Sherriff Smith, who became quite attached to Denny during his stay at the jail---said he could not execute the boy and deputized his undersheriff, who said, “Don’t worry, it won’t be any trouble for me to hang him.”

When the rope was cut and the boy’s body went up, several of the men and women present fainted---Denny’s body was cut down and examined by the doctors and when pronounced dead, it was placed in his coffin and nailed down. Denny’s relatives, most of whom lived in Phillipstown, came over to the execution in a big wagon---the coffin was placed in the back of it and the relatives sat down on it and they proceeded out West street on their return to their homes.


Now I think you will agree with me that the events of Denny’s execution and death were far from usual, but even more unusual was his life. His “confession” was taken by his lawyer, after he was already sentenced to hang. It was submitted to Denny’s lawyer and then to a publishing company immediately after it was received. His lawyer, Benjamin Bailey had passed his bar exam only one year before taking on the infamous murder case. Mr. Bailey claimed that the confession was given to him by George Denny when he (Bailey) came upon Denny reading the bible in his cell and was feeling remorseful. 
This could have made sense if in the second paragraph of the confession Denny was not quoted as saying, “---I had the opportunity to attend school, but having the opportunity to do as I pleased I seldom attended---my attendance at church came under the same rule. My grandmother indulged me in every evil habit and my education in consequence is very limited. I can make out to read by spelling some of the words but cannot write.”

A further study of the confession offers valuable information about how George Denny was raised. “I was born in Putnam County. My mother died when I was an infant, as I am informed, insane. My father abandoned his wife and children a short time before my birth, unprovided for and unprotected. When I arrived to the age of eight years he arrived and took with him my sister and myself to the State of Michigan where we remained about one year during which time he was convicted and sentenced to two years in prison for robbing a store. He made his escape by digging under the walls and returned to his suffering children. Within a few days he was retaken and imprisoned. My sister fourteen and myself about eight years of age, without friends or necessary means, after many hardships returned to my grandfather’s in this county. That sister, from my infancy up to this moment has been my warmest and I can say my only friend. She has often given me good advice, and it is my earnest prayer that she may yet be rewarded.

George Denny went on to explain his life as basically that of a homeless boy who lived in fields and barns as a petty thief. Up to the day of the murder he had never been convicted of any major crime. That of course, is no excuse for murder, if in fact, he did commit one, but I do have to say that I have read through the facts of his case and I cannot and will not stand here to attest to George Denny’s guilt or innocence in the case of murder. I can tell you only that this case and this boy are, at the very least, haunting me. I also know better than to ask you to believe in ghosts with me. But do not take that as an excuse not to feel haunted by the people or questions of our county’s past.

At a recent talk I delivered at the Croton Library a psychic sat in the audience unbeknownst to me. As I spoke she wrote notes feverishly. When I was through speaking, she said that George had a message for me and handed her notes to me. In short, they said that George wanted me to know how he appreciated my efforts to help him be at rest and to help him in “crossing over” but that he could not “cross over” just yet. Though he was aware and appreciative of how hard I had been trying to help him, it was not quite time.
 I went home that night confused and upset. What was it that was holding George back? What was it that he needed to accomplish or say to people of Putnam County?  One month later, I was invited to deliver this speech. I would like to tell you that the invitation was a coincidence---but there are no coincidences. I went back to Denny’s confession last week and studied George Denny’s words for his message as we enter our 200th year birthday. The words I found were these:
Here I would say to parents, and to all who have the charge of children, cultivate in them the habits of industry and honesty, as I have every reason to believe if my mind had been turned into the proper channel in my infancy, I would not be where I am today.
I truly do believe that as we sit here to face the future of our county that if in fact it does take a county to raise a child---then it does in fact take a county to hang one. As we look to our next two hundred and more years, let us not escort any more of our George Denny’s to the gallows to witness their deaths, but continue to lead our Sybil Ludingtons to their pedestals of glory and join them in celebrating their lives.
