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Kent Historian Richard Othmer presents General Israel Putnam Award to Sheriff Don Smith. Eric Gross Putnam County celebrated its 199th birthday last Friday with plans full speed ahead for the county’s bicentennial celebration next June 12.

Before a SRO audience at the historic Putnam Courthouse in Carmel, County Historian Karl Rohde of Kent emceed the 90-minute ceremony that featured remarks from County Executive Paul Eldridge, Legislature Chairman Vincent Tamagna and special remarks from Kent Historian and Putnam Legislator Richard Othmer and noted Putnam author Vincent Dacquino.

Awards were presented to Amy Campanaro of the Southeast Museum, Marjorie Nichols Keith of Cornell Cooperative Extension Services, Walt Thompson, Keep Putnam Beautiful coordinator, and the Putnam Joint Veterans Council as well as to Dacquino.

A special award was presented by Othmer to Sheriff Don Smith—the first ever Major General Israel Putnam award. Putnam County was named after Gen. Putnam following an act of the New York State Legislature on June 12, 1812, allowing the lower six towns to secede from Dutchess County.

Sheriff Smith was deeply moved: “General Putnam was a true patriot and this retired general is humbled by the honor. To be the first recipient of this award is incredible and has been a total surprise.”

The sheriff told the gathering that he was privileged to have grown up in Putnam County: “My home was the little town of Patterson. My late parents were great role models and teachers. I had the wonderful opportunity to attend the old Patterson Grade School. I have also been privileged to serve in two of the world’s most noble professions—the military for the United States of America and returning years later to serve as the Sheriff of Putnam County.”

During his keynote address, Dacquino reflected on the county’s only execution during its proud history—an event that occurred on July 26, 1844, when George Denny, an 18 year old Philipstown native was hanged in the rear yard of the courthouse for killing Abraham Wanser, an 80 year old who resided in Cold Spring.

Dacquino read from an issue of the Putnam Courier dated April 20, 1923: “So unusual were the circumstances of Denny’ 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 4,000 people from all parts of the county and the veritable declaration of a local holiday that the facts as gathered are presented so that they may not be lost to further generations.”

Dacqino, who has extensively researched the execution, said the circumstances surrounding the case were “unusual, which was the understatement of the century.”

Shortly after Wanser was gunned down in front of his residence, Denny was arrested. He was initially tried for the murder but was released due to a hung jury, unable to convict on circumstantial evidence.

Denny was retried, however, and this time with the help of a second jury, Denny was found guilty and sentenced to death.

On the day of his reckoning, Dacquino, quoting from the Putnam Courier article, said: “With the noose placed around his neck, the sheriff holding one end paraded him down the village street and back to the courthouse. Denny’s coffin was brought to the scene and was placed on a porch with Denny told to sit upon it with that noose still around his neck. At the conclusion of the funeral service, Denny was taken to the courtyard at the rear of the courthouse where the gallows was located. Officials and certain others were admitted inside the fence to witness the execution. Those who did not care to see the tragic end remained in front but eagerly listened for the sound of the creaking of the woodwork of the gallows. …

“Denny’s relatives, most of who lived in Philipstown, came to the execution in a large wagon. The coffin was placed in that wagon and his relatives sat down on it and proceeded out West Street on their return to their homes.”

Dacquino remains troubled over Denny’s execution to this day: “It takes a county to raise a child. Does it take a county to hang one? As we look to our next 200 years, let us not escort any more George Dennys to the gallows but continue to lead our Sybil Ludingtons to their pedestals of glory and join them in celebrating their lives.” 

