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“Though it abide a year, or two, or three,
Murder will out, this is my conclusion …”

	

—Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Prioress’s Tale”

The Canterbury Tales, 1387



Several of these stories originally appeared as


“Meet ‘The Queen of Thieves’ Marm Mandelbaum, New York City’s First Mob Boss,” The Daily Beast, 2014.

“The High Society Bank Robber of the 1800s,” The Daily Beast, 2014.

“The Bicycle Bandit,” The Providence Journal, 2000.
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Murder Will Out

An Introduction

This book is a compendium of riveting, page-turning historically true crime stories covering twenty monstrous American and English criminals, their crimes, and their punishments. The stories involve murder, mayhem, robbery, poisoning, kidnapping, and just about everything in between, committed in the name of madness, money, love, greed, and self-preservation.

It does not include stories of people as famous as London’s Jack the Ripper or Fall River, Massachusetts’s Lizzie Borden. To use a bad pun, their stories have been done to death. It includes other less-well-known criminals—men, women, and children, whose gruesome tales have been obscured by the passage of time but whose crimes are no less heinous.

Crime is generally defined as an offense against public law. In 1911, English legal scholar William Blake Odgers defined crime as follows: “A wrongful act of such a kind that the State deems it necessary, in the interests of the public, to repress it; for its repetition would be harmful to the community as a whole.” If we are to adhere to Odgers’s definition of crime, insomuch as we need to repress it in the desired hope of eradicating its repetition, then we must as well illuminate these lesser-known crimes to be better able to deal with their horrifying recurrence. If we remain ignorant of particular crimes and their historical significance, how can we ever hope to adequately address and deal with them as a society?

In each of these stories, the crime and criminals were found out through one means or another—“murder will out.” That phrase was first reportedly stated in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. It maintained the belief that murder was such a horrible thing that God would not allow it to be concealed for very long and that a person who commits a murder would be found out, often through their own unintended behavior.

Within these pages you will discover the story of the first bank robbery in America, as well as the largest one. You will find a young man who was hanged not because of any crimes he committed but because he embarrassed the authorities and they needed to make an example of him. You will discover young children and the mentally disabled who were hanged for their crimes, including petty theft, even the theft of a small basket of strawberries. You will discover physicians and nurses who, despite their oath to save lives, killed family, friends, and patients by poisoning them. You will discover ministers who resorted to murder to cover up the sexual abuses of the members of their congregations. You will discover a clan of thieves who terrorized communities for over sixty years. You will discover a Harvard University medical school professor who murdered to conceal his debts and a New York City man charged for a gruesome murder mimicking Jack the Ripper. You will read about a Jewish immigrant who rose to the top of the crime world and an Irish immigrant who tried to rise to be the matriarch of a family by savagely murdering the current wife. You will find well-to-do members of society who resorted to murder to escape their past and to improve their futures as well as a young man from a prominent family who robbed stores at gunpoint and eluded authorities by speeding away on a bicycle. You will read about America’s first recorded kidnapping for ransom as well as the ransom for the remains of a dead man. And you will discover a beautiful young woman criminal who decided to turn her life around but found that her past had caught up with her.

Crime stories must go hand in hand with punishment and in each of these stories, punishment was meted out, although, in some instances, not quite as fitting as one might have hoped for. In some cases, given the circumstances, the punishment led to dramatic changes in the process of the legal system, including opening up the debate in America over the death penalty, and legislating juvenile prosecution and kidnapping as a federal offense.


Chapter 1

Gentleman Jack

Jack Shepard, 1724
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There was hardly a prison in 1724 London that could hold escape artist extraordinaire Jack Sheppard.




There wasn’t a prison in London that eighteenth-century thief and highwayman Gentleman Jack Sheppard couldn’t escape from, except one—when he became the prisoner of love.



Jack Sheppard broke out of the second-floor cell at St. Giles jail in London by breaking through the wooden ceiling and lowering himself to the ground with a rope made from bedclothes. Sheppard was small and slight but amazingly strong. Although he was still wearing iron handcuffs and chains, he hid them and casually joined the posse that was busily pursuing the newly escaped prisoner—himself. He was able to distract the posse by pointing to the rooftop and proclaiming he could see the escaped prisoner. Not knowing they had been duped, the posse followed in pursuit and Sheppard escaped into the night.

Sheppard had an uncanny knack for prison escapes and defiance of London’s pompous authorities, which made him a hero among the commoners of London in 1724. He captured the imagination of Londoners and was the darling of newspapers, then termed “broadsheets,” for his remarkable escapes from a number of London prisons.

Sheppard began his criminal career working for Jonathan Wild. Wild, known as “The Thief Taker General,” operated on both sides of the law. On one hand, he was a public-spirited crimefighter, chasing down and apprehending criminals, and on the other, he operated a criminal empire across London. In order to keep tabs on his vast criminal empire, Wild kept a ledger of thieves, burglars, and highwaymen in his employ. Those on his roster who were active had a cross next to their name. Those who became his enemy, as Sheppard did, he put a second cross next to their name, indicating he was going to turn them in to the authorities. Thus, the term “double cross,” indicating betrayal, originated with Wild.

Because of Sheppard’s cunning as a thief, Wild courted him, wanting Sheppard to become part of his criminal empire. However, he demanded that Sheppard exclusively give him all of his stolen plunder to sell. Since Sheppard could often make more money selling his stolen goods to other buyers and sellers of stolen property, he refused Wild’s entreaties, angering Wild, and making him an avowed enemy of the London crime boss.

Jack Sheppard was only twenty-two years old when he was first arrested in April 1724 and was held on the top floor of St. Giles jail in London. He was arrested when his older brother, Tom, betrayed him to authorities. Sheppard and Tom had broken into a workshop and stolen tools. Although Jack managed to get away, Tom was caught. Tom had been arrested twice before and was facing the death penalty since execution was the punishment in England at the time for third-time offenders. In order to escape his punishment, Tom informed on his brother. It did not take Sheppard long to escape and elude his captors.

After his escape, he returned to Piccadilly to join his mistress, Bess Lyon. When he arrived home, he discovered she had been arrested and was being held back at St. Giles, the jail Sheppard had just recently escaped from. Lyon was a young prostitute that Sheppard met at The Black Lion Tavern in London. The tavern was a hangout for known criminals, including, Joseph “Blueskin” Blake. Blake’s nickname was given to him because of the port wine birthmark that adorned his face. Blake and Sheppard became friends and partners in crime. When Blake informed Sheppard that Lyon was being held at St. Giles, they returned to the prison to free her. When the officer at the jail refused to let Sheppard in to see her, he had Blake caused a distraction and broke Lyon out of her cell. All three were able to escape.

Before he fell in with the likes of Jonathan Wild, “Blueskin” Blake, and Bess Lyon, Sheppard was a carpenter, but his affinity to alcohol and his affection for Lyon got the best of him. With Lyon’s encouragement, and Blake’s help, Sheppard embraced a life of crime and he found himself good at it. His first theft was in 1723, when he stole two silver spoons from an employer. Since this minor crime went undetected and unpunished, he moved on to larger crimes, including burglary and highway robbery.

In May 1724, Sheppard was arrested a second time for pickpocketing and was held overnight at Saint Ann’s prison in Soho. Bess Lyon went to visit him there the next day, but Jonathan Wild alerted the authorities, informing them that Lyon was Sheppard’s mistress. She was arrested as well and locked up in the same cell. They were then sent to the notorious Newgate Prison in Central London to await trial. Within a week, they escaped by filing through their manacles and knocking out a bar from the cell window. Once again, Sheppard used knotted bedsheets as a rope to climb down the prison walls to the ground, carrying Lyon on his back. Although surrounded by a twenty-foot wall, Sheppard and Lyon climbed the prison wall and escaped. News of his amazing escape spread quickly and accounts of his escape with Lyon on his back appeared in many London newspapers. The feat made Sheppard a newfound hero for London’s poor and working class.

After escaping from Newgate, Sheppard and Blake went on a burglary spree, including burgling Sheppard’s former employer, William Kneebone. Learning of Sheppard’s escape and subsequent burglaries, Jonathan Wild became obsessed with capturing him since Sheppard still refused to become part of his criminal empire and fence his stolen merchandise exclusively with him. Unfortunately for Sheppard, the man he did sell his stolen loot to, William Field, was one of Wild’s men who informed on them.

Sheppard and Blake also tried their hands as highwaymen—robbers who hold up travelers and steal their money and property. During one of these robberies, Sheppard earned the sobriquet “Gentleman Jack” when he declined to take a gold locket from a man he held at gunpoint along a deserted road. The victim claimed the locket contained the only picture of his mother.

After a series of daring robberies, Sheppard and Blake went into hiding at a small brandy shop that was owned and operated by Blake’s mother. Wild decided that Bess Lyon would know Sheppard’s whereabouts. He plied her with countless drinks. Not knowing Wild’s intentions, she drunkenly betrayed Sheppard and Blake, informing Wild of their whereabouts. The place was surrounded and the two men were arrested. Sheppard was again taken to Newgate Prison where he was held for trial.

Sheppard was prosecuted on three charges of theft at the Central Criminal Court of England and Wales, commonly known as Old Bailey, but was acquitted on the first two charges due to lack of evidence. William Kneebone, Jonathan Wild, and William Field all gave evidence against him on the third charge, the burglary of Kneebone’s house. He was convicted on this charge and sentenced to death. On the very day the death warrant for Sheppard arrived at the prison, he managed to escape once again.

Bess Lyon and Sheppard’s brother, Tom, both of whom had betrayed him in the past, came to the prison to make amends. While Lyon and Tom distracted the prison guards, Sheppard loosened an iron bar in a window and climbed through the gap he had made. Dressed in women’s clothing that Lyon had brought with her, Sheppard was smuggled out of Newgate in disguise. He took a boat up the Thames to Westminster where he hid out in an abandoned warehouse. The newspapers once again heralded the amazing escape of “Gentleman Jack” Sheppard.

The more the papers wrote about Sheppard, the more he became a working-class hero. None of Sheppard’s crimes involved violence. He only robbed from the rich and he was seemingly able to escape from the authorities at will. All of it enraged Wild. He sent several gangs out to look for Sheppard, but Sheppard managed to evade capture. Infuriated, Wild decided he had been double-crossed by Bess Lyon and Tom Sheppard and sent his most brutal henchman, James Sykes, nicknamed “Hell and Fury,” to deal with them. Sheppard left London for a few days while Wild’s men continued unsuccessfully to search for him. When he finally returned to London, he learned the body of Bess Lyon had been discovered floating in the Thames with her throat cut. His brother Tom had been arrested, was thrown in prison, and awaited the gallows. While trying to pay his last respects to Lyon, Sheppard was arrested by Wild’s men and returned to Newgate Prison.

As his fame grew with each escape, Sheppard became the toast of London. People came from far and wide to visit him at the prison, including both high born and low. One of them was the author Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe. Defoe wrote an article called “The History of the Remarkable Life of John Sheppard,” which appeared in a London newspaper.

The entire city waited with bated breath to see if he could again avoid his final sentence. Although Sheppard boasted that he would escape from Newgate once more, his plans were thwarted when the guards found files and other tools in his cell. He was subsequently transferred to a more secure cell in the prison, clasped in leg irons, and chained to the floor to prevent any further escape attempts. Still, Sheppard persisted in taunting his jailors by showing them how he could use a small nail to unlock his leg irons at will. He continued to goad his guards, making light of his dire circumstances and promising to once more escape. Outside the prison, crowds gathered, lit candles, and cheered him on.

Blake was arrested by Wild’s men and thrown in prison, while Sheppard’s brother Tom was locked up awaiting execution. At Blake’s trial, held at the Old Bailey, Field and Wild testified against him. Although their testimony was inconsistent, Blake was convicted anyway and sentenced to hang. Incensed, Blake leapt out of the docket and attacked Wild in the courtroom, slashing his throat with a pocketknife and causing the courtroom to break into pandemonium.

Wild was lucky to survive the attack. Word of the attack spread to Newgate Prison causing near riots there and in the streets. Using the disturbance to his advantage, Sheppard escaped for the fourth time. Although he was able to unlock his handcuffs, he was still weighed down by his leg irons. He climbed up a chimney and broke through a bar in a grate on top to the roof. He then managed to break through six barred doors leading into the prison chapel. On the chapel roof, he tied blankets together and shimmied down the prison wall, landing in the yard of an adjacent house. The noise disturbed an old woman living there who rushed outside with a musket. She fired at the escaping Sheppard nearly hitting him. The blast from the musket sent the old woman sprawling to the ground. Despite the guards being in close pursuit, Sheppard went back to make sure the old woman was all right. He escaped through the streets, finally hiding out in a cowshed on the outskirts of London.

A sympathetic blacksmith freed Sheppard from his leg irons, but his final period of freedom lasted just two weeks. He disguised himself as a beggar and returned to the city where he broke into a shop and stole a black silk suit, a sword, a powdered wig, and jewelry. Disguised as a gentleman, he found his way to the courtyard of Newgate Prison where in disguise he sadly witnessed the hanging of his brother Tom.

He spent the night drinking in the company of two whores, one of whom betrayed him to the authorities. Sheppard was still drunk when the authorities arrested him on the morning of October 29, 1724. He was locked in a cell where he was watched over by guards at all times. He was also weighted down with approximately 300 pounds of chains and leg irons. He was so celebrated that several prominent people sent a petition to King George I pleading for his death sentence to be commuted. He appeared before the judge on November 10 and was offered the chance to have his sentence reduced if he agreed to inform on his criminal associates. He refused. The next day, Blake, who had been held since his arrest and courtroom attack on Jonathan Wild, was hanged.

On November 16, Sheppard was taken to gallows to be hanged. He planned one more escape on the way there by using a concealed knife to cut through the ropes that bound him, but the knife was discovered by a guard and confiscated. Sheppard was led to the gallows in a procession through the streets of London. He was bound and hauled on the back of a horse-drawn cart. Crowds, estimated at approximately 200,000 people, turned out to view the spectacle. Most came to celebrate Sheppard, hoping for him to pull off one last escape, but that never happened.

The procession stopped at a tavern along the route to the gallows where Sheppard was given a tankard of sherry. He toasted the crowd. When approached by a member of the clergy who asked if he wished to redeem himself, Sheppard reportedly proclaimed, “One file’s worth all the Bibles in the World!” There was a carnival-like atmosphere at the gallows. As drums beat and horns blared, a hood was put over Sheppard’s head, the noose placed around his neck, and the trap door beneath him released. After hanging for the prescribed fifteen minutes, he was declared dead and his body was cut down. The crowd surged forward to get a closer look at the dead thief and escape artist extraordinaire. Sheppard was buried in the churchyard of St. Martin-in-the-Fields in Trafalgar Square.

Following his death, there was a spectacular public reaction to Sheppard’s deeds. Tales of his many escapades appeared throughout London and beyond in a variety of newspapers, pamphlets, broadsheets, and ballads, all devoted to his amazing exploits. His story was adapted for the stage almost immediately. The most prominent play depicting his life was The Beggar’s Opera, written in 1728 by poet and dramatist John Gay. Two centuries later, The Beggar’s Opera became the basis of the 1928 The Threepenny Opera by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill.

Sheppard’s story generated a cultural mania in the mid-1800s. A public alarm arose at the possibility that young people would emulate him. This led to a ban on any plays celebrating Sheppard’s exploits. Jonathan Wild’s fate was sealed in 1725, when he was arrested and charged with stealing. Several of his own men testified against him. He was subsequently sentenced to death. Although he begged for a reprieve, it was denied. He attempted suicide but failed. Wild was taken to the gallows in late May 1725.


When he was visited in the Castle by the Reverend Mr. Wagstaff, he put on the Face only of a Preparation for his End, as appear’d by his frequent Attempts made upon his Escape, and when he has been press’d to Discover those who put him upon Means of Escaping, and furnish’d him with Implements, he would passionately, and with a Motion of striking, say, ask me no such Questions, one File’s worth all the Bibles in the World.

—Daniel Defoe, The History of the Remarkable Life of John Sheppard: Containing a Particular Account of His Many Robberies and Escapes, 1724.




Chapter 2

Hang’em High

Isaac Frasier, 1768
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In 1768, Isaac Frasier, a dim-witted inept thief, was executed for his petty crimes.




Isaac Frasier’s criminal escapades earned him the dubious title “The Notorious Frasier,” but more than anything, it was his notoriety, not the litany of his petty crimes and burglaries, that led to his execution in Fairfield, Connecticut, in 1768.



Isaac Frasier, a twenty-eight-year-old career criminal and thief, rode to Newtown, Connecticut, where he broke into a tailor’s shop twice in the same night. The authorities managed to apprehend him and hold him for trial. He was found guilty and sentenced to a public whipping, his ear cropped, and a capital B branded on his forehead. All of these horrifying punishments were routine and familiar to Yankees of the eighteenth century. The Connecticut Superior Court judge warned him that his next offense would be his last. One more arrest and he would be hanged. It didn’t seem to deter Frasier. He headed straight for Massachusetts, where he went on another unsuccessful crime spree, committing a series of robberies and burglaries from one end of the state to the other, and was captured once more, setting the stage for his execution.

Frasier was born on February 9, 1740, in North Kingston, Rhode Island. His father died when he was five years old. His criminal career began when he was six years old when he was caught stealing ears of corn from a neighbor’s farm. When he was eight years old, he became an apprentice to a Kingston shoemaker, where he earned little or nothing and was mistreated by the shoemaker who frequently beat him. In order to sustain himself, he took to stealing food from neighbors and shops. When the shoemaker’s wife found out what he was doing, she did not make him return the stolen food. Instead, she encouraged the young boy to continue his thefts and to further expand his reach to more than just food. For the next eight years, Frasier, under the guidance of the mistress of the house, honed his skills as a thief and sometime burglar. He shared his ill-gotten gains with the shoemaker’s wife in exchange for sharing her bed when the shoemaker was gone. When the shoemaker’s business failed, Frasier moved on and at sixteen years of age he joined the army where he reluctantly served in several battles during the French and Indian Wars (1754–1763).

In 1760, he left the army and settled in Newport, Rhode Island, where he engaged in his first major theft—stealing a $500 gold watch. He was immediately arrested on suspicion and on questioning by authorities confessed to the crime and returned the watch to its rightful owner. His punishment came in the form of a public whipping. He then moved to Canaan, where he bought a plot of land and tried his hand at farming. There he met a young woman from a well-known family and they were married, but within two years, the drudgery of home life and the lack of money led him to travel to nearby Woodbury, where he broke into a goldsmith’s shop and stole nearly $100 worth of merchandize. He was once again immediately caught, and once again the matter was settled privately. When word of his deed spread to Canaan, he was immediately ostracized by the town. Mortified by the incident, his wife left him.

With no family or friends, Frasier left behind any thought of living a law-abiding life and set out on a crime spree that took him through four states—Connecticut, New York, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island. He burglarized homes and businesses throughout colonial New England and New York, sometimes engaging in the theft of property and goods from the same people several times. Each of his attempts at burglary was thwarted and he was arrested and thrown into jail three times. Each time, Frasier managed to escape. He boasted to his criminal cohorts that there wasn’t a jail built that could hold him—at least not for long. Throughout his brief life of petty crime, Frasier was seldom punished because he managed to escape from whatever jail was holding him. He became known as colonial America’s most inept burglar but extraordinary escape artist. Frasier’s criminal escapades earned him the dubious title of “The Notorious Frasier.”

After being apprehended for breaking into the tailor’s shop in Massachusetts, he was transported back to New Haven Superior Court, where he was found guilty of his third burglary offense and sentenced to be hanged. While being held for execution, he escaped. Embarrassed by the escape, the New Haven jailhouse keeper, who had sworn he would be able to hold the notorious escape artist, offered a $20 reward for Frasier’s capture. A local newspaper published a story with Frasier’s description in it and the announcement of the reward. Frasier was described as “of middling Stature, black Hair, pitted with the Small-Pox, has both his Ears cropped, and branded twice on his Forehead with the Capital Letter B, his Fore-Teeth gone, aged about Twenty-Eight Years; had on a brown Great Coat, a Pair of old Homespun Breeches, and a Check Shirt.”

Frasier fled Connecticut and headed back to Massachusetts but was once again apprehended and sent back to New Haven to await execution. While incarcerated, this time under heavy guard, he petitioned the Connecticut state legislature for clemency, with the help of an attorney, on the grounds that the severity of the punishment of hanging did not fit the nature of the crimes of petty thefts and burglary. Through his attorney he argued that, without leniency by the legislature, he would become the first person to be executed in Connecticut for the third offense of mere burglary. His appeal fell on deaf ears. No reprieve was forthcoming.

The stairway to the scaffold during the colonial period in America was comparatively unsystematic. From colony to colony, the punishment meted out varied, although the overall colonial judicial system had in place a series of punishments that increased in severity for repeat offenders like Frasier. The usual punishment for crimes against property included public whipping, branding or ear cropping, fines, and servitude to pay off the courts and victims. The various colonies developed a majority of their penal codes from English rule. The crimes of treason, murder, manslaughter, arson, rape, and witchcraft were considered capital offenses punishable by hanging. Under some colonial laws, certain types of burglary were punishable by death (in Massachusetts most notably), but in most regions of New England, it did not reach the level of a capital offense until after the third conviction. Hence, even as far back as colonial times, the three strikes rule in criminal offenses was maintained.

Prior to his execution, Frasier wrote A Brief Account of the Life, and Abominable Thefts, of the Notorious Isaac Frasier. In it, he related his brief life of crime throughout New England and New York and confessed to more than fifty counts of burglary that he could recall. Unable to read or write, Frasier dictated the account and signed it by marking an X for his name. In one account, Frasier said he “stole a Goose from Mr. Samuel Jennison, and from the Widow Kingsley. In the same Place, we stole a Kettle, in which we boiled the Goose.”

According to Frasier, in order to avoid prosecution, he often took advantage of making private settlements with his victims. In his A Brief Account, he spelled out in some detail instances where he eluded prosecution by making amends financially or otherwise with the victims he stole from. In Providence, Frasier stole someone’s hat but escaped prosecution by settling up with the owner by returning it, remarking that it never fit him correctly. But even when he was caught for his nefarious deeds by the authorities, Frasier, managed to escape. The jails that did exist lacked adequate security and were poorly constructed. Frasier admitted to numerous jailbreaks, including breaking out of jails in Newport, Rhode Island; Litchfield, Fairfield and New Haven, Connecticut; and Cambridge and Worcester, Massachusetts. After breaking into a shop in Fairfield, Connecticut, in March 1768, Frasier stole a horse in order to make his getaway but was caught. He was thrown into the Fairfield jail to await trial.

Newly built, the jail was hailed as one of the strongest and safest in the New England colonies. Still, it couldn’t hold him. Locked up in a cell, Frasier connived with a prisoner being held in the cell next to him to escape. The jail mate provided Frasier with some embers from the stove that was burning next to his cell and Frasier used the embers to burn a hole in the wall in order to escape. The flames raged out of control and the entire jail caught fire. Luckily, Frasier and the other prisoner were rescued, but the fire couldn’t be contained. The jail, the new courthouse next door, and two other buildings caught fire and were burned to the ground. Although Frasier was not charged with the arson, he was transferred to another jail to await trial. Although he was developing a reputation as an incompetent thief, his status as an escape artist grew exponentially, which, more than anything else, galled the authorities. Besides confessing to his many crimes in A Brief Account, Frasier credited the start of his life of crime to his lack of any formal education and his abuse as a child while serving as a shoemaker’s apprentice. He implored parents to teach their children and to be careful of the type of character they have their children apprentice with. Teaching virtue and religion to children was essential to avoid the end he now faced.

On September 7, 1768, twenty-eight-year-old Isaac Frasier, the “Notorious Frasier,” was led to the gallows in Fairfield, Connecticut. The irony of Frasier’s execution, according to historian Daniel Cohen, that it was more likely Frasier’s notoriety—“The Notorious Frasier”—and his repeated escapes from jail that embarrassed the authorities that led to his execution, not his litany of petty crimes and burglaries.

A huge crowd gathered for the hanging. Frasier chose not to give any last words but asked that the town minister, Reverend Noah Hobart, give a sermon. In his sermon, titled “Excessive Wickedness, the Way to an untimely Death,” Hobart claimed, “Men go from one degree of wickedness to another… . Justice requires that you should suffer.” He ended the sermon pleading with Frasier to accept salvation.

Capital punishment had been on the books in Connecticut since 1642. Third-time offenders faced the death penalty in Connecticut, as in many of the colonies; however, Frasier became the first burglar—by and large a petty thief—to be hanged for his crimes. Several weeks after Frasier’s execution, a Hartford, Connecticut, newspaper published an article titled “An Answer to a Very Important Question, Whether Any Community Has a Right to Punish Any Species of Theft with Death?” The unnamed writer’s answer was a categorical NO! Much of the argument in the article was based on the discourse “On Crimes and Punishments,” written by the Italian nobleman Cesare Beccaria, originally published in Italian in 1764 and in America in 1767. In his treatise, Beccaria argued that although punishment must be swift and certain in their nature, they did not necessarily have to be severe in order to be effective. Beccaria further maintained that capital punishment did not deter crime. He argued that punishment should be in proportion to the crime and the crimes should be weighed in terms of their severity on society. He said that the history of the death penalty had not prevented crime and that it was merely a “momentary spectacle, and therefore a less efficacious method of deterring others, than the continued example of a man deprived of his liberty.”

“If we glance at the pages of history, we will find that laws, which surely are, or ought to be, compacts of free men, have been, for the most part, a mere tool for the passions of some,” Beccaria wrote.

The outcry that followed the execution of the uneducated, abused, and branded Isaac Frasier was the beginning of the movement to abolish the death penalty in America, except for the most heinous of crimes. The first attempt to reform the death penalty in America occurred when Thomas Jefferson introduced a bill in 1777 to revise Virginia’s death penalty laws. The bill proposed that capital punishment be used only for the crimes of murder and treason. It was defeated by a single vote. Still, the floodgates had been opened on the use of the death penalty in America as a deterrent on crime. Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, argued that having a death penalty actually increased crime. One of Rush’s supporters, Philadelphia attorney general William Bradford, led Pennsylvania to become the first state to consider degrees of murder based on culpability. And in 1794, Pennsylvania repealed the death penalty for all offenses except first-degree murder. America has come a long way since it executed people like Isaac Frasier for petty thefts and burglaries, but has it come far enough?

The State of Connecticut voted to abolish the death penalty in April 2012. Of the major industrialized nations, the United States remains one of the few that still executes criminals.


Last Wednesday evening the notorious FRASIER, who was under sentence of death for burglary, as has been mentioned, was brought from Worcester, (where he was taken up for theft, and
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