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CHAPTER 1

A Brief History of

Crime in Michigan
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The first chapter of Michigan’s criminal history was written before Congress made it the twenty-sixth state in 1837. According to some early Michigan chroniclers, the Great Lakes State became United States property in part because of the crimes that took place in what is now Michigan.

Much of Michigan’s bloody past centered on its largest permanent settlement—a fur-trading depot named Fort Detroit. The town also became infamous as the murder capital of the Midwest. Just hearing the name “Detroit” sent shivers down the spines of pioneers throughout the area.

If Detroit had a bad rep, much of it was earned under the guidance of Lt. Gov. Henry Hamilton—“The Great Hair Buyer of Detroit”—and his chief justice, Philippe DeJean.

At the onset of the American Revolution, Detroit was under British rule. When war broke out, British authorities feared that western settlers would rush to the aid of the eastern colonists. Aware of Detroit’s strategic value as the gateway to the west, they worried that the area’s pro-American settlers would loosen the British grip on the Midwest or even pull their hands off of it entirely. To protect their assets in the Midwest, the British enlisted the aid of Indian tribes, inciting them to wage war on American settlements with a threat that hit close to home: If the Americans win, they will take your hunting grounds. The British knew that this war strategy would lead to the murder of innocent civilians, but they followed it anyway.

While the documentary evidence—correspondence and diary entries—tends to be heavily biased toward one side or the other, one thing remains clear: There was a great deal of bloodletting in the Midwest, and Detroit under Henry Hamilton was at the center of it.

Captain Henry Hamilton became lieutenant governor of Detroit in 1775, and he immediately began to organize war parties. He established good relations with the area’s native groups, but he was also ordered to recruit them to England’s war against the colonists. So Fort Detroit became the launching point for raids against colonial settlements in Kentucky and Ohio.

From Hamilton’s letters, it becomes clear that he acknowledges the possibility of collateral damage. In a letter dated April 1778, he explains the need to keep the killing to a minimum. The war parties must “act with humanity,” he says, so all can live in peace “when His Majesty shall be pleased to order the hatchet to be buried.”

Until that time, it was Hamilton’s job to place the hatchet in the hands of his allies. Before war parties commenced, a ritual took place during which the governor passed a tomahawk to the head of the war party—a gesture to say that the two groups held the handle together in their war against the Americans.

This ceremony was more than a gesture. Hamilton placed the war parties under the direct leadership of British and French Canadians fighting for the British (some sources say to minimize the killing), but many of these leaders had questionable reputations. Although Hamilton wrote about keeping the carnage under control, these war parties murdered many innocent civilians, including women and children.

As an incentive, Hamilton allegedly offered $5 for each scalp brought to him. Most historians consider this nothing more than a legend, but the story spread throughout the Northwest Territory, and Henry Hamilton became known as “The Great Hair Buyer” or the “Hair Buyer General of Detroit.” Pioneers despised him.

Although no documentary evidence exists to prove that the Hair Buyer offered bounties for scalps, according to nineteenth-century historian Silas Farmer, “The fact is undoubted and indisputable that at Detroit and other posts under both French and English rule, the Indians received goods in payment for human scalps as regularly as for coon and muskrat skins.” Trading posts regularly stocked and sold scalping knives. Supposedly, a sign posted in front of a merchant’s store on what is now Jefferson Avenue advertised “Scalping knives for sale here.”

Some sources have Hamilton paying higher bounties for prisoners in an attempt to encourage the taking of captives and therefore lessening the bloodshed. If true, it didn’t work. The war parties returned to Detroit with more scalps than captives. Even Hamilton acknowledged this fact. In a letter to Gen. Guy Carleton dated January 15, 1778, Governor Hamilton states that the war parties brought in twenty-three prisoners and one hundred and twenty-nine scalps. In another letter to Carleton dated September 17, 1778, Hamilton notes that in the four months since May, war parties entered Detroit with a total of thirty-four prisoners and eighty-one scalps.

Letters and journals of colonial residents describe bloodcurdling tales of captives beaten throughout the streets of Detroit, but the prisoners who did make it to Fort Detroit alive were not always treated as harshly as some contemporary sources suggest. In fact, Hamilton had a reputation for being an excellent host to captured American prisoners. Daniel Boone, who did a stint as a prisoner in Fort Detroit, spoke kindly of his British jailor.

As ruthless as the raids sanctioned by Hamilton may have been, it was the lawless element inside Fort Detroit that led to his downfall. Even in its earliest days, the fur-trading settlement was victimized by a steady crime rate. Robbery and murder took place often. Eager to keep the peace, British colonial authorities inflicted harsh penalties on criminals.

During Henry Hamilton’s time as lieutenant governor, Detroit had its own hanging judge—a ruthless man named Philippe DeJean, who often exceeded his authority in punishing lawbreakers. DeJean sentenced offenders to death even though he didn’t have the authority to do so, and Hamilton supported his decisions. One incident was so flagrant that it would lead to criminal indictments against both DeJean and Hamilton.

A man named Jean Contencineau, who worked for the settlement’s largest trading post, robbed his employer with the help of a slave named Anne Wyley. The two stole some furs and the cashbox from the storehouse before setting it on fire. When caught, they immediately confessed, each one pointing the finger at the other.

DeJean sentenced both to hang, but the citizens of Detroit were enraged with his decision that such a petty offense like robbery warranted the death penalty. No one wanted to participate in the execution, so DeJean offered Wyley a deal—a pardon in exchange for hanging her co-conspirator. She took the deal but botched the hanging. Contencineau died a slow, agonizing death by strangulation. Later, DeJean went back on the deal and had Wyley hanged.

It was the last straw. The citizens of Detroit had had enough of Henry Hamilton and Philippe DeJean. The people complained to the authorities in Montreal, who indicted both for “acting illegally” in inflicting such harsh penalties on lawbreakers. But fate had something else in store.

American George Rogers Clark had taken Vincennes, Indiana, and the British feared that he could use it as a base to launch an attack against Fort Detroit. Hamilton decided to march on Vincennes in an attempt to reclaim the area from Clark’s forces.

In October 1778, Hamilton left Detroit and led his army to Vincennes. He managed to recapture the frontier post from a skeleton crew left behind by Clark but then lost it again when Clark’s army returned. During the scuffle, both Hamilton and DeJean were captured and treated more like war criminals than prisoners of war. Inflamed settlers wanted to hang Hamilton and his corrupt chief justice, but the duo was sent to Williamsburg, Virginia, instead. They were found guilty of committing war crimes and thrown in the Williamsburg dungeon, where they were kept in chains.

Colonel Arendt Schuyler DePeyster—a Tory from New York—replaced Hamilton. Under the new governor, the war parties continued to gather in Detroit. Like Hamilton, DePeyster may have tried to minimize the bloodletting, but the slaughter of innocent settlers continued and may have even escalated. According to one estimate, during the latter days of the Revolution, some three thousand people lost their scalps.

In 1783, the British declared an end to hostilities, and a year later, the Treaty of Paris made it official. In the decade following the treaty, a few skirmishes took place in the Northwest Territory, but with the signing of the Jay Treaty in 1796, the British surrendered their frontier forts to the United States, including Fort Detroit.

As for Hamilton, after a few years in the Virginia dungeon, he was set free and went on to become Lieutenant-Governor of Canada and later Governor of Bermuda. Whether or not he bought scalps or promoted the wanton slaughter of innocent settlers, Hamilton enjoyed a successful career as a British colonial governor.

Philippe DeJean, who was released from prison after serving four months, faded into obscurity. He did not immediately return to Detroit out of fear that he would face prosecution, but it appears that he did later join his family there.

The story of “The Hair Buyer General” and his chief justice has an interesting postscript. During the treaty talks that ended the war, the Revolutionaries staked their claim to Detroit and the territory that would later become Michigan in part on the capture of Henry Hamilton. According to early Detroit historian Clarence Burton, “the consequences” of Hamilton’s capture “were that Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin became a part of the new United States … by right of conquest.”

According to Burton’s version of events, when Clark took Vincennes, Hamilton recognized an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. He could flee Detroit and the indictment pending against him, handed down in part because of the Contencineau case, and at the same time save face with the British colonial authorities by recapturing the outpost. But Clark captured Hamilton instead, which led to the “right of conquest” claim during later negotiations. Burton concludes that “to the blood of Jean Contencineau we owe, in part at least, the fact that we are citizens of Michigan.” In other words, Michigan partly resulted from the unjust hanging of a thief.

With the war behind them, settlers enjoyed a brief period of peace in the newly formed Michigan Territory. They had just enough time to take a breath, because a few years later, the United States was back at war with the British.

The War of 1812 brought a new wave of atrocities. The most infamous incident—the River Raisin Massacre—occurred near present-day Monroe in southeastern Michigan.

In January 1813, a force of Kentuckians attacked Frenchtown, which was under the control of the British and their Indian allies. After some fierce fighting, the defenders fled with the Kentuckians in hot pursuit. When the Kentuckians caught up with them, they killed and scalped several Indians. Victorious, the Kentuckians returned to Frenchtown, where the officers enjoyed the town’s supply of liquor and went on a bender.

The officers didn’t anticipate the British counterattack, which left the American forces scattered and in chaos. Four hundred Kentuckians managed to hold the stockade until they were informed that their commanding officer, who had been taken prisoner, had surrendered the fort. The angry Kentuckians agreed to leave on one condition: a promise that their wounded would not be harmed. The British general gave his word. The Kentuckians threw down their weapons in disgust and marched out of Frenchtown as British captives.

Afraid of a counterattack, the British left behind eighty wounded Americans, mostly Kentuckians, with the promise that they would send help for them the next day. The next morning arrived, and a group of inebriated Indians showed up instead. They shot and scalped some of the wounded men and set fire to the homes that housed the others. When the men tried to jump out of the windows, the Indians beat them and pushed them back into the flames. In all, the Indians executed an estimated sixty men, taking the rest as prisoners, some of whom were ransomed in Detroit. News of the atrocity spread through the American forces, and when the British suffered a decisive loss nine months later, the Americans shouted “Remember the Raisin.”

By 1814, hostilities once again came to an end, this time for good. With war finally behind them, settlers could return to farming. Even in times of peace, though, Michigan territory was a rough place. Traveling from one place to another came with great risk; bandits would rob passersby and then disappear into the thick forests. To deter highway robbery and provide travelers with safe havens, chains of inns and taverns with colorful names like the Black Horse Tavern were placed at regular intervals along major roads.

Once again, Detroit became the state’s criminal capital. Eager to keep the peace, city officials passed stricter laws. Taverns had to purchase liquor licenses and could not sell alcohol on Sunday, except to travelers, and gambling was made illegal in places that sold liquor.

These protective measures didn’t work. People bypassed the laws by selling liquor out of their homes, even on Sunday. As a result, Detroit had a real wild side in the early days of the Michigan Territory. Drunks ambled about the streets. Fights, murder, and robbery became common. The city fined those guilty of disorderly conduct, but most offenders couldn’t pay the $3 to $10 fine. So they paid their debt to society by doing community service. For more serious offenses, such as unpaid debt, petty theft, repeated brawling, or spousal abuse, criminals were publicly flogged at the city’s whipping post. A typical sentence consisted of thirty-nine lashes.

Although early Michigan lacked a hanging judge like DeJean, individuals found guilty of murder were periodically sentenced to death by hanging. These executions failed to deter criminals and were not popular among citizens. One infamous case created such a backlash that the death penalty was abolished in Michigan.

Stephen G. Simmons ran a tavern in Wayne County. With a massive build, Simmons was an intimidating figure who became violent when he drank. On several occasions, the burly barkeep picked fights with his customers. He had a sickly wife and two daughters, who lived in constant fear of their father’s violent temper. One night in 1830, they witnessed a tragic scene.

Simmons burst into the bedroom with a jug of whiskey and demanded that his wife drink with him. She took a few sips and handed the jug back to her inebriated husband. When he demanded that she drink more, she refused, so he leveled her with a single, powerful punch. His daughters tried to stop him, but it was too late. His wife lay dead on the floor.

The Simmons trial rocked the community. Simmons was an educated, handsome man. He didn’t look like a degenerate, and people found it hard to believe that whiskey turned this Jekyll into a Hyde. That is, until they heard from his daughters.

The Simmons girls testified against their father and told sordid stories of drunken binges when Simmons would take out his rage on them and their mother. Simmons was found guilty and sentenced to death by hanging.

Even though Simmons proved to be a fiend, the trial created a deep rift in the community. His death sentence caused an outcry throughout the area. The very idea of public execution was debated on the floors of the area’s taverns and saloons. No one wanted to do the hangman’s job, which must have seemed like déjà vu to the city residents who were old enough to remember the name Jean Contencineau. The Wayne County sheriff refused to participate. But “Uncle Ben” Woodworth, who owned the Steamboat Hotel, believed in strict enforcement of the law and volunteered to do the honors. He was appointed acting Sheriff of Wayne County so he could serve as hangman.

A large crowd, including many of Simmons’s enemies, gathered to watch justice in action. Uncle Ben waited on the gallows while Simmons gave an eloquent speech to the crowd. He spoke about the evils of liquor and pleaded for mercy. Then to everyone’s amazement, he began singing a hymn in his deep, baritone voice. The crowd had come to celebrate justice, but Simmons’s singing changed the mood entirely. Even his enemies—men who had tangled with Simmons in one of his drunken brawls—began to feel sorry for the condemned man. A few seconds later, Simmons was dead.

And so was the death penalty in Michigan. The execution affected lawmakers, who did away with the infamous whipping post and abolished capital punishment. To this day, Michigan is one of the few states that do not legally permit executions.

In 1837, Michigan territory finally became a state. That same year, the legislators of the new state became unintentional accomplices in one of history’s largest scams when they passed the General Banking Law—the first state in the Union to pass what became known as a free-banking law. The new law gave rise to bunco and counterfeiting on a statewide scale.

Under the General Banking Law, any group of twelve or more landowners was allowed to open a bank if it had capital of at least $50,000 and enough gold or silver to back thirty percent of its assets. The law also allowed banks to print and issue their own paper money, which was redeemable in gold or silver upon demand.

This situation led to all sorts of underhanded business and schemes. Banks would share capital and transport gold from one bank to another just in time for the arrival of the inspectors. And with very few eyes watching them, the bankers issued far more banknotes than they had assets to cover. This worthless paper money flooded the state, leaving many a merchant with a fistful of paper he could exchange for gold, if the issuing bank had any gold, and if the merchant could even find the bank.

To protect their scam and ensure a profit, some banks made it almost impossible for their customers to redeem the notes they issued. They issued the banknotes in one place but made them redeemable only in another, usually a remote place—in the middle of the woods or on the other side of the state. These places were as hard to find as wildcats, giving these banks the nickname “wildcat banks.” Banks popped up anywhere and everywhere—in the back-room of a saloon, a shack in the middle of the woods, and according to one story, inside a tree stump.

This bizarre system also gave rise to gangs of counterfeiters and forgers who decided they could cash in on the thousands of banknote types floating around. They altered or raised (changed a $10 bill to a $100) notes and in some cases even created their own and attempted to pass them off as legitimate. One enterprising group stole notes printed for a bank that never opened—the Bank of Romeo—and used the bills to defraud citizens. Later, forgers altered the notes by scraping of the “o” in “Romeo” and attempted to use them in New York as legitimate notes from the Farmers Bank of Rome.

Eventually, the notes of even legitimate banks became worthless when merchants refused to take them. The state legislature decided to end the madness by suspending the General Banking Law a year later in 1838. Overnight, the wildcat banks folded, but the damage had been done. Legitimate banks folded alongside illegitimate ones—innocent victims of this statewide bunco scheme. Customers of legitimate banks stood to lose their assets until the state supreme court made a series of rulings that prevented people from losing everything, including their homes.

As Michigan grew, so did its crime rate. The expansion of the railroads in the 1850s opened up the north for miners and lumberjacks who built temporary logging camps. By day, they worked the virgin forests of northern Michigan, and by night, they played in the innumerable saloons and brothels that sprang up around their camps. Inevitably, there was mayhem.

Most of these fights were not settled in courtrooms but in barrooms by the strongest and meanest, or by a judge who heard arguments in between shots of whiskey. This frontier justice wasn’t always just, but it worked. Nevertheless, it couldn’t stem the tide of lawlessness that characterized this Wild West of Michigan.

One humorous incident of this lumberjack law occurred in the small town of Edenville. The town’s saloons and hotels hosted thirsty lumberjacks who worked the forests of central Michigan from nearby Camp 16 and used the Tittabawassee River to move the logs. Edenville became sin central with places like Swearin’ Charlie Axford’s Hotel and the Red Keg Saloon at the center of the action.

Billy McCrary, the owner of the Red Keg, scuffled with a customer and beat the man senseless. The town constable immediately arrested McCrary, but when Swearin’ Charlie Axford saw the arrest, he said there was no need to bother the justice of the peace; he could hold court. The constable agreed.

During the “trial,” McCrary admitted his guilt, and “Judge” Axford handed down the sentence: a fine of $3 and a round of drinks for everyone at the Red Keg. After McCrary paid his debt, Axford decided to use the $3 fine to buy as many drinks as it would. McCrary paid for his crime while making a few dollars, and the injured man drowned his pain with several shots of whiskey. Everybody won and justice—frontier justice—was served.

Change the names and this scene could have occurred in several places throughout the state. As rough as these logging camps were, though, they were tame compared with the wild, wild west of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, where outlaws and tin stars dueled with hot lead and thirsty lumberjacks partied in Helltown, USA.

There were professional peacekeepers in Michigan at the time, although the sheriffs designated to keep the peace were outmanned, overworked, and in some cases as ruthless as the criminals. Contemporary tourists who visit the ghost town of Aral can still see the infamous Hanging Tree of Aral, which was the site of a fascinating story of frontier justice.

Charlie Wright operated a lumber mill in the town of Aral along Lake Michigan’s northeastern coast in Benzie County. He was highly successful and popular among locals, but he did have one flaw: He became violent when he drank, which was often. In 1889, Wright feuded with local authorities over a tax issue. When Sheriff A. B. Case sent two deputies to serve a writ, they found him waiting with a rifle and a bottle of whiskey. The meeting turned into a skirmish and Wright shot both men.

The two deputies that Wright murdered were very popular, and soon a lynch mob formed at Wright’s mill. Sheriff Case had to find Wright before the mob did, so he turned to the hanging tree, a tall white pine. He strung up one of Wright’s workers and told the man to shake his legs when he felt like talking. It didn’t take long. Case found Wright before the mob and managed to deliver him alive for trial in a real court. Wright received two life sentences for the murder of the two deputies. The hanging tree saved Wright from hanging at the expense of an innocent man.

And this was just the beginning of Michigan’s criminal history—a fascinating book with blood-spattered pages.
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