






















































and every now and then the crowd would make a surge, breaking down 
tne ropes and interrupting the proceedings. 

Nobody found the courage to face the furious mob and speak for 
the woman, who sat with the ' stolidity ' and firmness of an Indian war
rior in council. The Hon. John B. Weller, who was then making a 
canvass of the state, and looking out' for his interests as a capdid
ate for the United States Senate, was at the hotel overlooking the 

. lynch court, and was besought to go out and speak to the people, but 
he was afraid. She was found guilty, sentenced to be hanged, and 
given four hours to prepare for death. 

The prisoner had borne herself with the stolid fortitude be
longing to her race. In the interval, the doomed Juanita made her 
verbal will, gave away her little property 
for the use of various friends, and was 
ready for the awful moment when men 
tremble and pray; but so did not that 
little incarnation of humane heroism as 
she looked out at the preparation for 
the scaffold. 

The gallows were constructed on a 
bridge over the Yuba River, at the lower 
end of town. In the middle} the bridge 
had two uprights and a beam overhead-
almost a: ready-made scaffold--from one 
post to another. about four feet of 
flooring; the rope and the noose were in 
place; a stepladder was procured for the 
prisoner to ascend which 
answered the purpose of a rude trip. The 
prisoner and her few terrified friends 
came down the street in a melancholy lit
tle company, and upon the bridge up to 
the foot of the gallows. There Juanita 
shook hands with and took leave of her 
friends, and ascended the laddex; with a 
firm and agile step. 

Standing on the narrow scantling, 
while 'a dead silence prevailed with the 
vast crowd of spectators, she took off 
her hat which she had borrowed to wear 
to the gallows, and deliberately and shied it over the 
heads of the crowd to its owner; the had 'was a , straw, and sailed on 
the wind as pasteboard cards do when thrown. Then she twisted up 
and fixed her long hair, smdothed down her dress, placed the noose 
around her neck in a proper manner, and , rahling her hands. whi ch she 
refused to have tied, said in a clear voice; "Adios, senors!" , 

The signal was the firing of a pistol. Two men stood with axes 
to cut the rope and ' let fall the scantling upon which the woman stood. 

In his trepidation, one of them missed his aim and failed to 
cut the rope, so that only one end of the timber fell and the poor . 
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~~eQtu~e lodged in he~ fall. There was a cry of horror from the 
crow~with fierce oaths at the awkwardness of the accursed hangman; 
but another blow dropped the timber and the body swung·. The rope 
was new and commenced untwisting, the· body swirling around, until 
many spectators turned away, deathly sick at heart. But in a few 
minutes Juanita was dead. . 

This terrible scene was witnessed by most of the few women 
. who had then come to the place, and two of them had their children 
in their arms; and it is -not long since we read the marriage notice 
of one of these infant spectators, now a beautiful and accomplished 
young lady. 

The body of Juanita was at length taken down and carried to 
her poor abode, where it was hoped to revive her. A clapboard was 
torn off to give air; but when it was given out that she was not 
dead, the brutal crowd rushed in, surrounded ·the house, and swore 
that if not dead, she should be hanged again! But Juanita was bey
ond the reach of their vengence; darkness came on the still friends, 
many of the wretches stayed around the house all night. 

On the following day, Cannon and his slayer 
were buried near together on the 
hillside, and their half
obliterated and forgotten 
graves may still be foun~ 
if indeed the gold seekers 
have not disembowled and 
washed away that primitive 
cemetery. We saw the graves 
and their faded inscriptions 
as late as 1€62. 
Conclusion: About five years 
ago, when ascending the Feather 
River to Marysville, we heard 
that a man was dying on the lower 
deck, and on going to seel at once 
recognized the man with the white -
handkerchief or bandage on his head, who had been a leader of the 
mob 15 years before, when the woman was hanged in Downieville. He 
was dying miserable and friendless, and his remains were left in 
Yuba Ci ty. l1e forgot hi s name; but he was the identical leader of 
the lynch court, so we afterward ascertained. 

The young lawyer who led the prosecution. afterwards ran for 
the legislature, but was always beaten because of his participatiOn 
in the shameful affair, and, about 10 years ago, he was killed. by 
Indians in Nevada Territory. Nearly all the prominent actors in the 
tragedy are dead; some of the spectators are in San Francisco. 

This, we believe, is the only accurate and circumstantial ac
count of that tragic affair that has ever been ~iven to the public 
by an eye witness. For many years it was re~arded as a stigma on 
the character of Downieville; but the chief actors and many of ~he 
spectators have lon~ since passed away from the scene. 

Gero~e E. Tallman. 
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Tte followin~ poem was w~i~ten by Mr. George Barton of Downieville, 
who reportedLy witnessed the harging. It was printed in History 5!! 
Plumas, Lassen .'\: Sierra Counties, California by Fariss & Smith, 

"They placed her high upon the stand, 
Calmly sHe sat, no tear, nor frown, 
Nor quivering lip, nor trembling hand 
Shook; but silent, looking do~n, 
She viewed the scene of hate and st~ife, 
Heard waddened voices cry a'ouc 
That she wust die, and li~e for life 
Setmec the watchword of the crowd. 

"With hurried i'ormsthey held a court, 
The judge elected, jury sworn; 
It see~ed but as a mocking sport, 
For sbe would die before the morn, 
Was there no man dared .to defend, 
And help a woman's life to save? 
A stranger tried, a humane friend-
He sank beneath that angry wave '. 

"The sun had passed its noonday line, 
The jury from the scene retired, 
And thousands in that solemn time 
Seemed calm, and yet their hearts were fired; 
And pity dwelt in scarce an eye--
But silence: hear the verdict read: 
The prisoner' s G~'ILTY, and must die-
Hung by the neck till she is dead. 

I, And still her face seemed more serene. 
Than all that sea of faces there; 
Before she left this earthly scene 
She begged for time to plead in prayer, 
'Twas given--her bosom heaved no sighs, 
Nor fluttering pang, nor'bated breath; 
No tear bedimmed her keen, black eyes, 
She knelt to pray, not fearing death. 

"The sun sank low down in the west, 
And tinged with gold each mountain ridge; 
The crowd closed in and eager pressed 
Onward towards the fatal bridge 
That spanned the rapid mountain stream, 
And thousands darkly lined each s.hore; 
The noose was dangling from the beam, 
Her dream of life would soon be oler. 
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Editors Comment: 

While we have attempted to give Our readers several different 
accounts of the hanging .of Juanita, we remind our readers that there 
are several more accounts of the incldent in circulation. We , 
would call attention to two of these as being of special interest. 

Mr. William B. Secrest has published a fine pamphlet on the 
hanging'. I t is titled, Juanita, and published by the Saga-West 
Publishing Company, 752 Fulton Street, Fresno, California. Mr. 
Secrest's account, some 31 pages long, ha s .excellent back-ground 
information, fine pictures of Downieville and the surrounding area, 
and raises several interesting points of information. Mr. ·Secrest' s 
research indicates that the real name of the girl was ·Joseta, not 
Ju~nita, and that the name .was changed through the years to Juanita. 
Mr. Secrest's sources also indicate that there was an attempt to 
save Juanit~ on the part of gamblers in.a saloon near her cabin. 
This attempt failed as the angry mob found Juanita and took her 
from her would be protectors. The Secrest account names the lawyer 
who tried to help Juanita as a Mr. Thayer. It also mentions a 
Mr. Fair who tried to help, so there were at least some brave souls 
in Downieville that dreadful day. Mr. Weller, later to be prominent 
in California and national politics, was not a brave soul-he re
fused to speak in behalf of Juan! ta ·or even attend her trial, ac
cording to Mr. Secrest's research. 

Another account of the hanging appears in the History of 
Plumas, Lassen and Sierra Counties by Fariss and Smith. ThIs 
account, publisned some thirty years after the hanging, is very 
interesting to read, although, unfortunatly to the historian, it 
gives no sources for its information. 

A controversy has long existed in Downieville among history 
buffs as to the exact location of the bridge or gallows from which 
Juanita was hanged. Many contend that there was no bridge, but ·a 
log across one river and a footbridge across another, and that the 
gallows must have . been erected near the river, but not on a bridge. 

The location of Juanita's grave is unknown. She was reportedly 
interred in the cemetery, but t h e cemetery at that time was located 
roughly where the present high school is built. Some contend that 
bodies were moved to the new cemetery (now over a hundred years old) 
while others contend that the first graves are still under or near 
the present school house. 

Special thanks is given to Mrs. Ruth Drury of Goodyear's Bar 
for having compiled much of the information in this story of Juanita. 
Mrs. Dru~y is a frequent contributor to our Bulletin and is manager 
·of the Sierra County Museum in Downieville, California. ' 

31. 


