Wave of terrorism in hard coal region ends as Molly Maguires pay penalty on gallows
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Mollie Maguirism dropped to its death on the gallows at Pottsville and Mauch Chunk on the morning of June 21, 1877.

After a quiet night, residents of Pottsville were astir early. Many of the miners employed by the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and Iron Company were forbidden to leave their work. Citizens from many of the surrounding towns were present however, and at 8 o’clock the community presented a holiday appearance.

The throngs crowded about the county prison but very few of them were admitted. Soldiers were stationed everywhere to offset whatever trouble might arrive.  Long before daylight, relatives of the condemned men, from grandparents to grandchildren, gathered on the steps of the jail. They were admitted for a last interview at 5 a.m. It lasted until 7:30, when final partings took place amid groans, lamentations and shrieks.

The doomed ‘Maguires’ arose early, partook of hearty breakfasts and then prepared themselves with their spiritual advisers.

A contrast presented itself at Mauch Chunk, when the residents of that town-then a famous summer resort-awoke to behold a community full of drunken miners.  Many of the persons walking the streets were armed with pistols or other weapons of protection because of threats that had been made to avenge the deaths of the Mollies.

Indeed, the men executed were canonized by their associates and were held up as martyrs to a good cause, rather than despised for their wickedness.

Chester N. Farr, private secretary of Governor Hartranft, and secretary of the state board of pardons, who appeared at the prison, however, provided the sensation of the day. Rumors were current that he carried a reprieve for one of the men.  Later it was learned the reprieve was for Thomas Duffy, whose counsel had appealed to the governor, saying Duffy was convicted on the uncorroborated testimony of Jimmy Kerrigan, “the informer.”

The reprieve was to be used, however, only in case one of the other men made a confession, clearing Duffy of any complicity in the murder of Frank Yost, the Tamaqua policeman.

Duffy actually was escorted from one cell to another in which his companions were confined to see if they would make any statement. He also was one of the last two to die, in case that a confession might be made on the gallows.  Although James Roarity did declare Duffy was innocent, his declaration was not thought sufficient. Duffy died and the reprieve remained in Farr’s pocket.

Altogether, the hangman’s noose tightened around the throats of 10 men-six at Pottsville and four at Mauch Chunk, Until that time there had been only two previous executions in Schuylkill County and none whatsoever in Carbon County.

The gallows at Pottsville was a new affair, and the beams were so arranged that two men could be swung off from each, thus enabling the sheriff to prevent any delay of the horrible act.  The men who died at Pottsville were James Boyle, Hugh McGeehan, James Carroll, James Roarity, Thomas Munley and Thomas Duffy.

A tremor through the crowd at 10:54 a.m. announced that the gruesome event was about to begin. No one knew in what order the men were to die until they actually appeared.  Boyle and McGeehan emerged from a prison yard. A batch of officials and the sheriff came first, then two members of the clergy. The condemned men walked firmly. They mounted the stairway leading to the platform and placed themselves on either side of the dividing line.

Priests on Hand 

It was a curious sight. The priests in black cassocks, white surplices and white black stoles, with white crosses on either end, prayed fervently.

McGeehan, a large burly man, was dressed in a dark blue suit. His companion was attired in black. In one hand McGeehan carried a large, beautiful, dark-red rose, which he held to his nose continuously, seemingly finding comfort in its pleasant odor.

The head keeper at the prison kissed both men good-bye. Other officials shook them by the hands. The courthouse clock was just tolling 11 when the trap was sprung.  Boyle turned to McGeehan and said, “Good-by, old fellow, we’ll die like men.”  In response McGeehan whispered, “I hope I will; you need not be afraid.”  He then faced the audience and, with not the slightest quaver in his voice, added: “Gentlemen I have only a few words to say. I have nothing to say about my innocence or guilt. I ask forgiveness of the whole world. I ask all Christians to pray to God for me and ask forgiveness of my sins.”  

Boyle then spoke up, saying, “That is about what I have to say. I forgive those who put me here. I hope they will forgive me.”  Ten minutes later Boyle was pronounced dead.  But McGeehans death must have been a terrible one. He twisted his hands, handcuffed as they were, drew his shoulders upwards, and his body jerked convulsively. It was 15 minutes before his body was cut down.

At 11:51 the second sheriffs’ jury filed forth. Carroll and Roarity followed. The men stood on the gallows without the slightest suspicion of a tremble. Tears glistened in Roarity’s eyes. Yet he appeared fearless.  Gaining confidence, he addressed the spectators and tried to clear Duffy, saying:

“Well, gentlemen, I want to talk a few words. I stand here before the public and must say the truth. Tom Duffy is blamed for giving me money to shoot Yost. I must say that I never heard him talking about Yost or the shooting.”

Carroll spoke in a low voice, saying, “I die an innocent man. As for the persons who put me here, I hope God will forgive them and me too.” Carroll handed a written statement to one of the priests. In it, he thanked the prison officials for their kindness during his confinement. He also expressed his appreciation to the lawyers who defended him and closed with a profession of his innocence.  At 12:23 p.m. Carroll was dead. Roarity joined him four minutes later.

At 1:10, Munley and Duffy began their march to the scaffold. Duffy, a pleasant faced, rather handsome young man, wore a black suit and had a white rosebud pinned to the lapel of his coat. Munley, a larger man, also was attired in black.  The drop fell at 1:18. At 1:33 both men were pronounced dead. They died without a struggle.

The four men who paid the extreme penalty at Mauch Chunk were: Alexander Campbell, Michael Doyle, Edward Kelly, and John Donohue, who was known as “Yellow Jack.”

The gallows were not as large as the one at Pottsville and were arranged differently. The four men died together.  The ropes were so arranged that Campbell and Doyle would drop about two feet, six inches. Donohue and Kelly fell a little more than three feet.

The trap was sprung at 10:48 a.m. and instantly the four bodies dangled in mid-air. Campbell and Doyle died after shaking violently for about two minutes, and seeing this a priest stepped forth and anointed his hands, as it to ease the physical pain with a religious ceremony.  Kelly kicked less violently than Donohue. None of them made any final statements.

At the expiration of 14 minutes the four men were pronounced dead. It was learned the fall dislocated the necks of Campbell and Doyle, while the other two died of strangulation.  The bodies were cut down at 11:30 and placed in coffins, which had been brought into the corridor of the county prison.  A little later they were removed to the railroad station near by and the community resumed its tranquillity.

And while all this transpired, Jack Kehoe, body master of the Girardville division and high constable in that community, paced a cell in Schuylkill County prison, where he was held, having been found guilty of murdering a man named Langdon, 15 years previously.

At his trial, Kehoe, a handsome man with cold Grey eyes, whose appearance belied the desperate character which later developments showed him to be, was found to have had a hand in nearly all the crimes committed in Schuylkill County since 1873.

From what records are available, a writer of fiction who would attempt to portray Kehoe in his true colors would be charged with drawing an exaggerated type of the hardened criminal.

Several weeks later he, too, met the same fate, which befell the other Mollies.

And a year later Pat Hester and his two companions who were convicted in Columbia County of slaying Rea, the Centralia mine boss, at a watering trough along the Mount Carmel-Centrailia highway, also were hanged.

And thus the backbone of Mollie Maguirism was broken.

It was all due to McParlan, the detective, whose efforts led to the arrests of about 70 persons. Besides the sentences imposed on those already mentioned, four were convicted of murder in the second degree; four of being accessories to slayings; 16 of conspiracy of murder; six of perjury; one of assault with intent to kill; eight of aiding and abetting a murder; one of assault and battery; one for aiding in the escape of a murderer, and several others for lesser crimes.

The executions disrupted the organization, which although it continued for some time after never again had any power. The dull thuds of the in-falling traps told a mute story that the murderers had met a fate as violent as that to which they had consigned their victims and in perfect keeping with their lives.

