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1. Name of Property ' s
historic namea Sierra County Sheriff's Callous ecn y N
other names/site number : i vET O T
-y 1
2. Location i
sireat & number Calloway Road and Courthouse Square ﬁAJnox for publicalion
Cily, town Downieville vicinity
state_California code 06 county Sierra code 46 zip code 95936
3. Classlftication
Ownership ol Propeny Category ol Propurty Number of Resources within Propeny
(D private (] buitding(s) Contributing Noncontributing
public-local (] distriet buildings
public-State [ site sites
D public-Federal EI slructure 1 structures
(C] object . objects
1 Total

Number of contributing resources previously

*‘2me of rel;ﬂad multiple propenty listing:
listed in the National Register

4. State/Federal Agencv Certitication

As the designataed authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, | hereby certity that this

nomination Drequest for determination of eligibility meels the documentation standards lor ragistering propernies in the
National Register of Hisloric_Places and_meels the procedural and prolessional requirements set torth in 36 CFR Part 60.
megts Claoes nat meet the National Register criteria. See continkation sheet.
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6. Function or Use

Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)

—Governpeaticorrectional faciliry - Vacant: Nor in use.

7. Description

Architectural Classification Materials (enter categories from instructions)
(enter categories from instructions)

" foundation __Sr.oae
—No—styie— . walls
roof
other Wood

Describe present and historic physical appearance.

The Sierra County Sheriff’s Gallows stand today on a site 30 feet east of the
present Sierra County Courthouse, a location on which it has stood since
1933. The structure, comprised nearly entirely of wood, stands approximately
14 1/2 feet tall and covers an area of approximately 10 1/2 by 11 1/2 feet.
The structure is currently painted beige, although the color has no historic
significance. It is believed that the structure was originally unpainted as
its outside presence was intended to be.temporary. . The trapdoor
mechanism, constructed of flat steel, is still in place and remains fully

functional.

Designed not to ~ be a permanent structure, the gallows’ individual
components lock together with pegs inserted into a mortise and tenon worked
Jjoint. With executions occurring with uncertainty as to future needs, the
structure was built to be reusable, but not a permanent fixture. Accordingly,
the pegged mortise and tenon worked Jjoints allowed the structure to be
dismantled with little effort and damage to the structure’s components. After
its only use in 1885, it was disassembled as intended and stored pending a use
that never came. Legislative ¢hanges inl891 prohibited its further use as a

means of execution.

Prior to July of 1988, the structure was in an advanced state of deterioration
and disrepair, quite close to collapse under its own weight. Its trapdoor
mechanism was not functional and the trapdoor itself had broken tree. Then
painted a dark green, that protective coating was in poor condition. The
structure stood on six cement piers that were believed to have been placed in
1933, one of which has shifted adding to the structure’s precarious stability.

Those components (wood) with surface contact showed extensive signs of rot.
One cross beam supporting the platform floor, an obvious replacement of the
original, had broken free, causing the platform to sag with no structural
integrity. Additionally, one knee brace of the overhead beam was missing
entirely, . ) , ~  Furthermore, other areas of
the structure showed . signs of structural failure and had been supported by the
addition of metal plates and rods, contemporary bolts, screws, and nails, as
well as additional wooden braces not present  originally, to assist the -~
original wooden pegs and square nails still present throughout the structure.

[ See continuation sheet
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Initiated in July of 1988, with funding made available through the California Parks

and Recreational Facilities Bond Act of 1984, the structure underwent an accurate
restoration to its 1885 appearance. All components not salvageable or believed not

to be original were replaced or removed, and those salvageable were chemically treated
with a wood preservative system. A new foundation was added, built with stone native

to the area, and retaining walls to either side of the structure were added to protect

it from erosion from above and slippage from below. While all metal and wooden bra-

cing not original was removed, the structure was given increased stability by the addition
of eight discrete metal braces under the platform flooring. The structure's exterior, wood
and metal Wlike, is now protected by the application of no less than three layers of enamel
paint. The result is the return of the structure to its 1885 appearance, structurally
sound, representing the west's colorful criminal justice past.
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8. Statement of Signiticance

Centitying official has considered the significance of this property in relation 10 other properties:
: Cnationally . B statewide Cliocally

Applicable National Register Criteria [JA [J8 [Xc o

cnmc:omcomsm(aupuém) Oa Os Oc Oo Qe OF Oe |
. * Significant Date

Areas of Significance (enter categories from Instructions) Period of Significance - . nifica
Law
Architecture

Cultural Affitiation

Significant Person Architect/Builder

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above.

The Sierra County Sherriff’s Gallows are significant for their association
with a period in the state’s history when local jurisdictions carried out
capital punishment. They are also significant as a very rare example of a
gallows structure. A survey of all of the Sheriff’s Departments of the
staterevealsthatthestrucmreistheonlyauthenticsta:duxggallwgm
California. One gallows remains in storage in Napa County, and there is an
accurate replica of a gallows at Shasta State Historic Park.

On Friday, November 27, 1885, at 2:00 p.m., twenty year old James O’Neill was
hanged from a gallows adjacent the Sierra County Courthouse in Downieville.
With that event, so ended within Sierra County the administration of capital
punishment -- the very subject that is said to have been a driving force in
the creation - of the County some thirty three years -earlier. One hundred
and tour years later, ‘that gallows continues to stand adjacent the county'’s
present courthouse, a perpetual representative of anera that has passed,

wWhen California gained statehood on September 9, 1850, it did so comprised of
tiventy seven counties. From that date until April 16, 1852, a period of some
seventeen months, what is today Sierra County remained a part of Yuba County,
with the seat of county government in Marysville. As reported in Farris and
Smith's 1882 publication "The Illustrated History of Plumas, Lassen, and
Sierra Counties," "The disadvantages of belonging to Yuba County were early
felt; Marysville was too distant and a county government located at that place
was to the citizens here as useless as one at Kamtchatka. The trouble,
expense, and time required to send criminals to Marysville were so great that
many escaped the Jjust punishment for their acts, while others were severely
dealt with by Judge Lynch." During this seventeen month period, Downieville
resident “Juanita" became the only woman lynched in California when she was
hanged from a bridge spanning the Yuba River on July §, 1851,
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The creation of Sierra Ccunt+- far from endad lorsal vigilante -ustics, in
September 8, 1833, after only eighteer months in office. Sierra County’'s firs:
District Attorney, Thaddus Purdy, was shot and killed while attempting tc <top
an attempted 1lvnching in Downieville. In May of 1833, three men were lynched
near Gibsonville for the murder of an innkeeper there. In 18534, minsrs ar
Goodyvear’s Bar attacked and killed the suspected killer of one of their own,
and in 1865, the murderer of a night-watchman at Chip’s Flat was lwnched near
Alleghany. These cases were, however, exceptional ones, as the new county’s
justice svstem bedan to deal with such matters.

The first legal execution in Sierra County occurred September 16, 1853 when
Indiar "Pijo" was hanged wupon conviction of killing two Chinese miners on
Canon (Canvon) Creek near Indian Valley.. On April 18, 1856, Mordecai Harlow
was handged in Downieville following conviction for arOctober 12, 1854 murder
in La Porte. Again on January 21, 1858, the punishment of death vas inflicted
in Downieville with the hanging of Michael Murry, convicted cf a [December 27,
1857 murder at Poker Flat. All three of these legal executions vere conducted
in Downieville, adjacent to the county courthouse, and were by hanging. ~c
details survive as to the specific method usaed in either 1853 or 1836, but by
1859 a mechanically operated trip hook using a counter weight was used.

Such events ended until the year 1884 when nineteen year old James C’Neiil. 2
native of TIreland, shot and killed his employer, John Woodward. at Webber
Lake, on the afternoon of August 7th. Woodward’s death occurred durine an
argurenrt between the two men, and during an attempted escape from the scene,
0'Neijll was arrested at Bowman Lake in Nevada County and turned over to th=
Sierra County Sheriff. O’Neill was tried in the Sierra County Superior (ourt
and found guilty of murder by a jury on November 11, 1884. The Califcrnia
Supreme Court affirmed the _judgment and sentence on August 26, 1885, On
October 15, 1885, Superior Court Judge J.M. Walling signed an execution order
setting the date and time of execution for Nevember 27, 1885 at 2:00 p.m. On
Thursday, MNovember 26, 1885, at the request of the county sheriff a wocden
gallows was built by local carpenters and erected in a yvard adjacent tc the
original Sierra County Courthouse, a site one hundred feet west of the gallous

N
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present  location. The fcllowing afterncon, at the time affised by the ccour=s,
Sierra County Sheriff Samuel (. Stewart conducted from the gallows the
execution of James ’Neill, «hich was to be the last legal execution within
Sierra County.

Following James O’Neill’s execution, the gallows was dismantled and placed in
storage in the attic of the original county courthouse. Designed to be
portable, the structure was held together through the use of wooden pegs and
was easily dismantled into pieces by the remcval of those pegs. With such
evecutions becoming a periodic occurrence, it was the Sheriff’s intent to
store the structure until its use was again warranted. In 1831, however, the
California State Legislature amended the state's death penalty statutes and
mandated that executions he conducted at the state level by the wardens of two
California State Prisons, those at San Quentin in Marin County, and Folsom in
Sacramento County. Further changes in state law in 1941 ended hanging as a
means of execution altogether and the gas chamber at San Quentin became the
sole method for inflicting the sentence of death within California. With such
changes, this gallows was destined to become cnly a historic relic.

From 1883 until 1927, long forgotten, the gallows remaired hidden in the attic
cf the original county courthouse. Surprisingly disccvered by county
emplovees in 1927, it was re-erected adjacent the courthouse by Sheriff Gecrge
C. Bynon. In 1931, the gallows was again removed from the ccurthouse grounds,
pending placement in a proposed county museun. WwWith no suitable building
located, the structure was again re-erected in its present location under the
auspices of the Native Daughters of the Golden West in 1933. 1In 1947, it
stood in place while watching the original Sierra County Courthouse (built in
1854, and the gallows place of storage fcor forty two vears), be consumed biv
fire. It was in the shadow of that courthouse that the gallows served its
original intended purpose. Over the vears, the structure becams increasingls
deteriorated as its age increased and many modifications were made by the
addition of cross bracing and structural steel to keep the structure
standing.

In August of 1986, the Sierra County Board cf Supervisors adopted a resclution
acknowledging the gallows importance as a historic artifact and as ar
ambassador of California’s criminal justice past. In doing so, the Board
initiated a course of action culminating in the gallows undergoing a complete
restoration to its 1885 appearance with funding made available thrcugh the
California Park and Recreational Facilities Act of 1984. During the summer of
1988, the structure’s restoration became reality when plans conceived by
preservationists and architects were carried out by carpenters and craftsmen.
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On  February 6, 1987, this structure d<ained further recognition when the
California State Historical Resources Ccmmission designated the Sierra Ccunty
Sheriff’s Gallows as California Registered Historical Landmarik No. 97i. (n
Cctober 15, 1988, the structure and site were so dedicated before a crowd that
included relatives of both John Woedward, O'Neill’s victim, and Sherit® Sam
Stewart. The structure stands today, in its original appearance. as a
reminder of California”s colorful criminal justice past.

It remains the sole such authentic representative on display statewidse., Onl:r
rwo others are known to exist: that of Napa County that remaine in storage and
last used in 1901, and a replica of that used in Shasta County that was built
by -+he Califcrnia Department of Parls and Recreation in the development of
Shasta State Historic Park. '

“hile the structure has been moved, in this instance that should not be gi-en
regative significance as the structure was never intended tc ke permznently
sited. It was designed to be only a temperary structure, pertable in design,
and only legislative ‘changes ended its intended career. It remained, and
st.ill does, within the possession of the Sierra County Sherift and in 2
location not only where it derived its historie significance, but also vhers

it would have continued tc serve its original intended nurpose i rot for
legislative restrictions.

In additicn to this structure’s importance to Sierra County histcry, it
represents an era in this state and naticn’s criminal justice system, as well
as hanging as a means cf lawful execution. Bevond its overall sigrificance as
2 gallows, it is alsc a significant representative of both the architectural
and craftsmen abilities of its period.
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"Historic ©ld Gallows to Be Removed From Courtsyard’”. The Mcuntain
Messenger, 24 January 1931, p. 1.

"Murder at Webber Lake - Jack Woodward Shot and Instantlv Killed - The
Prisoner in Downieville”. The Sierra County Tribune, 15 August
1881, p. 1.

"Old Sierra Gallows Found ~ Relic Recalls Final Hanging 41 Years Ago”.
The Sacramentc Bee, 12 March 1927, p. unk.

Sierra County, California. Superior Court, Court exhibits, case 2299, The
People of the State of California vs. James O’Neil.

Sierra County, California. Board of Supervisors, Official minutes,
Regular meeting of January 7, 1886, vol. C, page 354-353.

California. Compiled Laws of California. (1852), chapter II, sections 163-

180.
California. Statutes of California. (1891), chapter 191, sections 1-10.
California. Statues of California. (1941), title 3, charter 1, sections
3600-3607.

Johnson, Albert E. Sierra County Sheriff: 1979-1983, son of W.D. Johnscn,
Sierra County Sheriff: 1931-1967. Downieville, California.
Interview. 1 July 1986,

Johnson, Cornelia. Widow of W.D. Johnson, Sierra County Sheriff: 1931
~-1967. Downieville, California. Interview. 31 July 1986..

Lambert, Margaret Elaine. Sierra County Treasurer: 1927-19€2.
Downieville, California. Interview. 28 Julyv 1986.

McCormick, Florence. Sierra County Clerk-Recorder: 1952-1967.
Downieville, California. Interview. 22 July 1986.
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Previous documentation on file (NPS):

Dpreliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) Primary locatlon of additional data:
has been requested (Ilswe historic preservation office
[ previously listed in the National Register (] other State agency
Bpreviously determined eligible by the National Register l:] Federal agency
[Jdesignated a Nationa! Historic Landmark (] Local government
[Clrecorded by Historic American Buildings (CJuniversity
Survey # : Domer
[CJrecorded by Historic American Engineering Specify repository:
Record # :

10. Geographical Data

Acreage of property __Less than one acre

UTM Reterences

A LLO] 1618, 94, 8/0] L£L3L&_0J7 80] 8 '_L_’ [ I ] [ il | | T T |
Zone Easling Northing Zone  Easting Northing
(o3 HETUE I I T ST I A A BT | ) T I I T T I ' O B
[CJsee continuation sheet

Verbal Boundary Description
The boundaries consist of the structure itself, and its stone foundation.

[CJsee continuation sheet

Boundary Justification
The boundaries encompass the historic resource and its foundation. No setting

has been included as the facility was intended to be portable.

[ see continuation sheet

11._Form Prepared By

nameftitle __Lee Adams, Sierra County Sheriff and Project Director

organization __County of Sierra date __3 September 1989
street & number PO Box 66 telephone __916 289-3234

city or town Downieville state California zip code

95036 7
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