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The Hanging of Betsy Brown – Honorable Mention 

 The sun was shining just enough that wandering eyes had to be shielded if they happened 

to look up. Such pleasant weather did not respect the unfortunate circumstances of the day. 

Neither did the town of Providence respect such circumstances, as they were only unfortunate for 

one. And she was accustomed to it. 

 The square that sat a hundred feet behind the courthouse could hardly hold half of 

Providence in the dry season. Farmers and traders from the outskirts of town had sneaked in 

early that morning to claim the available ground view, leaving only a small walkway for further 

entry. It was a well-worn path of red clay, one on which no righteous soul would dare tread. 

Consequently, though in slight protest, the remaining townsfolk were forced to climb to the tops 

of adjacent roofs to get a fair look. In truth, everyone was quite happy with the situation. 

As the sun rose to its peak, the rooftop spectators could see the shimmering waves of the 

bay behind the gallows erected in the center of square. The ground level masses had surrounded 

the platform so closely that they could count the threads on the noose. To a distant eye, it looked 

as though the town was amid a great revival, its citizens pining to hear the emotional pleadings 

of a traveling evangelist, but they were much too proud for that. Across the square, budding 

conversations filled the air with a loud drone. Acquaintances shouted across roofs and over 

heads, relaying news of their families. Friends exchanged the latest gossip on every resident of 

Providence bold enough to live in plain sight. Adulterers mentioned thieves, liars told of the 

ruthless, and sinners spoke of the profane. It was a prime social gathering. 



 Not long after the spectators were settled, church bells signaling one o’clock echoed from 

the center of Providence. The chattering crowd was hushed by its vibrations. They turned and 

stared at the courthouse door in anticipation. She would see judgement soon. The lock clanked 

and the hinges creaked. Sheriff Thomas appeared, filling the entire door frame. He strode 

outside, smug and triumphant before the town. Just behind him hid Betsy Brown, filthy and 

trembling. She was crowned with a nest of braided hair from which stray strands fell, tickling her 

face. Her bare feet stood on the tattered ends of her dress. Her eyes were tired, weary of waiting, 

and her back slumped under the weight of a thousand unforgiven sins. Sheriff Thomas turned, 

grabbed Betsy’s cuffs, and forced her into the bright sun.  

 Though she was unaccustomed to the light, she could make out a silent sea of people 

neatly parted along two sides of a path, each body having to press against four others to allow 

room. There was just enough width between the two groups to prevent anyone the displeasure of 

having to touch her as she passed. Betsy had only a moment to behold the hundreds of people so 

eager to see her dead. Some she thought she had known once, but that could never be true. She 

saw only malice and contempt in their eyes. Without warning, the sheriff interjected her 

pondering with a sharp blow to the shoulder. Betsy staggered forward into the manmade 

corridor. Her audience was no longer afraid to speak. 

 Silence became a murmur, then a chant, a roar, and a complete riot. “Murderer!” 

“Damned to Hell!” “Thief!” “Unholy Wretch!” “Filthy Harlot!” Insults, taunting, and 

accusations continuously flowed from all sides, yet no one could agree on her crime. She was 

goaded forward again and again. By guilt? Brute force? The sheriff? Betsy couldn’t tell the 

difference anymore. She struggled to flee her own death march but only stumbled, inciting more 

vicious laughter. She lay in the red mud, tears forming in her eyes, but after kick from Sheriff 



Thomas, she lifted her head. Sunlight entered Betsy’s eyes, blinding her for a moment. When her 

sight returned, she forced herself up and began to walk as confidently toward the gallows as a 

condemned woman could. The crowd’s shouting became indiscernible. She stopped flinching 

when spit hit her face. The merciless humiliation no longer phased her. She was guilty; she knew 

that much for certain, but she was not nor would she ever be alone. Such a small piece of truth 

was her shield, her weapon. She strode past her accusers and climbed the steps to the gallows, 

Sheriff Thomas struggling to keep up. 

 On the platform, Betsy came into the view of all, trapped between the crowd below and 

the rooftop watchers above. The incessant jeering quickly ceased out of respect for the sheriff. It 

was his time to speak. After releasing Betsy’s cuffs, he positioned himself beside the gallows, 

assumed a pompous stance, and cleared his throat. But before he could get a word out, Betsy 

walked onto the trap door and slowly slipped her head inside the noose. She stood firm beside 

the sheriff, staring out at her judge, jury, and executioner with matchless scrutiny. The whole 

town averted their eyes, suddenly uncomfortable and guilty. It must have been the will of God 

that had wrapped the rope around Betsy’s neck and not one of their own. Sheriff Thomas sensed 

the apprehension and hurriedly turned to the crowd to speak. 

 “Today, the seventh of July in the year of our Lord 1840, you shall witness the hanging 

of Betsy Brown, whose actions against our Lord and Savior, as well as our noble town of 

Providence, have brought inexcusable suffering. She has engaged in salacious, unholy acts and 

corrupted the godly citizens of Providence! She has made an abomination of herself! Thanks to 

my apprehension of this criminal, Providence will soon suffer no more at the hands of such a 

wicked woman!” 

 Cheers and applause erupted across the square. The sheriff paused to bathe in the mob’s 



praises. He glanced over at Betsy, whose gaze had not wavered. He assumed she was trying to 

imbue the townspeople with guilt but, in reality, she was merely deliberating her next course of 

action. 

 “Betsy Brown,” Sheriff Thomas continued, “is charged with three counts of…” 

 “Do Lord, Oh do Lord, Oh do remember me,” Betsy sang, interrupting the sheriff’s tirade 

of her crimes. The crowd was confused and taken by surprise, murmuring their disdain to one 

another. 

“Do Lord, Oh do Lord, Oh do remember me.” 

 Her voice was smooth and melodic, worthy of an audience. It projected throughout all of 

Providence, reaching every ear able to hear. She had only remembered this single hymn from her 

short time in church as a child. 

“Do Lord, Oh do Lord, Oh do remember me.” 

Everyone became increasingly horrified. She had no business singing God’s praises after 

what she had done. It was blasphemy! Sheriff Thomas was even more appalled. Who cared about 

the formalities anymore? He couldn’t stand to hear Betsy’s piercing voice any longer. He 

stumbled toward the lever that released the trapdoor and took hold of it. 

“Way beyond the blue.” 


