Brentsville, Va., 4 March 1839

Commonwealth vs Landon a Slave, Convicted & sentenced to Death
Accession#43151

Virginia Governors Executive Papers – David Campbell


Virginia, Prince William County to Wit: Be it remembered that John Gibson, attorney for the Commonwealth for the County of Prince William cometh here into court this fourth day of March eighteen hundred and thirty nine, into a special court of the Commonwealth of Oyer and Terminer, composed of the Justices of the Peace for the county aforesaid duly organized according to the provisions of the act of the General Assembly of Virginia in such case made and provided for the trial of slaves charged with treason or felony, and for the said Commonwealth giveth the court to understand and be informed that a certain negro man slave named Landon late of the county aforesaid, the property of one Williams Bowers of the County of Fauquier on the tenth day of February in the year aforesaid not having the fear of God before his eyes, but being moved and seduced by the instigation of the Devil, with force and arms at the County aforesaid and within the jurisdiction of this court, did feloniously, willfully, and maliciously set fire to the Jail of the County of Prince William, situated in the Town of Brentsville against the peace and dignity of the Commonwealth and against the form of the act of the general assembly of Virginia in such case made and provided.







John Gibson attorney for the Commonwealth

 





for the County Court of Prince William

(Record sent to Governor – Prisoner convicted & sentenced to death on the 4th Friday in April next)

Virginia, 

Prince William County Court, March 4th 1839.


The Court proceeded as a court of Oyer and Terminer to the trial of Landon, negro man Slave the property of William Bower charged with felony (the called Court heretofore summoned having failed to meet) William T. French Esquire was assigned counsel for the Prisoner. And the Attorney for the Commonwealth came into court and filed an information against the said Landon in these words, to wit:

Prince William County to Wit:


Be it remembered that John Gibson attorney for the Commonwealth for the County of Prince William, cometh here into Court this fourth day of March eighteen hundred and thirty nine, into a Special Court of the Commonwealth of Oyer and Terminer, composed of the Justices of the Peace for the County aforesaid, duly organized, according to the provisions of the act of the General Assembly of Virginia in such case made, and provided for the trial of Slaves, charged with treason or felony, and for the said Commonwealth giveth the Court to understand and be informed that a certain Negro man Slave named Landon, late of the County aforesaid, the property of one William Bowers of the County of Fauquier, on the tenth day of February in the year aforesaid, not having the fear of God before his eyes, but being moved and seduced by the instigation of the Devil, with force and arms at the County aforesaid and within the jurisdiction of this Court, did feloniously, willfully and maliciously, set fire to the jail of the County of Prince William, situated in the Town of Brentsville against the peace and dignity of the Commonwealth and against the form of the Act of the General Assembly of Virginia in such case made and provided.








John Gibson attorney








for the Commonwealth








in the County Court for 








Prince William County


And upon the information aforesaid the said Slave Landon was arraigned and upon his arraignment, pleaded not guilty, and for his trial put himself upon God and this Court, And the Court proceeded to examine sundry witnesses for the Commonwealth; On consideration whereof, the Court are unanimously of opinion, that the said slave Landon is guilty of the offence, with which he stands charged. This therefore considered and ordered by the Court, that he be remanded to jail, the place from whence he came, and there remain until the day of his Execution, and from thence, takin to the place of Execution and hanged by the neck until he be dead, on the fourth Friday in April next, between the hours of 10 o’clock in the morning and 4 o’clock in the afternoon of that day.


And the Court are of opinion that the said slave Landon is worth $900. And the Court recommends the said Slave Landon to the mercy of the Executive.


The following was the evidence taken in this case Commonwealth vs Landon for burning the jail of Prince William County.
Commonwealth vs Landon

Summary of the evidence.

Wm. S. Fewell sworn to give evidence in behalf of the Commonwealth stated as follows:

On the morning after the servant was put in jail Sunday morning; I proposed to Mr. Purcell that we should go over and look at the Negro – do not recollect the hour – met with Mr. Evans – went into the jail – got to the head off the stairway. I recollect I first called to him and he remarked that there was a house on fire and on being questioned as to where the fire was, remarked that he did not know – that the old man supposed to be the man taken out of jail the evening before, said he intended to set a house on fire that night – He said he thought he heard a fire some where – he said this way, but witness did not know where, as he could not see prisoner – went down stairs to see where the fire was, and some one opened the door of the adjoining room – after asking Mr. Clifford the jailor for the key – The room adjoining was unoccupied and the key in the door. The prisoner was in the front room – and the fire was supposed to have communicated there – The witness discovered no signs of fire until the adjoining room door was opened of the adjacent room – The witness can not say that there were no signs of burning there before – He saw evidence of fire having been once applied by accident or otherwise but does not know when. He says that prisoner denied having set jail on fire and remarked that if he did it must have been accidental, that he smoked his pipe and then went to sleep – Saw nothing of handkerchief.

T. M. Farrow’s Testimony


On the day the prisoner was committed the witness was not present – he came in that evening and examined the room – I discovered there was a place burned in the centre of the room or nearly so, but I took no notice of that – he then examined the place where the fire was supposed to have been communicated – he did not discover the burnt place before that he recollects of – Witness is Deputy Sheriff and had occasion to visit jail frequently – he discovered there had been a piece of cotton or silk burned in the hole – could not say which – This was discovered in the room where the fire was communicated – On the day set apart for call Court I went to examine and found some coarse linen – partly burned linen cloth, this was discovered by running a stick down into the hole which had been burned – The piece or roll was about the size of a walnut.


Prisoner said to Servant Woman who questioned him in hearing of witness, that he did not set the house on fire – that it must have caught from the coal in his pipe, but anyone in jail would try to get out – Prisoner had a bundle of clothes in room with him – Coat &c. – The window had been prized at in the room where prisoner was and the facing started – Witness will say that prisoner did it.


J. A. Evans acting in behalf of Commonwealth proves the facts as stated by William Fewell.


Overton a colored man Slave charged and sworn says – In the morning about one half an hour by sun, Sunday Morning, I passed by the door of Jail and prisoner asked for coal of fire to light his pipe – Witness asked him if he could not wait until after breakfast – Prisoner said he could, after breakfast he gave him the fire by permission of the Jailor who first objected and afterwards assented – which day was the Sunday on which the Jail was fired – Mr. Clifford says about 7 o’clock, he was in the room, when Overton came into his room and asked for fire to light the pipe of prisoner – The Servant took coal of fire to the prisoner – about one hour and a half afterwards the witness says that the Gentlemen Messrs Evans, Fewell and Purcell came to the jail to see prisoner – Mr. Fewell then sent to witness for Key – supposed the jail had been on fire sometime – Thinks more than half an hour – The room where he was locked and there was little appearance of fire elsewhere.


Mr. J. F. Reid witness in behalf of the Commonwealth says, as soon as he heard the alarm of fire, he went to the Jail and entered the room adjoining the one where prisoner was and saw fire burning in the ceiling – he directed some hands in applying water to extinguish the flames – and think from appearances that the fire originated in the room of prisoner, do not think that the fire could have been communicated by anyone except somebody in the room where prisoner was. 

The Following is a copy of the Warrant:

To James Purcell a Constable of Prince William County to Wit:


Whereas George W. Clifford of the County of Prince William aforesaid, hath this day made complaint upon oath, to me John Fitzhugh one of the Commonwealth Justices of the Peace, for the County aforesaid, that on this 10th day of February 1839, the Public Jail of Prince William County, in the Town of Brentsville, was willfully and maliciously set on fire, and burnt and that he hath just cause to suspect and doth suspect that a certain Negro Slave named Landon now confined in said Jail as a runaway, and supposed, to be the property of William Bower of the County of Fauquier, did feloniously willfully and maliciously set fire to and burn the said Jail.


These are therefore, in the name of the Commonwealth, to require you immediately, to apprehend the said Landon, and to bring him before me or some other justice of the peace for the said county, to be examined concerning the premises wherewith he is suspected. Given under my hand and seal this 10th day of February 1839.






Jno Fitzhugh J.P. (SEAL)

The following is a copy of the Mittimus

Prince William County to Wit:

To the Sheriff or any Constable of the said County and to the keeper of the Jail of the said County. These are to command you the said Sheriff or Constable in the name of the Commonwealth to convey and deliver into the custody of the said keeper, of the said jail, the body of Landon a Negro supposed to be a runaway, the property of Wm. Bower, charged before me with setting on fire and burning the Jail of Prince William County – And you the said jailor, are hereby required to receive the said Landon into your jail and custody and him there safely keep, till he shall thence be discharged by due course of law. Given under my hand and seal this 10th day of February in the year 1839, and in the 63rd year of the Commonwealth.







Jno Fitzhugh  J. P. (SEAL)

