Their Confinement And Execution As
Recorded In The Letterbook Of John Frederick

When delving into history, one often finds powerful narratives that capture the
essence of humanity's triumphs and tragedies. The Letterbook of John Frederick
offers a remarkable insight into the lives of individuals who faced confinement
and execution, their stories seared into the pages of history. In this article, we will
explore the lives, struggles, and ultimate destinies of those whose tales

reverberated through time, as faithfully recorded by John Frederick.

Understanding John Frederick's Letterbook

John Frederick, an astute observer of his time, meticulously documented the
burdensome experiences of individuals under confinement. His letterbook, a
treasure trove of narratives, presents a vivid account of the horrors faced by

those shackled in the clutches of the law.

The depth of detail contained in the letterbook allows us to immerse ourselves in
the lives of the persecuted. Their daily routines, emotions, and the haunting
anticipation of their fate all come alive through Frederick's poignant words. It is
through these stories that we can gain insight into the complexities of their lives

and the injustices they were subjected to.
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The Personal Tragedies of Confinement

Each individual trapped within the confines of a cell had a unique story, yet they
were bound by a shared reality - the ruthless grip of confinement. The letterbook
encompasses numerous accounts of the hardships these individuals faced during

their time in captivity.

One such poignant tale is that of Elizabeth Grey, a widow condemned for her
outspoken views. In a heart-wrenching letter to her family, Elizabeth describes the
despair she experienced within prison walls. Her words evoke a sense of longing
and anguish, revealing the immense toll confinement takes on one's sanity and

well-being.

Another tragic figure is William Turner, a talented artist accused of sedition. As his
days in confinement stretched into months, Turner poured his anguish onto the
prison walls, transforming them into a canvas of despair. Frederick's letters
chronicle Turner's gradual descent into darkness and serve as a testament to the

devastating effects confinement can have on the human spirit.

The Finality of Execution

For some, the story ended not with release from confinement, but with a final act
of ultimate barbarity - execution. John Frederick's letterbook spares no detail in
recounting the stark realities of these individuals' final moments, capturing the

essence of their courage and resilience as they faced an unyielding fate.
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The letter written by Mary Stevens, moments before she faced the gallows, lays
bare the immense valor and indomitable spirit that dwelled within her. Her words
reverberate through time, encapsulating the strength that emanates from one

facing their end with unwavering dignity.

A Legacy That Lingers

The tales of confinement and execution chronicled in John Frederick's letterbook
endure as a sobering reminder of the cruelty humans can inflict upon one
another. They bear witness to the sacrifices and injustice that defined a particular

era.

These stories serve as a link between past and present, reminding us of the
struggles faced by those who came before. Understanding their plight can prompt
us to reflect on our own society and ensure that the trials they endured were not
in vain. Their stories compel us to grapple with our own shortcomings and strive

for a more compassionate and just future.

John Frederick's Letterbook encapsulates the harrowing tales of individuals
trapped in confinement and ultimately executed. Through his meticulous
recordings, Frederick allows us to witness these individuals' lives, struggles, and
final moments. Their stories serve as a poignant reminder of the darkness within
human history and inspire us to create a better tomorrow where justice and

compassion prevail.
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On May 1, 1865, two weeks after Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, recently
inaugurated president Andrew Johnson appointed John Frederick Hartranft to
command the military prison at the Washington Arsenal, where the U.S.
government had just incarcerated the seven men and one woman accused of
complicity in the shooting. From that day through the execution of four of the
accomplices, the Pennsylvania-born general held responsibility for the most
notorious prisoners in American history. A strict adherent to protocol, Hartranft
kept a meticulously detailed account of his experiences in the form of a
letterbook. In The Lincoln Assassination Conspirators, noted Lincoln scholars
Edward Steers, Jr., and Harold Holzer, in partnership with the National Archives,
present this fascinating historical record for the first time with contextual materials
and expert annotations, providing a remarkable glimpse behind the scenes of the

assassination’s aftermath.

Hartranft oversaw every aspect of the prisoners’ daily lives, from making sure
they were fed and kept clean to ensuring that no one communicated with them
except on the written orders of Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton. In his
Letterbook, Hartranft scrupulously recounts the arrival of each prisoner and

describes the prison routine—which included three simple meals a day, a twice-
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daily cell inspection by Hartranft himself, and frequent physical examinations by
an army physician. The prisoners wore wrist and leg shackles and,
controversially, most of them wore special hoods designed to isolate them from

their surroundings.

When the conspirators’ trial began, the nation waited eagerly for news, and many
sought retribution against those they held responsible for the nation’s grief.
Hartranft resisted calls for both vengeance and mercy and continued to treat his
notorious charges as humanely as possible, facilitating meetings with clergy and
sending letters to and from family members. Yet, as his detached, detailed
description of the execution of four of the conspirators shows, he did not allow

emotion to impede the performance of his duty.

The legal and moral issues surrounding the conspirators’ trial —the extraordinary
use of military rather than civil justice, the treatment of the accused while
incarcerated, the fine line between swift and precipitous justice—remain volatile,
unsettled issues today. Hartranft’s keen observations, ably analyzed by historians
Steers and Holzer, will add a riveting new chapter to the story of Lincoln’s

assassination.
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