






in his hands which he flourished and 
swore he was going to have a man for 
supper. Without loss of time, I got my 
loaf of bread, fearing that I might pos
sibly be the man he wanted for his eve
ning meal. I had never before seen 
Phillips drunk. He seemed to be a man 
of more than ordinary intelligence, and 
when not at work was usually reading. 
After supper I went to Myer's saloon to 
see the crowd. I had been there but a 
few minutes when Phillips came in. The 
experience I had just had with the man 
caused me to notice him particularly. 
He came inside the door, stood a short 
time and looked around the saloon, at no 
time saying anything. About four feet 
from Phillips was a young Scotsman by 
the name of McNab sitting upon an up
ended barrel quietly smoking a common 
briarwood pipe. Phillips approached 
him and said, "You've got my pipe." 

McNab, taking the pipe from his mouth 
and holding it in his hand, said, "You 
are mistaken, my friend, this is my pipe. 
I bought it and paid six bits for it." 

Phillips repeated, "You've got my pipe. 
Give me my pipe." 

As McNab did not comply with his re
quest, Phillips said, "God damn you, 
give me my pipe!" Then he plunged his 
sheath knife into McNab's chest, pierc
ing his heart. I was standing not more 
than six feet from McNab when Phillips 
struck the blow, and I plainly saw all 
that occurred and heard all words spoken 
by them. 

Myers, the proprietor, seeing that 
Phillips was creating a disturbance, 
but in the noise and confusion of the 
dense crowd, not knowing he had stabbed 
McNab, began to strike Phillips in 
regular pugilistic fashion, knocking him 
down several times and giving him 
serious punishment. The saloon was 
crowded and the windows had been raised 
for ventilation. After having fought 
for a few minutes, they came to an open 
window, and Phillips, seizing the oppor
tunity to escape, jumped out the window 
and disappeared into the darkness. 
During the fight between Myers and 
Phillips, all eyes were centered on them 
and no attention at all was paid to 
McNab except by those immediately by him. 
When the fight was over, they found 
McNab on the floor dying. He lived 
about twenty minutes after being struck. 
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All were eager now to catch Phillips. 
Two men were sent down the trail toward 
the Klamath River and two others up the 
trail toward the summit of the mountain. 
Each pair was to travel as fast as pos
sible and after having gone two miles, 
to select a favorable place to watch 
the trail. The two who went down the 
trail secreted themselves at a point 
where a steep shoulder of the mountain 
reached down to the trail and the creek 
below. They had watched about an hour 
when tney heard the brush breaking below 
them and occasionally caught glimpses 
of some moving, struggling thing. 

In the darkness of the night, intensi
fied as it was by the high mountain mass 
above them, it was difficult to determine 
whether the object they saw approaching 
was a wild animal or a human being. 
Having made certain it was a man, they 
sprang upon him and found he was 
Phillips. The beating given him by 
Myers had nearly closed his eyes which, 
with the darkness of the night, made it 
impossible for him to follow the narrow 
mountain trail. They bound his hands 
behind him and brought him back to the 
camp where they put him in a cabin and 
placed a guard over him. 

�~
�b�o�u�t� ten o'clock the next day, a 

· crier with a bell was sent along 
�~�1� the creek summoning the miners to 
meet forthwith to decide what disposi
tion should be made of Phillips. About 
noon, nearly all the miners on the creek 
had assembled at the camp where the 
whole matter was discussed. Men wanted 
to hang him forthwith without any trial, 
but the majority were determined to give 
him a fair opportunity to make a defense. 
Many of the latter class were in favor 
of delivering him to the legal authori
ties to be dealt with in the legal 
manner. We knew we were in California, 
but were uncertain as to whether we were 
in Siskiyou or Del Norte County. It was 
argued that, if we took him to Yreka, 
the county seat of Siskiyou County, we 
might be told that the crime had been 
committed in Del Norte County and, on 
the other hand, if we took him to 
Crescent City, the county seat of Del 
Norte County, we might find the crime 
had been committed in Siskiyou County; 
and under these uncertain conditions, 
none of the witnesses was willing 
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John S. Huffer, who wib1essed the killing uad wrote the story. 

MAY 1986 27 



to travel to either of the county seats. 
It was getting late in the afternoon 

and no definite conclusion had been 
reached when a resolution was passed 
substantially to this effect: that a 
court be organized to try Phillips by 
then and there electing a presiding 
judge with the power to appoint the 
officers of the court and attorney to 
defend Phillips and to make a list of 
fifty names from which a jury was to 
be drawn to try the case. The resolu
tion also provided that the trial was 
to be conducted as nearly as possible 
in accordance with the laws of the 
State of California. 

A presiding judge was elected and 
immediately entered upon the discharge 
of the duties of his office by the 
appointment of the officers of the 
court and the preparation of a jury 
list from which twelve jurors were 
selected by lot. He set the trial for 
nine o'clock the next morning. At the 
time appointed, the trial began. 

~rrw he evidence on behalf of the 
!~ people was substantially given 
' as related previously, the writer 

being one of the principal witnesses. 
Phillips' only defense was that, at the 
time he committed the deed, he was in
sane from the effects of excessive 
drink and did not know what he was 
doing at the time of the act. The jury 
didn't think this defense adequate and 
returned a verdict of guilty of murder 
in the first degree. 

After the reading of the verdict, the 
judge asked Phillips if he had anything 
to say \vhy sentence should not be passed 
upon him. In response, he repeated 
what he had said at the trial, that he 
had been insane from excessive drink 
at the time he struck McNab and did not 
know at the time what he was doing. 
The judge, having asked _if that was all 
he had to say and Phillips having 
answered that it was, ordered him to 
stand, and upon Phillips having done 
so, told him that they had all endeavored 
to give him a fair trial and every op
portunity to produce evidence in his 
behalf, but that the only defense he 
was able to make was that of insanity 
caused by the excessive use of alcohol, 
a defense which the jury very properly 
decided was insufficient, and thereupon, 
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he pronounced his judgment which, in 
substance, was as follows: 

It is the judgment of this court 
that you be taken hence and securely 
confined and guarded, and that, 
tomorrow morning, at ten o'clock 
you be taken to the place to be 
prepared for your execution and 
then and there be hanged by the 
neck until you are dead. 

May God have mercy on your soul. 

arly in the morning of the day 
set for the execution, the sheriff 

~~~was busy preparing a place for it. 
There was a large oak tree on the bar 
which had wide-spreading branches. One 
of these limbs was selected. A rope 
was attached to it with a hangman's noose 
at the lower end. A three-legged stool 
seven feet high was made with a plat
form about three feet square at the 
top. There were steps to reach the top 
of the stool. Two strong men were 
selected by the sheriff, who at a given 
signal were to jerk the stool from under 
him. 

It was a beautiful morning in June and 
the sun was just beginning to send its 
rays over the crest of the mountain, 
into the canyon. It was the appointed 
hour of 10 o'clock and Phillips was 
led to the place of execution. He was 
assisted to the top of the stool, and 
then asked if he had anything to say 
before he died. I cannot, of course, 
remember all that Phillips said in his 
dying speech, but I do remember the 
general import of it and also much of 
the language used, because no experience 
in my early life had left on my mind 
such a vivid, terrible and lasting im
pression. 

He began by saying it seemed strange 
and unbelievable that he should be 
standing before his fellow men as a 
condemned murderer; as nearly as I can 
recall, he continued: "I had no enmity 
against Mac. He had never harmed me. 
I was just crazy from excessive drink
ing. I was raised by a good and wise 
mother who often warned me against the 
use of intoxicating liquors. I followed 
her advice until after I left home to 
learn the baker's trade, when I began 
to associate with young men who drank, 
and soon began to drink with them. The 
habit grew on me and I occasionally got 
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drunk. I came to California in the gold 
excitement and here, in the mines, I got 
drunk very often. I. have only one favor 
to ask of you men. In my cabin you will 
find my valise and in it letters from my 
mother and in them you will discover her 
address. I beg and pray that you do not 
write to her or let her know that her boy 
whom she loved so much has been hanged 
for murder. It will be much better for 
her never to hear of me again. I have 
nothing more to say. My God have mercy 
on my soul!" 

The rope was then adjusted about his 
neck and a handkerchief tied over his 
head. Upon a signal from the sheriff, 
the stool was jerked from under him. The 
miners made a rude coffin and we buried 
him on a little bench on the mountain 
side in a cluster of giant pines beside 
the man he murdered. 

ifty years have passed since I 
heard Phillips' dying speech. I 
have not forgotten and never shall 

forget that scene. I can still see 

Phillips standing on that rudely con
structed stool with the rope around his 
neck, surrounded by three hundred sturdy 
and determined miners. When he came to 
that portion of his speech relating to 
his mother, tears flowed freely over 
his bruised and blackened face, and 
there were many others in that audience 
whose eyes were not dry. 

A short time ago I revisited Indian 
Creek. I went to the site of the little 
town where the miners had worked. There 
were only piles of boulders bleaching in 
the sun. There was no sound of the 
miner's pick. No habitation. All was 
silent and deserted. Nearly all the 
men who witnessed Phillips' tragic trial 
have passed to the other side. I went 
up to the little bench on the slope of 
the mountain and found, in the ground 
among the pines, two indentations. 
These were the graves of the murderer 
and the murdered. Here, side by side, 
they lay with the sound of the falling 
waters and the sighing of the pines 
their only requiem. 

John H. Huffer~ Sr. 

19, 1986. Thursday, one day. 
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a.m. Depart Jacksonville on our 
private motor coach (restroom 
equipped and air conditioned) 
for Collier State Park for 
coffee break (bring your own). 

Noon: Much of the old part of Happy 
Camp is gone, but this trip 
should give us impressions of 
life in and travel to this 
wilderness supply point of 
northern California. 

5:00p.m. (Approx.) Arrive, Jacksonville. 
PRICE: $16. Bring your own coffee break 

goodies and picnic lunch. In 
case of cancellation, $2 
refundable. 

For reservations call 899-1847, 
Extension 222, Marjorie 

' " 
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The Briggs family: NeZZie (Angle), Monte, BiZZy, Dad, Lou (MoNair), Mother 

One of the more popular issues of the 
Tabl-e Rock 8ent1:nel was Volume 6, No. 1, 
which featured the humorous memoirs of 
Billy Briggs, a well-known Ashland attor
ney. His stories of his earlier years 
were so delightful, we used only a few 
pictures so the space could be devoted 
to his reminiscing. He recently sent us 
a clipping written by Gordon Rowntree, 
which appeared in a Vancouver, British 
Columbian Newspaper, The Citizen~ on 
February 6, 1980. Mr. Rowntree's column 
was devoted to Billy's brother, Monty, 
who at the age of 97 was still a great 
traveler and, like Billy, a humorist. 

The columist writes: 

The most del~ghtful experience of our 
California visit was the chance meeting 
with a couple who were celebrating their 
68th wedding anniversary. [They were] 
Julia, aged 90, and Monty Briggs, 97, 
who are full of fun, still travel [they 
took a cruise to the Orient two years 
ago] and enjoy life in a trailer court. 
Monty said the only thing that bothered 
him was an undertaker who dropped by 
twice a week for coffee "to see how they 
were doing." 
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Julia added, "We're afraid to visit 
Forest Lawn for fear they'll close the 
gates behind us." 

Monty mentioned having their stove 
repaired with the repairman having to 
move it out from the wall. "I should 
charge you an extra $12 but you're 
probably on a small pension, so I'll 
put it on somebody's bill who owns a 
Cadillac." 

After he left, Monty said, "Our Cadil
lac was being washed at the gas station." 

Talk turned to gold and Julia mentioned 
having a friend who had a gold chain 
with an ingot on it made from her hus
bands' gold teeth. I said, "Was there 
that much gold?" 

She said, "Well, she had more than 
one husband." 

What has kept them so young? Planning 
more trips. Monty wanted to drive his 
trailer to Alaska. He was born in 
St. Paul, Minnesota, leaving there at 
age nine, traveling by train, north to 
Winnipeg and then on to Vancouver to 
live in Portland. Monte remembered the 
big, pot-bellied stove in the vestibule 
of their rail car where his mother 
cooked their meals. I asked him what 
he remembered about his wedding day. 

"Just the shotgun in my back." 
Julie chuckled. 
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Photographs by Doug Smith. 

THE WILLOWS OPENING 

Gold Digger Ruth Anne 
Parrett tells Willows vis
itors about the family 
sitting room on opening 
weekend. 

During the 2 days, 387 
visitors toured the house 
and grounds, just 13 short 
of the possible total. 

All were thrilled with 
the house, its original 
furnishings and the beau
tiful grounds. 

~ 
~:;k~,; .t .... ..., \ 
\ i) :~- «:1 ~ 

>~t),~, .. LCDC FORCES TErWORARY WILLOWS CLOSING 
Shortly bef0re opening weekend at The Willows, the Society was 

notified that according to LCDC guidelines, museums were not permitted 
on land zoned for exclusive agricultural use. Since it was too late 
to cancel the opening weekend, we decided to proceed. However, the 
Board of Trustees has voted to close The Willows Farm Museum until a 
Conditional Use Permit can be processed through the Jackson County 
Planning Department. 

Since we don't know exactly how long this process will take, we 
have decided not to open the farm during May, and possibly in June. 
If the Jackson County Planning Department does not grant a Conditional 
Use Permit, the process could take years and cost thousands of dollars 
in legal expenses. Let's hope this can be se·ttled successfully, "at 
home" since The Willows is so important to our heritage and economy. 
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"LIFE BEGINS AT 40" 
J:ime JY1atoush, the Society's Cur a tor of 

Exhibits, is shown with part of the 
"Life Begins At 40" exhibit featuring 
the history of your society. 

'Ihe exhibit opened on April 27 and will 
conti~e through most of the summer on 
the second floor of the Jacksonville 
Museum. 

We invite all of our members and 
friends to see this fine "story in 
picture and artifact." 

The museum is open Tuesday through 
Sunday from lOAM until 5PM until Memor
ial Day when it wil! be open during the 
same hours seven days each week. 

~ 
~· ~~ 
• ,"<;;;.., 
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ASHLAND RESIDENCES 

A pictorial review of Ash
land's architectural heritage 
will open at the Chappell-Swed
enburg House Museum in Ashland 
on Tuesday, May 6 and continue 
through September 30. 

The residence shown here is 
the Eddings-Provost House at 
364 Vista and is just one of 
more than 25 featured. 

The Chappell-Swedenburg 
is open Tuesday through Sa 
from lPM to SPM. 

We have chosen from the Soc
ieties best photographs and 
borrowed others to make certain 
we have a wonderful exhibit. 

Please join us! 

Photo by Doug Smith 

DON'T FORGET! 
Our 40th Anniversary Dinner and 

Annual Meeting will take place on 
Friday, May 16, 1986 at the Red 
Lion Inn in Medford. 

Cocktails are at 6:00PM with 
dinner at 7:00PM. The Annual 
Meeting and election will follow 
the Peggy Rubin's wonderful pro
gram, "When 4 0 Winters Shall Be
siege Thy Brow - A Birthday Greet
ing from Shakespeare to the SOHS." 
We will also bestow honorary life 
memberships and honor eight charter 
members of our Society still in the 
Rogue Valley. 

Election ballots will be distri
buted at the door to qualified 
members of record. Come and take 
part in the business of your Soc
iety! 

SEE YOU THERE! ! ! 
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