
XXIV HISTORY OF SAN FEANCISCO.

had boldly robbed a store, during the evening, and having been tried by the Committee,

was taken to the place named, and executed betweeu one and two o'clock in the

morning. It was a solemn scene, and one which they who witnessed it, can never

forget. Nothing less than a full connction that the courts of the city were entirely

incapable of punishing crime, and that some terrible example of justice was needed

to check the wholesale disorders which were still increasing, could reconcile law-

abiding people to the act. The majority decided for, or acquiesced in the action of

the Committee, and the deed was done. But the police and some private citizens

endeavored to prevent it. Their numbers were not sufficient to effect a rescue. The

crowd had indorsed the finding of the Committee's sentence, and were ready to assist

in its execution. The thousands of the multitude swaying to and fro in the excitement

of that scene in the darkness, the quiet determination of the Committee, the callous-

ness of the prisoner, the dreadful sight of a human being swinging from a beam,

indistinctly seen between the eyes of the gazer and the dim horizon, all these formed

a picture which made an instantaneous impression upon the memory, like the action

of light upon the daguerreotype plate, but unlike it, one which cannot be erased.

It was hoped by many that this summary punishment of crime would check the career

of the desperadoes within the city, especially as threats had been made by some of

them to burn it again. It appears however not to have proved entirely efiiective.

For on the morning of June 22d, just as the bells were ringing the hour for worship

—

it was Sunday—their invitations to prayer and praise, were suddenly changed to the

clangor of a fire alarm. The hour of the sixth great fire had come. It commenced

near the corner of Pacific and Powell Streets—undoubtedly the work of an incendi-

ary—and within four hours, about fourteen blocks were in ashes. The destruction of

property amounted to three or four millions of dollars.

At the previous fire every newspaper establishment in the city, except that of the

" Alta California," had been entirely, or partially destroyed. At this, that office

shared a similar fate. Coming so soon upon the destruction of the May fire, this

conflagration was a very disheartening one. But the life and energy of the people

soon arose above even this stunning blow, and although some were financially ruined

and disheartened, there were others who gathered up hope and energy even from the

ashes, and commenced the world anew. Yet it was a longer time than ever before,

ere new buildings covered the desolate track made by this tornado of fire. Since

then there have been numberless fires, but none to rank with the six already named.

The best Fire Department in the world has saved the city from such misfortunes.

The Vigilance Committee executed James Stuart, previously mentioned, on the

11th of July, and on the 24th of August re-captured two men— Whittaker and

McEenzie—who had been taken from them by the authorities and locked up in the

County Jail, and hung them within twenty minutes from the time they were taken

from the Jail. In about two weeks from that date the Committee suspended their

operations, having hung four men, shipped away quite a number of other bad char-

acters, and frightened from the city many more. Robberies, assaults, thefts and

crimes generall}" had become less frequent, and comparative quiet now ruled in the

city. Those only who had been residents during the previous reign of terror, could

correctly judge of the action of the Committee. Had the courts been what they

should have been, it never would have existed.


