
Delaware as the First State has a dark page in its history of 
criminal justice. It was the last U.S. state to abolish an ancient, 
barbaric form of corporal punishment.  In the side yard of the 
Old Sussex County Courthouse stands the remnant of the Sussex 
Whipping Post.  Originally located in the yard of the old County 
Jail on the Circle, it was one of three pillory/whipping post struc-
tures—one for each county.

    
This form of punishment was a relic of a colonial justice system 

brought over from England. The first recorded flogging in New 
Castle was in1654 when the Three Counties on the Delaware still 
belonged to Pennsylvania.  Marcus Jacobsen aka Long Finn was 
whipped for “seditious utterances against British rule”, branded 
with an “R” and sold into slavery to Barbados.   The whipping post 
and pillory were first sanctioned under Delaware law in 1717.  In 
place of incarceration, criminals were often sentenced to corporal 
punishments, such as standing in the pillory, flogging, branding, ears cut off, any combination of 
these, including fines. 

Offenses that warranted the whipping post and/or pillory included forgery, counterfeiting, embez-
zlement, larceny, rape, fornication, stealing a horse or mule, wife beating, burning public buildings, 
breaking and entering, attempted murder, poisoning, maiming, perjury, destroying legislative bills, 
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By Sandie Gerken

Growing up in Harbeson during the 1930’s and 40’s, 
Joe and hung around the airport in Rehoboth. They

washed planes, got a job “sweeping up”, then traded 
more work for flying lessons. In 9 th grade, Joe took 
his first airplane ride in a J-3 Cub, and he continued 
to work delivering milk to the Georgetown Airport 
each morning at 4am. Once the sun came up, he 
could watch the Navy trainers practice carrier land-
ings and “snatch guys up of the ground by a hook”. 
The trainers flew over the Delaware Bay from their 
home at Cape May County Naval Air Station in Wild-
wood, New Jersey. In 1943 the 23 rd Carrier Aircraft 
Service Unit was stationed in Georgetown, so Joe 
was able to watch the Grumman TBF-1 Avenger, the 
Navy carrier-based torpedo bomber practice its land-

ings. And he watched the Curtiss 2B2C dive bomber 
practice bombing near the marshlands adjacent to 
the Georgetown Airport. Joe’s high school years were 
filled with days of work at both airports.

Pioneer Fish Spotter
As a high school student, Joe was already flying 

and being paid to do it! He flew over the Delaware 
Bay and along the Atlantic Coast in Stinson aircraft 
owned by Rehoboth Airport, looking for schools 
of Menhaden fish. Later the planes were owned by 
Lewes Mayor Otis Smith who also ran his family’s 
fish products company. Joe’s task was to identify the 
blackish stains on the water’s surface as Menhaden, 

From Sweeping Floors to Dusting Fields 
Joe Hudson is the 

“Dean of Delaware Crop Dusters”

continued on page 2

continued on page 2

Red Hannah, the Delaware Bride
History of the WHIPPING POST

Amazing Entrepreneurs of Sussex County

Painting of Joe Hudson by Abraxas Hudson, courtesy of Joanne Guilfoil

By Joanne Guilfoil

Courtesy of Corbit Calloway Memorial 
Library DelMarVa Collection
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and others. Women, men, even children 
were subject to these penalties.  Most 
were poor people, more blacks than 
whites.   The name “Red Hannah” became 
a euphemism for the whipping post as 
the Kent County wooden post was origi-
nally painted red.  Being manacled with 
arms around the post, one was said to 
have hugged “Red Hannah”. It was also 
known as the “Delaware Bride”. With face 
against the post, one “kissed” the Bride.

Much publicity over the decades cen-
tered on the barbarity of the whipping 
post in Delaware.  In 1794, Gunning 
Bedford was the first governor to advo-
cate abandoning the whipping post. 
Citizens petitioned lawmakers to repeal 
the practice in 1819. Throughout the 
19th century, the legislature clung to the 
past and ignored reformers clamoring 
to have this ancient penalty removed. 
The modern concept of penitentiary 
rehabilitation fell on deaf ears.  Indeed, 
a large “workhouse” prison was built in 
1899 near Price’s Corner in Wilmington.  
However, the prevailing opinion was 
that the post and pillory were the most 
economical forms of punishment and 
“an eye for an eye”, so to speak. Many 
whippings after 1900 were inflicted at 
this facility for all three counties. Kent 
and Sussex kept their posts at the ready 
for use when needed.  

 Some progress was made. In 1883, 
flogging was prohibited for juveniles.  
The whipping of any female was out-
lawed in 1889. The pillory was abolished 
in 1905.  By 1930, the use of the whip-
ping post was left entirely to the discre-
tion of the courts.  In 1935, the number 
of crimes for which lashes could be 
ordered was reduced. A law was passed 
to forbid any photography of a whip-
ping.  By 1962, there were still 24 crimes 
punishable by flogging.

A notable whipping in Sussex County 
occurred in June 1822 when Joe John-
son, the son-in-law of the infamous Patty 
Cannon, was convicted of kidnapping 
free Negroes.  He was sentenced to 39 
lashes, 1 hour in the pillory, and the soft 

part of his ears cut off.  The punishment 
was carried out with the exception of 
cutting the ears, which was rescinded 
by the Governor. 

Another Sussex flogging  of note 
occurred in April 1890 when three 
white men, convicted of horse stealing, 
were given 20 lashes each “on the bare 
back, well laid on”.  About 1000 people 
jostled for a good view behind ropes 
placed around the area. The flogging 
was done with a “gad”, or stout hickory 
stick, bringing welts on the backs, but 
drawing no blood. It was said that the 
men were from good Sussex families. In 
October 1897, four prisoners were pun-
ished in public in Georgetown.  J. Mason, 

the only white man, stood in the pillory 
for 1 hour and received 3 years in prison 
for attempted murder.  J. Hopkins stole 
a watch and got 10 lashes, $18 restitu-
tion and 6 months jail time. G. Clendan-
iel stood 1 hour in the pillory, took 20 
lashes, was fined $150 restitution and 
4 years in jail for stealing and killing a 
horse.  For felonious assault, I. Wiltbank 
got 30 lashes, 1 hour pillory, $500 fine, 
and 6 years in jail. 

A large crowd of 2000 persons 
attended the whipping of 5 prisoners in 
Georgetown in February 1932 for crimes 
of larceny.   In April of 1941, Albert Coles 
was sentence to 5 years in jail and 10 
lashes for attempted robbery and assault 
on Dagsboro storekeeper, Edward Hick-

man. He was apprehended before he 
could get away with the money bag.  

The last whipping in Sussex was in 
1950 when two brothers were lashed 
for stealing chickens.  

The whipping post was last used on 
June 16, 1952 in New Castle County. A 
young man, John Barbieri received 20 
lashes and 6 years in prison for beating 
a woman while breaking into her home.  
(He later sued the News Journal in 1961 
for naming him in a news article.  He 
claimed humiliation and violation of his 
rights of privacy.)  No further whippings 
were imposed after 1952.  

The last time a man was sentenced to 
be whipped was in 1962 when Superior 
Court Judge Stewart Lynch imposed 20 
lashes on Franklin Cannon Jr., a 19 year 
old white man, for parole violation. In 
frustration over the convict’s recurrent 
larcenies, Lynch resorted to the order, 
believing the extreme punishment 
would reform the criminal.  The sentence 
was never carried out. Governor Carvel 
felt that an appeal in the court system for 
such a case would make a global laugh-
ingstock of Delaware, so he quickly com-
muted the sentence to imprisonment.

It wasn’t until 1972 when Governor 
Russell Peterson eliminated whipping 
as judicial corporal punishment from 
the criminal code of Delaware. Governor 
Charles Terry had appointed a commit-
tee in 1965 to make a comprehensive 
revision of an overloaded criminal code. 
State Senator Mike Castle sponsored the 
bill that was adopted and presented to 
Governor Peterson, who signed it into 
law on July 6, 1972.  This law made his-
tory for the whipping post was left out, 
thus ending over 300 years of mandated 
floggings.  No hordes of press or pho-
tographers witnessed the historic event 
at the state conference center, Buena 
Vista.  The archaic punishment quietly 
passed out of Delaware law.  Overlooked 
was one final law that allowed whipping 
for defacing a legislative bill, which was 
finally removed in 1986.  

In 1975, a petition was circulated to 
reinstate the whipping post, but fell 
short of the necessary signatures.   
In 1989, a Senate bill proposed the 
return of the “lash” to deter drug 
crimes. Senate Bill 257 included 
up to 40 lashes for dealing hard 
drugs. It died in debate in 1990, but 
emphasized the frustration with 
drug trafficking in Delaware.

We cannot be proud that it took 
over 300 years to be rid of the whip-
ping post. It is fitting that we allow 
this chapter of Delaware’s history to 
fade into obscurity.
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The History of the Whipping Post  continued from page 1
Author and Genealogist, Sandie 

Gerken lives in Dagsboro, DE. As a 
native Sussex Countian, local history is 
one of her passions. Retired now, she 
devotes her time to genealogy research 
(her greatest passion since 1978), 
watercolor painting, grandchildren, 
soccer for kids with disabilities, books, 
and things creative 
and historical.   She 
recently authored the 
book Memories of the 
Clayton Theatre as a 
fundraiser to help the 
Clayton go digital. She 
is now exploring her writing skills with 
local history articles for High Tide News.
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