
Episode One:  The Life and Death of John Tuhi 

 

 
 

In Samson Occom’s journal entry for November 7, 1785, John Tuhy (Narragansett/Brothertown), is named as 
one of five “Trustees” for the fledgling Indian town of Brothertown in upstate New York.  Tuhy, also spelled Tuhi or 
Tuhie, was a prominent man in the community and served as a tribal Peacemaker from 1796 until his death in 1811.  
John and his wife Sarah had a son named Jeremiah (b 1768) who married Jerusha Charles (b 1772).   

 
On June 7, 1800, a son was born to Jeremiah and Jerusha whom they named John after his grandfather.   When 

John was two years of age, his father died.  When he was eleven, his grandfather died.  It was in his thirteenth year that 
John, suffering from the abuse and negligence of a usually-intoxicated mother, went to live with his grandmother who 
had procured the right from town authorities to raise him until he reached the age of 21.  His grandmother sent him to 
school, taught him about God, and treated him kindly.  John, however, longing for the reckless freedom and “spirituous 
liquors” so easily attainable at his mother’s house, returned home only three years later.  John had one brother, a bit 
over a year older than himself, by the name of Joseph.  While John and Joseph were used to quarreling, they also came 
to the other’s aid when needed.  Such was the case in the spring of 1816 when John, intoxicated once again, jumped a 
fence to “whip” a person who had used insulting language toward him.  When a third party went after John, who, being 
smaller was not likely to get the better end of the deal, Joseph jumped in to help his brother.  In December of 1816, John 
was involved in another altercation which resulted in his being convicted of assault and battery and spending nine days 
in prison until friends were able to pay his bail. 

 
A few months after his jail time, May 1st, 1817, the brothers had their last quarrel.  That day, they’d gone to the 

nearby town of Clinton with their parents; all of them drinking on the way there and back.  While in Clinton, John 
borrowed three cents from his brother to buy 3 fishing lures at “Mr. Hart’s store”.  Joseph pressured John for the 
remainder of the trip to pay him back; threatening to beat him if he didn’t.  Back at home, the long day of drinking and 
quarreling came to a head.  Joseph, still demanding his money, moved toward John to teach him a lesson.  John, picking 
up an axe to fight him off, delivered four blows.  According to John, he awoke on the floor the next morning and saw his 
brother being attended to by his parents.  A doctor was called but nothing could be done and two days later, on the 
morning of May 3rd, Joseph died.  John Tuhi, sixteen years old, stayed at his brother’s bedside until he was taken to 
prison to await trial.  It was in prison, on June 7th,  that he turned seventeen.  On June 14th, he was arraigned and pled 
not guilty to murder.  At the subsequent trial, however, the jury disagreed with his manslaughter plea and on Monday, 
June 23rd, John was sentenced to hang for murder.  On Friday, the 25th of July, at about 1:25* in the afternoon, John Tuhi 
was hung in front of a crowd of an estimated fifteen to twenty thousand* people in the “Corn Hill” area of the town of 



Utica.  According to page 9 of a  pamphlet entitled, “The Life and Confession of John Tuhi”, “The prisoner was taken from 
the jail in Whitesboro’ dressed in white, and conveyed in a cart to the place (near the village of Utica)designed for 
execution.  The Sheriff was accompanied by his deputies, and a troop of cavalry, commanded by captain Camp….  Near 
the line of Utica it was joined by a company of infantry under the orders of captain Smith and proceeded slowly through 
Utica, attended by a band of music, playing the dead march to the gallows.  After a very appropriate prayer by the rev. 
Mr. Coe, of New Hartford, and at about half after 1 o’clock*, the execution was performed.  The body hung something 
more than half an hour, and was then cut down and delivered to some of the friends of the deceased, to be carried to 
Brothertown for interment.” 1 

 
Trying to guess the mind of John Tuhi, the same pamphlet goes on to say that while John had initially been angry 

and vengeful towards those who testified against him, his feelings changed during his last days.  “He had many visits 
from clergymen and other religious persons…”. “He seemed not to harbor any hatred or desire of revenge.  After he was 
taken from the prison and dressed for execution, he requested permission to see his fellow prisoners, and took a very 
affectionate and interesting leave of them.  He was very deeply affected, and manifested the most keen and poignant 
feelings.  A clergyman and some of his friends rode in the cart with him, and the opportunity was improved for religious 
conversation.  He said very little, became more tranquil as he approached the scene of execution, and ascended the 
ladder with steadiness.  He was indulged by the Sheriff with a chair during the religious services, after which he arose 
and stood with considerable firmness and composure.”  “The last words he uttered (except answers to a few questions) 
were to implore the Lord “to have mercy on his soul”(Ibid pp10-11).” 

 
 
*According to a recently-surfaced letter from a Mr. Danforth, witness to the hanging, John was hung at 1:25 in 

front of a crowd of twenty thousand.  This letter was purchased by Hamilton College and is currently in transit to 
Brothertown.  The College retains a digital copy as does Calumet and Cross Heritage Society.   

 
1 “The Life and Confession of John Tuhi”. Microopaque. New York, N.Y. : Readex Microprint, courtesy of A.A.S., 

1981. 1 microopaque ; 23 x 15 cm. (Early American imprints. Second series ; no. 42337). 
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