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The non-working wooden replica of the Halifax Gibbet constructed in 2004 on the original 

stone platform with a flight of stone steps. This photograph was taken when there was an 

entrance on Bedford Street North 

 



The Halifax Gibbet  
An early English version of the guillotine  

By Christopher Jennings     

Travellers and historians who visited the area of Halifax in the 

16th century described it in their writings as a place where the 

soil is poor for growing grain crops and where sheep graze on 

rough grass on the hill slopes outnumbering the small 

population. They live not on the land but by making cloth and 

not being able to keep a horse to carry the finished cloth or 

wool, it is carried on their shoulders or backs for several miles 

to sell and to buy more wool. These short extracts were written 

at a time when the hillsides were mostly moorland with only a 

few scattered fields, long before the land was enclosed with 

dry stone field walls. 

Right: An engraving of the Halifax Gibbet, it shows the bailiff 

cutting the rope with the Parish Church of Halifax on the                      

left and Beacon Hill in                         

the background                                     

 

These accounts give a vivid picture of hardworking people who lived in the 

surrounding areas of Halifax and struggled to overcome the natural disadvantages 

of the inhospitable soil. The local weavers specialised in the production of kersey, 

a hardwearing and inexpensive woollen fabric that was often used for military 

uniforms, and at this time West Yorkshire was the largest textile producer.  

Left: A weaver carrying cloth on his shoulders with his arm held on his hips to 

support it. He walks to market along a rough track where he will sell his cloth and 

buys wool, which he will carry back to his upland cottage. 

Daniel Defoe (1660-1731) wrote his detailed account in three volumes of his travel book, ‘Tour Through the 

Whole Island of Great Britain’ published in 1727. The lifestyle of the weavers had improved slightly, and the 

population had grown steadily, they were now able to keep a horse to carry cloth to the market where it was 

sold and to carry wool home to begin the process all over again. They had enclosed land around their cottage 

and put it under grass and oats, they were now able to keep a cow or two and chickens which gave the family a 

greater degree of economic security. The animal manure was used as a fertilizer, and enriched the soil which 

becomes more fertile to grown crops and corn. This little holding of land perhaps just sufficed to feed the 

family and the animals.  

Right: This illustration 

shows an open air market at 

Halifax in the late 1700s. 

Cloth is being sold to ladies 

on the left under stalls that 

have straw roofs, these 

would not offer much 

protection in bad weather or 

deter thieves, although 

soldiers are clearly on duty  
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Regarding the Halifax Gibbet in connection with the weavers, Defoe wrote ‘But I must not quit Hallifax, till I 

give you some account of the famous course of justice antiently executed here, to prevent the stealing of cloth. 

Modern accounts pretend to say, it (the Gibbet) was for all sorts of felons; but I am well assured, it was first 

erected purely, or at least principally, for such thieves as were apprehended stealing cloth from the tenters; and 

it seems very reasonable to think it was so, because of the conditions of the trial.’ 

The word ‘tenters’ means a large wooden structure known as tenter frames where cloth was hung outdoors to 

dry after fulling and was sometimes left out overnight. Halifax suffered severely from thieves, who found it 

easy to steal cloth exposed outside and unattended on tenter frames, and escape into other parts. Stealing cloth 

was a very serious crime so executing thieves was thought a justifiable punishment and served to protect the 

local cloth trade. Although this law was considered harsh, even by the standards of the day. The Gibbet is 

believed to have been put in place to protect weavers’ livelihood, and this is why the Gibbet Law came into 

operation. 

 

Left: View of Halifax from the south-east in 1762 showing 

tenter frames in fields on the left where cloth is stretched 

out to dry. A small number of houses spreads out from the 

Parish Church.  

 

The Halifax Gibbet Law 

It is not known when the Halifax Gibbet was first introduced and to understand how the Gibbet became part of 

Halifax’s way of life, we must go back in time to Edward the Confessor who was king of England from 1042 to 

1066. He owned the land and estates known collectively as the Manor of Wakefield which was one of the 

largest in the country and contains 118 towns, villages and hamlets with Wakefield, Halifax and Dewsbury 

being the main towns. On his death the Manor passed to Harold II, who was killed at the Battle of Hastings in 

1066. William the Conqueror then became owner of Wakefield Manor. It is complicated and difficult to 

determine the precise period when the Manor of Wakefield was granted by the Crown to become one of 

Warren’s. William de Warren is among the few who are documented as having fought for William the 

Conqueror at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 and was rewarded with some 300 manors. His Yorkshire holding 

was Conisbrough which was comparatively small. He was also one of the very few Norman lords who 

supported William Rufus, son of William the Conqueror in 1088 when most of the Norman lords revolted 

against the new king. The rebels were defeated and for his loyalty he was created Earl of Surrey early in 1088. 

He may have also received the Manor of Wakefield which had earlier belonged to Edward the Confessor. 

Although it is more likely to have been granted to William de Warren, 2nd Earl of Surrey (1081-1138) who is 

mentioned in a charter dated 1121 as Lord of the Manor of Wakefield, he also began building the first wooden 

motte and bailey castle at Sandal near Wakefield and the Warrens made it their chief seat. 

It is further claimed that King Henry III (1207-1272) granted to the Earl that the manorial court had the right to 

execute anyone caught stealing woollen cloth, then known as Staple because of its value to the realm, along 

with other thieves. It was customary in medieval times for a person caught stealing from the lord of the manor 

to have his head chopped off and the ‘right of gallows’ by the Crown was the greatest privilege conferred on the 

Earls of Warren. The first recorded execution in Halifax by beheading is of John of Dalton in 1286 and from 

1539 when official records began until 1650 when the last execution took place some 53 men and women are 

recorded as having been executed by the Halifax Gibbet. 

From King Henry III’s grant and combined with ‘ancient customs’ the Gibbet Law developed and the practice 

remained in use long after it had been abolished elsewhere in England. It is believed that the harsh law was 

continued in order to protect the cloth trade, it was easy to steal cloth fastened on a wooden frame in a field 

near the weaver’s cottage and left out overnight. Also to overpower a lonely weaver carrying cloth on the way 

to market and there was opportunity for thieves to steal cloth at the open air market. 
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The earliest written records relating to the people of Halifax, are on the Court Rolls of the Manor of Wakefield 

which began in 1272. According to these records, John de Warren was lord of the manor at this date and held 

court in Halifax at Moot Hall on Tuesday, 17th July 1286, Moot is an old English word, meaning an assembly 

of the people. He handed out fines, granted pardons, settled land disputes and John Styhog who stole two oxen 

from Roger Foulmouth he sent to York prison. Moot Hall stood near the north-west corner of the Parish Church 

and was demolished in 1957. 

Right and Below: Two old photos showing views of the Halifax 

Moot Hall, looking in different directions. It was situated at the 

end of Nelson Street, near Halifax Parish Church. Many 

convicted criminals were taken from the Moot Hall for execution 

at the Gibbet. It was subsequently used as a court house by the 

local magistrates. Throughout the 19th century it was occupied 

by the Briggs family as a joiner’s shop and was last used in the 

1920s by F Calvert also as a joiner’s work shop. It is reported 

that built into the walls could be seen the original wooden posts 

belonging to the timber-framed building that supported the 

original roof and that it was considered one of Halifax’s oldest 

building. The town stocks can be seen on the far right in front of 

the Parish Church before they were moved. 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1950 after many years of neglect, it was derelict, 

there was an attempt to have it designated an 

ancient monument. An inspector estimated that it 

could be saved for £500, but the Ancient 

Monuments Board decided that it was not of 

sufficient importance to warrant its preservation. 

The Corporation decided not to spend money on it, 

and the building was demolished in June 1957 

followed by the demolition of Nelson Street.  

Below: The site of Moot Hall marked out by a paved area. The original medieval building was timber-framed 

and at a later date renovated in stone. The one storey building was rectangular in shape with the interior 

measuring 35½ feet by 17 feet. The floor sloped from the eastern end down to a flat area where the officials sat. 

Built into the north wall is an inscribed stone which marks the site of Moot Hall.  
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The earliest report of the Gibbet Law is in the Wakefield Court Rolls dating to 1360 when an order was made 

that ‘if any tenant of the Lordship shall have been beheaded for theft, or other cause, the said tenant ought not 

to lose his inheritance, notwithstanding any lease made in the meantime by the Steward.’ According to the law 

felonies were punishable by loss of lands not entailed, and of goods and chattels, real and personal. It would 

appear that the custom leaned to the side of mercy in this respect.  

The Gibbet Law was clear and concise written by Samuel Midgley in his ‘Halifax and its Gibbet-Law Placed in 

a True Light’ while imprisoned in Halifax Gaol for debt in an effort to support himself, but he could not afford 

to have it published. He died on 18th July 1695 and his manuscript came into the possession of William 

Bentley, clerk at Halifax Parish Church, who decided to publish it under his own name, with some additions in 

1761 titled ‘Halifax, and Its Gibbet-Law Placed in a True Light. Together with a Description of the Town , .  .’ 

Local historians, however, have suggested that John Brearcliff the parish clerk, who died in 1682, was the real 

author of the original manuscript which Midgley copied and Bentley published as his own, subsequently all 

writers have based their writings on these earlier publications.  

According to the Gibbet Law Book ‘That if a felon be taken within the liberty or precincts of the ‘Forest of 

Hardwick’ either Handabend, Backberand or Confessand, cloth or any other commodity of the value of 13½d 

that they shall after three markets or meeting days, within the town of Halifax, next after such his apprehension, 

and being condemned, he shall be taken to the Gibbet, and there have his head cut off from his body.’ 

Ecclesiastical records name the region ‘Hardwick’, which has been made into the ‘Forest of Hardwick’ by early 

local historians. The earliest mention of Hardwick is dated 1561, in an agreement about tithes and oblations 

regarding the Vicar of Halifax.     

The meaning of Handabend is caught with the stolen goods in his or her hand or in the act of stealing, 

Backberand, caught carrying off stolen cloth on a person’s back and Confessand simply means having 

confessed to the crime. The so called ‘Forest of Hardwick’ which basically covers the Parish of Halifax, had its 

western boundary on the Yorkshire/Lancashire border, its eastern boundary along the Salter-Hebble Brook, its 

northern boundary borders with Bradford and its southern boundary along the Calder and Riburn Rivers.                               

The jurisdiction of the Halifax Gibbet Law takes in the townships and hamlets of Halifax, Ovenden, 

Illingworth, Mixenden, Bradshaw, Skircoat, Warley, Sowerby, Rishworth, Luddenham, Midgley, Erringden, 

Heptounstall, Rottenstall (Rawtenstall), Stanfield, Cross-stone, and Langfield. To this list some early local 

historians include Wadsworth to these townships.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left: Map illustrating the extent 

of the Halifax Parish where 

families grouped themselves into 

small divisions called townships 

which probably existed before the 

parish was mapped. 
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It was also necessary that criminals should be apprehended within these boundaries with the stolen goods in 

their possession, or if an animal was stolen led by their hand. Should thieves by any means escape, either before 

their trial or after beyond these boundaries, they were safe so long as they remained beyond them, but if, even 

after several years they returned they were still liable to be apprehended and have their head cut off. 

When a suspect was apprehended he or she was brought before the High Bailiff at Halifax, who was appointed 

by the lord of the Manor of Wakefield, he also had custody of the axe, and was the legal executioner. The 

bailiff detained the prisoner in the gaol of the town and four constables met to assess the value of the stolen 

goods. If the consensus was that it exceeded the minimum threshold, the Bailiff summoned a jury of 16 men to 

try the prisoner. Four from each of the local townships were usually selected who the manor held to be the 

'wealthiest and best reputed for honesty and understanding’. At the trial the accuser and the accused were 

confronted before the jury, the stolen cloth or goods, other than animals was laid before them in the court room.   

Jurors were not put on oath and there was no judge or defence counsel present; each side presented their case, 

and the jury decided on guilt or innocence. If the party accused was acquitted they were free to go after having 

paid the court fees, but if the jury found that the accused had stolen the goods on the evidence presented to 

them, and together with their own confession, which in such cases was always required, and the stolen goods 

were valued 13½d or more then the accused was convicted. There was only one sentence, execution on the 

Halifax Gibbet which is according to ‘ancient customs.’ In Halifax there 

were three market days, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, the main 

market was held on Saturday when cloth was sold and was the busiest. 

It was also the day for all executions probably because they drew in a 

large crowd, so if a thief was convicted on a Saturday then he or she 

was immediately executed. If it was on a Monday, the thief would be 

put in gaol awaiting execution on the following Saturday market. It was 

also the custom that on each day the prisoner was put in the stocks with 

the stolen goods placed around him or her as a public display of justice 

being served and as a deterrent to others. Stolen cloth would be draped 

around the shoulders and stolen animals would be tethered to the stocks.  

Right: This old photo shows the stocks before they were moved from the 

north side to the south side of the West Gate in the early 1960s.  

The town stocks were originally situated near Moot Hall and in front of the Parish Church of St. John the 

Baptist Halifax. They were moved from the north side to the south side of the West Gate which was moved in 

the 1960s further west adjacent to the Church School, now Causey Hall. One of their main purposes was to 

punish Sunday gamblers by locking their legs in the 

stocks for about two hours and exposing them to public 

ridicule and missiles from passers-by. They are well 

worn by culprits and there is a stone bench for them to 

sit on.  

Above: The stocks situated on the south side of the 

West Gate in front of the Parish Church. The site of 

Moot Hall is situated on the left through the West Gate 

arch near the green door of the electrical substation. 

Left: The stocks before they were moved to the south 

side of the West Gate which was also moved at the 

same time further west adjacent to the Church School, 

now Causey Hall in the early 1960s. 
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The Method of Execution   

The weavers of Halifax are represented as having obtained the valuable privilege of the Gallows from the 

Crown, for the purpose of punishing those who stole their cloth from their tenter frames. There was not much 

difficulty in persuading a jury to sentence a thief to death, the problem was in finding a hangman amongst the 

small population. It is little wonder that no one wanted to be labeled a hangman of the town. 

There is an old story written in the 16th century of ‘The Pleasant Historie of Thomas of Reading’ by Thomas 

Deloney, an Elizabethan ballad writer, of how Hodgekins, a Halifax clothier caught Wallis and two other 

thieves, and brought them to the gallows. Hodgekins chose one of his neighbours, a very poor man to be the 

hangman, and although he would have been paid well he refused, it seems that nobody could be found to act as 

hangman. In the end freedom was promised to the thief who would hang the others, but as they were loyal to 

each other, it was decided to release them escaping the death penalty or any other sentence. 

The story continues that by chance Hodgekins met a ‘feat friar’ who 

promised to help him with the aid of a carpenter to make a gin that 

would cut off heads without the intervention of human hands. 

Hodgekins went up to court and told the king that the privilege of 

Halifax for hanging thieves was worthless because they could not 

find a hangman. His majesty allowed the friar’s invention of the 

machine resolving the problem of a hangman, and thereafter the 

Gibbet was used in Halifax.  

Right: The earliest known engraving of the Halifax Gibbet by John 

Hoyle of about 1650 illustrating the Parish Church of Halifax on the 

right surrounded by houses in the town, and Bacon Hill in the 

background. The Gibbet appears to be protected by walls. Although 

the lettering is taken from the original engraving there is no key.  

A  The platform    B  The stock of the axe    

C  The axe            D  The pulley by which the axe is drawn up 

E  The platform where the criminal is laid with his neck on the block 

F  The pin that holds the suspending rope  

Although the story is not literally true, there may be some truth in it. 

The Halifax Gibbet was erected in the centre of a stone platform of 

4.1 feet (1.24 metres) high and 12 feet (3.65 metres) square reached by five stone steps. The Gibbet consisted of 

two 15 feet (4.6 metres) tall wooden posts joined at the top by a transverse beam. The iron axe blade was fixed 

into a heavily weighted block of wood to make it fall swiftly and forcefully onto the culprit’s neck that was 

suspended by a rope from the top of the Gibbet. This rope was attached to the block of wood and ran over a 

winch allowing it to be raised and was secured by attaching it to a pin at the base. A wooden heading block was 

fixed between the two supporting posts and once the prisoner was in position the axe was then released to slide 

down the grooves in the two posts and fall onto the neck the blow instantly severing the offender’s head. The 

rope was either withdrawn or cut by the bailiff or his servant. If the thief was convicted for stealing a horse, ox, 

sheep, or any other animal, the end of the rope would be attached to the stolen animal and driven forward to 

release the pin and the axe fell on the offender’s neck. Therefore nobody took responsibility for the execution.  

At the day of execution the prisoner was accompanied to the Gibbet by the Bailiff, a minister chosen by the 

prisoner, and sometimes the jurors. The fourth psalm was played round the scaffold on bagpipes, then the 

minister prayed with the prisoner after which the axe was released. After the offender had been executed, the 

coroner was required to form a jury of twelve men, often the same that convicted the thief, they were sworn in 

and an inquest was held on the body, for the reason why the punishment had been imposed and having given 

their verdict the cause of death, it was then registered in the Records of the Crown.  
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Above: A coloured print of the Halifax Gibbet, published in Volume III of Thomas Allen’s ‘A New and 

Complete History of the County of York’ 1829. It is an artist’s impression of an execution illustrating the use of 

a horse, attended by a minister and witnesses. When the horse was driven forward the blade fell instantly 

severing the offender’s head. This way nobody took responsibility for the execution. 

Probably the first contemporary account of the Halifax Gibbet is that contained in the Harleian Manuscripts, 

7851, catalogued by the British Museum written by hand in the 16th century.   

“There is, and hath been of ancient time, a law, or rather a custom, at Halifax, that whosoever doth commit 

any felony, and is taken with the same, or confess the fact, upon examination, if it be valued by four 

constables to amount to the sum of thirteen pence halfpenny, he is forthwith beheaded upon the next market 

day which usually falls upon the Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays—or else, upon the same day that he is 

so convicted, if market be then holden. The engine wherewith the execution is done, is a square block of wood 

of the length of four foot and an half, which doth ride up and down in a slot, ‘rabee or regalt,' between two 

pieces of timber that are framed and set upright, of five yards in height. In the nether end of the sliding block 

is an ax keyed, or fastened with iron into the wood which being drawn up to the top of the frame is there 

fastened with a wooden pin the one end set on a piece of wood which goeth cross on the two rabets, and the 

other end being let into the block holding the axe, with a notch made into the same, after the manner of a 

Sampson’s post—unto the midst of which pin there is a long rope fastened that cometh down among the 

people, so that when the offender bath made his confession, and hath laid his neck over the nether-most block, 

every man there doth either take hold of the rope, or putteth his arm so near to the same as he can get, in 

token that he is willing to see true justice executed, and pulling out the pin in this manner, the head-block 

wherein the axe is fastened doth fall down with such violence that, if the neck of the transgressor were so big 

as that of a bull, it should be cut in sunder at a stroke, and roll from the body by an huge distance. If it be so 

that the offender be apprehended for an ox or oxen, sheep, kine, or horse, or any such cattle, the self beast, or 

other of the same kind, hath the end of the rope tied somewhere unto them so that they draw out the pin 

whereby the offender is executed. And thus much of Halifax law, which I set down only to shew the custom 

of that country in this behalf.”  

In this account the pin to which the rope was fastened is described as being placed at the top of the frame of the 

Gibbet. In John Hoyle’s engraving of 1650 (see page 31) it is shown attached to the side wall of the platform.  
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From Hell, Hull and Halifax, good Lord, deliver us 

This is a well-known saying from the so-called Beggar’s Litany written by John Taylor the London Water Poet 

in ‘A Very Merry Wherry Ferry Voyage’ 1622 it refers to the Gibbet Law, and reads as follows:  

“There is a Proverbe, and a prayer withall,                                                                                                          

That we may not to these strange places fall,                                                                                                    

From Hull, from Halifax, from Hell, ‘tis thus,                                                                                                   

From all these three, Good Lord deliver us.                                                                                                        

This praying proverb’s meaning to set down,                                                                                                     

Men do not wish deliverance from the Town:                                                                                                     

The towns named Kingston, Hull’s furious River:                                                                                              

And from Hull’s dangers, I say Lord deliver.                                                                                                         

At Halifax, the law so sharp doth deal,                                                                                                                    

That whoso more than 13 Pence doth steal,                                                                                                                     

They have a jyn* that wondrous quick and well,                                                                                                 

Sends thieves all headless unto Heav’n or Hell.                                                                                                 

From Hell each man says, Lord deliver me,                                                                                                 

Because from Hell can no redemption be:                                                                                                          

Men may escape from Hull and Halifax,                                                                                                              

But sure in Hell there is a heavier tax,                                                                                                                  

Let each one for themselves in this agree,                                                                                                             

And pray, from Hell good Lord deliver me.” 

* jyn (or ‘gin’), is an abbreviation for engine, meaning any sort of machine or mechanism. The jyn at Halifax 

was a type of guillotine used for public execution of thieves. This was long before the French guillotine was 

used. Dr Joseph Guillotine may have been inspired by the Halifax Gibbet in his search for a means of execution 

during the French Revolution.  

The prayer warns of Hull and Halifax which 

had little regard for those who were thieves 

or beggars. Hull was notorious for strict 

enforcement of the law. Halifax was one of 

the few towns with a Gibbet used to execute 

criminals and anyone caught stealing 

property to the value of 13½d or more were 

beheaded, therefore these places should be 

avoided at all costs.  

The Gibbet originally stood at the junction of 

Gibbet Street and Cow Green in 1613. Later 

it was moved to the site in Gibbet Street 

which is now surounded by buildings and 

roads but it was once on the outskirts of 

Halifax which it overlooked from the sloping 

hillside that can be seen in John Hoyle’s 

illustration of about 1650 on page 31. 

Left: Map of Halifax illustrating the 

surrounding townships when the site of the 

Gibbet was lost under rubbish and known as 

Gibbet Hill. The possible site of the original 

Gibbet is marked on the map. 
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As the demand and value of Halifax cloth grew in the 16th and 17th centuries so did the 

increase of thefts. By this time Halifax had a reputation for strict law enforcement. It also 

applied to anyone who apprehended a thief with his own property, he or she was not allowed to 

recover it unless the thief and the stolen goods were presented to the bailiff. The goods were 

otherwise forfeited to the lord of the manor, and their rightful owners were liable to find 

themselves charged with the crime, or colluding in the felony.  

In the past many drawings have been made of the Halifax Gibbet during the course of 

executions. The one by H. Moll in his map of the West Riding of Yorkshire dated 1741 

illustrates the Gibbet executing a criminal with the bailiff standing below and next to the stone 

platform about to cut the rope.  

Right: H. Moll’s drawing of the Halifax Gibbet from his map of the West Riding of Yorkshire it 

shows the rope being cut by the bailiff. The drawing of the Gibbet on page 28 may be a copy 

from Moll’s map of Yorkshire. 

 

Executions on the Halifax Gibbet     

It is not known when the Halifax Gibbet was first introduced so it cannot be determined with any accuracy how 

many people were beheaded between the first recorded execution in 1286 and the last in 1650. Another 

difficulty is that some of the records are missing, as can be seen in the following list, especially those 

concerning inquests on the bodies, but it is probably about 100. It is also interesting to note that in the last five 

years of the Gibbet’s life there were only five executions.  

1286   John of Dalton                                                                               

1298   An unnamed harper                                                                                  

1314   An unnamed thief for stealing an ox                                                   

1316   Thomas of Ripon for larceny                                                                  

1316   Hugh of Cockill for stealing a cow from John of the Cliff                                                                                                                  

1317   John of the Dene for stealing cattle                                                                            

1323   William Bellard                                                                                               

1327   Adam of the Wro (??) for theft                                                              

1327   John Bate, alias Race for theft                                                           

1359   William Fernoule                                                                                           

1459   16 April Laurence Utlay for assault on Richard Crossley                                                                                                                                  

1505   Richard Hopkinson                                                                                                            

1539   15 January Charles Hawworth                                                              

1541   20 March Richard Beverley of Sowerby                                                    

1542   1 January A certain stranger 

1544   16 September John Brigg of Heptonstall 

1545   31 March John Ecoppe of Elland 

1545   5 December Thomas Waite of Halifax                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

1568   6 March Richard Sharp and John Learoyd both of Northowram, for a robbery in Lancashire                                                              

1572   9 January John Atkinson, Nicholas Frear, and Richard Garnet, all of Halifax                                                          

1572   9 October William Cokekere of Halifax                                                                                                                            

1574   12 February James Smith of Sowerby                                                                                                                     

1574   19 May Richard Stopforth of Halifax                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

1576   6 February Robert Bairstow alias Ferneside of Halifax                                                                                                

1576   3 November Henry Hunt of Halifax                                                                                                                            

1578   6 January John Dickenson of Bradford                                                                                                                          

1578  16 March John Waters of Halifax 
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1580  15 October Bryan Casson of Halifax                                                                                                                         

1581  19 February John Appleyard of Halifax 

1582  7 February John Sladen of Halifax 

1585  17 January Arthur Firth  

1586  4 October John Duckworth of Halifax 

1587  27 May Nicholas Hewitt of Northowram and Thomas Mason (vagrant) 

1588  13 July Wife of Thomas Roberts of Halifax 

1589  5 April Robert Wilson of Halifax                                                                                                                                          

1591  21 December Peter Crabtree of Sowerby                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

1591  6 January Bernard Sutcliffe of Northowram 

1602  23 September Abraham Sutcliffe of Halifax                                                                                                          

1602   22 February Wife of Peter Harrison of Bradford 

1610  29 December Christopher Cosin of Halifax 

1611  10 April Thomas Brigg of Halifax                                                                                                                            

1621   Cox Pickle 

1623  19 July (?) Sutcliffe                                                                                                                                                                            

1623  23 November George Fairbanke, alias Scoggin and his 

illegitimate daughter Anna 

1624  8 April Edmund Ogden of Lancashire 

1624  13 April Jo Bothomuly and Richard Midgley both of 

Midgley 

1623  29 January John Lacy of Halifax (He escaped from the 

execution, but returned 7 years later when he was caught and 

executed immediately without another trial)                                                                                                                                 

1627  5 July Wife of John Wilson of Halifax 

1627  8 December Sarah Lum of Halifax 

1629  14 May John Sutcliffe of Skircote 

1629  20 October Richard Hoyle of Heptonstall 

1630  28 August Henry Hudson and wife of Ettall 

1632  14 April Jeremy Bowcock of Warley 

1632  22 September John Crabtree of Sowerby 

1636  21 May Abraham Clegg of Norland 

1641  7 October Isaac Illingworth of Ogden 

1645  7 June Jeremiah Kaye, tailor of Lancashire for stealing 

cloth from the shop of Thomas Walker, Bradford and for him the Gibbet was set up again                                                                                                                

1648  30 December James Mellor of Halifax                                                                                                                                                      

1649  Lea                                                                                                                                                                                      

1650  30 April Abraham Wilkinson and Anthony Mitchell, both of Sowerby       

                                                                                         

Escaping the Halifax Gibbet     

The only way that a condemned person could escape the Gibbet was to withdraw his or her head out of the way 

of the blade before it fell. This could only occur if there was a slight delay in the dropping of the axe, and 

assuming that there was no means of securing the prisoner’s head to the block, and if the prisoner was quick 

enough, he or she could make a run for it. If the prisoner was able to escape from the dropping block, he or she 

then had to make a dash for the parish boundary of the liberty, which was only a distance of about a quarter of a 

mile over the Hebble Brook. Once a prisoner had crossed the boundary, the criminal could then go free 

provided that he or she did not return and there was no legal means by which the offender could be brought 

back. If, however, he risked venturing back into the liberty, and was recognized, he was once more taken to the 

gibbet and executed on the original verdict. 
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At least one culprit escaped this way, a man named Dinnis managed the 

feat, and on his way out of the area was asked by several people going into 

town to see the execution if Dinnis had been beheaded yet? To his own 

humour, and the bemusement of the passers-by, Dinnis is said to have 

replied ‘I trow not’, an expression that is still used by people of the area.   

On 29th January 1623 John Lacy also escaped the Gibbet but he was less 

fortunate, and unwisely returned to Halifax seven years later believing that 

having made it across Hebble Brook, he was pardoned of his crime and that 

in any event it would have been forgotten. Regrettably for Lacy his 

assumptions were wrong, and when he was apprehended, was subsequently 

executed, on the original verdict in 1623. In Pellon Lane, Halifax not far 

from the Gibbet there is a public house named ‘The Running Man’ that 

recalls the felony of John Lacy who was known as the Running Man.  

The pub signboard of the Running Man escaping over the Hebble Brook 

An account of the last trial was recorded by John Brearcliffe, who was Constable of Halifax in 1650. This 

involved Abraham Wilkinson, John Wilkinson, and Anthony Mitchell, all three were from Sowerby. They were 

arrested near Halifax at end of April 1650 and taken into custody by the Bailiff of Halifax. The trial was held at 

the Bailiff’s own house on 27th April 1650. They were accused of stealing sixteen yards of russet coloured 

Kersey from tenter frames owned by Samuel Colbeck of Lower Shaw Booth in Luddenden Dean, Warley on 

19th April 1650, nine yards of which was exhibited before the jury and was valued at one shilling per yard. 

They were also accused of stealing two horses on 17th April 1650 from John Cusforth of Durker Green, this 

was in the Sandal Parish near Wakefield. These horses were also produced to the jury who decided their value. 

The total of the stolen goods were assessed by the jury to the value of £5.8s. It appears that Abraham 

Wilkinson’s brother, John Wilkinson, accompanied them but did not take part in the robberies.  

Abraham Wilkinson was additionally accused of stealing a piece of Kersey from tenter frames at Brearley Hall, 

a 16th century manor house in the Parish of Midgley. This alleged incident took place at Christmas, and it was 

Isaac Gibson's wife who accused Wilkinson of giving her the piece of Kersey in Wakefield. Abraham 

Wilkinson disputed this evidence and the jury adjourned the trial for three days. On April 30th Abraham 

Wilkinson was given the benefit of the doubt.  

To all the other offences Abraham Wilkinson and Anthony Mitchell confessed, and they both charged John 

Wilkinson with assisting them in the robberies. As they were found guilty on a Saturday, they were 

immediately executed by the Halifax Gibbet. Apparently John Wilkinson was acquitted and free to go. A 

detailed account of their trial was written by Samuel Midgley before his death in 1695 and was subsequently 

published by William Bentley in his ‘Halifax, and Its Gibbet-Law Placed in a True Light . . . .’ 1761. 

The End of the Halifax Gibbet and the Discovery of the Gibbet Platform                                                 

The execution of Wilkinson and Mitchell in 1650 was a year after the beheading of King Charles I in 1649 and 

was towards the end of the English Civil War. It is possible that Puritan Parliamentary influences, were 

sufficient to change, if not exactly repeal the Law. Oliver Cromwell held power when the Gibbet was used for 

the last time. Later when he opened the second Protectorate Parliament, he told the house that ‘There are 

wicked abominable laws that will be in your power to alter. To hang a man for sixpence, thirteen pence, I know 

not what; to hang a man for a trifle, and pardon a murder, is in the ministration of the law, through the ill-

framing of it. I have known in my experience, abominable murders quitted; and to come and see men lose their 

lives for petty matters.’ Public opinion also opposed beheading and considered it to be an excessively severe 

punishment for petty theft. In 1650 13½d would have been the equivalent to about £5.60 in today’s money. 

Whatever the reason, after 1650, the Halifax Gibbet was no longer used and the wooden structure was either 

dismantled or allowed to rot where it stood, on a stone platform with its stone steps where so many had lost 

their heads.  
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The stone platform remained undisturbed for a number of years after it went out of use. In 1738, Thomas 

Wright records in his ‘Antiquities Of the Town of Halifax in Yorkshire’ that the square stone platform with its 

steps was still standing although over grown with grass and in much need of repair, he does not mention the 

wooden Gibbet, which must have been dismantled and removed. James Cooke wrote from Halifax on 12th 

January 1814 of his recollections of the Gibbet platform in about the year 1769-70. He says that the stone 

platform was ‘as perfect as when built’ and being 15 or 16 years old, with his friends used to play on and jump 

off the stone platform. He recalls that with the introduction of the new stone style fire-side ovens in private 

kitchens flagstones were in great demand to support them. Accordingly flagstones on the Gibbet platform were 

all but purloined for this purpose. Apparently this concerned James Cooke who thought the stone platform 

should be preserved but at the time of writing in 1814 he records that it was completely buried under rubbish.     

In the 1830s the site of the Halifax Gibbet was bought from Mr Bates by the Halifax Corporation with the 

purpose of removing the large mound of rubbish that had accumulated over a number of years and using the 

plot of land for the Waterworks department. At this time it was believed that the Gibbet once stood on the top 

of the overgrown grass covered mound but in actual fact it was buried under the mound, and not wanting to 

destroy what remained of the stone platform an investigation was carried out in 1838 by workmen. After 

removing a large part of the mound in order to try and find where the Gibbet once stood they did not find any 

remains and the work was put on hold. 

Levelling the reminder of the mound continued 

on 15th June 1839 when the east side of the 

stone platform of the Gibbet was discovered 

and the following day the complete stone 

platform with its stone steps was uncovered. 

Left: This 1901 coloured postcard shows the 

stone platform in an enclosure surrounded by 

a border of plants with stones placed by the 

steps and the top covered over with grass. In 

1852 a stone tablet was erected in the 

enclosure with the inscription ‘The remains of 

the Halifax Gibbet within this enclosure were 

discovered in the year 1840, under a mound of 

earth known as the Gibbet Hill, and were enclosed by the Trustees of the Town. The public records preserve the 

names of 53 persons beheaded on this spot between the years 1541 and 1650. The first on the list is Richard 

Bentley, of Sowerby, executed March 20th, 1541, and the last were John Wilkinson and Anthony Mitchell, both 

of the same township, beheaded April 30th, 1650. This fence was erected at the cost and in the Mayoralty of the 

Worshipful Samuel Waterhouse, A.D. 1852.’ Some of the details in the inscription are not entity correct.  

Several years after the discovery of the stone 

platform workmen in digging foundations for 

Mr Bates’s warehouse, which was not far from 

the stone platform, discovered two skeletons 

their decapitated skulls were found about 2 

feet away. It has always been assumed that 

these were the remains of the last two victims, 

Abraham Wilkinson and Anthony Mitchell 

although this cannot be proven.   

 

Left:  This old photo shows the stone platform 

carefully preserved with four stone steps. The 

top is covered over with grass and the site               

was closed in on all side by tall buildings.        
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The Axe Blade and reconstruction of the Halifax Gibbet  

After the last execution in 1650 the axe was kept in the Halifax jail, but later it 

was removed to the Manor Rolls Office in Kirkgate, Wakefield. This office 

was demolished in the 1950s, and since then the axe blade was in the safe 

keeping of a Wakefield solicitor. In 1970 it was presented by Lady Diana 

Miller (1920-2013) Lord of the Manor of Wakefield who was the official 

owner of the axe to Bankfield Museum, Halifax. It first went on display at the 

Calderdale Industrial Museum, adjacent to the Halifax Piece Hall, until it 

closed in 2000 due to the rising costs and the falling numbers of visitors. The 

axe was then put on display at Bankfield Museum with a model of the Halifax 

Gibbet made in 1842 for the Halifax Philosophical and Literary Society. After 

the refurbishment, repairs and conservation of the Piece Hall in 2017 (see The 

Halifax Piece Hall, the 2017 refurbishment and History by John Stuart on 

pages 6-29) the Industrial Museum re-opened, and the original axe blade with 

a model of the Halifax Gibbet became part of a display in ‘The Piece Hall’s 

Story’ exhibition.  

Right: The original iron axe blade 

suspended above a model of the 

Halifax Gibbet displayed in the Piece Hall in an exhibition of the 

‘Piece Hall’s Story’. It is made of wrought iron and measures 26.67 

centimetres in length. 17.78 centimetres across the top, the slightly 

curved blade is 22.86 centimetres and it weighs 7 pounds and 12 

ounces (3.5 Kilograms). At the top of the Gibbet axe are two holes, 2 

centimetres in diameter for attaching it with wooden pegs into a block 

of wood suspended by a piece of rope from the top of the Gibbet. The 

blade was not sharpened, relying on the weight for its effect and would 

have delivered a crushing blow to the neck. It was last used to execute 

Wilkinson and Mitchell on 30th April 1650 but what is not known is 

how long it was in use before then or the date it was made.      

Left: A model of the Halifax Gibbet made in 1842. Printed behind is a 

list of the names of people beheaded by the Halifax Gibbet.    

 

After the axe blade was presented to Mr. R. A. Innes, in 1970, then director of 

Halifax museums, he suggested that a full-size replica of the gibbet should be built 

on the original stone platform. His plans were initially approved by the Halifax 

Committee but were put on hold until a new dual carriageway was constructed that 

was to run very close to site of the Gibbet. This was the Burdock Way which 

bypassed the town centre of Halifax and opened in 1973.  

Right: Mr. R. A. Innes when he was director of Halifax museums in 1970,                                                 

holding the Gibbet blade that was presented to the museum.  

In 1974 after the buildings on the south and east sides of the Gibbet were demolished a small public garden was 

created in order for visitors to see the stone platform of the Gibbet which had previously been enclosed in a 

small area and concealed by tall buildings. The original stone platform was fully restored using similar large 

stones. It was built of large dressed stone blocks mortared with five courses high surviving mostly on the east 

side and partly on the south side to a height of 4.1 feet (1.24 metres). Only three courses survived on the north 

side and on the west side a flight of four stone steps 3.64 feet (80.3 centimetres) wide remained in place built 

against the stone platform.   
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The top of the platform was originally covered with flagstones but only one or two were found by the workmen 

on uncovering the stone platform. It is believed that these flagstones were removed to build stone fire-side 

ovens. All four sides were reconstructed to a height of 4.1 feet (1.24 metres) and new flagstones were laid over 

the top surface with a fifth stone step put in place to reach to top. Flagstones were also used to cover an area 

around the platform so that visitors do not have to walk on the grass. The present stone platform measures 12 

feet (3.65 metres) square and was originally enclosed by a stone wall as illustrated in 1650 by John Hoyle (see 

page 31). It is recorded in the Parish Register that the Gibbet was taken down in 1641 and rebuilt again in 1645 

this would refer to the wooden structure of the Gibbet after which it was only in use for five more years.  

Left: The remains of the 

stone platform viewed 

from the east side. As can 

be seen five courses of 

stone blocks survived on 

the east side which taper 

to three courses, and the 

top is covered with grass. 

The short length of 

railings in the back 

ground where boys are 

looking through was 

inserted in the west wall 

along Bedford Street 

North so that the Gibbet 

stone platform could be 

viewed by visitors. These railings are the ones mentioned in the stone tablet that was made in 1852 when the 

stone platform was situated in the middle of a small enclosure belonging to the Waterworks department of the 

Halifax Corporation that was paid for by Samuel Waterhouse, Mayor of Halifax 1851-1853. At some point in 

time this stone tablet was removed and unfortunately not kept, probably 

because it contained a number of mistakes.  

Right: In the early 1950s an inscribed black commemorative metal plaque was 

placed near the railings which can be seen in the photo. The fading gold 

lettering reads ‘THE GIBBET - These remains of the Gibbet Platform were 

exposed and restored in 1839. Thieves taken within the Liberty of Halifax, part 

of the Manor of Wakefield, were beheaded on the Gibbet. The first recorded 

execution was in 1286. The practice ceased in 1650. Scheduled as an Ancient 

Monument by – the Ministry of Works’, it is now preserved in Bankfield 

Museum, Halifax.    

A deed dated 1613 refers to the ‘place called the Green where Gibbet stood’ 

this would have been the original site which was situated somewhere at the 

junction of Gibbet Street and Cow Green. The engraving of the Halifax Gibbet 

by John Hoyle (see page 33) is dated 1650 which is five years after the Gibbet 

was rebuilt and is the earliest known detailed drawing of the Halifax Gibbet. It 

shows a square stone platform built of stone blocks seven courses high with 

five stone steps against it with a flat levelled top. This would also describes the 

present stone platform but with five courses of stone blocks. It is difficult to 

determine when the stone platform for the Gibbet was moved to the site in 

Gibbet Street. Records show that it was used in October 1641 when Isaac Illingworth was executed and it was 

initially rebuilt again to execute Jeremiah Kaye in June 1645. These dates agree with the Parish Register as no 

executions are recorded between October 1641 and June 1645. According to these dates and John Hoyle’s 

illustration of 1650 the Gibbet was probably moved to the site in Gibbet Street in the early part of 1645.  
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Right: The restored stone 

platform viewed from the east 

side. This photo can be 

compared with the photo on 

page 41 to show that light 

coloured stone blocks have 

been used to restore the wall.  

New flagstones were laid 

over the top surface and were 

also used to cover an area 

around the platform so that 

visitors do not have to walk 

on the grass.  

The original stone platform itself, which was situated at the junction of Gibbet Street and Cow Green may have 

been demolished and the stone blocks transported to the new site where it was rebuilt. On examining the stone 

platform it is shoddily build, not symmetrical and the stone blocks do not line up, particularly at the south-east 

corner as can be seen in the photos on this page. It falls well below building standards expected, even for this 

time. 

Right: The south 

side of the stone 

platform. The light 

coloured stone 

blocks that can be 

seen in the wall 

have been used to 

restore it. On the 

left are the stone 

steps. 

 

Left: The stone steps built against the west side wall of the platform. A 

fifth stone step was placed in position to reach to top. This stone step 

can be easily recognised because it is roughly cut and not worn 

compared with the original 

four steps.  

 

 

Right: This map shows the 

site of the Halifax Gibbet at 

the corner of Bedford Street 

North and Gibbet Street. The 

Burdock Way which is a dual 

carriageway can be seen 

running very close to site of 

the Gibbet which opened in 

1973. 
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On top of the platform a full-sized wooden 

replica of the Gibbet was erected consisting 

of two 15 feet (4.6 metres) tall wooden posts 

joined at the top by a crossbeam. An iron 

cast taken from the original axe blade was 

secured into a wooden block at the top of the 

Gibbet and a wooden head block fixed 

between the two supporting posts. This was 

not a working replica the blade was secured 

into the wooden block and there was no rope. 

The gibbet stone platform is of special 

interest and is listed Grade II.  

 

Left: View of the Halifax Gibbet shortly after 

the stone platform and steps were 

reconstructed in 1974 with a wooden non-

working replica erected on the stone base 

including a replica of the axe blade. Beacon 

Hill can be seen in the far background on the 

left.  

 

The wooden Gibbet was probably constructed 

and erected on the stone platform when 

required for executions. It seems unlikely that 

that original wooden apparatus would have 

remained situated on the stone platform 

throughout its life time. The Gibbet would 

have been taken down after executions to 

protect it from the weather and in times of 

economic or civil unrest, such as the English 

Civil War. From the list of executions it can be 

seen that it was infrequently used, once or 

twice a year and not every year. Being made of 

wood the complete Gibbet would not have 

survived intact for many years before requiring 

a replacement. Also depending on how it was 

stored it would have been prone to wood rot. 

At present there are no documents confirming 

that this was the case and it seems likely that 

some travellers and visitors to Halifax never 

actually saw the Gibbet when it was fully erect 

on the stone platform. The axe itself was in the 

custody of the Bailiff for safe keeping and was 

the legal executioner.   

Right: A model of the Halifax Gibbet made in 

1842 for the Halifax Philosophical and 

Literary Society and on display in the Piece 

Hall in an exhibition of the ‘Piece Hall’s 

Story’. 
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In April 2003 the replica wooden Gibbet was vandalised. The 15 feet (4.6 metres) high wooden structure was 

pushed over and was found lying flat on its base. On inspection it was found that the wooden framework was in 

a poor state of repair and that some wood rot at the base may have assisted the vandals in bringing down the 

Gibbet. A new wooden replica was constructed in 2004 on the original stone platform and a small metal black 

plaque was placed on the south side of the stone platform which reads in gold letters ‘REBUILT IN 

CONJUNCTION WITH - W. M. SHOPFITTERS, - JAMES CHAMBERS, - CALDERDALE LEISURE 

SERVICES. This small plaque does not include the date when the Gibbet was rebuilt, furthermore there is no 

visitor’s information board in the small public garden where the Gibbet stands explaining what the purpose is or 

was of the wooden Gibbet or its history.     

Left: The small undated plaque on the south side of the                              

stone wall platform with the names of the sponsors. 

 

 

There was an entrance to the small public garden where the Gibbet 

stands on Bedford Street North between bushes which led directly to 

the stone steps of the square platform. This has recently been blocked 

off by the continuation of bushes. The only entrance is now from 

Gibbet Street.  

 

Above: A view of the replica Halifax Gibbet in the small public garden looking towards Bedford Street North.  
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Above: The non-working wooden replica of the Halifax 

Gibbet constructed in 2004 on the original stone 

platform with a flight of stone steps. The small metal 

black plaque can be seen on the south side of the stone 

platform. This photo was taken when there was an 

entrance on Bedford Street North between bushes. 
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Left: This photo was taken from the entrance on Bedford 

Street North between bushes which has since been 

blocked off by the continuation of bushes. It led directly 

to the stone steps of the square platform in a small 

public garden.  

This is a full-sized replica of the wooden Gibbet, 15 foot 

(4.6 metres) high erected on top of the stone platform in 

2004. The iron cast taken from the original axe blade 

can be seen secured into the wooden block at the top of 

the Gibbet and a wooden head block is fixed between the 

two supporting posts. This is not a working 

reconstruction there is no rope. Gibbet Street is to the 

right just out of shot and in the far distance can be seen 

Beacon Hill beyond the flats and other buildings.     
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Above: This photo of the Halifax Gibbet is looking towards Gibbet Street and the entrance to the small public 

garden. 

Left: This photo shows a close-up of the replica iron axe blade made from 

the original which is on display in the Piece Hall in an exhibition of the 

‘Piece Hall’s Story’. It is secured into the wooden block at the top of the 

Gibbet.  

 

Right: A view of the 

base showing the 

wooden heading 

block fixed between 

two supporting posts 

on the stone platform.  

 

Although the Halifax Gibbet receives many visitors and school parties it is 

unfortunate that there is no visitor’s information board in the small public 

garden explaining the history of the Halifax Gibbet. This is a lost 

opportunity for visitors to learn about the Gibbet whilst on the site.  
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Above: This photo was taken in 2018 and illustrates in detail the full size wooden replica of the Gibbet which is 

15 foot (4.6 metres) high and was erected on top of the stone platform in 2004. After 15 years of standing in all 

weathers the wood on visual inspection is showing signs of decay with cracking and splitting in several places.                                

This structural damage severely compromises the strength of the wood and only time will tell how long the 

timber framework will survive the environmental conditions and the weather until it completely collapses on the 

stone platform.          
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