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A Murder, a Hanging & Grave Robbers

170-year-old Langford family mystery remains

On a recent Thursday afternoon during reg-
ular office hours, a man who introduced himself
as Jim Langford of Gordon County, Georgia,
stopped by asking if we possibly had any in-
formation on his great-great-great grandfather.
Nothing about that is unusual. We regularly
assist people who have encountered a brick wall
in their family research.

What was interesting about this particular
search were the circumstances surrounding
his relative, George P. Langford, who was tried,
convicted, and publicly executed in downtown
Lincolnton for brutally murdering his wife.

It’s from comparing past writings, court
records, interviews, and a diary that we have
been able to explore the life and death of George
Perry Langford, the fate of his children, and a
170-year-old unsolved mystery.

The Crime

Just a few years after Cleveland County was
formed from Lincoln and Rutherford Counties
in 1841, Langford (age 44) and his wife, Mary
(age 51), were living with six of their children in
their home near Buffalo Creek (1850 Census). In
1852, the oldest daughter living at home, Desu-
ra, was 23 and the youngest, Mary, was 9. One
son, Thomas Ludwell, called Lud, was 12. Der-
cinda, Susannah, and Dilly were in their teens.

Mrs. Langford, who had been visiting her
married daughter Delina Herndon, was walking
home in the early morning hours of Sunday,
September 12, 1852. Some reported hearing
screams, and when Mary failed to return, a par-
ty left to find her. Her body was found propped
in a sitting position in the corner of a fence; a
rail lying on her shoulders and against her neck,

cial, but so convinei
‘ble doubt of his guilt.

.}‘:'!I:lnnd under the most horrible circumstances.

TO BE HUNG.

_George P. Lankford, who was convicted at
Lincela Court, last spring, of killing his wife
and who took an to the Supreme Court,
which tribunal affirmed the judgment, Lias been
sentenced to be hung on lgrids_y, the 25th of
::3 } C'I't moI:::’ e marder was commit-

in Cleaveland county, and the pri

moved his tria to Lincolo, R

We saw Lankford on his way from the jail
to the court rogm to receive M{ sentence, and
a more decently Jooking, handsomely dressed
man we have seldom seen. 'We learn from
those who heard the sentence that he received
it without betraying any emotion. In the
homely phrase of one present, “It seemed to
hurt Judge Diok worse to pronounce the sen-
tence than it did Lankford to hear it” e
protests his innocence, and we believe will brave
death under the gallows—his self estcem being
a very prominent feature of his chiracter, The
evidence against him was entirely circumstan-
ng a3 to leave no reasona-

The wife he murdered
had borne him seven children, who will be or-

e seductions of the harlot lured him to, his
ruin.— Salishury Republican Banner.

The Weekly News, New Bern, NC, November 19, 1853 via Newspapers.com

and rails lying across her legs. During a post-
mortem examination, the cause of death was
determined to be suffocation and strangulation.
The only suspect was her husband, George,

who was described in more than one account as
a small, dapper man, polite, and tasty in dress
and manners. A gentleman farmer and respect-
ed member of the community, he was also an
adulterer, having a history with a local widow

Continued on page 6
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Letters to the Association
C. Smith Ross

I picked up a copy of your newsletter last week at the Lincoln Senior Center and loved
it! All the articles were so interesting and I was totally floored to find my great Aunt Jessie
featured (Western Union Telegram Special Delivery For You, July-August issue). She was my
great aunt by her marriage to Uncle Lee Cline, my maternal grandmothers (Mary Emma
Cline Rollins) brother. Uncle Lee was quite deaf, but always smiling and whistling. When I
visited their house he always took me to see the canaries he raised on his back porch.

Mamaw and Papaw Rollins (he was Rev. William Arthur Rollins, retired pastor from
Lincolnton’s 1st Methodist Church), lived at 330 West Main St. Once while I was still a little
girl, Aunt Jessie pedaled her bike to Papaw’s house to bring me a telegram from the North
Pole! I was amazed by this and opened it to find greetings from Santa Claus and an assur-
ance that he would soon be on his way.

Needless to say, this was one of my happiest childhood memories. Uncle Lee passed about
two years after I graduated from LHS, and we sadly lost touch with Aunt Jessie when she
returned to Florida. I am proud to own a dresser from their home, obtained from Aunt Jessie
as she prepared for her move back to Florida.

Thank you again for this wonderful article!

We're so glad to know that our article brought back some happy memories. It reminds
us that the people who came before us were much more than just names and dates. They
had stories to tell, and we enjoy hearing readers’ stories and learning about people in Lin-
colnton and Lincoln County “back in the day”

A. Merrick

I have been trying to obtain additional information on
this clock which was purchased by my great grandfather
Anson Cummings Merrick who lived in Walhalla, SC, in the
mid 1800s.

The clock was made by John B. Harry in Lincolnton. I
have some history on the Harry family which was provided
by Julia Frances Harry Bennet, a relative who passed away
in 2013 in Spartanburg, SC.

This clock is to go to the oldest Merrick son as each
father in possession passes on. I would like to have an accu-
rate history of the Harry family and particularly John.

You have a beautiful heirloom, and its maker was
a longtime influential Lincolnton citizen. John Bishop
Harry was born March 7, 1774 in Hagerstown, Maryland,
the eldest son of David Harry, Sr., and Margaret Bishop.
John Bishop’s father was a wagon maker and a Revolution-
ary War veteran. His uncle, Martin Harry, Jr., served as a
sergeant in the Flying Camp, a fast moving and attacking
cavalry commanded by George Washington.

In 1806, John Bishop Harry married Sarah Ann
Hutchinson (1784-1844) in Shenandoah County, Virginia.
They traveled on their honeymoon in a covered wagon to
Lincoln County, North Carolina.

John Bishop, whose nickname was “John Bull,” settled
in Lincolnton, and according to an 1809 deed, he pur-
chased lots 13, 14, and 15 Northwest Square from Jacob
Summey, Jr., for $1500 (Book 25, Page 123) where he kept
a tavern and inn. To put this in modern perspective, lot 15 ;.;'-*
was where City Hall sits today; his shop was on the corner




of Court Square and N. Aspen Street on lot 13. By trade he
was a silversmith, clock maker, and gun maker. He and Sarah
Ann raised four sons and four daughters.

In 1935, “John Bull” was a North Carolina Senator repre-
senting Lincoln County. He owned five slaves and 900 acres
between Buffalo Creek and the South Carolina line which laid
along a stream called Jacob’s Branch. He built a large house
there, and was very instrumental in the organization of Cleve-
land County when it was formed in 1841 from land previously
part of Lincoln County. He helped survey the new county and
lay out the county seat of Shelby.

He died in 1868 and is buried in Old Shiloh Presbyterian
Cemetery in the small town of Grover, NC, Cleveland County.

K. Moore

I moved here from Wisconsin, and I have one question.
How did Pumpkin Center get its name?

You're not the first to ask, and won't be the last. Around
the 1920s, Pumpkin Center was just a rural unnamed spot in
the road southeast of Lincolnton, superimposed on the Ore
Bank Community, a much older development dating prior to
the Civil War. When Ed Painter and Sam Ballard pooled their
money to build a country store, things began to happen. On
rainy days, farmers would sit around the wood heater in the
store and spit tobacco in the sand box.

Then one day, an Edison talking machine appeared and
the men began to listen to Uncle Josh cylinders, most of them
dealing with an imaginary place called “Pumpkin Center.”
Cal Stewart was the humorist who spent 22 years waxing his
Uncle Josh stories. In his famous role as “rube” Uncle Josh
Weathersby, he entertained millions of listeners with tales of
his antics.

Suddenly the little spot on the road in Lincoln Coun-
ty had a name, even though there were no real pumpkins
involved. Thanks to the internet, you can listen to these old
recordings of Uncle Josh and his adventures in Punkin’ Cen-
ter. Go to YouTube.com and do a search for Uncle Josh or Cal
Stewart, then sit back and have a laugh.

M. Bartholemew

I have a small wooden plaque with an image of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt that has been in my family for many
years. The family story is that it was given to my uncle Clay
Caskey by Eleanor Roosevelt when he was hospitalized at Wal-
ter Reed Hospital. How can we prove that this artifact was in
fact a gift from Mrs. Roosevelt?

Since the artifact is unmarked and unsigned, we have only
the family story to go with it. It could very well have been
presented to function attendees. Someone who deals in these
types of collectibles could help determine its authenticity.

But here’s what we can learn from family lore and newspa-
per articles: Your uncle, the eldest son of Charles Clay Caskey
and Ida McAllister Caskey, was very young when he left home
to work in a CCC camp. While working, he suffered an injury
which led to an infection and subsequently his leg was ampu-
tated. Sadly, he died in 1936 at the age of 19 while hospitalized
at Walter Reed and was buried in Iron Station Cemetery.

We also know that your uncle met Mrs. Roosevelt in 1935
because of this news photo which appeared in many, many
papers across the U.S. The Associated Press photo depicts a
very handsome young Clay Caskey receiving a slice of cake
from Mrs. Roosevelt. The papers got it slightly wrong, howev-
er, as Caskey was definitely a North Carolina boy.

Service—White House Style

e ]

¢ g 3 ‘alter Re.ed
Attending the benefit garden party and fashion show at Wa €
hospital, Washington, D. C., as a guest, Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt
was drafted to help serve ice cream and cake to the disabled veterans
who attended in wheel chairs. She's shown passing out refreshments
to Clay Caskey, a South Carolinian.

Tallahassee Democrat, May 8, 1935 via Newspapers.com

Thank you Lincoln County and the City of
Lincolnton for your ongoing support of the
LCHA’s mission to collect, preserve, and share
Lincoln County’s rich history!
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LCHA Updates

On the Hunt for Family Connections

From Lincoln County
On August 26, the
LCHA spent a pleasant af-
ternoon with Kelly Jo Bry-
ant of Cape Girardeau, MO, |
who was excited to find her
Lincoln County Shrum an-
cestors among the reference

files in our library.

Lincoln County can
draw a direct line to Cape
Girardeau. In general, after
becoming a state in 1821,
Missouri’s first significant
wave of immigration consisted of Germans who began
arriving in the 1820s and came in larger numbers in the
following decades. They joined an existing population of
white American settlers, most of whom had come from
Kentucky, Virginia, Tennessee, and North Carolina, as
well as earlier settlers of French heritage.

‘ m Then on September 7,

Lynn Griffin and her moth-
er, Delores Patten, drove
north from Marietta, Geor-
gia for background on their
¥ direct connection, Michael
IY Miles Abernathy, married
to Isabella West in Lincoln
County and buried in Mur-
phy, NC. We were able to
help them find their ances-
g tor, son of Miles Osborne

Abernathy and Nancy
Rockett, who is a member of the Robert Abernathy line.

[

New Book Reveals the Unique History
of Salem Lutheran and United Church
of Christ

Redhawk Publications is pleased to announce the
release of “Salem Lutheran and United Church of Christ:
A Story of Faith and Peace,” a new book written by local
historian Robert C. Carpenter, known throughout the
state for his expertise in local history.

Co-editors, Susan Harris and Robin Nicholson,
played instrumental roles in ensuring the publication of
this significant work, which sheds light on the unique

history of the church. The Salem Lutheran and United
Church of Christ in Lincoln County is hkely the only
historic remaining union "

church in the state, where
two denominations jointly
own and utilize the same
property.

The cost of the book is
$32. To purchase your copy,
visit the Redhawk Publica-
tions webpage at redhawk-
publications.com. Redhawk
Publications is an artistic
initiative of the Catawba
Valley Community College,
publishing written works of interest for the local commu-
nity, North Carolina, and the entire United States.

SALEM LUTHERAN
UNITED CHURCH OF

AND
CHRIST:

A STORY OF FAITH AND PEACE

ROBERT C. CARPENTER

Recent Accessions
2023.027: Pewter pitcher, sugar and creamer set from the
Padgett-Crowell house. Given by Mike and Libby Cline.

2023.028: Two dining room chairs and a high chair from
the Lithia Inn. Books, “Common School Arithmatic,” by
Shelton P. Stanford, 1872; “Triumphant Service Songs,”
Methodist Publishing House, 1914. Given by Edward and
Doris Little.

2023.029: Color photograph of Paul C. and Virginia
Rhyne, children and grandchildren at Marcus and Joy
Rhyne’s wedding. Given by Connie Rhyne.

2023.030: Corner cup-
board made by Lincoln Co.
craftsman Roy Warlick and
made for Pear] Summey.
LCHA purchase.

2023.031: Federal carved
and inlaid late Federal
chest of drawers attributed
to Lincoln County 1830.
LCHA purchase.




Upcoming Events

October 13 Lincoln County Catawba Valley Pottery Market
during the Fall Art Crawl, Lincoln Cultural Center, T reEEn
5:30 - 9 p.m. Music by Rick Ramseur. Pottery vendors of ‘ CounTy '

all types. Buy, sell, or trade. %EP%EEE%
October 14 Lincoln County Catawba Valley Pottery Market, éjé?é%%@é %II%EAEE ?

First floor, Lincoln Cultural Center, 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. MARKET
Pottery vendors of all types. Buy, sell, or trade.

November 11 Guest Speaker, Dr. Stanley D.M. Carpenter, author

and Emeritus Professor of Strategy and Policy at the
U.S. Naval College in Newport, RI. Lincoln Cultural
Center Reception Room, 2 p.m. Topic: “Another Such
Victory: The War for American Independence in North
Carolina from Ramsour’s Mill to Yorktown.” Follow-

ing the lecture presentation, Professor Carpenter will
hold a book signing of his two recent War of American

Independence histories as well as several historical
fiction works. $7 for non-members. Reserve your seat on
Eventbrite via the link on LincolnCountyHistory.com

or Facebook. No charge for LCHA members. Use promo
code LCHAMember.

_J -
Thank you, Historian Sponsors!

New and Renewed Memberships

John T, Anderson Robert C. Carpenter
Robert C. Carpenter Goodwood Pizzeria
Jenn Gliptis, New Member Bill and Carole Howell
Josephine Mundy Hill David & Frances Rhyne
Frances Hupfer, New Member Herb Stanford

G. Way9e & Betty Jones Mary Whisonant

Kelly Kinard

George H. & Doris Reynolds . L
Carole Ross As we continue publication of a fourth year of The

William Wood Historian, we urge you to support us with one-year
newsletter sponsorship of $100. Simply note on
your donation that youd like for your gift to be in
support of the newsletter. We urge both individuals
and businesses to be part of this outreach, which
we distribute to members and to the public via the

Thank you, Donors!
Benefactor Level
Robert C. Carpenter - Plonk Family Cemetery

Contributor Level Lincoln County Library’s Lincoln County Room.
John T. Anderson - Plonk Family Cemetery
William Anderson - Plonk Family Cemetery Sponsorships help keep the presses running and

in memory of Margaret Plonk Anderson rovide complimentary subscriptions to Lincoln
Jenn Gliptis in honor of Marlyn Depp prov p y st b

Josephine Mundy Hill County educators. If you appreciate our newsletter,
George H. & Doris Reynolds please consider becoming a sponsor.

William Wood \ f
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A Murder, a Hanging, and Grave Robbers, Continued from page one

and mother of four, Mrs. Mary Polly Gamble, with whom
he was sharing a torrid and fairly open three-year affair.

The Trial

Langford was indicted and tried before trial judge J.
Caldwell in Lincolnton in Spring, 1853. The State’s Attor-
ney was William Lander, and Haywood W. Guion, Esq.,
represented the prisoner. Court was actually being held at
Pleasant Retreat Academy because of demolition and con-
struction of a new court house.

The first witness called was the couple’s daughter. She
testified that her mother was jealous of her father, and that
they had been at odds for 13 years, even refusing to eat at
the same table.

Langford’s daughter, Susan, testified that her father
left the house between six and seven on the morning of
the murder saying that he was going to the machine pond
(the opposite direction of where the body was found) to see
about and repair a fence that had been kicked down by a
mule, and returned home at a quarter to nine. Langford’s
defense presented no witnesses to testify on his where-
abouts between 8 and 9 a.m., whether his tracks had been
found near the place where he was said to have mended
the fence, or whether the fence had been broken and then
repaired.

His mistress, Polly Gamble also testified, and her story
was damning, recalling that more than once Langford had
offered her $50 to kill his wife, and on the night before
the murder. Langford had been at her house promising to
waylay Mary Langford and kill her.

Mrs. Langford left her daughter’s home about 8 a.m.,
and her body was found a little after eight. The court told
the jury that the tracks of the prisoner had been found
going toward the spot where the dead body was found
(Langford’s feet were distinctly small and familiar to the
neighborhood).

The trial lasted two days. After four hours of delibera-

tion, the jury found a verdict of guilty and after an ineffec-
tual motion for a new trial, and judgement rendered on the
verdict, Langford’s attorneys appealed to the NC Supreme
Court. The case, State vs. Langford, was decided August 1,
1853. Unable to find any errors, the case was returned to
the court of Lincoln County to proceed.

As reported in the newspaper, Langford was sentenced
by Judge Robert Paine Dick to be hung on November 25,
1853.

John M. Richardson, who attended the trial and

the hanging of George Langford, kept a diary of

his observations. Read excerpts from his diary on
our website blog, LincolnCountyHistory.com

The Execution

According to an eyewitness, the sun over Lincolnton
was shrouded by clouds the morning of Friday, November
25, 1853, but activity downtown was brisk. The streets were
crowded, with one newspaper reporting that there were
between five and
ten thousand men,
women and children,
“dressed in holyday
attire, and seemingly
as unconcerned and
as full of fun and
frolic as if they had
come to witness some
‘public show.”

A gallows had
been erected close to
the bank on the west  [fiee
side of the South Fork [0 ‘
River near the bridge. Sheriff ] W. Déwé brotughtslasg fordi+
from the jail. Two local pastors who attended Langford
were Rev. Samuel Lander Sr., from the Methodist Church

R

Once there were three steel structures bridg-
. ing the South Fork of the Catawba River. The
one at left was the middle bridge, reached by
! proceeding on West Main Street and crossing
the river behind what is now Food Lion onto
' Hershel Lackey Road. It was this bridge that
BB was the backdrop for the execution of George
== P. Langford. It was replaced by the pres-
B ent bridge, built 300 yards south on what is
presently Riverside Drive, Highway 27 West.




and Rev. Robert N. Davis from the Presbyterian Church.
Langford himself offered what some have called a confession.
Then the wagon upon which he was standing was pulled away,
leaving him struggling until he was examined and pro-
nounced dead by Dr. David Warlick Schenck.

The Mystery

Langdon’s body was taken to his home on the east side
of Buffalo Creek, in No. 4 (King’s Mountain) Township, and
was buried north of his home near a small creek. It is said that
Langford may have suspected grave robbers and arranged in
advance for a black man to guard his grave.

But according to an account in the WPA Cemetery
Records for 1939, Cleveland County, on the second night,

Dr. Bratton of York, SC, (most probably Dr. J. Rufus Bratton,
whose Klan activities inspired The Clansman by Thomas
Dixon and the movie Birth of a Nation) had the same or
another black man exhume Langford’s body, and stripping it
of all clothing, carry the corpse on the back of a mule to York.
The body, the man was reported to say, “was as cold as a black
snake.”

According to some accounts, when the body-snatching
squad divided Langford’s garments among them, not one of
them could fit into his fine black boots with fancy brass trim
and they were given to a half-grown boy.

Another account of Langdon’s eventual fate comes from
a memory recalled by Robert Lee Durham, grandson of Dr.
James Wright Tracy, who had testified at the trial. About that
time, he explains, “The law winked at the use of the cadavers
of criminals for medical dissection. My grandfather was over
across the South Carolina line a few months later. (Dr. Law-
son A.) Hill showed him a skull of unusual shape, and re-
marked, ‘Did you ever see such a shaped head as that?” Doctor
Tracy answered, ‘Yes, I've seen that one while the owner had it
on. That’s Langford.”

So, what became of George Langford’s remains? That’s
the mystery. Could the skeleton of this criminal who met his
fate in Lincolnton almost two hundred years ago be standing
in the corner of some classroom or medical office? Does the
answer lie in documents related to Dr. Bratton in York, SC?
His family would like to know and so would we.

2 John Gamble, the man Mary Polly Ferguson married on March 31, 1835,
died intestate on August 7, 1845. In the 1860 census, Polly can be found still
living in Cleveland County, but documentation on her location after that is
unreliable. Source: Ancestry.com

2 Public hangings were common in North Carolina until 1910, when the pow-
er to execute criminals was taken away from local governments and assumed
by the state. Source: N.C. Department of Public Safety

Sources: WPA Cemetery Records for 1939, Cleveland County, NC; Supreme Court of NC, “State vs.
Langford” 44 N.C. 436 (N.C. 1853) Decided August 1, 1853; Since | Was Born by Robert Lee Durham
published posthumously in 1953; North Carolina, U.S. Tryon and Lincoln Marriage Bonds, 1779-1867;
N.C. Wills and Probate Records, John Gamble. Weekly Raleigh Register, Dec. 14, 1853. “Chill of the
Grave,"” by Joe DePriest, The Charlotte Observer, April 21, 1996.

“My father really didn’t know anything about his family,”
says Jim Langford, who recently visited the LCHA office
for clues to trace his family story to its North Carolina
roots and an incident that occurred in Lincolnton 170

years ago.

“After I left your (LCHA) office, I drove over to Cleveland
County to see if I could find the mill pond, and I did,” says
Langford. “I know there is a Langford Cemetery in the
area, but I didn’t want to go walking across someone’s
land to get to it.

“It happened that there was a man cutting limbs in the
yard across the road, and I went over to talk to him. He
said, ‘I can take you to where the murder happened,” and
he was kind enough to take me to where Mary Langford’s
body was found.

“I have since spoken with and compared notes with Mar-
garet Ledford of Kings Mountain. Her great-great-grand-
father, George Herndon, father of William Herndon
(Langford’s son-in-law), testified at the trial, and she has
been studying the case for many years.

“I know that the two youngest Langford siblings, Lud and
Mary, were taken to relatives in Pickens County, Georgia
by an older sister before the execution took place,” says
Langford. “Lud grew up in his older sister’s household
(Desura McClure), opened and ran a country store there
and was a successful businessman. His son, Vestor Lang-
ford, became a country doctor who died in the Spanish Flu
epidemic of 1918. Vestor’s oldest son, Otto Charles Lang-
ford, took over as the head of the family after his father
died. He was also clerk of court in Gordon County. His

son was James Beverly Langford, my father, a lawyer and
politician who assisted Jimmy Carter with his Georgia gu-
bernatorial campaigns. My family has always felt a duty
to public service. (Jim is founder and president of several
non-profit organizations in Georgia)

“Lud was the only boy and the only one to carry on the
name,” he says. “He never talked about the events in
North Carolina, and his family had no idea until just
these last few years. His gravestone reads, ‘An honest
man is the noblest work of God.”
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