The Ballad of Frankie Silver

As printed in the Lenoir Topic, March 24, 1886.

As you read...

A ballad is a song whose lyrics tell a narrative story. This ballad was supposedly sung by Frankie Silver from
the gallows in July 1833, after she was convicted of murdering her husband. In it, she tells of the crime, her
punishment, her fears of hell, and her regret, and she warns her listeners not to follow in her footsteps. It is
specifically a “murder ballad,” a kind of ballad that tells the story of a murder and its consequences. Murder
ballads go back to England, and several have come from the Appalachian South.

Whatever Frankie Silver sang from the gallows would not have been written down at the time, but
would have been orally transmitted — passed along from one person to another by singing. This version,
printed in a Morganton newspaper fifty years after the event, is more the product of many people’s
imaginations than of Frankie Silver's jailhouse writings.

Read the article about Frankie Silver, listen to the song via the link below, then think about these
questions:

1. What parts of the story of Frankie Silver do you believe or not believe? Why?

2. Why do you think the story was passed down in this way and retold by so many people?

3. How do you imagine this version of Frankie Silver's “ballad” differs from what she might have said or
sung from the gallows?

4. Why do you think that “murder ballads” like this have been so lasting and popular?
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Ye puiﬂleh by request, the fol-
Ioj mg confession of Fr mcxs Silvers,
who was hanged inthi on the
" 12th of July 1833, for the murder of
her husband.| Some of| our readers
wi l remembelr the facts{in [the case.

Tl:ps dtendfni dark and dismal day\
Has swept my glories all away, :
- My sun goes down, my daysjare past,
:And I must l%ave this World at last}

i
Oh! Lord, wliat will becone of mef
I am condemhed you all nqw see,

To heaven orhell my boul must fly
Allina moment when d'je v

Judgc Dnmel \hus my sentence pass’d,
Those prison jwalls I leave at last,
Nothing to c]{eex my drooping head
* Until ’'m nuqnbered with the dead. \

But oh! that Dreadful udge I foar;

Shall I, bhat n\vful sent nceg hear: |

“Depnr ye cursed dowi tol he]l f
Anf fo{ever thcre to dwlell’}?

1 know that fllghtfnl ghosts P11 see‘
Gnawing their flesh inf thisery,

" Anfd-then and/there aﬂ;e nded be.

For murder i 1r} the first degree.

Thiere shall I meet that mourpful face

W]ﬁose blood Ispilled upgn this pluce

th flaming | eyes to me hejll say, ‘
’Vhy did you take my lite away?” |

H:q feeble hnrds fell gently down,

H1§ chy \ttenngr tongue oon lost ite
| sound, !

To isee his sopl.and body part

It'strikes with terror todmy heart,

I took his blooming days away,

. Left him no'time to God to| pray,
And if his sing fall on his head.”
Must I not -bear them .in'his stead?
"Thé jealous thought that first gave

: strife :
To make me take my hugband’s life,
For/monthsand ‘days I spentmy time
Thij nking how| to commit this crime.

And on a dark and doleful night
1 put his body|out of sight, | &
1 h flames Iftried him o cﬁnsume,
But time wo 1d not ad mt&ib done. |

You all see m, and on me gize,

Be pnrsful ho you spenfl your days,
And neyér co mlt thisawful crime,
. But try to serve your God il time.

My imind on solemn subject roll;
My ittle child, God bless it soul‘
All you that re of Adans rdce, |
Lethotmy fa.l Itsthis chilld disgrace.

Farewell goodipeople, you allnow see
Whnt my bxdj:onduct’ brought on

e—
To dil?a of shame and disgrad

Befﬁre this world of hunjan race. :
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Figure 1. In 1884, a Morganton
newspaper printed this version
of Frankie Silver's last words.
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This dreadful, dark and dismal day
Has swept my glories all away,

My sun goes down, my days are past,
And I must leave this world at last.

Oh! Lord, what will become of me?
I am condemned you all now see,

To heaven or hell my soul must fly
All in a moment when I die.

Judge Daniel has my sentence pass’d,
Those prison walls I leave at last,

Nothing to cheer my drooping head
Until I'm numbered with the dead.

But oh! that Dreadful Judge I fear;
Shall I that awful sentence hear:

“Depart ye cursed down to hell
And forever there to dwell”?

I know that frightful ghosts I'll see
Gnawing their flesh in misery,

And then and there attended be
For murder in the first degree.

There shall I meet that mournful face
Whose blood I spilled upon this place;
With flaming eyes to me he’ll say,

“Why did you take my life away?”

His feeble hands fell gently down,
His chattering tongue soon lost its sound,
To see his soul and body part
It strikes with terror to my heart.

I took his blooming days away,

Left him no time to God to pray,
And if his sins fall on his head
Must I not bear them in his stead?

The jealous thought that first gave strife
To make me take my husband’s life,
For months and days I spent my time
Thinking how to commit the crime.

And on a dark and doleful night
I put his body out of sight,

With flames I tried him to consume,
But time would not admit it done.

You all see me and on me gaze,
Be careful how you spend your days,
And never commit this awful crime,
But try to serve your God in time.

My mind on solemn subjects roll;
My little child, God bless its soul!



All you that are of Adam’s race,
Let not my faults this child disgrace.
Farewell good people you all now see
What my bad conduct’s brought on me—
To die of shame and disgrace
Before this world of human race.
Awful indeed to think on my death,
In perfect health to lose my breath.
Farewell, my friend, I bid adieu.
Vengeance on me must now pursue.
Great God, how shall I be forgiven?
Not fit for earth, not fit for heaven;
But little time to pray to God,
For now I try that awful road.

On the web

Film: The Ballad of Frankie Silver
http://www.youtube.com/folkstreamer#uploads/16/qAFT4OwNhSg

In this 47-minute film, available from Folkstreams.net, folk singer Bobby McMillon tells the
story of Frankie Silver. At the beginning of the film, McMillon sings the entire ballad (not quite
as it is printed on this page), so if you don't have time to watch the entire film, you can hear the
traditional melody.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including North Carolina, antebellum, crime, history, and music.

Image credits

More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.

Figure 1 (page 2)
Lenoir Topic, March 24, 1886. Original image available from UNC Libraries / North Carolina
Collection (http://www.lib.unc.edu/ncc/ref/nchistory/jul2oog/ballad.html). This image is
believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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