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This letter was written by Joe Hill on August 15, 1915 while he was awaiting execution in the 
State Prison. It was published in the Salt Lake Telegram newspaper on Aug. 22, 1915. Vagrancy 
means wandering from place to place without a permanent home. [Changed for easier reading.] 

The main reason I tried to fire my attorneys was that they never tried to cross-examine the 
witnesses. They did not share the arguments in my defense. When I asked them why they 
were letting witnesses change their stories from the preliminary hearing, they told me that 
the preliminary hearing had nothing to do with the current hearing and that they could not 
legally use the records. When I picked up a record myself and tried to look at it, one of 
them took it away from me. I then concluded that they were not there to defend me, and I 
did what any other man would have done: I stood up and showed them the door. But, to my 
great surprise, I learned that the judge could force me to keep them, in spite of my protests.   

The most important fact, however, is this: I never killed Morrison and do not know a 
thing about it.  

There were men on my jury who were not reviewed for the case. There are errors and lies 
that are screaming to high heaven for mercy. I know that I, according to the law, am entitled 
to a new trial. The fact that the supreme court will not give me one proves that the beautiful 
term “equality before the law” is just an empty phrase in Salt Lake City.   

Judge Hilton of Denver, one of the greatest authorities on law, said this: “The decision of 
the supreme court surprised me greatly, but the reason why they affirmed the verdict is, I  
think, because of the rotten records made by the lower court.”   

In conclusion I wish to state that my criminal record is not quite as bad as people say. I 
have only been arrested once in my life, for vagrancy related to a strike in California. I 
have always worked hard for a living and paid for everything I got, and I spend my spare 
time painting pictures, writing songs, and composing music.  

Now, if the people of the state of Utah want to shoot me without giving me half a chance 
to state my side of the case, bring on your firing squads-- I am ready for you. I have lived 
like an artist and I shall die like an artist.  

Respectfully yours,   

Joseph Hillstrom   



 


