
http://hsx.sagepub.com

Homicide Studies 

DOI: 10.1177/1088767903253607 
 2003; 7; 235 Homicide Studies

Paul H. Blackman and Vance McLaughlin 
 Mass Legal Executions of Blacks in the United States, 17th-20th Centuries

http://hsx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/7/3/235
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 On behalf of:
 Homicide Research Working Group

 can be found at:Homicide Studies Additional services and information for 

 http://hsx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://hsx.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://hsx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/7/3/235 Citations

 at SAGE Publications on January 21, 2010 http://hsx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/HRWG
http://hsx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://hsx.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://hsx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/7/3/235
http://hsx.sagepub.com


10.1177/1088767903253607ARTICLEHOMICIDE STUDIES / August 2003Blackman, McLaughlin / LEGAL EXECUTIONS OF BLACKS

Mass Legal Executions of Blacks in
the United States, 17th-20th Centuries
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Throughout history, governments have sometimes executed persons in groups for the
same offense. The United States has done less of it than most, with or without due process.
But although never numerous, a look at an unstudied aspect of both multiple homicide
and capital punishment showed the occurrence of posttrial mass executions—four or
more persons for the same incident—interesting for what they tell about the social cli-
mate of the eras in which they occurred, particularly regarding the place of Blacks in soci-
ety. Before the end of slavery, more than half of the mass legal executions were of Blacks,
generally for slave revolts. After that, Blacks were still disproportionately involved rela-
tive to population, accounting for one third of those executed. Counting mass lynchings
would probably raise the percentage toward that in the pre-1866 era and to the percentage
of Blacks legally executed overall.

Keywords: capital punishment; mass execution; slavery; race

Throughout recorded history, governments have executed their own
citizens. In many instances, a group of citizens has been executed
at the same time for the same offense. People have been executed
because they have a specific trait (i.e., race and religion) and/or
political beliefs that were believed to threaten the state. Mass exe-
cutions were certainly imposed on Scots unsuccessfully rebelling
against the British monarch in 1745, on suspected monarchists
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during the French Reign of Terror, and on a smaller scale, in 1820,
to execute five members of the Cato Conspiracy who had been
planning to assassinate most of the British cabinet (Laurence,
1932/1960). Or, an undesired trait may simply have increased the
likelihood of execution for a real offense, as when 280 Jews were
hanged for coin clipping in medieval England (Laurence, 1932/
1960). Threats to the state may affect too the probability of execu-
tion of those charged with malum in se crimes, such as murder or
rape.

Mass executions by governments were quite frequent in the
20th century. Germany and Spain under the Nazis and Fascists,
Russia and China under the Communists, and many of the coun-
tries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America have executed people in
groups. These groups of citizens have been legally executed by
government order, although not necessarily with a trial. Many
have been executed during wartime conditions, but many of these
countries also have had mass executions when no outside aggres-
sor existed. In the 1990s, mass executions took place in Iran, Iraq,
Bosnia, and elsewhere. The study of such mass executions might
be warranted in homicide studies because those conducted by
governments seem very similar to ordinary American and aca-
demic notions of what constitutes murder.

Mass Legal Executions in the United States

Currently, a mass legal execution would be extremely unlikely
in the United States because the execution of any convicted pris-
oner is rare. The cost to taxpayers in the prosecution, defense, and
appeals process coupled with the delaying tactics of attorneys
defending death row inmates has made actual execution prob-
lematic. In addition, with the recent limitations on the use of the
felony-murder rule and the use of testimony against accomplices
by those involved in a crime, it is currently difficult to imagine
more than two persons actually being executed for the same crime
in this country. After all, with 10 members of an unpopular ethnic
minority convicted of murdering six and injuring over a thousand
in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing (Lane, 1997)—in an
apparent nearly successful effort to bring down the building and
kill 10,000 to 20,000 persons—there were no initial sentences of
death. The execution of four Blacks for a murder in Arkansas in
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1960, near the time when capital punishment itself seemed to be
petering out prior to a moratorium (Banner, 2002; Bowers, 1984),
was to be America’s last mass legal execution.

The questions that remain are how frequent were legal mass
executions in the United States during its history from colonial
times into the second half of the 20th century and whether those
executions might tell us more than general studies about capital
punishment, particularly about the role of race in the sanction.
The operating premise of this study is that such executions may
reveal more clearly the greatest perceived criminal threats to the
society, whether those threats were the crimes themselves or the
persons committing them. Mass legal execution was given the fol-
lowing working definition: the execution of four or more persons
for the same criminal incident by government entities following
some form of trial. Most such executions occurred on the same
day, although some were separated by up to 15 months. Over
time, of course, what constituted a trial varied, with fairness vary-
ing even within the same time periods and in the same colonies or
states.

A premise is that ordinary executions reveal what crimes were
being committed for which the death penalty was the normal and
accepted sentence. A decline in the number of persons executed
singly for burglary or robbery as the 18th century progressed sug-
gested that capital punishment was ceasing to be an accepted
punishment for mere property crimes, with juries declining to
convict or governors eager to commute death sentences for those
crimes even before the law removed them from the list of capital
offenses (Banner, 2002).

But mass legal executions were infrequently simply indicative
that some crimes were capital offenses in the 18th but not the 20th
century. Only one burglary (by slaves) and one robbery (by a
gang) were the recorded reasons among about 50 mass legal exe-
cutions in the first two centuries after the first settlement of colo-
nists in Jamestown. Mass executions thus may indicate the crimes
of greatest concern to a particular society in ways studies of capi-
tal punishment alone may not or may do only suggestively rather
than blatantly. For example, in years past, 9% of executions (and
perhaps 4% of lynchings) for rape were meted out to a White
male, but the few mass executions for rape appear to have only
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occurred for non-Whites raping a White female (Espy & Smykla,
1994; Tolnay & Beck, 1995).

It has been suggested that the subjects of mass executions “have
invariably been blacks or Indians” (Bowers, 1984, p. 145). Cer-
tainly with the definition of mass execution used here—four or
more for the same criminal incident—that is not the case,
although mass executions are more disproportionately of non-
Whites than are executions overall. Some of the fears leading to
mass legal executions were clearly of particular offenses and not
merely of particular types of offenders—although greater punish-
ment for Blacks than of Whites for the same offense indicates
some concern about the offenders as well, but that was indicated
by overall, not mass, legal executions. By the end of the 18th cen-
tury, for example, the South had many more capital property
offenses than the North, and felonies punishable with imprison-
ment of Whites were capital offenses when committed by Blacks,
especially if they were slaves (Banner, 2002). Even within a region,
the time and place of executions for slave revolts indicated not
simply general but localized fears of insurrection (Aptheker,
1943/1993). Yet even Southern mass legal executions related to
slavery and slave revolts were largely limited to Blacks until John
Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry in 1859.1 For the most part, those
executed were slaves, along with occasional free Blacks. Until the
Civil War, aside from four Whites executed in Florida in 1846 for
assisting runaway slaves, Whites who conspired in revolts lead-
ing to mass legal executions of Blacks were subject to lesser penal-
ties themselves (Aptheker, 1943/1993). Focusing on mass legal
executions concentrates the data to emphasize the fear and the
punishment; there were some Whites executed for antislavery or
proslave activities but not in mass legal executions (Wyatt-Brown,
1982).

There are two ways that mass legal executions will miss statisti-
cally finding the community’s greatest social fears of group
action. Some slave revolts may have been suppressed by informal
corrections, up to the point of death, as well as killing slaves resist-
ing arrest (Aptheker, 1943/1993). Indeed, at times of the greatest
fear of slave revolt—during the Revolutionary and Civil Wars,
when the British and the Union, respectively, were offering free-
dom to supportive slaves, and during times of increased fear due
to major slave revolts—military and other state-sanctioned but
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trial-less killing accounted for a higher percentage of Black execu-
tions (Aptheker, 1943/1993; Frey, 1991).

And later in the 19th century and into the 20th, if public or pri-
vate authorities—law enforcement, the military, militia, company
guards, and hired agents (such as the Pinkertons) (Lane, 1997)—
killed large numbers of persons without trial, even without arrest,
but without fear of prosecution themselves, that could indicate
social approval of the action and fear of those summarily exe-
cuted. In addition, such fears might be expressed by preempting
lawful trial and execution with lynching—described as “an action
of the community against someone thought to have violated its
most basic mores” (Bowers, 1984, p. 55)—again without serious
likelihood that the lynchers would be punished.2 Supplementing
lynching were race riots, which killed hundreds over the decades
but without the individualized selection of victims for supposed
criminal activities found in mass legal executions and lynchings
(O’Brien, 1989; Gilje, 1996). In a sense, just as homicide provides
the best, as most consistently reported, crime data, so mass legal
executions may provide the best data on matters of such concern
to society as deemed worthy of multiple state-sanctioned homi-
cides. If so, it will show greatest concern regarding offenses by
slaves prior to their emancipation and following that, with less
clear trends but with some possible signs of greater concern about
crimes committed by members of ethnic minorities, especially if
operating in gangs (McLaughlin & Blackman, 2002).

Mass Legal Executions and the Study of Homicide

Mass legal executions are relevant to homicide studies because
they constitute a legal form of homicide and because they repre-
sent the most severe sanction for criminal homicide. And it is for
homicide and the serious threat of homicide from such events as
slave revolts, piracy, and Indian uprisings that most mass legal
executions in the United States have been imposed, even when
some lesser offenses were subject to capital punishment.3 Of
nearly 15,000 American executions about which information has
been published, about 80% of executions during the past four cen-
turies have been for murder or a crime with the potential for
homicide (attempted murder, conspiracy to kill, arson, etc.) (Espy
& Smykla, 1994). Until the end of the Civil War, slave revolts and
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Indian uprisings—whether causing loss of life or not but certainly
feared at least partly because of that possibility—accounted for
35% of the incidents of mass legal execution and more than half of
those executed.

In addition to executions being “legal homicide” (Bowers,
1984), mass executions can be seen as part of a spectrum of state-
sanctioned killings with varying degrees of individualized selec-
tion of subjects and procedure. At one end would be executions
following due process as currently understood. But most of the
mass legal executions occurred after trials with substantially less
due process, to the point where it would often be difficult to dis-
tinguish those executions from summary executions, military or
civilian, or deaths resulting from aggressive arrest attempts. The
slave revolts were suppressed by government-approved (before
or after the fact) killing, summary execution, execution following
trials by vigilance committees, and legal execution, all arguably
similar homicides. Fugitive slaves could even be declared out-
laws and killed at will (Schwarz, 1996; Stampp, 1956/1989). (More
recent examples arguably would be the government action
against MOVE in Philadelphia.) Those killings in turn may be
seen as minimally different from state-sanctioned killings by
lynch mobs, which sometimes preceded the slaying with a mock
trial (Ginzburg, 1962; Stampp, 1956/1989), or surreptitious mass
killings performed confident of minimal investigation or prosecu-
tion likely, as with the Birmingham church bombing of 1963. It is
difficult to establish a point at which the spectrum ceases to fall
within the purview of homicide research. But, just as homicide is
the violent crime with the most reliable data, so executions pro-
vide the most reliable data on state-sanctioned homicides.4

At the other end of the spectrum would be those mass slayings
by those representing an alternative government or rebelling
against the existing state as well as the state’s response. That
would include Bacon’s punishment of Indians during his 1676
rebellion, perceived by the governor as against constituted
authorities but by Bacon’s supporters as by the newly constituted
authorities and eventually suppressed with mass legal executions
(Washburn, 1957). For nearly two centuries, slave revolts, Indian
uprisings, and treason—the basis for more than half of the pre-
Civil War mass legal executions—would have been perceived as
terrorism, a threat not merely of mass slayings but to the
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established social order, to be suppressed with state-sanctioned
mass killings with or without due process. Terrorism, from its ori-
gin in the French Revolution, has long included homicides by as
well as against established regimes (Rosenfeld, 2002; White,
2003), and the experience of Blacks in America before the end of
the Civil War involves both terrorism by slave revolts and terror-
ism of slaves by the White establishment. Contemporary terror-
ism, with targets less individualized by groups as the Aryan
Nations (representing domestic alternative government) or al-
Qa’ida (representing foreign-sanctioned mass killings), and pos-
sible preventions and responses are certainly a suitable area for
homicide research (Rosenfeld, 2002). The study of homicidal
slave and Indian revolts and their suppression is as relevant his-
torically to homicide research as the study of analogous contem-
porary terrorism and its suppression.

METHOD

At the outset, it has to be stated that for several reasons there is
an incomplete record of mass legal executions of Blacks or anyone
else in the United States. First, this has been an area that has not
been researched by others. Specific instances may be famous and
have been the focus of intense scholarship (e.g., Lincoln assassina-
tion trial and Molly Maguires), but only one attempt has been
made to quantify and compare them (McLaughlin & Blackman,
2002). Second, many instances of mass execution may have been
lost to history. And third, even defining mass legal execution is no
simple task.

Mass legal execution is defined here as the execution by duly
constituted authorities following some form of trial of four or
more persons for the same criminal incident in what is now the
United States (excluding territories). This definition was fash-
ioned after a fairly common definition for mass murder (Levin &
Fox, 1985). A cursory look at incidents in New York (Hearn, 1997)
and generally (Espy & Smykla, 1994) suggests that reducing the
number from four to three—another popular number for mass
murder definitions (Petee, Padgett, & York, 1997)—would
increase the number of such executions but not change the sorts of
crimes and criminals involved. Reducing the number to two
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would, similar to single executions, probably tell more about the
sorts of crimes and criminals subjected to capital punishment—
that is, the willingness of society to use capital punishment—but
rarely anything more. Increasing the number significantly above
four would confuse matters because so many incidents of slave
revolts have imprecise reports on the number executed—“consid-
erable number,” “several,” and “many”—or discrepancies
between sources (McLaughlin & Blackman, 2002). Executions by
Indians of persons of European, African, or Asian descent are
excluded regardless of whether tribal due process was observed.

As part of the literature review, general works on capital pun-
ishment were useful for information about the biases of capital
punishment in terms of crimes and criminals punished (Banner,
2002; Bowers, 1984; Drimmer, 1990; Laurence, 1932/1960;
Mencken, 1942). In these sources, any mention of mass executions
was anecdotal. Except for complete listings of executions in New
York and Pennsylvania (Hearn, 1997; Teeters, 1963), books look-
ing at specific states for certain time periods had little on mass
legal executions (McLaughlin & Blackman, 2002). The most useful
published work was Aptheker (1943/1993), who looked at slave
uprisings and noted the punishments meted out when the upris-
ings were put down, with some effort to distinguish between
those executed by the authorities and those simply killed either by
private parties, military or militia bodies, or local patrols. It is not
certain that he always made the distinction accurately. Alotta
(1989) covered Union executions during and immediately after
the Civil War, some of which were of Black soldiers.

After reviewing the literature, the next step was to examine the
available portion of the list compiled by M. Watt Espy, Jr. (Espy &
Smykla, 1994), including the county of conviction and the date of
execution. Espy’s list for all legal executions from colonial times to
the present currently includes almost 19,000 executions, three
fourths of it available on-line from the Inter-university Consor-
tium for Political and Social Research, but it is not always reliable
because of coding errors (Banner, 2002).5 For example, the Black
slaves executed for a revolt in New York City in 1712 are all
recorded as Caucasians, and although executed just 15 years ago,
Jeffrey Daugherty’s sex is unknown in the Espy file. Also, the data
are incomplete. This might be partly because until the 1820s and
1830s, newspapers barely reported executions, which might be
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covered by broadsides instead, and those are less likely to have
survived to the present. Newspaper coverage improved when
executions changed from public areas to the privacy of prison
yards (Masur, 1989). Overall, sources differ in the numbers of per-
sons executed, their ethnicity, the date of execution, and the
offense for which persons were executed.6 Nonetheless, the most
productive way to find mass executions was to start with Espy’s
data, note every instance of four convicts from the same county
being executed on or about the same date for the same offense,
and then try to determine whether the executions were for a single
criminal incident.

Listings alone cannot tell whether an offense qualifies as a mass
execution for two reasons: A listing by dates might suggest that
executions on the same date are related when they may not be,
and it would fail to call attention to executions of persons for the
same criminal incident that are spread out over time. Especially in
the North in the earlier years of the republic and prior colonial
times, there was a tendency for executions to be done in groups
even if the individuals had nothing in common beyond the day
they would die. Alisting that four persons were executed for mur-
der on a particular day in Philadelphia, for example, does not
mean that they were involved in the same murder (Teeters, 1963).
This tendency did not exist to the same extent in Southern deal-
ings with Blacks; if four or more slaves belonging to the same per-
son were executed in the same rural county at the same time for
the same offense, it was likely a mass legal execution. But even in
the 20th century, not all executions occurring on the same date
from the same county of conviction are for the same criminal inci-
dent. For example, six Black males from Lexington County, South
Carolina, were executed for murder on February 27, 1931
(Bowers, 1984; Espy & Smykla, 1994), but only five of them were
executed for the same murder; the sixth had killed someone else
(“Six Negroes,” 1931). After finding possible mass legal execu-
tions from Espy (Espy & Smykla, 1994), an effort was made using
secondary sources, newspapers, and the Internet to determine
whether the executions were for the same incident. Without con-
firmation, the executions were generally not counted as for the
same incident.7

The second problem, particularly for 20th-century executions,
is that persons might be executed for the same murder but on
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different dates, with the common tie lacking in broad listings of
executions (Bowers, 1984; Espy & Smykla, 1994). For example,
four men—three Black, one White—from Pickaway County,
Ohio, were executed in 1932 for the murder of John Kidney, but
the executions occurred on three different dates (June 3, June 10,
and July 22), and the rarity of integrated gangs makes the slaying
on its face seem less likely to be the basis for a mass legal execution
(Bowers, 1984; Electrocutions in Ohio, n.d.). A single date alone
would separate John Brown from most of the condemned co-
conspirators in his Harpers Ferry raid (two of whom were Black)
who were executed 2 weeks later, with an additional pair exe-
cuted 3 months later (McLaughlin & Blackman, 2002).

Military executions—not systematically included in Espy’s
(Espy & Smykla, 1994) file on executions “under civil authority,”
although he listed some executions for desertion—were sought
from a variety of sources; the only mass military executions
involving Blacks are in Alotta (1989) and in Haynes’s book (1976)
on the Houston riot of 1917. Tentatively, it would appear that 8%
of those executed were involved in mass legal executions as here
defined—including more than one quarter of those executed
prior to 1866 and 3% of those executed from 1866 to the morato-
rium on executions a century later, just more than half of the exe-
cutions and just less than half of the incidents involving Blacks
(Alotta, 1989; Aptheker, 1943/1993; Espy & Smykla, 1994) (see
Appendix for a list of mass legal executions involving Blacks).
Applying that definition of mass to lynchings, during the five-
decade heyday of Southern lynchings, such mass illegal execu-
tions accounted for approximately 7% of the victims (Tolnay &
Beck, 1995).

EXECUTIONS FROM 1661 TO 1865

The vast majority of America’s mass legal executions occurred
during a span of just over two centuries, as the population grew
from about 25 million to nearer 40 million persons. Only about
one eighth of the mass executions were for murder, by now the
only crime for which persons are sentenced to death, and even
then the crime accounted for 60% of all executions; just 6% of those
executed for murder were executed in mass executions. One fifth
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of the mass executions involved crimes related to war (treason,
desertion, mutiny, and espionage), with the majority of those exe-
cuted for such crimes executed en masse. Nine percent of mass
legal executions were for piracy, with more than two thirds of exe-
cuted pirates hanged in groups.

Meanwhile, the most famous mass legal executions, resulting
from the Salem witch trials, accounted for just 2% of the mass exe-
cutions of the period from 1661 to 1865 but for 60% of all persons
executed for witchcraft in America. Salem also accounted for
almost the only executions of White women in mass legal execu-
tions. In addition to those 14 “witches,” two White women were
executed in response to the New York City slave revolt of 1741,
and one woman was executed for her alleged role in the Lincoln
assassination. Because Mrs. Surratt and the accused witches were
innocent and resisting slavery was arguably exemplary behavior,
it means no White female has ever been killed in a mass legal exe-
cution for what would clearly have been considered a capital
crime during the past century plus.

There were a number of reasons for more mass legal executions
in the first centuries of European residency in America and for
Blacks to predominate among those executed. Slave revolts are
group activities, inviting punishments of groups. In addition, the
legal system made mass legal execution easier. There was no real
adversarial criminal legal system. The government presented its
case to a jury, which decided the matter; often the defense’s first
opportunity to respond came at the sentencing phase, but death
was the mandatory sentence for some felonies (Banner, 2002). In
the South, trials might be before a justice of the peace rather than a
jury, further minimizing due process for accused slaves (Banner,
2002), and juries for slaves sometimes expressly included slave-
holders, generally a minority of the White population but with a
clear bias (Stampp, 1956/1989). The rules of evidence impaired
the ability of slaves and free Blacks as well to defend themselves
(Fisher, 1997; Morris, 1997). As a result, convictions were easier to
obtain and appeals minimal, and even petitions for gubernatorial
commutation might only be initiated by free men (Schwarz, 1996).
On the other hand, Whites could rarely be convicted when they
aided slave revolts because most evidence of revolts came from
Blacks, who were not allowed to testify against Whites; White
conspirators were more commonly whipped and expelled
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(Aptheker, 1943/1993; Morris, 1997). Trials remained relatively
rapid, with appeals relatively rare, throughout the 19th century
(Lane, 1997).

Almost half (46%) of the subjects of mass legal executions dur-
ing the two centuries ending with 1865 involved slave revolts, and
almost all of those executed were Blacks, mostly slaves but a few
free men. The total would exceed 50% if mass legal executions for
murder—generally groups of slaves with the same owner—were
added. Executions of slaves were accompanied by an undeter-
mined number of killings without due process. Under some cir-
cumstances, slaveholders had the authority to kill their slaves,
and even where illegal, such actions were not apt to be punished
by the state (Aptheker, 1943/1993; Fisher, 1997). But slaveholders
in general would rather let the courts deal with slaves’ capital
crimes because they could be reimbursed for executed slaves
(Cashin, 1997); the compensation was deemed necessary in part to
prevent slaveholders from protecting their property from the
criminal justice system (Banner, 2002). In the case of slave insur-
rections, many slaves were summarily killed in putting down
some of the larger revolts, particularly those led or inspired by
Gabriel in 1800, Denmark Vesey in 1822, and Nat Turner in 1831
(Stampp, 1956/1989).8

Most slave revolts, as recorded by Aptheker (1943/1993),
involved the apparently lawful execution of selected slaves rather
than mere killing—although the total number executed may have
been surpassed by the number slain without a trial. Most of the
revolts resulted in relatively small numbers of slaves being exe-
cuted, generally just the ringleaders rather than the more numer-
ous followers, although there were some with a dozen or more
executions. As a result, although Aptheker recorded more than
100 slave revolts—defined by him as involving more than merely
killing an owner or overseer or attempting to escape but an upris-
ing against the system involving 10 or more persons—only about
one third of them resulted in mass legal executions. It was not that
slaveholders or the states were concerned about Black lives but
two other reasons. To slaveholders, slaves constituted valuable
property not lightly to be destroyed so long as selective execu-
tions were sufficient to assure compliant behavior in the future.
And to the states, executions of slaves were costly because most
state laws called for reimbursing slaveholders for property
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essentially taken by the state. Executions of Blacks were, nonethe-
less, much more common and more readily available than for
Whites in the South. Death was the standard sentence for slaves
for a number of offenses for which the penalty for Whites was
only a few years imprisonment (Schwarz, 1996; Stampp, 1956/
1989)—in colonial days, even murdering a slave was such an
offense (Stampp, 1956/1989). Mass legal executions of Blacks,
however, were generally for offenses such as murder, attempted
murder, and revolts (Espy & Smykla, 1994).

In an effort to make the selective mass executions more effec-
tive as a future deterrent and perhaps to indicate their disap-
proval of the revolts, some of the methods of execution were more
traumatic than hanging, the standard method of execution until
the late 19th century (except for the firing squad used for some
military executions). These included beheading slaves after exe-
cution, with the heads displayed as a permanent reminder to
slaves as to what might happen to them if they revolted; using the
gibbet, thus exposing the entire body rather than burying it; and
burning, considered a sort of “super-capital punishment”
(Banner, 2002, p. 71). Burning had two advantages for the state/
slaveholder. First, it was a more painful death than hanging. Sec-
ond, along with vengeance for the victims and the authorities,
burning was thought to reduce the likelihood of salvation of the
soul. At the very least, such “humiliation of a corpse . . . assured
the living that the culprit’s remains would not rise whole on the
Last Day of Judgment” (Wyatt-Brown, 1982, p. 400). Particularly
during the 17th and 18th centuries and in the North, the execution
of Whites was an effort to punish without imposing eternal dam-
nation on the soul of the person executed. Although trials might
be relatively speedy, depending on when the court regularly met
relative to when a person was arrested for a crime, executions
were often delayed to allow the convicts plenty of time to make
their peace with God and to ready their souls (Banner, 2002). The
South was generally less religious, at least prior to the Second
Great Awakening in the 19th century (Frey, 1991; Wyatt-Brown,
1982).

There was even less concern about allowing time to ready the
soul when slaves were executed. Yet even for slaves, in the vast
majority of such executions hanging was used, and there was
often some concern for the slaves’ souls. Even in the case of Nat
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Turner, the judge’s dislike of Turner did not necessarily extend
beyond the grave, saying Turner was to “be hung by the neck until
you are dead! dead! dead! and may the Lord have mercy upon
your soul” (Aptheker, 1943/1993, p. 302). Shriving time was more
limited, however; although it would have been weeks or months
in the North (Banner, 2002), for Turner it was 6 days.

The mass legal execution of slaves clearly demonstrated a
social fear of a slave insurrection, although widespread reporting
of most revolts and executions was limited. The most vicious pun-
ishments for convicted slaves, however, occurred outside the
British-colonized South and during the first half of the 18th cen-
tury in Louisiana and New York. Torture—breaking on the
wheel—was used as the punishment for one or two slave revolts
in Louisiana well before it had an English-speaking government
(Aptheker, 1943/1993). And in New York, when four slaves killed
their owner’s family in 1708, execution was reportedly by torture,
with the Black female slowly burned (Hearn, 1997).

The most vicious executions, however, were efforts to suppress
revolts in New York City, first in 1712 and then in the better-
known revolt of 1741. The 1712 revolt resulted in far fewer execu-
tions. Over a period of about 3 months, after arson, stabbing, and
guns were used to kill nine Whites and injure another seven,
about 20 Black males were executed after conviction on charges of
murder or accessory to murder. The executions were more apt
than most other executions to involve torture.9 The law did not
specify the means of execution, so the governor opted for selective
viciousness due to the fear the revolt had created among the pop-
ulace. Several were just hanged, but one was hung in chains until
he died of starvation, another broken on the wheel, and three
burned. Tom, the slave of Nicholas Roosevelt—last common
ancestor of both American presidents of that surname—was roasted
slowly, the process reportedly taking more than 8 hours (Apthe-
ker, 1943/1993; Hearn, 1997; Higginbotham, 1978; Miller, 1979).

By the time about 32 persons were executed for the New York
City revolt of 1741, the methods of execution were more limited
but the panic greater. Unlike most Southern revolts, where the
punishments for White conspirators were relatively light (whip-
ping and banishment), the New York City revolt was suppressed
with the execution of two White females and one or two White
males, all hanged. Of the 29 Black males executed, 15 were
burned. The White panic—leading to the banishing of 70 Blacks
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and seven Whites in addition to more than 30 executions along
with the executions of two slaves for arson in New Jersey (Espy &
Smykla, 1994; Higginbotham, 1978; Miller, 1979)—is exemplified
by the treatment of Johannes (or John) Roosevelt’s slave, Quack.
Part of the panic was caused by the burning of the governor’s
mansion (which the lieutenant governor believed to have been an
accident) and various other buildings. Quack was convicted of
that arson even though Roosevelt, a prominent New Yorker who
had served on the grand jury indicting various slaves, provided
an alibi; Quack was occupied elsewhere at the time of the alleged
crime and thus could not have been guilty. As Quack and another
slave were prepared for execution by burning, Roosevelt sug-
gested to Quack that his only hope was to say he was guilty and
seek a reprieve,10 but the mob watching the execution refused to
allow a delay for a reprieve to be considered, and the two slaves
were burned (Miller, 1979).

The Civil War is associated with an increased number of mass
legal executions of a variety of persons for a variety of offenses.
Mass legal executions for the property offenses of burglary and
housebreaking—unreported during the 19th century before the
Civil War—occurred in Louisiana, although the race of those
hanged was not specified (Espy & Smykla, 1994). Mass legal exe-
cutions of slaves for murder and revolt seemed to increase some-
what, as did the likelihood of females and free Blacks being
among those executed (Espy & Smykla, 1994). And mass legal
executions for war-related offenses occurred, understandably,
with two interesting results: All of the mass legal executions for
desertion—by Northerners and Southerners—were apparently of
Whites, but three groups of Black Union soldiers were executed,
one for murder, one for rape, and one for mutiny, three crimes for
which no White soldiers were reportedly executed in groups of
four or more (Alotta, 1989). There are too few instances to hazard
any analysis of these short-term changes.

From early colonial days to the end of the Civil War, the mass
legal executions of slaves would appear to indicate the great concern
of the White community over the possibility of insurrection—and
even noninsurrectionist murder of owners and overseers—by
persons who constituted either a substantial minority (as in New
York City in the first half of the 18th century and most Southern
states) or even a majority of the population of a state or portion of
one (Aptheker, 1943/1993; Stampp, 1956/1989). Mass legal
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execution for piracy appears to be related mostly to the nature of
the crime and its occasional punishment, and executions for
desertion were related to concerns of military or political leader-
ship. The other major contributors to mass legal executions—
Indian and slave uprisings and witchcraft—seem more indicative
of great localized fears rather than just to the frequency with
which a particular crime was being committed. Although Indian
reaction to settlements and witch hunts were sharply limited in
time and place, the fear of slave revolts was an overriding concern
wherever slavery existed prior to the North’s victory over the
South.

EXECUTIONS FROM 1866 TO 1960

With the end of slavery, the number of mass legal executions
fell sharply both in terms of the number of incidents and the num-
ber of persons executed. During the first two thirds of the 19th
century, there were just over 70 incidents of mass legal execution,
resulting in nearly 600 deaths. During the final third of the cen-
tury, there were 13 reported incidents executing 75 persons. This
decline does not reflect a similar decline in the overall number of
executions, where the number in Espy and Smykla (1994) for the
period from 1866 to 1899 exceeds the number from 1800 to 1865,
with about 35 per year in the earlier period and 80 per year during
the later period—although the rate, with a burgeoning popula-
tion, was lower. Trends for ordinary capital punishment and mass
legal executions were more similar to each other from 1890 to 1930
(Bowers, 1984; McLaughlin & Blackman, 2002), with capital pun-
ishment growing from 1890 to 1930 and peaking in the 1930s
before beginning a period of decline.11 For mass legal executions,
the post–Civil War peak was in the two decades from 1920 to 1940.

The crimes involved in mass legal executions changed dramati-
cally after the Civil War, with some changes in the sorts of persons
executed. Almost all mass legal executions from 1866 until the last
one in 1960 were for murder. To some extent, capital punishment
itself indicated societal concern about certain criminals, with
mass executions telling about the crimes. Almost all executions
for rapes involved Blacks, with Whites more likely to be executed
for felony-related murders and Blacks more likely to be executed
for nonfelony-related murders (Espy & Smykla, 1994).12
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There were only four arguable exceptions to mass legal execu-
tions being for murder: two mass legal executions for rape, in one
of which the defendants had also been convicted of murder; one
mass legal execution was for an Indian uprising, where mutual
killing resulted in a murder conviction and the execution of four
Indians; and one mass legal execution of German spies for sabotage.

Mass Legal Executions of Blacks

It would be necessary to omit the word legal to cover all of the
mass executions of Blacks during this period. During the period
from 1882 to 1930, there were only 8 reported incidents of mass
legal execution involving at least some Blacks, with a total of 46
Blacks (or part-Black Indians) executed, but there were 39
reported incidents of mass lynchings including Black victims,
with 179 persons lynched (Tolnay & Beck, 1995). Including post–
Civil War incidents before and after the main lynch law era would
bring the total of mass legal executions with some Black involve-
ment to 18, with about 87 persons executed, all but 10 of them
Black. So interrelated were lynchings and legal executions—
sometimes called “legal lynchings”—that some scholars suggest
they should be recorded together (Wright, 1997).13 In terms of
mass legal executions as a percentage of all legal executions,
Whites, Asians, Indians, and Hispanics were all more likely than
Blacks to be executed for the same criminal incident, with num-
bers too small to be meaningful.14

But the threat of lynching assisted in achieving some legal exe-
cutions. Mobs might be persuaded to abandon lynching plans to
allow a trial but with the threat of lynching used to encourage con-
fessions (Wright, 1997). In one incident of mass legal execution, it
is fairly clear that the Black suspects confessed—quite possibly
falsely—to killing a prominent White man because the sheriff
promised to protect them from lynching if they confessed; he was
willing to protect them because he was not certain they were
guilty. Or, as the newspaper reported, “Sheriff Newton states
that . . . there is not sufficient evidence to warrant mob law” (“Jail
Being Guarded,” 1925). The sheriff reported that the robbery-
murder victim’s son believed the murderers to have been White
(“Another Murder Mystery Cleared,” 1925). The accused later
renounced their confessions but were convicted based on them
nonetheless. The witnesses to their execution included the
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murder victim’s two daughters, who were also witnesses to his
slaying (“Negro Murders,” 1926).

Although lynchings would obviously have provided a basis for
the mass legal execution of lynchers, there were only two mass
legal executions as a result of violent mob action. The 1917 Hous-
ton riot of Black soldiers responding to local anti-Black violence,
resulting in 16 White deaths (including five police officers, two
soldiers mistaken for police, and two civilians acting as law offi-
cials), led to two executions totaling 19 Blacks (Haynes, 1976). The
severe sentence was based partly on its being wartime, although
the riot seemed irrelevant to the war in Europe, and appeals were
rather sharply restricted considering not merely the severity of
the sentence but the number sentenced (Haynes, 1976).

The other mass legal execution as a result of mob action
occurred in Georgia in 1882. A Black mob that killed an innocent
man in response to the slaying of a Black man by a marshal and his
deputy led to the execution of five Blacks convicted of second-
degree murder—including the only free Black female included in
a mass legal execution—and life sentences of 17 others
(McLaughlin & Blackman, in press). Early 20th-century urban
riots with disproportionately Black victims resulted in minimal
punishment.

Blacks were also involved in the only nonwartime executions
for any charges other than murder. Five men—including a Euchee
Indian, two Creeks, and two part-Creek/part-Blacks—were exe-
cuted after conviction for rape by Judge Isaac Parker; they were
also convicted of murdering a Black deputy marshal prior to their
execution for rape (J. L. Galonska, Fort Smith National Historic
Site, personal communication, September 24, 1999), and Judge
Parker’s sentencing statement noted that the Creeks “were almost
tempted to take you from the officers and execute upon you sum-
mary vengeance” (The First Sentencing, 2002).

And seven Blacks in groups of three and four were executed in
1951 for the rape of a White woman in a Black neighborhood of
Martinsville, Virginia, the first mass legal execution involving
Blacks since 1932. Aside from unconvincing claims of consent,
there was no question of their guilt but a great deal of concern
about the severity of the sentence because those convicted
included a middle-aged man with no prior criminal record (Rise,
1992) and only Blacks were sentenced to death for rape in 20th-
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century Virginia. Thus, only minority-group members were
involved in mass executions for rape, a slight emphasis from capi-
tal punishment overall, where about 9% of those executed for rape
were non-Hispanic Whites.

During the final century of mass legal executions, there may
have been some discrimination against persons society saw as
outsiders.15 In addition to Blacks, such outsiders included not just
racial or ethnic minorities, such as Hispanics, Asians, and Indians,
but those perceived as more prone to crime or to troublemaking,
including some Irish, labor organizers, mafiosi, and others.
Unlike ordinary lawful executions, however, there is no way
really to measure possible discrimination because there would be
no basis for comparison. There may be records on the number of
homicides committed, with some data on the percentage involve-
ment suspected of different ethnic groups—even there, however,
the data would lack a breakdown as to the type of homicides most
likely over time to be considered capital offenses. And there are no
records on the number of homicides committed related to
whether the perpetrators were labor organizers, anarchists, or
Italians; neither are there records on the number of homicides
allowing the possibility for mass legal execution.

It is not so clear to what extent bigotry against outsiders may
have played a role in mass legal executions. There are more Italian
and Irish names among those executed in groups in the Northeast
and more Hispanic names in the Southwest, but those could as
readily be explained by the type of crime as by the ethnic back-
ground of the convicts executed. For example, a group of five Ital-
ian immigrants was executed for a robbery-related murder even
though four of those involved in the robbery had never even seen
the victim (Drimmer, 1990); but execution for felony murder was
more common in the early 20th century than later, and the slaying
reportedly involved not just robbery but torture (Hearn, 1997).
Similarly, it was not necessary to be prejudiced against Hispanics
to support the execution of persons captured from Pancho Villa’s
deadly raids (Allan, 2001) or the execution of four Hispanics in
1897 in New Mexico for killing a Hispanic law enforcement officer
over a dispute with a Hispanic sheriff (Torrez, 2000). Neither was
hostility to Italians essential to support the execution of a robbery
gang involved in several robberies, one of which resulted in the
death of a police officer (“4 Olney Bandits,” 1927; “Fifth Olney
Bandit,” 1927).
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CONCLUSION

Based on the study of mass legal executions, it is clear that
Blacks were disproportionately involved among those executed,
especially before the formal end of the institution of slavery. There
are a number of reasons why mass legal executions occurred in
the past and some hypotheses as to why they have ceased to take
place in the United States. Part of the reason was the nature of the
offenses. Insurrections by Indians and Blacks were crimes com-
mitted by groups so that at a time when execution was a com-
mon—even mandatory—punishment, group trials, sentences,
and executions naturally occurred. Also, the fact that criminals
had fewer rights at trials and generally no appeals made it likely
that the sentences would be imposed at about the same time. In
addition, certain crimes were feared by society, particularly slave
revolts by Southern society.

Following the Civil War, there were fewer crimes either natu-
rally committed by groups or eliciting the same sorts of fears.
There remained fear of Blacks and Black equality in the South—
but with lynchings as a preferred terror tactic than legal execu-
tion—and of immigrants and labor unrest throughout the coun-
try. And gang-related robberies committed with loss of innocent
life were a concern then as now but failed often to involve Blacks.

It should be noted, however, that mass legal executions are only
one way governments may rid themselves of the most serious of
perceived troublemakers. Only two of the three major forms of
state-sanctioned mass homicide appear almost totally to have dis-
appeared from American society: Amass legal execution last took
place in 1960, and state-sanctioned slayings by private parties
ended during the civil rights struggle of the 1960s. What remains
is the occasional incident of government-involved deaths of four
or more persons in the process of law enforcement, such as
assaults on the Symbionese Liberation Army in Los Angeles
(Associated Press, 2002), MOVE in Philadelphia, and the Branch
Davidians in Waco, Texas (Kopel & Blackman, 1997). Fortunately,
such events too are relatively rare and at least cause concern
among the general public even if they ultimately are generally
deemed to have been acceptable government behavior.
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April 1671 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 (3 White) male servants
September 1706 Virginia Burglary Hanging 5 male slaves
February 1708 New York Murder Torture 4 (1 Indian male, 1 female)
April-June 1712 New York Slave revolt Hanging, torture 18 male, 2 female slaves
Summer 1720 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 14 male slaves
September 1730 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 4 male slaves

1730 Louisiana Slave revolt Broken on wheel 8 male slaves
Hanging 1 female slave

1732 Louisiana Slave revolt Broken on wheel 4 male slaves
Hanging 1 female slave

June 1740 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 50+ male slaves
May-July 1741 New York Slave revolt 17 hanging (3 gibbet) 29 male slaves

15 burned 3 free Whites (2 female)
1767 Virginia Poisoning Hanging 4 slaves

December 1767-
January 1768 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging and beheading 8 male slaves

October 1769 North Carolina Felony Hanging 7 male slaves
March 1776 Virginia Theft of selves and boat Hanging 4 male slaves
March 1777 North Carolina Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
January 1779 Virginia Murder Hanging 4 slaves (1 female)255
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May 1792 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging “Considerable number” of male slaves
Spring 1795 Louisiana Slave revolt Gibbeting 22 male slaves
December 1799 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 4 to 10 male slaves
September-

October 1800 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 35+ male slaves
1802 North Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 13 male slaves

May, July 1802 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 5 male slaves
1804 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging and beheading 10 to 12 male slaves

August 1805 North Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 3 to 4 male slaves
Burning 1 female slave

April 1808 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 (3 White) males
July 1809 Virginia Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
January 1811 Louisiana Slave Revolt Hanging, shooting, 16 male slaves

and beheading
January 1813 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
March 1816 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging About 6 male slaves
July 1816 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 6 male slaves
June-August 1822 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 35 male slaves
November 1826 Kentucky Slave revolt Hanging 5 male slaves
April 1827 Virginia Murder Hanging 7 male slaves
November 1829 Kentucky Slave revolt Hanging 5 male slaves
May 1830 1 female slave
February 1830 South Carolina Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
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September 1831 North Carolina Slave revolt Hanging “Many” male slaves
October-November 1831 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 20 males (3 free)
October 1831 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 4 male slaves
October 1831 Georgia Slave revolt Hanging 4 male slaves
November 1831 Virginia Murder Hanging 5 male slaves
August 1837 Louisiana Slave revolt Hanging 12 males (3 free)
March 1839 Louisiana ? Hanging 5 male slaves
June 1840 Georgia Murder Hanging 5 male slaves
September 1840 Louisiana Slave revolt Hanging 21 male slaves
September 1840 Louisiana Slave revolt Hanging 9 male slaves
February 1843 Alabama ? Hanging 5 male slaves
December 1843 Tennessee Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
February 1852 Alabama ? Hanging 5 male slaves
October 1855 Louisiana Robbery/murder Hanging 4 male slaves
December 1856 Tennessee Slave revolt Hanging 4 male slaves
December 1857 Alabama Murder Hanging 5 male slaves
December 1859,

March 1860 Virginia Treason Hanging 7 males (5 White)
November 1860 Maryland Robbery/murder Hanging 4 males
April 1861 South Carolina Slave revolt Hanging 7 male slaves
June 1861 Mississippi Slave revolt Hanging 6 male slaves
October 1861 South Carolina Murder Hanging 4 slaves (2 female)
Early 1862 Virginia Slave revolt Hanging 17 males (some free)
May 1863 Virginia Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
July 1863 Virginia Murder Hanging 4 male slaves
August 1864 Georgia Slave revolt Hanging 3 male slaves, 1 White male
May 1865 North Carolina Rape Shooting 4 male soldiers
May 1865 Mississippi Murder Hanging 7 male soldiers
December 1865 Florida Mutiny Shooting 6 male soldiers
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November 1866 Florida Murder Hanging 4 males
November 1866 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 males
March 1869 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 males
March-April 1877 South Carolina Robbery/ Hanging 5 males

murder/arson
August 1878 Louisiana Robbery/murder Hanging 4 males
October 1882 Georgia Murder Hanging 4 males, 1 female
January 1893 Maryland Murder Hanging 4 males
July 1896 Arkansas Rape Hanging 5 males (3 Indian, 2 part-Black)
June 1901 Georgia Murder Hanging 5 males
September 1915 South Carolina Robbery/murder Electrocution 4 males
December 1917 and Texas Murder Hanging 19 male soldiers

September 1918
June 1921 Pennsylvania Murder Electrocution 4 males (1 White)
February 1926 Arkansas Murder Hanging 4 males
February 1931 South Carolina Murder Electrocution 5 males
June 1932 Louisiana Murder Hanging 6 males (5 White)
June-July 1932 Ohio Murder Electrocution 4 males (1 White)
February 1951 Virginia Rape Electrocution 7 males
May 1960 Arkansas Murder Hanging 4 males
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NOTES

1. And he and his associates were hanged for treason. For reasons partly of geography,
they were unable to persuade any local slaves to revolt (Drimmer, 1990).

2. Such killings normally preempted a legal trial, but there were instances where
unpunished lynching followed a conviction, hung jury, or acquittal (Ginzburg, 1962). And
although lynchings constituted rarely punished actions, when local authorities wanted to,
they could be prevented. Toward the end of the heyday of lynching, an estimated one half
to two thirds of attempted lynchings failed because local authorities, sometimes with mili-
tia assistance, refused to allow them, usually by removing the potential victims to different
locales (Griffin, Clark, & Sandberg, 1997).

3. One exception was the Salem witch trials of 1692; more common exceptions were
related to wartime, including treason, espionage, desertion, and mutiny (McLaughlin &
Blackman, 2002).

4. For example, based on Aptheker (1943/1993) and the Espy file (Espy & Smykla,
1994), between 1820 and 1850, there were in the neighborhood of 145 legal executions for
slave revolts, about 85% of them of four or more slaves each. But during the same period,
there were 1.5 to 3 times as many slaves killed in skirmishes while resisting or escaping
arrest by military, militia, or patrols and by lynch mobs or vigilance committees—also with
85% of victims executed in groups of four or more. And although the former figure is
uncertain, it comes from more solid data than the latter, for which additional examples
may be expected as more private letters and papers are studied, providing evidence not
published in surviving newspapers or public records (e.g., Wyatt-Brown, 1982, for an addi-
tional two lynchings in Louisiana in 1830).

5. Therefore, statistical analyses based on the Espy file (Espy & Smykla, 1994) and
reported here should be viewed as no more than suggestive.

6. In addition to ordinary problems, ideology affects some of the data. With slavehold-
ers fearing slave revolt, they may have seen activity as revolt where it had not actually
occurred, especially following such large-scale revolts as those in Haiti and, in the United
States, those led by Gabriel and Nat Turner (Aptheker, 1943/1993; Frey, 1991). But slave-
holders also thought it best to minimize reporting incidents of possible revolt both to avoid
inspiring additional revolts and to preserve the image of satisfied slaves. One result was to
both perceive and punish possible revolt as simply murder. Aptheker (1943/1993), on the
other hand, had his own ideological bias leading him to see uprising of the oppressed even
where it may just have been murder. At the time of his initial research, the Communist
Party, in which he was an active member, was tying itself to civil rights issues, and finding
slave revolts both helped to show that Blacks were not so docile as Southerners pretended
and encouraged the idea of nascent revolutionary activity against an oppressive capitalist
system. It is possible, however, that he and panicky Whites saw insurrection where there
was nothing worse than impudence (Wyatt-Brown, 1982). Wyatt-Brown (1982) demon-
strated at some length that what Aptheker accepted as an example of a thwarted slave
insurrection actually resulted from Black perjury and White fears and silence. As an indi-
cation of societal fear of slave revolt, it does not matter whether the perceived conspiracy to
revolt existed.

7. An exception was executions of groups of slaves, generally with the same owner, in
the same rural county for the same offense. These were counted, following consultation
with authorities on slave law, as likely mass legal executions, and all 7 of the 22 that could
be verified did qualify (Merritt, 1952; Schwarz, 1988/1998).

8. Slaves were under certain cross-pressures regarding insurrections. Despite a temp-
tation to revolt, they might be punished for revolting but rewarded for helping their own-
ers (Aptheker, 1943/1993). One result was that some of the slave insurrections involved
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killing not just Whites but slaves defending their owners (Drimmer, 1990), and the first per-
son slain by John Brown’s associates was a free Black (Drimmer, 1990).

9. In addition to those executed, there were a number of others condemned but par-
doned because they were innocent (Banner, 2002).

10. Convicts in the 17th and 18th centuries often faced such a conflict. Contrition
increased the likelihood of clemency but required full admission of guilt (Banner, 2002), a
problem now faced by convicts seeking parole.

11. Some of Bowers’s (1984) data may be skewed because they represent not the number
of executions but the number of centralized state executions, and the centralization process
was also increasing as the 20th century progressed.

12. These data should be treated with caution because of problems with the Espy file
(Espy & Smykla, 1994). Of executions for felony-related murder, Whites accounted for
50.3% and Blacks 43.2%; for other murders, the percentages are 41.6 and 46.9, respectively.
But, in addition to the Espy’s file missing some executions, errors in Espy’ research or
Smykla’s coding could easily account for some errors. Some of the mass legal executions of
Whites that other information makes clear were for robbery-related murders are coded in
the Espy file as just being for murder. With murder coded 01 and robbery/murder 10, cod-
ing errors would be easy to make.

13. These data also leave out less individualized slayings of Blacks (and Whites) in race
riots, with dozens killed in Atlanta, 1906; St. Louis, 1917; Chicago, 1919; Tulsa, 1921; and
Detroit, 1943. Except for Houston, 1917, with 16 Whites and four Blacks killed, there were
more Black victims than White in riots with large numbers of fatalities (Gilje, 1996).

14. Using the Espy data (Espy & Smykla, 1994), mass legal executions took the lives of
1.3% of Blacks, 2.5% of Whites, 2.9% of Asians, 3.0% of Indians, and 4.1% of Hispanics who
were capitally punished between 1866 and the moratorium on the death penalty of 1967.

15. The same was also true in terms of ordinary capital punishment prior to the Civil
War, with outsiders including not merely immigrants, Blacks, and Indians but those from
out of state (Masur, 1989).
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