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On August 14, 1936, as dawn broke over Owensboro, Kentucky, a crowd of
thousands gathered to witness something that had once been common in
America but was now fading into the shadows of modernity: a public
execution. The man at the center of the spectacle was Rainey Bethea, a
26‑year‑old Black laborer whose life, crime, and death would become the
hinge point between centuries of public punishment. The private, regulated
executions that followed. Bethea’s hanging was not only the last legal public
execution in the United States — it was a national reckoning, a moment
when Americans confronted the spectacle they had created and recoiled
from it.

To understand why Bethea’s death became the final chapter in America’s
long history of public executions, we must begin with the man himself, the
evidence that sealed his fate, and the cultural machinery that turned his
punishment into a carnival.

I. Who Rainey Bethea Was Before the Scaffold

Rainey Bethea was born in 1910 in Roanoke, Virginia, one of several children
in a working‑class Black family. His early life was marked by poverty, limited
schooling, and the racial constraints of Jim Crow America. By his teens, he
had moved to Kentucky and worked odd jobs: farm labor, manual work,
anything that paid. He was known locally as quiet, sometimes aimless,
sometimes in trouble. His criminal record included minor offenses: theft,
vagrancy, and a short stint in jail.

Bethea was not a figure of notoriety before the crime that would define him.
He was one of thousands of young Black men navigating the precarious
margins of Depression‑era America, where poverty, racial hierarchy, and
limited opportunity shaped every aspect of life. Nothing in his background
suggested he would become the center of a national media storm. But on the
night of June 7, 1936, everything changed.
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II. The Crime and the Evidence Against Him

The victim was Lischia Edwards, a 70‑year‑old white woman living alone in
Owensboro. She was found dead in her bedroom, strangled. Her home had
been ransacked, and jewelry was missing. The crime shocked the
community, and police quickly launched an investigation. The evidence
against Bethea came together rapidly:

1. Fingerprints

Police found Bethea’s fingerprints on a lamp inside Edwards’s home. He had
previously been fingerprinted during an earlier arrest, making identification
straightforward.

2. Stolen Jewelry

Police recovered jewelry Bethea stole from Edwards at a pawn shop. The
shop owner identified Bethea as the man who had sold it.

3. Confession

Bethea confessed to the burglary but claimed the killing was accidental.
Under Kentucky law at the time, rape of a woman carried a mandatory death
sentence by public hanging, even if the victim died during the assault.
Bethea didn’t confess to rape. There was no evidence of rape. Prosecutors
charged Bethea with rape instead of murder, because rape guaranteed
execution.

4. Witness Testimony

Neighbors reported seeing Bethea near Edwards’s home on the night of the
crime. Bethea pleaded guilty, and because he did not contest the charge, he
avoided a lengthy trial. The judge sentenced him to death by public hanging
— a punishment Kentucky law still required for rape.
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Bethea’s fate was sealed not only by the evidence but also by the era's racial
dynamics. A Black man accused of raping a white woman in 1936 Kentucky
had no realistic chance of mercy.

III. Advertising the Execution: A Public Spectacle in the Making

Public executions had been declining for decades, but Kentucky still
permitted them. When Bethea’s execution date was set for August 14,
newspapers across the state — and soon across the nation — began reporting
on it with sensational detail. If Fox News had existed then, the story would
have run every hour.

Newspapers Published the Time and Place

Local papers printed the exact location: a vacant lot at 5th and Triplett
Streets. They described the scaffold, the rope, the expected crowd size, and
even the identity of the sheriff who would oversee the hanging.

The “Lady Sheriff” Sensation

The sheriff of Daviess County was Florence Thompson, a woman. The press
seized on this fact, turning the execution into a national curiosity. Headlines
speculated whether Thompson would personally pull the lever. Reporters
descended on Owensboro, eager to capture the image of a woman executing
a man—something unprecedented in American history.

10/10/26, 3:54 PM The Last Legal Public Execution in America | by William Spivey | The Polis | Oct, 2026 | Medium

https://medium.com/the-polis/the-last-legal-public-execution-in-america-67c4bd0b156d 4/12



10/10/26, 3:54 PM The Last Legal Public Execution in America | by William Spivey | The Polis | Oct, 2026 | Medium

https://medium.com/the-polis/the-last-legal-public-execution-in-america-67c4bd0b156d 5/12



Daviess County Sheriff’s Office, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via
Wikimedia Commons

Thompson repeatedly stated she would not perform the hanging, but the
press ignored her. The story was too tantalizing.

Vendors Prepared for the Crowd

Food sellers, lemonade stands, and even souvenir peddlers prepared for the
influx of spectators. Hotels filled. People planned to arrive the night before
to secure a good view.

The Execution Became an Event

By early August, the execution was being discussed on radio programs,
printed in national newspapers, and whispered about across the region.
Owensboro braced for a crowd larger than any it had ever seen.

IV. The Crowd: 15,000 to 20,000 People and a Carnival
Atmosphere

On the night of August 13, thousands began arriving. Families camped out
near the scaffold. Children played in the dirt. Vendors sold popcorn,
sandwiches, and drinks. Some people climbed trees and rooftops to secure a
vantage point. Others brought folding chairs.

By dawn, the crowd had swelled to 15,000 to 20,000 people — one of the
largest gatherings in Owensboro’s history.

A Carnival, Not a Punishment

The atmosphere was disturbingly festive. People laughed, chatted, and
treated the event like entertainment. Reporters noted drunkenness,
rowdiness, and a general sense of excitement rather than solemnity.
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The Media Frenzy

Newsreel cameras were set up to capture the hanging. Photographers jostled
for position. Journalists interviewed spectators, asking why they had come.
Many answered simply: “To see it.”

The Scaffold

The gallows stood stark against the morning sky. Bethea, dressed in a white
shirt and trousers, was led up the steps. He was calm and reportedly prayed
quietly.

The Botched Execution

Sheriff Thompson refused to pull the lever, leaving the task to a local deputy
named Arthur Hash, who was reportedly intoxicated. When Hash released
the trapdoor, Bethea’s neck did not break cleanly. He strangled slowly as the
crowd watched.

Some spectators cheered. Others laughed. Many posed for photographs near
the scaffold afterward. The spectacle horrified the nation. The recent
botched execution in Tennessee led to the firing of Deborah L. Miller,
Tennessee’s Head Executioner. Arthur Hash slunk back into his normal life
as a deputy sheriff and didn’t oversee any more executions.

V. Why It Became the Last Legal Public Execution

The reaction was immediate and overwhelming.

National Outrage

Newspapers across the country condemned the event. Editorials described it
as barbaric, chaotic, and disgraceful. The combination of a drunken
executioner, a carnival atmosphere, and the presence of children made the
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execution seem more like a grotesque entertainment than a solemn act of
justice.

Political Pressure

Embarrassed by the national attention, Kentucky lawmakers moved quickly.
In 1938, the state abolished public executions. Other states followed, either
formally or by practice. Texas, where Trump and Hegseth want their
debacle, has banned public executions, but the event is to be held at Fort
Hood, on federal land.

Changing Standards of Decency

By the 1930s, America was modernizing. The idea of public death, once seen
as moral instruction, now seemed primitive. The Eighth Amendment’s
evolving interpretation made public executions legally vulnerable. Donald
Trump thinks an execution would be fun.

We still have the occasional private executions, mostly performed by ICE
these days. But none where the date and time are announced, with vendors.
Maybe Trump t-shirts will be sold?

Media Exposure

For the first time, newsreel footage and photographs showed Americans
exactly what a public execution looked like. The images were disturbing. The
spectacle was undeniable.

Bethea’s execution became the symbol reformers needed: a vivid
demonstration that public punishment had devolved into public
entertainment.

VI. What Happened to Bethea’s Body
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After the execution, Bethea’s body was cut down and taken to a local funeral
home. His family, who lived in Louisville, claimed the body. He was buried
quietly, without ceremony, in a segregated cemetery. The treatment of
Bethea was an improvement from other lynchings where the deceased was
castrated and various body parts were sold as souvenirs.

When Bethea was buried. There were no crowds. No reporters. No spectacle.
The man whose death had drawn thousands was laid to rest in near
anonymity.

VII. The Legacy of the Last Public Execution

Rainey Bethea’s execution marked the end of an era. For centuries, public
executions had been woven into American life, from colonial hangings to
Washington’s military punishments, from 19th‑century spectacles to the
racial terror of lynching.

But Bethea’s death forced the nation to confront the truth: public executions
did not deter crime, strengthen communities, or reinforce morality. They
brutalized spectators, encouraged mob behavior, and turned justice into
entertainment.

The United States learned, painfully, that a society cannot perform death for
an audience without damaging itself. Bethea’s execution was the last because
Americans finally saw what public death looked like in the modern age. And
they recoiled.

Closing Section: What the Return of Public Executions Really
Reveals

When a political leader calls for public executions, it isn’t about justice — it’s
about spectacle. In American history, public executions were never solemn
acts of law; they were performances of state power, rituals meant to reassure
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some people while terrifying others. Their purpose was visibility, not
fairness. Their audience was emotion, not reason.

So when Donald Trump and Pete Hegseth talk about bringing them back, it
signals a shift toward punitive populism, a politics that promises harsh,
dramatic punishment as a substitute for functioning institutions. It reflects a
nostalgia for a mythic past where violence supposedly created order, even
though the real past shows the opposite: chaos, crowds, drunken
executioners, and a nation embarrassed by its own cruelty.

And the desire to watch such a thing, to witness death as entertainment,
reveals something deeper. It speaks to a hunger for visible punishment, a
breakdown of trust in the justice system, and a growing comfort with cruelty
as entertainment. Public executions attract spectators who want moral
clarity delivered in a single violent moment, people who prefer the drama of
punishment to the slow work of justice.

Rainey Bethea’s hanging in 1936 was the last public execution because
Americans finally saw themselves in the crowd: laughing, jeering, climbing
trees for a better view, and recoiling. The spectacle exposed not the
condemned man, but the audience. It forced the country to confront what
public death turns people into.

If public executions return, it won’t be because America rediscovered
strength. It will be because America rediscovered spectacle, and forgot why
it abandoned it in the first place.
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