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TRUE CRIME
A CIVIL WAR GOVERNORS OF KENTUCKY TEACHING THEME

CONTEXT
No time in history has been free of crime, but the brutal and chaotic conditions Kentuckians faced
during the Civil War may have caused the commonwealth’s crime rate to increase.
Courts overflowed with cases, overwhelmed local justice systems could not keep up, and many
people reached out to the governor as a last lifeline. More than half of each governor’s wartime
correspondence dealt with pardon requests and appeals to remit (reduce) fines and prison
sentences. Victims turned to the governor for help, but so did people who had committed a crime
because of the hard choices the war forced them to make.
The documents for this theme show the range of requests Civil War-era governors received.

BIG-PICTURE QUESTIONS
How did crime change over the course of the war?
Were governors more willing to pardon, remit, or grant a respite? Why or why not?

Do you think race and gender played a role in the governors’ decisions? Explain your reasoning.

PRIMARY SOURCES
The Murder of Dr. Norwood

Petitions to the Governor

Robert Glass to Beriah Magoffin

R. F. Baird and J. Hobson to Beriah Magoffin

Alex H. Major to Beriah Magoffin

Mary Ann Burns to James F. Robinson

L. W. Trafton to Beriah Magoffin

Nicholas Simon to Thomas E. Bramlette

F. A. Cannon et al., Five Hundred Dollars Reward

http://discovery.civilwargovernors.org/tc
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ACTIVITIES
MURDER!: As governor do you issue a warrant for Jim Brown? Why or why not?

Judge and Jury: Examine the facts of each petition, determine what the petitioner is requesting, and then decide if you
agree or disagree with the governor.

