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The Legal Lynching of Ray Ross in Fayette County, Kentucky 

  

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the system of legal lynchings conducted in Lexington, 

Fayette County, Kentucky. Legal lynchings used the guise of a court trial to sentence people to 

death, disproportionately targeting the African-American community. For this narrative we will 

look at the trial and sentencing of Ray Ross and African-American house painter from Kentucky 

who was accused of raping a 9-year-old African-American girl and who was sentenced to death, 

and the first under an amended 1910 death penalty statute (section 1137) in Kentucky of hanging 

those who were found guilty of rape and rape & murder following the 1920 rape of a 9 year old 

white girl by an African-American man, Will Lockett.  

Lynching is defined as someone being put to death, by a mob, and prominently features 

hanging among other forms of torture, usually without repercussion from the law. Lynchings 

were commonplace in the south mostly after the civil war, when white southerners displeased 

with the governments passing of the 14th amendment giving full citizenship to former slaves. The 

roots of lynching comes from the former days of slavery, when a slave would escape and be re-

captured, the slave master would hang the individual from a tree so to make an example for the 

rest of the slaves so that they would not try and escape and face a similar punishment. Many of 

the recorded lynchings were a spectacle of the town or city where they took place; families 

would come out, politicians, officers of the law and shopkeepers. Post cards were made from 

photographs, newspapers wrote about the successful lynching and how much of a great event it 
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was, citizens often took pieces of the lynched human, from clothing to fingers or toes, and the 

chains or rope used to hang the individual. Often following a lynching the individual would be 

left to hang for days, or was taken down and dragged through the streets and the African-

American communities to keep them oppressed and to let them know that they were in charge 

and that this could happen to anyone, before allowing the body to be buried. 

 

 
Figure 1. Lynching victims by state 1877-1950. 
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Figure 2 (table 2&3).1 

                                                        
1 Lynching of African-Americans per all residents, and African-American residents 



Killian Chavez-Lavelle 

Geo 406 

Dr. Phillips 

11-27-2017 

4 

 
Figure 3. Counties across the US with most Lynchings. 

The figures shows the amount of lynchings, all come from southern states, and the amount by 

state and then the lynchings by populace and finally ranked by annual lynch rate among the 

counties of those states. As can be seen in the figures Arkansas consistently ranks at the top or in 

the top three of the most lynchings by state and county.  

  

 

 

 



Killian Chavez-Lavelle 

Geo 406 

Dr. Phillips 

11-27-2017 

5 

Early Life 

Ray Ross was born around 1897-1898, Fayette County, Kentucky; discrepancies in his 

age are from him not receiving a birth certificate. Ray was born to Rodger Ross and Emma Ross, 

both of Kentucky and whom married in 1897, after of course Ray was born. Census data of the 

family did not say whether or not Ray had any siblings. Rodger Ross was a tobacco twister and 

his wife did not work as she was a housewife and was to take care of a newborn Ray, both his 

parents could read and write. Rodgers sister, Nannie Ross was a highly respected and one of 

Lexington’s most known women of color at the time. Although Rodger was the younger of the 

two siblings he would pass away before Nannie, in 1909 and was buried in the same grave plot, 

as would his sister in 1911. Both are interred in Cove Haven cemetery, a pillar headstone marks 

their grave formerly known as Greenwood cemetery, with both their names on it. As a child Ray 

lived in Lexington ward 1, at 112 Patterson Street, a house they rented. Not much else is known 

about Ray’s youth, and he is not heard of again until his trial in 1924.  

Young Adult life 

After going through census data and the equivalency of the white pages, I have concluded 

that Ray had left Lexington/ Fayette county sometime after becoming an adult as he is not 

present in any census data of the city or county and where he was is still unknown. However at 

the time that he was accused of raping the young African-American girl he was a house painter, 

and had possibly painted the house of the girl he is alleged to have raped upon his return to 

Lexington, making for the identifying of Ray to be possible and an already known figure in her 

mind.  
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Victim  

Nellie (Willie) Mae Young was born about 1914 in Tennessee to Brooks and Pollie 

Young both originally from Mississippi. Upon moving to Lexington Brooks Young worked as a 

laborer at Rock Church and Pollie was a laundress, working for Laundry Co., Nellies father 

could read and write, although her mother could not, while her parents worked she attended 

school as stipulated in the 1920 US Census. The Young’s also had a son, James A Young who 

was born about 1917 in West Virginia who at the time of the crime was seven years old, 

sometime after he was born and before the 1920 US Census the family relocated to Lexington, 

Kentucky. They resided on Locust Avenue, Lexington Ward 4, Fayette County, near modern day 

New Circle road and Brucetown an African-American community built by W.W. Bruce in 1865 

for his African-American workers who worked in his hemp factory.  

The Crime 

 April 3, 1924, at the age of 27, it was alleged that Ray Ross had raped 9-year-old Nellie 

(Willie) Mae Young in Lexington. His trial took place October 16th, 1924 and seemed to have 

been concluded within the same day, with the jury deciding on the death penalty for Ray. 

Following his trial Ray would spend the next eleven months in the death cell in the Old Fayette 

County jail, which was closed in 1976 and demolished shortly there after, replaced with the now 

Fayette County District Court and Sheriffs Office. The Old Fayette County jail was a small 

building with an even smaller courtyard where the execution would take place, and to be carried 

out by the sheriff at the time.  
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 At the time of his trial and further his execution a new law was passed by the state of 

Kentucky, as stated above the law was an amendment to the 1910 death penalty statute, section 

1137. Section 1137 originally stated that all death penalties would be changed from the 

traditional hanging to electrocution to be carried out at Eddyville. This law lasted for 10 years 

before being amended for a new rape law following the rape by Will Lockett in Lexington, 

Kentucky of a 9-year-old white girl. The public outrage of the incident spurred the state to make 

the amendment; to bring back hangings for all rapes and rape & murder at the decision of the 

jury, it also strangely stipulated that instead of the death penalty, a sentence of either 10 to 20 

years imprisonment, although this appears to be implemented for the protection of white 

Kentuckians in case they raped/ rape & murdered an African-American, if the death sentence 

was chosen it would be done in the county in which the crime was committed. Will Lockett 

however was executed by electric chair at Eddyville. When Ray Ross was alleged to have raped 

Miss Young this law was in effect, and because Ray was charged with such a terrible crime it 

brought the whole city together in condemning his alleged attack. Unfortunately the citizens of 

Lexington wanted to see the new law enacted, as they believed that Will Lockett got off easy by 

being electrocuted, and this may have influenced the jury to sentence him to death, in a way to 

appease Lexitonians.   

Execution 

During Rays eleven-month stay in the death cell he repeatedly denied raping Miss 

Young, stating that until the day he was hanged at the gallows. However during his eleven 

months in jail awaiting his execution he received two stays of execution, originally to be hanged 
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in June of 1925 and then again in July, both times there was a stay and he was not executed. 

According to the Louisville Courier-Journal Ray Ross was being kept in the death cell, though 

some discrepancies as to where it was actually located within in the jail, some say it was in the 

tower while other say it was in the center of the jail, nonetheless the newspaper reported that 

timber from Mount Sterling was brought in to build the gallows on which Ray would be hanged. 

“From his cell, through the stone walls Ray could hear the gallows being built”, this statement by 

the paper provides a riveting picture as a man who believed with all his life that he was innocent 

could hear his death being built in the courtyard of the prison he now had to call home, hoping 

for his sentence to be commuted or changed to life imprisonment. “A high iron fence partitions 

the jail yard from the alley. The grim walls of the jail furnish the background of medieval 

solemnity (Louisville Courier-Journal)”, the description of the jail yard where he was to hanged 

paints an ominous picture of the area where he was to be put to death, a sad somewhat dark place 

where all he could see around him was walls and people who came to witness his death. 

August 28, 1925, Ray Ross was about 28 years old, Ray did not even know his own age 

but speculated it to be in the range of 25 to 28, the US Census would put his age at 28. After two 

stays of execution and the gallows fully built for the past two months, Ray, hoping for one last 

interjection from the governor on his behalf was to be executed, the governor would give no such 

stay this time and Ray was to be hanged. Ray Ross knew his death was coming, as the two 

previous times, the guards of the jail put a noose on his jail cell door to indicate that he would be 

hanged that day. From findagrave.com a news article described how he was to be executed, 

“thirty minutes before his execution Sheriff Powell Bosworth read Ross his death warrant, by 
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that time Ross had given up hope of a third stay and was allowed to listen to a minister give him 

spiritual comfort. Before the break of dawn Ray Ross was walked to the gallows, 150 people 

who bought tickets to the execution lined the narrow jail yard, and more people watched from 

buildings that overlooked the jail yard”. Although this was a private execution the city wanted 

the press to be there for the execution and any citizens who wanted to witness the event. This 

may seem like a lot of people, it was quite a small number compared to if the execution were to 

happen outside the jail yard where the numbers to watch may have numbered in the hundreds if 

not thousands.  

 
Figure 4. Old Fayette County Jail in blue. 
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Figure 5. The Old Fayette Jail before being torn down. 

 

“With a prayer on his breath Sheriff Powell Bosworth pulled the lever at 4:23 am, Ray 

dropped but did not die quickly. He dangled there for twenty-five minutes, half conscious and in 

agony. The knot of the noose slipped almost over his chin as the Negro dropped through the trap 

and he managed to work his hands free. Groaning and gasping for breath he reached for the rope 

in a despairing effort to free himself from the noose, which was slowly choking him to death. 

After the negro had struggled possibly fifteen minutes he was lifted by the executioners, the rope 

the rope adjusted by Ed Faught, experienced hangman of Covington, and he was again lowered 

to hang, this time the weight of his body serving to strangle him. Four minutes after Mr. Faught 

had adjusted the rope, it was announced that the Negro’s pulse had ceased and in another four 

minutes he was pronounced dead by a physician who listened for his heartbeats with a 

stethoscope. He was cut down at 4:59am”. His last words were “Jesus, save my soul (Kentucky 
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Advocate)”2. This is the most detailed description of Ray Ross being hanged and truly gruesome, 

not only was he put to death after to successful stays of execution by Governor Fields, he was 

hanged and it took two attempts to hang him. The first seemed like the Sheriff was completely 

fine with him slowly dying in the most disgusting way possible, had Ray not be able to free 

himself and fight to stay alive he may have been able to remain in that position till he died. On 

the second attempt after an experienced executioner retied the noose Ray was rehung and died 

after four minutes, but not declared dead for a further four minutes. Thirty-six minutes after the 

beginning of his execution Ray was cut down. His death certificate stated that he was married, 

although I could not find any evidence suggesting he was. Ray Ross was buried two days later at 

Greenwood Cemetery, now known as Cove Haven Cemetery.  

 The trial and execution of Ray Ross from the research I have done seems to me to have 

been rushed and had some holes. The lack of information from his trial was particularly 

interesting to me as this was a major case/ trial in Lexington, so for there to be no record that I 

could find of the trial bothers me as there could have been key evidence or over looked evidence 

from the trial that may have proven his innocence. Another unknown fact was the time from 

when Miss Nellie Young was raped to when she was able to identify her assailant; there is no 

information of that, also if she was in the right state of mind. Rape is an extremely violent, 

                                                        
2 Figure 4. Depicts the old courthouse, the black circles represent the possible locations of the 

“death cell” the red circle is the approximate area of the jailhouse yard where Ray Ross was 

executed. 
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traumatizing and harrowing ordeal for someone to go through especially for someone who at the 

time was only 9 years old, was she allowed the time to recover from such an attack before being 

shown suspects and why was there no reports or documents of witnesses to the crime Ray Ross 

was alleged to have committed. I do believe that someone raped Nellie Mae Young, but in the 93 

years since the incident occurred those documents and the real perpetrator may be lost to time, 

and an innocent man executed.  

 Another key factor that I believe really overshadowed the proceeding of Ray Ross’s trial 

was that the city of Lexington still held a grudge against Will Lockett, and that he got off easy 

with an electrocution. Eager to see the new law in action and the strong possibility that the jury 

was picked from within Fayette County could have already decided Ray’s fate even before he 

stepped into the courthouse that morning for his trial. Even if Ray was innocent the grudge was 

there and should have led to a mistrial if the jurors knew about the case from reading it in a 

newspaper. 

 There are a lot of discrepancies and holes in the search for the evidence of the trial of Ray 

Ross, his trial being in 1924, and the records from his trial including evidence may have been 

lost in transit or due to a natural disaster makes for a hard chance for the case to be reopened and 

the racial bias of the time may have played a key role in his death sentence. With white 

Kentuckians eager to see an African-American man put to death, the first in Kentucky under the 

amended 1910 death law, for the revenge of the Will Lockett trial, more than possibly led to an 

incorrect arrest and subsequently the death of Ray Ross. 
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