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When an offender refused to choose the 
method of execution, the default sen-
tence was hanging. Therefore, William 
“Billy” Bailey was hanged in January 
1996, accounting for the last hanging 
of a criminal for an unlawful act in the 
United States.

Flogging was another form of pun-
ishment used against offenders in this 
nation until the middle of the 20th 
century. Floggings are serious beat-
ings or whippings with a rod, whip, 
or cane that were generally conducted 
in public places. This painful punish-
ment rarely resulted in the death of the 
offender. Flogging as a punishment con-
tinued until 1952, when the final state- 
sanctioned flogging occurred in the 
United States. Mutilation as punishment 
for criminal and moral offenses entailed 
the amputation of body parts to curtail 
a perpetrator’s ability to reoffend. One 
form of mutilation was to sever the hand of a thief. Persons convicted of being spies would 
be blinded, while blasphemers would have their tongues removed. Those who nagged, 
slandered, or gossiped were sentenced to gagging while wearing a device that pinched the 
tongue, or they were required to wear the gossip’s bridle or scold’s helm. This heavy iron 
device covered the offender’s head and included a flat tongue of iron (some with spikes) 
that was inserted into the offender’s mouth over the tongue.

Historically, offenders were frequently branded. Branding served many purposes. It 
punished an offender, provided a record of an individual’s offenses, and warned members 
of the community of the specific potential danger the individual posed. In the American 
colonies, first-time offenders were generally branded on the hand, while repeat offend-
ers were frequently branded on the forehead. Women were rarely physically branded but 
instead were forced to wear marked clothing. The letter branded or worn identified the 
offense committed. In colonial America burglary was punished by branding with a capital 
B on the right hand of the criminal for the first offense and on the left hand for the second 
offense. If the burglary occurred on a Sunday, the offender was branded on the forehead. A 
branded M indicated an individual who committed manslaughter, whereas a D identified a 
drunk. A branded T denoted a thief, an R was used to identify a rogue or a vagabond, and 
an F was used to indicate a forger.

The stocks and pillory were painful punishments primarily administered in conjunc-
tion with public humiliation. They were reserved for persons committing arson, witchcraft, 
perjury, wife beating, counterfeiting, cheating, forgery, fortune telling, and drunkenness. 
The pillory was a device that forced the offender into a standing position with hands, head, 
and ears commonly nailed to the pillory wood. The stocks operated similarly, although it 
restrained the offender into a seated position. While offenders were restrained in the stocks 
or pillory, members of the public would spit and throw a variety of things (including rocks 
and rotten produce) at them. The abuse of the public against the restrained offender was 
serious enough to lead to his or her death on occasion.

Moving Toward Humane Treatment: Penitentiaries
Early use of brutal and severe brandings, mutilations, and other punishments started 

being viewed as inhumane. Many argued that improvements to incarceration were needed, 
as harsh penalties failed to deter crime. In fact, there was evidence that in some cases, this 
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In the past, a scold’s helm was used to punish gossips. Do you believe such an 

implement deterred people from gossiping? Why or why not?
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