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A physician, philanthropist, and politician from the US state of  Kentucky. He was 
elected the 28th governor of  Kentucky, serving from 1879 to 1883. Until the elec-
tion of  Ernie Fletcher in 2003, Blackburn was the only physician to serve as gov-

ernor of  Kentucky. After earning a medical degree at Transylvania University, Blackburn 
moved to Natchez, Mississippi, and gained national fame for implementing the fi rst suc-
cessful quarantine against yellow fever in the Mississippi River valley in 1848. He came to 
be regarded as an expert on yellow fever and often worked pro bono to combat outbreaks. 
Among his philanthropic ventures was the construction of  a hospital for boatmen working 
on the Mississippi River using his personal funds. He later successfully lobbied Congress to 
construct a series of  similar hospitals along the Mississippi.

Although too old to serve in the military, Blackburn supported the Confederate cause during 
the Civil War. In the early days of  the war, he acted as a civilian agent for the governments of  
Kentucky and Mississippi. By 1863, he was aiding Confederate blockade runners in Canada. 
Shortly after the war’s end, a Confederate double agent accused him of  having carried out a 
plot to start a yellow fever epidemic in the Northern United States that would have hampered 
the Union war effort. Blackburn was accused of  collecting linens and garments used by yel-
low fever patients and smuggling them into the Northern states to be sold. The evidence 
against Blackburn was considerable, although much of  it was either circumstantial or pro-
vided by witnesses of  questionable reputation. Although he was acquitted by a Toronto court, 
public sentiment was decidedly against him throughout much of  the United States. Today, 
historians still disagree as to the strength of  the evidence supporting Blackburn’s role in the 
alleged plot; if  the plot was real, it represents one of  the earliest known attempts at biological 
warfare. Any plot of  this nature was destined to fail, however. In 1900, Walter Reed discovered 
that yellow fever is spread by mosquitoes, not by contact.

Blackburn remained in Canada to avoid prosecution by U.S. authorities, but he returned to his 
home country in 1868 to help combat a yellow fever outbreak along the Gulf  Coast of  Texas 
and Louisiana. Although the charges against him had not been dropped, he was not arrested 
or prosecuted. He rehabilitated his public image by rendering aid in yellow fever outbreaks 
in several states. Dubbed the “Hero of  Hickman”, Blackburn’s ministrations propelled him 
to the Democratic gubernatorial nomination the following year. In the general election, he 
defeated Republican Walter Evans by a wide margin. As governor, Blackburn won passage 
of  several reforms in the areas of  state fi nance and internal improvements, but his signature 
accomplishments were in the area of  penal reform. Troubled by the deplorable conditions 
at the penitentiary in Frankfort, Blackburn attempted to ease overcrowding through liberal 
use of  his gubernatorial pardon, earning him the derisive nickname “Lenient Luke”. He also 
secured the adoption of  a warden system to replace the corrupt private oversight of  the old 
penitentiary, and the implementation of  the state’s fi rst parole system. Although his record 
of  reform led historians to laud him as “the father of  prison reform in Kentucky”, his liberal 
pardon record and expenditure of  scarce taxpayer money to improve the living conditions of  
prisoners was unpopular at the time. After his term as governor, he returned to his medical 
practice and died in 1887. The Blackburn Correctional Complex, a minimum-security penal 
facility near Lexington, Kentucky, was named in his honor in 1972.

28th Governor of  Kentucky
September 2, 1879 – September 5, 1883

Born :  June 16, 1816

 Woodford County, Kentucky

Died :  September 14, 1887 (aged 71)

 Frankfort, Kentucky

Political Party: Whig, Democrat

Spouse(s): Ella Gist Boswell

        Julia Churchill

Alma Mater: Transylvania University

Profession: Physician

Religion: Episcopalian

Kentucky is one of  36 states in the United States that sanctions the death 
penalty for certain crimes. Those convicted of  capital crimes after March 31, 
1998 are always executed by lethal injection; those convicted before this date 
may opt for the electric chair. Only three people have been executed in Ken-

tucky since the U.S. Supreme Court re-instituted the practice in 1976. The 
most notable execution in Kentucky, however, was that of  Rainey Bethea 

on August 14, 1936. Bethea was publicly hanged in Owensboro for the rape 
and murder of  Lischia Edwards. Irregularities with the execution led to this 

becoming the last public execution in the United States.
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