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Few recent events have led to more heated and divisive reactions than the fatal shooting of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin on February 26, 2012. Even though his shooter, George Zimmerman, was ultimately acquitted, it will forever be debated whether he was legitimately defending himself or committed cold-blooded murder. Homicides involving the alleged use of self-defense are often the subject of debate because it is difficult to definitively prove or disprove what really happened. In some cases, people have used a self- defense claim to successfully get away with murder. In others, a person has been unjustly prosecuted for simply defending their own life. Whatever the outcome, self-defense cases usually manage to generate controversy. 
4 Larry Davis 1988  
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Under normal circumstances, a suspected murderer who shot and wounded six police 
officers would have the book thrown at him, but the case of Larry Davis is an unusual one. In 1986, Davis was a career criminal who was considered a suspect in the murders of four drug dealers. On the evening of November 19, over two dozen New York police officers prepared to raid a Bronx apartment building where Davis was hiding. Davis was inside his sister’s apartment when seven officers came bursting in. Who fired first is unclear, but Davis used a sawed-off shotgun and .45-caliber semi-automatic to wound six of the officers. Davis somehow managed to escape that night, but surrendered on December 5 after taking hostages at another building. 

Davis was initially tried for the murders of the four drug dealers, but his attorneys put forth shocking allegations that he was the victim of an elaborate frame-up job. They claimed that Davis was part of a drug ring run by corrupt cops and that the murder charges had been fabricated so that police would have an excuse to kill him during a raid. The jury was convinced by this story and acquitted Davis. He was then given a separate trial for the shooting of the police officers and Davis’s attorneys once again argued that he fired at the cops in self-defense to save his own life. While the jury found Davis guilty of weapon possessions charges, they ultimately believed his self-defense story and acquitted him of attempted murder and aggravated assault. However, Davis’s string of good luck came to an end when he was found guilty of another murder in 1991. While serving his sentence at Shawangunk Correctional Facility, he was stabbed to death by an inmate in 2008. 
3 Nancy Seaman 2004 
In 2004, a 52-year-old Farmington Hills, Michigan teacher named Nancy Seaman was planning to divorce her husband Bob. The couple had been married for 31 years and had two sons together, but Nancy allegedly suffered through many incidents of spousal abuse. On the morning of May 10, an enraged Bob supposedly found out that Nancy was going to move out of the couple’s home and chased her into the garage with a kitchen knife. She responded by striking him 15 times with a hatchet before [image: image3.png]


grabbing the knife and stabbing him 21 times. Remarkably, Nancy actually went in to work at school after killing her husband since she couldn’t find a substitute teacher. One week later, she would be charged with first-degree murder after police found Bob’s body wrapped in tarp in the back of her sport utility vehicle. 
Nancy claimed that she only killed her abusive husband in self-defense, but the authorities were convinced it was premeditated murder, especially after surveillance footage surfaced of Nancy purchasing the hatchet from a Home Depot the day before Bob’s death. While the couple’s youngest son confirmed Nancy’s stories of abuse at the hands of Bob, their oldest son claimed to have never witnessed any abuse. Nancy maintained her claims of self-defense throughout her trial but was ultimately found guilty and given a life sentence. In 2010, Nancy successfully appealed to have her conviction overturned on the basis of ineffective legal counsel, as her attorney had failed to develop a strong case to prove she was a victim of “battered woman syndrome.” However, in November 2012, the federal appeals court overturned the decision to grant Nancy Seaman a retrial, so she remains in prison. 

2 Danny Shay 1917 
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After a relatively unspectacular career in the majors, Danny Shay became a minor league baseball manager and was hired to manage the Milwaukee Brewers of the American Association in 1917. On May 3, the team had traveled to Indianapolis and was staying at the Hotel English. Shay went into the hotel’s cafe that night with a female companion named Gertrude Anderson and complained about the lack of sugar in the bowl on his table. When a black waiter named Clarence Euell came to deal with his complaint, the situation somehow escalated into an argument. Shay responded by pulling out a gun and shooting Euell in the abdomen. This led to a brief scuffle in which Euell wrestled Shay to the ground and stomped on his head. After the two men were separated, Euell was taken to a hospital. He died one hour later and Shay was charged with second-degree murder. 

Shay always maintained that he shot Euell in self-defense after Euell attacked him and threatened to kill him. At the trial, Gertrude Anderson backed up his story, claiming that Euell had used abusive language and lunged at Shay before the shooting occurred. However, most of the other employees from the cafe denied that Euell made any attempt to attack Shay. In the end, the jury believed Shay’s story and acquitted him, a verdict which was met with much criticism from the media and the black community. In spite of his success at beating the murder charge, Shay would lose his managerial job with the Brewers and his own life came to an ill-fated end ten years later when he was found dead in a Kansas City hotel room of a self-inflicted gunshot wound. 
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1 Ossian Sweet 1925 
In 1925, an African-American physician named Ossian Sweet purchased a home in an affluent white neighborhood in Detroit. On September 8, Ossian moved into his new house with his wife and infant daughter, but was unnerved by the crowds of angry-looking people who gathered around to watch him. Detroit already had several recorded incidents of black residents being driven from their homes after moving into all-white neighborhoods, so Ossian had police officers stationed around his house the following evening. He also invited his two brothers, Henry and Otis, and seven other acquaintances to his home to serve as extra protection. However, a large mob of nearly 1,000 people showed up and began making racist threats. Once the crowd started throwing rocks at the house and rushing towards it, shots were fired from the upstairs window. The bullets ended up killing a man named Leon Breiner and wounding another man in the leg. 

Ossian Sweet, his wife, his two brothers, and their seven friends were all arrested and charged with murder. The case soon drew the attention of the NAACP and renowned attorney Clarence Darrow was brought in to join the defense team. The trial took place in 

front of an all-white jury, but Darrow argued that all of the defendants were in legitimate danger that night and that Ossian was simply exercising the right to defend his home. In the end, the jury deadlocked on every single one of the verdicts and a mistrial was declared. The prosecution then elected to try each of the defendants separately, but after their first trial against Henry Sweet ended in acquittal, they ultimately decided to drop all charges against Ossian Sweet and the remaining defendants. 

