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In  1883 ,  a mob lynched Lewis Houston  in  Linn Park .
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GROWING THE ARCHIVE

Last year, in 2019, our inaugural class of Fellows completed groundbreaking research on the 
history of Jefferson County’s thirty documented lynching victims. This year the Fellows hoped to 
expand our knowledge of these residents by diving deeper into local archives. Each Fellow chose 
a local newspaper in print during the year a lynching in Jefferson County occured. We didn’t 
know what they would uncover. 

Individually, their work highlighted the dangerous ramifications of racial terror. One Fellow 
discovered how a police officer, a year after killing Jake McKenzie (a lynching victim), murdered 
another black man. Another Fellow profiled Rhens Rivers’s life and the over-looked prevalence of 
sexual violence in convict leasing. Others found instances of heroic black activism. Some Fellows 
found more lynching victims: Otis Brown, Tom Edmunds, Jim Hatter, and Fred Spencer. 

Collectively, the essays outline how institutions and individuals were complicit in racial violence 
and oppression. The Fellows documented the ways the media, law enforcement, business, and 
residents created and perpetuated racial terror in our county. They asked questions we still need 
to ask today: How do our newspapers discuss crime? Who does our government protect? Who 
benefits from new enterprises? Who do we silence? 

Last year we looked at 30 people and 30 days that will forever mark our history. This year we 
begin to see what this half-century, from 1883 to 1940, looked like. We hope this report will give 
us the tools to critically examine how these oppressive structures continue to exist today. 

This report will be hard to read. Thank you for reading. 

Abigail Schneider
Jefferson County Memorial Project 
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WHAT IS THE JEFFERSON COUNTY 
MEMORIAL PROJECT?

When the Equal Justice Initiative opened their National Memorial 
for Peace and Justice in 2018, it charged our counties—and the 
residents in them—to reckon with the long-standing emotional, 
social, and economic legacies of racial terror. The Jefferson County 
Memorial Project (JCMP) is a grassroots coalition helping answer 
these questions for our county. With over 40 community partners, 
we work to complete our four goals: 

1.  Research the county’s racial terror victims and their 
descendants
2.  Place historical markers to commemorate lynchings and 
retrieve our monument from the National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice
3.  Educate the public on the importance of this history
4.  Advocate for reform where racial injustice still exists today

In our first year, we’ve taken steps in these four areas. Our 2020 
Fellows have built on the research of last year’s inaugural class. 
We’ve placed our first historical marker at Sloss Furnaces. We’ve 
hosted county-wide book discussions, film screenings, essay 
contests, and art exhibits that discuss our history and current 
system of criminal justice. We’ve launched a blog written by 
students at the Donaldson Correctional Facility. Through a holiday 
drive, we ensured access to hygiene products for the men at 
Donaldson.

In 2020, we’ll grow our work. We’ve launched pilot high school and 
middle school curricula. City committees are working towards 
historical markers in Pratt City, Irondale, and elsewhere. We 
will continue to host events and summer book discussions with 
community partners to engage broader parts of the county. And, 
building on our work at Donaldson, we will work to ensure everyone 
has access to equal justice. 

Together, we can make a statement that Alabamians will confront 
our history and reconcile for our future. To get involved with this 
grassroots coalition, visit www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com.

JCMP Fel lows,  core  members ,  and community  partners  accompany 
Mayor  Woodf in  and his  staf f  to  the Memorial  in  November  2018 .

Jef ferson County ’s  dupl icate  p i l lar  at  the 
Nat ional  Memorial  in  Montgomery.
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To reckon with our county’s history, we first have to 
understand it. Last year, JCMP recruited its inaugural Fellow 
cohort from Jefferson County’s six colleges. With their 
advisors, we trained them to conduct robust primary and 
genealogical research. In February 2019, they published their 
findings in Jefferson County’s 30 Residents, which you can 
read online: www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com/33-victims

Through last year’s research, we found a 30th victim, Jake 
McKenzie. We realized our documented victims had been 
uncovered mainly through digitized national archives. We 
hadn’t fully explored our local newspapers. 

This year’s Fellows each picked one local newspaper from 
the Birmingham Public Library’s archive. These included 
newspapers like The Bessemer Workman, Birmingham 

Iron Age, Birmingham World, Jefferson Enterprise, and The 

Warrior Breeze. Fellows followed one newspaper’s reporting 
throughout a year during when one of the county’s lynchings 

occured. After reading that year of their newspaper, they 
chose from three possible research tracks:

1. Report on a previously undocumented victim
2. Report on new information on a previously 
documented victim
3. Report on another event or aspect that upheld the 
county’s system of racial terror

Their work is the heart of historical research. We had 
no preconcieved notions on what they would find. Their 
research brought us to new and difficult places and it 
began to clarify the interconnected systems of terror in our 
community. This report is the culmination of their findings. 

During the spring semester, Fellows will work with their 
campuses and within the community to share their analysis 
with Jefferson County. 

THE JCMP FELLOWSHIP

JCMP Fel lows and their  advisors  at  the research k ick-of f  d inner  in  September  2019
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Our ask of the Jefferson County community is to join the 
Jefferson County Memorial Project as we bear witness to this 
painful history. We understand that addressing lynching is 
difficult in nature. However, we ask that you participate in 
this conversation only if you are comfortable. We recognize 
that this history will surface different types of pain. The pain 
of highlighting the act of lynching; the pain of the victims and 
their families; and the pain of blame of living ancestors of those 
who participated in these horrific acts. 

Our individual feelings and experiences in relation to the 
Jefferson County Memorial Project and the important history of 
lynching are valid.

Here are resources to address trauma and people who are 
willing to listen:

TELEPHONE RESOURCES:

If you, or someone you know is in a crisis, please refer to 
these hotlines in the local Birmingham area. As always, in an 
emergency, please dial 9-1-1.

Local Crisis Line: (205)-323-7273
Birmingham Crisis Line: (205)-323-7777

*For Suicide Prevention Support*: 1-800-273-8255 (TALK) or 
go to suicidepreventionlifeline.org to chat with a counselor 
online

 

ORGANIZATIONS THAT PROVIDE 
RESOURCES FOR MENTAL HEALTH & 
WELLNESS:

NO MORE MARTYRS:
www.nomoremartyrs.org
(205)-440-2837

Magic City Acceptance Center:
www.magiccityacceptancecenter.org
(205)-407-5799

Birmingham Counseling and Wellness:
www.birminghamcounselingwellness.com
(205)-224-9181

Impact Family Counseling
impactal.org
(205)-916-0123

Brother Let’s Talk 
brotherletstalk.com

MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES
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KEY TERMS

Racial Terror Lynching 

The Equal Justice Initiative says, “a racial terror lynching was 
a murder that was an extrajudicial act of racial terrorism, 
motivated by the narrative of racial difference. The act involved 
killing African Americans by hanging, burning, mutilation, or 
other brutal assault at the hands of white mobs of at least three 
or more people.” Lynching is an act of terrorism. The main 
purpose of lynching is to unjustly kill a person. The people who 
carry out this violent act do not only terrorize their victim 
but also the people who fit into that specific category, with no 
accountability. The mob’s purpose was not only to terrorize the 
victim, but the entire African American community, with near 
complete impunity and no fear of legal recourse. 
- Donnae Hampton 

Convict Leasing

A system of exploitative, forced penal labor that arose after 
the Civil War, which overwhelmingly targeted black men 
and women in the South. Wardens would rent prisoners to 
companies and individuals for harsh physical labor in various 
industries, such as mining, agriculture, and construction. 
Many individuals view this system as a second form of slavery 
(through continued, forced black labor) and as a racist practice 
meant to reinforce white supremacy and restrict black agency. 
In Jefferson County, Sloss-Sheffield Iron and Steel Company, 
and the Pratt, Brookside, and Coalburg mines all used convict 
leasing. - Shae Corey 

Police Brutality 

A violation of civil rights that occurs when law enforcement 
officials use undue or excessive violent force while engaging 
with civilians. Police brutality has been linked to racism and 
implicit bias; scholars have found that police officers in the 
United States are more likely to use excessive and/or fatal 
force when engaging with black civilians, both throughout 
history and in the present day. Historically, the use of fatal force 
by police officers against black people often functioned as a 
parallel to mob violence and lynching. - Sheila Blair 

SPECIFIC WORDS

While researching, JCMP Fellows realized they had to make 
their own choices while writing about this events. After 
thoughtful discussion, they came up with the following 
protocol:

Using the N-Word 

Together, JCMP fellows discussed the use of N-word in the 
report. Fellows agree that the N-word has been used to address 
black people in a derogatory way. JCMP Fellows also agree that 
the word is more than just a tag to describe black people; the 
word has been used to convey powerful imagery connected 
with viciousness and deprecatory slanders on black people. 
JCMP tells individual stories of lives ended unjustly, violently, 
and in acts of utter dehumanization. In doing so, Fellows 
recognize that it is important to show different ways society 
condoned violence against black people due to the inability 
to accept them as fully human. So, we will use the phrase, the 
“N-word” in our text. When using the N-word or [Black] where 
it has been omitted, fellows want to communicate the extent to 
which African Americans were dehumanized. Moreover, Fellows 
want to recognize the extent to which, as a community, we 
are still dealing with severe racial inequality, which fuels and 
maintains the dehumanization of black people and people of 
color.  - Joyeuse Senga

What Do We Capitalize? 

As the Fellows uncovered this important research, we had an 
interesting conversation about language. The conversation 
came up about the correct naming of people of African 
descent in America as Black, black, or African American. After 
debating on using one consistent name or keeping it unique 
to each Fellow, it was decided to keep the naming of people 
of African descent in America unique to the Fellow. For my 
personal experience in this research, I choose to say “Black” 
to give honor to the racial experience. It is important to me to 
use “Black” to describe these victims as it memorializes these 
people as members of a mighty, powerful race that continues to 
rise against these oppressive systems.   
- Kam Thigpen

ON LANGUAGE
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In this year’s report, we highlight 
lynching sites and victims’ gravesites. 

These photos are not beautiful. Trees 
have grown over graveyards and 
entrances are no longer accessible. 

Without added context, nothing 
identifies these spaces as memorial 
sites. We hope these photos help 
illuminate how we forget history. 

ON IMAGES

Entrances to  Pratt  Mines ,  near  where Anthony Davis ,

John Steele ,  and  George Meadows were lynched  
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Victims’ Names Date Place

Lewis Houston 11/24/1883 Linn Park

Tom Collins 04/22/1886 Pratt Mines - Found to have escaped his lynching

*Otis Brown 04/24/1886 Near Five Mile Creek

Monroe Johnson 09/28/1887 Leeds

Jeff Curry 03/18/1888 Adger, Blue Creek Mines

Hardy Posey 04/23/1888 Bessemer, Southern Railway Depot

George Meadows 01/15/1889 Pratt Mines

*Tom Edmunds 07/31/1899 Blossburg Tunnel

John Steele 09/27/1889 Pratt Mines

Tom Redmond 06/17/1890 Brookside Mines

Henry Smith 11/16/1890 Hillman

Unknown 11/17/1890 Birmingham Mineral Railroad

Robert Mosley 11/14/1894 Dolomite

James Anderson 10/09/1896 Toadvine, near Rock Creek Bridge

Henry Cyat 10/10/1896 Toadvine

William Wardley 12/07/1896 Irondale

Jake McKenzie 03/22/1897 Brookside Mines

James Thomas 07/03/1897 Blossburg

Unknown 05/11/1901 Leeds, Southern Railway Train Route

Charles Bentley 08/02/1901 Leeds

Jerry Johnson 09/03/1907 Birmingham

JEFFERSON COUNTY’S DOCUMENTED VICTIMS

Continued on next page
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Victims’ Names Date Place

Elijah Nelms 07/29/1908 Pratt City

William Miller 08/04/1908 Brighton

Anthony Davis 08/21/1908 Pratt City - Mixed evidence on lynching

John Thomas 04/25/1909 Bessemer, outskirts of the town

*Jim Hatter 04/28/1910 Dolomite

*Fred Spencer 06/1910 Mulga (exact date unknown)

John Chandler 01/28/1912 Bessemer, 3rd Ave. and 19th Street

William Smith 11/01/1912 Bessemer, 1623 Second Avenue

Wilson Gardner 08/23/1913 Kilgore

Will McBride 07/12/1923 Adamsville

Elizabeth Lawrence 07/05/1933 Birmingham

George Taylor 08/23/1934 Stockham Park

O.D. Henderson 09/05/1940 Fairfield

* denotes newly documented victims

DOCUMENTED VICTIMS CONTINUED

Cedar  Hi l l  Cemetery  in  Bessemer where John Thomas is  Bur ied

  Mulga 
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known victims

newly documented victims

victim information updated

Pratt City
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Section 1: Amending the Archive
FELLOW REPORTS

Five Mi le  Creek where Otis  Brown  f led  in 
a  fa i led attempt to  escape his  lynching 
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OTIS BROWN

On April 24 1886, a mob killed Otis Brown near Five Mile Creek in Jefferson County. According to 
reports, two white men, Tanner and Phillips, ate dinner near Douglas Mills’ bridge in North Jefferson 
County on their way to Birmingham. Supposedly, two black men, Otis Brown and Austin Pettus, 
approached and asked for change for a $10 bill. Phillips pulled out his wallet to give the black men 
change, and one of the black men took his wallet. They ran off with the wallet, and Mr. Brown pulled 
out his gun to stop the white men in pursuit. As Tanner continued to approach the men, according to 
the report, Mr. Brown shot Tanner in the chest. Tanner was taken to a medical house for attention. 

Residents near Five Mile Creek heard about the shooting. Twenty-five men, with their bloodhounds, 
tried to find the two black men. They found Mr. Brown in a cave and shot him to death. It’s unclear if 
Mr. Pettus escaped or also became a victim of racial terror. Otis Brown is another male killed without 
a trial or conviction of guilt. 

Darona Dancy, Birmingham-Southern College 

Selected Sources 
“Birmingham: Special to the Advertiser,” The Montgomery Advertiser, May 5, 1886. 
“Douglass Mills,” The Times and News (Eufaula, Alabama), April 25, 1886. 
“Shot and Robbed: Two White Men Attacked by Negros,” Birmingham Iron Age, April 24 ,1886.



JEFFERSON COUNTY MEMORIAL PROJECT
18

TOM EDMUNDS

A party of white men, which included a local judge, fatally shot 
Tom Edmunds on Monday, July 31, 1899, near the Blossburg 
tunnel. An unfinished trial for the case reveal two different 
stories - one of Mr. Edmunds’ brother and African American 
men, the other of the accused men and white witnesses. 

As described by his brother, it all began when Mr. Edmunds 
slipped while attempting to board a train known as The Dude. 
A group of African American men thought he had fallen to his 
death, but when they jumped off the train to aid him, they found 
he was unharmed. They were laughing at his fall when a party 
of white men came and asked what was happening. Then, the 
white men opened fire. The other men fled, but Mr. Edmunds 
was shot. He was moved to a hospital, where he died two days 
later.  

Three days later, three men, including Justice of the Peace 
James Ray and Charles Clarke, were called to trial for the 
lynching of Mr. Edmunds. The men claimed that Mr. Edmunds 
was shot by one of the black men in the crowd near The Dude. 
Dr. J.F. Huey testified that Mr. Edmunds, who was in sound 
mind, told him he had been shot “by one of his own color” and 
“did not say anything about Justice Ray,” but the testimony was 
reportedly contested. He later added that when Mr. Edmunds’ 
brother and sister had asked who shot him, Mr. Edmunds had 
replied “Mr. Clarke.” 

The second witness, an African American man named George 
Hall, recounted the story of how the three white men had shot 
at them. In the face of heavy cross-examination, he held that no 
one in his group had pistols. African American witnesses Mack 

Moore, Will Parker, and Wink Love recounted the same story. 
After a day of witnesses from the African American community, 
the defendants reportedly spent the night in jail. Bail was set at 
$1,500 each. 

“With white testimony up against  

black testimony, the men were set   

to walk free.” 

The next day, a new set of witnesses took the stand that were in 
stark contrast to the story before. Three white witnesses gave 
alibis for the three men. For instance, John Lamon testified to 
seeing the three men head home roughly thirty minutes before 
the shooting. Lamon and two more witnesses claimed they had 
heard Mr. Edmunds state one of the men in his group shot him. 

With white testimony up against black testimony, the men 
were set to walk free. On August 7, Justice Ray made bond and 
was released. No articles show that the men were ever held 
accountable for Mr. Edmunds’ death. 

Maggie Belshe, JCMP Volunteer with research help from Jalen 
Miller and Chris Brown, Central Park High School Students 

Selected Sources 
“Bound Them Over: Alleged Slayers of Tom Edmunds Held to Bail. The  
     Alibi Evidence” The Birmingham News, August 7, 1899, page 3.
“Murder of Tom Edmunds” The Birmingham News, 
     August 3, 1899, page 7. 
“The Trial of Justice Ray And Other Alleged Slayers of Tom Edmunds,” The 

Birmingham News, August 5, 1899, page 3.
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J IM HATTER

Jim Hatter was dragged out of his home near Dolomite by a mob of white men on May 2, 1910, and 
lynched. The mob arrived at Mr. Hatter’s home around midnight demanding he come outside for 
he had allegedly offered aid to Fred Spencer or hidden him in his home. Mr. Spencer, who was also 
known as Bert, was wanted for the alleged murder of a Bessemer deputy sheriff, Captain B.H. Young. 

In some articles there are different opinions about whether Mr. Hatter was robbed, lynched, or shot 
to death. So what they did was forced him out of his house and dragged him several hundred yards 
and shot him. His body was found later that morning at 6 a.m., torn with bullet holes.

Jajuan Bruce, Central Parks High School, and Vaughn Hunt, JCMP Volunteer 

Selected Sources
“Coroner Thinks Jim Hatter Was Lynched,” The Birmingham News, May 5, 1910, page 13.   
“Killing of Jim Hatter Mystifies Authorities,” The Birmingham News, May 3, 1910, page 16. 
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FRED “BERT” SPENCER

Fred Spencer was an African American miner, about 24-25 years old, in Birmingham. After acquiring a 
hand injury, Mr. Spencer was put out of work for roughly 3-4 weeks. On Wednesday, April 27, 1910, he 
reportedly got into a drunken dispute with Harriet Arrington (the cause was later perceived to be pay 
related) during which, Mr. Spencer shot at Arrington — hitting her once — before standing off against 
a mob of white and colored workers. After escaping, Mr. Spencer allegedly came across a 66-year-old 
Confederate veteran, Deputy Sheriff B.H. Young — fatally shooting him in the neck and nose. Young died 
on April 29 and was buried the next day. 

A month-long manhunt ensued for the capture of Mr. Spencer. A mob searched his brother, Bob’s, 
house to no avail, leading many to believe he fled into the woods. After reports of Mr. Spencer sightings, 
another African American man, Jim Hatter, was lynched on May 2, 1910 near Dolomite, likely for 
suspicion of aiding Fred Spencer. 

“A month-long manhunt ensued for the capture of Mr. Spencer.”

After a seemingly unsuccessful manhunt and false reports of Mr. Spencer being lynched in late April, the 
trail seemingly went cold. However, on August 1, 1910, The Birmingham News reported the discovery of 
an unidentified black corpse floating on a pile of driftwood in a creek near Mulga in Jefferson County. 
The coroner reported that the person had been dead roughly 6-8 weeks. Based on physicality, the 
coroner believed it was the body of Mr. Spencer. He was likely caught by a mob and shot repeatedly 
before either being thrown into the river, or fleeing into the river and dying from injury.

The last known article reporting on Mr. Spencer was published by The Birmingham News on August 2. 
He was never convicted or found guilty by a court of law for the Deputy Sheriff’s murder. Lastly, there 
is no definitive confirmation as to whether the body found was Mr. Spencer or not. Either way, it was 
another black life that never saw justice. 

Brianna Jordynn Wright, Central Park Christian Schools Advisor 

Selected Sources 
“Young’s Murderer May Be This Negro,” The Birmingham News, August 1, 1910, page 9. 
“Untitled,” The Living Truth (Greenville, Alabama), May 6, 1910, page 2.
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ANTHONY DAVIS: 
Racial Terror or Labor Strife? 

In 1908, Anthony Davis was a Black coal miner in Pratt City. He 
continued to work at the number five mine for the Tennessee 
Coal and Iron Railroad Company while a strike was underway. 
On August 19, 1908, Mr. Davis’s home was bombed by two 
black miners and one of their wives in the middle of the night.         
Mr. Davis saw the faces of the culprits, and his wife overheard 
two of them asking about dynamite. Fortunately, the couple was 
not harmed. Mr. Davis identified the suspects to the police. Two 
days later, on Friday, August 21, 1908, Mr. Davis was murdered. A 
group of men ambushed and fatally shot him on his way to get 
items from his bombed house. The Birmingham News reported 
that friends of the striking miners who blew up the Davis’s 
house were assumed to be the people who killed him, but the 
dogs the police used could not track down the culprits. No 
information is available about the ages of Mr. Davis and his wife. 

There might be a question about whether Mr. Davis’ murder 
could be classified as a lynching. It was reported he was 
targeted because he was a non-union member still working 
during the strike. On the same night his house was bombed, so 
was Thomas Duggan’s, a white man. Duggan was a non-striker 
contractor for the same coal company Mr. Davis worked for.  
Mr. Davis pointed out who targeted him and his wife, and said it 
was a group of striking African-Americans. A couple days later 
he was ambushed and fatally wounded. So, it might have been 
that his murderers were also black. His murder would not then 
be solely motivated by racial terror and so would not fall under 
the definition of lynching. 

To try to understand the reason for his death, it is important to 
know what was going on with the mining strikes. On July 1, 1908, 
the Birmingham district of mines went on strike and joined with 
the union The United Mine Workers of America. It was a shared 
effort among the strikers — white, black, and immigrant people 
— with a sense of solidarity because they all had the same goal 
of livable wages and better working conditions. It is important 
to note that there were many instances of violence between 
strikers and non-strikers during this time. The question for his 
case is, was he killed because he survived the first attack, or 
because he told the police who attacked him, or maybe both. 
Were the perpetrators white, black, or both? We do not know 
but can only assume. 

In conclusion, the death of Mr. Davis did not come about 
because he was accused of a crime. It came about from the 
tension-filled strike for better working conditions and pay. He 
was a husband and his death changed his wife’s life forever. 
Whether his murder can be classified as a lynching, Mr. Davis’s 
death was still unjustified, like the numerous lynchings that 
happened in Jefferson County.

Donnae Hampton, University of Alabama at Birmingham 

Selected Sources 
“Anthony Davis, Negro, Was Shot Down From Ambush,”     
     Birmingham News, August 22, 1908, page 5. 
“Bloody Anarchy Reigns Supreme in Jefferson,” 
     The Montgomery Advertiser, August 20, 1908, page 1. 
“Notice,” The Birmingham News, August 22, 1908, page 14. 
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TOM COLLINS:
Black Activists Saved His Life

Tom Collins was a man accused of assaulting a prominent 
farmer’s wife in Birmingham in 1886. An article in The Richmond 

Item reported that a mob used bloodhounds to track Mr. Collins 
and “the pursuers returned from the chases … and decline to 
say anything about the matter, which is taken as conclusive 
evidence that the n**** has been lynched.” From this record, 
people assumed he was lynched. However, the Birmingham Iron 

Age reported that Mr. Collins was “quickly brought back to the 
city by armed n****s.” Articles show black activists protecting 
him during his trial. Thanks to black activists, his reported 
lynching was a mistake. 

During the late 1800s, black people resisted racial violence, 
intervened in acts of racial terror, and even made plans for 
retaliation. To fully understand the black response to racial 
terror, both direct and indirect forms of activism should be 
examined in Jefferson County and around the country. 

“Thanks to black activists, his reported 

lynching was a mistake.”

The conversations surrounding the black people’s efforts to end 
lynching often involved more indirect forms of activism, or “the 
brain” as Du Bois would call it. Activists like Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
and Monroe Work were influential in their efforts to accurately 
investigate and document lynchings. Frederick Douglass and 
Booker T. Washington urged black people to gain political and 
financial freedom in response to racial violence.

Other activists, like John Edward Bruce, advocated for direct, 
or physical action. As he declared, “The man who does not fight 
for the protection of his wife and children and fellow brother 
is a coward.” An example of this kind of direct activism is seen 
in the lynching of James Thomas in Birmingham. In response 
to his murder, 100 black residents, wrote one article, “began to 
arm themselves and to makes threats of violence.” These acts 
of direct activism, for Tom Collins and James Thomas, proved 
that there was power in numbers. Black communities were not 
passive to racial terror. 

Douglass and Bruce would argue that one form of activism 
held more merit than the other, but Du Bois impressed upon 
black people to “marshal every ounce of our brain and brawn” 
to fight racism. Each approach’s success, though, lies in their 
collective nature. Utilizing brains and brawn only works when 
communities come together.

Jaylah Cosby, University of Alabama at Birmingham 

Selected Sources
Baggett, James L. ““A Law Abiding People”: Alabama’s 1901 Constitution      
     and the Attempted Lynching of Jim Brown,” Alabama Review 71, no. 3 
     (2018). 
“Mrs. Gould’s Assailant Arrested,” Birmingham Iron Age, 
     April 23, 1886.
Shapiro, Herbert. White Violence and Black Response: From

    Reconstruction to Montgomery. University of Massachusetts         
    Press, 1988.
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The Rai lway Depot  in  Bessemer where a 
mob lynched Hardey Posey 

Section 2: Broken Systems
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REPORTING MISINFORMATION

On April 23, 1888, a mob of white men lynched Hardy Posey on a 
large oak tree near the Southern Railway Depot in Bessemer. In 
the previous report on his murder, the researchers stated that 
Rose Posey was Mr. Posey’s mother, but a contradiction arose 
through further research. According to information on the 1870 
Census report, it was determined that Rose Posey was actually 
his sister.  

In addition to the previous report, it was discovered that         
Mr. Posey’s home address was Township 19 Range 4, Jefferson, 
Alabama. His father, Irvine Posey, was a farmer who did not 
attend school, could not read or write, and was born in Georgia. 
At the time of the 1870 census, Mr. Posey was two years old, 
and Irvine Posey was 60 years old; therefore, at the time of his 
father’s death in 1871, Mr. Posey was around three years old. 

Furthermore, information was found suggesting that Mr. Posey 
had multiple unique circumstances working against him. The 
name Posey was well known in the area. Hardy, Irvine, and 
Wesley Posey (Hardy Posey’s brother) were all victims of racial 
terror violence. In their cases, Mr. Posey and his father were 
both murdered by a group and Wesley Posey succumbed to a 
mysterious death while in prison, which is how he avoided the 
agony of being lynched. Wesley Posey’s death sparked riots, 
which caused people in the community to make his family and 
its history known. The police counterintuitively, or potentially to 
help the mob, moved Mr. Posey from a secured location to the 
home of a marshal, which made it much easier for the mob that 
came for him. That along with blacks being blamed for the rise in 
taxation consequently added to the haste at which his lynching 
was carried out.

“These discrepancies highlight some 

of the fallibilities of using newspaper 

sources to understand these acts of 

racial terror.”

The newspapers reporting about Mr. Posey’s murder had a 
few occasions where they were guilty of handing out mixed 
information. For instance, the name and age of the alleged 
assault victim was different depending on which newspaper a 
person read. Her name switched from “Alice” McKinney in The 

Goldsboro Headlight to “Mamie” McKinney in The Great Bend 

Weekly Tribune. One newspaper states she was 15, while other 
newspapers, The Goldsboro Headlight, for example, states she 
was 12; furthermore, the papers were confused about who 
came to her rescue. Newspapers were recalling that her father 
alone had come to save her, after hearing her scream, but 
other papers declared the man who allegedly chased Mr. Posey 
away was her uncle. These discrepancies highlight some of the 
fallibilities of using newspaper sources to understand these acts 
of racial terror. So much remains unknown. 

Brandon Hooks, Miles College

Selected Sources:
“A Brother of Wesley Posy Lynched.” The Montgomery Advertiser, 
     April 25, 1888, page 2.
“A Negro Assaults a Little Girl.” The Goldsboro Headlight, May 3, 1888,  
     page 1.
“Hanged by a Mob.” The Weekly Times-Democrat, April 23, 1888, page 12.

Hardy Posey - 1888
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A LOCAL NEWSPAPER’S OMISSION

The Hummingbird newspaper served the Gate City community 
in Birmingham from 1892-1903, noting events and news from the 
community, surrounding area, country, and world. A large part 
of the coverage was devoted to keeping the community aware of 
local happenings: babies born, business sales, church services, 
weddings, parties, and more events in the everyday lives of Gate 
City residents. However, included in the ordinary activity of 
the locals were reports of racial violence and animosity. These 
instances show the horrific violence and oppression blacks in 
Jefferson County experienced, and the normalcy of this brutality 
among communities like our own. 

“While it did not hold back from 

reporting lynchings elsewhere, the 

newspaper failed to report racial 

violence locally.”

An alarming quote found in The Hummingbird reveals the 
prominence of racial violence in the culture of the South. On 
January 16, 1897, the newspaper’s news bulletin read, “The 
South has, for thirty years, been trying to elevat(e) the Negro 
and has elevated many, by the aid of the rope.” Hidden next to 
news of a baby’s christening, a new “lively” business, and the 
sale of two mules, this horrifying piece of insight shows just 
how commonplace racial violence was in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. The article insinuates that its authors believe the only 
way to solve the racial upheaval after the Civil War is by brutally 
oppressing blacks. The way to elevate blacks and society, 
according to them, is through lynching, as hanging is implied 

by the words “the aid of the rope.” The quote insinuates that 
whites at this time “elevated” blacks by killing them, as they saw 
them as less than human and a threat to the way of life they had 
known before the Civil War. 

During the same year, The Hummingbird also notes numerous 
lynchings happening around the South. In the reports, the 
innocence of the victim aside, the brutal nature of the lynching 
demonstrates the extreme violence whites intentionally directed 
at blacks. It was ordinary news, and the terrorism towards 
blacks at the time was deemed necessary. However, it is unclear 
why the newspaper chose to leave out racial violence taking 
place more locally. While it did not hold back from reporting 
lynchings elsewhere, the newspaper failed to report racial 
violence locally. The omissions display a dishonesty in admitting 
to local violence, a phenomenon similar to the current lack of 
responsibility for racial violence.
 
As can be seen by the disturbing quote and biased reportings on 
lynchings, racial tension and violence were present in Gate City, 
however residents chose to ignore it at times. These choices 
have left a legacy of complacency and dishonesty surrounding 
racial violence that continues to be seen today. 

Alexandra Coberly, Birmingham-Southern College

Selected Sources: 
“An Imp of Hell,” The Hummingbird (Birmingham), January 16, 1897, page 2. 
“Hanged to a Tree,” The Hummingbird (Birmingham), January 23, 1897,
     page 1. 
“The Dead Body Found,” The Hummingbird (Birmingham), March 6, 1897,
     page 5. 

James Thomas - 1897
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THE REPORTER’S BIAS

On April 25, 1909, John Thomas, a man born in 1884 in Bessemer, 
was lynched. Mr. Thomas was around the young age of 25 when 
this lynching took place in Bessemer. Mr. Thomas was accused 
of a crime against a woman named Ms. Patterson. Accounts 
exist in The Lineville Headlight, under a headline listed as “Death 
by Lynching,” in the Birmingham Republican, and as part of 
“Happenings of the week” in the Goodwater Enterprise. 

“The reporter wrote that it was better 

for people to take the law into their 

own hands because the law did not act 

quickly enough in punishing ‘brutes’.”

According to an article written by Walter S. Scott, Mr. Thomas 
was caught on a Saturday and was identified and confessed, 
which resulted in his lynching. Mr. Thomas was described as a 
brute. Authorities said they didn’t want to submit Ms. Patterson 
to any public humiliation and ask her to testify on the stand. 
Instead, they were willing to lynch Mr. Thomas and so avoid due 
process. Walter S. Scott also wrote that it was better for people 
to take the law into their own hands because the law did not act 
quickly enough in punishing “brutes.” He argued that the law 
should agree and quietly hang the accused in the jail yard. Scott 
felt this would be less shameful to their women, and they had a 
duty to protect their women. 

Research into Mr. Scott shows the ways in which white 
newspapers and local law enforcement collaborated to enforce 
racial violence. Mr. Scott was the editor and proprietor of The 

Lineville Headlight, and also served as a solicitor or attorney. As 
in Jefferson County, one person would serve as a deputy, bailiff, 
jailer, and road patroller all in the same day. It was common for 
people in powerful positions to wear more than one hat while 
working in their daily duties.

It is impossible to know if Mr. Thomas committed a crime 
against Ms. Patterson or to determine what the outcome would 
have been if he had received a fair trial. One month before this 
lynching, the NAACP was created, perhaps an indicator of how 
critical this time was for blacks in the South. 

John Thomas is someone to remember. He was loved by 
someone and his death should not be in vain. When society 
views individuals as a problem because of the color of their 
skin, that society has major work to do. He can be remembered 
as a black man at the age of 25 from Bessemer, Alabama. 
Listed as a laborer, he was accused of a crime, and the result 
of that accusation cost him his life. Learning more about what 
happened and imagining what we cannot know is one way to 
become stronger and create a better future. 

Monike Thomas, University of Alabama at Birmingham

Selected Sources 
“Death by Lynching,” The Lineville Headlight (Lineville, Alabama), 
     April 25 1909, page 1. 
“Happenings of the week,” Birmingham Republican, April 26, 1909, page 5. 
“Untitled,” Goodwater Enterprise (Goodwater, Alabama), April 25, 1909,  
     page 3. 

John Thomas - 1909
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NORMALIZING RACISM IN NEWPAPERS

The Labor Advocate was a weekly, Birmingham-based newspaper 
printed between 1888 and 1948. As a newspaper that aligned 
itself with the overtly segregated and discriminatory beliefs 
of the American Federation of Labor, it functioned as a voice 
of propaganda that propped up the voices of white laborers 
only. Two troubling articles published in The Labor Advocate in 
its 1934 Labor Day edition illustrate how the newspaper was 
explicitly and unapologetically exclusionary to Black Americans 
in the 1930s.

The first article includes a descriptive portrayal of Africans 
belonging to a Belgian Congo tribe, likening their physical 
appearances to those of apes: “Picture to yourself a tiny man, 
four and a half feet high, with a stomach protruding in a ‘pot 
belly’ fashion ... Add inordinately long arms and short legs, bent 
inwards … a head crowned with black woolly hair; a face with 
dark yellow complexion, projecting jaws, a flat nose, protruding 
lips, the whole giving a general apelike appearance.” (“Akka-
Negrillos Make-Up Kingdom of Tom Thumbs”). 

The article feels misplaced in The Labor Advocate, considering 
its very limited ties to labor struggles in the United States, 
and Jefferson County specifically and its minimal coverage of 
local black laborers. Instead of blatant calls to exclude African 
Americans from labor movements and economic uplift, this 
newspaper elevates subtle, dehumanizing ideas that reinforce 
racial hierarchy that must exist for labor struggles to remain 
segregated. 

The second article states, “Evidently the people [in Atlanta] are 
alive to the fact that the slum is a real danger and a perpetual 

menace to the peace, safety and health of the community. That 
city only can call itself beautiful where there are no slums” 
(“Birmingham Slums Must Go”). 

To suggest that Birmingham slums be eliminated in the midst 
of the Great Depression is to suggest that mostly black or 
minority communities were the problem, not economic turmoil 
and dehumanizing living conditions. Calling slums a “perpetual 
menace to the peace, safety, and health” of Birmingham is the 
kind of language that perpetuated white flight to the suburbs. 
Once again, the newspaper points fingers at Birmingham’s black 
community and shows readers that poor, black communities 
are one of, as the article states, the “most dangerous public 
enemies.”

The Labor Advocate’s dehumanization of African Americans, both 
through animalistic portrayals and a call to eliminate slums, 
upheld the background of racial violence in Birmingham. This 
dehumanization is linked to extremely limited opportunity for 
economic uplift, considering that African Americans were barred 
from receiving many forms of public and private aid based on 
their race. Biased newspapers influence how cities and nations 
define humanity. Since white newspapers did not recognize 
African Americans as full people, white communities normalized 
public lynchings and racial violence. 

Jackie Lamars, Birmingham-Southern College   

Selected Sources:
“Akka-Negrillos Make-Up Kingdom of Tom Thumbs.”  
     The Labor Advocate (Birmingham), September 1, 1934. 
“Birmingham’s Slums Must Go.” The Labor Advocate (Birmingham),   
     September 1, 1934. 
Hill, Herbert. “The Problem of Race in American Labor History.” 
     Reviews in American History, vol. 24, no. 2, 1996, pp. 189–208.
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REMEMBRANCE THROUGH NEWSPAPERS

On September 9, 2019, Jefferson County community members 
gathered at Sloss Furnaces to dedicate a historical marker 
memorializing Tom Redmond, who was lynched on June 17, 1890, 
as a result of racial violence at Brookside Mines. Sources agree 
that on June 16, 1890, a group of white men instigated a quarrel 
after hurling rocks at a group of black men. The next day, Tom 
Acres, a white man, reignited the dispute after attempting to 
arrest one of the black men, Jim McDowell. The encounter 
sparked a shoot-out in front of a Sloss company store and Tom 
Redmond was fatally shot. Some newspapers do not mention  
Mr. Redmond’s name, and in fact never mention that a black man 
was killed at all. Most newspapers mark Mr. Redmond as a leader 
of the group of black men who deserved punishment. 

“In remembering Tom Redmond, the 

community must resist the urge to 

accept the narrative that dehumanizes 

him ”

The only accounts we have of Mr. Redmond’s lynching are from 
the perspective of the white men involved in the incident and 
the white press reporting on the incident. Although no accounts 
from African American sources survive, accounts in the white 
press in Alabama and across the country provide new insights 
into how contested the account of Mr. Redmond’s lynching was, 
and how hard it remains to understand exactly what happened. 
The day after Mr. Redmond’s murder, an article provided new 
information in understanding his lynching. The Birmingham 

News states that miners’ children playing near Brookside found 

a dead body in the leaves. The children reported it to the 
authorities, but their parents refused to allow them to return 
with the officers to show them where the body was seen. 
Newspaper accounts say nothing about what happened to the 
body that was found, and authorities held no one responsible for        
Mr. Redmond’s murder. 

The aftermath of Mr. Redmond’s murder repeats the pattern 
of the death of an African American man used to reaffirm 
the social frameworks and values of a society dedicated to 
oppressing black people. Our understanding of Mr. Redmond’s 
death and our remembrance of him are shaped by the lens of 
the white community. Without a common understanding of 
what happened, some remember Mr. Redmond as the unnamed, 
others remember him as a bystander who was in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, and others as the perpetrator rather 
than the victim.

The historical marker helps us name Tom Redmond and reckon 
with the truth of racial terror that intimidated Mr. Redmond 
and traumatized generations by reinforcing racial hierarchy and 
segregation. In remembering Tom Redmond, the community 
must resist the urge to accept the narrative that dehumanizes 
him. 

Joyeuse Senga, Samford University 

Selected sources
“Untitled,” Jefferson Enterprise, June 17, 1890, page 1. 
“Between whites and negroes at Brookside,” The Birmingham News, June  
     16, 1890, page 5.
“A Dead Rioter,” The Birmingham News, June 18, 1890, page 7.

Tom Redmond - 1890
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Histor ical  marker  at  Sloss Furnaces commemorat ing

 the lynching of  Tom Redmond and Jake McKenzie
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Brookside ’s  Afr ican American Cemetery 
where the mine ’s  convict  laborers  rest

Section 2: Broken Systems
Law Enforcement
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A SHERIFF STOPS SAM ARNOLD’S 
LYNCHING

Sam Arnold, an African American male from central Alabama, 
was accused and arrested on charges of murder in late 
December of 1890 outside Bessemer. According to numerous 
reports inside the town, Mr. Arnold allegedly entered the tent of 
two white men who were camping. The reports say he killed one 
of the men and nearly killed the other before he escaped. Within 
two weeks, Mr. Arnold was captured by authorities outside of 
Meridian, Mississippi, and placed on a train back to Bessemer for 
prosecution. While onboard, Mr. Arnold’s captors were reported 
to have fallen asleep. Seeing his opportunity for freedom,        
Mr. Arnold jumped from the moving train, choosing to risk his 
life rather than return home to the rigged trial awaiting him.

“With the mob moments away from 

lynching Mr. Arnold, Sheriff Smith 

of Jefferson County arrived with 

armed reinforcements and stopped 

the lynching.”

Once word of his escape reached Bessemer, a mob of outraged 
residents and friends of the victims began to form. They 
gathered at the railway depot once officials had recaptured     
Mr. Arnold in Alabama’s woods. According to a plethora of 
local and national newspapers, the crowd secured the victim’s 
mattress and lit it on fire, intent on bypassing a trial and, 
instead, lynching Mr. Arnold. Once the officers arrived at the 
depot with Mr. Arnold, the crowd overpowered the authorities 
and seized him. With the mob moments away from lynching 

him, Sheriff Smith of Jefferson County arrived with armed 
reinforcements and stopped the lynching. This action crushed 
the pervasive narrative that law enforcement and government 
officials were unable to stop these atrocious murders. The 
Sheriff took Mr. Arnold into official custody. 

One week later, a reporter from The Bessemer Weekly wrote 
an op-ed entitled “A Vile Slander,” attacking Birmingham-
based papers for putting the initial story of a near-lynching 
into circulation. The article denied all allegations of a mob 
forming and reframed the story as a routine recapture by city 
officials. At this point, Mr. Arnold’s near lynching had spread 
across the country, appearing in papers as far away as Seattle, 
Washington. The likely last mention of Mr. Arnold’s story occurs 
in The Birmingham News, with Mr. Arnold being admitted to 
prison in Bessemer. The injustice surrounding Sam Arnold’s 
life is unquestionable, as hopelessness and fear undoubtedly 
controlled his life and actions. 

Sam Katulich, Samford University 

Selected Sources
“A Lynching Bee was in Prospect,” The Montgomery Advertiser,        
     January 4, 1889.
“A Vile Slander,” The Bessemer Weekly, January 10, 1891.
“Safe in Jail,” The Birmingham News, January 5, 1891.
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POLICE BRUTALITY AT BROOKSIDE

An examination of post-Reconstruction racial terror in 
Brookside reveals the central role that law enforcement played 
in perpetrating and reinforcing the terror regime. Black citizens 
of the town were subject to frequent and casual instances of 
police violence in their community, creating an atmosphere of 
racial terror that aligned state-sanctioned violence with white 
civilian-led mob lynching. 

In 1897, two incidents occurred that demonstrate the nature 
of this police violence. Jake McKenzie and Huliss Wilson, both 
innocent at the time of their death, were killed by the same 
white officer, a man named Charles Sellers. In the first incident, 
Sellers shot Mr. McKenzie in the head during an altercation 
involving a young miner named Henry Johnson. The excuse 
given in every white newspaper account was that Johnson had 
attempted to take an officer’s gun. There is no way to verify 
the accuracy of that claim. Even if it were true, it would not 
explain why Sellers then felt authorized to shoot a bystander,               
Mr. McKenzie, in the head.

Later that year, Sellers killed another black man. In the case of 
Huliss Wilson, Sellers used the same excuse for his behavior, 
claiming that Mr. Wilson attempted to take his gun. White 
newspapers did not question the narrative of either incident; 
however, one black-owned newspaper did clarify that 
Mr. McKenzie had been guilty of no crime at the time of his 
death. 

These incidents share many similarities; chief among them are 
the fact that both black men were innocent, the same excuse 

for extrajudicial murder was used, and the same white officer 
killed both men. Each incident sent a clear message to the black 
community that police brutality and terrorism against black 
men was lawful, appropriate, and committed with impunity. This 
aspect of the racial terror regime in Jefferson County deserves 
recognition, not only because it reinforced white mob violence 
but also because its ramifications and effects are still with us 
today. Black Americans still face a disproportionate amount of 
police violence and brutality, constituting the most compelling 
reason why we need to reexamine and tell the stories of these 
men who were killed in Brookside in the late 19th century. 

Sheila Blair, University of Alabama at Birmingham

“These incidents share many 

similarities; chief among them are the 

fact that both black men were innocent, 

the same excuse for extrajudicial murder 

was used, and the same white officer 
killed both men.”

Selected Sources
“Reign of Lawlessness: Judge Lynch’s Bloody Work, A Fearful  
     Record – The Law Sleeps,” The Richmond Planet (Virgina),
     August 7, 1897, page 3.
“The Brookside Riot: Further Details of the Conflict Between  
     Whites and Blacks at the Little Mining Town,” The Times 

     Democrat (New Orleans, LA), March 22, 1897, page 1.
“With Stolen Pistol, Tried to Shoot Marshal Sellers, Who Ended  
     Huliss Wilson’s Career,” The Birmingham News, 
     August 12, 1897, page 1.

Jake McKenzie - 1897
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EDWARD “ED”  WARE’S MURDER

On September 21, 1889, the Alabama Sentinel published one 
short paragraph reporting that some workmen had discovered 
the beaten body of Ed Ware, a black man. Examining this story 
provides a look into the trajectory of cases regarding crimes 
against black victims in Alabama in the late nineteenth century. 
Furthermore, the Alabama Sentinel’s story illustrates the 
indiscriminate freedom and unchecked power white police had 
over the black lives they supposedly protected.

Edward “Ed” Ware lived and worked in Jefferson County.
Authorities found Mr. Ware’s body on Wednesday, September 18, 
1889, “on the other side of Red Mountain.” The Alabama Sentinel 
described Mr. Ware’s face as “beaten to a jelly”; this brutality led 
to a murder investigation. 

An inordinate amount of evidence pointed towards Deputy 
United States Marshal Eugene Byers. Witnesses testified that 
Deputy Byers and “a negro who was very drunk” were seen 
travelling south together on that same Tuesday evening. 
Coroner Babbit held an inquest with several witnesses from the 
local community, all of whom supported Mr. Ware’s brother’s 
accusation that Deputy Byers took an inebriated Mr. Ware to 
Red Mountain and murdered him. 

Despite the massive evidence against him, Deputy Byers was 
acquitted two months later. Such a miscarriage of justice 
appears even more egregious when we consider Deputy Byers’s 
history of violence. Just a month before he killed Mr. Ware, 
Deputy Byers whipped a black man named John Sherman over 
a train seat. A year later, Mr. Byers and ex-policeman Wesley 
Garner entered into a revolver duel. The final recorded act of 

violence Deputy Byers committed was the killing of his cousin, 
for which Mr. Byers was found guilty and executed.

“Despite the massive evidence against 

him, Deputy Byers was acquitted two 

months later.”

Although Mr. Byers had a history of violence, particularly 
against black men, his acquittal on Mr. Ware’s murder was likely 
a combination of racism and Mr. Byers’ two identities, as a 
member of law enforcement and a white man. These combined 
identities undoubtedly provided Mr. Byers with extra protection 
against civilian accusation, especially those from black 
Americans. Furthermore, until the mid-1860s, United States 
Marshals and Deputy Marshals often worked to track down 
escaped slaves and return them to their owners. Holding such 
a position of power, especially in a community with a complex 
relationship with race, provided Mr. Byers and other federal 
officers an incredible amount of influence and power. Operating 
with such historical privileges, Mr. Byers managed to skirt the 
system, abuse his power, and utilize the nature of his position to 
his racist advantage. 
 
Jillian Fantin, Samford University

Selected Sources
“Charged to Byers: Verdict of the Coroner’s Jury in the Ware        
     Case,” The Evening News (Birmingahm), September 20 1889, page 1. 
“Eugene Byars Must Hang,” The Montgomery Advertiser,   
     December 21, 1894, page 2.
“Untitled,” Alabama Sentinel, September 21, 1889, page 7.
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RHENS RIVERS AND GENDERED VIOLENCE 

Typhoid fever took her before the mines could; after almost 20 
years working in the mines, and only a few months away from 
freedom, the woman’s body succumbed to illness. If she had 
been given any type of medical attention, the condition could 
have been cured. She had been sentenced as a child, taken from 
her family with little explanation. Her mother had been looking 
for her for years, bewildered by bureaucracy and searching, 
searching … but by the time she found her daughter — it was 
much, much too late.

In 1907, the news made Rhens Rivers’s death in an Alabama 
penitentiary public. At twelve years old, she had been sentenced 
to 20 years in prison instead of 20 months—due to a clerical 
error. She entered the convict leasing system for larceny; the 
details of her trial are unclear, and the plaintiff is unknown. 
Ms. Rivers’s experience draws out the element of gendered 
experience in early 20th century racial violence. 

White men routinely used rape and sexual abuse to subjugate 
and debase black female inmates. For female prisoners, 
including Ms. Rivers, sexual violence was a routine part of their 
prison experience. Before 1888, sentenced female prisoners 
were imprisoned in camps with men, where very few women left 
without a new baby. Rhens Rivers fits directly into this pattern—
she gave birth while incarcerated, and the fate of her child 
is unknown. Even flogging performed on women took on an 
overtly sexualized tone. Guards often made women strip naked, 
bend over, and get whipped on their behinds. During such 
violence, they sometimes forced women’s heads between a male 
overseer’s legs. Gendered violence within the convict leasing 
system resulted in the dual administration of physical and sexual 
abuse to control black women. 

Elsa Barkley Brown, professor of African American history,  
asked the question: “Why is it that lynching (and the notion of it 
as a masculine experience) is not just remembered but is in fact 
central to how we understand the history of African American 
men and indeed the African American experience in general? 
But violence against women—lynching, rape, and other forms 
of violence—is not?” Brown’s question introduces the element 
of gendered experience into discussions of racial prejudice. 
Within Alabama, prisons existed as an “added space where the 
imprisoned black female (and male) body served as a “corporal 
site” upon which white supremacy could be reinforced. In this 
way, prison labor, convict leasing, and rape can all be viewed as 
extensions of a lynching mentality. 

Today, black female prisoners continue to experience various 
forms of sexual assault and discrimination. Ms. Rivers reminds 
us not only of the haunted past of American incarceration, but of 
the current neglect within prison systems. 

Shae Corey, Samford University 

Selected Sources
“Awful. Mistake,” Birmingham Blade, August 8, 1907. 
Keeler, Clarissa Olds. “The Crime of Crimes; or, The Convict      
     System Unmasked.” Published Washington D.C.: Pentecostal        
     System, 1907. Accessed through the Library of Congress
     digital collection: 
LeFlouria, Talitha L. “‘Under the Sting of the Lash’: Gendered  
     Violence, Terror, and Resistance in the South’s Convict   
     Camps.” The Journal of African American History, vol. 100, 
     no. 3, 2015, pp. 366–384. 
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WHITE POLICE FORCES
O.D. Henderson - 1940

Imagine an altercation with a coworker on a sidewalk due to a 
misunderstanding. The altercation becomes violent. A policeman 
approaches the scene. Instead of breaking up the fight, he takes 
the man to the police station to have the coworker and another 
police officer brutalize him. This is the scenario that O.D. 
Henderson had to endure. The three law enforcement officers 
were white, Mr. Henderson was Black. The unfair conditions of 
O.D. Henderson’s death go far beyond the cruel confines of the 
jailhouse he was brutally murdered in. 

“Birmingham hired its first Black police 
officer on March 30, 1966, 26 years after 
Mr. Henderson’s death.”

To further contextualize his death, one must understand that 
the lack of diversity in positions of power. Without racially 
diverse representation in the police force, white officers allowed 
and participated in breaking the law in the name of hate and 
racial discrimination. Beyond the police station, racial diversity 
was nearly non existent. A Black newspaper, the Birmingham 

World, printed stories titled “Draft Discrimination”, “Ask FDR 
to Urge Governors To Appoint Negroes On State Conscription 
Boards”, “Question of Negroes in Navy New Defense Issue”, and 
“Need of More Negro Officers Poses Question to D.C. Officials.” 
Black people, specifically Black men, were not being promoted 
to higher positions in the armed forces. Birmingham hired 
its first Black police officer on March 30, 1966, 26 years after        
Mr. Henderson’s death.

In the 1940s, the Birmingham NAACP chapter named police 
brutality as one of their main concerns. An article written in 
1940 about Mr. Henderson in The Birmingham News stated 
that, when brought to the Fairfield police station and asked his 
name, Mr. Henderson stated that he had not done anything, and 
that he wanted to leave and got out of his chair. This response 
prompted one of the officers involved in his murder to beat him 
in an attempt to force him to give his name. He never did.
After World War II, Black men returned home to the same 
discrimination and hostility they had faced before they left. 
Black Americans hungered even more for the freedom they had 
defended abroad. 

In Birmingham, Black people increased their use of civil unrest 
and protest to assert claims against discrimination. A year after 
Mr. Henderson’s death, for example, the Alabama Federation 
of Colored Civic Leagues formed in Birmingham to fight for 
their rights. Fairfield, where Mr. Henderson was murdered, was 
part of the league. Two years after Mr. Henderson died, Black 
people began to complain about rudeness and mistreatment on 
Birmingham’s public transportation, prompting an investigation 
of the city service. The Jefferson County Progressive Democratic 
Council also formed to encourage Black people to vote, educate 
them on the inner workings of voting, and inform them on 
different political candidates. Though the white police took 
Mr. Henderson’s life, Black activists organized to change these 
systems. 

Victoria Arrington, Miles College  

Selected Sources 
“Defense Training Bill Signed by FDR Bars Discrimination,”        
     Birmingham World, October 25, 1940.
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     Birmingham World, October 4, 1940
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Corner  in  Bessemer where men 
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THE SOUTHERN MIGRATION: 

INDENTURED SERVITUDE IN MEXICO

When we think about the Great Migration, we assume people 
of color only fled North to escape the horrors of Jim Crow. 
However, the story of the Mexican Colonization Company 
illustrates how businesses exploited the horrible conditions 
in the South to trick black families into becoming indentured 
servants in Mexico. 

On January 29, 1895, one hundred black men, women, and 
children gathered for a “grand assembly” to leave Birmingham. 
The destination was Mapimi, Mexico a “promised land” of 
freedom and profitable labor south of the border. Answering 
a call from the Mexican Colonization Company, these families 
sought to cultivate land in exchange for a better life. 

The Company hired W.H. Ellis to organize the emigration 
scheme. Ellis, a mixed-race politician with twelve years’ 
experience as a colonizer, hired R.A. “Pegleg” Williams, a well-
known black emigration agent from Atlanta. Together, the men 
promised to recruit 5,000 black laborers for the company within 
twelve months. These men knew that it would not take much for 
the people of Alabama to leave the country because of how they 
were treated. 

Ellis and Williams falsely promised better lives to these families 
if they moved to Mexico. In return for five years of contracted 
labor, the company agreed to lend emigrants up to $20 (about 
$600 today) for travel to Mexico, with half the passage money 
due back to the company in the first year, and the second half 
due the next. They promised each family six acres of land. 
However, like newspapers predicted, the emigration exploited 
black’s dreams of freedom and independence. 

Mexico did not prove to be a promised land. Blacks were sold 
into peonage, a form of indentured servitude. In addition to the 
peonage, Ellis failed to have houses prepared, added extra costs 
for traveling expenses, and doubled prices for rations. Reports 
stated that the water was so polluted and the food was so 
horrible that four to five people died every day. When Williams 
travelled to Mexico to see the colony, he was astonished to 
see these conditions. Williams published a brochure entitled 
“Statement of Facts Regarding the Movement of Negros to 
Mexico.” Williams charged Ellis with deceiving the colonists 
about the conditions in Mapimi and was interested only in the 
“handsome commission” of five or six dollars per head for each 
laborer provided. 

This story became so widely known that it was brought to the 
federal government’s attention. After much debate, President 
Grover Cleveland ordered Congress to appropriate funds for 
the return of these colonists to their homes in Alabama and 
Georgia. While this was a small fix, it was not the solution to this 
problem. In this particular story, both whites and blacks took 
advantage of a vulnerable race knowing that they would not 
be receiving what was ensured to them. For humanity to fully 
understand lynchings and racism, it is imperative that stories of 
loss and suffering are told.

Julia Sisk, Samford University  
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PRATT MINES

This essay examines race relations at Pratt Mines to give context 
to George Meadows, a black man lynched at the mines. The 
ubiquity of white control in these mines is demonstrated in the 
use of convict leasing, the mines’ living and working conditions, 
the power whites had over blacks during boycotts and protests, 
and the language local newspapers used toward non-white 
races. 

First, Pratt Mines’ reliance on convict leasing exhibits the 
company owners’ disregard for human dignity and justice. 
Alabama used convict leasing from 1875 until 1928. In 1888, 
Pratt Mines signed a state contract agreeing to pay between $9 
to $18.50 per month per prisoner. Around 800 convicts were 
consistently exploited during Pratt Mines’ years of operation. 
These leased men suffered death rates higher than any other 
industry that employed convict labor. The convict-lease system 
was a new form of slavery. Not only were the majority of 
convicts black and majority of mine owners white, but whipping 
and other types of corporal punishment were acceptable 
disciplinary measures.

Next, the living and working conditions at Pratt Mines were 
segregated between the white men and the laborer. The 
Pratt Mines Prison was erected on the property near Slope 2, 
the Shaft Mines. The mining company, rather than the state, 
operated it, representing the first era of privatized prisons. Good 

Roads Magazine published photographs that exhibit how owners 
immorally treated the convicts. In one photo, a “noon meal” is 
laid out on the ground for the prisoners. White men with guns 
stand guard by the food and in the distance. 

Third, the control whites had over blacks during boycotts and 
protests demonstrates the power imbalance between races. 
During the Alabama Coal Strike of 1894, Detective Vallins 
reported to Alabama’s governor that the black people were 
“thoroughly frightened” and that the strikers had complete 
control over the actions of the black workers at the mines. 
Strikes were often ineffective; if workers rioted, the coal 
company would simply lease more prisoners rather than listen 
to the strikers’ demands. 

Finally, the language local newspapers used toward non-white 
races gives insight into what was occurring at Pratt Mines 
during this time period. The Pratt Mines Advertiser speaks of 
blacks as “negroes.” The Irish were generalized as “a depraved 
and dishonest race.” Concerning the continent of Africa, The 
Advertiser stated that “clearing the earth of ‘lumpish savages’ in 
order to make room for the advancement of civilization” was a 
commendable concept. In all, the language used towards ethnic 
minorities demonstrates the racist white man’s perspective that 
the paper supported.

Pratt Mines owners exploited those who did not have the means 
or liberty to stand up for themselves. Company leaders did not 
demonstrate moral accountability. Justice was non-existent.  

Haven Voorhees, Samford University 

Selected Sources:
“Untitled,”Pratt Mines Advertiser (Birmingham, Alabama). 
     August 25, 1887, page 5. 
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“Convict Prison,” League of American Wheelman, 
     Good Roads Magazine, 3rd edition, 1893.

Geroge Meadows - 1889
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“These leased 

men suffered 

death rates 

higher than any 

other industry 

that employed 

convict labor.”

Convict  Pr ison at  Pratt  Mines in  Good Roads Magazine ,  1893 

A Convict ’s  Dinner  at  Pratt  Mines in  Good Roads Magazine ,  1893 



JEFFERSON COUNTY MEMORIAL PROJECT
40

EXTRAJUDICIAL LABOR LAW

Statutory law, historic legal practice, and extrajudicial violence 
were used as forms of social control to not only reinforce racial 
segregation but preserve “slave-owner” employment dynamics. 
Specifically, vagrancy laws and other state statutes created 
systems of coercive labor for African Americans. These laws 
made it easy for unemployed African Americans to be arrested 
and provided statutory precedent that allowed employers to cite 
and fine laborers who were “not working hard enough.” 

Racist laws were not the only means by which white landowners 
attempted to preserve “slaveowner” dynamics during the 
reconstruction era and beyond. Historically laws for enslaved 
people were, by and large, an extrajudicial affair in which 
slaveowners controlled the means of contract, employment, and 
negotiation. In this way, African American laborers often had 
employers who sought to keep contract, payment, and land use 
negotiations and conflicts “in house” instead of turning to the 
judiciary. The continuation of this extrajudicial practice not only 
played a role in keeping African American laborers in harmful 
labor practices, but it also reinforced concepts of extrajudicial 
justice, which was used to enact racial dominance and control. 

Two instances of extrajudicial lynching in 1896 serve as 
horrifying examples of coercive labor practices. They show how 
lynching helped establish white dominance and societal control. 
One instance involves an African American man, William Brown, 
who was trying to recover wages owed to him by his employers’ 
wife. When the woman denied him his pay, he allegedly struck 
her and left with his wages. In September of 1896, Mr. Brown 
was caught and lynched for his alleged crime without seeing any 
form of due process. The other instance involves Israel Mobley 

and Billy Hunter. The police arrested Mr. Mobley and Mr. Hunter 
for killing their employer, Colonel Hunter. Mr. Mobley admitted 
to the killing, stating that Colonel Hunter had accused him of 
stealing cotton and subsequently had local authorities indict him 
on two counts of theft. Before going to trial, a white mob took 
Mr. Hunter and Mr. Mobley and hung them off a bridge. 

“Two instances of extrajudicial lynching 

in 1896 serve as horrifying examples of 
coercive labor practices.”

While these lynchings occurred outside of Jefferson County, 
by being reported in numerous Jefferson County newspapers, 
these stories would have joined the social narrative of the 
African American community in the county. These employer-
employee struggles, which ended in lynchings, likely served as 
a social deterrent not just in the community directly affected 
but throughout the state and country. While we can never know 
the mindset of the African American community in Jefferson 
County in 1896, it is likely that the reports of such lynchings had 
a profound effect on maintaining coercive labor dynamics that 
continued to oppress African Americans.

Grey Robinson, Cumberland School of Law 
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PLEADING TO THE MOB

The song of George Meadows, a man from Lowndesboro 
Alabama, rings a familiar tune: a black man, a white woman’s 
accusation, a lynching. However, the song takes a turn at the 
bridge when there is a plea of mercy for the black perpetrator 
from the alleged victim and her husband. Kellam expressed her 
verbal reservations. She could not guarantee that Mr. Meadows 
was her attacker. I found a letter Kellam’s husband wrote 
explaining his position:

“Fellow Citizens of Pratt Mines and Vicinity: 

Please read and ponder well the words I say. I am the sorrow - 

stricken husband of Mrs. Kellam, and I thank the tired and worn 

out gentlemen for the respect they have shown me and my family 

and have sacrificed their nights’ rest in hunting down the villain 
… [but] by no means use the mob law. Let the law take its course….

I take this to be the Christian side of this case …. If I were to 

allow my passions to control me, I would torture him in the most 

painful manner: but let us remember the passage in God’s word, 

“Vengeance is mine. I will repay saith the Lord.” So let us be 

governed by the Supreme Rule of the Universe.

- Husband”

The victim’s husband, used his faith as the reason he wanted   
Mr. Meadows to have his day in court. He called upon Romans 
12:19, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.” Was he 
using God to soften the heart of the mob? To him, the Christian 
choice was the wisest choice. As far as his conscious was 
concerned, it was also the safest.

Kellum may not have more strongly prevented the lynching 
because to do so had its ramifications. It sometimes meant the 
same act of violence to those who tried to stop it.

“To avoid backlash or side eyes, it was 
important to agree, at least publicly, 
with the mob’s sentiments no matter 
how gruesome.”

The Kellam’s attitude shifted drastically between statements. 
She doesn’t want him hung because she is unsure if he is the one 
who raped her. She wants him hung. She wants him hung just 
not by the mob? Mr. Kellam does not want to persecute a man if 
his wife cannot positively identify him. Yet, if he had his way, he 
would torture him with his bare hands? One thing is clear and 
that is uncertainty. After Mr. Meadows lynching, they decided he 
was not the perpetrator of the crime and arrested another black 
man, Lewis Jackson. 

Their attitudes represent the guilt of killing an innocent man 
while keeping up appearances to their peers. To avoid backlash 
or side eyes it was important to agree, at least publicly, with 
the mob’s sentiments no matter how gruesome. The mob saw 
it as their right to ensure the hierarchy of society remained. At 
the end of the day, the Kellams knew there wasn’t any justice in 
mob lynching. No punishment is fit because punishment is not 
justifiable.

Devyn Troy, Miles College

Selected Sources
“A Prisoner’s Fate,” The Courier-Journal (Birmingham), 
     March 20, 1888, page 2.
“Swung to a limb!” The Tuscaloosa Gazette, Jan 25, 1889, page 1.
“Hung Him Up,” The Evening News (Birmingham), Jan 14, 1889, page 1.

George Meadows - 1889
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AT THE HANDS OF PERSONS UNKNOWN

Upon first glance, the timeline that led to the lynching of John 
Steele may seem complicated, inconsistent, and even confusing. 
However, with further investigation, his story encapsulates 
the labyrinth of public opinion around racial terror and reveals 
citizens’ complicity in lynching cases. 

A mob lynched Mr. Steele in the early morning of September 
27, 1889, about three miles outside of Pratt Mines. He lived 
and worked in Ensley, though most details of his personal life 
are unknown. On September 24, Mr. Steele was accused of 
harassing and assaulting Ella Curry, a black woman. After several 
alleged attempts on her life, Ella’s brother, Lewis Curry, sought 
an arrest warrant for Mr. Steele. Upon receiving this warrant, 
Deputy Sheriff Vann King set out to find Mr. Steele. Almost all 
newspaper accounts, including states across the country, praise 
the Sheriff King’s character whilst demonizing Mr. Steele. 

“They said they couldn’t determine 

which shot resulted in his death. So, 

everyone went free.”

While on a train headed toward Walker Station, King spotted  
Mr. Steele walking alongside the tracks. The conductor stopped 
the train to allow King to exit. The area along the Pratt mines 
track was well populated. Witnesses, who later testified in court 
on what happened, watched as King confronted Mr. Steele.

Their testimonies give different depictions of the confrontation. 
Allegedly, King attempted to speak and was met with fire from a 

shotgun wielded by Mr. Steele. King did not survive long. Several 
witnesses reported that Mr. Steele then ran into the nearby 
woods and disappeared. The train’s passengers then brought 
King’s body into town, where they were met by a posse of atleast 
15 police officers, members of the community, and tracking dogs 
ready to pursue Mr. Steele. 

This posse tracked him through the night and caught him at 
nearly four in the morning near Valley Creek. Mr. Steele is said 
to have climbed a tree to avoid capture, and, when prompted by 
the mob, attempted to run. The posse then shot him repeatedly. 
His body was left in the woods for nearly a week, and was finally 
recovered for an inquiry about his case and the lack of due 
process.

Officials determined there was no possibility of indicting the 
murderer of John Steele due to his high number of wounds 
and the number of known members of the posse that killed 
him. They said they couldn’t determine which shot resulted in 
his death. So, everyone went free. Mr. Steele never received a 
proper trial. News outlets portrayed him as a criminal, someone 
deserving of this end. His alleged crimes were never expanded 
upon, his personal life never investigated. John Steele is one 
of many people of color whose story has been erased by the 
institutionalized racism of the judicial system. 

Kendra Bell, University of Alabama at Birmingham 

Selected Sources: 
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A MOB OF 1 ,000

William “Will” Reynolds was a native of Birmingham. He worked 
as a brakeman for the Southern Railway. Mr. Reynolds had 
recently left Birmingham to live in Knardtown, an African 
American community in Tuscumbia. His wife was the daughter 
of Theo Brown, who had lived in Knardtown for years. 

On April 7, 1902, a Sheriff came to Mr. Reynold’s home to arrest 
him for, as an articles says, “obtaining goods under a false 
pretense.” Supposedly, Mr. Reynolds opened fire on the Sheriff 
and accompanying Deputy. 

“By night fall, over two thousand 

people arrived in Tuscombia to view               

Mr. Reynold’s body.”

Facts about the shooting travelled quickly. Over 1,000 men 
arrived at Mr. Reynold’s home. The Birmingham News wrote, 
“within an hour every man in Tuscumbia who could procure 
a gun was in the neighborhood.” The crowd opened fire at the 
house, while Mr. Reynolds shot back, killing several men. The 
Sheriff and his mob burned the house Reynolds was held in. As 
he tried to escape the flames, the mob shot him to death. Men 
cut off pieces of his body as souvenirs. 

By nightfall, over two thousand people arrived in Tuscombia to 
view Mr. Reynold’s body. The mob had burned four houses to 
the ground, and seven men, including Mr. Reynolds, died on that 
day. 

The courts convicted Mr. Reynolds after his capture. No career 
titles or education was listed for Mr. Reynolds. 

White violence continued the next day. In a nearby butcher 
shop, A black man named Mr. Simpson supposedly discussed 
getting revenge for Mr. Reynold’s life. He was overheard by the 
white butcher, who hit Mr. Simpson in the head, and cut him 
with a butcher knife, letting Mr. Simpson bleed to death. The 
butcher was taken in by authorities, but it is unclear if he ever 
faced charges for the murder of Mr. Simpson.

Ayana Davis, Jefferson State College 

Selected Sources 
“A Colored Man’s Deady Aim,” Richmond Planet (Virginia), April 12, 1902,  
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PROTECTING WHITE WOMEN

Wilson Gardner, a 52-year-old black man, was lynched in 
Kilgore, Alabama, on August 23, 1913. Authorities found Mr. 
Gardner’s beaten body hanging by a belt under a trestle, a beam 
used to support bridges. It is alleged that Mr. Gardner was 
lynched because he went around holding a rope and threatening 
to hang white women and children. Like most other lynchings, 
Mr. Gardner’s murder remained unsolved. The authorities stated 
that there “were no clues to the Jefferson County lynching.” The 
basic and yet unbelievable claims made against Mr. Gardner lead 
to the conclusion that he was falsely accused. Many lynchings 
have been justified due to alleged threats against white woman. 
In addition to the supposed threat Mr. Gardner made, he was 
accused of threatening children, another supposed reason that 
would make his lynching “justifiable.” It seems clear that this 
story was fabricated to enable Mr. Gardner’s killers to go free.

Mr. Gardner’s racial terror murder exemplifies a widely used 
justification of lynching: protection of white women. His death 
would not be the first or last time a story was fabricated to 
justify the unlawful and unjust killing of a black man. The 
presumption of guilt due to a man’s pigmentation is something 
that has gone on for decades. On November 24, 1883 Lewis 
Houston fell victim to the same circumstance. A mob of 150 
lynched him after he was accused of assaulting a white woman. 
His last words were, “Gentleman, before God, I didn’t do it.” This 
group of maniacs killed him the day after he had been arrested. 
He didn’t even get the chance to have a trial or for the police 
to conduct an investigation. History also includes the death of 
George Meadows, an African American man who was killed after 
Mrs. Kellam accused him of assaulting her. He was killed at Pratt 

mines and then had his body graffitied with bullets. On January 
15, 1889, a mob of white men lynched and photographed him 
while they laid him out to be viewed by the public. They later 
distributed these photos and found out Mr. Meadows was not 
in fact the perpetrator of the crime and arrested another black 
man, Lewis Jackson. 

“Mr. Gardner’s racial terror murder 

exemplifies a widely used justification of 
lynching: protection of white women.”

This kind of false narrative has been attached to so many 
headlines pertaining to the wrongful death of a black man. 
Harmful stereotypes also make it difficult for black men to be 
seen as innocent. Rather than violence by maverick vigilantes, 
these lynchings were fear-based oppression executed to 
maintain an uncalled for social request, and these attacks left 
thousands dead.

 Jayla Byer, Miles College

Selected Sources 
“Deputy Finds No Clue to Jefferson County Lynching,” The Montgomery 

     Advertiser, August 26, 1913, page 10.
“Perceptions of and by Black Men,” The Opportunity Agenda,       
     Accessed November 15, 2019.
“A History of Tolerance for Violence Has Laid the Groundwork for   
     Injustice Today,” American Bar Association, Accessed December 1, 2019.

Wilson Gardner - 1913



JEFFERSON COUNTY MEMORIAL PROJECT
46

GENERATIONAL GROUPTHINK

July 12, 2019 marked the 96th anniversary of William McBride’s 
death. At sixty-years-old, Mr. McBride was charged because 
of allegations that he “frightened” a group of young school 
children. He was later discharged. That same evening a masked 
group took Mr. McBride from his home and fatally lynched him. 
Though discharged, any accusations (true or untrue) in the early 
20th century were a justifiable means to use violence against 
African Americans. Mr. McBride’s death is a prime example 
of how fear and violence is generational. There is an entire 
generation in this country that normalized violence and hatred 
for and against African Americans as a result of a culture of 
violence. 

Mob mentality is a term that is thrown around when discussing 
the concept of “groupthink.” The term defines the practice of 
making decisions as a group where members avoid individual 
responsibility. Not only does it apply to modern psychological 
study, but it justifies the theory that racial violence and mob 
mentality in America, post-Civil War, has psychological and 
generational effects that we still see today. Racism has stood the 
test of time by reinventing itself. Mob mentality and groupthink 
played a critical role when dissecting the motivations for racial 
terror throughout the 20th century. This helps explain why 
violence against African Americans continues to flourish in 
America. 

Southern American society in the 19th and 20th century placed 
a strong emphasis on the tenants of traditional honor, which 
components of played a role in the violence committed in 
Southern states especially. In A Man’s Life, Honor, and Manhood, 
the author critically analyzed southern society and found that 
the Southern code of honor had three critical components: 

1) self-sufficiency, 2) maintain a reputation of honesty and 
integrity, and 3) a willingness to use violence to defend any 
perceived slight to his reputation. This code helps justify the 
South’s culture of violence. The third component, a willingness 
to use violence, is most prominently seen through violence 
against African Americans.

“We would not have seen this new form 

of terrorism if not for generational 

habits.”

Racism’s systemic oppression of African Americans reinvents 
itself throughout time. The Black Lives Matter movement 
highlights the transition from civilian violence to police brutality 
as a mode of expression of violence against African Americans. 
Violence against African Americans has become justifiable on 
the grounds that they are threatening. We would not have seen 
this new form of terrorism if not for generational habits. Racism 
and oppression of black people are woven into the fabric of 
American society. Mob mentality and groupthink are critical 
components to consider when examining the larger question: 
How have the systems of racism in America endured the test of 
time?

Alexis French, Miles College 
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MILES BROOKS
Miles Brooks lived in Thompson Springs, between Bessemer and Birmingham. His father-in-law owned 
a small property. Mr. Brooks worked in the mines, and he saved a little money for a store, putting in a 
stock of about $150 to $200. Both black and white families used the store to buy goods like soap and 
coal oil. The newspaper wrote that he loved baseball and was thirty years old.

“Mr. Brooks’ escape saved his life.”

Mr. Brooks was close to being lynched on August 25, 1901. A few days before, he had written a letter 
to  Mrs. Dan Cutcliff, and she told her husband. They lived across from Mr. Brooks’ store. Angered by 
the letter, a crowd of white men gathered. On Sunday, the men crowded around the store, and set it on 
fire and started to shoot at the store thinking Mr. Brooks would come out. Thankfully, the day earlier,        
Mr. Brooks and his wife had already fled to Birmingham for safety. Mr. Brooks’ escape saved his life.

Alexandria Jones, Christian Park Schools Student with research help from Ryan Dysart, Christina Park 
Schools Student 
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“Went for Negro,” The Birmingham News, August 26, 1901, page 10. 
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“Riddled with Bullets,” The Stevenson Chronical (Alabama), August 28, 1901, page 8.
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STUART HOLLAND
On April 10, 1910, three white men seized Stuart Holland from his home to lynch him. Yet, he 
heroically saved his own life. Though he was a first-person witness at his own trial, it seems as if his 
killers were never punished for their crime. 

“...Mr. Holland appeared before a jury to tell the county about his 

attempted lynching.”

According to accounts, Mr. Holland had been sick, and so he asked his brother-in-law John Seay to 
retrieve his paycheck from the Ishkooda mine’s timekeeper, James Armstrong. The mines were in 
Southwest Birmingham, near present-day Red Mountain Park. Armstrong refused to give the money 
to Seay. Supposedly, because of this refusal, Seay shot Armtrong. Mr. Holland denied any connection 
to the shooting.

That night at 3 a.m., three white men entered Mr. Holland’s home and seized him from his bed, where 
he lay sleeping with his wife. They said they were officers who would take him to jail. Instead, they 
tied his hands behind his back and led him towards the nearby woods, saying they would “break his 
neck.” 

Mr. Holland, fearing for his life, cried out for help. The men threatened to shoot him if he made 
another sound. Mr. Holland yelled again. One man shot him in the chest, but Mr. Holland still 
managed to escape their grip. The men chased him into the woods, shooting at him as they ran. One 
bullet lodged in his back. Mr. Holland kept running through the night, leaving the men behind. The 
next morning, he arrived in Birmingham and had a physician remove the two bullets. Despite the 
circumstances, he was not gravely injured. 

Mr. Holland reported his story to The Birmingham News, but said he would not reveal his current 
location and would never return to Ishkooda. He repeated that he had no connection with Armtrong’s 
shooting. Two days later, Mr. Holland appeared before a jury to tell the county about his attempted 
lynching. Yet, no news articles are available to show that anyone was ever prosecuted for the 
attempted lynching. 

Abigail Schneider, JCMP Volunteer with research help from Jamele Davis, Central Park 
Christian Schools Student 
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BOYCOTTING FOR JUSTICE

I uncovered information on the the complicity of local police, 
the black communities response to the lynching, and the trial 
for Mr. Chandler’s murders.

First off, the unlikely time of when the Sheriff chose to move  
Mr. Chandler that Katie mentions in her report was confirmed in 
an article I found. The Birmingham Times noted that all morning 
many telephone messages had been sent across the city, likely 
letting the funeral procession know when Mr. Chandler and 
the other two men would be an easy target. The Sheriff’s office 
received a call two hours before Mr. Chandler arrived asking 
about the men. Yet, knowing the men might be in danger, the 
police did not change their plans.

“The day after the lynching, on Monday 

night, Bessemer’s black community 

gathered in the town’s Methodist 

church.”

The day after the lynching, on Monday night, Bessemer’s black 
community gathered in the town’s Methodist church. During the 
meeting, they passed a resolution to boycott Bessemer’s Italian 
merchants. The Birmingham News only knew the outlines of 
the meeting because the pastor and officials refused to talk to 
the press about the matter, likely to protect the safety of those 
involved.

Immediately following the shooting, Louis Gagliano was taken 
into custody. His brother, Nick Gagliano fled the scene (he 
was later found in St. Louis in September and brought back to 
Birmingham). Two days later, on January 30, a trial was held 

for the murder of Mr. Chandler. The court heard 20 witnesses. 
Yet, the coroner refused to let the court know what his 
inquest uncovered. He said that the that Mr. Chandler, “came 
to his death by being shot by revolvers in the hands of parties 
unknown.” During the trial, the courtroom was filled with black 
residents hoping to see justice for Mr. Chandlers’ life. The trail 
took two days. At the end of it, the judge put a warrant out for 
Gagliano’s arrest for a grand jury trial.

Even with this small victory, Gagliano was never sentenced. A 
year later, he was still held in jail for the murder. In April 1913 the 
case passed over to criminal court due to “lack of witnesses.” 
Three years later, in April 1915, Gagliono was released from jail. 
The grand jury had found him not guilty.

The police knowingly put Mr. Chandler in harm’s way. The 
coroner refused to indict the known murderers. Citizens refused 
to testify as witnesses. This research shows how all parts 
of society allowed Mr. Chandler’s murder to happen and go 
unpunished.

Hans Hooks, University of Alabama at Birmingham 

Selected Sources 
“Blacks to Boycott Italian Merchants,” The Birmingham News,        
     February 8, 1912, page 17.
“Five Italians Held for Killing Negro,” The Birmingham News,        
     Febuary 3, 1912, page 5. 
“Gagliano is Held on Murder Charge,” The Birmingham News,        
     January 31, 1912, page 19. 

John Chandler - 1912
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ELEVATING BLACK VOICES

The following information involves the lynching of Lewis 
Houston, a Black man who was hanged by a gang of white 
people for allegedly assaulting a white widow. A mob of 150 
white men took him from his jail cell and hung him in Linn Park. 
After evidence against Mr. Houston proved to be false, the men 
connected with the mob were tried by a jury of their peers. 
Charges were eventually dropped and the mob did not face any 
repercussions. 

In the wake of Mr. Houston’s lynching, there were different 
responses in the Black and White communities. There were 
White people and some Black people who felt that Mr. Houston 
deserved this terror. Others disagreed. Judge Sprott described 
the lynching as “an act of grave lawlessness.” There were many 
in the Black community who believed that Mr. Houston was an 
innocent victim of a larger system of racial terror. 

Believing in Mr. Houston’s innocence, many Black people 
protested against the mob who murdered him. People in 
Birmingham felt threatened by the protestors. The mayor 
called the military to prevent Black people from disturbing the 
peace. Although this was seen as an attempt by the state to 
maintain order, it was also an effort to repress Black voices as 
they protested this injustice. This is an example of the larger 
oppressive white system that works to suppress Black voices 
that speak out. This is not a new issue as there has always been 
pushback against Black voices speaking out. Pushback has 
come in the form of using unnecessary state militia to patrol 

protestors, the murder of Black leaders, and the criminalization 
of Black activists. 

This repression against Black protestors in 1883 can be 
compared to militant engagement of the police in Ferguson, 
Missouri, in the shooting of Mike Brown in 2014. Restraint 
of expression of Black liberation and freedom derives from 
a foundation that is rooted in White supremacy. This notion 
derives from fear of Black expression and the critique of a 
system that has oppressed them for centuries. Fear of Black 
voices by this system continues to oppress Black activism. 

To make the connection between the Houston lynching and 
state repression, one must understand that the desire to 
maintain a social order of White superiority has been ingrained 
in the United States since the founding of the country. 
Lynching was a tactic of racial terror to suppress Black people 
in America. This was to prevent them from achieving any form 
of citizenship, to treat them as less equal, and to cling to the 
ideals of White supremacy. It is important to understand this 
connection in order to understand how lynching still has long-
term effects on the country and how we approach activism 
today. 

Kam Thigpen, University of Alabama at Birmingham   
 
Selected Sources:
“Anticipating Violence by Negroes.” Birmingham Iron Age,   
     November 24, 1883.
Grant, Teddy. “A Look Back on the Death of Mike Brown in Ferguson.”  
     EBONY, August 9, 2019. 
“The Lynching of Lewis Houston.” The Atlanta Constitution        
     November 24, 1883.

Oak Hi l l  Cemetery  where Lewis  Houston is  bur ied

Lewis Houston - 1883
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HIGH SCHOOL ESSAY CONTEST WINNER

ESSAY CONTEST WINNERS
Aimee Howard, Ramsay High School, Junior

The Racial Divide
Jy’Mya Acoff, George Washington Carver High School, Senior

Facing the Fact that Segregation Continues to Divide Us
Taniya Davis, Wenonah High School, Senior

The Effects of Racism on Children
Gustavo Garcia Perez, George Washington Carver 

High School, Freshmen

The Lasting Impact of Lynching in the United States
Kya Norman, Wenonah High School, Junior

Sweet Dreams are Made of These
Gabriella Granado, Wenonah High School, Senior

Hanging by a Thread
Kyndal Williams, Ramsay High School, Senior

Segregation Still Exists
Ahmari Rowe-Brown, Wenonah High School, Junior

African-American Difficulties within Society

1st Place

2nd Place

3rd Place

4th Place

5th Place

Honorable
Mention

In partnership with The Equal Justice Initiative, JCMP 
launched a Birmingham City High School Essay Contest at 
the dedication for the county’s first historical marker to 
lynching victims. Thirty-four students from all six schools 
submitted essays that reflect on this history and connect it 
to contemporary issues. On February 6, 2020, we hosted a 
celebration for all contestants and announced the winners, 
who received up to $6,000 in scholarships. We’ve published 
the winning essay by Aimee Howard of Ramsay High School.  

From left  to  r ight :  A imee Howard ,  Ja ’Mya Acof f,  Taniya  Davis ,  Gustavo Perez and Kya Norman, 

Winners  of  the EJ I  and JCMP High School  Essay Contest .

Honorable
Mention

Honorable
Mention
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THE RACIAL DIVIDE BY AIMEE HOWARD 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once stated, “Racial segregation must 
be seen for what it is, and that is an evil system, a new form of 
slavery covered up with certain niceties of complextity.” This 
is a very powerful quote because within it Dr. King exposes 
segregation for what it truly was, and that was a system used to 
promote black inferiority. The interesting thing about systems 
is that they cannot just be changed, but instead must be torn 
down and built anew. In the after math of slavery, the U.S. never 
truely broke those institutions that caused racial divides. They 
simply tried to cover them. The United States attempted to 
pacify these racial divides, while building institutions that kept 
African Americans in political and economic bondage. It is clear 
that narratives of racial difference continue to shape American 
society and the continuous progression of minorities within this 
nation. 

Before examining racial divides one must first understand 
the complex history behind segregation in the United States. 
The genocide of Native people, 250-year enslavement of black 
people, adoption of “racial integrity laws” that demonized ethnic 
immigrants and people of color, and enforcement of policies 
and practices designed to perpetuate white supremacy are 
all part of our difficult past. It all began with the abolishment 
of slavery by the Thirteenth Ammendment. It is important to 
note that this document said that slavery was illegal, except 
as a punishment for a crime. With that in mind, laws such as 
“Black Codes” and “Jim Crow Laws” were established to keep 
the black community in bondage and hinder their upward 
mobility. Many know the story of the American fight for civil 
rights, however, the mass opposition to those rights is often 
clouded. The idea of Reconstruction and giving blacks equal 
rights through Amendments, such as the 14th and 15th, posed 
serious challenges to white supremacy within this nation. With 

that in mind, segregation was developed as a societal tool to 
forever keep colored people in a place of inferiority to their 
white counterparts. 

“It is time to stop running away from 

history and use those lessons to fix the 
current status of this country...”

Racial segregation had a long and enduring history in America, 
supported by courts, laws, and elected officials. The pervasive 
effects of that legacy are still felt today. A recent study from 
Pew Research Center found, “More than eight-in-ten black 
adults say the legacy of slavery affects the position of black 
people in America today ... About 78% say the country hasn’t 
gone far enough when it comes to giving black people equal 
rights with whites.” The U.S. is the victim of an unequal race 
opportunity. This concept is vividly illustrated by Erica Pinto’s 
Short film for the African American Policy Forum, showing 
metaphors for obstacles to equality which affirmative action 
tries to alleviate. Within this film, she shows how a group of 
people that has been marginalized for centuries, held back by 
the bonds of slavery, and plagued with laws and institutions to 
hinder their development can never truly have an equal position 
within American society. Within this five minute documentary, 
themes such as slavery, segregation, wealth disparities, poor 
schooling, underployment, the school to prison pipeline, 
housing segreagation, racial profiling, white priviledge, and 
countless other tools that have been perpetrated through out 
this country’s history and have led to clear socio-economic gaps 
between races was explored. 

It is clear that the United States has been plagued with 
narratives of racial difference, and that it is still present in 
society today. The solution to solving those issues is a little 

THE WINNING ESSAY
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less clear. However, like most things, it begins with education. 
This country must stop sweeping its devastating history under 
the rug and, instead, gather enough bravery to explore and 
conquer it. The only way to change these institutions is to tear 
them down, but that concept can only manifest when one is 
aware of how they were built. It is time to stop running away 
from history and use those lessons to fix the current status of 
this country, or else history will continue to repeat as those 
with power abuse established institutions. Dr. King once said, 
“Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but 

comes through continuous struggle.” This is a very important 
philosophy because Americans must remember that the fight 
is not over. It is time for this nation to be held accountable and 
it will not come through complacency; instead, it will come 
through the people of this nation demanding the systemic 
issues plaguing this country to be plucked from the roots of 
justice and equality.  

Aimee Howard reading her  winning essay at  a  ceremony for  essay part ipants  in  February  2020
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DISCUSSING THIS 
HISTORY WITH 
STUDENTS

JCMP’s Teacher Sub-Committee of local educators 
have created lesson plans to be used in classrooms 
in and around Jefferson County, Alabama to help 
students understand Jefferson County’s history of 
racial violence. They’ve Included both history and 
language arts lesson plans intended to prepare 
students in grades 10-12 (but can be adjusted for 
younger grades too) for a visit to EJI’s National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice and Legacy 
Museum in Montgomery, Alabama.

These lessons employ primary sources such as 
newspaper articles, images, song lyrics, and poetry 
focused on lynching and racial terror. The lesson 
plans acknowledge the difficulty of the subject 
matter and provide strategies to prepare students 
and teachers for conversations and a potential field 
trip that will be both meaningful and productive. 
The plans were designed to be flexible and ready 
to implement in one to five days of classroom 
instruction. 

Learn more on our website:
www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com/curriculum

HELPFUL DETAILS

Who is the curriculum for?

It’s targeted for History and Language 
Arts students in the 10th – 12th grades, 
but can be amended for younger grades 
too. 

How long is it?

The plans were designed to be flexible 
and ready to implement in one to five 
days of classroom instruction.

Does it meet state standards?

Yes!

Can I get a copy? 

Yes! Visit:
www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com/curriculum
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The work of the Jefferson County 
Memorial Project, including this report 
by the JCMP Fellows, is accomplished 
through the combined efforts of a broad 
grassroots coalition and hundreds of local 
volunteers.

Thank you to the following for their 
contributions to our efforts: 

CORE COALITION 
Graham Boettcher

R. Hugh Daniel Director, Birmingham 
Museum of Art

Joi Brown

Marketing Manager, Birmingham Civil 
Rights Institute

Carol Clarke

Project Director & Community 
Development Specialist, Corporate Realty

Myeisha Hutchinson

Jefferson County Outreach Manager 
Office of Congresswoman Terri Sewell

Scott Douglas

Executive Director, Greater Birmingham 
Ministries & Board Member, EJI

T. Marie King

Community Activist & Alabama Lead for 
Local Voices Network

Meg Nelson

Director of Development, Create 
Birmingham

Abigail Schneider

JCMP Project Director 

Jim Sokol

Community Activist

DESIGNER 
Kashara Johnson 

EDITORS
Jeff Hirschy

Carla Jean Whitley 

Emily Rushing

Halli Williamson

PHOTOGRAPHERS 
Michael Harrison

Jessica Latten 

JCMP COMMUNITY 
PARTNERS
Abroms-Engel Institute for Visual Arts

Alabama Dance Council

Alabama Faith in Action

Alabama Trust for Historic Preservation

ARC Outreach Center, Bessemer 

Birmingham AIDS Outreach

Birmingham City Schools 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute

Birmingham Holocaust Education Center

Birmingham Islamic Community 

Birmingham Jewish Federation

Birmingham Museum of Art

Birmingham-Southern College

Breakthrough Birmingham

Brookside Civic League 

Brother Let’s Talk 

City of Birmingham (Mayor’s Office)

City of Irondale (Mayor’s Office)

Community Foundation of Greater 

Birmingham

Create Birmingham

Desert Island Supply Co. 

Greater Birmingham Arts Education 

Collaborative

Greater Birmingham Ministries

Foundation for Arts and Cultural 

Connections 

Highlands United Methodist Church

Hispanic Interest Coalition of Alabama

HIVE Alabama 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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Jefferson State Community College 

Kids in Birmingham, 1963

Lawson State Community College 

Magic City Acceptance Center

Magic City Bar Association

Miles College

Mission Impossible Inc. 

No More Martyrs 

Offender Alumni Association

Personnel Board of Jefferson County 

Red Mountain Theatre Company

Rotaract 

Samford University

Studio 2500

Space One Eleven

The Altamont School 

The Listening Project

The Regenerative Society

University of Alabama at Birmingham 

Urban Impact

White Birminghamians for Black Lives 

YWCA Central Alabama 

If you would like to become a community 
partner or a volunteer, please contact 
info@jeffersoncountymemorial.com.

The Jefferson County Memorial Project would like to 
acknowledge the following community supporters for their 
generosity, their leadership, and their commitment to being part 
of a thoughtful and intentional conversation around our county’s 
history of racial terror violence and its legacies.

Abroms Charitable Foundation 

Alabama Power Foundation 

Birmingham Jewish Foundation 

City of Birmingham 

Community Foundation of Greater Birmingham 

Daniel Foundation of Alabama 

Hugh Kaul Foundation   

IPC Foundation 

Mike & Gillian Goodrich Foundation 

Ratliff Foundation 

Regions Bank

Robert R. Meyer Foundation

Junior League of Birmingham 

State Representative Neil Rafferty 

Vulcan Materials Company Foundation 

The Jefferson County Memorial Project is also deeply grateful 
to the more than 130 generous individual donors helping JCMP 
achieve its four goals: research, educate, place, and advocate. 
Together, we are building a coalition that addresses our history 
honestly and works to create a more just future. 

For a full list of our individual donors as of January 31, 2020, 
please visit www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com/donate. 

JCMP SUPPORTERS
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DÉJA VU

CONCLUSION

We were kings and queens
You captured us and turned
Us into beggars and peasants
When you brought us to these
Shores. We asked for freedom
And you gave us a whip
To teach us lessons
You conspired how to keep us
Burdened under lies so you could
Hide the wicked truth.
We offered the olive branch to 
You in our hand 
And in return you hung us
From trees and gave us the noose
You raped our women
Impregnated them and turn the child 
Against his own
You tied the men to horses
Stretching them from life to the death
Pulling apart the bone that was the
Back of the black home
You brutalized our spirits and beat out
Its hope
You corrupted our communities with negativity
And infiltrated them with your transported dope
You took away our ability to love
And taught us how to hate
You rearranged the law to catch us up
And legally enslave us for even the smallest mistake
You taught our young men to be gangsters and kill 

each other
For respect and our young girls to be promiscuous 

and give
Up their souls for whatever they can get
You told me to dumb down and not to speak up
You tell me to back away and let your
Horror show play
Instead of saying enough is enough
I still try to reach for acceptance
With you only to be
Looked at in disgust

You despise me for my strength
You degrade me because of my
Mind
You constantly try to attack me
And put out of the light
So I can be blind
But though you try to destroy 
Everything I build
You may bend but you can
Never break my will
Even when you still try to
Steal my piece of heaven
So you can give me hell
On earth
The law of reaping and 
Sowing is God given
So just keep living
And you will see
My retribution for
All my hurt and 
What’s worse is we
Still try to make things
Work with 
Unity so the future can
Live so that peace
Can help us
Be still regardless
Of how you feel and 
The hate you give
You go to bed and
Open your eyes to false
Perspectives for
Things you do
But I go to sleep 
Only to open up
My eyes to 
Circumstances of
Déjà vu. 

Written by a man incarcerated at 
Donaldson Correctional Facility

Hear from more incarcerated voices at www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com/blog
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Histor ical  Marker  Dedicat ion Ceremony for  Jake 
McKenzie  and Tom Redmond  at  Sloss Furnaces
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The Jefferson County Memorial Project is a grassroots coalition. 

Will you join us? 

www.jeffersoncountymemorial.com 


