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ABSTRACT 

Many lynchings have occurred in the United States. 

It is the purpose of this study to isolate one incident and 

compare its  to  lynchings in Waco and 

to lynchings across the country. Though all lynchings have 

certain common strains, all vary in some respects. The fac

tors which enter into acts of mob violence help in under

standing  racial, political, economic, and social atti

tudes which have existed in America. 

In investigating a particular lynching, insight is 

given to the larger picture of racial attitudes in differ

ent sections of the country. Reaction on the national 

level exemplifies the  stand of the Negroes and 

of many northern whites. However, local reaction  a 

more emotional attachment to the circumstances  

the incident. While centering the study on one lynching, 

other Waco lynchings are discussed to give perspective and 

further understanding to the attitudes of the citizenry. 
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PREFACE 

In this day and  youth seem to be concerned 

with social problems. They take a more liberal view of 

their surroundings and seek to formulate a view of life 

which has more meaning than life as the "over thirties" see 

it. While trying to protect us from the ills of the  

many occurrences have been shrouded by our  This 

only compounds the frustration of the youth as he tries to 

understand his culture. The fact that the older generation 

realizes its faults is a hopeful sign but does not aid 

future generations in  their heritage. As I 

began work on the Waco lynchings, particularly the one in 

1916, several older friends and relatives urged me to pick 

a more hopeful topic and let the weaker moments of our 

ancestors rest in peace, but that is not the job of an his

torian. 

It is for the "over thirties" and for future stu

dents that I write this thesis. It is an attempt to inves

tigate the lynchings that took place in Waco and to cor

relate the events to themselves and  general trends and 

characteristics of lynchings across the country. The role 

of public institutions is particularly important in under

standing the civic and racial attitudes of our  

By looking into these conditions it is hoped that all 
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readers can better understand our heritage, both good and 

bad. I do not wish to hold Waco up to ridicule or to show 

weakness or racial prejudice by the characters in the 

story. I want the reader to contemplate what I set forth 

and realize how far our culture has advanced, but also to 

note any similarities that our present institutions have 

that could allow similar incidences to occur. 

When researching events so distant in the past, it 

is difficult to find reliable information and sources. 

Local newspapers provided the bulk of the data. It must be 

realized that these papers were written for the citizens of 

the area and reflect some prejudices, but basically reflect 

the attitudes of the period under study. Several personal 

interviews were conducted with persons living during the 

period of the  I tried to include in the thesis 

the accounts of the most reliable and articulate persons 

available. Many characters of the story have died or are 

no longer in the Waco vicinity. Relatives of the main 

characters are equally difficult to locate. Many other 

people could have been interviewed and added to the foot

notes , but in the selected interviews I tried to choose the 

best for the purposes of the paper. Other sources, those 

used mainly in the explanation of lynchings in the United 

States, are secondary accounts. However, Lynchings and 

What They Mean is used extensively for trends and charac

teristics of lynchings, and is an important source relied 

upon by several authors  in some manner discuss lynchings 
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Books have been written on lynchings and the race 

problems of our country. I will not  to synthesize 

these works or attempt to add to their  Evidence 

and arguments presented in this thesis will be based on 

what the author feels was necessary to his study and will 

not include large amounts of background material on the 

race problem or the history of lynchings in the United 
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CHAPTER I 

ORIGIN   OF LYNCHING IN AMERICA 

History is the study of cultures and nations , and 

such a study is not complete without looking into the 

entirety of a given nation's background, activities, and 

problems. To study the assets without examining the lia

bilities is to study only half of what is necessary in 

order to learn best the lessons that are available to the 

diligent student of the  

The United States of America has, by and large, 

been spared the numerous revolutions that often disturb 

developing countries. While this is no assurance that 

future generations will be immune from political purges or 

anarchy, we must apprise ourselves of the faults of our 

ancestors and of the exigencies of those faults in order to 

insure  there will be a  viable structure for human 

existence in the future. And it is by  these 

past  upon the national character  we can 

learn from them and hope to escape the same detrimental 

effects again. 

The history of mob action and lynching in the 

United States is an example of a "blemish" upon the national 

character. While lynchings have apparently run their course 
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in  struggle of minority groups to achieve acceptance in 

 society,  does not mean  such acceptance 

has been fully achieved, but only that extra-legal mass 

violence has been curtailed in recent years. While the 

struggle is far  complete and victory for full and 

equal acceptance has not yet been realized by American 

minorities, it is important to understand how far the cul

ture has developed. In order to appreciate such develop

ment, we must first undertake to investigate previous acts 

of mob   and its causes. 

The original nineteenth-century sectional adherence 

to a code of justice such as lynching has shifted from  

frontier and has become peculiarly identified  the 

southern section of the  Along with the change in 

geographical sections, there has also been a change in  

victim of lynching as thieves and murderers of the frontier 

have been replaced by the Negro in the American South. 

Racial undertones have become more predominant in lynching 

activities than the  motivations of the 

frontier lynchings which claimed criminal offenders with

out regard to other considerations. 

The causes for the shift of lynching a.ctivity from 

the frontier of the West to   in the post-Civil War 

period appear to be threefold.  the fear among 

southern whites of black attacks against  womanhood 

 E. Cutler,  lav/  (New York: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1905), p. 5. 
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has long been a major factor  the determination of a 

cause of lynching in the South. Such offenses (often dis

torted in  greatly incensed the white southern com

munity and often brought about mob action which admin

istered severe punishment with swift efficiency. Second, 

the  Negro instilled in the lower classes of whites 

a fear of competition, which produced deep racial prejudice 

among   causing great satisfaction 

within this segment of the population when a Negro was 

eliminated from that competition and the community. It was 

this basic emotion that gave rise to the    and 

other racist organizations, and these organizations af

forded a sense of security  which to  this sit

uation. Third, the apathy and permissiveness of public 

officials, particularly in the South, in permitting such 

illegal executions to take place in some instances in

creased their frequency. This apathy was extended through

out the hierarchy of government in the southern  and 

such officials often relied upon racial tension as a major 

campaign issue. Sheriffs and other local lav; enforcement 

offi.cials often aided the mob in its action, and even if a 

mob leader was brought into court and charged  his 

2 

offense, no southern jury was likely to convict  

2 

John G. Van Deusen, The Slack Man in White America 
(Washington, D.C. : Associated  ,  inc., 19 38) , pp. 
1 4 5 , 1 4 8 . 



4 

The post-Civil War apathy of the majority of 

southern citizens exposed to such activities was the great

est tragedy of the affair.  the most exciting rural 

recreation in the South was the killing or lynching of a 

3 

Negro. Often not satisfied with a simple hanging or 

 the mobs would make the event as exciting and 

spectacular a.s  intensifying the horrors and 

 of  white community. By doing nothing to re

strain this type of activity, white citizens condoned the 

actions of the mobs and in effect took upon themselves the 

moral level of the mob which many despised. These atti-

tudinal factors spilled over into all areas of southern 

life,  particularly in southern politics. 

An unfair  would be that all Southern

ers were racists. The records reveal that there were sev

eral twentieth century groups and individuals   

attempts to eradicate lynching in the United States. Anti-

 movements have struggled through the twentieth cen

tury to secure legislation and enforcement of legislation, 

but such movements have met with mixed success.  

lynching began as a measure to protect  it 

evolved into racist oriented mob violence. 

There are many stories as to how the term "lynch

ing"  into the English  Some authorities 

trace the practice back to Scotland, while others attribute 

"Ibid.., p. 145. 
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its origin to  actions taken in the  at 

 Creek, North Carolina. But the most generally 

accepted theory points to an individual named Charles 

 who lived in Virginia during the American Revolution. 

Regardless of the origin, lynching itself has been a pecu-

4 

 American institution. 

Charles Lynch was a native of Bedford County, Vir

ginia. When the Loyalists conspired to aid Cornwallis by 

supplying him with provisions from the surrounding area, 

Lynch, as Justice of the Peace, arrested the conspirators 

and incarcerated them until the crisis passed. After the 

war was ended, the offenders threatened to sue for damages 

in the Virginia courts. In its historic decision, the Vir

ginia legislature said that  not strictly warranted 

by law may be justified from  [sic] of danger. . 

5 

. This principle became known in Virginia as  

Law." It V7as in this manner that the term "lynching" came 

into the American vocabulary as a  measure, 

designed to insure the community's safety, and has evolved 

into a method used by irate citizens as a means of 

venting authority. Lynching eventually came to be recog

nized as the "punishment of  crim.es or offenses, 

4 

Cutler,  p. 9. 

5 
Thomas W. Page, "Lynching and Race Relations in 

  North  Review,  (August, 1917), 
248-249 . 

http://crim.es
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usually by death, without due process of  It has been 

more broadly defined as "death by mob action  legal 

7 

sanction." Regardless of the niceties of the definition, 

it carries with it an implication of extra-legal activities 

by the  to attain what they momentarily regard as 

justice without regard for legal due process. Public opin

 sometimes majority and sometimes minority, determined 

the guilt of the accused and then proceeded to administer 

its own justice (or injustice). 

Mob action which later carried the name of lynching 

occurred before Judge Lynch performed his patriotic ges

ture. In its original sense lynching had a far different 

meaning than it assumed in the  War period. The 

manner and severity of the punishment have changed but the 

principle of justice by  opinion has remained con

 

In its early  lynching was whipping, or 
 

some similar type of punishment, but never capital. Due 

to conditions of environment and distances involved in 

reaching the nearest duly constituted law enforcement 

agency, lynching was quickly adopted on the frontier. 

Crimes  more easily punished on the spot than by taking 

Webster's Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary 
 Mass.: G. &   Co., 1 9 6 5 ) , p. 1 7 5 . 

 

 
Cutler,  p. 35. 
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time for the involved process of transporting a prisoner to 

a settlement for judicial disposition of the alleged viola

tion. Vigilante organizations were formed on the eight

eenth century  primarily by the Scotch-Irish popu

lation, and public sentiment, or what semblance there was 

of a public body, was exercised to determine the guilt or 

innocence of an accused person. Punishment was equally 

9 

 The Virginia legislature ruling, or  Law, 

spread across the mountains to the frontier of Kentucky and 

was readily embraced by the settlers. The trend which had 

begun during the  V7ar on the East Coast spread 

 as the country expanded. 

 revived the practice of lynching 

in the more settled areas of the  in the  

From that time until the Civil War, the severity of the 

punishment increased. Whippings were replaced by tar and 

feathers, and ultimately hanging became the standard lynch

ing practice.  War lynchings remained local, iso

lated, and infrequent, but they received the attention of 

the   Weekly Register and The Liberator pub

licized such occurrences, especially when Negroes were 

involved. During this stage of infancy of American insti

tutions the populace was more reluctant to rely upon 

9 
Ibid., p. 41. 
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established institutions and more readily assumed law 

enforcement roles  

After the Civil War the term "lynching," with few 

exceptions, began to mean death. At this time, the prac

tice also acquired distinct racial overtones. Negroes were 

no longer valuable property but were now political and eco

nomic foes to the white community as a  During the 

 period the Negro suddenly rose to political 

 on the roles of jurors, sheriffs, and 

other public  this further alienated  from 

the southern white  When conservative whites 

regained control, the Negro lost political status and 

power. It was during this  period of 

great national readjustment that lynching was at its 

height. Such has also been the case with other periods of 

national turmoil, such as post-World War I and post-

12 

Depression times. The practice of lynching reached its 

peak during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. 

During  time, the United States was adjusting to the 

emergence of the "new South,"   and 

 p.  See also  S.  The South 
Since 1865 (New York and London:  196 3), p. 360  

 pp. 138-139 . 

 Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow 
(New York: Oxford Press, 19 66), pp. 43, 87,  
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between 1884 and 1900, 2,515 persons both black and white 

were  

During the first years following World War I the 

lynching rate again surpassed  had become a norm as 

seventy Negroes were lynched in 1919 as compared to a total 

14 

of thirty-six in 1917. The  Negro had received 

more equitable treatment while in the Army; this created an 

illusion of hope for equal treatment outside the Army. His 

illusion turned out to be just that as the Negro found that 

the white community was not  to accept him on an 

equal social basis and he was forced to re-adapt to pre

vious conditions. One Negro stated, "We are being drafted 

to protect France from German atrocities, yet  aren't 

able to protect our own people from atrocities at  

Further tension was created between the races as the 

13 
Ray Stannard Baker, Following the Color Line (New 

York: Harper and Row, 1964), p. 175. Lynching statistics 
 also kept by Tuskegee Institute and the  

 

14 
Southern Commission on the Study of Lynching, 

Lynchings and What They Mean (Atlanta, Ga.: The Commission, 
19 31),    referred to as Lynchings and 
 at They Mean.) The Commission on Interracial Cooperation 

sponsored the study Lynchings and What They Mean to find 
the causes,  and consequences of lynchings. 
The Southern Commission on the Study of Lynching disbanded 
after the study was completed (19 31) and rejoined the par
ent group. Now the original Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation (1918-19 4 4) is the  Regional Council, 
working out of Atlanta, Georgia. 

15 
Van  The Black Man  White America, p. 

151. 
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economic situation tightened with the post-war depression, 

and blacks were often used as strike breakers. 

The prosperity of the Twenties eased racial ten

sions in the nation but Negroes  still retained in 

their second-class citizenship role. After the Great Crash 

of 19 29, the  of lynchings again rose as unemployment 

and dissatisfaction increased. In this  of economic 

desperation, the black man was viewed with  as an 

inferior being who took jobs from whites. With  coming 

of the New Deal and World  II, the economy was relieved 

and racial tensions eased when work became available in the 

war plants and in the Armed  

Lynching had practically disappeared by the  

However, the struggle for civil rights for black Americans 

was becoming a national issue by that time. C. Vann Wood

ward states that with the revival of the civil rights move

ment and better treatment of black citizens in the  

16 

Forces, v/hite hostility toward the Negro was renewed. 

Lynching changed from overt mob violence to murder and 

physical harassment of both black and white civil rights 

workers. The 1965 murder of three civil rights workers in 

Mississippi was the first such racial violence in the 

country since 19 51. 

Black was not  the only color which attracted 

the wrath of  Lav/. Originally  victims were 

16 
 The Strange Career of Jim Crow, p. 114. 
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Indians. As the Scotch-Irish moved steadily across the 

frontier, they had continually faced the threat of Indian 

violence. At  when the Indian posed a direct threat 

to their  the  had resorted to 

17 

extra-legal means of dxsposxng of that threat. The fear 

of the Indians as a minority group seems to have been 

transferred to other minority groups in the  

period. This minority fear soon became more identified 

with the various geographic sections with which the respec

tive minorities were associated. 

The Indians were the minority of the frontier. As 

the country was settled and organized, the outlaws and 

criminal element of the white population became a minority, 

and they too suffered the wrath of the lynch law.  

the West saw lynchings of more whites than Negroes, there 

were other minority groups represented among the victims as 

well, such as Mexicans, Chinese, and European immigrants. 

Texas had the dubious distinction of having lynched more 

non-black persons  any other state since the state was 

both southern and western and had ample numbers of Indians, 

Mexicans, and immigrant whites, along with the Negro popula-

18 

 

The northern section of the  did not escape 

the application of "Judge Lynch" law and in that section of 

17 

Cutler,   p. 42. 

 p. 179. 
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the  several whites were the victims of  

Only New England survived as a region without the problem 

of lynch law. Statistics indicate a single incident in 

 but those same statistics indicate that it was 

19 

more likely murder than lynching. 

The South had very few lynchings involving Negroes 

in  War years. Slaves were such valuable property 

that it was rare that a master considered putting a slave 

to  Among the rare exceptions were slaves involved 

in general revolt, such as the 1831 Nat Turner rebellion in 

 

The South is the section which has become most 

noted for its history of post-Civil War lynchings. Recon

struction and racial prejudice were the driving factors in 

that direction. While Negroes placed in control of local 

governmental units were reluctant to prosecute and convict 

fellow Negroes, the white population was quick to compen

sate for  lack of prosecution through widespread 

20 

 

Statistics show that between  and 19 29, there 

were 442 lynch victims outside the South, and only 137 of 

these were black. In all states, 21.3% of the lynching 

victims were white while 85.4% were black (the total is 
 9 
Van  The Black Man  White America, p. 

150. See also Cutler,  p. 181. 
20 

George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the  
South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
  pp. 172-174. 
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over 100% because of discrepancies from inclusion or exclu

sion of foreign born and Indians in the black category). 

The percentage of Negro victims rose in the period from 

1900 to 1929. During that period, 90% of the victims were 

black while the remaining 10% represented segments from the 

white populace, immigrants, and other groups. In the six

teen year period from 1884 to 1900 there were 2,515 lynch

ing victims and the sectional ratio was one in the North 

21 

for every four in the South. 

 between the sexes  as marked as 

that   races as there were 51 women lynched as 
22 

compared to 2,465 men during the same period. The aver

age of 187.5 lynchings per year from 1889 to 1899 fell to 

92.5 during the period from 1900 to 1909. The decline con

tinued until the annual average was only 16.8 from 19 25 to 

23 

19 29   

The leading lynching states after 1889 to the 

present were Mississippi with 465, Georgia with 464, Texas 
24 

with 364, and Louisiana with 349. In Florida, Oklahoma, 

and Arkansas the number of lynchings per 10,000 of the 

Negro population has been higher than in  states. A 

comparison of a map in the appendix of Lynchings and What 

21 
Lynchings and What They Mean, pp.  

22 
Baker, Following the Color Line, p. 175. 

23 

Lynchings and  They Mean,   
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They  showing by county the  of lynchings across 

the country, and maps showing the distribution of the Negro 

population in the southern states in 1850  indicates that 

there was a direct relationship between the density of 

Negro population and the larger number of lynchings in the 

25 

respective areas. While it might  that the most 

densely populated Negro areas were the most  

areas, further  reveals that the number of 

lynchings per capita in these same areas was lower than in 

more sparsely populated Negro areas. During the period from 

1900 to 19 30 in the Mississippi black belt area of over 50% 

Negroes, there were 2.1 lynchings per 10,000 black persons. 

In the areas of the state where Negroes constituted 25% to 

50% of the population, there were 2.9 lynchings per 10,000 

Negroes. And in the areas where the black population rep

resented less than 25% of the whole, there were 3.9 lynch

ings per 10,000 Negroes. In all fourteen southern states 

the pattern follows the same course, even though the fig-

ures are not as high as  of Mississippi. The areas 

of greatest percentage of Negro population  counties) 

averaged 1.64 lynchings per 10,000, while the 25% to 50% 

areas (345 counties) averaged 1.71, and the under 25% 

25 
J. G. Randall and David Donald, The  War and 

 (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath and Co.  
1969), p. 66. See also  The South Since 1865, p. 
362. 

 6 
Lynchings and What They Mean, p. 13. 
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counties (848 counties) averaged 1.6 4 lynchings per 

27 

10,000. Though the more densely populated black areas 

had more  the Negro was relatively safer in these 

areas,  he was in greater danger in the more densely 

populated white areas. There were fewer occasions for 

racial conflict when the white population was not quite so 

prominent. Moreover, competition arose between the black 

and white farmers in the various counties where the black 

population was smallest. Meanwhile, in the urban areas, the 

white population dominated and  the black population 

as a direct cause of white  

The  areas were not the only areas of 

danger to black inhabitants. The sparsely populated and 

newly settled rural areas of Florida, Oklahoma, Arkansas, 

and Texas proved to be equally unsafe for blacks. Florida 

averaged 4.5 lynchings per 10,000 black inhabitants, which 

was the highest of any state. Oklahom.a was not far behind 

with a figure of 3.9 while Arkansas and Texas showed 
2 8 

ures of 2.9 and 2.5 per 10,000 respectively. 

An investigation of the practice of lynching would 

be incomplete without some inquiry into its causes. On the 

frontier, the major cause of violent lynching was  of 

cattle or horses. In the North, race riots and capital 

crimes served as adequate excuses, while in the South the 27 
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concern most often expressed was the protection of the 

white  from the newly freed slaves. 

The Southern Commission on the Study of Lynching in 

19 31 concluded that though southerners used rape as a jus

tification for lynching, less than one-fourth of the lynch

ing victims after 1890 were accused of criminally attacking 

29 

women. It  be noted that the 9 6 female lynching 

victims obviously did not fall into this category. George 

P.   associate editor of the Chicago  

reported  lynchings between 1885 and 1904. Of this 

 56 4 were accused of rape while 136 were accused of 

rape and murder. Of the  1,277 were accused of 

30 

murder. The  fear of sexual assault may have 

been the original cause of the development of the practice 

of lynching, but from this the practice spread to other 

crimes, and to situations which were totally non-criminal. 

Lynching became so widespread that it became an invitational 

license to kill Negroes. "The statistics cannot be made to 

show that more than thirty-four per cent of the  

lynched in the South during the last twenty-two years 

(1883-190 5) have been lynched for the crime of rape, either 
31 

attempted, alleged, or actually committed. . . . " 
VJhile lynching was utilized as a deterrent to crime 
 

Ibid., p. 19. See also  The South Sxnce 
1865, p. 361. 

30 

Van  The Black Man in  America, p. 14 3, 

 Lynch law, pp. 17 7-178. 



and protection of the  in the South, there is no 

evidence that such was the effect in cases involving rape. 

Dr. V7illis D.  reported, "I  absolutely con

vinced that lynching does not frighten the criminal class, 

and hence does not prevent the awful crime against our 

women. On the other hand, it has increased this crime, and 

32 

has put the criminal in the class of martyrs." 

Statistics reflect that overall, murder was the 

largest lynching offense. Records from Tuskegee Institute 

for the period of 1889 to 19 29 show that there were 3,69 3 

 of which rape accounted for 16.7% and attempted 

rape, 6.7%. Offenses of assault, theft, and insulting a 

white accounted for 14.7% of the total. While murder 

showed a 37.7% rate, among other offenses listed were: 

"being active in politics," "voodooism," "quarrelling with 

a white man," "talking back," "throwing stones," "shooting 

rabbits," "being a bad 'nigger,'" "trying to act like a 
33 

white man," and finally, "mistaken identity." 
The report of the Southern Commission on the Study 

of Lynching revealed that "there is little doubt of guilt 

34 

of at least half the victims of mob violence." However, 

of those lynch victims in 19 31, more than three-fifths were 
32 

Van Deusen, The Black Man    p. 
156. 

33 
Lynchings and  They Mean,   

34 
Van Deusen, The Black Man in White  p. 

157. 
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35 

later discovered to have been innocent. There apparently 

were instances where angry rnobs would apprehend the most 

available Negro to demonstrate their displeasure with the 

black race in general or their frustration at their ina

bility to locate the guilty parties. 

In time, sexual assault diminished as an excuse for 

lynching. In 190 3, there were 104 lynchings, and only 21 

involved rape or attempted rape. Forty-seven of that number 

involved charges of murder, and later three Negroes in this 
 6 

category were determined to have been innocent. Lynch

ings V7ere down to fifty-four by 1916, and only three of 

these were for alleged rape while nine were for attempted 

rape. Again, homicide was the main factor, accounting for 

twenty. The national lynching figures dropped after a rise 

in 1915 of fifteen over the reported 1914 figure of 

two. In 1916, fifty of the fifty-four victims were Negroes 

while three were women. Outlook magazine reported that the 

largest number of lynchings of this period  from 

incidents of resisting arrest or killing law enforcement 

officers. By this time, only fifteen per cent of the 

reported lynchings involved rape as ten Negroes and one 
37 

white were accused of this crime. 

35 

 
36 

Baker, Following the Color Line, p. 19 4. 
37 

Outlook, January 17, 1917, p. 97. See also 
Lynchings and What They Mean, pp. 75-76. 
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The apparent major cause of   

was the charge of rape. In earlier years this may have 

indeed been the case, but in the overall statistics sexual 

assault ranks as the secondary cause. The belief in the 

South that "the protection of women transcends all  

 or divine," later became detrimental to southern 

females as it exaggerated their helplessness and at the 

same time undermined the role of the lav/ enforcement agen-

 8 

cies and the  of the law. As late as 19 26 

the sanctity of womanhood was still an issue. The Associa

tion of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching 

 

Around lynching has been built a sacred reputation 
which confers upon lynchers heroic qualities of chival
rous knighthood in the act of protecting helpless woman
hood. So firmly is this idea in the Southern mind that 
lynchings for any cause are accepted as an act of neces
sary precaution against future  

Lynchings may have begun as a protective device for woman

hood, but this license for violence spread to other offenses 

for which southerners demanded drastic action to prevent 

further crimes against  communities. This philosophy 

takes the  back to the original  of 

prevention of crime. 

A second, and significant cause of lynching, was 

38 
Tindall, The Emergence of the Hew South, p. 171. 

39 
Association of Southern Women for the Prevention 

of Lynchings, Death By Parties Unknown (Charleston, S.C.: 
Association of Southern Women for  Prevention of Lynch
ings  January 1936), p. 5. 
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the general dread of Negro  coupled with the 

apathy of the white  as a whole. Both of these 

elements stemmed from racial  overt or subtle, 

against the general black population. At times lynching 

served as a form of recreation which allowed whites to vent 

their racial bias without fear of reprisals or repercus

sions. In times of high emotional excitement, lynching 

became superior to any other form of local amusement. 

As this "amusement" took hold, various twists were 

added, for in the creation of a spectacular atmosphere in a 

lynching there had to be a good deal of ingenuity and orig

inality shown in inflicting death. Hangings or shootings, 

in their conventional form,  quick and painless, and 

offered little vicarious thrill to the crowd. As the prac

tice of lynching became more common, new techniques were 

introduced. More than one black perished after his captors 

tied a rope to his neck and fastened the remaining end to 

a bridge railing  then pushed the victim from a bridge. 

Other reported methods included burning, dragging the vic

 behind a car or train until he was dead,  

a pregnant woman, killing the victim with a blowtorch, and 

sewing the victim into a bag with rocks and throv/ing the 

bag into a lake. The more imaginative methods included 

burying the victim up to his neck, placing a cage over his 

head, and  placing a bulldog inside the cage to attack 

 defenseless head, and inserting corkscrews into the 

flesh and ripping them out again, shredding the flesh and 



killing the victim. No matter how horrible the manner of 

 satisfaction was derived from killing with as much 

torture as possible. 

Official apathy was a prevailing mood in the South 

toward the practice of lynching, and this is indicated sig

nificantly in the statistics that show that from 19 21 to 

19 29, 44.1% of the persons lynched did not even make it to 

a local jail. Police protection was so inadequate that 

 of the victims  taken out of the hands of the 

police.  proved inadequate as 26.8% of lynching vic-

41 

 of  period  taken  their  

It V70uld appear that  communities in 

the South had several   The 

first and most obvious was a general antagonism toward  

black populace, an attitude which prevailed in all of the 

 states. 

Race hatred was such that in some  there 

was no black population at all, though not by choice. 

Grayson and Fannin Counties in Texas, for example,  
42 

neither black residence nor business opportunity. 

Lynch counties were those whose people were usually 

below the average state income, as a surplus of Negro 

laborers, unemployment, idleness, and white fear of sexual 

40 
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assault by blacks all worked to create a negative economic 

situation, which in turn created worse conditions in nearby 

areas and increased tension. In addition to being below 

the average state income, lynch counties usually had poorer 

educational facilities, and the lack of enlightened and edu-

43 

cated leaders created a more prejudicial situation. 

Statistically, there seems to have been a greater 

population of Baptist-Methodist Church members in the lynch 

oriented communities than in other  The percentage 

of the Baptists-Methodists ranged around 75% in these areas, 

and the fundamental and evangelical backgrounds of these 

denominations gave rise to strict Biblical interpretations 

and adherence to the  of black racial  

The significance of this statistic may also point to the 

relative weaknesses of the denominational leaders in these 
44 

churches as well. 

Geography is not the only significant factor in 

locating the areas most prone to lynching. Strangely 

enough, there was a seasonal effect upon the practice as 

well. Records of lynchings on a month-to-month basis, com

piled from 1882-19 28, indicate that the summer months were 

times of most frequent lynching activity. While the re

ported lynchings in the winter months were  

(332  February (30 8); and March (36 7); the figure 

4 3 . 
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dipped in April to 364 and then in May the  of 

ings rose with the temperature. In May there were 412 

incidents, and the figures rose  to 4 85 in June 

and to 523 in July. In August there were 444 reported 

cases, and as the fall approached the figures dropped 

 (412) ; October (416) ; November (340) ; and 

December (387). In addition to the v;armer temperatures, 

there was a mid-summer lay-off of  after the plant

ing in the agricultural areas. The combination of hot 

weather and idleness of the labor force increased  like

lihood of shorter tempers and increased racial strain. In 

this same vein, it is interesting to note that rape  

to be a summer crime while murder was more peculiar to the 

winter  

Thomas Page believed that a record of lynchings 

could be used as a barometer of race  as reported 

in an article entitled "Lynching and Race Relations in the 

South." He saw the South as a homogeneous group with the 

same belief , religious and social, and the same convictions 

and grievances. The white population feared Negro organized 

violence, Negro criminals escaping justice, and Negro 

attacks on white women. It was also believed that "the 

white man in lynching a Negro does it as an indirect act of 

46 

self-defense against the Negro criminal as a race." 

45 
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This feeling of religious-oriented black inferi

ority was  according to Page, by the Biblical 

accounts of Ham's curse. Few religious leaders pointed out 

that there was no mention of color in the curse, or that 

the curse was pronounced by Noah and not by God. The be

lief prevailed that the Negro was inferior and that he 

 be kept in his place, and this feeling, when coupled 

with the religious fanaticism based on the accounts such as 

Ham's curse, was often fatal for Negroes when the emotions 

of mobs boiled over. 

When a Negro was accused of a crime, the white 

masses were more likely to pre-determine his guilt than in 

even the most  cases involving whites in the same or 

  Whites  ready to accept reports 

or rumors about blacks that might be based entirely on con

jecture,  or even erroneous conclusions. When 

mob members were sure the "right person" had been pointed 

 they feared the slow process of the courts in bringing 

 party to justice, and even long trips or  hunts did 

not deter a group from carrying out its pre-determined plan 

for punishment. 

More often than not mass opinion was in control and 

often tended to disregard legal institutions for authority 

or order. The predominant belief seemed to be that since 

the people made   and had the power to enforce them, 

47 
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they also had the power to obey and disobey laws 

 according to their own judgment. 

Equal protection under the law was not the only 

problem of the Negro in the South. He  faced with 

equally impossible obstacles when he sought due process 

within the legal judicial system. There  no black 

judges, few black jurors and lawyers, and no black sheriffs 

to press for equality within the court system. Court ex

penses were usually prohibitive to Negroes, and they seldom 

if ever had benefactors wealthy or interested enough to aid 

in paying for a defense in court. No white lawyer who 

wished to retain a respectable social position  defend 

a Negro against a white accuser or adversary. And jurors 

could be counted on to rule in favor of a white defendant 

or against a black defendant in almost every case.  

Negroes knew that they could receive no justice and when 

the whites knew that they could manipulate the courts and 

local enforcement officials, neither race respected the 

 

Lynchers could not justify their actions on the 

grounds that if they did not violently dispose of the ac

cused blacks the courts  not prosecute the case and 

obtain the same result. Studies show conclusively that 

Negroes accused of capital crimes almost always received 

4 8 
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extreme treatment from the courts in which they were 

49 

tried. The courts were too conservative to lead the way 

into progressive equalization and non-discrimination, and 

local mob leaders who usurped this power from the courts 

mocked the law, the courts, and the state, which in each 

case generally sympathized with their conservative outlook 

on the situation. Even though the practice of lynching 

could not be justified, individual lynchers always had a 

 even if it was no more  racial preju

dice. Race relations never were improved under such a 

situation and the disrespect of the Negro for   

deepened. 

Practical political problems were involved on the 

local level in lynch prevention. Since the members of  

mob were voters, and  a majority of the voters, a 

 official who interfered, even if in a legal manner, 

was likely to suffer defeat at  polls. Judges were hes

itant to delay trials, and sheriffs were reluctant to inter-
50 

fere in the actions of their constituents. 

Racial issues and  in politics at the 

local level reached higher, to state and national officials. 

United States senators,  and state governors 

still had to win the votes at the local level and, there

fore, they too had to be cognizant of racial issues. More 
49 
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frequently than not they  forced to  the atti

tudes of their constituents. This strain ran through 

political and social levels of the South from the top to 

the lowest  and  mainly inspired by a rural and 

provincial outlook. The electorate demanded that their 

office holders share their  and in the rural  

this meant keeping the Negro submerged in society as well 

as winking at extra-legal activities carried out against 

51 

 of which lynching was foremost. 

A national  convention was held in New 

York City in 1919 for the purpose of organizing strong lob

bying forces to aid anti-lynch laws as they came up before 

Congress. However, as this legislation came before the 

Congress, southern senators filibustered to defeat the pro

posed legislation, arguing that the role of the federal 

government should not extend to this area which should be 
52 

reserved for the states. During the  lynching 

declined somewhat, but statistics show that it turned up

ward again. 

Senator Benjamin R. Tillman of South Carolina 

argued that the white hatred of the Negro was due to three 

basic reasons. He asserted that first, the whites still 

  with its federal rule and state 
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 He  secondly, that the whites main

tained the concept of the inherent Negro inferiority which 

was the basis of ante-bellum attempts to justify slavery. 

And  he asserted that in the South, assaults on white 

women by Negroes were always  for extra-legal 

conduct. The senator stated in the Senate in 1907: 

Have I ever advocated lynch law at any time or at 
any place? I answer on my honor, "Never!" I have 
justified it for one crime, and only one, and I have 
consistently and persistently maintained that attitude 
for the last fourteen years. As Governor of South 
Carolina I proclaimed that although I had taken the 
oath of office to support the  and enforce it, I 
would lead a mob to lynch any man, black or white, who 
had ravished a woman, black or white.  is my atti
tude, calmly and deliberately taken, and justified by 
my conscience in the sight of  

The governors of southern states often reflected 

the opinions of their voters in racial matters. South 

Carolina Governor Cole L. Blease was an example. He stated: 

I  never order out the militia to shoot down 
their neighbors and protect a black brute who commits 
the nameless crime against a white woman. Therefore, 
in South Carolina let it be understood that when a 
Negro assaults a white woman, all that is needed is 
that they get the right man, and they who get him will 
never stand  

Governor Blease further stated that "whenever  Constitu

tion comes between men and the virtue of the V7hite  of 

55 
South Carolina, I say to hell with the 
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There were exceptions to this rule, but they were 

few and in most instances did not survive their electorate. 

In the early  Governor  of Mississippi pre

vented a lynching by calling out the National Guard. The 

angered voters retaliated by electing Theodore Bilbo to 

replace Murphree. During Bilbo's  there were 

thirteen lynchings in Mississippi, and when asked if was 

going to investigate them, he replied, "I have neither the 

55 
time nor the money to investigate two thousand people." 

He told a Negro organization which went to him to protest 

57 

a lynching to "go to hell." 

On the local level the sheriff usually demonstrated 

little or no interest in facing a mob or in bringing 

mob leaders to justice. No public official was inclined to 

shoot into a mob that might contain  or  

The hazard of firing might also lead to injury of v7omen and 

children on the fringes of the crowd. In situations such 

as these, the southern sheriff would frequently allow the 

posse to do his work, and that of the court, and thereby 

save  expense and time of a trial. Sometimes the sher

iff would go even further by making sure the "right man" 

was apprehended or accessible. It was not unusual for a 

56 
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prisoner to be handed over to a  and when this was not 

5 8 

done overtly, the jail might be left unprotected. 

Apathy and accord with the mob's actions is demon

strated in the stated attitudes of law enforcement offi

 such as in the remark of one sheriff who said, "I 

59 

don't know who killed the Negro and I don't give a damn." 

In  instances, however, the sheriff simply showed 

indifference to the mob violence. Another sheriff stated 

in such a situation, "There wasn't any lynching. There was 

just six or eight men who were going about their business," 

following the death of the prisoner in question who was 

 0 

gunned down while in his cell. After two Negroes were 

lynched in Colorado County, Texas in 19 35, the county 

attorney, O. P. Moore, said, "I do not call  citizens 

who executed the Negroes a mob. I consider their action 

an expression of the will of the   

Public opinion was not inclined to demand that 

 be prosecuted and punished. Sentiment rested with 

the lynchers more than with Negro victims. A coroner's 

jury in North Carolina, concerning a Negro rapist, stated: 

We,  undersigned, empanneled as a jury to 
inquire into the death of Tom Jones, find that he came 

149 
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to his death by gunshot  inflicted by parties 
unknown to the jury, obviously by an outraged public 
acting in defense of their homes, wives, daughters, and 
children. In view of the enormity of the crime com
mitted by said Tom Jones, alias Frank Hill, we think 
they would have been recreant to their duty as good 
citizens had they acted  

State authorities were powerless to punish mob vio

lence in the face of such strong local opposition. Fre

quently a coroner's jury would simply return a verdict of 

"death by parties  With that, the incident was 

dropped and never further investigated. During a period of 

thirty years, 1900-19 30, there were only sixty-seven con

victions involving lynchings and these occurred in only 

twelve cases. When mob leaders were  witnesses 

refused to testify against them in court. When photographs 

v/ere taken, there were no charges preferred against those 

seen in the  Even  substantial evidence V7as 

available, grand juries remained reluctant to indict the 

  63 
accused parties. 

Lynching was a  activity supported by a largo 

and participating public. To combat lynching, the campaign 

had to come from the level on which lynching  

the general citizenry. Very simply, to rid the country of 

lynching, public sentiment had to be rallied against it, 

 p. 154. 
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because lynchings were initiated, carried out, and main-

6 4 

t a m e d by the public. 

6 4 

Cutler,  p. 271. 



CHAPTER II 

WACO LYNCHINGS: 190 5, 1921, AND 19 22 

Waco emerged at the opening of the twentieth cen

tury as the principal residential and industrial center of 

Central Texas. Though several lynchings were instigated by 

surrounding communities, Waco was the location of judicial 

and  enforcement  Lynchings had randomly 

occurred in the past at the forks of the Brazos, but by 

1900 due process was firmly implanted and in working order. 

A quarter of a century had passed without a lynching in 

Waco; not until 1905 did Waco again experience extra-legal 

mob  For  years following the turn of 

the century, the Waco newspapers almost weekly carried a 

story of a lynching in some part of the United States. 

Four of these were hometown affairs, while many more 

occurred in  state of Texas. 

The 1905 victim of Waco's and McLennan County's 

 was a black man  twenty years of age named Sank 

Majors. He was accused of criminally assaulting Mrs. Benny 

Robert, age eighteen, who lived in Golinda, a community 

south of Waco. On the night of August 8, 1905, about 200 

 Morning  ,  "Lynching at Waco," August 9 , . 
1 9 0 5 . 
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anned  from the rural areas surrounding Waco gathered on 

the vacant lot at the corner of 25th and Franklin Streets, 

marched silently to the city jail  Majors was being 

held, surrounded the jail and told officers on duty that 

they had come for the prisoner. "They were quiet and or

derly, but had come for Sank Majors, and told the officers 

that they intended to get him  even if they had to blow the 

2 

jail to atoms," the press reported. However,  officers 

resisted their approaches without physically confronting 

the mob. Bolting the doors to the jail, the deputies re-
3 

fused to allow the mob to take the helpless Majors. 

Jailor Lee Trice and Deputies Harvey B. Ross and J. 

 Tilley, once confronted by the wishes of the mob, 

telephoned Sheriff George W. Tilley, who  came 

to the scene. Arriving in the jail through a rear  

Sheriff Tilley called for support from the Waco police. He 

 tried to persuade the men to return to their homes and 

let justice  its course, but all attempts to disperse 

the crowd  physical violence were to no avail. When 

dynamite was placed at  barred door, the deputies re

treated "a little." The  failed to pry open the door 

with  then broke the lock with hammers after fif

teen minutes of pounding. During   County 
2 
Waco  "Majors Was Hanged By a Mob," 
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Judge John  Baker arrived and addressed the  with-

4 

out success. 

Once past the first door, a second, less  

door faced the  mob. In a short time the sledge 

 penetrated the door and it, too, gave way. The 

 last resistance came at Sank Majors' cell, but 

the angry crowd was determined to lynch the black. "To 

have beaten down the locks into the cell meant the libera

tion of all the prisoners, and the officers knowing this, 

and  too, that this might be accomplished, opened 
5 

the cell door." Majors tried to hide in the darkness of 

his cell, but the mob members soon felt their way to him. 

and dragged him from the jail. The victim offered little 

resistance but refused to walk and was dragged down Austin 

Street to the city square. The Waco police arrived too 

late to stop   or protect the jail. 

 enroute to the square, one man said, "New 
7 

trial granted, and change of venue from Waco to hell." 

What made the men decide to seize Majors at this time was 

that a new trial had been scheduled for the next day, 

August 9. Majors had allegedly committed his crime on 

July 11, 1905, and for ten days eluded lav; officers. The 
4 
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Governor of Texas, Samuel  T.  had even offered a 

$300 reward for Majors'  the stipulation that 

he be taken alive, turned over to law officers  and no 

extra-legal  carried  Finally arrested at 

his brother's home in Hays County by Sheriffs Sanders of 

Caldwell County and Jackson of Hays County, Majors was 

taken to Austin, Texas, and the Travis County Jail. Sher

iff Tilley  to Austin to identify the prisoner, but for 

Majors' safety the sheriff decided to delay his return to 

Waco until a later date. Majors maintained his innocence 

9 

from the time of his capture. 

In Waco, local citizens asked Judge Marshall Sur-

ratt of the 19th District Court to call a special grand 

jury to indict Majors and conduct his trial. Surratt first 

demanded  the people give assurance that no lynching 

would take place and that the law would  its course. 

Receiving their word, Surratt conducted  trial on 

August 2, 3.905. At the trial Assistant McLennan County 

Attorney Fat  Neff handled the state's case while George 

W.  Majors'  attorney, presented the 

defense. Mrs. Robert recounted the story of the assault up 

to the point of her becoming  Stating that she 

never saw her assailant's face, she mentioned a scar on his 

 
Waco  "Governor Will Offer Reward For 

Majors," July 17, 190 5. 
9 
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hand exactly like that on the hand of Sank Majors. Shortly 

before the  Majors confessed the crime to law offi

cers; when he  the witness stand during the trial, 

Majors reaffirmed his  

Though the crowd at the Majors trial was incensed 

over the brutal attack, no disturbance occurred in the 

courtroom. According to the Waco   

violence during Mrs. Robert's testimony concerning  

bloody knife assault was averted by law officers stationed 

beside Majors and at the courtroom doors. The crowd's dis

pleasure was calmed somewhat when the jury returned a ver

dict of guilty and called for the death penalty. Jury 

deliberation had taken approximately  minutes. The 

court allowed three days for the defense to apply for a new 

trial, which was the accustomed  

What eventually led to the lynching of Majors in 

190 5 v;as that defense attorney Barcus filed for a new trial 

on the grounds that Judge Surratt's charge to the jury had 

been faulty: 

The court erred because he (Surratt) failed to 
charge the jury that unless they believed the confes
sions of the defendant were made  compulsion or 
promise on  part of the officers and without fear 
or hope on the part of the defendant, they should be 
wholly 

Waco  "Majors Was Hanged By a Mob," 
August 8, 190  See also Waco  "Majors Given 
Death Penalty By the Jury," August 3, 1905. 
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The court erred because he (Surratt) did not charge 
the jury on assault with intent to  the crime 
charged to have been   

Majors changed his plea to state that he made the 

confession due to fear, that it was not  and was 

 Judge Surratt, acknowledging his error, set a 

new trial for August 9 ,  not v;ishing the case to be 

appealed and his judgment overturned. A fundamental error 

by the judge had thus reprieved Majors for a short time, 

but  Golinda residents would  tolerate any excuse for 

Majors to go unpunished. Therefore, the mob action of 

August 8 was planned and carried out in a determined manner 

14 

despite all protests made by law  

While Majors was being dragged down the streets of 

 that summer night, a crowd member explained the affair 

succinctly: "We are for protection of the women of our 
15 

country, even to the extent of our lives and our liberty." 

The defense attorney told a Waco Weekly Tribune reporter, 

"I am a white man and a Southern man, and that is all that 

need be said. Had I been one of the  that hunted him 

(Majors) before his capture I have no  I  have 

 Weekly Tribune, "End of Negro Rapist," 
August   
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helped kill  Other citizens  that the Waco 

Negro population needed a drastic example of justice to 

deter any possible thoughts that assaulting white women in 

 County would go unpunished due to judicial tech

nicalities. "It was  it was  it was imperative 

17 

he should die," reported the Waco Weekly Tribune. 

At the Austin Street Square, the lynch mob tied 

Majors to a post and they prepared to burn him at the 

stake. At this point Mr. Robert, the rape victim's hus

band, told the crov;d that his wife did not want the Negro 

burned but wanted him hanged instead. Immediately the 

crowd cut Majors from the post and made their way to  

VJashington Street Bridge. At the bridge, when Majors was 

asked if he was the Negro who had sexually assaulted Mrs. 

Robert, he answered in the affirmative, adding that he had 

done the deed alone. A rope was placed over a beam of the 

bridge, and Majors  placed on a horse. The horse was 

led away, causing  body to drop sharply. Angry men 

rushed to the body and stabbed it with knives. The Waco 

 reported that several men cut fingers from the 

body; almost everyone took some kind of souvenir away from 

the scene. Coal oil was poured over the hanging corpse, 

but the burning attempt was extinguished. Around 3:00 A.M. 

16 
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the  dispersed. An hour later, Waco police, who had 

witnessed  lynching,  the remains of Sank Majors 

and took the corpse to the Fall and Puckett undertaking 

firm. Justice Minor Moore, acting as coroner, heard testi

mony of eye witnesses to the lynching and ruled that Sank 

18 

Majors died at the hands of parties unknown. 

Waco and local citizens praised coverage of the 

affair in the Waco  The morning paper was in 

such demand that a second edition appeared. Judge Surratt 

reaffirmed his belief that Majors was guilty. Sheriff Til-

ley, it was reported, "did everything that human power 

could do under the circumstances, and he feels he has done 
19 

his full duty in the matter." There were abundant ration

ale for   turning the prisoner over to the mob : 

"They broke down two doors and were in the act of breaking 

into the cell, when the officers saw that they were over-
20 

powered and let the men have the (n)egro." 

Editorial comment appeared the morning following the 

lynching. The Waco Times-Herald, although shocked by the 
use of mob violence, stated that Majors "got his just 

21 
deserts. . . . " No matter what crime had been committed, 
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  "A Regrettable  

August 8, 190 5. 



all persons, said the editor, were entitled to the protec

tion of the  "The Times-Herald regrets the circum

stances of this  it because the 

Herald believes that when the individual is in the custody 

22 

of the law he should be dealt with as the law prescribes," 

the writer of the editorial continued. Even though the men 

of Golinda decided to end the ugly business and save Mrs. 

Robert from having to testify again, according to the 

Herald editor, they should have honored their agreement 

made for the first trial with Judge Surratt and allowed 
23 

 to take  course. 

On August 9, 1905, under the title of "Supremacy of 

the Law" further editorial comment in   

 held that, "There may be occasions when a  

to primal   to the law of  

we will not here argue that, but certainly all must agree 

that our safety lies in upholding the  of justice. . 

. . At all times and in all places the law should be su-
 

 

The Waco Weekly Tribune ran an extensive editorial 

by its owner, Augustus R. McCollum, following the lynching. 

Stating his beliefs that the actions taken by the McLennan 
22 
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County residents were in keeping with the deep  

they held for their women and the stability of the com

  McCollum offered that, "Those who class the occur

rences as a mere  incident, a sporadic case of 

25 

ing' will be in error." He further argued, "It is hor

rible that a white man should outrage the person of a white 

woman. It is  is  a (n)egro is the 
2  

perpetrator of the crime." Summing up its coverage of 

the affair, the Tribune  

The  has endeavored to give all the details 
fully and accurately  and believes it has done so. 

The act   so, in all 
 

Governor Samuel  T.  granted a press inter

view on the day following the lynching of Sank Majors. The 

Austin Statesman carried the story, which included the 

statement by the Texas chief of state who said, "I admon

ished the officers of McLennan County to protect the 
2 8 

 and had every reason to believe that they would." 

He was shocked to hear the news and sorry that it had hap

pened, but limited his comments to those. The governor's 
29 

office neither proposed nor considered further action. 
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Reaction to the lynching extended to the  

and Eddy  south of Waco. A thirty-five year old 

black, Jim Lawyer, verbally censured the Golinda residents 

for their recent actions. On  night of August 9 he was 

visited by eighteen to twenty men and given approximately 

150 lashes with a whip. A Bruceville resident stated, 

"There is not much danger of any of the  who 

attend to their own business and keep their mouths shut 

being disturbed, . . . but there are some who must be 

30 

checked by some means or  

Mob violence in Waco spanned several decades. After 

the 190 5, Sank Majors, case the Jesse Washington lynching 

occurred in 1916. A complete discussion of this case can 

be found in later  It was not until 19 21 that 

the assault on a  girl  again turn Waco citizens 

to the use of mob action to vent their emotions. Unlike 

the previous lynchings, the 19 21 victim was a  man, 

but the crime of sexual assault proved to be the fatal 

 factor. 

Curley Hackney arrived in Waco with a. traveling 

carnival sometime in the spring of 19 21. Due to a crippled 

hip caused by a  wound he received that spring, he 

 unable to rejoin the carnival. Only  the aid of a 

30 

  "Negro  By Vigilance 
  (Governor  did not pay 
the $300 reward.) See Waco  "Governor Won't 
Pay Reward For Majors,"  9, 190 5. 



crutch was Hackney able to  around. As a white man, 

 years old, with a  Hackney was be-

31 

friended by a Waco family and often dined at their  

About 7:00 P.M. on the night of December 13, 1921, 

Hackney was visiting the home of his  The husband, 

a railroad employee, was at work, and the wife went to the 

post office to mail a letter. This left Hackney alone in 

the house with the eight-year-old daughter. When  

mother returned, the little girl informed her mother that 

Hackney had sexually attacked her. The police were called 

and the father was notified. The father led a search for 

the alleged attacker with all confidence that Hackney would 
32 

not escape, since he was dependent on a crutch. 

Waco police also joined the search and at 8:30 P.M. 

Policeman Ed Howard apprehended Hackney. As the prisoner 

was led to the city jail, news of his arrest traveled 

throughout the  and at 10:30 P.M. a mob formed 

at the jail. The jail offered no protection to the pris

oner. Hackney was seized by several of the 200 men assem

bled, placed in a car, and driven three miles south of Waco 

to a grove of trees. "There was no confusion on the part 

of the men that took Hackney in charge and lynched him. 
31 

  "Mob Lynches Man  for 
Attack Here," December 14, 1921. The name of the girl or 
her family is never mentioned in any press coverage of  
incident. 

 
Ibid. 



Each wore a determined look, that brooked no interference 

and those v7ho took the lead in the proceeding worked 

33 

 the Waco press reported. 

Arriving at the scene before the main body of the 

 the condemned man calmly smoked a cigarette. One mob 

member said, "Hang him with some skid chain." But Hackney 

replied, "Aw get a rope, do it right." After the rope was 

produced Hackney told the executioner how to achieve the 

best results. "Here boys let's do the thing right, put the 

jolly old noose  my left ear." When one of the mob 

said, "You certainly are the  condemned man I ever 

heard of," Hackney replied, "Sure I am. There never was a 

gamer sucker than I, I'm not  to die. I've faced it 

before too many times." Later he added, "I'll get to shake 

hands  several of you in hell." His last words, which 

included a confessi.on, were, "No use to argue with a mob, 

buddy; they hold the aces and I hold trumps. Only one 

thing; they are  it out worse than it was." Hackney 

requested that his body not be shot after he was dead, but 

before the crowd left the corpse hanging from a tree, sev-
34 

 men fired their pistols into the lifeless body. 

33 
Ibid. 

  Daily News, "White Man Hanged By a 
Mob at Waco," December 14, 19 21. The conversation at the 
lynching is not reported by the Waco  but can 
bo found in the Corpus Christi Caller,  Man Hanged 
for Girl Assault," December 14, 19 21 and  Curry, A 
History of Early Waco  Allusions to   
tion (Waco: Texas Press', 1968), p. 84. 



Hackney's body was taken to  Undertaking by 

Deputy Sheriff Marvin Burton. Justice of the Peace  

J. Padgett  "Hackney  to his death as a result of 

35 

hanging by parties unknown." 

There were no editorials or press comments on the 

lynching in Waco, state, or national papers. However, a 

probe into the lynching was conducted by  County 

Attorney Chester H. Machen as an "ex parte" hearing before 

Judge James R. Jenkins. Witnesses were called to testify, 

including several members of  local police force. The 

testimony continued for several weeks.  the issue 

died, but County Attorney Machen attempted to prosecute 
  

possible mob leaders. This attempt was supplemented by 
speeches given before the Waco Bar Association by Judges 

37 

Richard I. Munroe and James P. Alexander. 

According to the Waco  coverage of 

the speech, Alexander described the Hackney lynching "in 

scathing terms of that action and conditions that made pos

sible the lynching of a human being, and condemned most 

severely all persons who so far lose respect for the law 

and the courts of the country as to participate in an 

35 
Waco  "Mob Lynches Man Held for 

Attack Here," December  1921. 
6 
Waco Times-Herald, "Probe Lynching  

Hackney," December 15, 19 21. 
37 

Waco  "Judges Stamp Disapproval on 
Mob Action," December 18, 1921. 
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 act, which he  all  to 

38 

be." He further stated that it was the duty of law offi

cers to lay dov/n their lives to protect persons under their 

protection. "Our only protection for life and property, 

our liberty, our happiness  lay in the courts of the coun-

39 

try." Prosecution of mob  was called for as a 

possible solution to the growing mob spirit. 

When the January 19 22 grand   Judge 

 charged the members to indict citizens who acted as 

mob members. He said, "I was born and reared in the South, 

and I have been used to mob  mob  my 

life. . . . Every mob that takes the law into its own hands 

whether the person lynched be guilty or not, is guilty of 

40 

murder."  first hand experience was used as an 

example. "Some years ago  a (n)egro (Jesse Washing

ton) was taken from this courtroom by a mob and lynched; 

he may have deserved it, but the mob committed murder when 

they lynched that (n) egro. The Hackney lynching was the 

third in Texas the week it happened. Munroe discussed 

lynchings in the United   their frequency. How

ever, he charged  grand jury to fulfil its    

39 

 

40 
Waco  "Mob Rule Is Blot on State 

Munroe Says," January 3, 19 22. 
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investigate  lynching of Curley Hackney and indict the 

persons responsible. 

As it was the duty of the law officers to protect 

their prisoner the night of the Hackney lynching, they 

were partially responsible for his death. Believing this, 

City  Julius A.  offered a resolution 

before the Board of Commissioners to remove Chief of Police 

Lee Jenkins, Detectives Richard H. Hall and Jess Farquhar, 

and Policeman Arthur H.   Mayor Benjamin C. 

Richards asked for cause, Lemke replied that the prisoner 

had been taken from the jail and no report of the occur-

43 

rence had been made to the Commission. 

Night Chief Tate Shelton had been in charge of the 

jail on the night of December 13. According to prisoners 

interviewed, Shelton had pleaded with the mob not to usurp 

the law, but his protests were in vain. Hackney had been 

hidden in the Negro  No. 4, and only after the mob 

had searched the jail three times was he discovered. Judge 

Sam R. Scott defended the officers before the  

and sought a full  to clear the accused. 

 offered no evidence but stated that the officers 

could be removed when confidence in them had been lost. 

The Commission then voted three to one to table the 

 .  
 

4 3 
Waco  "Lemke Demands Police  

Bases Action on Local Lynching,"  22, 1921. 
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 an act which served as a vote of confidence for 

44 

the  Judge Munroe also failed to obtain indict

ments from the grand jury concerning the lynching. The 

McLennan County grand jury returned seven murder indict

ments on January 7, 19 22, but none  in connection with 
45 

the Hackney affair. 

Mob violence in Waco took a slightly different 

twist less than six  following the lynching of Curley 

Hackney in 19 21. A murderous act, with all of the traits 

of a lynching, was committed by one person, not by a mob as 

had previously   However, the action was 

taken  the community, which never demanded 

the prosecution of the murderer but instead congratulated 

him  performance. Had a mob been present at the time 

of the killing, it most certainly would have taken as 

active a role as possible. The  s sanction of 

this  of "justice" without due process could 

be considered a lynching. Since public opinion played such 

a major role in mob violence, a  or the killing of 

an accused person could be carried out by a group of people 

or by just one person. 

On the night of May 25,  Harrell Bolton, age 

twenty-seven, and his companion, the widowed Mrs. Maggie 
44 

Waco  "Accused Officers Vindicated, 
 December 28, 1921. 

45 
V7aco Times-Herald, "Seven Indicted Murder Charge," 

 7, 19 22. 
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Hays, age twenty-six, were driving out of Waco on the Cor-

sicana road.  P.M. they turned around and began 

to return to Waco, A Negro male  from the bushes, 

stood on the running board of the car and shot Bolton four 

times in the head and   him. Mrs. 

Hays was then dragged  the car some 400 yards to a 

field by a railroad track, where she was sexually assaulted 

by the Negro as he  at, gunpoint. Not until three 

hours after the killing did the black leave Mrs. Hays and 

board a passing train. Before leaving, however, he placed 

the revolver at Mrs. Hays' head and pulled the trigger sev

eral  but the gun refused to fire. Mrs. Hays watched 

the man disappear and then  the railroad tracks in 

search of  

John  Eddie McNeil, and Bernard Strolher 

were returning home from a Waco  when they discovered 

Mrs. Hays. Bonyard took his family car and  his 

friends escorted Mrs, Hays back to the scene of the crime 

in hope that Bolton might be alive. After finding his dead 

body, they started to Waco to sound the alarm. On Elm 

Street they found  Sheriff Marvin Burton, who took 

 
'    "Mob Menaces Jail With Negro's 

Capture," May 26, 19 22. The Waco  never  
the woman's name in its reports. Harrell Bolton was a 1915 
graduate of Texas  and was employed as a salesman at a 
Waco auto supply firm. 
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Mrs. Hays home while the three men went back in search of 

47 

the Negro assailant. 

Posses were soon  One thousand to two 

thousand men searched between Waco and Hillsboro for Negroes 

answering the description given to the police by Mrs.  

Deputy Burton drove to Fort Worth, the destination of the 

train V7hich the Negro had boarded, and with a posse began 
48 

to back track to Waco. 

The description given by Mrs. Hays  a fairly 

    the assailant had a 

gold front  He was of medium  had a vicious 

nature, and was a "yellow" Negro (not having very dark 

skin). He was wearing a dark coat, light trousers, and a 

cap. From foot prints left at the scene, police  able 

to determine that he  a size ten shoe with Goodyear 

rubber heels. However, the distinguishing characteristic 
49 

 the gold tooth. 

  May 26, police took two sus

pects to the raped woman's home.  Hays could not 

identify them and they were later released. Two other 

Negroes were taken to the  but it  speculated that 

they too would soon be released.   Stegall 

  immediately upon hearing the news 

and centered his efforts on one Negro living in  area  

 

49 Ibid. 
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of the crime      

With Deputy Phil Hobbs and District Clerk Robert V.  

Stegall learned that the suspect was near Reisel, Texas (a 

 only a few miles east of Waco). Johnson was 

   Waco at 11:00 A.M. on 

Friday without being told of the charges against him. 

Stegall    the scene   to 

see if they fit the imprints left by the murderer. They 

 50 
 

"No crime committed in this section has created 

more excitement and indignation than the murder of Harrell 

51 

Bolton and the assault upon his companion," wrote  

V7aco  As such sentiment began  in 

  persons swarmed about the jail on Friday 

afternoon. They learned that the Negro, Sank Johnson, was 

suspected of having  the crime and was  in the 

jail. Several  it appeared that the crowd  

storm the  to lynch  

 L.  a deputized citizen, was driving 

with his wife  the City Hall Plaza about 4:30 P.M. on 

    he noticed a Negro answering the descrip

tion of the murder suspect. The Negro, Jesse Thomas, age 

 was of medium height, a "yellow" Negro, and 

had a gold   wishing to scare off the suspect, 

 .  
 

 



McClure engaged Thomas in conversation concerning the cut

ting of  lawn. Thomas agreed to do the job. He 

and McClure departed in the car. On the way to the home of 

    father, McClure picked up three 

friends to guard  Thomas did not know that he 

was actually being taken for possible  by 

52 
Mrs. Hays, or that he was even suspected of a crime. 

At Harris's house, Thomas was taken into the girl's 

room and made to display his gold   Hays immedi-

53 
     h i m , papa." Sam 

  from his shirt  Thomas broke 

for   fired,    suspect as 

he ran. Thomas made his way to the back door, Mr. Harris 

 as he went. All   eight shots found some 

mark, and Thomas fell dead in a great pool of blood at the 

54 
  

 the  Chief of Police Lee Jen

kins, City Commissioner William H. Cockcroft, and City Car

penter Frank Tennison removed the body to a local under

taking firm. The undertaker  when he learned that 

the body was  murderer. He 

52 
Waco  "Harris Goes to Stegall and 

Surrenders," May 27, 19 22. 
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phoned a Negro firm to  and get the body, but the black 

55 

undertaker V7as hesitant about taking the call. 

While the Thomas shooting was taking place, the 

enlarged crowd (about 2,000) was threatening to storm the 

jail and lynch Sank Johnson; but when they learned of the 

shooting they hurried to the Harris house. When they 

failed io find the body -at that location someone told them 

where it was. At the undertaking firm the crowd gathered, 

and no resistance was made to protect  from  

mob. A rope was tied to the body  attached to the back 

of a truck; then it was  City Hall Plaza. 

The crowd cheered as the preparations were made to burn the 

body. With the body stripped, it was thrown upon the fire 
56 

before the 5,000  and burned  
 of all stations flocked  scene and 

57 

 vantage  "  People  

 all  which could possibly provide sight of the 

event. Boys climbed the trees lining the plaza hoping to 

see the burning body. After some time the crowd dimin

ished.  body  behind  auto and dragged 

        and 

Detective George Jackson "stopped a party of seven boys who 

were dragging  skeleton over town, arrested the  
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 sent the  to   The boys were later 

 

Saturday, May 27, 1922, was relatively quiet in 

 except for the loitering of about 300 persons around 

the jail where five suspects in the Bolton murder were 

being held for further questioning. Five Texas Rangers, 

requested by County Attorney Frank B. Tirey, were posted 

as guards at the jail. They arrived in Waco on Friday 

afternoon after the Thomas shooting. Sam Harris volun

tarily  into Leslie  office Saturday morn

ing and surrendered saying, "I want to surrender, Leslie." 

"All right," replied Stegall. They went to the county 

59 

attorney's office, but no charges were filed. 

On the night of May 19, 1922, two persons, William 

Cottrell and Mrs. Marjorie Sheffield, had been attacked in 

Waco's Cameron Park. Mr. Cottrell was wounded by the 

V70uld-be assassin. Bullets taken from the Bolton murder 

were compared to those involved in the Cottrell shooting. 

They were found to be identical. Police linked the two 

attacks to the same person. Sank  was taken before 

Cottrell and Mrs. Sheffield, but neither could positively 

60 
identify him as the assailant. 

 

59 
 See also the DaJ.las Morning  "Negro 

Killed by Father of Victim," May 27, 1922. 

 Times-Herald, "Officers Link Road Tragedy 
With  Park Shooting," May  1922. See also for 
details of the Cottrell and Sheffield case the Waco 
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Speculation began to grow that the wrong Negro had 

been killed and that the guilty party was either Johnson or 

was still at large, Thomas's friends and relatives pre

sented the police with evidence that indicated that he was 

not on the Corsicana road on the night of May 25, 19 22. 

The Austin Statesman reported that Constable Stegall and 

Sheriff Lee Jenkins still believed that Sank Johnson V7as 

the guilty party. The other suspects in the case remained 

in the city jail with the explanation that "Officers say 

they believe the (n)egroes are innocent but are afraid to 

release them until feelings  The paper stated 

in a headline, "Opinion Prevails that Wrong Negro Paid 

Penalty for Murder and Criminal Assault." "No person in 

Waco of course, would deny that Harris was justified in 

shooting the (n)egro, no matter how much  there may be 

as to which  did the killing and assault on the Cor

sicana  

There were several people in Waco who might have 

challenged the report by the Austin paper. The Waco Bap

tist Pastors Association made a public declaration against 

Herald, "V7ould-Be Assailant Attacks Couple," May 19 , 19 22. 
See also Waco Times-Herald, "Negro Taken Before Couple 
Shot in Park," May 29, 19 22. 

 Austin Statesman, "Waco Is Quiet Following 
Day of Excitement," May 27, 19 22. 

6 2 
The Austin   Assassin Believed to 

Be Still at  May 2 8, 19  
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mob violence in a resolution  in the Waco 

 May 29 , 1922. 

Mob action defeats justice in that it is primarily by 
men who are themselves dangerous to society. . . . It 
defeats justice in that men are seized and destroyed 
upon  evidence, thereby involving the 
horrible possibility of destroying the innocent. 
Further it defeats justice in that by such process the 
law is derided, officers are intimidated or over
powered and the whole fabric of orderly government dis
integrated in the community where such outrageous 
action is  

The report further appealed for an orderly society and pub

lic support of law officers and officers of the court. It 

was signed: Joseph  Dawson, Robert G. Bowers, Leonard L. 

 Walter W. Melton, James L. Walker, W. Thomas 

Turner, Asa E. Hill, Julius U. Lee, C. Augustus Hornburg, 

Ross A. Smith,  Maddox, and Roy S.  

The American Legion and the Methodist Pastors fol

lowed the next  May 30, 1922, with similar stands 

against mob violence. Even  it agreed that all citi

zens  to see criminals punished to the full extent of 

the law, the American Legion urged all people to uphold the 

laws. It specifically  the  case and the 

 attached to  actual  

Several reasons were given by the Methodists for 

the occurrence of mob violence in the United States and in 

Waco Times-Herald, "Baptist Pastors Condemn 
Mobs," May  19 22. 

64 
Waco  "Resolution of Censure for 

Mobs," May 30, 19 22. 
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Waco: "That  express it as our deliberate opinion that 

the laxity in morals brought  by indecent  

shows, the modern dance, promiscuous bathing, immodest 

 Sabbath desecration and parental neglect of home 

training is responsible for the grave situation (mob vio

lence) we are facing  Reverend Cullom H. Booth 

and Reverend Edward E. White signed the resolution as the 

officers of the Methodist Pastors Association. 

Local newspapers avoided the Thomas affair in their 

editorials, but coverage of the case and its aftermath fol

lowed in several state papers. The  Statesman, 

previously mentioned, carried the story several days after 

Thomas was killed. General news coverage of the incident 

appeared in the Dallas Morning  but no editorial or 

 reports were made on the innocence of  How

ever, the.  Daily News reported the happening and 

on May 29 ran an editorial, "Growing Tendency of Mob Law." 

This editorial might have been the result of the Thomas 

shooting. It could also have followed the statement on 

May 26 by Governor Pat M. Neff who denounced the "increasing 

tendency of raobocracy in  

One year  the murder and lynching of Jesse 

Thomas, the guilty party was found and confessed. Roy 

The Galveston Daily News, "Growing Tendency of 
Mob Law," May 29  19 22. 



Mitchell was arrested  another murder and when asked 

about other unsolved cases confessed to the Cottrell-

 shooting, and the  murder and rape. 

According to Judge James R. Jenkins, Mitchell  ques

tioned by Constable Lee Jenkins at the time of the Thomas 

  Jenkins was told  the 

6 7 

"guilty" Negro had been apprehended and killed. Mitchell 

was the  person to be publicly hanged in the state of 

 68 
 

 with James R. Jenkins, by author, on 
June 1, 19 71. 

6 8 
 A History of Early  with Allusions to 

 Junction,   



CHAPTER  

THE 1916 CASE OF JESSE WASHINGTON 

No Waco lynching incident received more local, 

 and national attention than did the Jesse Washington 

lynching in 1916. The brashness of  mob members and 

horror of Washington's execution exemplified the attitudes 

held by McLennan County residents toward due process of 

law, rapists, and the Negro race. Existing judicial insti

tution and law enforcement agents proved incapable of con

trolling the mob to insure  or protection of a pris

oner. This  is extreme though poignantly typical. 

The year 1916 was a year of anxiety and excitement 

in Texas and in the nation. It  a  of concern, 

social and political, on local, national, and international 

 Mexican raiders repeatedly  the Texas 

border and citizens along the Rio Grande armed themselves 

to afford protection against the raids and plundering which 

came from across the river. The United States maintained 

official neutrality on the international scene but its peo

ple increased in concern as a potential world  loomed on 

all fronts in Europe.   press carried weekly 

reports of fighting in France, interest in local affairs 

intensified  the coming of national and local elections. 

60 



The main topics of   suf

frage, and foreign  the minds of many peo

ple and charges and counter charges  candidates for 

office led to lively rhetoric which often overshadowed the 

issues but still produced active participation and cam

paigning. This atmosphere touched Texas' eighth largest 

city just as it did other areas across the state. 

In  Waco, Texas, was a prosperous, growing 

community which had hopes of  one of the leading 

cities in the state. Its estimated population in  

was 44,814 which illustrated a continuance of the upward 

1 

growth the cxty and McLennan County had seen  the. past. 

With  population growth  the social trappings which 

accompany infant cities on the rise. Sidewalks, paved 

streets, and a  system expanded a s did the town. 

Eight fire stations and seventeen public schools (thirteen 

V7hite, four black) served the community. Public facili

ties also included ten parks, and the attraction of the 

entire Central Texas  Cotton Palace. Established 

in 1910, the Cotton Palace served as an exposition and 

fair, for Waco was the center of the annual 5,000,0 00 bale 

cotton  

 of the Waco    
Annual Session, October 5-6, 1916, p. 13. 

2 

Folk's Waco  (Houston: Morrison & 
 Directory Co., Inc., 1916), pp. 21-24. 
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As the agricultural center of Central Texas, Waco 

maintained nine banks as an adequate financial base. Seven 

railroads which traveled through Waco carried out sufficient 

business to make Waco the leading wholesale and retail out

let for a hundred mile radius. Waco was not strictly lim

ited to an agricultural economy, but had a diversity of 

 industries including clothing, iron  brick fac

tory, cement, and refrigerators. With a growing economy 

Waco exhibited the more cosmopolitan aspects of larger 

 

Seven colleges and private schools  in the city 

in 1916. Baylor University was the best  and afforded 

a coeducational Christian education. Theaters, plays and 

musical  rounded out the cultural activities of 

the town. Though it had some large city traits, Waco  

not far removed from the  and the less fortunate 

farmers who were unable to appreciate  finer things 

which Waco afforded. 

In spite of the intellectual and spiritual leader

ship found in Waco, a religious-college center, the town 

still had not matured into a socially  community. 

The democratic attitudes of individuality and self-

government, as Frederick Jackson Turner expressed them, 

were still fresh in Waco. The populace was inclined to 

dictate its wishes, and on several occasions took over jobs 

which  institutions were designed to perform. 
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During this time in  police and judicial 

activities were usurped by citizens who were convinced that 

such institutions were satisfactory except in crisis or 

emotion-charged situations. It then  the duty and 

 of the general citizenry to bring justice 

and order to the town. Such activities were usually ini

tiated by the classes of citizens who were more easily gov

erned by emotion rather than reason, people who as a prac

tical matter were seldom punished because of the large num

bers involved. Such conditions made it difficult for a 

town's civil, intellectual, and religious leaders to bring 

justice,  and stability to the community. 

Leaders frequently spoke out against disorder and mob 

action, but in a crisis their voices were often rendered 

ineffective by the popular mass reactions. Failure to act 

against such illegal activities on occasion resulted in 

violence because of  difficulty of isolating individuals 

against whom action could be taken. In May, 1916, these 

conditions manifested  in an incident which was 

 inevitable outgrowth of  public  

May was a planting month in the Waco area as farmers 

utilized  warm, fair weather to get their crops planted 

under the best possible conditions. One of the leading 

 in the area was George Fryer, a respected farmer 

and citizen of the small community of  
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3 

  miles south of Waco. Fryer lived on a 

acre tract with his wife, Lucy, and their two teenage 

children, George, Jr., and Lucy. Also living on the farm 

was a Negro family whose members helped the Fryers with 

the farming activities. The black tenants, Henry and 

Martha Washington, their  sons, Jesse (seventeen years 

old) , and  (sixteen years) , and a woman known only 

as Mrs. Moore, occupied a small house on the farm. 

Monday, May 8, 1916,  a typical planting day on 

the Fryer farm near Waco. George Fryer toiled in the 

 about a mile from the main  complex while  

Fryer  around the house and in her flower garden. 

Young Lucy was away at school, due to return late in the 

day. The activity of the Washingtons on that day is not 

known, but it can be  that they worked in the fields 

or engaged in the usual household chores. Jesse  in 

the field closest to the Fryer house, planting cotton and 

repairing farm  

Lucy returned from school at the usual time in the 

evening. Her failure to find her mother in  house set 

in motion a chain of events that became the central concern 

of the Robinson population for the next week. After 
3 
The name Fryer appears in local papers spelled as 

Fryar until Sunday, May 14. The  of Robinsonville 
is often referred to as simply Robinson. 

4 
Waco  "Negro Confesses to Terrible 

Crime at  May 9, 1916. 
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looking through the house, Lucy Fryer went to the cotton 

seed shed searching for her mother. There she came upon 

the horrible sight of Mrs. Fryer lying on the ground, her 

face in a pool of blood. As she ran from  shed, Lucy's 

 attracted a neighbor, John  who came to the 

shed, quieted Lucy, and examined the body of her mother. 

Upon determining that Mrs. Fryer was dead, Mosley left Lucy 

in the house and went into the fields to find the father, 

George Fryer, who was planting cotton with his neighbors. 

Mosley informed Fryer of the tragic situation at his house; 

the group returned to  death scene and notified  

5 

McLennan County Sherxff's office. 

Sheriff's Deputies Lee Jenkins and Borner R. Gold

berg rushed to  by car. A short time later 

they were joined by Sheriff Samuel S. Fleming and Deputies 

Leslie Stegall and Phil  "A general alarm  given 

and male residents of the Robinson communi ty   

aroused and greatly incensed over this terrible crime, 

organized at once to assist officers in the search they 

 The murder weapon, apparently, was a hammer or 

hatchet, based on  type of V70unds found in the skull of 

the deceased woman. A search  immediately to find 

the weapon, but  officers found no immediate 

clue to the identity of the killer. 
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 the   Dr. John Maynard 

of the   of  south of Robinson, came 

to inspect the body. He  that the head wounds 

were the cause of death and judged that the disarray of the 

 also revealed that a sexual assault had occurred. 

Dr. Maynard, convinced that Mrs. Fryer had been criminally 

assaulted, stated that "(she) had made desperate resistance 

against the brute who had assaulted her and then completed 

7 

his fiendish crime by killing her. . . . " 

Peace officers and various members of the community 

continued their search for the Fryer murder weapon while 

Deputy 'Lee Jenkins questioned the Washington family concern

ing their activities during the day of May 8. At this time, 

Jesse and his brother William were arrested and taken into 

Waco "very hurriedly." The arrest was based on Jesse's 

whereabouts during the day in question and on the blood

stains  appeared on his shirt and overalls. His par

ents, Henry and Martha Washington, and Mrs. Moore were also 

taken to Waco and questioned, but were never seriously sus

pected of  activity. After further interrogation, 

William was released but Jesse continued to be held and 

questioned thoroughly by Deputy Jenkins and County Attorney 
 

John B.  

7 

 Also see Dallas Morning News & Tribune, 
May 9, 1916 (stated that all Mrs. Fryer's clothes were 
ripped from her body). 



McLennan County Sheriff  in an attempt to 

reconstruct the tragedy, speculated that Jesse had gone 

into the seed house for more cotton seed, and as Mrs. Fryer 

stooped to fill the sack, he struck her, causing her to 

fall unconscious. Jesse allegedly then used both ends of a 

blacksmith hammer, one sharp and one flat, and killed her 

with blows to the head. There was no doubt in the minds of 

the police that the right suspect was in custody. The local 

press reported that "He (Fleming) started out last night 

 the arrest of Jesse Washington  the firm 

belief that the right man had been arrested by Deputy Sher

iff Lee Jenkins, and this belief was strengthened the fur-

9 

ther he went into the case." 

There were several other theories about the Fryer 

 advanced by residents and police officers. General 

speculation held that a struggle had preceded the actual 

assault. This idea was advanced by Dr. Maynard after his 

examination of the body. The police  was similar: 

"It is the theory of the officers that Washington came to 

the house for cotton seed and that he attacked, assaulted, 

and murdered Mrs . Fryer V7hen she opened the door to the 
10 

seedhouse and gave him admittance to the place." Since 

there were no eye-witnesses  the police had only specula

tion and fragmentary evidence on which to base their 
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conclusions. However, the allegation that Washington was 

the guilty  that there was a brutal murder, and that 

there was rape, were not questioned. 

Jesse Washington did not make an incriminating 

statement during the questioning on Monday night following 

his arrest. According to newspaper reports the  

day, he told several conflicting stories but steadfastly 

maintained that he was innocent. He stated that until he 

was informed of Mrs. Fryer's murder by the police, he knew 

nothing of the crime. The blood on his clothing, Washing

ton explained, was the result of a nosebleed. 

Sheriff Fleming continued the search for the murder 

V7eapon during  night of May 8-9. The entire Fryer farm 

complex was covered, but nothing resembling a weapon ap

peared. The Robinson community joined in the search, but 

their anger over the murder and rape of a neighbor had led 

them to think of more than just finding the weapon. 

Some of the Robinson people theorized that the mur

der weapon was a hatchet and not a blacksmith's hammer. 

One of  wounds in Mrs. Fryer's skull was three inches in 

 and did not  to be the kind that would be caused 

by a hammer. There was no doubt  the murder weapon was 

a sharp instrument for it had penetrated  skull in sev-

  

The body of Mrs. Fryer was taken to  Francis M. 
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 Undertakers in Waco on Monday night. At that  

Justice of the Peace Giles P. Lester certified the death 

12 

after  the body. 

Reports from contemporary sources indicate the mood 

enveloping the  area by this  

Knowing that intense excitement prevailed in the 
Robinson  Sheriff Fleming had Jesse Washing
ton removed to another place (Monday) night. The 
whereabouts of the (n) egro  not made  and he 
will not be brought back here (Waco) until all the 
facts in the case are thoroughly developed by the offi
cers . 

Other sources indicate similar attitudes: "Probably noth

ing in the annals of McLennan County's criminal history has 

caused more intense indignation than the ravishing and 

] 4 

murder of Mrs.  This sentiment, and fear of mob 

violence, caused Washington to be  to  by 

county officials on Monday night.  Washington was in 

Hill County   Fleming continued his search for the 

m.urder weapon into the early hours of Tuesday, May 9. A 

considerable  of ground on the Fryer farm  lit

erally  to insure that the weapon had not gone 

undetected in a furrow. 

Sheriff Fleming traveled to Hillsboro on Tuesday 

morning to continue questioning his suspect. Shortly 

12 

 

 

 
Ibid. Also see Dallas Morning Nev/s & Tribune, 

May 9,  
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before noon on May  Washington gave an oral confession to 

 and Hill County Sheriff Fred Long. According to 

the Waco  "Mr. Fleming said he first asked the 

 where the  was that he killed Mrs. Fryar 

[sic]  Washington replied that he did not use a ham-

15 

 but that the weapon employed  a piece of iron." 

But the story soon changed to include the  and Wash

ington then told the authorities where the supposed murder 

weapon was hidden. When the oral confession was made, 

Washington insisted that he was the only one involved in 

the crime. McLennan County Attorney John  was in

  of the Washington statement and authorized a written 

statement to be taken as soon as  Fleming then 

returned to  to locate the hammer. 

A party consisting of Fleming, McNamara, L e e Jen

kins, and Joe Roberts drove to Robinson to begin a more 

detailed search of the Fryer farm for the hammer, based on 

Washington's report of its location. They found a hammer 

near a cotton planter which Jesse Washington had been re

pairing on Monday afternoon. It  near a tree line 

about a quarter mile from the cotton seed house where Mrs. 

Fryer's body was found. Neighbors of the Fryers  sum

moned to  the location where the hammer was found 

before it was moved and taken into possession of the sher

iff. It was a hammer of the variety suspected, typical of 
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those used by blacksmiths, weighing about two pounds. The 

16 

handle was smeared with blood. 

All McLennan County business was suspended or de

layed until the case was investigated and a suspect taken 

into custody. McNamara dropped all other business and 

devoted a majority of his time to  case. Fleming and 

  of the law enforcement agencies received 

praise  the local papers for their efficiency. A con

fession of guilt had been secured and the alleged murder 

weapon had been found even before the victim was buried. 

The county's residents hoped that justice would be equally 

 

Sheriff Fleming ordered the black prisoner trans

ferred to the City Jail of Dallas to further insure his 

safety on Tuesday  May 9, and it was there that 

the written confession of Washington  taken by Dallas 

County Attorney Mike T. Lively and witnessed by N. G. 

 and Joe Davis. After a warning that such a state

ment could be used against him as evidence, Jesse Washing

ton made the following statement which, with a few editorial 

changes, was reported in  Waco  on Wednes

day, May 10: 

On yesterday May 8, 1916, I was planting cotton 
for Mr. Fryar  near  close to Waco, 
Texas, and about  o'clock P.M. I went up to Mr. 

17 
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Fryar's barn to get some more cotton seed. I called 
Mrs. Fryar from the house to get some cotton seed, and 
she came to the door and unfastened the door and 
scooped up the cotton seed. I was holding the sack 
while she was putting the seed in the sack, and after 
she had finished, she was fussing with me about whip
ping the mules, and while she was standing inside the 
door of the barn, and still talking to me, I hit her 
on  side of the head with a hammer that I had in my 
hand. I had taken this  from  Fryar's home to 
the field that morning, and brought it back and put it 
in the barn at dinner. I had picked up this hammer and 
had it in my hand when I called  Fryar  the 
house, and had the hammer in my right hand all the time 
I V7as holding the sack. 

When I hit Mrs. Fryar on the side of the head, she 
fell over, and then I assaulted her. I then picked up 
the hammer from where I had laid it down, and hit her 
twice more with the hammer on the top of the head. I 
saw blood coming through her bonnet. 

I then picked up the sack of cotton seed and car--
ried it and the  to the field, where I had left 
the team. I left the sack of cotton seed near the 
planter and  about forty steps south of the planter 
and the mules, and put the hammer that I killed Mrs. 
Fryar  in some weeds under some hackberry brush. 

I knew when I went to the barn for the cotton seed 
 there wasn't anybody at the house except Mrs. 

 and when I called her  the house to  barn, 
I had already made up my mind to knock her in the head 
with   and then assault her. 

I had been working for Mr. Fryar about five months, 
and first made up my mind to assault Mrs.  yester
day morning, and took the hammer from the buggy shed 
to the field with me, and brought it back and put it 
in  barn at dinner time, so that I could use it to 
knock Mrs. Fryar in the head when I came back for seed 
during the afternoon. 

I planted cotton the rest of the afternoon, and 
then put up the team and went home to my daddy's house, 
where I was arrested. 

There wasn't anybody else who had anything to do 
with the killing or assaulting of Mrs. Fryar except 
myself. 

Signed, Jesse Washington, X, his mark. 

 the jail activities in Dallas held the 

Waco  "Sworn Confession by Jesse 
Washington," May 10, 1916. 



attention of officials in Waco, the residents of Rosenthal 

and Robinson became increasingly incensed over the Fryer 

 Rumors of mob violence and a possible march on 

the Waco jail became more and more prevalent, and Fleming 

and his deputies remained alert to the situation. On Wed

nesday night, Fleming delivered some legal papers in 

 farther south of Waco; on his way back to Waco, he 

encountered a group of 100 or more Robinson and Rosenthal 

residents, apparently headed for Waco and the jail. They 

were uncertain as to Washington's whereabouts, but if he 

could be found in Waco it appeared that they were ready to 

19 

dispose of the matter than and there. Reports indicate 

that the situation was critical: "There was a grim, de

termined look on the faces of the farmers who came here 

(Waco) from the county precincts to avenge the terrible 

deeds of the (n)egro fiend. They were incensed to the core 

by the brutal assault and . . . they came to town fully 
20 

prepared to end the (n)egro's existence." 

The sheriff addressed the angry delegation and in

formed them of the legal actions taken by his  

against Washington. He did not praise himself or his depu

ties, but told the citizens "to remember that in the per

formance of his duties he must have in mind, at all times, 
19 

Waco  "Sheriff's Alertness Saves 
 Li  May   
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his  of office." After telling the group that Wash

ington  in Dallas, he offered to allow them to search 

the jail in   he stated that he was will

ing to pay their transportation to  in order that 

 might search there for the suspect. After informing 

Fleming that "when  left home tonight, our wives, daugh

ters, and sisters kissed us good-bye and told us to do our 
22 

duty, and  trying to do it as citizens," the group 

immediately accepted the sheriff's offer to search the 

jail, and the caravan of buggies, horses  and automobiles 

into town attracted the attention of many Waco residents, 

who  in curiosity. A thorough search of  Waco 

jail was conducted by the group, even to the extent of 

examining the basement facilities where demented prisoners 

were kept, but Washington was not found. After the search, 

the sheriff again addressed the crowd. He urged them to 

allow the courts to settle the matter and warned them not 

to interfere.  the sheriff finished his remarks, a 

member of the group replied, "This is a time when we don't 
23 

need any  There was then some discussion of 

going to Hillsboro but the project aborted and the group 

dispersed as interest in violence quickly waned. 
Funeral services for   were held on 
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Wednesday, May 10. The services took place at her home in 

Robinson and the burial was in Lorena. The Reverend John 

Strauss of Robinson officiated at the service, attended 

primarily by friends and  The local news media 

covered the funeral and reports included the information 

that the grand jury  convene the  day to 

indict Washington. If an indictment  returned, the 

suspect would then have two days in which to prepare his 

defense. Coke  of Lorena, was the foreman of 

the grand jury, and it was anticipated that indictment of 

24 

Washington would be only a matter of  

When the grand jury convened, it took only  

minutes to return the indictment against Jesse  

The county clerk, Robert V. McClain, made a copy of the 

formal indictment and sent it to Washington's Dallas jail 

cell. The indictment was handed down on Thursday, May 11, 

and  trial date was set for Monday, May 15, as this 

urgent matter took precedence over all  matters before 

the court and  grand jury. The trial, it was believed, 
25 

would be equally as brief as the grand jury hearing. 

As the preparations for trial were made, the Waco 

 reported  "as a precaution it is probable 

that a large number of extra deputies will be sworn in. It 

 

"Waco Times-Herald, "Grand Jury Indicts Slayer of 
Mrs.  May 11, 1916. 
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has been  in  manner, that there 

 6 

has been no  of any kind. . . . " Five local attor

neys were appointed by the  to defend Washington: 

Chester H.  Frank Fitzpatrick, Kyle  Percy W. 

Wiley, and Joe W. Taylor. It was  that, as a 

safety measure, Washington would not be brought back to 

 until the morning he was to be present in court. In 

addition to the plans made for  defense, the 54th Dis

trict Judge, Richard I.  decreed that a special 

venire of fifty men would be selected from which the  

27 
would be chosen. 

As trial preparation sped along, the emotions of 

the south McLennan County residents remained high. Further 

attempts were made to avert possible violence, and a pub

lic meeting was held at Joe  store in Robinson on 

Saturday, May 13. The assembled crowd heard remarks by 

Sheriff Fleming and  influential Waco and  

people. The Waco prsss observed the attitude, prevalent in 

the county, and remarked, "There is , of course, great feel

ing against the (n)egro in that part of the county where 

the heinous crime was  and in all other parts of 

 county, naturally so, since it was one of the most 

 

Waco  Special Venire  for 
 to Try Negro   May 12, 1916. 
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terrible deeds ever recorded in the  annals of the 

2 8 

 . . ." 

The situation cooled  on Sunday, May 14, 

 was Mother's Day. The Waco Times-Herald ran its 

regular review of local sermons but also included reports 

 the readiness of the town for the Washington trial, 

which was to get  on Monday, May 15. Even though 

the trial was not expected to be lengthy, extensive arrange-
29 

ments were made to  the anticipated crowd. 

With trial time nearing, sentiment again began to 

run high. Promises of good will and peace were extracted 

from Robinson residents, from whom it was feared  

might come. 

They (Robinson residents) are still fearfully in
censed over the brutal deed, but they have given as
surances to the officers that they are content to see 
the decree of the law executed, and since those who 
have given their promises are  of their word, who 
can be relied upon in any emergency, there is good 
reason for believing that no  will be made 
during the  

The trial court was the 54th District Court, and the time 

was set at 10:00 A.M. on Monday, May  Washington re

portedly  not to be returned to Waco until just before 

trial  and his return was to be kept secret from the 

2 8 
Waco  "Will Permit Law to Take Its 

Course in Negro Boy's Trial," May 13, 1916. 

29 
Waco Times-Herald, "Everything Ready for Trial 

Here  of Jesse  " May 14, 1916. 
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community in order to prevent any last minute violent 

 However, plans were changed and the pris

oner  actually re turned t o Waco on Sunday night at 

11:00 P.M. He was taken directly to the McLennan County 

courthouse, where he spent the night in Judge Munroe's 

 behind the courtroom. Only a limited number of 

 in Fleming's office knew of the black man's return 

31 

on Sunday night. 

Crowds of onlookers began to  early on Monday 

 and when the courthouse doors  opened the num

bers of spectators who filled the small courtroom reached 

2,500 by 9:00 A.M., even though the trial was not due to 

begin until 10:00 A.M.  the trial did begin, it became 

 to clear a  for the judge in order that 

he might reach his place in the courtroom. Only after much 

effort was the District Court Clerk, Warren W. Hunt, able 

to reach his chair before the bench. The jury box  to 

be cleared of spectators before jury selection could begin. 

Neither state nor defense attorneys sought chairs, but a 

place  reserved for Washington, the defendant. Before 

opening  Judge Munroe insisted that the crowd be 

pushed back so that the court's business could be properly 

handled. 

 
Waco  Tribune, "Jesse   

the Penalty for Murder of Mrs. Lucy Fryer Monday  
May 17, 1916. 

  "Mob Takes Negro From Court 
House, Burns Kim at Stake," May 15, 1916. 
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The proceedings began exactly on time. Judge 

roe dismissed the jury which had been selected for other 

courtroom cases and the spectators began to vocalize their 

sentiments. A voice from the rear of the crowd said, "We 

33 

don't need any courts." This remark did not receive much 

attention  but as the trial progressed it became necessary 

on several occasions for the judge to quiet the crowd, with 

special attention directed to the balcony. 

The prisoner was brought before the court at 

10:05 A.M., accompanied by Sheriff Fleming and W. P. Dris-

34 

 The small party entered through the rear door and 

took  places before  court. Dressed in overalls 

and a calico shirt, Washington was not visible to the spec

tators at the rear of the room. He  calm and seemed to 

be somewhat unconcerned about the emotional scene. The 

roll of  special venire was called by the clerk and each 
35 

one  as his name was read aloud by the clerk. 

Only a few minutes were needed for jury selection. 

Several veniremen were excused for various  L. 

Garrett had sickness in his family, E. 0. Anderson had 

defective hearing, J. E. Uhlander and A. Busch were excused 

by the state, and G.  Jones admitted that he had formed 

an opinion in the case. By 10:30., the jury was  
33 

Ibid. 

Waco Semi-Weekly Tribune, May 17, 1916. 

"Waco  May 15, 1916. 
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and none of  chosen jurymen had been challenged by the 

defense attorneys. One juror, when asked if he had any 

aversion to the death  answered, "not in a case 

like  

The indictment was read at 10:40 A.M. to the court, 

37 

with the prisoner standing. When Washington was asked to 

make his plea, he said simply, "Yes sir." A plea of guilty 

was entered, and when Judge Munroe asked if the state  

 Prosecutor  answered  Kirk-

patrick, answering for  defense, likewise indicated  

he was  

The first witness for the state was Dr. John May-

nard. As the medical  Dr. Maynard testified that 

there were six or more  to the head of the victim, 

inflicted by a heavy, blunt instrument. He further testi

fied that any two of the wounds could have been fatal. The 

second witness for the state, Dallas County Attorney Mike 

 Lively, told the court of his first encounter with the 

accused. He identified the confession as the one which he 

had taken, and confirmed that the defendant had been warned 

that his statement could be used against him before it was 

written. He further stated that after the confession was 

completed, it was read back to V7achington  before he 

 

 

Waco  Tribune, May 17,  

  May 15, 1916. 
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signed it.  account was verified by the state's 

third witness, Joe Davis, of the Dallas Police. He identi

fied Washington and authenticated the confession. Fred 

Long, Hill County Sheriff, testified  he was present 

when the oral confession was made in his jail in Hillsboro 

and indicated further that he had  the written 

confession in Dallas. Sheriff Fleming was called to tes

tify, and as the parade of witnesses  Judge Mun-

roe sat at the bench and wrote his charge to the jury. 

Fleming answered questions concerning the confession and 

the murder  A description of the hammer was read 

into the record, and at this point the defense asked its 

only question, inquiring who was present when the weapon 

was found. Fleming answered that Lee Jenkins, Joe Roberts 

and John McNamara witnessed the location and discovery of 

39 

the hammer. 

Deputy Lee Jenkins, a very active participant in 

the   the main witness for the prosecution. He 

testified that he had known the Fryer family for some time 

and  at he first became involved in the case when he  

called out to the farm to investigate the murder on Monday 

May  He  stated that he arrested Washington be

cause of the blood stains observed on the suspect's clothi 

and because of the location of the field in which 

ton was working that day. The distances between the field 
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and the house and from the house to the location of the ham

mer were approximated. The final part of Jenkins' testimony 

concerned the finding of the  and he said that a Mr. 

 and some of the other neighbors were shown where the 

hammer had been hidden. Chris  a neighbor of the 

Fryer's, was the seventh witness for the state. He had not 

been home on the afternoon of the  but during the 

day he stated that he had seen Washington working close to 

the Fryer house. Simonds lived only five-to-six hundred 

yards from the Fryer house, and at the end of the day when 

he returned home, he was attracted to the scene by the cry

ing of the Fryer children. The final witness for the state 

 Leslie Stegall. He testified that he had first seen 

the body of Mrs. Fryer through a window in the cotton seed 

shed when he arrived at the scene. He further testified 

that the suspect was arrested at about 9:00 P.M. that 

40 

night, and identified V7ashington as the man arrested. 

At the conclusion of the state's case, the defense 

took over. However, no witnesses were called, and no tes

timony was offered on behalf of the defendant. McNamara 

then introduced the confession as evidence and read it to 

 court. The case was then concluded, and Washington was 

asked if he had anything to say. In an only  
41 

tone, he said simply, "I'm sorry I done it." Immediately 

 .  
 

41 
Ibid. 
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afterward, at li:14 A.M., Judge Munroe read his charge to 

the jury: 

Appearing to the Court that the defendant is sane, 
and that he is not influenced to make said plea by and 
consideration of fear, nor by any persuasive or delusive 
hope of pardon, prompting him to confess his guilt, said 
plea is by the Court received, and you are instructed to 
find the defendant guilty as charged in the indictment 
and assess his punishment at death or by confinement in 
the penitentiary for life, or for any term . . . but 
not less than five years. Unless you do believe from 
the evidence beyond a reasonable doubt that the defend
ant Jesse Washington did in the County of McLennan and 
the State of Texas on or about  8th day of May, 
1916, with his malice aforethought willfully kill and 
murder the said Mrs. Lucy Fryer as charged in the 
indictment, you will acquit the defendant as if you 
have a reasonable doubt thereof, you will acquit him. 

Richard I. Munroe, 
Judge, 54th Ch. Justice 
Civil  

County Attorney John  summed up  case 

for the state and argued that the defense had been appointed 

by the court and had to do its duty, but   facts 

spoke for themselves. "The (n)egro had been given as fair 

a trial as any one ever tried here, Mr. McNamara said, and 

he asked for  infliction of the death   

The jury received the case and retired at 11:17 

44 

A.M. A foreman was elected first, and it took only a few 

minutes to select William B. Brazelton, a prominent lumber 

merchant. The verdict was reached and the jury returned to 
42 

5 4th District Court Records, Cause Number 4141, 
March term,  

 
Waco  May 15, 1916. 

44 
  Trxbune, May 17,  
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45 

the courtroom at 11:22  after only   The 

 reported to the court, "We the jury find the defend

ant guilty of murder as charged and assess his punishment 

46 

as death." Judge Munroe began entering the verdict in 

the docket book: "May 15, 1916, Jury verdict of guilty . . 

.  He was interrupted by a man close to Washington who 
4 7 

yelled, "Come on men, get the Negro!"'' The crowd 

 surged  officers were seized and rendered 

powerless, and the convicted murderer was suddenly in  

hands of the irrational mob. 

The scene turned into bedlam and chairs,  

and anything else in the way of the crowd was  

Officers,  and lawyers were literally swept 

out of the way and the officers in v7hose custody Washington 

rested were taken completely by surprise. The Waco 

Herald described the crowd: "It seemed evident early  

morning that the crowd had made up its mind to 'get' the 

(n)egro, but the actual  did not come until 
4 8 

after the  had rendered its verdict. . . . " 

The crowd took Washington into its fold, and 

although he was powerless, a later report said that he bit 
 

46 
54th District Court Records, Cause Number 4141, 

March term., 1916 

47 
Waco  May 15, 1916. 
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one  Ke was taken down the rear iron  to the 

alley behind the courthouse and on the east side of the 

building the crowd stopped long enough for a chain to be 

placed around the young black's neck. The mob surged into 

Fifth Street and turned toward the Brazos River on Washing

ton Avenue. The intention of the mob at this point was to 

hang their prisoner from the bridge, similar to the manner 

49 

in which Sank Majors had been lynched xn Waco in 1905. 

The heart of the lynch mob consisted of residents 

of Robinson and other rural  according to the Waco 

 However, many Wacoans were involved in the 

V7ashington lynching as well, and as businessmen left their 

shops the crowd grew to from 10,000 to 15,000 persons. 

Many looked on in curiosity as they had never seen anything" 

such as the scene now before them. Not a hand was raised 

in resistance to the  although   Negroes pres

ent. It is generally accepted  any efforts by any of 
50 

them would have been futile. 

 the mob grew in numbers  proceeded down 

Washington  the convicted man was stripped of his 

 beaten with shovels and bricks, and stabbed so 

that his body soon was covered with blood. The crowd 

stopped at Washington and Second Streets, and the direction 
49 

 (For the Sank Major story, see William H. 
 A History of Early Waco with Allusions to Six-

Shooter Junction (Waco: Texas Press, 1968), p. 82). 
 .  
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was changed toward the city hall, where it was determined 

that the helpless prisoner would be burned at the  

 fitting end, the mob felt. The City Hall Plaza, a 

central location, afforded a view to all who wanted to see 

 proceedings . 

The Waco City Hall had been built in 1889 and was  

the center of the downtown business district. It was sur

rounded by various businesses and was the market center 

for goods arriving from the outlying rural areas. The 

Plaza V7as grassy and served as a small park in the heart of 

the city. One of the trees on this plaza was selected as 

the burning site for Jesse Washington. 

The crov7d situated itself for the best possible 

view, as boys clamored to get into the trees and upper 

level store  V7era sought for vantage points. The 

chain  Washington's neck was  over a tree limb, 

and   victim was hoisted from -the ground. 

As the crowd roared at the sight of the body of the con

victed man swinging in the air, his protruding tongue 

added a grotesque touch. A large shipping crate was placed 

under his body and filled with flammable material. The 

victim was  into the crate and the  surged for

ward to light the pyre. Vvhen  smoke rose above the 

tree,  crowd again roared, and "such a  as 

of people gone mad was never heard before." As the body 

burned, "shouts of delight went up from the thousands of 



 

throats and apparently everybody  in some way 

 satisfaction at the retribution that was being vis-

5 

 ted upon the perpetrator of such a horrible crime. . . . " 

The body was burned to a "crisp" and by noon the 

smouldering remains attracted women and children who  

their way through the crowd to witness  justice of 

"Judge Lynch." Several times  body was "perked into 

the air  everybody could view the remains, and a 
52 

mighty shout rose on the air." As the body  a 

horse-mounted  of the crowd tied a rope to the trunk 

of the body, fastening the remaining end to the pummel of 

his saddle. He then dragged the body around the City Hall 

Plaza, and the crowd joined behind him to form a parade, 

v;hich eventually led into the principal streets of Waco. 

The rider waved his hat in delight as he rode, and after he 

tired of his amusement, the lynch victim's  

only the head, trunk, and stumps of burned off  

tied to the rear of an automobile and dragged southward to 

Robinson. There it was placed in a sack for all to view, 

and suspended from a telephone pole in front of the local 

blacksmith shop. The  toes, ears, and various 

other parts of the body, severed by members of the crowd, 

51 

Ibid. A full description also appears in  
Waco  Tribune, May 17, 1916. 
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53 

served as  of the event. As the  of 

the day's events dangled from the telephone pole, various 

members of the Robinson  called the Waco 

Herald to deny  for the mutilation and manner 
5 4 

of disposal of the body. 

The victim's body was retrieved from the telephone 

pole late on Monday afternoon by Deputy Leslie Stegal  

 E. Moore of the John Fall Undertaking  

funeral directors for blacks in the Waco area. Only three 

feet of the original length of the body remained, and when 

it was learned that the body was returned to V7aco, crowds 
55 

began to reassemble to get a last look at  remains. 

A cleansing rain fell on Waco around 10:00 P.M. in 

the evening, finally cooling the ashes and burnt bark on 

the Plaza  The following cold weather front cooled 

passions and brought to many the realization of the 

bution that had been exacted for "the most heinous crime 

in the annals of McLennan Criminal history." 

Interview with Mrs. Ike  by the author, 
May 30, 19 71, Austin, Texas. 

54 
Waco  May 15, 1916. 

Waco  "Light Rain Last Night with 
Cold  16,  



CHAPTER IV 

LOCAL AND NATIONAL REACTION TO THE 

WASHINGTON LYNCHING 

To understand the human  involved in mob 

violence and in an incident such as the Jesse  

lynching , one must investigate the reactions of the in

volved persons and the broader reactions of the state and 

nation. A study of the racial attitudes of the people re

veals to a degree the relationship of Caucasians and 

Negroes to each other. Also significant are the attitudes 

of the established societal institutions in the selection 

of avenues of approach for analyzing such an incident. 

While  northern press was often critical of the South 

and of its handling of the racial tensions, the North had 

its  too, though they were less obvious than those 

in   Vvhile the North was not burdened by the 

southern unwritten code of social behavior, it  fit con

tinually to urge the South to change and update its social 

attitudes and structures. 

Reaction to the violerice which resulted in the 1916 

lynching of Jesse Washington in Waco, Texas  actually began 

as soon as did the  the courtroom. There were 

so few law enforcement personnel on hand to control the mob 
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that when the crowd of 1,500 charged the prisoner Washing

ton they were rendered helpless. The lawyers on both 

 county officials, and other officers of the court 

were sirrd.lariy rendered helpless by the sheer  of the 

crowd. When the cry went up to "get  Negro!," no action 

was taken to halt the  mob. It is reasonable to 

conclude that the seizure took place so quickly that even 

if there had been an effort to protect  Washington, 

it would have been futile. 

The spontaneous, irrational action of the crowd 

apparently came as a complete surprise to everyone involved 

in the Washington trial. Reportedly, presiding Judge Mun-

 was so shocked and overwhelmed by the instant burst of 

the crowd  he sent an officer to a local  

store to  for him a new set of  

Waco Times-Herald reported that a special guard was to have 

been on duty to deter any lynching attempt, but on the day 

of the trial none was assigned. Sheriff Samuel Fleming 

relied on the word he had received from the Robinson com

munity leaders that no violence would accompany the trial. 

 trust in  good  of the Robinson and Waco people 

produced inadequate protection for the prisoner. This 

 may have been misplaced as the mood of the crowd was 

evident enough for the Waco  to note that the 

"'"James R. Jenkins, retired attorney and judge, per
sonal interview   author at his home in Waco, Texas, 

 1, 19 71. 
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crowd was  to avenge the murder, Joe  

a witness of the trial and lynching, reported that he 

sensed that the entire lynch operation was  

The rapidity and ease  which the crowd immobilized the 

court officials and their readiness with a chain to place 

around the prisoner's neck once outside the building 

astounded witnesses. Despite the overwhelming public reac

tion after  announcement of the verdict, the trial itself 

had been conducted in an orderly fashion. The huge crowd 

had  the entire proceedings to transpire without 

interruption or disruption. Hence the complete surprise of 

the officers when the crowd  them. Sheriff 

Fleming was completely unprepared for any such action on 

2 

the part of  crowd. 

Once Washington was in the hands of the determined 

crowd it seemed that only his bloody  would satisfy 

the violent and vengeful appetite of the citizens. The 

attackers, apparently led by Robinson residents, mutilated 

the hapless victim and by the time he arrived at the City 

Hall Plaza it is unlikely that be was fully  

because of the beating he received on  street. 

Waco  reputed to be a cultured and educated 

city, but when the mob violence against Jesse Washington 

swept among the people in the street, they assumed the 

2 
Joe W. Alexander, McLennan County Tax Assessor and 

Collector, personal interview with the author at his office 
in the McLennan County Courthouse, May 21, 1971. 



characteristics of a mad dog; many people who might have 

 tried to stop the tragic events were literally 

swept along in the turmoil. Little doubt existed that 

once events got underway nothing  stop the fervor of 

the crowd short of the death of their  

The horror of Washington's unjust death began to 

sweep through the citizenry after the crowd dispersed. A 

self-appointed delegation of Robinson people called the 

Waco Times-Herald to deny any  in the dragging 

of the body to Robinson.  while  denied 

participation in  dragging, their denial did not extend 

to involvement in the actual lynching or to the seizure in 

4 

the courtroom. The Reverend John Strauss, who had con

ducted Mrs. Fryer's funeral services,  expressed 

particular moral indignation at the brutality of the 

5 

 

The Waco Times-Herald concluded its coverage of 

the Washington case on Tuesday, May 16, when it reported 

 unfinished court entry of the jury verdict, interrupted 

by the sudden crowd reaction to the report of the verdict. 

The press report went on to say that Washington's parents 

3 
 VJ. Naman, attorney, personal interview 

V7ith the author at his office, Waco,  May 12, 19 71. 
  "Mob Takes Negro From Court 

House Burns Him at   May 15, 1916. 
5 
  Tribune, "Jesse Washington Paid 

the Penalty for Murder of Mrs. Lucy Fryer Monday Morning," 
Kay 17, 1916. 
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 no burial  leaving their son's body to be 

buried in a potter's field on Tuesday afternoon. The con

clusion of the article stated: 

No further  are expected in the case. 
There will be no investigation by the county attorney's 
department,  will any further move be made by 
the six lawyers appointed by the court to represent the 
(n)egro. . . . The duty that came to them, as was  
plain to the jury yesterday morning by County Attorney 
  not  choosing, but came as a task 

 upon them. 
Yesterday's exciting occurrence is a closed inci

  

Other than this terse report, no other comment on the Wash

ington lynching, editorial, or  appeared in any 

subsequent issue of the V7aco  

The other Waco  however, also covered the 

case and added a Wednesday editorial by the editor and gen

eral manager, Augustus R.  According to  

in the   Tribune, it was no surprise that a 

lynching resulted from such a terrible crime. He admitted 

that mob violence was brutal and revolting, but added that 

it had to be remembered that in this case it was justified. 

He  on to point out that nothing could have prevented 

the violent action of the crowd since the will of  peo

ple had to be realized and the wrath of the community had 

to be vented. The police were praised, not for their pro

tection of the prisoner but because of their restraint 

after their prisoner had been taken from them. McCollum 

 Times-Herald, "Court's Entry Not Finished 
 Mob Secured  May 16, 1916. 
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reasoned that they made no effort to retake their prisoner 

because any such effort would have been futile from the 

outset. He further pointed out that "no effort could have 

intervened to stay the work save at the risk of shedding 

 and of innocent people and good people at that, and 

7 

no censure can justly attach to the sheriff." 

There was no doubt in McCollum's article that he 

believed that the Negro, Jesse Washington, deserved to die 

and that he felt that Negro  were "freaks of 

nature." He argued that the  concern of the white 

community  the protection of its womanhood, stating, 

"reverence for womanhood, the protection of our  is 
8 

the first thought of this people." Violators of white 

 could expect  less at  hands of understand

ably irate citizens. The black community as a whole should 

take note of "Judge  justice and learn that the 

white citizenry would never tolerate such attacks on their 

 

The McCollum editorial went on to praise the V7aco 

populace for not allowing the situation to go beyond their 

one  victim. He admonished the populace of the 

dangers of the environment, reviewed the pre-natal condi

tions which led to the natural inferiority of black per

sons, and pointed out that the intense emotions of the 
7 
Waco  Tribune, "Judge Lynch in Waco 

 May   



crowd could easily have caused additional victims in the 

black  Waco, editor McCollun asserted, could be 

proud that civil order was maintained and that no other 

Negroes  burned, nor did a race riot break out which 

might have destroyed some of the homes of the Waco Negro 

9 

   

Interestingly enough, the McCollum editorial went 

on to concede that its writer believed that lynching was 

brutal and unnecessary, although he understood and defended 

the reasons for the Washington incident. Believing that 

mob law had a deterrent effect, the writer added  this 

assumption had not been proved. In the Waco case, Jesse 

Washington had been convicted by a jury and sentenced to 

death; there  no hope of escape or clemency, despite 

his explicit confession.  saw the lynching as an 

expression of public sentiment and hoped that no racial 

prejudice would cloud the issue. He said, "There is no 

evidence of hostility to the (n)egro simply because of his 
3 0 

race, and we should feel regret if it were  

There were "good" blacks and "bad" blacks, but McCollum 

reaffirmed that each must maintain his "place" in soci-

 
The northern press did not share  view 

g 

 

 

 d. 
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 the McLennan County Sheriff had taken  only course 

open to him. Taking a more liberal and decidedly anti-

 view th.an the southern press, such news magazines as 

  Digest,  and North American  

all reported some facet of the Jesse  lynching at 

one time or another; most expressed hope that local Texas 

authorities would identify and prosecute the mob leaders. 

Several letters to editors of the news magazines after the 

incident commented on lynchings in general as well as on 

the Washington case in particular. A decided sectional 

overtone was readily manifested between the editor and the 

concerned  reader who sent his  to the maga

zines to be printed. 

Negro publications  especially  to  

on the situation of racial violence in Waco. The Crisis, 

official organ of the National Association for the Advance

ment of Colored People and edited by W. E. B.  car

ried extended coverage of the burning of the 1916 Waco vic

tim and the existence of the local apathy in dealing with 

the situation. Furthermore, The Crisis  that 

local  actually contributed to the lynching of Jesse 

Washington. Exaggerated in its account, it is worthwhile 

to note the reaction of the national black leadership's 

leading publication. In addition, a Negro newspaper in 

Washington,  the Washington Bee, carried a letter 



V7ritten by a former Negro resident of Waco and his appraisal 

12 

of the lynching. 

The New York  published an article on May  

1916, headed "15,000 Witness Lynching." This report, on 

the  of Jesse Washington, detailed the extent of the 

trial and the resulting mob violence and burning on the 

streets of Waco. Included were several errors of fact, 

such as the spelling of the name Fryer with an "a" and the 

citing of  54th District Court in Waco as the "5th" 

District Court, but the article indicated the widespread 

attention and interest of the nation in such an event. In 

1916 lynching was still a subject of considerable public 

concern, even though the practice was less prevalent than 

during the  The Times story appeared on page four, 

which indicated national interest in Mexican border prob-
13 

 and  European war at that particular time. 

The Crisis of the N.A.A.C.P. sent a reporter to 

Waco for further investigation of the racial situation. 

Several  between the account in The Crisis, 

 of local Waco papers, and that of accounts of wit-

 present interesting paradoxes. For  The 

Crisis alleged that the lynching had political overtones, 

with elections scheduled a short time thereafter. Barney 
12 

Gustavus R. Ford, "An Open Letter," The Washing
ton Bee, May 27, 1916, p. 7. 
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Goldberg was quoted as having said, "If Lee Jenkins had 

had it (protection of the prisoner), it would have never 

 but we are working for the man higher up and must 

14 

take our orders  him.  Apparently when  courtroom 

crowd surged forward to take Washington, Sheriff Fleming 

slipped out of the courtroom, although this was not con

firmed by witnesses. The Crisis did not argue the inno

cence of the victim of the lynching, but lamented the lack 

of overall equality in southern justice. Local citizens 

were reluctant to speak with anyone from  outside press, 

wishing to keep the reputation of Waco as high as possible 

in  eyes of those outside the area. The overall effect 

of  public stance was to "hush up" the incident. Even 

the local news paper personnel believed that the issue 

should be allowed to die. No local official desired to 

reopen the case and prosecute the leaders of the mob. 

Mayor John Dollins of Waco was apparently more concerned 

over the charred tree in the City  Plaza than  

bringing any leaders of the mob to  The issue  

indeed as the Waco  reported--closed. 

The accuracy of The  report v;as never a sig

nificant factor. Rather the national black leadership 

attempted to  as much  as possible in its 

14 
Thomas R. Frazier,  History; Primary 

Sources (Mew York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc.,  
pp.  This is the reprint of "The Waco Horror" in 
The Crisis,  1916, pp. 1-8. 
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pursuit of reforms and legislation to  lynching. 

The more the  confronted the  

white and  more likely they were to shift public 

 away from apathy into a more positive attitude 

  laws. Only through public support would 

lynchings continue and mob leaders go unpunished. 

Gustavus R. Ford in his May 21,  letter to 

the editor of the Washington Bee sheds an interesting light 

on black attitudes concerning their place in American soci

ety. Ford disclosed his militant contempt for white jus

tice and the inadequate protection afforded Jesse Washing

ton. As in The Crisis report, Ford was not concerned so 

  the guilt or innocence of Washington, but rather 

with  general relationship between the races in the 

 

The day of silence has passed and only a person of 
decency would refrain from indulging in harsh and bit
ter words when they see fifteen  merciless 
maniacs sweep down upon one defenseless creature just 
because they have the  .   There is no doubt 
that the deed committed by Washington was one of the 

 ever recorded in the criminal records of that 
section of the country, but that fact in no way serves 
to justify such an  action as those  
indulged  

Ford's letter pointed out clearly what had been in 

the minds of  there existed a  standard 

and separate codes of justice. The life of  southern 

Negro was constantly supervised by the   

Gustavus  Ford, "An Open Letter," The Washing
ton Bee, May 27, 1916, p. 7. 
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"If the deeper  [sic] of Negro life is lynching and 

other similar horrors, then it would have been better for 

17 

 to have  in  argued Ford. He fur

ther argued that the Negro had been submissive for too 

long,  a halt must be called to lynching and to other 

racially motivated activities. He added, '"If rebellion 

against such actions is the only means of cure, then I say 
18 

to the Negro race at large, rebel." While Negroes had 

never been identified with the  philosophies 

of socialism or anarchism, always attempting to work through 

established  Ford asserted  if this way 

could not produce progress against inhumane activities 

(lynching), then the Negro should look to other  effec

  

At the end of each calendar year several northern 

magazines found an appropriate format to comment on their 

 policies when annual statistics on lynching v/ere 

published by the Tuskegee Institute and the Chicago Tribune 

 published statistics under the title, "Last Year's 

Lynch Record," usually commenting on possible causes and 

solutions to the problem. Outlook observed in 1916 that 

less than one-fourth of the lynch  were accused of 

rape; the largest number of victims were accused of slay

ing law officers or resisting arrest. Its report concluded 
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with the  that no lynch mob leaders were indicted in 

 

The Literary  made specific mention of the 

Jesse Washington lynching in its 1916 report on lynching. 

The report  on  migration of Negroes to the 

North and based  trend on the fact  only a fourth 

of the nation's lynchings had occurred in  North. 

 Digest cited other journalistic sources in reinfor

cing  general opposition of the press to lynching and 

20 

lynchj.ng activities. And by this   the south

ern papers as well were beginning to join the widening 

attitudes against lynching, with the Montgomery Adviser 

stating that "it might be good for this whole section of 

the nation if Georgia (which led all states in lynching in 

1916) would kindly mend its ways and quit spilling human 

blood on  picturesque theory that 'it's no harm to kill 
,,,21 

a  

The Texas record of lynchings won special note of 

attention from Survey magazine in 1916, since Texas' record 

for that year varied  from the national norm. The 

Texas figure of five lynchings in  increased to nine in 

1916, which represented a  increase while 

19 
"Last Year's Lynching Record,"  Janu

ary 17, 1917, p. 9 7. 
 

"Last Year's Lynchings,"  Digest, Janu
ary 27, 1917, p. 178. 
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national figures showed a trend toward a decrease. On the 

national level there were sixty-seven lynchings in 1915 

and the total in 1916 was fifty-four. Even the national 

 Georgia, showed a decrease from eighteen to 

22 

teen lynchings  the same two-year period. The May 20, 

1916, issue of  also included information on anti-

 study groups and the Southern Sociological Congress, 

23 

whxch met  New Orleans in April, 1916. 

The state of Texas was accused of increased racial 

brutality in its lynching of blacks in an editorial in the 

May 18,  edition of  magazine. It contended 

that Texas was far more brutal than Georgia in its lynch

ing practices, and that even though it appeared that the 

South   up, there were still 15,000 witnesses to 

the  lynching in Waco and yet not one person 

tried to stop  act. For  Nation had only 

24 

tempt.  was among the most active of the 

 crusading  continually  on 

letters to the editor with racial arguments in spite of 

charges and counter-charges by readers. After the  

reaction to  Washington lynching  the attitude of the 
22 

"A Practical Way to Cut Down Lynching," Survey, 
January 20, 1917, p. 461. 

23 

"A Growing Social Effort in the South,"  
May 20, 1916, p. 196. 

 May 18, 1916, pp.  Harold de Wolf 
 edited the  a New   

 was a news and current events magazine with an intel
lectual-liberal orientation. 
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South as a whole, J. T. Winston of Bryan, Texas, wrote a 

rebuttal letter which appeared in  June 22, 1916, 

25 

issue. Winston stated that he had been born  educated 

in the North, receiving a college degree there, but that 

since he had lived in the South he had been converted to 

the southern point of view. He complained that even though 

northern editors protested against lynching, they said 

nothing about the criminal Negro. The traditional rhetoric 

concerning the preservation of the sanctity of womanhood 

followed, with the argument that offenders had to be pun

ished with severity to prevent additional  There 

 he said, a distinct difference between the northern 

Negro and  southern  the North their numbers 

V7ere fewer and their control was easier, while in the  

their large   control difficult. Winston added 

that the best blacks migrated to the North and there they 

 their "place," while the southern Negro continually 

faced trouble in co-existing with the white majority. 

Nation's editor replied that the North V7as not sympathetic 

to crime or to the criminal Negro; neither was it sympa

thetic to the  activity of lynching. Many 

times, he concluded, an individual was lynched without suf

ficient evidence of his guilt. 

Another letter to the editor appeared in the 

25 
J. T. Winston, "Lynching Defended," Nation, 

June 22, 1916, p. 6 71. 
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26 

July  1916, issue of Nation. Elliott G. Barrow of 

Pensacola, Florida, warned the North "to mind its own busi

ness," stating further that southern men must defend their 

women and give swift punishment to Negro brutes in order 

to prevent repetition of crime. Barrow further asserted 

that the black race must be made to understand that the 

 would not tolerate rape and assault. Conditions 

and problems, he concluded, were entirely different in the 

South than those in the North. Therefore, the North could 

not unde.rstand the situation and should let the South han

dle its own problems without interference. 

The flow of letters to Nation continued to appear 
27 

in the July 13, 1916, issue. Robert F. Gibbon of Savan

nah, Georgia, a Negro, described the overall good charac

teristics of the Negro, stating that  Negro was "hum

ble, kind-hearted, and hospitable." To the Negro, he said, 

the  man "is a superman." Even though this letter did 

not deal directly with the lynching issue, it is represen

tative of the varied dialogue which developed in Nation 

and of its attempts to create a better degree of under

standing between the races in America. 

In reply to J. T.  letter, L. P. Chamber-

 of Columbia, South Carolina, wrote that he believed 
26 

Elliot G. Barrow, "On Lynching," Nation, July 6, 
1916, p. 11. 

27 
Robert F. Gibson, "The Viev; of a Negro," Nation, 

July 13,  p. 35. Other letters referred to in  
issue of the Nation came from F. Lyman  and "J.M.S." 
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that the defense of lynching  wrong and that at least 

one-half of those persons lynched for rape were accused of 

additional   stated that no white man 

in South Carolina had ever been  for raping a 

white  and that therefore lynching appeared to be a 

 mania based on fear and cruelty. He 

wrote, "The lynching evil is simple    

2 8 

the somewhat similar witch burnings of the past." 

 other letters discussed the "natural sexual 

 of Negroes and called for equal justice and 

more  for all races. The writers to the Nation 

pointed out that "bad blacks" committed many  against 

 of their own race and were unpunished for these, 

allowing them to go free and commit other crimes. A call 

for equal justice in this vein was issued in order that 

equal protection for all might be invoked. 

The Crisis' coverage of the Jesse Washington lynch

ing  analyzed in  which asserted that while T e x a s 

had laws to  a sheriff for failing to protect his 

prisoner, in this and other cases these laws were not in

voked. Furthermore,  Baylor University was located in 

Waco, this Baptist institution said not one word against 

the 1916 lynching incident.  reported, as did The 

Crisis  that the  of the leaders of the  mob were 

available to anyone who would  to its  and 

2 8 
 P.  "Lynching," Nation, July 13, 

1916, p. 34. 
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that if the Waco civic leaders knew these names perhaps 

they would take action against them. Nation concluded, how

ever, that " . . . there is not enough  in Waco to 

cause one to rise up in defence  of the law. Plainly, 

so long as a community is thus terrorized by mob leaders 

and politicians as is this one, no statutes will be of any 

 

The northern press, in cases like the Washington 

lynching, acted as a conscience upon the South, according 

to Nation. The N.A.A.C.P. began a fund to study and dis

tribute literature dealing with lynching in the South, a 

project designed to help both sections of the country bet

ter understand the problems involved. This fund would help 

provide conditions for justice in Waco as well as in the 

rest of the country. The Nation suggested that the 

N.A.A.C.P. might double the contributions it received if it 

30 

would merely circulate pictures of the 1916 Waco burning. 

R. P. Brooks of Athens, Georgia, wrote a letter to 

the editor of  which appeared on October 5, 1916. He 

argued that the social conditions existing at  time in 

the South were conducive to the type of violence which 

""Moving Against Lynching,"  August 3, 1916, 
p. 101. 

30 
Pictures had been taken of the lynching by a Waco 

photographer named  The camera was placed in 
a City Hall second story window which overlooked the burn
ing site. 
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31 

produced lynching. Even though he maintained a white 

 base, he argued that relations  blacks and 

V7hites in the South were good considering the close proxim

ity in which they lived and worked. Racial tension would 

remain, though  was hope that the mob  would 

pass. The solution, he said, was education of the races, 

that if  . . all the  of enlightenment in the South 

are banded together to that end, the stigma (lynchings) 
32 

shall ultimately be removed from our midst." Though 

Brooks claimed to speak  enlightened  the 

editor of Nation was not satisfied with his appraisal of 

the racial situation or with his long-run solutions. In 

 no editor stated, "not a single teacher, or preacher, 

or newspaper, or  official has spoken out against the 

raob violence which  burned a convicted (n)egro 

33 

there." He went on to say that apparently Waco had no 

conscience or it would have done something about the extra-

legal murder. Only the conviction of some of the mob lead

ers would help the situation and stop lynchings, and that 

although education was a noble solution, direct action 

V70uld have a more  effect. 

The Waco citizenry was ridiculed nationally for 

their apathy toward the tragedy, and  decried it 31 
,R. P. Brooks, "Letter to Editor," Nation, Octo

ber 5, 1916, p. 321. 

 

33 
Ibid. 
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several  Although this attitude was not particularly 

different from that of other similar southern towns, Waco 

came into the national focus by this coverage.  on 

December 2 8, 1916, Dean John L. Kessler of Baylor Univer

sity had a letter printed in Nation and answered charges 

34 

brought in past issues of the magazine. His letter con

sisted of a discussion of the actions taken by teachers, 

preachers, newspapers, and other public officials of Waco. 

The faculty of Baylor University was the primary 

source of  remarks concerning the reaction of 

Waco teachers to the situation. A faculty resolution, pub

lished in the Waco newspapers, had taken a strong 

lynch and anti-violence position. "Every ounce of her 

(Baylor's) blood is against mob violence and lynch lav; 
35 

among the races. . . . " Chapel sermons at Baylor dealt 

with the 3-ynch problem and severely condemned the practice. 

Everyone, according to Dean Kessler, was opposed to the 

mob violence which took the life of Jesse Washington and 

to any other such case which resulted in the lynching of 

the victim. 

The Dean pointed out that Waco preachers made 

known their positions against the lynching through sermons 

from their various pulpits. As part of the "Bible Belt," 

Waco and Texas had a majority of evangelical Protestant 
34 

John L. Kessler, "In Justice to Waco," Nation, 
December 2  1916, p. 609 . 
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denominations; it was this branch of  Church that was 

most widely heard. A Waco Presbyterian  Reverend 

Everett E.  learned of the plot to lynch Washington 

but then received the word of the leaders of the mob that 

they would  the law to take its course. However, once 

the action began, even the leaders who gave him their as

surance could not control the crowd. Dean Kessler specifi

cally  Dr. Charles T. Caldwell of the First Presby

terian Church, Dr. Frank P. Culver of the Austin Methodist 

Church, Dr. Frank S. Groner of the Columbus Avenue Baptist 

Church, and Dr. Joseph M. Dawson of the First Baptist Church 

as ministers who took positions against the  lynch 

activity. Resolutions against mob violence came from Sev-

 and James Baptist Church and the Baptist Pastor's Con

ference in Waco. Kessler stated that at this time there 

was a large movement in the churches favoring justice and 

law enforcement. All  pastors, Sunday school 

 and church leaders spoke to their respective 

audiences against lynching. Even before the Jesse Washing

ton lynching, the Baptist State Convention in Texas adopted 

an  resolution introduced by the President of 

Baylor University, Samuel Palmer Brooks. The Methodist 

36 

State Conference took a similar stand against lynching. 

Kessler  that the local newspapers had 

 a "soft pedal" approach to the lynching, but declared 
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the  of the action by the McLennan County 

residents. While they lacked editorial  the Waco 

papers printed the respective stands taken by groups against 

lawlessness such as the "Baylor Expression on Mob Lav;," 

 appeared in the Waco  and the Baylor reso

lution against lynching which was printed in the Waco 

37 

Weekly Tribune on May 31, 1916. 

Public officials in Waco took an indifferent atti

tude toward the prosecution of the leaders of the 1916 

lynch mob. As far as they were concerned,  issue was a 

closed one. Bringing it up again would serve no purpose 

except to further hurt local residents by bringing further 

disgrace to them through the additional national attention 

that such charges would bring. Dean  pointed out 

that this reaction was no different from that of other com

munities, stating that "Waco has a conscience, but it hap

pens here as it happens elsewhere that the criminal minor

ity takes us unawares; and here as elsewhere there is an 
3 8 

irresponsible element that misrepresents the  

Kessler believed that Waco had reacted with a strong verbal 

stand against lynching and against mob violence. All seg

ments of the town's enlightened citizens had spoken out, 

which  more than some lynch communities would have seen. 

While Waco regretted the incident, there v;as little 

37 

 

 



 

benefit to be reaped  the prosecution of the mob lead

ers . 

At the close of  letter, the editor of 

Nation apologized for indicating that Waco had done nothing 

or even said nothing against the  are glad to 

be corrected and regret our misinformation." The editor 

did not leave the matter at that, however, and concluded, 

"but Waco cannot hold up its head until the criminals are 

punished."" In the eyes of Nation, verbal attacks were 

not enough to eradicate the problem. Only through direct 

action would it be clear that justice was blind to racial 

or emotional upheaval. 

The example of silence in the Waco newspapers was 

followed by the Texas newspapers. No editorial attention 

was given to the lynching, even in Houston and Dallas. Sev

eral papers printed stories of the events surrounding the 

lynching, varying in accuracy, but little else appeared 

40 

save reporting of the facts. While the matter was gen

erally discussed, no major  movement in Texas 

resulted from the Washington incident. The general belief 

 that the criminal was guilty, and had had a trial, and 

therefore the  activity of  mob was not to 

be  

39 
Ibid., editor's note at the end of the article. 

40 
The Dallas Morning News, Austin Statesman, and 

other large Texas newspapers carried similar stories con
cerning the murder of Mrs. Fryer and the  lynch
ing, but no  following May 16, 1915, were made. 
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The reaction of local Waco and Robinson residents 

to the killing of Jesse Washington was one of shock and 

disbelief. While general speculation existed that a lynch

ing might take place, the assurances of the Robinson resi

dents  no such action would occur left the town unpre

pared for the degree of violence that resulted.  

W.  a Waco attorney, likened the  lynching to a 

blood sacrifice which enabled the people to return to their 

senses. They were, he said, so involved in the crime and 

punishment that they lost all perception of justice and 

reason,  viewed Waco as an educated and cultured 

city,  quite religious and conservative in social 

thought. Tolerance was not a luxury of the day, but fla

grant disobeying of the law was something difficult for the 

Waco  to accept. Respectable citizens caught in 

the mob psychology turned like mad dogs on Jesse Washington 

and were returned to their senses by his blackened and 

41 

 body. 

James R. Jenkins, another Waco attorney in 1916, 

described the professional reaction to the mob violence. 

It was a terrible exhibition that should not be tolerated. 

He pointed out further that none of the local lawyers 

attempted to locate or prosecute the mob leaders. Mob vio

lence, he said, was simply an impulse  no thought be

hind  Because of the temporary insanity of the crowd, 

41 
Wilford VJ.   May 12, 19 71. 
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the active and passive participants were not sought out to 

be prosecutea. 

The obvious unwillingness to prosecute anyone con

nected with the lynching of Jesse Washington was verified 

by Joe W. Alexander/ who viewed the entire proceedings from 

the trial to the final burning. He reported that every

thing happened so quickly that the authorities had no time 

to react in order to thwart the mob and save  victim. 

Even after Washington was secured by the   officials 

were so outnumbered that intervention was impossible. Noth

ing was said after the episode in the hope that it would 

all be forgotten, and since it was not one of Waco's better 

exposures on the national level, everyone hoped that indeed 

43 
 would be forgotten. 

Dr. Joseph  Dawson, pastor of the First Baptist 

Church of Waco at the time, expressed conclusions similar 

to those already related--"to let the issue drop." Al

though the Reverend Dawson confused this lynching with one 

which occurred later, his opposition to mob violence re

mained the same--and he expressed his opinion from his 

44 

pit. According to witnesses, the white supremacy  

was  t in Waco and in the country at th.is  

Dawson stated that the mob violence in V7aco was usually 

42 
James R. Jenkins, interview, June 1, 19 71. 

43 
Joe W. Alexander, interview, May 21, 19 71. 

 
Joseph M. Dawson,  March 12, 19 71. 
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caused by the poorest classes and that  of the popu

lace remained silent or indifferent when this element 

became aroused to a violent point. 

General racial fears remained prominent in spite 

of Waco's attempts to forget the lynching. Women were more 

closely guarded and the activities of daughters were more 

carefully supervised until the scare and fear of rape sub

sided with time. The tension which had been relieved by 

the letting of blood lingered while the town attempted to 

return to normal activities and divert its attention to 

other pursuits. Racial prejudice increased and white fear 

of the black race worsened as the lynching polarized the 

45 

races even  

In the black sector of the community, moral and 

social guidance was provided by the Negro  Negro 

pastors and professional men did not oppose the verdict or 

attempt to prove the innocence of the defendant, but they 

were appalled by the use of mob violence in carrying out 

the sentence of the court. While true justice had not 

reached the Waco courts, fighting the existing system 

would mean even further encroachments on those few rights 

and privileges blacks did enjoy. Leaders of both races 

tried throughout this period, 1910-1920, to calm their 

respective people to insure at least peaceful co-existence 

 race riots, but blacks had always to   

Mrs. Ike   May 30, 19 71. 



115 

place" and not challenge the power or  of the 

46 

white leaders or  

Immediately after the lynching many of the sig

nificant leaders in Waco had occasion to depart the city 

for a convention. Several leading pastors and educators 

left to attend the convention of the Southern Baptist Con

vention in  North Carolina, and according to the 

Waco  Dr. Joseph M.  Dean  the 

Reverend Walter W. Melton, and the Reverend Josiah B. Tid-
47 

well were among those scheduled to attend. Dawson stated 

that he did not leave Waco, but the others apparently did 

go, leaving Waco without some of its more able and influ

ential leaders. 

The northern and Negro press  not so quick to 

let the issue die as was the Waco populace, believing that 

the more  such incidents received, the more likely 

something would be done to eradicate the practice. The 

Crisis and the Washington Bee continued their crusades, 

but  Jesse Washington was a temporary example of the 

horror they editorialized, he was just one of many blacks 

 met his death at the hands of a white mob. This  

not be the last such case nor a major factor in the reori

entation of the southern line of thought on the matter, 
46 

James R. Jenkins, interview, June 1,  71. 

47 
Waco  "Baptists Leave Monday for 
 May 14,  pp. 4, 9. Also see the Baylor 

Lariat, May 18, 1916, p. 1. 



 

The blame in Waco fell on the lower social classes/ 

 were regarded as having deeper racial prejudice, or even 

more  on the Robinson residents, who were 

avenging the murder of one of their citizens. Through the 

use of this rationale, everyone seemed comfortable and sat

isfied to avoid the deeper strain which ran through the 

whole incident--that justice was more equal for the white 

man than for the black. Apparently none of the sermons 

changed the attitudes of the people in the area, none of 

the resolutions served to prevent such an incident from 

occurring again, and none of the rude awakening which fol

lowed the realization of what had happened really caused a 

significant alteration of the general racial picture of 

  



CHAPTER V 

THE 1916  LYNCHING IN NATIONAL 

AND LOCAL  

Careful analysis of events such as  violence in 

Waco is a difficult task. In order to understand what took 

place and  , one must categorize the events and the rea

sons for  At the same  the peculiarity of but 

one element in a chain of events which are all peculiar, 

makes this more exasperating. Limiting the discussion to 

the major issues present and attempting to discern the com--

mon  that the Jesse Washington lynching had with 

other Waco lynchings and national lynchings is a demanding 

 

The lynching of Jesse Washington perhaps can be 

understood through a look into the community in which  

incident  and through an attempt to understand the 

 of the residents of the  at that par

ticular time. Waco was one of Texas' larger cities in the 

early twentieth century, enjoying many advantages not 

found in other locations across the state. By the usual 

standards, Waco was  of other cities economically, 

religiously, and educationally. But if it differed, it 

retained many attitudes similar to those found universally 

117 
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in Texas. Traditional southern attitudes in such areas as 

race and religion were prevalent in Waco. The typical 

  far more concerned with the reputation of a 

white woman then he was v/ith standard forms of justice; 

 the allegation of rape justified lynching. 

The attitudes of the Waco community's white citi

zenry can be best observed through  manner in V7hich the 

investigations of the alleged crimes, the publicity given 

the events, and the trials, if any, were handled. News

paper coverage was indicative of the concern which accom

panied such a heinous crime as rape in a Texas  

and as in  Jesse Washington became the prime suspect 

there  little doubt that his fate would be any other 

than  at the hands of the court or at the 

 of irate citizens. Whatever the cause,  atti

tudes toward justice would prevail. 

Assurance th,at the leaders of the mob which seized 

Washington, and the other victims, would go unpunished  

as complete as was the certainty that Jesse Washington 

would not  the affair.  reaction was predict

able in view of past performances of similarly aroused 

southern communities. Such a prevailing attitude afforded 

a yardstick by which one could safely predict that a simi

lar event could occur again, wit-h similar results, as was 

proven in 19 21 and 19 22. Concern over preserving the dig

nity of southern womanhood and a larger social code was 
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far greater than that of carrying out legal due process 

in a rational way. 

 Texas, had the distinction of being both 

southern and  Its population was largely descended 

from early southern settlers in Texas, and therefore 

braced the attitudes of white supremacy. Many Wacoans had 

ancestors who had owned slaves, and this New South genera

tion was not far removed from that day. Unlike the deep 

 however, Texas in the early twentieth century was a 

relatively new area with vast unsettled territory and fev7 

established traditions or institutions. Public opinion 

 morality determined issues of right and wrong as often 

as did the courts and law enforcement  As both 

Westerners and Southerners,  and Wacoans in particu

lar, tended toward fierce independence and strong conserva-

1 

txsm. 

Any analysis of the 1916 Washington lynching and 

other mob violence in Waco  also take into account the 

entire area of McLennan County since the watershed of events 

was not restricted to Waco alone. Golinda had been  

scene of the crime in 190 5 which culminated in Waco with 

Sank Majors hanging from the Washington Street bridge. 

The 1916 death of Mrs. Fryer occurred in Robinson and the 

lynch mob which took the life of Jesse Washington was led 

not by  but by citizens of the surrounding rural 

 W.  attorney, personal interview 
v;ith the author at his office, Waco, Texas, May 12,  71. 
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2 

areas. However, both the 19 21 and 19 22  origi

nated with  committed by residents of Waco.  ley 

Hackney was lynched by a Waco  while Jesse Thomas 

lived in Waco and allegedly committed his crime in the Waco 

 

According to the 1910 census, a total of 73,250 

persons resided in McLennan County, of whom 26,425 lived 

in Waco. The Negro population of the county numbered 

17,234, and 6,067 of these lived in Waco. These figures 

meant that the county was less than 25% black. According 

to the study Lynchings and What They Mean, this indicated 

a greater  to lynching for the county. The 

ten-year period between 1900 and 1910  enough 

saw an increase in the Negro population in Waco of only two 

hundred, while the white population increased almost six 

3 

 

Waco and the surrounding area were in the "Bible 

Belt," an area of predominantly evangelical religions, and 

Waco served as a focal point of religious leadership for 

Central Texas. The 1916 Waco Directory reported thirty-

nine white churches; further analysis of these figures 

showed fourteen white Baptist churches, nine white 
2 
Joe  Alexander, McLennan County Tax Assessor and 

Collector, personal interview with the author at the McLen
nan County Courthouse, May 21, 19 71. 

3 
U.S. Bureau of Census, Thirteenth Census of the 

United States: 1910. Population, Vol.  852 3. 



121 

Methodist churches, while the sixteen remaining white 

4 

churches  representative of nine other  

Negro churches followed a similar pattern, with Baptists 

and Methodists predominant. These statistics were con

sistent with those  in other  counties in 

the nation, for most of the lynch counties had majorities 

of Baptist and Methodist church membership. Dr. Joseph M. 

Dawson reported that at the time of the Washington lynch

ing in Waco, one of every three church members was a Bap-

5 

 The apparently strong church influence of this 

period would seem to be an indictment against the effec

tiveness of the religious leadership in influencing their 

congregations against the inherent lav/less activities of 

lynching and associated mob violence. At the same  

it must be remembered that the conservative nature of such 

churches buttressed the belief in white superiority and 

the conviction  God ordained subservience of the black 

man to his white master. During this early twentieth cen

tury period the attitude of white paternalism toward  

Negro  still predominant and demanded of the Negro that 

he remain fixed in his low social position. 

The religious atmosphere of Waco in 1916 carried 

over into the educational institutions of the city. The 

4 
Folk's Waco Directory, 1916, p. 24. 

5 
Reverend Joseph M. Dawson, retired Baptist 

ter, personal interview with the author at the Stephen F. 
Austin Hotel, Austin, Texas, March 12, 19 71. 
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nation's largest Baptist  Baylor University, 

had been located in Waco since 1886, and the  

 services and required study in religion courses mani

fested the religious orientation at  Baylor's en-

 was approximately 1,300 in 1915, and its faculty 

and  boasted several distinguished and 

nationally   In addition to Baylor, St. 

Basil's College for boys and the Academy of the Sacred 

Heart for girls, two Catholic institutions, were in Waco. 

There were also two business  and Hill's. 

Although Negro colleges were relatively few in  as 

of 1916, there were two located in Waco. Paul Quinn Col

lege and the Central Texas Academy served Negro students 

from a large area of the state. 

The significant  of educational institutions 

in Waco  a departure from the national norm of 

prone   Studies show that  

areas tended to have a low level of education among resi

dents.  having quality educational institutions for 

whites, V7aco also possessed sources of Negro higher educa

tion. The presence of these Negro colleges did not prove 

to be effective in combating illiteracy, however; for the 

1910 census reports showed that 18.5% (or 30 3) of the 

Negro population was illiterate, while only .4% (or 20) 

native born whites could not read or write. Among the 

Waco  1916,   
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foreign born whites there was a 7.5% (or 49) illiteracy 

rate- These statistics represent Waco  although the 

percentages would likely be slightly higher throughout the 

 

The presence of educational institutions and educa

tors in the area under study would seem to indicate that 

the enlightened element of Waco citizenry should have had 

some influence toward educating the population on the ille

gality and moral decay which manifested itself in such 

extra-legal activities as lynching.   P.  

 to the  (October 5, 1916) expressed  desire 

of  South to eradicate lynching and associated activi

ties of lawlessness, it inust be assumed that the task 

 out to be greater than those who were interested in 

doing something about it thought or  such efforts were 

aborted through  toward mob violence and its 

 as exemplified by all four Waco  

The economic condition of McLennan County in  

first decades of the twentieth  reveals another 

departure from the norm of   for usu

ally such areas were economically  

 the state average income. McLennan County was the 

junction of seven rail lines and the retail center for the 

entire Central Texas region. Wilford W. Naman, a Waco 

attorney, believed that Waco would become one of the 

7 
U.S. Bureau of Census,   852 3. 
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State's largest and wealthiest cities, for it had the rail

roads, an  v;ater  and  space for indus

try. There were ample surrounding fanning and ranching 

activities to furnish goods for  from Waco. 

Economic indices at the opening of the century pointed 

toward Waco's becoming an economic center of considerable 

.  8 

 

 W.  Naman also  that conservatism hin

dered Waco's economic growth and development. This con

servatism was manifested not only in economic  but 

also in racial and political matters as well. In this 

southern and western  the elected officials were 

obligated to keep an ear open to the desires and attitudes 

of the populace whose votes kept them in office. Such an 

atmosphere enabled the racist Ku   to infiltrate 

during the   Due to the city's failure to realize 

and adapt to progress and change in social affairs, Waco 

was surpassed by other industrializing  Apathy 

toward progress was the greatest barrier to those who 

sought enlightenment  social change for Waco. 

The  of a belief in Negro inferiority 

and the apathy of the southern  population toward 

seeking equal justice for all serves to explain the ease 

by which lynchings could occur in Waco. To some, southern 

womanhood was more important than the rights of the 
 

 W.  personal interview  the 
 May 12, 19 71. 
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accused, but these same people seldom acted to protect 

Negro women from attacks by white men. While the tradition 

of master-slave sexual relationships filled plantation 

records, this promi.scuous attitude diminished with time in 

 post-Civil  South. When a Negro was charged v;ith 

rape of one of his own race, his punishment  generally 

light. If a white man raped a Negro, legal charges usu

ally  never filed, mainly due to the Negro's lack of 

 of the operation of white justice and the 

Negro's fear of what the result of bringing the charges 

might be for him. On the other hand, the crime of the 

Negro raping a white woman was dealt with swiftly and 

9 

severely. All four cases occurring in Waco originated 

with sexual assault on white  Contrary to national 

statistics which disclosed rape to be a secondary cause, 

in Waco rape was primary, while murder was a secondary 

factor in the 1916 and 19 22 cases. 

The Negro race had a higher reported crime rate 

than any other group in the United States at the opening 

of the century. Speculation regarding the reasons for  

abound. Ray Stannard Baker, in his Following the Color 

 stated that the cause for high black crime statistics 

was the "floating Negro." This was a black with no family 

ties who  about the country from job to job. This 

manner of life left him with no feeling or respect for 

 
Herbert Jacob, Justice in America {Boston: Little, 

 and Co., 1965), p. 159. 
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em orderly society and therefore no respect for the  

Various phases of the general social situation af
fect the Negro's higher  rate. The public's  

 of his worth and consequent indifference to 
his fate, the ready assumption of his guilt, his igno
rance of court procedure, his lack of  and friends 
and political influence, all make his arrest and con
viction easier than that of the white man. In a large 
measure these are the same factors that produce 
 

Because of these various factors, an inconsistent 

practice of justice remained  the nation, but 

particularly in the South where the race problem was more 

obvious. This inconsistency in enforcement of the letter 

of the law apparently helped foster the hasty disposal of 

Negro criminals and suspects. While many states had 

lynch laws and provisions for punishment of local officials 

who  such practices to occur, public opinion ruled 

the institutions charged with application of these laws. 

Therefore, few lynchers were ever indicted by grand juries, 

and when they were, even fewer were convicted by juries 

12 

composed of their peers. The 1921 Curley Hackney case 

illustrates the lack of willingness on the part of a grand 

jury in Waco to return murder indictments for mob members. 

 subsequent evidence proved the lynch victim innocent, 

as in the 19 22 shooting of Jesse Thomas, few legal prose

cutions occurred even then against the leaders of the mob. 

154. 

 Following the Color Line, pp. 175-178. 

11 
 and What They Mean, p. 18. 

12 
Van  The Black Man  White  p. 
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Spectators who passively watched violent  were 

technically as guilty as those who actually  

but the excuse was offered that the courts and counties had 

neither the time nor the funds to investigate and prosecute 

13 

thousands of their citizens. 

The entire Jesse Washington affair in 1916 makes 

possible an interesting study of the actual processes in

volved in  commission of a crime and the  dis

posal of the suspect by  action. There was no recorded 

doubt as to the guilt of Washington. The evidence against 

the accused obtained on the night of the murder  flimsy, 

but it was substantial enough to warrant an arrest and calm 

an irate citizenry with progress on the part of the investi

gative agency. The  facts that Washington had blood 

on his clothing and had been working in the field closest 

to the  home were not in themselves conclusive. 

ever, no other suspect was immediately available. Accord

ing to  Crisis report on the case, Washington might have 

been slightly mentally retarded, and although no other 

source shared such a speculation, it does not seem illogi

cal in view of Washington's passive attitude about the 

blood on his clothes and his attitude toward the arresting 

 He calmly sat whittling on the front porch 

 ,  p. 148. 

 A 
"The Waco Horror," The Crisis, July, 1916. Found 

in Thomas R. Frazier,   Primary 
 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 19  

p. 239. Hereafter referred to as Crisis (Frazier). 
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at home as officers arrived for questioning, with no 

apparent plans for escape after allegedly murdering and 

15 

raping his employer's wife that afternoon. 

Police tactics for obtaining confessions at that 

time V7ere such  almost any appropriate means for per

suading a reluctant suspect to confess guilt were accept

able, according to  W. Naman and exemplified in the 

1905 Sank Majors confession. Physical harassment and other 

illegal  were often employed, and while no evidence 

exists that such tactics were used in 1916, it is note-

v7orthy that Washington told many conflicting stories 

before his final verbal and written confessions conformed 
16 

to the theories advanced by the police on the matter. 

While the methods used in obtaining confessions 

from Washington cannot be ascertained, it is certain that 

prior to the trial local police exercized due care to pro

tect their prisoner. Removal from the local jail was a 

standard procedure when an infamous occupant was a possible 

lynch victim. In Waco this method in a somewhat different 

manner had been used earlier in the Sank Majors case in 

17 

1905. The double removal of Washington first to 

boro and then to Dallas, indicates the anxiety of the 

police about the case  for the safety of their prisoner.  

1 c 
Wilford VJ. Naman,  May 12, 19 71. 

 7 

"  A History of Early Waco  Allusions to 
 Junction, p. 82. 
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However, the march on the Waco jail also indicates the 

determination of the local citizenry to deal with the situ

ation as they saw fit. Sheriff Fleming's willingness to 

allow the crowd to search the jail was an accommodation to 

their nature in an effort to appease them to the fullest 

possible extent, attempting to avert any possible violence. 

In 1905 the jail offered no protection for Sank Majors as 

the police only offered token resistance to the mob's at

tack.  in 19 21,  Hackney was taken from law 

 whose only attempt to save him was to place him 

in an unlikely hiding place (the Negro cell) . Even  

1922 shooting took place before a deputized citizen with 

no effort (granted the incident took place very quickly) 

to protect the suspect or disarm Sam Harris. 

Local authorities attempted to secure promi.ses of 

non-violence from the residents of Robinson (1916) and 

Golinda (1905) as threats of violence increased. There 

 many such attempts made, but each time it  no 

secret that a lynching was on the minds of the local popu

lation. 

As preparations were made to avoid violence, the 

official mechanics of the   on in an orderly 

fashion. Grand jury indictments of Jesse Washington and 

Sank Majors were returned and the court appointed adequate 

defense attorneys. The  confessions remained 

the heart of the case, for after authorities secured them, 

no  questions  advanced and the formalities 
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proceeded without delay. Washington never saw any of his 

defense attorneys  the day of the trial, an unusual 

 but between the time of appointment and the 

day of trial, a day and a weekend, the defense prepared its 

case by issuing subpoenas for a baker from West, a black

 from  an architect from Waco, and the local 

18 

police officials, including County Attorney John  

All persons involved in the taking of the Washington con

fession of guilt were later added to this list, along with 

a newspaperman and a neighbor of the  None of these 

persons was ever called and examined by the defense in 

court, and their functions as witnesses remained a question. 

No change of venue was ever requested by Washington's attor

neys or Majors', in spite of the ever-present threat of 

violence and the wide publicity given the cases. 

While Washington's and Majors' cases seemed weak, 

at best, it might have been imprudent for the defense attor

neys to make a more serious effort on behalf of their con

demned clients, thereby possibly jeopardizing their respec

tive law practices. The entire community  set on a 

guilty verdict, and any attempt to thwart such a conclusion 

might have resulted in reprisals against those responsible. 

An attempt to delay the trial or remove it from Waco would 

certainly have resulted in violence as well, especially in 

light of assurances given the irate citizens by lav/ officers 

18 
S4th District Court Records, Cause Number 4141, 

March   
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 no delays would take place. Everything on the court's 

calendar in Waco  postponed until the  ashing ton and 

Majors cases were heard, as the swiftness of justice  a 

natural and adamant demand of the people not to be taken 

 

Sheriff Samuel S. Fleming reportedly hoped that 

since all attempts failed to loose  before the 

 no further attempts would be made. His  or 

naivete, proved incorrect. The Waco  specu

lated that extra guards would be assigned, but none were 

sworn in and  for the Washington trial. The 

ing of a large crowd to attend the trial insured  if 

any unlawful attempts to attack Washington occurred, the 

law enforcement officials present would be easily over

powered, especially since  lives of members of the crowd 

v;ould not be risked to protect the guilty party. 

The outcome of the V7ashington trial was never in 

 With the confession of guilt, the murder weapon, 

and the mob-dominated courtroom, Washington merely treaded 

V7ater until his death. The statement of one juror that he 

would not be opposed to the death penalty "in a case like 

19 

this," probably spoke for the entire jury. Only one 

prospective juror indicated that he had formed an opinion 

in  case, though the newspaper coverage was extensive 

for the week prior to the trial, even to the extent of 

19 
Waco Times-Herald, May 15, 1916. 



printing the verbatim content of the written confession 

obtained in Dallas. It appeared that the mechanics of due 

process would receive at least lip service/ but from the 

prevailing conditions and  little more could be 

 

The 190 5 Supreme Court ruling in the case of Frank 

  stated that "if in fact a trial is dominated by 

a mob so that there is actual interference with the course 

2( 

of justice, there is a departure from due process of lav7." 

While  and McLennan County residents did not  

interfere  the court proceedings, their feelings were 

obvious and clear to everyone involved in the official 

activities. The Supreme Court opinion in the 1905 case 

added, "Judgement of  or  upon a verdict 

thus produced by mob domination, the State deprives the 

accused of his life or liberty without due process."" 

This is a closer indication of the events that transpired 

in Waco in May, 1916. While no direct public interference 

occurred prior to the actual lynching, there was never any 

doubt that the proceedings were popularly controlled. 

Similar mob-dominated trials occurred throughout 

the  when the suspect made it into the courtroom. In 

20 
Frank vs.  2 37 U.S. 309, 335. Also found 

in  Blaustein and Robert L. Zangrando (ed.),  
Rights and the American Negro (New York: V7ashington Square 
Press, Inc., 196 8), p. 342. 
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the 1919 Arkansas case of Moore vs.  which was a 

 case, there V7as one defense attorney, no request for 

change of venue, no challenge of jurors, no defense witness

es, and no preliminary consultation with client by his at-

22 

torney.  This case closely paralleled the  

trial. In the concluding evaluation of the Arkansas trial, 

a citizen stated that "No juryman could have voted for an 
23 

acquittal and continued to live in Phillips County." A 

mood very similar to this prevailed in McLennan County and 

the fact that the jury deliberated only long enough to bal

lot and count the votes indicates simply that it  an 

open and shut case. While the confession of guilt was all 

that was needed, the prosecutor did include the dilemma of 

the defense counsel in his remarks to the jury,  

that he understood that they were ordered by the court to 

take the case, even though they did not want it. 

The entire Washington trial was a relaxed and in

formal affair. The judge wrote his charge to the jury dur

ing the testimony, an indication that he had no doubt as to 

the outcome of the case. His charge was a directed verdict 

of guilty with the unnecessary but required stipulation 

that an acquittal should result only if there was reason

able  as to guilt (the  made by Judge Surratt 

in the Sank Majors case). Assuming the voluntariness of 

 pp. 341-342. 
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Washington's confession, the only doubt possible was the 

insanity of the defendant/ but in this situation, the judge 

2 4 

had already found  sane. 

The manner in which Washington was seized by the 

 after  reading of the verdict was apparently a 

surprise. The sheriff was shocked, but obviously compre

hended what he witnessed. The unexpected aspect was that 

it could have been planned and executed without  sher

iff's knowledge. The mob leaders were generally known, 

since one of the local ministers confronted them before  

trial and asked for and received assurance that no violence 

25 

would result. Joe W. Alexander witnessed th.e entire 

scene and reported that it appeared  planned. The 

Crisis reported that a local photographer, Fred Gilder-

sleeve, learned of the impending lynching in time to set up 
26 

his equipment to photograph the burning at City Hall. All 

the  lynchings seem to have been well planned  the 

exception of the off handed shooting of Jesse Thomas in 

1922. It most likely was simply a disorganized mob with a 

few leaders, but they were never confronted with a strong 

police stand to challenge their unity. 

The barbaric method in  Washington was killed 

merits little comment other than it was the same manner in 
2  

54th District Court Records, Cause Number 4141, 
March term, 1916. 

25 
 December 28, 1916, p. 609. 

 6 
 (Frazier), p. 244. 
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which  body was mutilated in 1922. The victim was 

already legally sentenced to  increasing the point-

lessness of the lynching. The crowd apparently delighted 

in the sight of a  body being burned alive; although 

spectators came by the  not a single  was 

made to stop the violent proceedings. The shortsightedness 

of the people who believed that saving an already condemned 

black rapist was not worth their efforts served as an in

dictment of their prejudice and lack of regard for the 

legal institutions which were specifically designed to pre

vent such happenings. 

Waco became more concerned over the resulting pub

licity  over the lynching itself, and expressions re

garding how sad the whole affair was were interpreted to 

 that it was sad that  had suffered damage to its 

good name, rather than that a victim of the wrath of hun

dreds had been maliciously killed on City Hall Plaza. In 

his defense of Waco, Dean John L. Kessler did not mention 

in  Nation (December 28, 1916) Washington's right to be 

executed by legal means, but did comment about  speeches 

and resolutions made by the Waco citizenry that changed no 

opinions but seemed to assuage community consciences. 

Apparently,  feeling was prevalent that  

by word of mouth was all that was required, the reasoning 

being that Washington was a convicted criminal, should have 

been killed, and that the mob members were merely trying to 

make an example of him before the Negro race for  pro-
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tection of their  and children. Similar resolutions 

appeared after the  Thomas case, but they may have been 

prompted not only by the use of mob violence but also because 

the victim was innocent. 

The rationale which followed was that in such cases 

(rape) solid citizens attempted to bring law and order to 

their community. This attitude  popularized to the ex

tent that there was no thought of prosecution of anyone in

volved. The only incident which brought about serious at

tempts at prosecution was in the 19 21 case in which a white 

man had been the victim. None of the incidents involving 

 merited consideration of indictment. The racial 

issue could not be overlooked, however, as lynchings were 

examples to the black community that  would enjoy rela

tive peace and security so long as they maintained their 

designated place and continued their subservience to  

members of the white community. 

One cannot escape the conclusion that in the long 

run, lynchings had a more detrimental social effect than a 

helpful one, even as an example to the class of people 

against whom they  directed. Such attitudes as "if the 

white man sets an example of non-obedience to law, of non-

enforcement of  and unequal justice, what can be ex-

27 

pected of the Negro?" were expressed. Some persons 

argued that "every passion of the white man is reflected 

27 
Baker, Following the Color Line, p. 215. 



and emphasized in the  Negro." The  race 

presented itself to the Negro race as an openly criminal 

people  it indulged in the illegal practice of lynch

ing. Citizens lost sight of the more significant fact that 

in order to make the established legal institutions work, 

the controlling majority had to take it upon themselves to 

live by their own rules. Failure to do so only led to 

 and confusion for all who lived under the system. 

No conclusion is possible in summarizing the atmos

phere of McLennan County and the attitudes of  residents 

of the county surrounding the events of August 8, 190 5; 

May 15, 1915; December 13, 1921; and May 26, 1922. "Con

clusion"  finality, and this is not possible after 

situations such as those which have such a far reaching and 

significant social impact. While the events themselves 

terminated, the causes and consequences simply changed time 

periods and environments. This lynching attitude was not 

the final expression of racial prejudice to be found, nor 

was it the final expression of the southern attitude of 

white supremacy. American Negroes eventually escaped the 

threats of mass violence, but prejudice and racial dis-

 did not disappear. They simply found expression 

in new  

Efforts to eradicate lynching were helped somewhat 

by the  of people in a newer and more 
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mobile society. Douglas  Freeman said that "as 

long as state and local officials are indifferent to these 

barbarities  they will continue to occur," and 

while this was significant to all of Waco's lynchings, no 

conclusive proof exists that this is the reason for the 

29 

more recent decline  such activities. In some geo

graphic areas and in isolated instances, justice for blacks 

advanced to the extent that to some public officials,  

social and legal institutions they serve are more important 

than their jobs and the self-made law of the mob. 

It is basically unreasonable to expect the stabiliz

ing forces in society (social institutions) to serve as a 

progressive instrument willing to experiment and originate 

change. Such forces are guided by and  to the will 

of the masses, although from time to time they make a de

termined stand against the local emotional sentiment. The 

observance of law gave way to the stabilization of the com

munity as a whole by the use of mob violence. While the 

northern press was adamant in its opposition to lynchings, 

in reality slow and gradual steps  the only way to 

alter society's thought patterns; changes emanated from the 

people affected. 

Dean John Kessler of Baylor University argued that 

the best solution to the racial problems of Waco was educa

tion through speeches and resolutions, that direct action 

29 
George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the New South 

(Baton Rouge: L.S.U. Press, 1967), p. 552. 
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such as prosecution of the leaders of the  would serve 

30 

only to ruin  lives of additional citizens. While 

this attitude was regarded as apathy due to its failure to 

press for direct and decisive action, martyrs were often 

forgotten until the cause had been won. 

Sank Majors, Jesse Washington, Curley Hackney, and 

Jesse  to be sure, were not martyrs. However, Wash

ington's case had characteristics both typical and tin-

typical of other lynchings in the South during the period 

 study. The most significant and unusual event about 

 Washington case  that the accused man made it to 

the courthouse alive and was given a trial. Waco was not 

a "typical" lynch  nor was McLennan a "typical" 

lynch county in the United States. Educational and  

progress in McLennan County were both far above those of 

  but the Negro population of the  

was under 25% of the whole, a  of the areas 

where lynchings were more common. Local community and 

church leadership were not advocates of mob violence, which 

 generally true for the majority of southern  In 

the same regard, their verbal protests brought about no 

significant changes. 

The manner in V7hich Jesse Washington died was typi

cal in its brutality. Beatings followed by public burnings 

and concluded by dragging the dismembered body through the 

 December 28, 1916, p. 609 . 
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streets were truly acts of irrational people.  of the 

four lynchings were conducted in this  while a third 

(Sank Majors) was hanged and his body  for sou

venirs. Witnesses to the Majors and Washington lynchings 

were fascinated with  whole affair, dismembered  body 

and sold the parts, financially profiting from the teeth, 

 and links of the chain used in the  

There is no way to state categorically that one 

lynching is typical while another is not. All lynchings 

contain certain  which are repeated again and 

again. Death is the standard and the trappings and other 

ingredients which are added serve  to flavor the over

all scene. Fear and preservation of social stability seem 

to be the  generally accepted causes. Fear of attacks 

on  womanhood and security from economic and social 

 by minority groups seem to be the central under

lying motivations toward such action. Such fears and inse

curity are strong indications of public ignorance, the 

first step toward the overthrow of established governing 

institutions and crowd violence. Ignorance and fear lead 

to distrust; when distrust of these institutions prevails, 

little else but mass violence can result. When fear and 

distrust prevail over reason and order, when law is overrun 

by   inevitable result, the only result, is 

 

31 
Crisis (Frazier), p. 244. See also Mrs. Ike Ash-

burn, personal interview with the author, at her home in 
Austin, Texas, May 30, 19 71. 
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