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The Work of A Mob

An investigation by Walter F. White, Assistant Secretary, National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, in Brooks and Lowndes Counties, Georgia.

THE recent strong letter of President Wilson on lynching was undoubtedly called forth by
representations from colored people following the lynchings in Brooks and Lowndes Counties,
Ga., May 17-24.

Hampton Smith, a white farmer, was killed, and newspaper dispatches report six persons as
having been lynched for complicity. Investigation shows that at least eleven persons were
killed.

Brooks and Lowndes Counties are situated in the southernmost part of the state of Georgia,
near the Florida line. They are in the heart of the richest section of the state.

Hampton Smith, whose murder was the immediate cause of the holocaust of lynchings, was the
owner of a large plantation in Brooks County. He bore a very poor reputation in the community
because of ill treatment of his Negro employees.

Smith's reputation in this respect had become so wide-spread that he had the greatest difficulty
in securing any help whatever. He, therefore, adopted the expedient of going into the courts
and whenever a Negro was convicted and was unable to pay his fine or was sentenced to serve a
period in the chain-gang, Smith would secure his release and put him to work out his fine on
his (Smith's) plantation. Sidney Johnson, the Negro who admitted before his death that he
killed Smith, had been fined thirty dollars for gaming. Smith paid his fine and Johnson was put
at work on the former's plantation until the thirty dollars had been worked out. Johnson had
worked out the period and had put in considerable more time and had asked Smith to pay him
for the additional time that he had served. Smith refused and a quarrel resulted. A few days
later Johnson did not show up for work in the fields and Smith went to Johnson's cabin to
discover the reason. Johnson told Smith that he was sick and unable to work. Smith thereupon
began to beat him, in spite of the protestations of the victim. Johnson is said then to have
threatened Smith and a few nights later, while sitting in his home, Smith was shot twice
through the window near which he was sitting, dying instantly. His wife was also shot, the
bullet passing through the center of her breast, miraculously missing both her heart and lungs.
Her wound is not believed to be serious. The attending physician, Dr. McMichael, is said to
have stated that she would recover.

There seems to be no evidence that Mrs. Smith was raped in addition to being shot.

As soon as news of the murder reached the community, great crowds of men and boys from the
two counties hurried to the spot. Excitement ran high and posses were immediately formed to
search for Johnson, as suspicion was immediately fastened on him because of the threats he
had made against Smith's life. There was also talk of a conspiracy among a number of Negroes
to kill Smith, and reports were circulated that the group involved had met at the home of Hayes
Turner, another Negro who had suffered at the hands of Smith, and his wife, Mary Turner,
whom Smith had beaten on several occasions. Hayes Turner, it is said, had previously served a
term in the chain-gang for threatening Smith, following Smith's beating of Turner's wife.
Nevertheless, after his release, Turner had gone back to work for Smith again.
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The first of the mob's victims to be captured was Will Head, a Negro of the community, who
was caught on Friday morning, May 17, at 8:30, near Barney, Georgia; the second was Will
Thompson, seized later on the same day. That night both were lynched near Troupeville, about
five miles from Valdosta. Members of the mob stated to the investigator that over seven
hundred bullets were fired into the bodies of the two men. The investigator learned from a man
who admitted being in the mob, but who stated that he had no part in the lynching, the names
of the two leaders of the Friday night mob and of fifteen of the other members of the mob.
These names were given to the investigator on his promise that he would not divulge the name
of the informant, as to do so would mean that he would undoubtedly be subjected to bodily
violence and perhaps death, for having given the

information. These names were furnished to Governor Hugh M. Dorsey, of Georgia, on July 10,
by the investigator in person.

In addition to those named to the Governor there were many more from Quitman and a large
number from Valdosta and the surrounding country whose names were not learned.

On Saturday morning Hayes Turner was captured and lynched near the fork of the Morven and
Barney roads. On being captured he was placed in the Quitman jail and for some reason
unknown to the investigator was taken later in the day by Sheriff Wade and Roland Knight, the
clerk of the county count, ostensibly to be carried to Moultrie for safekeeping. Turner was
taken from these men en route to Moultrie, at the fork of the roads about three and a half miles
from town. He was lynched with his hands fastened behind him with handcuffs and was
allowed to hang there until Monday when he was cut down by county convicts and buried
about half a hundred feet from the foot of the tree on which he was lynched. During Sunday
following the lynching, hundreds of automobiles, buggies and wagons bore sightseers to the
spot while many more tramped there on foot.

Another Negro was lynched on Saturday afternoon near Morven at a spot known as the Old
Camp Ground. This person may have been Eugene Rice whose name appeared in the Georgia
press among the identified and acknowledged victims, but who was never even remotely
connected with Hampton Smith's killing.

About a week after the tragedy, or tragedies, started, the bodies of three unidentified Negroes
were taken from the Little River, below Barney. It is not known whether these bodies were
those of some already accounted for or whether these were additional victims of the mob. At
the last accounts the bodies themselves had disappeared and could not be located.

The murder of the Negro men was deplorable enough in itself, but the method by which Mrs.
Mary Turner was put to death was so revolting and the details are so horrible that it is with
reluctance that the account is given. It might be mentioned that each detail given is not the
statement of a single person but each phase is related only after careful investigation and
corroboration. Mrs. Turner made the remark that the killing of her husband on Saturday was
unjust and that if she knew the names of the persons who were in the mob that lynched her
husband, she would have warrants sworn out against them and have them punished in the
courts.

This news determined the mob to "teach her a lesson," and although she attempted to flee
when she heard that they were after her, she was captured at noon on Sunday. The grief-
stricken and terrified woman was taken to a lonely and secluded spot, down a narrow road over
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which the trees touch at their tops, which, with the thick undergrowth on either side of the
road, made a gloomy and appropriate spot for the lynching. Near Folsom's Bridge over the
Little River a tree was selected for her execution -a small oak tree extending over the road.

At the time she was lynched, Mary Turner was in her eighth month of pregnancy. The delicate
state of her health, one month or less previous to delivery, may be imagined, but this fact had
no effect on the tender feelings of the mob. Her ankles were tied together and she was hung to
the tree, head downward. Gasoline and oil from the automobiles were thrown on her clothing
and while she writhed in agony and the mob howled in glee, a match was applied and her
clothes burned from her person. When this had been done and while she was yet alive, a knife,
evidently one such as is used in splitting hogs, was taken and the woman's abdomen was cut
open, the unborn babe falling from her womb to the ground. The infant, prematurely born,
gave two feeble cries and then its head was crushed by a member of the mob with his heel.
Hundreds of bullets were then fired into the body of the woman, now mercifully dead, and the
work was over.

Chime Riley, another Negro who was supposed to have left the community, was found by the
investigator to have been lynched instead. By the time that he was killed, the mob evidently
had begun to become fearful of too many outrages and determined to conceal his body.
Although no one seems to have even remotely connected him with the murder of Smith, he was
lynched, his hands and feet tied together and turpentine cups, made of clay and used to catch
the gum from the pine trees when "chipped," thus becoming very heavy, were

tied to his body and he was thrown into the Little River near Barney. The informant in this
case, seen on the spot where Mary Turner was lynched, stated that when the river was low he
had gone down to see if the body had come up. Finding no trace of the body, he assumed that it
had become lodged in a sand bar. He stated that he found one of the cups, however, which he
was keeping as a "souvenir."

During the outbreak, another Negro by the name of Simon Schuman, who lived on the Moultrie
Road near Berlin, was called to the door of his home one night between eight and nine o'clock.
He was seized and had not been seen since up to the time (seven weeks later) that the
investigator was in the section. The interior of his house was demolished, his family being
driven out, and the furniture was hacked to pieces. His family, at the time of the investigator's
visit, was living on the Bryce Plantation, near Berlin. The offense alleged against Schuman is
unknown.

Contrary to press reports, Sidney Johnson was not hiding in the swamps near Valdosta, but
was in Valdosta from the time of the murder of Smith to the time that he was killed. During
this time, he is said to have made the statement to several persons that he alone, was
implicated in the killing of Smith and that he alone killed him. There was no suspicion of
Johnson's presence in Valdosta until Johnson went to another Negro, John Henry Bryant by
name, and asked for food and aid in making good his escape. Apparently it was Johnson's
intention to wait until the vigilance of the mobs was relaxed and the roads no longer watched
and then flee from the country. Bryant gave Johnson the food and then hastened to town to tell
where Johnson was. The house was immediately surrounded by a posse headed by Chief of
Police Dampier. This was done with caution as Johnson was known to be armed and had sworn
that he would never be taken alive. Johnson had only a shot-gun and a revolver, while the
posse was armed with high-powered rifles. The firing began and the Chief was wounded in the
hand and one of his men in the neck.
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After the firing had gone on for a few minutes, Johnson's firing ceased. A few more bullets were
fired into the house for good measure as it was thought that the cessation of firing might be a
ruse on Johnson's part. When it did not resume, still acting cautiously, the house was rushed
and Johnson's body was found, dead. Cheated out of its prey, the crowd took the body, unsexed
it with a sharp knife, threw the amputated parts into the street in front of the house, and then
tied an end of a rope around Johnson's neck. The other end was tied to the back of an
automobile and the body dragged in open daylight down Patterson Street, one of Valdosta's
business thoroughfares, and out to a place near Barney and near the scene of the crime. There
the dead body was fastened to a tree and burned to a crisp.

Very careful attention was given by the investigator to the accounts given at the outbreak of the
affair that it was caused by the circulation of pro-German propaganda in the section prior to
the outbreak in the hope of stirring up racial disturbances. Absolutely no evidence was found.

Since the lynchings, more than five hundred Negroes have left the immediate vicinity of
Valdosta alone and many more have expressed the determination that they too were going to
leave as soon as they could dispose of their lands and gather their crops. This wholesale
migration occurred in spite of threats made that any Negro who attempted to leave the section
would thus show that he was implicated in the murder of Smith and would be dealt with
accordingly. Hundreds of acres of untilled land flourishing with weeds and dozens of deserted
farm-houses give their own mute testimony of the Negroes' attitude toward a community in
which lynching mobs are allowed to visit vengeance upon members of their race.

All of the facts outlined above, including the names of mob leaders and participants, were given
in a memorandum presented by the investigator on July 10 to Governor Hugh M. Dorsey.
Governor Dorsey received the information gladly and has promised to take action on the
evidence submitted. In a message addressed to the Georgia legislature on July 3, 1918,
Governor Dorsey denounced mob violence in strong terms, saying:

"Mob violence should be suppressed, and by State authorities.

If this is not done, it is very probable that Federal intervention will not be long delayed."


