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I Investigate Lynchings______
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January 1929*
Walter White, born of African-American ancestry and raised in Atlanta,
investigated lynchings and race riots for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). From 1931 until his death in
1955 he served as the organization’s executive secretary (director).

N

othing contributes so much to the continued life of an
investigator of lynchings and his tranquil possession of all his
limbs as the obtuseness of the lynchers themselves. Like most
boastful people who practice direct action when it involve[s] no
personal risk, they just can’t help talk about their deeds to any person
Walter F. White, ca. 1925
who manifests even the slightest interest in them.
Most lynchings take place in small towns and rural regions where the natives know practically
nothing of what is going on outside their own immediate neighborhoods. Newspapers, books, magazines,
theatres, visitors and other vehicles for the transmission of information and ideas are usually as strange
among them as dry-point etchings. But those who live in so sterile an atmosphere usually esteem their
own perspicacity in about the same degree as they are isolated from the world of ideas. They gabble on ad
infinitum, apparently unable to keep from talking.
In any American village, North or South, East or West, there is no problem which cannot be solved
in half an hour by the morons who lounge about the village store. World peace, or the lack of it, the tariff,
sex, religion, the settlement of the war debts, short skirts, Prohibition, the carryings-on of the younger
generation, the superior moral rectitude of country people over city dwellers (with a wistful eye on urban
sins) ⎯ all these controversial subjects are disposed of quickly and finally by the bucolic wise men.
When to their isolation is added an emotional fixation, such as the rural South has on the Negro, one can
sense the atmosphere from which spring the Heflins, * the Ku Kluxers, the two-gun Bible-beaters, the
lynchers and the anti-evolutionists. And one can see why no great amount of cleverness or courage is
needed to acquire information in such a forlorn place about the latest lynching.
Professor Earle Fiske Young of the University of Southern California recently analyzed the
lynching returns from fourteen Southern states for thirty years. He found that in counties of less than
10,000 people there was a lynching rate of 3.2 per 100,000 of population; that in those of from 10,000 to
20,000 the rate dropped to 2.4; that in those of from 20,000 to 30,000, it was 2.1 per cent; that in those
of from 30,000 to 40,000, it was 1.7, and that thereafter it kept on going down until in counties with
from 300,000 to 800,000 population it was only 0.05.
Of the forty-one lynchings and eight race riots I have investigated for the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People during the past ten years, all of the lynchings and seven of the riots
occurred in rural or semi-rural communities. The towns ranged in population from around one hundred
to ten thousand or so. The lynchings were not difficult to inquire into because of the fact already noted
that those who perpetrated them were in nearly every instance simple-minded and easily fooled
individuals. On but three occasions were suspicions aroused by my too definite questions or by
*
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informers who had seen me in other places. These three times I found it rather desirable to disappear
slightly in advance of reception committees imbued with the desire to make an addition to the lynching
record. One other time the possession of a light skin and blue eyes (though I consider myself a colored
man) almost cost me my life when (it was during the Chicago race riots in 1919) a Negro shot at me,
thinking me to be a white man.

I

I

n 1918 a Negro woman, about to give birth to a child, was lynched with almost unmentionable
brutality along with ten men in Georgia. I reached the scene shortly after the butchery and while
excitement yet ran high. It was a prosperous community. Forests of pine trees gave rich returns in
turpentine, tar and pitch. The small towns where the farmers and turpentine hands traded were fat and
rich. The main streets of the largest of these towns were well paved and lighted. The stores were well
stocked. The white inhabitants belonged to the class of Georgia crackers ⎯ lanky, slow of movement
and of speech, long-necked, with small eyes set close together, and skin tanned by the hot sun to a
reddish-yellow hue.
As I was born in Georgia and spent twenty years of my life there, my accent is sufficiently Southern
to enable me to talk with Southerners and not arouse their suspicion that I am an outsider. (In the rural
South hatred of Yankees is not much less than hatred of Negroes.) On the morning of my arrival in the
town I casually dropped into the store of one of the general merchants who, I had been informed, had
been one of the leaders of the mob. After making a small purchase I engaged the merchant in
conversation. There was, at the time, no other customer in the store. We spoke of the weather, the
possibility of good crops in the fall, the political situation, the latest news from the war in Europe. As his
manner became more and more friendly I ventured to mention guardedly the recent lynchings.
Instantly he became cautious ⎯ until I hinted that I had great admiration for the manly spirit the
men of the town had exhibited. I mentioned the newspaper accounts I had read and confessed that I had
never been so fortunate as to see a lynching. My words or tone seemed to disarm his suspicions. He
offered me a box on which to sit, drew up another one for himself, and gave me a bottle of Coca-Cola.
“You’ll pardon me, Mister,” he began, “for seeming suspicious but we have to be careful. In
ordinary times we wouldn’t have anything to worry about, but with the war there’s been some talk of the
Federal government looking into lynchings. It seems there’s some sort of law during wartime making it
treason to lower the man power of the country.”
“In that case I don’t blame you for being careful,” I assured him. “But couldn’t the Federal
government do something if it wanted to when a lynching takes place, even if no war is going on at the
moment?”
“Naw,” he said, confidently, proud of the opportunity of displaying his store of information to one
who he assumed knew nothing whatever about the subject. “There’s no such law, in spite of all the
agitation by a lot of fools who don’t know the niggers as we do. States’ rights won’t permit Congress to
meddle in lynching in peace time.”
“But what about your State government ⎯ your Governor, your sheriff, your police officers?”
“Humph! Them? We elected them to office, didn’t we? And the niggers, we’ve got them
disfranchised, ain’t we? Sheriffs and police and Governors and prosecuting attorneys have got too much
sense to mix in lynching-bees. If they do they know they might as well give up all idea of running for
office any more ⎯ if something worse don’t happen to them ⎯” This last with a tightening of the lips
and a hard look in the eyes.
I sought to lead the conversation into less dangerous channels. “Who was the white man who was
killed ⎯ whose killing caused the lynchings?” I asked.
“Oh, he was a hard one, all right. Never paid his debts to white men or niggers and wasn’t liked
much around here. He was a mean ’un all right, all right.”
“Why, then, did you lynch the niggers for killing such a man?”
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Allen / Littlefield
“It’s a matter of safety ⎯ we gotta show niggers that
they mustn’t touch a white man, no matter how low-down
and ornery he is.”
Little by little he revealed the whole story. When he
told of the manner in which the pregnant woman had been
killed he chuckled and slapped his thigh and declared it to be
“the best show, Mister, I ever did see. You ought to have
heard the wench howl when we strung her up.”
Covering the nausea the story caused me as best I
could, I slowly gained the whole story, with the names of the
other participants. Among them were prosperous farmers,
business men, bankers, newspaper reporters and editors, and
several law-enforcement officers.
My several days of discreet inquiry began to arouse
suspicions in the town. On the third day of my stay I went
once more into the store of the man with whom I had first
talked. He asked me to wait until he had finished serving the
sole customer. When she had gone he came from behind the
counter and with secretive manner and lowered voice he
asked, “You’re a government man, ain’t you?” (An agent of
the Federal Department of Justice was what he meant.)
“Who said so?” I countered.
Lynching, ca. 1920, location unknown
“Never mind who told me; I know one when I see
him,” he replied, with a shrewd harshness in his face and
voice.
Ignorant of what might have taken place since last I had talked with him, I thought it wise to learn
all I could and say nothing which might commit me. “Don’t you tell anyone I am a government man; if I
am one, you’re the only one in town who knows it,” I told him cryptically. I knew that within a hour
everybody in town would share his “information.”
An hour or so later I went at nightfall to the little but not uncomfortable hotel where I was staying.
As I was about to enter a Negro approached me and, with an air of great mystery, told me that he had just
heard a group of white men discussing me and declaring that if I remained in the town overnight
“something would happen” to me.
The thought raced through my mind before I replied that it was hardly likely that, following so
terrible a series of lynchings, a Negro would voluntarily approach a supposedly white man whom he did
not know and deliver such a message. He had been sent, and no doubt the persons who sent him were
white and for some reason did not dare tackle me themselves. Had they dared there would have been no
warning in advance ⎯ simply an attack. Though I had no weapon with me, it occurred to me that there
was no reason why two should not play at the game of bluffing. I looked straight into my informant’s
eyes and said: “You go back to the ones who sent you and tell them this: that I have a damned good
automatic and I know how to use it. If anybody attempts to molest me tonight or any other time,
somebody is going to get hurt.”
That night I did not take off my clothes nor did I sleep. Ordinarily in such small Southern towns
everyone is snoring by nine o’clock. That night, however, there was much passing and repassing of the
hotel. I learned afterward that the merchant had, as I expected, told generally that I was an agent of the
Department of Justice, and my empty threat had served to reinforce his assertion. The Negro had been
sent to me in the hope that I might be frightened enough to leave before I had secured evidence against
the members of the mob. I remained in the town two more days. My every movement was watched, but I
was not molested. But when, later, it became known that not only was I not an agent of the Department of
Justice but a Negro, the fury of the inhabitants of the region was unlimited ⎯ particularly when it was
found that evidence I gathered had been placed in the hands of the Governor of Georgia. It happened that
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he was a man genuinely eager to stop lynching ⎯ but restrictive laws against which he had appealed in
vain effectively prevented him from acting upon the evidence. And the Federal government declared itself
unable to proceed against the lynchers.

III

I

n 1926 1 went to a Southern State for a New York newspaper to inquire into the lynching of two
colored boys and a colored woman. Shortly after reaching the town I learned that a certain lawyer
knew something about the lynchers. He proved to be the only specimen I have ever encountered in
much traveling in the South of the Southern gentleman so beloved by fiction writers of the older school.
He had heard of the lynching before it occurred and, fruitlessly, had warned the judge and the
prosecutor. He talked frankly about the affair and gave me the names of certain men who knew more
about it than he did. Several of them lived in a small town nearby where the only industry was a large
cotton mill. When I asked him if he would go with me to call on these people he peered out of the
window at the descending sun and said, somewhat anxiously, I thought, “I will go with you if you will
promise to get back to town before sundown.”
I asked why there was need of such haste. “No one would harm a respectable and well known
person like yourself, would they?” I asked him.
“Those mill hands out there would harm anybody,” he answered.
I promised him we would be back before sundown ⎯ a promise that was not hard to make, for if
they would harm this man I could imagine what they would do to a stranger!
When we reached the little mill town we passed through it and ascending a steep hill, our car
stopped in front of a house perched perilously on the side of the hill. In a yard stood a man with iron-gray
hair and eyes which seemed strong enough to bore through concrete. The old lawyer introduced me and
we were invited into the house. As it was a cold afternoon in late autumn the gray-haired man called a
boy to build a fire.
I told him frankly I was seeking information about the lynching. He said nothing but left the room.
Perhaps two minutes later, hearing a sound at the door through which he had gone, I looked up and there
stood a figure clad in the full regalia of the Ku Klux Klan. I looked at the figure and the figure looked at
me. The hood was then removed and, as I suspected, it was the owner of the house.
“I show you this,” he told me, “so you will know that what I tell you is true.”
This man, I learned, had been the organizer and kleagle of the local Klan. He had been quite honest
in his activities as a Kluxer, for corrupt officials and widespread criminal activities had caused him and
other local men to believe that the only cure rested in a secret extra-legal organization. But he had not
long been engaged n promoting the plan before he had the experience of other believers in Klan methods.
The very people whose misdeeds the organization was designed to correct gained control of it. This man
then resigned and ever since had been living in fear of his life. He took me into an adjoining room after
removing his Klan robe and there showed me a considerable collection of revolvers, shotguns, rifles and
ammunition.
We then sat down and I listened to as hair raising a tale of Nordic moral endeavor as it has ever
been my lot to hear. Among the choice bits were stories such as this: The sheriff of an adjoining county
the year before had been a candidate for reelection. A certain man of considerable wealth had contributed
largely to his campaign fund, providing the margin by which was reelected. Shortly afterwards a married
woman with whom the sheriff’s supporter had been intimate quarreled one night with her husband. When
the cuckold charged his wife with infidelity, the gentle creature waited until he was asleep, got a large
butcher knife, and then artistically carved him up. Bleeding more profusely than a pig in the stockyards,
the man dragged himself to the home of a neighbor several hundred yards distant and there died on the
doorstep. The facts were notorious, but the sheriff effectively blocked even interrogation of the widow!
I spent some days in the region and found that the three Negroes who had been lynched were about
as guilty of the murder of which they were charged as I was. Convicted in a court thronged with armed
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Klansmen and sentenced to death, their case had been appealed to the State Supreme Court, which
promptly reversed the conviction, remanded the appellants for new trials, and severely criticized the judge
before whom they had been tried. At the new trial the evidence against one of the defendants so clearly
showed his innocence that the judge granted a motion to dismiss, and the other two defendants were
obviously as little guilty as he. But as soon as the motion to dismiss was granted the defendant was
rearrested on a trivial charge and once again lodged in jail. That night the mob took the prisoners to the
outskirts of the town, told them to run, and as they set out pumped bullets into their backs. The two boys
died instantly. The woman was shot in several places, but was not immediately killed. One of the lynchers
afterwards laughingly told me that “we had to waste fifty bullets on the wench before one of them stopped
her howling.”
Evidence in affidavit form indicated rather clearly that various law-enforcement officials, including
the sheriff, his deputies, various jailers and policemen, three relatives of the then Governor of the State, a
member of the State Legislature and sundry individuals prominent in business, political and social life of
the vicinity were members of the mob.
The revelation of these findings after I had returned to New York did not add to my popularity in
the lynching region. Public sentiment in the State itself, stirred up by several courageous newspapers,
began to make it uncomfortable for the lynchers. When the sheriff found things getting a bit too
unpleasant, he announced that he was going to ask the grand jury to indict me for “bribery and passing for
white.” It developed that the person I was supposed to have paid money to for execution of an affidavit
was a man I had never seen in the flesh, the affidavit having been secured by the reporter of a New York
newspaper.
An amusing tale is connected with the charge of passing. Many years ago a bill was introduced in
the Legislature of that State defining legally as a Negro any person who had one drop or more of Negro
blood. Acrimonious debate in the lower house did not prevent passage of the measure, and the same result
seemed likely in the State Senate. One of the Senators, a man destined eventually to go to the United
States Senate on a campaign of vilification of the Negro, rose at a strategic point to speak on the bill. As
the story goes, his climax was: “If you go on with this bill you will bathe every county in blood before
nightfall. And, what’s more, there won’t be enough white people left in the State to pass it.”
When the sheriff threatened me with an indictment for passing as white, a white man in the State
with whom I had talked wrote me a long letter asking me if it were true that I had Negro blood. “You did
not tell me nor anyone else in my presence,” he wrote, “that you were white except as to your name. I had
on amber-colored glasses and did not take the trouble to scrutinize your color, but I really did take you for
a white man and, according to the laws of ––––––, you may be.” My informant urged me to sit down and
figure out mathematically the exact percentage of Negro blood that I possessed and, if it proved to be less
than one eighth, to sue for libel those who had charged me with passing.
This man wrote of the frantic efforts of the whites of his State to keep themselves thought of as
white. He quoted an old law to the effect that “it was not slander to call one a Negro because everybody
could see that he was not; but it was slanderous to call him a mulatto.”

IV

O

n another occasion a serious race riot occurred in Tulsa, Oklahoma, a bustling town of 100,000
inhabitants. In the early days Tulsa had been a lifeless and unimportant village of not more than five
thousand people, and its Negro residents had been forced to live in what was considered the least
desirable section of the village, down near the railroad. Then oil was discovered nearby and almost
overnight the village grew into a prosperous town. The Negroes prospered along with the whites and
began to erect comfortable homes, business establishments, a hotel, two cinemas and other enterprises, all
of these springing up in the section to which they had been relegated. This was, as I have said, down near
the railroad tracks. The swift growth of the town made this hitherto disregarded land of great value for
business purposes. Efforts to purchase the land from the Negro owners at prices far below its value were
unavailing. Having built up the neighborhood and knowing its value, the owners refused to be victimized.
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One afternoon in 1921 a Negro messenger boy went to deliver a package in an office building on
the main street of Tulsa. His errand done, he rang the bell for the elevator in order that he might descend.
The operator, a young white girl, on finding that she had been summoned by a Negro, opened the door of
the car ungraciously. Two versions there are of what happened then. The boy declared that she started the
car on its downward plunge when he was only halfway in, and that to save himself from being killed he
had to throw himself into the car, stepping on the girl’s foot in doing so. The girl, on the other hand,
asserted that the boy attempted to rape her in the elevator. The latter story, at best, seemed highly dubious
that an attempted criminal assault would be made by any person in an open elevator of a crowded office
building on the main street of a town of 100,000 inhabitants ⎯ and in open daylight!
Whatever the truth, the local press, with scant investigation, published lurid accounts of the alleged
assault. That night a mob started to the jail to lynch the Negro boy. A group of Negroes offered their
services to the jailer and sheriff in protecting the prisoner. The offer was declined and, when the Negroes
started to leave the sheriff’s office, a clash occurred between them and the mob. Instantly the mob swung
into action.
The Negroes, outnumbered, were forced back to their own neighborhood. Rapidly the news spread
of the clash and the numbers of mobbers grew hourly. By daybreak of the following day the mob
numbered around five thousand, and was armed with machine-guns, dynamite, rifles, revolvers and
shotguns, cans of gasoline and kerosene, and ⎯ such are the blessings of invention! ⎯ airplanes.
Surrounding the Negro section, it attacked, led by men who had been officers in the American army in
France. Outnumbered and out equipped, the plight of the Negroes was a hopeless one from the beginning.
Driven further and further back, many of them were killed or wounded, among them an aged man and his
wife, who were slain as they knelt at prayer for deliverance. Forty-four blocks of property were burned
after homes and stores had been pillaged.
I arrived in Tulsa while the excitement was at its peak. Within a few hours I met a commercial
photographer who had worked for five years on a New York newspaper and he welcomed me with open
arms when he found that I represented a New York paper. From him I learned that special deputy sheriffs
were being sworn in to guard the town from a rumored counterattack by the Negroes. It occurred to me
that I could get myself sworn in as one of these deputies.
It was even easier to do this than I had expected. That evening in the City Hall I had to answer only
three questions ⎯ name, age and address. I might have been a thug, a murderer, an escaped convict, a
member of the mob itself which had laid waste a large area of the city none of these mattered; my skin
was apparently white, and that was enough. After we ⎯ some fifty or sixty of us ⎯ had been sworn in,
solemnly declaring we would do our utmost to uphold the laws and constitutions of the United States and
the State of Oklahoma, a villainous-looking man next to me turned and remarked casually, even with a
note of happiness in his voice: “Now you can go out and shoot any nigger you see and the law’ll be
behind you.”
As we stood in the wide marble corridor of the not unimposing City Hall waiting to be assigned to
automobiles which were to patrol the city during the night, I noticed a man, clad in the uniform of a
captain of the United States Army, watching me closely. I imagined I saw in his very swarthy face (he
was much darker than I, but was classed as a white man while I am deemed a Negro) mingled inquiry
and hostility. I kept my eye on him without appearing to do so. Tulsa would not have been a very healthy
place for me: that night had my race or my previous investigations of other race riots been known there.
At last the man seemed certain he knew me and started toward me.
He drew me aside into a deserted corner on the excuse that he had something he wished to ask me,
and I noticed that four other men, with whom he had been talking, detached themselves from the crowd
and followed us.
Without further introduction or apology my dark-skinned, newly made acquaintance, putting his
face close to mine and looking into my eyes with a steely, unfriendly glance, demanded challengingly:
“You say that your name is White?”
I answered affirmatively.
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“You say you’re a newspaper man?”
“Yes, I represent the New York ––––––––. Would you care to see my credentials?”
“No, but I want to tell you, something. There’s an organization in the South that doesn’t love
niggers. It has branches everywhere. You needn’t ask me the name ⎯ I can’t tell you. But it has come
back into existence to fight this damned nigger Advancement Association. We watch every movement of
the officers of this nigger society and we’re out to get them for putting notions of equality into the heads
of our niggers down South here.”
There could be no question that he referred to the Ku Klux Klan on the one hand and the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People on the other. As coolly as I could, the circumstances
being what they were, I took a cigarette from my case and lighted it, trying to keep my hand from
betraying my nervousness. When he finished speaking I asked him:
“All this is very interesting,
Tulsa Historical Society
but what, if anything, has it to do
with the story of the race riot here
which I’ve come to get?”
For a full minute we looked
straight into each other’s eyes, his
four companions meanwhile
crowding close about us. At length
his eyes fell. With a shrug of his
shoulders and a half-apologetic
smile, he replied as he turned away,
“Oh, nothing, except I wanted you to
know what’s back of the trouble
here.”
It is hardly necessary to add
After the Tulsa race riot, 1921
that all that night, assigned to the
same car with this man and his four
companions, I maintained a considerable vigilance. When the news stories I wrote about the riot (the boy
accused of attempted assault was acquitted in the magistrate’s court after nearly one million dollars of
property and a number of lives had been destroyed) revealed my identity ⎯ that I was a Negro and an
officer of the Advancement Society ⎯ more than a hundred anonymous letters threatening my life came
to me. I was also threatened with a suit for criminal libel by a local paper, but nothing came of it after my
willingness to defend it was indicated.

V

A

narrow escape came during an investigation of an alleged plot by Negroes in Arkansas to
“massacre” all the white people of the State. It later developed that the Negroes had simply
organized a cooperative society to combat their economic exploitation by landlords, merchants, and
bankers, many of whom openly practiced peonage [slavery]. I went as a representative of a Chicago
newspaper to get the facts. Going first to the capital of the State, Little Rock, I interviewed the Governor
and other officials and then proceeded to the scene of the trouble, Phillips county, in the heart of the
cotton-raising area, close to the Mississippi.
As I stepped from the train at Elaine, the county seat, I was closely watched by a crowd of men.
Within half an hour of my arrival I had been asked by two shopkeepers, a restaurant waiter, and a ticket
agent why I had come to Elaine, what my business was and what I thought of the recent riot. The tension
relaxed somewhat when I implied I was in sympathy with the mob. Little by little suspicion was lessened
and then, the people being eager to have a metropolitan newspaper give their side of the story, I was
shown “evidence” that the story of the massacre plot was well-founded, and not very clever attempts were
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made to guide me away from the
Library of Congress
truth.
Suspicion was given new
birth when I pressed my inquiries
too insistently concerning the
share-crop-ping and tenantfarming system, which works
somewhat as follows: Negro
farmers enter into agreements to
till specified plots of land, they to
receive usually half of the crop for
their labor. Should they be too
poor to buy food, seed, clothing
and other supplies, they are
supplied these commodities by
their land-lords at designated
stores. When the crop is gathered
“Cotton pickers at 6:30 a.m.,” African Americans in
Pulaski County, Alabama, near Little Rock, 1935
the landowner takes it and sells it.
By declaring that he has sold it at
a figure far below the market price and by refusing to give itemized accounts of the supplies purchased
during the year by the tenant, a landlord can (and in that region almost always does) so arrange it that the
bill for supplies always exceeds the tenant’s share of the crop. Individual Negroes who had protested
against such thievery had been lynched. The new organization was simply a union to secure relief through
the courts, which relief those who profited from the system meant to prevent. Thus the story of a
“massacre” plot.
Suspicion of me took definite form when word was sent to Phillips county from Little Rock that it
had been discovered that I was a Negro, though I knew nothing about the message at the time. I walked
down West Cherry Street, the main thoroughfare of Elaine, one day on my way to the jail, where I had
an appointment with the sheriff, who was going to permit me to interview some of the Negro prisoners
who were charged with being implicated in the alleged plot. A tall, heavy-set Negro passed me and,
sotto voce [in a low voice], told me as he passed that he had something important to tell me, and that I
should turn to the right at the next corner and follow him. Some inner sense bade me obey. When we
had got out of sight of other persons the Negro told me not to go to the jail, that there was great hostility
in the town against me and they planned harming me. In the man’s manner there was something which
made me certain he was telling the truth. Making my way to the railroad station, since my interview
with the prisoners (the sheriff and jailer being present) was unlikely to add anything to my story, I was
able to board one of the two trains a day out of Elaine. When I explained to the conductor ⎯ he looked
at me so inquiringly ⎯ that I had no ticket because delays in Elaine had given me no time to purchase
one, he exclaimed, “Why, Mister, you’re leaving just when the fun is going to start! There’s a damned
yaller nigger down here passing for white and the boys are going to have some fun with him.”
I asked him the nature of the fun.
“Wal, when they get through with him,” he explained grimly, “he won’t pass for white no more.”
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