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ABSTRACT 

 
From racial terror lynchings in Georgia through racial terror bombings in Alabama, this 
dissertation unveils a lineage of black and white artists grappling with the legacy of 
racial trauma. To be free from the chains of traumatic pasts, we must return or turn to 
imagery and supporting evidence of American atrocities. This dissertation takes visuals 
alongside written and oral accounts to form a more robust, engaging connection to that 
past. The artistic interventions offer evidence, testimony, and most importantly, they 
provide new avenues down which trauma might travel and transform itself. Art becomes 
a vehicle to depict and process racial trauma, from Meta Warrick Fuller and Kara Walker 
to Philip Guston and William Christenberry. Artists broach the unspeakable and move 
beyond it to create new spaces for processing and ultimately transforming traumatic 
pasts. Moreover, artists offer new material toward a culture of mourning that must exist 
for such histories to be properly buried.  
 
Censoring the conversations generated by visual representations of racial trauma 
prevents education and a path forward from past traumas. In this dissertation, I argue 
for an educational approach to the history covered in this project that situates visual 
narratives alongside historical sources while also privileging the recollections, when 
available, of survivors and eyewitnesses ï too little space and import is ceded to them. I 
do not see a future devoid of or undefined by such traumas until they are dealt with 
sufficiently. To do so, we must discuss them and be willing to relive them in some 
cases, or really, live them through imagination aided by a new visual archive like the 
one I introduce in this project. This dissertation is a living dialogue, informed by the 
authorôs conversations with Christenberry, Renée Stout and RaMell Ross. Toward 
collective healing, I invoke visual culture as a vehicle for depicting and processing racial 
trauma. 
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INTRODUCTION: POSTCARDS FROM THE PAST 

In the mess of moving boxes, I found an unopened trove of family papers and ephemera 

from my motherôs side, including a collection of postcards. I spied Terrell Countyôs Centennial 

Panorama 1856-1956, a ñhistorical program albumò dedicated to ñthe men and women whose 

far-seeing judgement and Christian beliefs have made Terrell County one of the growing, 

progressive Counties of Southwest Georgia, where families take root and grow, nurtured by 

working Churches, good schools and expressed neighborliness.ò The dedication is underscored 

by a quote from Virgil: ñPerhaps the remembrance of these things will prove a source of Future 

Pleasure.ò  

I had never heard of Terrell County before or the town of Dawson, its county seat, where 

much of my family lived at one point. A quick search revealed a different name on account of the 

longstanding legacy of racial violence: Terrible Terrell.1 An isolated community in Southwest 

Georgia, Terrell County was the first testing ground for the 1957 Civil Rights Act when the 

Justice Department sued the county for voter discrimination in 1960.2 Federal intervention could 

not quell the violence, and on September 13, 1962, two Black churches, both of which had 

previously hosted voter-registration meetings, were ñdestroyed by fire.ò3 Newspapers reported 

further targeted violence in the following months, detailing how Black-owned residences had 

been bombed and riddled with bullets. I find evidence of Black life in Terrell County in the 

 
1Brown, Warren. ñA óDual Societyô on Trial,ò The Washington Post, September 2, 1977,  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1977/09/03/a-dual-society-on-trial/0f9c5909-80d1-

42e3-9cad-8e91a29768c3/.  
2 Chaney, Betty. ñPolitical Changes in Terrible Terrell,ò Southern Changes: The Journal of The Southern 

Regional Council, 1978-2003 2, no.7 (1980): 7-10, 

https://southernchanges.digitalscholarship.emory.edu/sc02-7_001/sc02-7_005/#gsc.tab=0 
3 Chaney, Betty. ñPolitical Changes in Terrible Terrell,ò Southern Changes: The Journal of The Southern 
Regional Council, 1978-2003 2, no.7 (1980): 7-10, 

https://southernchanges.digitalscholarship.emory.edu/sc02-7_001/sc02-7_005/#gsc.tab=0 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1977/09/03/a-dual-society-on-trial/0f9c5909-80d1-42e3-9cad-8e91a29768c3/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1977/09/03/a-dual-society-on-trial/0f9c5909-80d1-42e3-9cad-8e91a29768c3/
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Centennial Panorama on a page dedicated to ñTerrell County Farm Scenesò depicting a handful 

of black laborers in the fields (Figure 1).4 The Centennial program also contains some mention 

of ñnegroesò who ñhelped startò farms. I see my family name and lineage detailed on another 

page. Further into the program, I spot several Black men in an employee picture for the Dawson 

Oil Company, the pictured group likely including James Brazier, whose killing in Terrell County 

sparked a wave of racial violence, as well as a U.S. Civil Rights Commission inquiry in 1959 

(Figure 2).5 Mt. Olive and Mt. Mary are missing from the page dedicated to churches: the Black 

churches burned to the ground six years after the programôs publication. I see my great-

grandfather, named and identified, staring back at me on the page dedicated to ñMilitary 

Companies.ò  

The Centennial Program also contains photographs of houses with porches typical to 

these Southern environs, strikingly like those featured on my familyôs postcards. I return to the 

postcard collection contained in the box and pore over its contents. The earliest of the bunch is a 

leather one sent in 1906 from Lake City, Florida. There are some featuring family photos, my 

people perched in early automobiles like one sent from Summit, Georgia in 1911. Many of the 

postcard fronts are photographs, some hand painted. I find so much from my familyôs life in this 

one box, including a report card that predates the Civil War, an embroidered alphabet, and ample 

evidence of travel, from train tickets and fair souvenirs to a hand-cut silhouette from San 

Francisco.  

When I landed on one postcard featuring an indoor swimming pool at Dixie Lake in 

Sparks, Georgia, I recoiled and then realized why. I understood why my reaction to this new 

 
4 Terrell Countyôs Centennial Panorama, 1956.  
5Mary Kelly, ñHattie Brazier Stands Up,ò Delacorte Review, January 22, 2019,  

https://delacortereview.org/2019/01/22/hattie-brazier-stands-up/.  

https://delacortereview.org/2019/01/22/hattie-brazier-stands-up/
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collection was so complicated, why I enjoyed this new window into an American past and mine 

specifically, so reluctantly (Figure 3). When I looked at this scene, I saw a crowd of White 

onlookers perched on a balcony above with bodies below ï and I realized that I was looking 

closely to ensure that I was not looking at a lynching. Yet as I started to put the timelines and 

geography together, I knew that my familyôs leisure history and widespread racial violence were 

happening all around this correspondence collection.  

There is a parallel, likely intertwined, story to the one presented on the postcards I now 

possess. Something is missing or rather, someone, is missing ï an entire Black population that 

outnumbered the White residents and enabled their lifestyles. The only evidence of its existence 

is on a postcard I find at the bottom of the stack (Figure 4). A Black man sits atop a mule-drawn 

buggy on the left with his head slightly bent toward the automobile carrying three White men on 

the right. The postcard is titled ñConveyances of the Old South and the New.ò  

I understand myself and this project as its own conveyance, transporting my lived and 

learned experience into something substantial, something meaningful. I never knew this side of 

my family was Southern. I only knew of a history born from their lives after migrating out west 

to California. I realized the extent of my Southern heritage when I received this box, understood 

the depths of it on both sides for the first time. This is the second time in my life I situated my 

family near racial trauma as it pertains to this project, the first occurring when I watched Spike 

Leeôs 4 Little Girls (1997) and learned of the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing. My father 

recalls hearing the blast.  

In Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, James Agee wrote, ñIn every child who is born, 

under no matter what circumstances, and no matter what parents, the potentiality of the human 

race is born again: and in him, too, once more, and of each of us, our terrific responsibility 
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towards human life.ò This sentiment drives every particle of this dissertation. At the end of 4 

Little Girls, home video footage from the McNair family begins playing just before the credits 

roll. Denise takes center stage amid the Easter revelry, adorned in pinafore white perfection. We 

see her dancing form before her smiling face is revealed. There are other people in the footage, 

from a baby to a group of beaming adults who look on, particularly at Denise, with a palpable 

sense of joy. Denise has always been who mattered, having met her there, on film, in 1997 -- the 

first point of origin when I began work on these topics as a young teen. We meet Denise after 

death in the early middle of this dissertation, but first came Mary Turner, the point of origin 

when I reapproached this project as an adult American and a mother. Unlike Denise, I have never 

seen a photograph of Mary and likely never will. But as you will read, her story undid me and 

infused life, through its details, in the countless lynching images I have seen, the 4,000 and 

counting victims acknowledged at the National Memorial to Peace and Justice in Montgomery, 

which I am lucky to have visited. 

There is a visual lineage in this project of how White men and women become terrorizers 

of their fellow Americans, from the costumes for cover and crowds for support. What is also 

apparent is how early it begins in the lifetimes of children without a choice or much of one, from 

their early exposure into cultures of violence, as I show from the children paraded by lynching 

victims through those jeering with hate-laden signs at school integration protests in Birmingham 

or wearing Klan regalia on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post. In exposing the prominence 

of children in these stories and at these scenes of racial terror, I hope to convey a better 

understanding of how people turn to hoods and hatred. The idealist in me also hopes to prevent 

further occurrences of such early indoctrination and/or help educate with history that resonates 

especially with young people. I want more American children to take an active interest in these 
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stories of racial terror and resistance in the face of it, carrying such history ñlessonsò through 

their lives. I envision much of this dissertation as a blueprint for that. But this is a tall order, a 

daunting endeavor, now more than ever. Books have been banned and, in my state, people have 

recourse to report teachers teaching sensitive material like that found in this dissertation. 

Considering the election results, I fear for what is ahead, but I am in ongoing discussions with 

educators and administrators in our school district, employees of the public library, and 

proprietors of local bookstores to help educate on topics related to my dissertation through 

whatever channels and means possible. I am heartened by their enthusiasm.  

I put the personal at the heart of this project because it is its heart. It is also a means of 

breaking the proverbial ice. By bringing my family history to bear on this history, I wanted to 

show how closely aligned and intertwined our collective American lives are and have always 

been.  From the same lineage that spawned racist rhetoric in a Valedictory address is a woman, 

my grandmother, who helped hide -- unsuccessfully -- my grandfather's Japanese-born 

classmate, Hitoshi ñMoeò Yonemura, from the internment camps. Our stories and our collective 

American story is painful and complicated, but too many chapters remain unwritten for White 

people to hide from it. We can and must handle our hard histories if we are ever to be free from 

them, not forgetful of them. If ñracism is a form of human blindness,ò6 this visually centered 

endeavor is a step toward combatting that blindness.  

This visual culture dissertation focuses on imagery of racial oppression and how both 

White and Black artists and photojournalists have confronted the legacy of that visual culture. 

This project is a living dialogue, one that draws and benefits from conversations with living and 

 
6 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (London: Penguin Classics, 2020), 33.  
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now-deceased individuals. My approach employs a mixed methodology. My conversations are 

the foundation of this project. I chose people closest to the sources and in some cases, the 

sources themselves. I benefited from privileged access as a child of the Civil Rights Generation. 

My ties to Birmingham, Alabama, and the state more broadly run deep despite growing up in 

Virginia. I lived among many Southern expatriates who migrated to the DC area after the peak 

era of Civil Rights violence in the 1960s.  

Encounters with historical narratives at experiential sites such as a movie theater or a 

museum have the potential to activate prosthetic memories among audiences of seemingly 

unnatural relationships to said history. In several of the case studies memory studies scholar 

Alison Landsberg explores in Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American 

Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture, children are central to creating the conditions for 

empathetic engagement. The Charles H. Wright Museumôs slave ship is populated with a large 

group of life-size sculptures of slave, all of them depicting children with such accurate 

renderings made possible by local Detroit schoolchildren who volunteered their bodies.7 The 

unborn child who serves as the central narrator in Daughters of the Dust disentangles memory 

from lived experience and biological connection, suggesting alternative possibilities by which 

one might ñinhabit memories of eventsò and acquire the ñability to recollect.ò8 Landsberg does 

not characterize prosthetic memories as perfect, but powerful, for when they form, they leave a 

lasting imprint. The experiential sites identified in Landsbergôs study comprise the many new 

 
7 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of 

Mass Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 81. 

8 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of 

Mass Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 97. 
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venues for performing memory, particularly those that comprise a broad, cultural narrative about 

a widely experienced past. 

 In an era of attention divided among any number of social media and home viewing 

platforms, there is an even more pressing social need for narrative/storytelling venues that can 

hold an audience ï willingly ï captive even if that experience involves wandering through an 

exhibit without reading any accompanying texts. The visual effects carry enough potential to 

produce prosthetic memory and often compel its affected audience to read the caption and more 

in pursuit of further engagement. Moreover, prosthetic memoryôs ability to create empathy 

differs from other situations that evoke sympathy since the latter reinforces a hierarchy, through 

social standing, skin color, etc. that offers a vantage point of superiority. With an empathetic 

approach fostered by prosthetic memory, one experiences an emotional and cognitive reaction 

wherein one processes anotherôs trauma but remembers oneôs own position of privilege or 

difference. Part of the endurance of prosthetic memory when they form in individuals is on 

account of the additional effort to process the initial emotions of the encounter followed by the 

more removed ñintellectual coming-to-terms with another personôs circumstances.ò9 

Visual culture can enable historical witnessing in unique ways that can produce 

ñprostheticò memories that elicit more empathy from those consuming/witnessing than written 

and oral texts. It is crucial to integrate these often more accessible and searing texts into 

formative minds and with civil rights in Birmingham, the many ways in which young people are 

part of the story allow for greater entry points than most periods. Spatializing civil rights 

 
9 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of 

Mass Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 81. 
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memory with Birmingham offers a foundation for wading further into lesser explored topics on 

the era. The Civil Rights triangle Birmingham created ï well ahead of Southern cities like 

Atlanta and Washington, D.C. ï brings a steady revenue stream to Birmingham, but as an 

immoveable not insubstantial corner of the city landscape, it makes a traumatic past visible offers 

a tangible means for mourning. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute grapples with the trauma 

of ñBombingham,ò but imperfectly and incompletely ï no matter the ideals in creating these 

spaces, civil rights memory is monetized and tailored to audiences. There was careful thought 

behind the name and the choice of ñInstituteò signals the hopes of its founders and earliest 

supporters that it would serve not only as a storehouse of living history, but also as a place of 

education and dialogue for the community.10 With the creation of the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute, trauma became a teaching tool for young Southerners and non-Southerners and a 

foundation for having conversations about human rights more broadly.  

The state of civil rights education at the onset of this project was alarming, and I assume 

it has only worsened in the intervening time. I include comments from one student regarding her 

own ignorance of Emmett Till until she took my course, Visualizing the Civil Rights Movement. 

That was the notable tip of that iceberg. The course and our seminar conversations substantially 

informed this project. The group included Black students, international students, males and 

females. It was not easy but with visuals at the center, we traversed an incendiary, painful 

history, largely covered in this dissertation. Our course, like this dissertationôs living dialogue, 

was knitted together by collaborative, open-minded discussion with each other and with image 

makers and relevant cultural figures like documentarian Keith Beauchamp and former U.S. 

 
10 Odessa Woolfolk, interview by Kate Previti, August 22, 2014.  
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attorney and senator Doug Jones. I included field trips and film screenings, as many means of 

experiencing history as possible. Visual-based learning showed itself to be effective, and I 

believe in it whole-heartedly. Alison Landsbergôs concept of prosthetic memory resonated with 

my personal experience. To inhabit history and see the world through eyes of other Americans, I 

endeavored to bring students and now, readers, into the frame and break those frames altogether. 

Where law enforcement, law and frankly, humanity, failed, I wanted to provide visual 

documentation and the work of artists to depict and reflect on these racial atrocities. Making 

them visible and using survivor testimony when possible, to support the associated narrative 

history. To give victims a voice through the visual.  

This dissertation follows a narrative associated with my own education amid the 

formulations and research of this project. The trajectory the work took shifted and evolved at 

specific points, as noted in the chapter outline below. This project changed from how I originally 

envisioned it, largely on account of several ñawakeningsò that occurred during the writing 

process. This dissertation offers a visual narrative enhanced by historical and first-hand accounts. 

Both visual and written pieces are essential to narrative history. This project ultimately sought to 

bring new images and artwork to light as part of a conversation about a crucial part of our 

American past with contemporary and future relevance. I begin and conclude with artistic 

processing of racial trauma and its perpetrators but use photojournalism to ground this project in 

a visual historic context, from photographs of young lynching victim Emmett Till through 

images depicting the 16th Street Baptist Church after the bombing. Moving forward into the 

artistic renderings of past and ongoing trauma related to this history, I ultimately show the power 

and potential of these renderings to generate prosthetic memories and guide conversation around 
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and through sensitive topics. I argue for visualizing racial terror as the most effective means of 

teaching it and preventing more of it in the future.  

The first chapter establishes the racial terror of lynching as the foundation for this project. 

I include key components of my lynching education in this section, including discussion of 

James Allenôs Without Sanctuary and excerpts from Ralph Ginzburgôs 100 Years of Lynching. I 

focus on one case, the 1918 lynching of Mary Turner, describing in detail what occurred. I chose 

Turner with great intention as her story unraveled me, especially considering its close 

coordinates to my own family at that time. Turnerôs fate, and that of her child born during her 

lynching, left a lasting impression on me as it did for many others, including Meta Vaux Warrick 

Fuller (1877-1968), a Black female sculptor from Philadelphia. Fullerôs unfinished tribute to 

Turner and her lifelong fixation on her fate, begins this projectôs lineage of Black and White 

artists grappling with the legacy of racial trauma. While Fuller contends with a victim and the 

violence of lynching, I also showcase the work from the 1930s of Philip Guston, a White artist in 

Los Angeles who grappled with how to portray perpetrators of such violence, like the Ku Klux 

Klan. Similarly, I unveil Klan and lynching-themed work from Black painter Jacob Lawrence 

inspired by his travels in the Southern Black Belt in the late 1940s. This section culminates with 

the brutal death of 14-year-old Emmett Till in 1955, its visual impact and the lasting effect on a 

generation of Black Americans. 

Beginning with Mary Turner, the material in its written and visualized form is triggering 

and potentially traumatizing. Shock stories beget the kind of ñshock images,ò described by Susan 

Sontag -- horrific images meant to make real ñ óor more realô matters that the privileged and the 
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merely safe might prefer to ignore.ò11 I offer this advisory without knowing the background that 

any reader carries with them, but understanding that ñimages can affect people in realms just 

beyond language and below rational consciousness.ò12 To that end, I include art and photography 

with affective potential, not necessarily to shock, but to convey visual truth and bring people and 

events to life. What I found in my life as a student and an educator is the need for more life in the 

history we teach, especially for it to resonate and linger. Along with that is the need for narrative.  

The next section contends with Birmingham, Alabama, and the racial violence that 

engulfed it in the post-World War II era. I never intended to cover the topic or the place, yet the 

more I uncovered about the so-called ñBombinghamò period (1945-1965) and black ñjustified 

homicides,ò the more reason I saw to pursue a different path back to Birmingham. The second 

chapter showcases the racial terror bombings in Birmingham in the aftermath of World War II, 

using visual evidence from photojournalists. I contextualize the violence with the return of 

soldiers, along with the desegregation of neighborhoods and schools. I collect images that help 

bring this era to life, recognizing that the term ñBombingham,ò while familiar, needs visual aids 

for it to become real and to resonate. The decimation of Black homes and establishments by 

frequent bombings and other destruction of property, underscores the quotidian threat of violence 

that defined Black life, a new means of terror with similar impact to the lynching that came 

before. These images perform a certain type of work that Sontag alludes to when framing the city 

and regionôs experience in the context of war: ñLook, the photographs say, this is what itôs like. 

 
11 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Picador, 2003), 7.  
12 Michael D. Harris, Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation (Chapel Hill: The University of 

North Carolina Press, 2003), 14.  
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This is what war does. And that, that is what it does, too. War tears, rends. War rips open, 

eviscerates. War scorches. War disremembers. War ruins.ò13 

Chapter three closely re-examines the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing in Birmingham 

as well as the violence in its immediate aftermath and the bombings that continued in its wake. 

Like the previous chapter, I use largely unseen images from the bombingôs aftermath to provide 

insight into on-the-ground life in Birminghamôs black community that day. A notable image 

producer from this chapter is Chris McNair, father of bombing victim Denise. I came to 

understand what happened differently on account of a new visual archive of long unavailable 

images that I share in this section from an online and my personal collections. The various 

accounts of the church bombing serve as a template for how we might envision coming to grips 

with this spate of violence and similar ones from other chapters in our past and those still being 

written.  

Mourning becomes a central concept at this point. The violence in Alabama, focusing on 

children and young people, spurred on increasingly intense and difficult art and documentary 

responses.  To that end, the fourth chapter introduces the Civil Rights Generation as a mourning 

cohort whose work takes myriad forms, from legal and judicial to cultural and artistic 

contributions. As the movement went national, scrutiny of racial violence increased, with 

mounting pressure on locals who experienced or were traumatized by violence. 

In the fourth chapter, I return to the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing and to another 

racially radioactive site, Stone Mountain, as experienced and expressed through the artwork of 

two Black artists and photographers, Dawoud Bey and Kara Walker. I unveil Bey and his 

 
13 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Picador, 2003), 8. 
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Birmingham Project, a video and photography work memorializing the bombing victims, as well 

as the commemorative activity surrounding the 50th anniversary of the bombing locally and 

nationally. I then find Walker visiting and reacting to Stone Mountain in the form of her exhibit 

along with its accompanying catalogue, Go to Hell or Atlanta Whichever Comes First. The 

commemoration of Civil War and Civil Rights anniversaries during this period provides an 

overlay of history with which to contend and uncover.  

The fifth and final chapter focuses on White Alabamian artist, William Christenberry, and 

what grew to become the Klan Tableau with some discussion of Philip Guston and his Klan 

work. This section traces the exhibition history and affiliated responses. I examine the history of 

Christenberryôs most ñradioactiveò material, culminating with its more recent appearance in 

Desire Paths, an exhibit with Black artist, RaMell Ross. I look at their collaboration as well as 

Christenberryôs mutually supportive friendship with a Black female artist, Ren®e Stout. Drawing 

on conversations with Christenberry, Stout, and Ross, I examine the recent past and potential 

future for racially sensitive art along with the cultural and curatorial work demanded by it.  

In Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation, Michael D. Harris alludes to a 

manuscript belonging to a Black individual that deals with the Ku Klux Klan and triangular 

imagery. The author notes that this individual was told to hide the work for reasons similar to 

why her mother-in-law would never eat watermelon on her front steps. I encounter plenty of 

skepticism and horror when I tell people about the Klan material so crucial to this project ï why, 

some ask, would you want to bring that up? I was met with this line of questioning many times, 

and I did worry. But the more relevant the Klan became in national news, the more I pushed 

forward. I recognized any reluctance as more reason to move ahead ï to get uncomfortable and 

stay there. This project itself is arguably ñradioactive.ò There might even be discomfort in 
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bringing Black and White voices together, especially on the topics explored here, especially to 

open the door to less chasm and more collaboration.  

Writing about difficult topics and seeing horrific images led me outside of the prescribed 

avenues for what I thought of as a dissertation. While I spent significant time reading secondary 

sources and scholarly arguments related to my topics, I ultimately charted a different course 

grounded in conversations with primary sources, too valuable to be ignored, too important not to 

be privileged. Art might speak for itself, but as I discuss at length, context can elevate art into the 

realm of socio-history. Toxic material has long been the subject of artists, their representations 

and responses keeping traumatic histories in conversation well beyond their occurrence. I show 

how Black and White artists from different communities placed racialized trauma at the center of 

their work, bringing the realities of trauma into a public sphere that had denied its existence. Art 

eases the entry by which these topics might be discussed, but censorship puts that at risk. Trauma 

disconnects individuals and communities from the outside world so the need for connection in 

pursuit of repair is significant. Interaction leads to connection. The integration of voices and 

perspectives leads to connection.  

Art can usher in a new era for confronting racial atrocities that seem to defy words and 

sense. Through art, we can speak about what we see, especially when the artists themselves 

speak about what they saw and then, as a result, what they created in the aftermath. Visual 

culture helps develop a language to speak about terror and human-inflicted trauma. There 

remains no blueprint for talking through racial trauma, especially conversations that involve 

White people. At the forefront of this project are Black voices and visions, which reflect who and 

what I believe must carry our conversations forward. Art activates our imagination. Infused with a 
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human spirit, art speaks something. It can talk across divides. It can situate us on common ground and 

enable a more civil discourse. 

Autobiography also influenced this project, especially those of Katharine Du Pre 

Lumpkin (The Making of a Southerner) and Anne Moody (Coming of Age in Mississippi). I 

found the histories and sociological profiles instrumental in my own understanding of the region; 

coupled with emotive autobiographic details, I enjoyed a fuller vision of racialized Southern 

culture than available elsewhere. Scholarship incorporating memoir-like asides from Rebecca 

Mark (Mourning Emmett) and Grace Elizabeth Hale (Making Whiteness) spoke to my own 

emotional grappling with my material. These writers emulate the ñnew kind of writingò that 

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall discusses in ñYou Must Remember Thisò: Autobiography as Social 

Critique: ña new way of interweaving memory and history, poetics and politics, without blurring 

the distinctions between the two.ò14 The compounding influence of these sources led to a 

conscious decision to include autobiography when it felt natural and necessary. 

I could not ignore political and cultural events occurring during the research and writing 

of this dissertation. From the onset, I observed the birth of the Tea Party brought about by Barack 

Obamaôs elections as President followed by the reactionary rise of Donald Trump and his 

followers. Racial rhetoric that mirrored that of the Jim Crow and Civil Rights era surged as did 

organizations like the Ku Klux Klan. Seeing photos of handmade Klan dolls being sold at 

contemporary Klan rallies in 2018 was a chilling moment, but one that fueled my interest in 

recentering Christenberry at the foreground of this project. As racial violence escalated, reaching 

an incendiary peak in the summer of 2020 with the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, 

 
14 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, ñóYou Must Remember Thisô: Autobiography as Social Critique,ò The Journal of American 

History 85, no. 2 (September 1998), 462.  
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circumstances for exhibiting racially sensitive art were fragile, at best. Censoring the 

conversations generated by visual representations of racial trauma prevents education and a path 

forward from past traumas. I argue for an educational approach to the history covered in this 

project that situates visual narratives alongside historical sources while also privileging the 

recollections, when available, of survivors and eyewitnesses ï too little space and import is 

ceded to them.15 I do not see a future devoid of or undefined by such traumas until they are dealt 

with sufficiently. To do so, we must discuss them and be willing to relive them in some cases, or 

really, live them through imagination aided by a new visual archive like the one I introduce in 

this project. Toward collective healing, I invoke visual culture as a vehicle for depicting and 

processing racial trauma. Part of this corresponds with its ability to create imaginative 

possibilities for understanding among an audience diverse in background. As a society of 

mourners, we must commit to an unending, more informed approach to large-scale traumatic 

pasts that begins with education, often through imagination. The shift from ñI canôt imagineò to 

ñI can only imagineò is significant and helpful in contrast to default frames of avoidance 

centering on variations of ñunspeakable.ò  

I began this project to probe a wounded, unhealed South I knew intimately given my own 

Southern story and that of the ones who made me. In A Turn in the South (1989), V.S. Naipul 

likens the South to a ñwound,ò and W. Fitzhugh Brundage characterizes the Southern past as an 

ñopen woundò in his introduction to Where These Memories Grow: History, Memory and 

Southern Identity (2000). The continual memory of defeat and occupation and the simultaneous 

campaign of terrorism against Blacks have sustained a society in which trauma and terror 

 
15 Further, the ability to visit historical sites, virtually or in-person, affiliated with traumatic racial 

histories is undervalued. 
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flourish  ï trauma of found and lived memories, unconfronted trauma repressed by nostalgia and 

denial, and everyday terror living in the Southôs unreconciled racial landscape. This project looks 

at visual culture and artistic avenues wherein people dealt with individual and cultural trauma in 

myriad, diverse ways following the Civil Rights Movement.16  

This study characterizes trauma as a complex of experience and its aftereffects as it 

shapes and reshapes both history and memory to serve collective and individual needs. A priori, 

trauma is an individual, psychological complex, but recent trauma scholarship17 and trauma 

studies applied to the South or American racial identity, are concerned with trauma as something 

more. For example, Ron Eyermanôs influential Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of 

African American Identity situates trauma as ñcollective memory [of slavery],ò understanding it 

as a cultural process in which trauma shapes and reshapes African American collective identity 

ñout of remembrance.ò18 Sociologist Jeffrey Olick directly confronts ñthe problem of traumaò in 

regard to collective memory and articulates the importance of understanding a gap between 

trauma as an individual psychological experience and trauma as a broader cultural process, for 

trauma beyond a lone individual is ñirreducible to individual and aggregated psychology.ò Olick 

warns against making facile equivalences but does not offer any alternative solutions for 

bridging the trauma gap between cultures and individual that would satisfactorily integrate ï 

 
16 When taken as a whole, these case studies reflect the spectrum of individual responses to trauma that 

range from brief, immediate stress reactions to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and complex post-

traumatic stress disorder; named by Judith Herman, survivors in the latter category have suffered 

prolonged abuse and/or multiple traumas and in turn, ñdevelop characteristic personality changes, 

including deformations of relatedness and identityò (119). 
17 Since the late 1990s, trauma studies have been largely preoccupied with who deserves to be labeled a 

victim (and who does not) and what constitutes trauma (and what does not), particularly in regard to the 

United States where a culture of ñhysteriaò has emerged amid the prevalence of victimhood, seemingly 

universal, as articulated by Elaine Showalter in Hystories and Kirby Farrell in Post-Traumatic Culture, 
both published in 1998.  
18Ron Eyerman, Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of African American Identity (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001), 1.  
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ethically and conceptually ï historical trauma into ñcoherent and constructiveò narratives.19  

Approaches to working through trauma are as fragmented as the post-traumatic 

symptoms that might present themselves in an individual and as varied as traumatic experiences 

and post-traumatic identities; academic Ann Kaplan and journalist David Morris have raised the 

ñsiloôdò state of trauma expertise as concerning and counter-productive given how trauma affects 

every aspect of traumatized individuals and communities.  Even among psychological, 

individuated trauma, there is little cohesion among those who could and do find commonality in 

their experiences of suffering and survival ï conversation is still relatively quiet among those 

who have been on the frontlines themselves and among them, few works have bridged the 

autobiographical with the scholarly ï David Morrisô Evil Hours: A Biography of Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder is exceptional, ground-breaking work from a journalist working through his own 

wartime trauma which he weaves into his comprehensive study. On the academic front, Ann 

Kaplan alludes to the personal component of her scholarship contextualizing Trauma Culture: 

The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature with her experience in 9/11 New York, 

but more importantly, of an undisclosed trauma much earlier ï her reading of Cathy Caruth in 

the mid-1990s made sense of symptoms she had been experiencing. This background, the details 

of which are not disclosed, yields something novel and beyond that, useful. The traumatic 

experience of 9/11 for Kaplan is a thoughtful one and further, it bookends this crucial foray into 

visual trauma studies but it does not dominate the content of the chapter-studies within it. There 

is a sensitivity to her approach that overlays the culture of trauma she unearths.  

A more comprehensive discussion in the context of Southern racial trauma and identity 

 
19 Jeffrey Olick, ñCollective Memory: The Two Cultures,ò Sociological Theory 17 no. 3 (November 

1999), 344-345.  
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demands a willingness to forgo default frameworks of avoidance and vagueness that confine 

trauma to written contexts and theoretical realms of memory. Reaching beyond psychology or 

the scope of an individual experience, this dissertation seeks to dismantle binary frameworks of 

individual and cultural trauma altogether and argue that there is a relationship and important 

continuities exist between individual trauma as ongoing psychological process and societal 

trauma as ongoing cultural process; while it is not a one-to-one equivalence, trauma is not purely 

metaphorical in broader, cultural applications. David Becker advocates for greater focus on the 

ñtraumatic situationò instead of trauma, a term that has been universalized and overused in recent 

decades; by talking about the traumatic situation, the focus shifts to context, the circumstances 

surrounding the trauma and not the specific individual20. In doing so, more productive work can 

be done to better understand the environmental, political, economic and social surroundings of 

suffering. He also puts defining trauma in the hands of those familiar with the context and the 

site/individual-specific elements of the traumatic situation.  

Classic trauma begins with a ñdeeply distressing or disturbingò experience21 that yields 

physical and emotional pain.22 The traumatized individual contends with something outside the 

realm of what they knew to be possible in their life up to that point that is in fact occurring or 

occurred: ñthe unexpected reality.ò23 Trauma, in its earliest origins, is a bodily wound; in 

Freudian thought, it is a wound of the mind. Trauma lingers, often unacknowledged, long after 

 
20 David Becker, The Invention of Trauma (German, 2014).  
21 Experience, as I use it in this dissertation, incorporates an event or one-time occurrence as well as a 

more prolonged experience that could take place over an extended period of time such as sustained 

childhood abuse that happens repeatedly.  
22 All mammals possess the limbic section of the brain, which processes threats as sensations wherein the 

body fights or flees. The trauma occurs when, in this situation, the body is trapped and the threat 

internalized within the self hence the interconnectedness of body and mind in understanding trauma and 

PTSD.  
23 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1996), 4.  
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the initial traumatic experience occurred, and issues thought to be resolved ñat one stage of 

recovery may be reawakenedò without reason.24 It persists as well when repressed, avoided or 

disavowed explicitly. As I will later discuss in several specific contexts, trauma can also be 

witnessing ï directly or through mediated representation -- an act of atrocity, of unspeakable 

horror that is difficult to reconcile with what is humanly possible among people whose skin color 

or religion we share.  

My approach to trauma in this study responds to and rejects aspects of the most 

influential academic and psychological work on trauma. Part of what I have come to find 

frustrating with most of the existing academic articulations of trauma and post-trauma 

livelihoods is a fixation on trauma as unspeakable and unrepresentable by the survivor. 

Dissociative definitions25 of trauma popularized by notable psychologist Bessel Van Der Kolk 

and academic Cathy Caruth understand the traumatic event itself as meaningful only in that it 

leaves an imprint; the real trauma is the form this imprint takes, which is the creation of a strain 

of memory that cannot be cognitively processed like other non-traumatic memories. Traumatic 

memory evades mastery in the psyche and disrupts individuals by returning continuously in the 

form of a ñhaunting:ò nightmares, flashbacks, and hallucinations which render the traumatic 

subject a victim of ñpossession.ò The haunting component of this dissociative conceptualization 

of trauma is the foundation of most literary and other humanities-based scholarship on trauma.26 

When and if traumatic narratives are eventually pieced together and recounted in verbal or 

 
24 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence -- From Domestic Abuse to Political 

Terror (New York: Basic Books, 1997), 211.  
25 This is not to be confused with disassociation that can occur during the traumatic event.  

definition widely accepted that has trickled across a range of fields and subjects and students.  
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written storytelling modes, they are unable ñto capture the inner truth of the experience.ò27 In 

Trauma and Forgiveness, however, Fred Alford insists upon the ability of survivors to represent 

their experience despite what the majority of trauma theory has said ï he is an advocate for more 

listening and less theorizing. In the various mediums traumatic histories may appear -- written, 

oral, or visual -- there needs to be a more open, inviting environment for bringing them forward 

ï as trauma speaks in any number of languages.28 Survivors and their traumatic memories are 

essential in this study.  

Inheritance and transmission of traumas invented, experienced, and witnessed take on 

different forms over time with changing times and narrators. In this dissertation, trauma as 

ongoing psychological and cultural processes involves memory in a key role for understanding 

how and why trauma is: 1) ongoing even when the trauma itself is over, since reliving it through 

memories of the traumatic experience can be more traumatic than the founding trauma itself, 

which Caruth argues is often the case; and 2) malleable, as trauma becomes subject to alternative 

visions and revisions in a cultural arena through memory and its modifications from individual 

and collective needs and desires.  

Visual culture in particular enables us to cross the line of witnessing and being 

victimized, creating sites of possibility for making new bids at racial understanding.29 Moreover, 

trauma is uniquely, and understandably, tied to the visual when written and spoken words fail to 

 
27 Bessel Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma (New 

York: Penguin Books, 2014), 43.  
28 Leading trauma psychologists Bessel Van Der Kolk and Onno Van Der Hart suggest that the 

assimilation of traumatic memories into new narratives ï the language deployed and mental schemes 

developed that bring them into being ï are indicative of post-traumatic healing (176).   
29 The opening rape sequence in the film adaptation of John Grishamôs A Time to Kill speaks to this point, 

as camera angles and editing techniques are manipulated to situate viewers from the perspective of the 

young African American girl brutalized by two white neo-Confederates. 
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convey that which is unspeakable, indescribable or provide sufficient ñevidenceò that testifies to 

the traumaôs occurrence and ongoing effects. This exploration of how race-based trauma and 

Southern memory form and reform across time and beyond region will take into account the 

changing visual media resources deployed for myriad political and cultural needs.  

Trauma offers the South common ground historically and presently through new 

experiences and inherited legacies shouldered by white and black Southerners. By ñcommon,ò I 

do not imply, for example, that Reconstructionôs trauma for white Southerners was at all the 

same experience as the trauma endured by African Americans during Redemption. Racialized 

trauma and memory from Reconstruction through the Civil Rights Movement was 

asymmetrically experienced in distinct ways by the two races both cognitively and on the ground 

in everyday life. But to understand trauma as a complex of both initiating event and ongoing 

effects, I will address but not fixate on either hierarchies of suffering or aspirations for a return to 

some kind of corrected level playing field.  

As I am approaching it in this study, trauma is a tool of reconciliatory possibility to 

bridge racial and cultural divides within and about the South at sites of memory and counter-

memory explored in this study ï this unique approach to Southern trauma and memory draws on 

what Caruth argues is traumaôs overlooked possibility on a cultural level: its potential to achieve 

seemingly implausible commonality for groups separated on account of race, gender, age, etc.30 

Just as I will underscore the inability to fully ñrecoverò from trauma, these sites and my 

understanding of ñreconciliationò in the context of visual culture does not denote a fully repaired, 

reconstructed, or redeemed racial landscape in the South, as such a naïve claim would involve an 

 
30 Cathy Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 

11.  
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impossible ñreturn toò or restoration from wounded to healed without any evidence of scarring. 

Attempts at ñrepairingò the Southôs racial landscape, particularly historic race-based and human-

inflicted injustices in the region, confine trauma to a framework limited by race and generation. 

This study, however, leaves room for trauma and understands it as ongoing and shared across a 

range of originating experiences and relationships to initiating traumatic events.  I seek a balance 

of Black and White narrativity and to avoid ï or identify it as such ï white victimhood. Subjects 

and sources in this project include a range of Black and White voices informing the study and 

providing insight into what is being studied. Denying a biracial framework would do nothing 

toward fixing an inherent, longstanding problem with White trauma: the refusal to acknowledge 

the humanity of Blacks and the magnitude of their suffering.  

Southern trauma from Reconstruction through the Civil Rights Movement is complex and 

multi-layered. The earliest machinations of recovery began in the 1970s as states like Alabama, 

particularly in Birmingham, showed evidence of a second Reconstruction. Over a century had 

passed since the first Reconstruction ended by the time much of the responses explored in this 

study began in earnest.  In her discussion of post-9/11 New York ñrebuilding,ò Kaplan describes 

the second stage post-trauma of ñworking throughò as ñthe stage of accepting what has 

happened, mourning the many kinds of loss, and providing ï not closure or healing ï but a fitting 

witness, a fitting way to memorialize the catastrophe.ò In the case of the South, so many 

additional challenges arise with wounds that are inflicted not by foreign enemies, but neighbors, 

fellow Southerners and Americans.  

The collective art of forgetting difference is a monumental but manageable task. To forget 

difference, we have to establish the shared history of ñAmerica born in a bloody and ongoing 

struggle for equality.ò Such an education enables the eventual move in the direction of living 
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steeped but not stuck in our history. To be free from the chains of traumatic pasts, we must return 

or turn to imagery and supporting evidence of American atrocities. We take visuals alongside 

written and oral accounts to form a more robust, engaging connection to that past. The artistic 

interventions offer evidence, testimony, and most importantly, they provide new avenues down 

which trauma might travel and transform itself. Art becomes a vehicle to depict and process 

racial trauma. Artists broach the unspeakable and move beyond it to create new spaces for 

processing and ultimately transforming traumatic pasts. Moreover, artists offer new material 

toward a culture of mourning that must exist for such histories to be properly buried. There are 

too many closed chapters but open caskets in Americaôs racial terror stories of the 20th and 21st 

centuries. Artists elicit responses and enable conversation on a different realm, one that diffuses 

the notion of anything being unspeakable. Nothing is unspeakable. That merely means it is 

difficult to speak aloud, but only with practice, does it become easier and eventually, 

manageable. Before we speak it, we must know it then mourn it. Sometimes you cannot tell 

someone what youôve seen, you must show them first; sometimes you need both the visual and 

the oral or written account and sometimes, you need the tools of an artist to draw, sculpt, or paint 

what you have seen or experienced.  
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Figure 1: Terrell County farm scenes from 1956 Centennial Panorama.  
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Figure 2: Dawson Oil Co. photograph from 1956 Centennial Panorama.  
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Figure 3: Dixie Lake postcard from personal collection.  
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Figure 4: ñConveyances of the Old South and the Newò postcard from personal 

collection.  
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CHAPTER 1: MOURNING MARY TURNER  

I had no prior knowledge of lynchingôs history until I became a doctoral student in 

American Studies. I was introduced to Americaôs racial holocaust through James Allenôs Without 

Sanctuary (2000), a collection of lynching postcards, first exhibited and then made available 

online. The images were shocking, but so were the details of the culture surrounding it, details 

about picnicking families and souvenir appendages that offered a more fully formed 

understanding of that America. I choose to begin with a written narrative of one specific incident, 

an account seared into my own consciousness since I first read it. The details of this story left me 

undone, left me cross-legged on my floor sitting with what I now knew, surrounded by my 

makeshift memorial of personal items and candles in a bid to move forward. This story 

personalized the archive of lynching postcards I knew well from Without Sanctuary, breathing 

new life into that already unforgettable education. I choose not to replicate lynching images, but 

those are readily available here for all who have yet to know this essential part of our shared 

history: https://withoutsanctuary.org/  Instead of ña failure of imagination, of empathyéto hold 

this reality in mind,ò31 I am now overwhelmed with both because of those visuals and this story.   

Mary Turner, a woman, was lynched many yesterdays ago. She hid from sight in the 

aftermath of her husbandôs lynching: she had publicly demanded justice for his murder. She 

longed for a list of names responsible for his death followed by warrants and courtroom justice. 

Her public comments on the matter riled an already frenzied, bloodthirsty crowd into action. 

Turner heard about the pursuit and feared for her life as well as that of her unborn child, eight 

months in the womb at that point. She would have been visibly pregnant when the mob found 

 
31 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Picador, 2003), 8.  

https://withoutsanctuary.org/
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her. They arrested her around noon and vowed to ñteach her a lesson.ò She left behind three 

children.  

Turnerôs captors chose a specific route to the tree that would host the lynching. The mob 

led her past the body of her husband. She saw it by force and not by choice as was the case for 

hundreds of White people who came to look. Mary paraded by him as her captors marched her 

toward the spot selected for her hanging. They found a ñlonely and secluded spot, down a narrow 

road over which the trees touch at the topséa gloomy and appropriate spotò32 for her execution. 

They bound her hands and tied her to an oak tree shading the Folsom Bridge in Valdosta. They 

doused her in gasoline and then they set her on fire. Aflame over the Little River, Mary burned 

before they tended to her unborn child, stomping the life out of him or her.   

NAACP Assistant Secretary Walter F. White traveled to South Georgia in late June to 

investigate Turnerôs killing on behalf of the organization and issue his findings in their 

September 1918 issue of The Crisis.33 The cover illustration by Frank Walts (Figure 5) features a 

woman whose wide-eyed gaze dares you to read about Mary and all the reported terror in the 

pages to follow. Whiteôs report, entitled ñThe Work of a Mob,ò details the gruesome way Turner 

died. It also speaks to Turnerôs child who took his or her first and last breaths amid the lynching. 

The child of Turner was born roughly a month before his or her due date at the hands of a 

bloodthirsty member of his motherôs lynch mob. White issues something of a disclaimer before 

proceeding with Maryôs portion of the story, noting the ñmethod by which Mrs. Mary Turner was 

 
32 Walter White, ñThe Work of a Mob,ò The Crisis, September 1918, 222, 

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf.  
33 Walter White, ñThe Work of a Mob,ò The Crisis, September 1918, 222, 

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf. 

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf
https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf
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put to death was so revolting and the details are so horrible that it is with reluctance that the 

account is given.ò An excerpt from his report:  

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 womanôs 
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.34  

 

The first time I read Whiteôs last line in that description, I understood that my work was 

finally beginning. I remember checking the names listed against those of my family and others 

mentioned in their correspondence. The box of letters and postcards from my Southern Georgian 

family also contained a handwritten document held together by a white silk ribbon: my great 

auntôs Valedictory address (Figures 6-7). I recalled the scrawled section from her speech given 

on Friday, June 3, 1898 during the Closing Exercises for the Dawson (Ga) Public Schools:  

Much florid rhetoric and imposing declamation have been expended for centuries 

past upon the mental status of the two sexes, and the distinctive mission of 
woman; while experience and common sense, those infallible definers and 

expounders of current truth, have demonstrated that it is education and 
surroundings that fix the mental horoscope of man and woman alike, and that the 

natural, obvious, and appropriate mission of both is to conserve and foster the best 

interests and aspirations of the race.35 

 

 
34 Walter White, ñThe Work of a Mob,ò The Crisis, September 1918, 222, 

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf. 
35 Authorôs Great-Aunt (name withheld for privacy), Valedictory (Authorôs personal collection, 1898), 3-

4.   

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/civil-rights/crisis/0900-crisis-v16n05-w095.pdf
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Twenty years before Mary Turner and her child became victims of a lynch mob, my great 

aunt stood before her fellow classmates and their families to avow that mission. Through the 

early 1920s, my family lived in Southeastern Georgia, a hotbed of racial terror lynchings. My 

family lived in a land of lessons taught to their fellow Americans through nooses and other 

mechanisms of torture. My family corresponded with one another through postcards circulating 

through the same U.S. Postal System that carried details and depictions of lynchings and their 

aftermaths. On December 9, 1918, Georgia Governor Hugh M. Dorsey declared my great 

grandfather the County Surveyor of Cook County, effective through January 1, 1918. The same 

governor who enabled the climate of violence and fear that swept his state, the same man who 

ignored pleas for intervention in the name of Mary Turner and the many who came before.36 I 

trace Dorseyôs name and the state seal as I untangle these threads. I hold the silk ribbon that ties 

the Valedictory speech together and think of how long those words traveled with me, how angry I 

was and will always be that my people were somehow part of this all ï this unacceptable vision 

of disunion masquerading as America. Maybe some of them hoped to do more or even did 

something, anything to help. In the materials alongside the Program from the 1898 graduation is 

a small, printed nameplate, but in place of a cursive moniker framed by flowers and a cowrie 

shell is this: ñAnd as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise. Luke VI, 

31.ò  

I would like to think that at the very least, the impact of Mary Turner on my life and now, 

this academic undertaking, is a step toward something better, something meaningful in pursuit of 

 
36 Hugh Dorsey, ñGovernor Dorseyôs Response to NAACPò (November 18, 1918), 

http://www.maryturner.org/images/Dorsey.pdf.  

http://www.maryturner.org/images/Dorsey.pdf
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healing the horrors that came and preventing those that could be. A small step toward repair if 

not reparation. 

One of the lies surrounding the story that White uncovered involved the wife of the White 

farmer killed at the outset. She was also pregnant and survived the attack to deliver a healthy 

baby. She was not a victim of rape, as had been suggested by early accounts. It was, however, 

common practice for Black women to be mob-raped prior to execution and given the disregard 

for her pregnancy, we cannot overlook that possibility in Turnerôs case.37 The juxtaposition 

between the White wifeôs ultimately minor suffering and the fate of Mary Turner is clearly drawn 

in Walter Whiteôs report, particularly given that both women were roughly at the same stage of 

pregnancy.38  

META VAUX WARRICK FULLER 

No photographs exist of Mary Turner, her child, or the heinous crime that ended their 

lives. In the absence of such images, female artists memorialized their lives and what occurred, 

beginning with Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller (Figure 8). In the early 20th Century, Fuller was a 

renowned artist from Philadelphia, known simultaneously for her Parisian work on scenes of 

horror (e.g. The Secret Sorrow and The Wretched) at the turn of the century, and stateside 

sculpted scenes of racial uplift, such as 1913ôs The Spirit of Emancipation honoring the 50th 

Anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. Juggling the demands of motherhood and 

concerns of her husband about her subject, Fuller took aim at both horror and the unfulfilled 

legacy of emancipation when she started work following her read of Whiteôs 1918 report. She 

 
37Crystal Feimster, Southern Horrors: Women and the Politics of Rape and Lynching (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2009), 76.  
38 Julie Buckner Armstrong, Mary Turner and the Memory of Lynching (Athens, GA: University of 

Georgia Press, 2011), 57. 
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never finished the diminutive sculpture that with its engraved base, stood just 20 inches tall 

(Figure 9). Fuller stopped working on it in 1919 but did restart her efforts briefly in 1931. By 

1930, the majority of an estimated 130 Black women had met tragic ends at the hands of lynch 

mobs with unknowable more brutalized just shy of death.39  

While she left her piece unfinished, Fuller clearly felt a fierce devotion to the sculpture 

and the subject, leaving instructions for its care when she fell upon failing health in the 1960s.40 

She even remembered, with near perfect recall, Whiteôs description of Turnerôs fate. To that end, 

she sculpted a scene in which Turner safeguards her child in a tear-drop shaped sling away from 

the grasping claws of the tragic, fiery faces below them. She shields her body and babe, turning 

to the right, as her face remains fixed upon the hollow men at her heels below. Her sphinxlike 

expression contrasts with their mask-like appearances, bearing similarities to those typical of 

tragedies. The curve of the teardrop encasing her child swirls down to the crowd and into a fist, 

connecting the two planes of humans. A heavenly aura pervades Mary and child, movement 

perceived as a possible ascension to heaven from a life ended in hell on earth, escaping from the 

flames only in death. Fuller titled her piece, In Memory of Mary Turner As A Silent Protest 

Against Mob Violence, the latter part an allusion to 1917ôs NAACP Silent Protest Parade when 

the subject matter first circulated as a possibility for her. In sculpting, however, Fuller was 

anything but silent.  

Fuller believed no audience existed for her sculpture, that it was ñtoo inflammatory for 

the North where most of the sympathies existò and ñwould never be received in the South where 

 
39 Crystal Feimster, Southern Horrors: Women and the Politics of Rape and Lynching (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2009), 158. 
40 Julie Buckner Armstrong, Mary Turner and the Memory of Lynching (Athens, GA: University of 

Georgia Press, 2011), 76. 
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it should be a lesson.ò41 Her husband, Solomon Carter Fuller, also cautioned her against subject 

material with potential psychological effects on their children. Fuller struggled to balance 

motherhood and domesticity along with a burgeoning evolution as an artist with limited time to 

create. She felt that the household demands stifled her creativity and prevented her from 

pursuing her artistic calling.  

The work itself is likely the earliest visual art centered on a lynching save for political 

cartoons.42 It was certainly the first sculptural piece by a Black artist to depict a lynch mob. 

While Fuller stopped work in 1919 on her initial foray into Maryôs story, she continued her anti-

lynching activism beyond her art. She played an instrumental role in preventing at least one 

American screening of the inflammatory Birth of a Nation.43 The film proved pivotal in inciting 

and justifying mob violence while glamorizing the Ku Klux Klan, who notably celebrated the 

film by ascending the top of Stone Mountain, Georgia, a pilgrimage site for the organization just 

16 miles from Atlanta.44  

KARA WALKER 

Stone Mountain was also pivotal in the early life of Kara Walker who lived under its 

shadow as a young woman, moving across the country from Stockton, California in 1972. Eighty 

years after Fuller, Walker picked up her own materials to tackle Mary Turnerôs story. Known for 

her large-scale silhouettes and eventually, her monument-sized sculpture, Walkerôs visions and 

 
41 Judith N. Kerr, ñGod-given work: the life and times of sculptor Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, 1877-1968ò 

(PhD diss., University of Massachusetts Amherst, 1986), 254, ScholarWorks (1143).  
42 Dora Apel, Imagery of Lynching (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 87.  
43 Judith N. Kerr, ñGod-given work: the life and times of sculptor Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, 1877-1968ò 

(PhD diss., University of Massachusetts Amherst, 1986), 254, ScholarWorks (1143). 
44 Melvyn Stokes, D.W. Griffithôs the Birth of a Nation: A History of the Most Controversial Motion 

Picture of All Time (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).  
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imaginings related to Mary Turner occurred on paper in an intimate series of delicate, but 

unforgettable renderings.  

There are three watercolors from Kara Walkerôs 1997 work Do You Like Cr¯me in Your 

Coffee and Chocolate in Your Milk? that gesture toward Mary Turner, her child and the people 

who took their lives. In the first, the words ñUse red when you want to make it relevant!ò scream 

across the paperôs otherwise blank sky (Figure 10). Below the writing is a red-drawn young man 

with freckles and a general visage that recalls Alfalfa from The Little Rascals. A shadow cast 

around his eyes and the bridge of his nose eerily recalls that of the woman from the front page of 

The Crisis. His suspendered pants are hitched high, grazing the buttons on his collared shirt. He 

looks up and away, certainly not at what lay at his feet. His pants are cuffed in a manner that 

suggests he needs to grow into them, his left hand reaching down to adjust the cuff. His pointed-

toe boots resemble those from a pilgrim uniform, the left facing in the opposite direction from 

the right as his legs bow outward in the middle. Under his right boot is a cherub-cheeked infant 

child with parted lips teasing a smile. Sprays of hair graze the boot and look near identical to the 

trio of flyaway hairs atop the boyôs head above. The baby looks happily alive, eyes open and 

upon us. We know what came next, but we see in the next two scenes a glimpse of what came 

before.  

The next Turner-inspired watercolor shows a brown-haired woman with a body 

comprised of marks dashed in a furious red reaching beyond the blue outline of her form (Figure 

11). She is on fire yet alive, her belly swollen with child, her hand reaching for the stick held by 

a young boy at her feet. She is strung up like a pinata at a childôs party, this child shaded with 

light brown skin, shirtless and barefoot, with ragged pants zig zagging at the edges. His 

expression is soft, almost curious ï you think it possible that she might pry the branch bat from 
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his hands with maternal coaxing. By the next scene, she is in pieces, her appendages separating 

upon impact (Figure 12). The baby falls out of her exploding womb toward the ground. 

Something comic book-like emanates from this moment, a super spirit born out of American 

terror toward something beyond the circumstances of its nascence. The image also challenges 

traditional art historical compositions of Madonna and child, further unsettling expectations. 

There is transformative potential in knowing Mary Turner and her child, a disarming spirit that 

horrifies then humanizes something previously unknowable as Walkerôs work illuminates. The 

blood-soaked landscape surrounds us when we sink into the story, and it is hell on earth.  

My immersion into this traumatic American past also included careful reading of Ralph 

Ginzburgôs 100 Years of Lynching, a collection of newspaper accounts from 1880-1961. Certain 

accounts left an indelible imprint like that of Cordella Stevenson, whose story appeared in a 

December 18, 1915 Chicago Defender article, ñRAPE, LYNCH NEGRO MOTHER.ò A week 

after they found her naked body hanging, the newspaper reported the details of her death. ñShe 

had been hung Wednesday night after a mob had visited her cabin, taken her from her husband 

and lynched her after they had maltreated heréthey carried her to a far-off spot, did their dirt 

and then strung her up.ò I consider the similarities with Mary Turnerôs story and how many more 

Black women suffered as they did. I turn back to Kara Walker for alternatives. With The Last 

Limb, I imagine Cordella Stevenson clothed, her feet clawing the earth with fists tightly coiled 

around the treeôs lifeline and her eyes flashing in furious determination (Figure 13). Her body is 

taut and powerful. She freed herself and will survive to live on.  

PHILIP GUSTON  

Philip Guston (1913-1980) migrated to Los Angeles in 1922 as the youngest child of 

Jewish parents who left Russia prior to his birth. During his youth, he witnessed the Ku Klux 
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Klanôs violent tactics as membership in the organization swelled, fueled by nativist and anti-

labor sentiments. He witnessed Klan violence throughout his time working at a Los Angeles 

factory. Guston made his first foray into Klan-centric art in 1930 with Drawing for Conspirators 

(Figure 14).45 The drawing assembles the Klan in the aftermath of a lynching, the Black male 

victim hanging lifeless from a tree in the background. A crucifix looms to the left of the hanging 

man and a group of seven hooded Klansmen gather in front, a brick wall with domed piers 

separating victim from perpetrators. The shading in the folds of their robes and at the base of 

their hoods accentuates the unnerving scene. In the foreground is a lone Klansmen with his head 

bowed toward a dark, thickly braided rope that matches the one tied around the victimôs neck. 

The rope hangs loosely in his hands, part of it set on the broken shard of concrete at his feet. His 

body language and distance from the others suggests dissatisfaction with what occurred, possibly 

regret for his involvement in the lynching. 

Guston completed his second work, Conspirators, in 1932 (Figure 15).4647 In this canvas, 

a towering trio of Klansmen confer in a closed huddle, preparing to deal violently with an unseen 

victim. A hanging rope is draped over the wooden beam above and one Klansmen grips a whip 

behind his back while another wields a steel pointed club under his arm. The sense of 

preparedness lends a feeling of imminence to the scene and as a viewer, the vantage point 

implicates us in this Klan scene of terror. That same year, the local John Reed Club 

commissioned murals from Guston and two others centered on the theme of Negro America with 

 
45 Trenton Doyle Hancock, ñDrawing for Conspirators, 1930,ò in Philip Guston Now, ed.Harry Cooper, 

Mark Godfrey, Alison de Lima Greene and Kate Nesin (Distributed Art Publishers, Inc, 2020), 14-15.  
46Alison de Lima Greene, ñThe Mask and The Lie of Art,ò in Philip Guston Now, ed. Harry Cooper, Mark 

Godfrey, Alison de Lima Greene and Kate Nesin (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, Inc, 2020), 182. 
47 The same year, Thomas Hart Benton painted his controversial Indiana mural depicting the Ku Klux 

Klan in full regalia for the 1933 Century of Progress exhibition. 
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the Scottsboro Boys case in the news at the time. Gustonôs Untitled contribution shows a 

shadowy Klansman whipping a black man tied against a post with his face obscured (Figure 16). 

This mural lived briefly in the John Reed Club alongside the other commissioned pieces until 

ñearly one morning a band of raiderséled by the chief of the Red Squad [a unit that went after 

Communists and strikers]éentered the John Reed Club brandishing lead pipes and guns. They 

totally destroyed several murals and, as Guston recalls with a shudder, shot out the eyes and 

genitals of the figures in his completed work.ò48 Memories of this traumatic rupture in his career 

would resurface in the late-1960s when Guston resumed his Klan-focused work, discussed in the 

final chapter. His Klan of the 1930s terrifies and embodies the ultimate executioner ready to 

deliver his victim to deathôs door. The shadowing and detailed attention to texture in the case of 

the rope enhances the eerie aura of Gustonôs Klan. With left-leaning political stances, he knew 

well the Klanôs activities and that of strike breakers and the Los Angeles Police Departmentôs 

Red Squad.  

Gustonôs art testifies to his witnessing of racial violence. Lynchings continued in the 

years following Gustonôs early Klan work. In hopes of amassing more support for federal 

lynching legislation, two anti-lynching exhibits took place in New York City in 1935. The first 

was held at the Arthur U. Newton Galleries in Midtown and titled, An Art Commentary on 

Lynching, a collaborative effort between the NAACP and the College Art Association. Over 

3,000 people visited the Walter White-curated exhibit that included the work of Peggy Bacon, 

Thomas Hart Benton and nine other artists. A second exhibit, The Struggle for Negro Rights, 

followed, this one sponsored by the John Reed Club and the Artistsô Union. Since the age of 

lynching began in the 1890s, generations of white Americans stood among the mobs with 

 
48 Los Angeles Illustrated Daily News. February 13, 1933.  
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memories seared into their consciousness. Ralph Ginzburgôs 100 Years of Lynching includes the 

account of an eyewitness from June 9, 1934 that details the deaths of two unnamed Black men.  

Swinging down you could hear their necks crack. It made me right sick for a 

minute. The bodies started swaying around, spinning back and forth. Around and 
around they spun, sort of like two black tops on a stringéI still saw them bodies 

swinging.49 

 

I read this report and consider the 1898 musings of my great aunt in her Valedictory 

speech, think about the trajectory from that to the unknowable swinging bodies that were 

somebodies. The connection to my family is one of simultaneity and proximity. No evidence 

from my family documents suggest that any female member belonged to the Association of 

Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching that Jesse Daniel Ames established in 1930.50 

By the 1940s, membership totaled over four million nationwide. There is certainly no indication 

that any family member took part in efforts to secure Federal Anti-Lynching Legislation in the 

1930s. The White supremacist sentiments advanced in my great auntôs speech certainly suggest 

otherwise. Knowing this young woman through the photographs, letters and recollections of 

other family members, I am surprised by her silence, an aberration from a life otherwise defined 

by love and moral fortitude. Yet as detailed in the accompanying essay to Without Sanctuary, the 

people who participated in lynchings and lynch mobs were not ñcrazedò or ñuncontrolled 

barbariansò but inhabitants of a society in which a belief system triumphed that ñdefined one 

people as less human than anotheré[lynching] was the highest idealism in the service of their 

race, in the preservation of their heritage.ò51 Many of my people went West, arriving in the Los 

Angeles area close to Guston by the late 1920s. I know nothing of what, if any, racial or Klan-

 
49 Ralph Ginzburg, 100 Years of Lynching (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1962), 216-217. 
50 James Allen, Without Sanctuary (Los Angeles: Twin Palms Publishers, 1999), 32.  
51 James Allen, Without Sanctuary (Los Angeles: Twin Palms Publishers, 1999), 34. 
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inflicted violence they encountered. I do know that unlike Gustonôs witnessing that found a 

creative outlet, they fled the Southern scenes of lynching they likely spectated or participated 

without moving to change anything or making anything of it. Yet a significant part of my family 

remained in the South, those who fought in WWII returning to their native soil and to similar 

pre-war conditions for Black Americans. Home from a war of good and evil, back into a world of 

Black and White at war. The first multiple person lynching in Georgia since 1918 occurred in 

July 1946 when two young men, George W. Dorsey and Roger Malcolm, one of them a veteran 

ñjust returned from war,ò were assembled alongside their wives, Mae Murray Dorsey and 

Dorothy Malcolm, and killed by a 20-person mob.  

JACOB LAWRENCE 

On assignment for Fortune magazine, artist Jacob Lawrence returned to the Alabama 

Black Belt in the 1940s, traveling back to the region that inspired his earlier Migration series 

(1940-41). Some of the art generated from this trip appeared in the magazine in a series titled "In 

the Heart of the Black Belt,"52 which editor Walker Evans described as "another look at that 

baked plain from which a million Negro hands have escaped" -- a look Evans also describes as "a 

little more objective" than what resulted from Lawrence's first trip. The published paintings 

reproduced in the pages of Fortune include richly hued scenes of cotton choppers, businessmen 

with their heads bowed together, and a glimpse into life at Gee's Bend, South Carolina, where 

people inhabited the same Low Country homes and parishes as their enslaved ancestors. 

Lawrence effectively "brings his cotton-country impressions up to date" with this series, noting 

new details gleaned from the paintings like the cotton workers' truck transports or the 

 
52Walker Evans, ñIn the Heart of the Black Belt,ò Fortune, August 1, 1948, 88.   
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collaborative efforts of business and professional leaders alongside clergymen. The works 

selected and the captions phrased by Fortune reflected a pro-business perspective on Southern 

life, curated to align with the magazineôs agenda that the Southern economy was productive and 

not plagued by racial strife. Omitted were scenes like Beer Hall showing biracial leisurely relief 

from the strains of Southern life and its accompanying caption, borrowed from W.E.B. DuBoisôs 

Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880: ñThere is no villain, no idiot, no saint. There are 

just men; men who crave ease and power, men who know want and hunger, men who have 

crawled. They all dream with ecstasy of fear and strain of effort, balked of hope and hate.ò53  

Hope might be embodied in Lawrenceôs painting of a now-prosperous farm at Geeôs 

Bend, but hate emerges elsewhere in a set of drawings also inspired by his ventures South to 

Alabama in the 1940s. These emotionally drawn scenes suggest the nightmare of the regionôs 

racial landscape, deviating from Lawrenceôs known expressive style to reflect the terror of the 

times from the perspective of a Black American. Untitled [Lynchings] (Figure 17), the first pen 

and ink rendering, appeared in The New Republic on December 8, 1947, alongside an essay by 

progressive politician and former Vice President Henry Wallace entitled, ñViolence and Hope in 

the South.ò54 Lawrenceôs unsettling vision shows a corridor flanked by pitchfork-like trees on 

either side, heads dangling from nooses looped around every branch. A stick figure hangs from a 

tree at the very end of the hallway or window out into that world, depending on oneôs 

perspective. Our visual lead in that direction is a pinstripe-panted figure, seemingly headless, his 

harried path zigging, zagging, and circling toward the lynching ahead. The ceiling sky above is 

littered with stars, including one noticeable Star of David, positioning Jewish people alongside 

 
53 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1998 ed), 728. 
54 Henry Wallace, ñViolence and Hope in the South,ò New Republic, December 8, 1947, 15.  
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Blacks as Klan targets. The scene reflects the ever-present lynching culture that persisted at that 

time, carried out more quietly by lone individuals as opposed to mobs and scantly reported in the 

mainstream press. ñThe fear of lynching is still very much alive,ò Wallace wrote in the 

accompanying text.55  

The next issue of The New Republic presented a second Lawrence drawing, Untitled 

[Man with Hat and Cigarette], to illustrate its review of Francis Butler Simkinsôs apologist The 

South: Old and New, a History, 1820-1947 (Figure 18).56 Reviewer Richard Watts Jr. 

underscores white supremacy as a core tenet of ñSouthernismò in Simkinsôs history, while 

Lawrence helps illustrate the mindset behind it. The m®lange of symbols occupy the space 

between the manôs squinting eyes and his wide-brimmed hat, including a rifle, an American flag, 

a Christian cross, and a tree with a lynched figure dangling from it. The lifeless body hanging 

from the branch is set slightly apart from the symbolic trinity of God, gun and country. The 

angular outline of the manôs face recalls the manôs path etched into Lawrenceôs drawing for the 

previous issue of The New Republic as does the lynching. There is unmistakable tension to the 

portrait, his lips locked in a tight grimace with eyes cast downward, preoccupied perhaps with 

what he has seen and/or done as the cigarette burns down between his fingers.57  

The cross carries over to a third pen and ink drawing of the same period by Lawrence 

commissioned for Negro Artist U.S.A. but subsequently never published, entitled The Terror of 

the Klan (Figure 19).58 He included a figure donning a menacing grin and a Klan hood in a 

 
55 Henry Wallace, ñViolence and Hope in the South,ò New Republic, December 8, 1947, 15. 
56 Richard Watts Jr., ñBooks in Review: A Liberal View of the South,ò New Republic, January 19, 1948, 

26.  
57 Richard Watts Jr., ñBooks in Review: A Liberal View of the South,ò New Republic, January 19, 1948, 

26. 
58 Patricia Hills, ñóIn the Heart of the Black Beltô: Jacob Lawrenceôs Commission From Fortune to Paint 

the South. The International Review of African American Art 19.1. (2003): 35.  
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previous piece, the 1937 gouache Street Scene (Figure 20). A white-faced woman and child look 

on with glee as the Klansman appears mid-attack, clutching a cudgel while his black victim lay 

on the ground before them.59 But eleven years later, Lawrence unveiled a Klan portrait that 

consumed the Southern landscape in which it resided. Itôs as if the Man with Hat and Cigarette 

invited us along as he swapped his hat for a hood and the rest of the Klan costume, extinguished 

his cigarette to assume his watchful position. Nine mountain-like Klansmen and Klanswomen 

tower over a second tier of child-sized Klan figures. Some faces bear toothy grins and menacing 

frowns with eyes equally expressive while others look fearful with anxious eyes darting 

sideways. One figure resembles a monster, another a ghost, but identical sets of shoes peeking 

out from the bottom row of robes remind us that humans reside under these hoods. This 

Klanscape includes a set of cross-like trees or potentially telephone poles. The wavy 

brushstrokes along the crosses suggest the former is more likely, but either option yields the 

possibility for what both offered at the time: a site for lynchings. The scene feels threatening, the 

Klan literally looming mountainously with no room to run and no place to hide, illustrating the 

ñsuffocating racismò Lawrence experienced in the South.60 Apropos the title, it is terrifying. 

Lawrenceôs vision of Southern violence captures what words and photographs cannot ï its feel. 

He unveils an environment governed by tension and terrorism, consuming all in its space, black 

and white, young and old, even the landscape.  

 

 
59 Thomas Hine, ñArt: Black images of terror, dignity, life,ò The Philadelphia Inquirer, July 6, 2014,  

https://www.inquirer.com/philly/entertainment/20140706_Art__Black_images_of_terror_dignity_life.htm
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60 Patricia Hills, ñóIn the Heart of the Black Beltô: Jacob Lawrenceôs Commission From Fortune to Paint 

the South. The International Review of African American Art 19.1. (2003): 35. 
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EMMETT TILL  

One of the final entries from Ginzburgôs 100 Years of Lynching describes what happened 

to 15-year-old Emmett Louis Till in Greenwood, Mississippi. The September 1, 1955 article is 

the first following a Washington Post editorial from January 2, 1954 on the ñEnd of Lynching.ò 

Emmettôs uncle identified his remains on August 31, three days after his disappearance. When 

Emmettôs body rose from the Tallahatchie River, a ring on his finger confirmed what his face 

could not. His mother, Mamie Till, decided the world would see that face so she opened his 

casket. She invited photographers to document and the press to publicize what happened to her 

Bobo, her sweet boy who sunk to the bottom of a river with a 125-pound cotton gin blower tied 

around his neck. On the coffinôs satin interior, Mamie pinned three photographs of her boy 

brimming with life, including one with her beaming by his side (Figure 21).61  

People will not understand the depths of depravity a human being will reach without 

evidence. What happened to Emmett could not be forgotten or unseen by many, especially Black 

Americans. His fate set in motion a generation of civil rights activists who recognized what Anne 

Moody articulated in her memoir, Coming of Age in Mississippi:  

Before Emmett Tillôs murder, I had known the fear of hunger, hell, and the Devil. 
But now there was a new fear known to me ï the fear of being killed just because 

I was black. This was the worst of my fears. I knew once I got food, the fear of 
starving to death would leave. I also was told that if I were a good girl, I wouldnôt 

have to fear the Devil or hell. But I didnôt know what one had to do or not do as a 

Negro not to be killed. Probably just being a Negro period was enough, I 

thought.62 

 

 
61 Timothy R. Tyson, The Blood of Emmett Till (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2017).  
62 Anne Moody, Coming of Age in Mississippi (New York: Doubleday & Co), 125-126.  
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We should etch Emmettôs brutalized face into memory and endeavor to make him known 

to all Americans as his mother wished. When the controversy surrounding Dana Schutzôs Open 

Casket painting erupted in 2017, I considered leaving Emmett Till out of this project altogether. I 

wavered about including images from the funeral, but then I found a final paper from a seminar I 

taught on Visualizing the Civil Rights Movement where a student, Kari Beckwith Jolly, wrote:  

ñOver the course of my collegiate career, I completed no less than five major 
research projects about race and equal rights.  I was forty-four years old and a 

senior at the College of William and Mary, so clearly, I should have known a lot 
about the Movement. By the third week of class, I began to understand how very 

little I knew.  That week, we watched Keith Beauchampôs The Untold Story of 

Emmett Till and I learned about the life and death of the boy credited with 
galvanizing the protests that grew into the Civil Rights Movement.  Before this 

course, I had literally never heard of Emmett Till.  I was simultaneously 
astounded and frustrated that I could have gotten so far in life having never heard 

his story.ò63  

 

Emmett Tillôs name might be recognizable to many, his face albeit after death known to 

some, but I am sure he remains unknown to too many Americans. That ignorance will grow 

unless he remains in the news like with the Schutz controversy or the re-opening of his case in 

2017. If we cannot remember Emmett Till, we will certainly not learn and remember other 

victims from the era. As indicated by Moody, his death was a seismic moment, one that reminded 

Black Americans, especially the young, that they lived always under threat. In lieu of a hand 

painted lynching postcard or the infamous postmortem photo of Emmett, I choose a hand tinted 

photograph of a cherub-cheeked little boy (Figure 22). It is crucial to see him as a child, barely a 

young adult at the time of his death. Seeing him in such a light, a smile brimming with life, 

renders him human, reminds us of the lost lifetime of potential. The next chapters contend with 

 
63 Kari Beckwith Jolly, Making Memories: The Teaching of Emmett Till (December 19, 2014), 2-3. 
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Birminghamôs post-World War II racial violence and are, similar to young Emmett here, 

grounded in a visual of young Denise McNair, a young Black American whose life was similarly 

cut short by an incendiary act of racial violence.  
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Figure 5: September 1918 over of The Crisis, illustration by Frank Walts.  
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Figure 6: Cover page, Valdosta High School Valedictory Address 1898 
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Figure 7: Excerpt, Valdosta High School Valedictory Address 1898 
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Figure 8: Photograph of Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller.  
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Figure 9: Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, In Memory of Mary Turner As a Silent Protest 

Against Mob Violence, 1919 
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Figure 10: Kara Walker, Do You Like Cr¯me in Your Coffee and Chocolate in Your Milk? 

(19/66), 1997 
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Figure 11: Kara Walker, Do You Like Cr¯me in Your Coffee and Chocolate in Your Milk? 

(32/66), 1997 
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Figure 12: Do You Like Cr¯me in Your Coffee and Chocolate in Your Milk? (62/66) 
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Figure 13: Kara Walker, The Last Limb, 2020 
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Figure 14: Philip Guston, Drawing for Conspirators, 1930 

 



 

58 
 

 

Figure 15: Philip Guston, Conspirators, 1932 
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Figure 16: Philip Guston, Untitled, 1932 
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Figure 17: Jacob Lawrence, Untitled [Lynchings], 1947 
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Figure 18: Jacob Lawrence, Untitled [Man with Hat and Cigarette], 1948 
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Figure 19: Jacob Lawrence, Terror of the Klan, 1948 

 



 

63 
 

 

Figure 20: Jacob Lawrence, Street Scene, 1937 
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Figure 21: Photographs from Emmett Tillôs coffin, 1955 
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Figure 22: Photograph of young Emmett Till 
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CHAPTER 2: TERROR IN THE TRAGIC CITY 

One side of my family lived amid the lynchings in Georgia while the other lived later 

during the bombings of Birmingham. I knew first of Alabama before I learned of Georgia. My 

father was born to my grandmother and grandfather, recently returned from World War II where 

he fought alongside other men from Birmingham and Alabama. Plenty of them were Black. 

These fellow soldiers came back to a different existence than he did, one devoid of safety, replete 

with violence and injustice. Lynchings occurred less frequently, but racial terrorism took new 

forms with bombs and other weaponized means of intimidation. My father remembers the 

bombs, growing up distantly aware of what happened to neighboring Black communities. His 

boyhood in the 1950s included rules about remaining on the right side of Red Mountain away 

from affected areas, and they ñwere all aware that there were bombings.ò64 He knew little of the 

details but understood his skin color kept him safe from being a target. When I learned of 

Birminghamôs central role in the Civil Rights era as a young person, I committed to 

understanding those details and that parallel existence for Blacks in Birmingham. This ongoing 

education centered on the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing and grew from there. I did not 

envision a place for Birmingham in this project as originally conceived until I started unearthing 

new evidentiary visuals from the era that expanded and revised a decades-long vision. This two-

chapter section moves us over the Mountain and into a world that became a warzone.  

In November 2004, an intern for The Birmingham News discovered a box of negatives in 

an equipment closet marked ñKeep. Do Not Sell.ò He began looking and realized what he had in 

his hands was ñthe fuller pictureò of the cityôs civil rights history. As he presented his findings to 

the News, it became clear that their photographers had documented more than anyone ever 

 
64 Mike House, interview by Kate Previti, October 2, 2024.  
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realized, capturing moments omitted from the popular civil rights canon that the paperôs 

publisher at the time refused to publish for the sake of Birminghamôs public image.  

Over the course of the last 20 years, some of these images have been made public, but 

largely aimed at its local audience. Only recently have they circulated online through curated 

galleries on Al.com named ñUnseen, Unforgotten.ò Some spanning 1956 through 1965 appeared 

in the print edition of the paper on February 26, 2006, categorized into groupings sequentially as: 

ñThe Birth of a Movement,ò ñThe Road to Change,ò ñThe World Takes Notice, Difficult 

Lessons,ò and ñGaining a Voice.ò More appeared at an exhibition in the Birmingham Public 

Library soon after and again in 2013 as part of the 50th anniversary of the most famous year of 

Birminghamôs Civil Rights history.65 Glenn Eskew, author of But For Birmingham, criticized the 

publication for withholding these images. Eskew noted, this ñregrettableò editorial policy 

resulted in the local White population remaining ñwoefully ignorant of what actually happened in 

their streets and, perhaps more importantly, of why the demonstrations took place at all,ò yet he 

hoped they would prompt local reflection about the depictions and how media can facilitate 

ignorance and misinformation. The photographs show the extent and duration of the violence 

while also illustrating more fully, the White resistance to housing and school integration, 

showing protestors of all ages in the streets and at the schools of Birmingham.   

These locally seen images also came to light during a lull between two moments of 

renewed national interest in Civil Rights Birmingham. The first wave, the late-1990s through 

 
65 The Alabama Media Group that owns the paper has included this collection in its unprecedented 

donation of archival images gifted to the Alabama Department of Archives in honor of the approaching 

bicentennial anniversary. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is serving in a curatorial capacity to help 

categorize and identify the people and circumstances of photos related to the racial crises.  

 



 

68 
 

2000, began with Spike Leeôs 4 Little Girls (1997) and culminated in two successful 

prosecutions of men involved with the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing (the ñredemptionò 

trials of Birmingham) along with  Diane McWhorterôs Carry Me Home, the Pulitzer Prize-

winning book about Birmingham as a Civil Rights battlefield; the second wave came in 2013 

with the many local and national memorial efforts in honor of the 50th Anniversary. Most visible 

to a national audience was the posthumously awarded Congressional Gold Medal to the four 

female victims who died in the church bombing.  

In the intervening time between these two national ñconversationsò on the bombing, 

Americans lived through 9/11, and some in the South, faced the devastation brought on by 

Hurricane Katrina. From 2002 to 2012, Americans took a break from Birmingham; the empathy 

tanks, the capacity for caring about a traumatic era largely considered Southern and/or most 

relevant to Black Americans, were empty. Contending with the Civil Rights era was seemingly 

well tended to in the previous decade.  

Americans at large remained as ñwoefully ignorantò as the people within Birmingham. 

Few acknowledged the story of terrorism and the trauma incurred during ñBombinghamò was 

American history, and not solely Southern or African American history. In addition to new 

visuals that could help people see in detail what happened and why, long-silenced stories about 

other victims re-emerged. People paid little attention outside of Birmingham. The cityôs civil 

rights history and that of the church bombing are well covered by sources drawn on extensively 

in this section, especially McWhorter and Eskew. But these and the most recent academic 

literature focuses primarily on the trials in single articles or chapters that emerged before the 50th 
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Anniversary activities and the second groundswell of attention paid to the city and its traumatic 

past.66 

Through the deployment of newly available visual evidence corroborated with coverage 

from The Birmingham World and other archival sources, I trace the history of ñBombinghamò -- 

the unprecedented ñreign of terrorò that besieged the Black population of Birmingham from the 

early 1940s through 1965. The scattered ñrecordsò that yield this fuller history of Bombingham 

reveal more victims than known prior and visualize the violence itself. As for the 1963 church 

bombing, I use relevant photographs from the ñUnseen. Unforgotten.ò collection to similarly 

revisit and ultimately reframe the narrative on what has too long been understood as ñ4 Little 

Girlsò among the most prominent of the many partial ways its history is told. Collectively, I 

evoke these visual aids to show one extended case of the call and response between Black 

progress/resistance and White violence or intimidation. This patterned response recalls the long 

era of racial terror lynchings after Reconstruction that began with the era of Redemption that 

followed. The ñfuller pictureò of Birmingham during the Civil Rights era also demands attention 

for it to be fully known. The visual archive collected and assembled in this two-chapter section 

offers evidence of heinous crimes committed against Black Birmingham residents. The images of 

rubble and terror escalate into Black Sunday or September 15, 1963, the day of the 16th Street 

Baptist Church bombing. Taken together, the visual story of Bombingham illustrates a culture 

entrenched in fear, an existence lived under the constant threat of violence for Black 

Birmingham. There was no reprieve between the racial terror lynchings and the racial terror 

bombings that followed, the violence escalating in the wake of World War II and through the 

 
66 Renee Romano, ñNarratives of Redemption: The Birmingham Church Bombing Trials and the 

Construction of Civil Rights Memory,ò in The Civil Rights in American Memory, eds. Renee Romano and 

Leigh Raiford (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2006).  
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throes of school desegregation. Freedom from fear was not a freedom afforded Black Americans 

in Birmingham.  

For many Americans, the photographs from Birmingham in 1963 are the Movement.67 

Yet overfamiliarity with Birmingham has overshadowed if not obliterated knowledge and 

memory of the unprecedented violence perpetrated on Blacks in Birmingham for decades. 

Images of dogs and hoses unleashed on Black demonstrators, including children, are seared into 

American consciousness and demonstrate the power of photography in this era. But these were 

only snapshots of what took place during and after the ñvictoryò of Kingôs childrenôs campaign. 

U.S. nationalism and its foundation in white supremacy has depended on forgetting and 

historical amnesia.68 In place of what we omit and forget is revisionist history and mythology. 

The incomplete, partial history of Black Sunday in civil rights memory -- like that of 

school desegregation in Little Rock -- facilitates the myth of success and completion. The well-

established ñWon Causeò in Civil Rights memory not only restricts heroism to a few individuals, 

but privileges triumphant ñvictoriesò that obscure tragedies and other acts of terrorism. The work 

involved toward what Viet Thanh Nguyen calls ñjust memory,ò engages large-scale traumatic 

history with ethical complexity that recovers forgotten, silenced, misremembered, or ignored 

voices.69 The primary purpose of this approach is to counter the dominant cultural narratives 

comprised of memories that service powerful actors and political needs. Ultimately, my central 

aim with this section and the one that follows is toward a more just civil rights memory of this 

 
67 Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in a Luminous Glare Photography and the African American Freedom 

Struggle (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 2.  
68 Scott Romine, The Real South (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2008).  
69 Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War (Cambridge: Harvard 
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place and period, one that also contributes a new visual record illustrating its lengthy racial 

revolution within the Long Civil Rights Movement.70  

THE ñMARVELò OF THE MAGIC CITY  

On October 26, 1921, President Warren G. Harding arrived in Birmingham to celebrate 

the cityôs semi-centennial after traveling by train with short stops in Charlottesville and Atlanta. 

Birmingham officials fashioned an identity grounded in its prowess as a titan of industry and 

were keen to show off for such a momentous occasion, particularly given the infrequency with 

which any sitting President visited the state let alone the South. ñDonning Her Prettiest Dress,ò 

(Figure 23) as The Birmingham News described it, the people of Birmingham turned out in 

droves with an estimated 100,000 out of the cityôs 180,000 arriving at Capitol Park to hear 

Hardingôs remarks and fete the anniversary. The President himself commented on the turnout and 

the fanfare, calling it the warmest welcome he had ever received.  

The speech that followed proved memorable in ways unforeseen in Birmingham or the 

nation. President Harding warned the eager crowd that he would speak frankly, but no one 

predicted the turn his talk would take. He spoke about race to the segregated audience in an 

unprecedentedly direct and impassioned address; he emphasized the injustices and inequities that 

defined Black lives and undergirded all facets of Birmingham and the South. He underscored that 

Birminghamôs way of life threatened the democratic core of American identity. Harding 

vigorously advocated for the overdue enfranchisement of blacks and the need to consider the 

moral fitness of currently enfranchised whites: ñI would say let the black man vote when he is fit 

 
70 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, ñThe Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,ò Journal 

of American History 91, no.4 (2005): 1233-1263.   
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to vote, prohibit the white man voting when he is unfit to vote.ò71 He made race and the issues 

that governed post-Reconstruction life in the South a problem no longer ñpeculiarò or 

ñparticularò to the region, but to ñdemocracy everywhereò because ñas you like it or not, our 

democracy is a lie unless you stand for that equality.ò72 Harding issued a warning against 

ñDemagogyò that he believed to be taking its grip on the young steel town.  

Regarding this presidential address, W.E.B. Dubois wrote at the time that Harding had 

now ñmade a braver, clearer utterance than Theodore Roosevelt ever dared to make or than 

William Taft or William McKinley ever dreamed of.ò The New York Times dubbed his ñRace 

Speechò a ñBold Stroke.ò Unlike Woodrow Wilson, his presidential predecessor who screened 

Birth of a Nation at the White House and re-segregated the armed forces, Hardingôs investment 

in racial equality was earnest and extended beyond his Birmingham address; he advocated for 

anti-lynching legislation throughout his presidency, but his efforts ultimately failed to secure the 

necessary Congressional support.  

Harding was, after all, promoting the most unpopular of agendas, given the sweeping 

nativist sentiment and growing legions of Americans populating the ranks of the recently reborn 

Ku Klux Klan. White supremacy defined American nationalism, and the many race riots of 1919 

reached double digits highlighted ñThe Red Summerôsò violence. The President acknowledged 

racism and racial violence as a national issue and not Southern. He noted the effects of the Great 

Migration in non-Southern ñhostò cities. Harding told the crowd, ñIt [ña great migration of 

 
71 Warren G. Harding ñAddress of the President of the United States at the Celebration of the 
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colored peopleò] has brought the question of race closer to North and West, and I believe it has 

served to modify somewhat the views of those sections on this question. It hasémade the North 

realize the difficulties of the community in which two greatly differing races are brought to live 

side by side.ò73 He continued later by calling upon the South to lead the country on the race 

issue, ñOne must urge the people of the South to take advantage of their superior understanding 

of this problem and to assume an attitude toward it that will deserve the confidence of the 

colored people.ò74  

Harding was not wrong to choose Birmingham as a site from which to call out racial 

inequality and call upon its citizens to do better for the sake of their city, the South, and the 

country ï the Magic City was, after all, born of the supposedly New, post-War South and showed 

ambitions of being a forward-facing leader of the region. Yet it was also as entrenched in racism 

and de facto and legal segregation as any other place in the South. Post-Reconstruction Southern 

progress, even in post-war cities like Birmingham, boomed with and then benefited from the 

slow, steady strum of segregation finding its way onto the books and into the minds of white 

Southerners as the new normal. But he charged the city with a significant duty, seeing potential 

even as he gazed out into the segregated crowd. In conclusion, he told those gathered to hear his 

remarks: 

Fifty years is a narrow span. Yet the marvel of Birmingham is less than the marvel 

of our astounding America. And we mean to go on. If we are just and honest in 
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Semicentennial of the Founding of the City of Birmingham, Alabamaò (October 26, 1921), 
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administering justice, if we are alive to perils and meet them in conscience and 
courage, the achievement of your first half century will be magnified tenfold in 

the second half, and the glory of your city and your country will be reflected in 
the happiness of a great people, greater than we dream, and grander for 

understanding and the courage to be right.75  

 

The audience reaction split along racial lines with African American onlookers erupting 

into applause while whites grew quiet, a ñfeeble, scattered applauseò peppering the otherwise 

deafening silence from the stunned crowd. White Birmingham remained silent, but as this 

photograph of a Klan rally from 1923 reveals, their silence was not an indication that they 

concurred with Hardingôs unofficial orders (Figure 24). In its next half century, Birmingham 

would become the violent epicenter of Jim Crow and the early struggles of the Civil Rights era, 

culminating with events in 1963 that led to a play on the Magic City moniker: The Tragic City. 

So much of the racial terrorism was enabled by the very response Harding received from one half 

of his audience: silence.  

 

 

THERE WILL BE BLOODSHED76 / JUSTIFIED INJUSTICE  

Upon their return from World War II, Birmingham Blacks met a disheartening continuity 

in American racial attitudes and practices; White recalcitrance after the war against racism, in 

 
75 Warren G. Harding ñAddress of the President of the United States at the Celebration of the 

Semicentennial of the Founding of the City of Birmingham, Alabamaò (October 26, 1921), 

https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/warren-g-harding-address-at-birmingham-speech-
text/#:~:text=There%20are%20no%20authentic%20statistics%2C%20but%20it,for%20labor%20and%20

the%20higher%20wages%20offered. 
76 Angela Davis on Bull Connorôs announcement over the radio when a Black family moved into the 

neighborhood: ñThere will be bloodshed tonightò which was almost always followed by a bombing.ò 

(Eskew, 83) 
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turn, galvanized Blacks and incited retaliation among certain Whites. An estimated 56 veterans 

were killed as part of 15-month wave of anti-Black terror directed frequently at veterans.77 But in 

the Birmingham area even before that,78 young Black men with experience fighting this war who 

demonstrated any attitude of resistance to White authority incensed some Whites into violence. 

On February 8, 1946, Timothy Hood rode a streetcar in nearby Bessemer, a Birmingham suburb, 

and an altercation began. This 23-year-old Marine veteran, who had just been honorably 

discharged, (Figures 25-26) moved the ñwhites onlyò sign segregating the seating to make more 

room for the far larger contingent of Black people on board. When the conductor asked him to 

move the sign back and he refused, the conductor shot him five times. The police chief called to 

the scene noticed that Hood was still alive and dragged him into the back of his vehicle where he 

shot Hood execution-style in the head. The coroner ruled his death a ñjustifiable homicide.ò  

Demands for justice from the Black community led by the local NAACP went unmet by 

white leaders, including future Birmingham Mayor Albert Boutwell. The Justice Department 

refused to re-open the case given the coronerôs findings as well. A group of 1200 people 

congregated at the New Zion Baptist Church in protest, hoping to make a final call to action from 

authorities with such a display of visible solidarity from the black community.79 One of the most 

 
77 Jerome, Fred. ñFocus: The Elusive Icon: Einstein, Race, and the Myth of the Cultural Iconò in ISIS: A 

Journal of the History of Science Society, 95:4, 2004, 628-629 
78 The lengthy history of racially-motivated ñjustifiable homicidesò in the Birmingham area began even 

earlier with the death of Jack Bloodworth, a coal miner at the Docena Mine. On August 11, 1942, a day 

before he was to be inducted into the army, Bloodworth approached his boss at the Tennessee Coal & 

Iron Company and a dispute ensued after Bloodworth claimed he cheated him out of wages. Bloodworth 

was shot by a company ñDeputyò called to the scene on account of Bloodworthôs ñraising hell.ò The 

killing was allegedly in ñself-defense,ò the coroner ruled it a ñjustifiable homicideò and the FBIôs 

investigation determined that the primary dissenting witness was an ñlabor agitatorò on account of his 

affiliation with the United Mine Workers Association and a ñnegro leader.ò The Department of Justice 
saw no need for any further inquiry. ñJack Bloodworth Caseò from the Civil Rights and Restorative 

Justice Project at Northeastern University School of Law  

https://repository.library.northeastern.edu/collections/neu:cj82q254x Accessed January 10, 2019  
79 ñTimothy Hood Caseò from the Civil Rights and Restorative Justice Project at Northeastern University 

School of Law https://crrj.northeastern.edu/crrj-northeastern-

https://repository.library.northeastern.edu/collections/neu:cj82q254x
https://crrj.northeastern.edu/crrj-northeastern-edu/item/neu:cj82qz132/#_ga=2.180675941.372491855.1549656383-1071928618.1544066698
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outspoken activists in the Black community was Emory Jackson, the managing editor of the 

Birmingham World, and himself a World War II veteran, saw Hoodôs death as an opportunity to 

mobilize a Black veteransô movement, beginning with the ballot box and extending to full 

citizenship rights for African Americans along with Jim Crowôs demise. As white hostility 

increased and Blacks feared retaliation, Jacksonôs efforts ï and his ñbrusque styleò that alienated 

other black leaders ï stalled just as the NAACPôs local chapter quickly began losing members.80  

Within a year of Hoodôs death, this became clear, very quickly: racial violence targeting 

any resistance to Jim Crow and facilitated by justified unjust police brutality was not the 

exception but the rule of life in a city that now had a different nickname: Bombingham, as its 

Black residents began calling it. Any demands for better conditions, from housing to education, 

was met with violence. There were at least 50 bombings targeting African Americans between 

1948 and the late 1960s, but in all likelihood, many more went undocumented.81 The majority of 

the violence during this long reign of terror occurred in a previously all-white residential section 

of the city that garnered a nickname of its own: ñDynamite Hill.ò The duration of racial terrorism 

remains unprecedented save for the vigilante terrorism of post-Reconstruction lynching from 

which it evolved.  

Birmingham, with its substantial Black population that remained through the Great 

Migration, was a true testing ground for co-existence between the races in the South at that point. 

This was a ñnewò Southern city incorporated after the Civil War, but it became the capital of 

 
edu/item/neu:cj82qz132/#_ga=2.180675941.372491855.1549656383-1071928618.1544066698 Accessed 

January 7, 2019.  
80 Glenn Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 71.  
81 Howell Raines, ñThe Birmingham Bombing,ò The New York Times Magazine, July 24, 1983, 12, 

https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1983/07/24/054491.html?pageNumber=329.  

https://crrj.northeastern.edu/crrj-northeastern-edu/item/neu:cj82qz132/#_ga=2.180675941.372491855.1549656383-1071928618.1544066698
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1983/07/24/054491.html?pageNumber=329
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American Apartheid, segregationôs heart of darkness. In Birmingham, White resentment at the 

newly energized, strategic Black response to Jim Crow took root in actions of those such as 

church bomber Bob Chambliss. As discussed in great detail by Diane McWhorter,82 the people 

pulling the puppet strings of supremacist soldiers like Chambliss were the wealthier, privileged 

set living in the ñLittle Kingdom,ò the nickname given to Birminghamôs Mountain Brook area. 

Birmingham had a population with a unique skillset, knowledge of and access to dynamite: 

people who used dynamite to blast coal in the mines and unrestricted access to it. Chambliss and 

other working- and lower-middle-class like-minded Whites were exploited by the Mt. Brook 

elites ï descendants of the Black Belt planter class ï as a counter-army of foot soldiers in the 

fight against civil rights. As his niece later described during his 1977 trial, he professed to 

fighting a ñone-man warò following the war.83 

Many bombings occurred between 1947 and 1950 to thwart black efforts to change 

zoning laws that had segregated the cityôs neighborhoods until that point. On August 18, 1947, a 

bomb nearly demolished the newly constructed home of Sam Matthews in North Smithfield, the 

first recorded explosion of the ñBombinghamò period spanning 1947-1965.84 Matthews built his 

home following the districtôs rezoning for Black residents and his successful lawsuit against the 

city to obtain an occupancy permit. These early years of Bombingham were set in motion 

because of the Black middle class housing shortage outside of the slum-like, overcrowded 

conditions controlled by White landlords. As Blacks pushed into previously all White enclaves 

 
82 Diane McWhorter, Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama: The Climactic Battle of the Civil Rights 
Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001).  
83 Jeremy Gray, ñHow a trans Birmingham man helped send his uncle to prison in the 16th Street Baptist 

bombing,ò Al.com, June 15, 2022, https://www.al.com/news/2022/06/how-a-trans-birmingham-man-

helped-send-his-uncle-to-prison-in-the-16th-street-baptist-bombing.html.  
84 Glenn Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 53.  

https://www.al.com/news/2022/06/how-a-trans-birmingham-man-helped-send-his-uncle-to-prison-in-the-16th-street-baptist-bombing.html
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and built houses in newly zoned neighborhoods, White resistance took the form of violent 

destruction of homes and lives. One of the earliest photographed post-blast sites is pictured in 

Figure 27 and occurred in 1948.85 A flyer advertising a meeting to be held on August 17, 1949 

shows early efforts to educate, organize and guard the community against ñthe lawless mobsò 

(Figure 28).  

A lengthy court campaign successfully waged by Mary Monk in 1949 against two zoning 

ordinances mandating segregated residential areas for Blacks and Whites resulted in one of many 

bombings in 1950. Monk enlisted local attorney Arthur Shores to take her case in September 

1949 who, in turn, recruited additional help from NAACP lawyer Thurgood Marshall. They 

added more people and a holding company, which enabled a class action suit against the city. 

The ruling upheld in the Fifth Circuit found Birminghamôs zoning laws in violation of the 14th 

Amendment and after the city was forced to comply, White vigilantes set dynamite off at Monkôs 

yet to be occupied residence. Assuming that there would only be one bombing, Monk moved into 

the home the following day, but later that evening, her residence was essentially destroyed by the 

aggressive dynamiting with Monk herself barely escaping unharmed (Figure 29). The police 

ñinquiredò into the violence by grilling Monk as to any possible ties to the Communist Party or 

outside agitators from Washington, D.C.86 Her initial efforts to work within the Jim Crow system 

without legal action were thwarted by the city attorney, when Birmingham was forced to comply 

after the final court ruling, vigilantes carried out the bombings and the police, with then Chief 

 
85 Bobby Wilson, Race and Place in Birmingham: The Civil Rights and Neighborhood Movements 

(Lanham, MD: Rowan & Littlefield, 2000).  
86 Glenn Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 82. 
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Bull Conner at the helm, facilitated and supported their attacks, as did the fire department who 

watched the bombed buildings burn without intervening.87  

The violence that followed the Monk decision in Birmingham set the tone for the racial 

crisis that would escalate into the 1960s well before Martin Luther King arrived. Certain 

individuals were targeted more than once, such as Rev. Milton Curry Jr. whose home was nearly 

demolished by a third bombing after the first burned out quickly and the second broke a few 

windows. Two people were inside at the time, which was not uncommon; there were many 

nearly fatal bombs. When dynamite proved insufficient for destruction, firebombs and other acts 

of arson ensured extensive damage as depicted in a photo from 1951 of two homes on North 

Center Street (Figure 30).88 The presence of so-called ñinvestigatorsò in several of these pictures 

betray the reality of their part in the aftermath, as an obligatory appearance. Many of the notes 

from the Bull Connor Collection at the Birmingham Public Library reveal the lack of inquiry 

such as one report from December 14, 1962 that concludes, ñWe were unable to determine why 

the explosive was set and also were unable to find any witnesses who saw the explosion.ò89  The 

police and city officialsô complicity meant that bombings and murderous fire attacks were city 

policy to enforce segregation.  

After Reverend Fred Shuttlesworthôs home was bombed on Christmas 1956 (Figures 31-

32) a policeman on the scene said he was surprised ñthey [the attackers] had gone this far,ò and 

advised him to get out of town as quickly as he could. Shuttlesworth responded with a battle cry, 

 
87 Glenn Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 82. 
88 Jeremy Gray, ñHorrific years of óBombinghamô captured in vintage photos,ò AL.com, June 26, 2016, 

https://www.al.com/news/birmingham/2016/06/bombings.html.  
89 From the Eugene ñBullò Connor Paper 10.18 Bombings, 5, 

https://cdm16044.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p16044coll1/id/28013.  
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ñYou go back and tell your Klan brother that if God can keep me through this, that the war is on 

and the battle has just begun and Iôll be around for the duration.ò The other memorable 

conversation he had that evening was with his six-year-old daughter who curled up in his lap that 

night and asked, ñThey canôt kill us Daddy, can they?ò To which Shuttlesworth responded, ñNo 

darling, they canôt kill folks.ò90 But they would keep trying until they did. This civil rights leader 

became a central target for violence; the bombing of his home occurred amid planning to lead a 

group onto Birmingham buses for a white seating sit-in. Despite the attack, Shuttlesworth 

boarded a bus the next day as did 200 of his followers. The following September, Shuttlesworth 

was viciously attacked in broad daylight outside an elementary school he was trying to integrate 

by enrolling his own children.  

Besides violence, anti-Black criminals used other means of intimidation at this first 

school integration attempt, including this effigy that greeted and threatened anyone who might 

attempt what Shuttlesworth had (Figure 33). Additional bombings occurred at places of known 

civil rights leaders or sites for civil rights gatherings in addition to ongoing attacks in the Black 

residential areas (Figures 34-35). In some cases, weather helped -- in spring of 1958, 54 sticks of 

dynamite were discovered at the Temple Beth-El but a heavy rain doused them before they could 

detonate. Targeting a synagogue showed that in addition to Blacks, the Jewish population of 

Birmingham was also at risk of being attacked. Besides churches, synagogues and homes, 

businesses were targeted, such as this grocery store pictured in Figures 36-37. These late 1950s 

images illustrate the climate of what Time Magazine called ñIntegrationôs Hottest Crucible.ò A 

1958 article detailed the racial crisis facing ñthe Southôs toughest city,ò which it attributed it to 

 
90 4 Little Girls, directed by Spike Lee (HBO Films, 1997), 1:42.   
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ñthe death of leadership, silence of fear, the bomb blasts of hatredò that likely would only get 

worse.91  

Amid the relentless bombings, CBS aired a short news special, Who Speaks for 

Birmingham? in 1961 that showed just how dire the situation was, illustrating much of what The 

New York Times detailed in Harrison Salisburyôs front-page article, ñFear and Hatred Grips 

Birmingham.ò This was the only other national news piece about the city until the photographs 

circulated in spring of 1963 showing children attacked with dogs and hoses. The CBS special 

report interviewed staunch segregationists but ceded ample screentime to Fred Shuttlesworth. He 

spoke to the brutal beating he endured outside Philips High School in 1957, and CBS included 

footage of the incident. As police made a few futile motions to intervene, the White male mob 

pounced on Shuttlesworth with his wife at his side, the latter suffering wounds from the brass 

knuckles some men wielded in the encounter.92 The violent force with which many Whites met 

school desegregation is clear. The segment concludes with an Epilogue detailing the horrific 

scene between Freedom Riders and brutal whites who for an uninterrupted 15 minutes unleashed 

their fists and fury on the riders and the reporters who accompanied them. Despite disgruntled 

executives concerned about casting blacks in a better light than ñat best, defensiveò whites, CBS 

aired the film in its entirety, apart from anchor Howard K. Smithôs closing quote he intended to 

leave as the last word: ñThe only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do 

nothing.ò93 Smith resigned from the network over the censorship.  

 
91 David Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference. (New York: William Morrow & Co., 1986), 52.  
92 CBS News, CBS Reports: Who Speaks for Birmingham?, May 18, 1961, 
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/civil-rights-act/multimedia/fred-shuttlesworth.html#:~:text=Share,-

Embed%20Link:%20Select&text=In%20an%20interview%20broadcast%20May,(shown%20in%20archi
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93 Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff, The Race Beat: The Press, The Civil Rights Struggle, and the 

Awakening of a Nation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 246-252.  
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What made the documentary unique was ñthat for the first time in a major national forum, 

black citizens in the South were given equal time with whites in discussing a city's racial 

problems. They didn't hold back. They talked about bombings and beatings.ò94 Over the next two 

years in Birmingham before Kingôs arrival in 1963, the situation only worsened. One bomb 

targeting a Dynamite Hill residence in 1962 seriously injured two infants (Figure 38). Among 

whites, at best, the reaction was ñnothing,ò but the worsening racial climate led to far more 

egregious behavior. The most tragic moment in watching Who Speaks for Birmingham? now 

with the hindsight of the cityôs history occurs when one Black woman rises to make a statement 

at a meeting of Shuttlesworthôs Alabama Human Rights Coalition. Her voice growing louder 

with every word, she says, ñI am the mother of eight children, and my life is on the altar. And I 

will die for my children. If it takes death to show them that I mean that, I meant that. I am not 

afraid. I trust in God, I know God, I waltz with God.ò95 While adults were willing to sacrifice 

themselves for their children, plenty of children met violence and some, death, in the years that 

followed. 

1963: IN THE SHADOW OF KING  

Despite the violence now displayed without modification or apology for a national 

audience, and the lengthy screen time afforded Birminghamôs Black population with Who Speaks 

for Birmingham?, the city would not become a global or even national spectacle, until Martin 

Luther King Jr. came to town in 1963 and launched Project ñCò ï C for confrontation. The year 
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eventually showed itself to be one in which the lives on the altar, the ones ultimately sacrificed, 

were not mothers waltzing with God, but children. Atlanta-based and thus, technically an 

outsider, King came at the request of Fred Shuttlesworth, a fellow founder of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Council, after repeated requests beginning in 1956 with one sent in the 

aftermath of the 1957 bombing attack on his home.  

Children filled Kingôs ranks of demonstrators at the height of Project C, their lives as 

much ñon the altarò as any adult life. He delivered these remarks from the pulpit of the 16th 

Street Baptist Church, which served as a central meeting point over the objections of much of its 

adult congregation96 and assumedly, a safe space for blacks involved in the protests: 

These churches are really loaded tonightéAnd donôt worry about your children, theyôre 

going to be alrightéthey are doing a job not only for themselves, but for all of America, 

all of mankindéThese young people are about their fatherôs business, and they are 
carving a tunnel of hope through Red Mountain of despair. Now we are going to see they 

are treated right. Donôt worry, the Justice Department is already in here.97  

Within days, an agreement was reached with white leadership in the business community; 

those children were alright, released from jail along with nearly a thousand other demonstrators. 

Kingôs negotiated truce quickly became a victory in his eyes ï for the Movement, but not for 

battle weary Birmingham. While Fred Shuttlesworth ultimately read the statement prepared with 

White Attorney Charles Morgan, he did so with an air of defeat after a seven year fight -- while 

King saw victory, he saw failure in the ultimate goal he and so many in the city had risked their 

lives to achieve: the end of Jim Crow policies and segregation laws that kept their kids from the 

better schools and themselves from the best public accommodations, from lunch counters to 

 
96 Many parishioners, including family members of future bombing victims, feared getting involved with 

the demonstrations for fears pertaining to their physical and financial safety.  
97 ñRev. Martin Luther King, Jr.ò on Sing for Freedom: The Story of the Civil Rights Movement Through 

Its Songs, 1990. This track, like others including speeches from Medgar Evers and Ralph Abernathy, is 

interspersed with actual songs popular among protesters like ñKeep Your Eyes on the Prize.ò   
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buses.98 This was not only a murky agreement, leaving undefined any next steps toward 

desegregation, but a stalemate, with plenty of unfinished business. The uneasy and precarious 

peace showed its fragility just days after their press conference.  

Beginning with the bombing of Kingôs brotherôs home (Figure 39) and an attempt on the 

Gaston Motel where King often stayed, the response to Project C was more violence, especially 

when school desegregation became a reality, enforced by the Justice Department, by the 

summerôs end. One image in particular has supplanted the stock visuals of civil rights in 

Birmingham during 1963, and it too received front-page treatment from The New York Times. 

This photograph (Figures 40-41) from May 13, 1963 accompanied a report from Claude Sitton99 

under the all-caps headline: ñU.S. SENDS TROOPS INTO ALABAMA AS RIOTS SWEEP 

BIRMINGHAM.ò100 The image accurately conveys the warzone that the city had become, but 

this photo has rarely, if anywhere, resurfaced in the record of the Movement or of Birmingham. 

Running from smoke, the tools of terror in the background, mouths agape in fear, bodies fleeing 

in motion.  We see and should ourselves feel terror from this photo. The fear on the womanôs 

face as the group flees from the flames leering menacingly behind them, is the closest illustration 

of the war-like conditions of everyday Birmingham for its black population. The image shows, 

literally, the face of terror on one of the most violent evenings of the era. Terrorism is part of 

both stories, but in those from the Project C canon, black bodies endure, even invite, the brutal 

treatment brought upon them as enlisted foot soldiers in Kingôs army. The black civil rights 

 
98Andrew M. Manis, A Fire You Canôt Put Out: The Civil Rights Life of Birminghamôs Reverend Fred 

Shuttlesworth, (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 1999). 
99 Sitton was one of the few journalists willing to report from the Birmingham frontlines after 1961. The 
media relationship to Birmingham in the early 1960s is thoroughly explored in The Race Beat, and one of 

the explanations for the lack of reporting on the extent of Birminghamôs atrocities is because the state 

aggressively pursued criminal libel charges against the New York Times in 1960 after publishing ñFear 

and Hatred Grips Birminghamò and CBS in 1961 after airing ñWho Speaks for Birmingham.ò  
100https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1963/05/13/90552579.html?pageNumber=1 
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experience in Birmingham shown here offers a striking contrast to African American 

demonstrators who appeared to walk into ï even invite in some cases ï the scenes of black 

resistance and police brutality such as this one -- images emanating from the same city in the 

same month. Yet coupled with the other, familiar photography, the scene becomes even more 

horrific: we know that the same Birmingham police armed with hoses and dogs was officially 

tasked with their safety. In Figure 42, there are signs of the white police presence in the form of 

Bull Connerôs tank patrolling the fiery streetscape. A Civilian Defense guard accompanies the 

woman running from the fiery scene behind her and others are pictured in the scene depictured in 

Figure 43 at the Gaston Motel where a guard diffuses the outbreak of more violence. But never 

was there thought of retaliation: Bombingham survivor Angela Davis remarked in 2013, ñNo one 

ever suggested that we plant dynamite in white communities as a response to that terrorismò and 

yet, the decade following the September 11 attacks yielded ñnot one official acknowledgement of 

the terrorism that prevailed in places like Birmingham.ò101  

Shuttlesworth and the cityôs civil rights supporters pushed forward with desegregating 

public schools, eight years after Brown v. Board of Education, and conditions worsened in the 

months following these photos and in Kingôs absence. While most media outlets focused on 

Wallaceôs stand in the schoolhouse doors at the University of Alabama and then on the August 

March on Washington, in Birmingham, police brutality resulted in three Black deaths. White 

civilians associated with the three public schools scheduled to be desegregated formed an army 

of counter-protesters. The Birmingham Worldôs editorial outrage-turned-desperation from Emory 

Jackson offers the closest lens to all that wasnôt otherwise being covered by national, regional 

 
101 ñ óTerrorism is Part of Our Historyô: Angela Davis on ô63 Church Bombing, Growing up in 

óBombingham,ôò Democracy Now!, December 16, 2013, 
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and other local press. The World reported two ñjustifiable homicidesò believed to be incidents of 

police brutality: the first occurred on June 27 when Blaine Gordon, Jr., a 16-year-old male who 

had received treatment for ñmental depressionò previously, was shot in the leg and the chest , and 

police inspector Haley offered no reason for his death. A committee of neighborhood citizens 

called on Mayor Boutwell and the city council to follow up and investigate the ñpolice brutalityò 

of July 9, which the coroner ruled justified homicide.102 On August 4, J. Scott Jr., a 35-year-old 

Black male struggled with a police officer while being loaded into the back of his vehicle and 

after scratching his face, he was shot and killed at close range. Again, the coroner ruled this 

homicide a ñjustifiableò one and the incident went, along with the previous one, otherwise 

unreported save for the World.103  

The Worldôs coverage of the ongoing bombings and murder was unprecedented both in 

scope and tone. The paper adopted the terminology of terrorism, unusual in regard to anti-Black 

violence. An editorial headlined ñHelp Catch the Terroristsò appeared in the August 24 issue, 

marking a shift in tone as the plea assumes a new, heightened sense of urgency.104 Birminghamôs 

path to desegregation only accelerates the explosive nighttime activity, and the next issue calls 

for the Kennedys to bring the bombers to justice and stop this ñever-recurring chapterò for the 

city. The call to the federal government was the Worldôs declaration that the Black community 

could not rely on the local government to do its job and enforce the law. As the countryôs civil 

rights attention shifted to the March on Washington, Birmingham prepared for school 

desegregation. More violence ensued as desperation to prevent desegregation swelled. Firebombs 

were ñhurledò at the A.G. Gaston home and Governor Wallace was defying federal court orders 

 
102 Birmingham World, July 17, 1963.  
103 Birmingham World, August 10, 1963.  
104 Emory Jackson, ñHelp Catch the Terrorists,ò The Birmingham World, August 24, 1963.  
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to integrate public schools in Birmingham, Mobile, and Tuskegee. Bombers targeted the home of 

Arthur Shores for a second time, creating riotous conditions and adding to a now double-digit 

tally of unsolved bombings (Figure 44). The World reported on the post-Shores bombing 

uprising of Black folk, albeit a short one, that resulted in the death of 20-year-old John L. Coley 

(Figure 45): 

The reign of terror in Birmingham, which has been marked by the  dynamiting of the 
home of Attorney Arthur D. Shores for the second time in three weeks, has alarming 

concerns for Alabama and the nationéOne grievous aftermath of bombings and mob 
action which followed is the wonton slaying of a Negro man. Back-to-back this reveals a 

chain reaction from bombing intolerance which is revolting and contrary to guarantees of 

a democracy.105  

 

Coley bore a strong resemblance to Fred Shuttlesworth, and some believed for years that 

he became a target for that reason.106 Eyewitnesses discredited the initial claims from the 

Birmingham police that he was armed, a story the authorities changed to one in which he was 

running from police and eventually that he was killed by stray bullets. The bullets fired from 

their shotguns told a different story, corroborated by the many eyewitnesses at the scene, given 

that they hit him in the neck and chest as well as his side. As a soldier in the U.S. Army, Coley 

served two years in Germany before returning to Birmingham where he had grown up and 

attended school.  

The September 11th and 14th editions of the Birmingham World included more pleas for 

federal intervention, help beyond the ñBomb Reward Fundò promised by Shores, and the sad, 

simple truth from editor Emory Jackson in his column: ñNo other sections of the population has 

 
105 ñUnsolved Birmingham Bombings Should Alarm Alabama and the Whole Nation,ò The Birmingham 
World, September 7, 1963.  
106 Diane McWhorter, Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama, the Climactic Battle of the Civil Rights 

Revolution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001): 499-500.  
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had to bear so much so often.ò Within the ñUnseen. Unforgottenò images appear white counter-

protesters, one of whom would ultimately kill Virgil Ware on the afternoon of the church 

bombing after leaving a rally with a quick stop to buy a Confederate flag. With these long unseen 

photographs, we see how Confederates flags were a fashionable accessory flown from vehicles 

and carried through the streets. The images help us understand better how the flags invigorated a 

restless duo of young demonstrators after their rally was cancelled (Figure 46-47).  

I was advised several times during my research to ñbe carefulò about these images and to 

consider among other things, not just the shame they might bring upon anyone who could 

identify themselves, but moreover the other young whites living in Birmingham who didnôt 

participate in this activity, and ï in some cases ï had no knowledge of what was happening. I 

believe we need to see these scenes. Moreover, they show the tormentors of young Blacks like 

future victim Johnny Robinson who died the day of the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing after 

allegedly throwing rocks at White hecklers. and further, just how ridiculous the victimhood 

espoused by media reports from the earlier May riots and through the church bombing frequently 

cite black violence in the form of rock throwing.  We need to know what the world might have 

looked like from Johnnyôs eyes and others along these parade routes and at every turn of progress 

toward racial equality in the city (Figures 48-50). In the World, King noted ñThe breaking point 

could very well be close at hand.ò What transpired was not the breaking point, but the ñwhite 

rabbleôs final shot ï one so appalling that it made the years of bombings on Dynamite Hill look 

like firecrackers displays.ò107 The anti-integration protests and anti-Black bombings reach their 

catastrophic peak in the subject of the next chapter, the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing.  

 
107 Paul Hemphill, Leaving Birmingham: Notes of a Native Son (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama 

Press, 2000).   
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Figure 23: The Birmingham News previews President Hardingôs October 20, 1921 visit.  
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Figure 24: Ku Klux Klan induction ceremony at East Lake Park in Birmingham, 

November 20, 1923. 
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Figure 25: Photograph of Timothy Hood, 1946.  
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Figure 26: Photograph of Timothy Hood, 1946.  
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Figure 27: Post-bombing interior of house on 1100 Center Street in Birmingham, 1948.  
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Figure 28: Meeting flyer from August 17, 1949.  
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Figure 29: The Monk home after the December 21, 1950 bombing.  
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Figure 30: Two homes occupied by Black families, first targeted by dynamite and then by 

fire, 1951. 
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Figure 31: Fred Shuttlesworth after the December 25, 1956 bombing of his home.  
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Figure 32: Fred Shuttlesworthôs home, which doubled as the parsonage for the Bethel 

Baptist Church, after the December 25, 1956 bombing.  
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Figure 33: School integration effigy, late 1950s.  
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Figure 34: A double blast in 1957 destroyed the home of Rev. George W. Dickerson 

whose First Baptist Church often hosted civil rights meetings.  
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Figure 35: Site of 1957 bombing that resulted in a fire, destroying a Black Birmingham 

residence.  
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Figure 36: Post-bombing scene at Black grocery store, late-1950s.  
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Figure 37: Post-bombing scene at Black grocery store, late-1950s.  
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Figure 38: This 1962 bombing resulted in serious injuries sustained by infants.  
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Figure 39: The post-bombing scene at A.D. Kingôs, Martinôs brother, on May 11, 1963.  
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Figure 40: On May 12, 1963, riots covering a 28-block radius resulted in over 50 people 

injured and scenes of terror like this one.  
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Figure 41: The photograph as featured on the May 13, 1963 late city edition of the New 

York Times. 
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Figure 42: Bull Connerôs tank patrolling the streets amid the riots on May 12, 1963.  
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Figure 43: Civilian Defensemen restraining fellow Blacks outside the Gaston Motel 

during the riots. 
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Figure 44: Aftermath of the second bombing of Attorney Arthur Shoresô home on 

September 5, 1963.  
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Figure 45: Birmingham World report on John L. Coley was killed by policeman on 

September 4, 1963. 
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Figure 46: Young White man carrying a Confederate flag after a West End Parents anti-

integration rally in September 1963.  
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Figure 47: White protesters leaving a West End Parents anti-integration demonstration in 

early September 1963.  
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Figure 48: White demonstrators waving Confederate flags, early September 1963.  
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Figure 49: Young White demonstrators parade down the streets of Birmingham, early 

September 1963. 
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Figure 50: Whites protesting the integration of Graymont Elementary School in early 

September 1963. 
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CHAPTER 3: BLACK SUNDAY 

Virginia Woolf said, ñNothing has really happened until it has been described.ò108 

Something happened on Sunday, September 15, 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama. In fact, many 

things happened, namely: six young Americans were murdered. The first set, four young women, 

died in a terrorist attack on the 16th Street Baptist Church; the second set of victims, two young 

men, died by gunfire in separate incidents that stemmed from the earlier church bombing. Their 

names are: Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia (Wesley) Morris, Carole Robertson, Denise McNair, 

Johnny Robinson, and Virgil Ware. Another young woman survived the bombing but lost her 

eye. Her name is Sarah Collins Rudolph. Before the narratives, the memories, the revisions and 

the emotions, here is what happened on September 15, 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama. The 16th 

Street Baptist Church was attacked by racial terrorists who planted a bomb under a staircase near 

the Ladies Lounge located in the basement. When it detonated around 10:22 A.M., there were 

five young women in close proximity to the dynamite bundle preparing for the upcoming Youth 

Day service in the main sanctuary: Carole Robertson, Denise McNair, Cynthia (Wesley) Morris, 

Addie Mae Collins, and Sarah Collins. With the exception of Sarah who was standing at the sink, 

the group stood in front of the mirror a few feet away with Addie having just walked over from 

the sink to help Denise tie her sash. Only Sarah survived the bombing. Despite what King would 

say in his Eulogy, they did not die nobly. They died violently, the bomb decapitating Cynthia, the 

spray of glass, cement and brick mutilating the other three bodies, lodging a cement block onto 

Deniseôs head.  

While Sarah survived, she lost an eye and incurred a lifetime of psychological and 

physical injuries. She was the most seriously injured, but those in the church who survived the 

 
108 Frances Spalding, Virginia Woolf: Art, Life and Vision (National Portrait Gallery, 2014), 1.  
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attack included over 20 people with injuries that warranted immediate medical attention. Others 

in the church at the time of the explosion ï estimates range from 125 to 400 people109 -- were 

injured physically. An unknowable portion of them suffered psychologically as did the witnesses, 

bystanders, and victimsô family members. The remaining survivors include at least 20 young 

people, including Addie and Sarahôs older sister Junie, and 200-300 adult parishioners, including 

Maxine McNair, mother to Denise and the only parent of any of the victims in the church. The 

explosion occurred as Sunday School classes were concluding, and preparations were underway 

for the main service in the sanctuary. It was Youth Day at 16th Street and with Carole Robertson 

at the helm as ñdesignated host,ò the youngest of the parishioners would play a central part in the 

adult service beginning at 11 AM. The planned sermon was entitled, ñThe Rock That Will Not 

Roll.ò An unknowable number of these survivors suffered, and continue to, psychological 

wounds from the experience. In addition to those within the church, there were witnesses and 

bystanders nearby who felt the physical force of the attack ï car windows were blown out, 

people were knocked to the ground.110  

The second act of this American tragedy occurred hours after the first attack at two 

separate locations when two young men were murdered. In a downtown alleyway, 16-year-old 

Johnny Robinson was shot twice in the back by police officer Jack Parker. Allegedly, Johnny was 

running down the alley away from the cops after throwing rocks at one of the Confederate flag-

waving vehicles filled with White teenagers who taunted the gathering Black crowds with chants 

 
109 ñBirmingham, Alabama Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing/September 15, 1963,ò FBI, 

September 15, 1963,  
https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombin

g%20Part%201%20of%2051/view.  
110 ñBirmingham, Alabama Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing/September 15, 1963,ò FBI, 
September 15, 1963,  

https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombin

g%20Part%201%20of%2051/view. 

https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
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like ñGo Back to Africaò -- many witnesses claim that the police didnôt call for him to stop and 

turn around but fired without warning. After the bombing, a group of White teenagers in an old 

Ford painted with Confederate symbols and the admonition ñNegroes Go Back to Africaò had 

further enraged the Black youths milling about the edge of downtown. When policeman scattered 

a group of young Blacks throwing rocks back at the car of taunting whites, Officer Jack Parker 

fired a gunshot loaded with birdshot at sixteen-year-old Johnny Robinson. He died on the scene. 

Across town, White teenagers Michael Lee Farley and Jack Parker left a segregationist rally in 

Midfield and set out on their scooter adorned with Confederate battle flags. When they 

encountered fourteen-year-old Virgil Ware riding on his brothersô handlebars, Sims pulled out a 

pistol and fired. Virgil took two bullets in his head and chest. Affectionately called ñPeanut,ò he 

died cradled in his brotherôs arms.  

At the close of September 15, 1963 in Birmingham, there were six dead Americans killed 

in the midst of their youth, deprived adulthoods of unknowable possibilities. All victims were 

Black. The youngest among the four victims was 11-year-old Denise and the oldest was 16-year-

old Johnny. To call them all children is a stretch: they were young people, several on the cusp of 

adulthood. They were survived by seven families in total since Cynthia was survived by her 

adopted Wesley family and her birth mother and siblings, the Morrises.  

This happened in the South, but itôs an American horror story, our unspeakable 

September Sunday to know, to remember, and to revisit until the narrative reframes and revises 

this day beyond ñfour little girlsò and calls the daysô events what they were: terrorism and 

murder. With that understanding, we might acknowledge the substantial group of survivors, 

many still living, who are long overdue in receiving the kind of recognition afforded to survivors 

from September 11, the Boston Marathon, and other episodes of terrorism in the United States 
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unrelated to race. Moreover, we might understand the persistence of Sarah Collins Rudolph in 

seeking reparations and shunning ceremonial bids at contending with the crime nationally that 

nonetheless ignore her.111  

From media reports to Spike Leeôs 4 Little Girls (1997) and the opening of Ava 

DuVernayôs Selma (2014), from transcripts of three trials to comments delivered on the floor of 

Congress at the medal ceremony, from ñBirmingham Sundayò and ñAlabamaò to The 

Birmingham Project, from A Time to Speak to The Fifth Little Girl, there is over 60 years of 

material contributing to and creating the narratives that began emerging as soon as a reporter 

arrived at the crime scene. Our cultural memory of this day, dubbed ñBlack Sundayò by The 

Birmingham World, forgets more than it remembers both about the day and the racial violence 

that preceded and followed. References to ñthe Birmingham church bombingò or ñFour Little 

Girlsò might garner recognition among Americans, but ï as the labels themselves suggest ï 

knowledge beyond that partial list of victims and single episode of racial violence omits an 

alarming history crucial to Americaôs civil rights revolution. To describe what happened, the 

survivor testimonies are privileged here, descriptions and memories culled from over 60 years of 

ñprocessing,ò and over 60 years of forgetting.  

The accounts of the church bombing will serve as a template for how we might envision 

coming to grips with this spate of violence and similar ones from other chapters in our past and 

those still being written. We cannot say never again until we say never forget; we cannot forget 

what we do not know, cannot remember or will not face. The issues at the heart of Bombingham 

and Black Sunday remain unresolved. In Birmingham and elsewhere in America, then and now, 

 
111 Charles Blow, ñWhat Does America Owe the Victims of Racial Terrorism?ò The New York Times, 
September 13, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/13/opinion/birmingham-sarah-collins-

rudolph.html.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/13/opinion/birmingham-sarah-collins-rudolph.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/13/opinion/birmingham-sarah-collins-rudolph.html
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Black people, children especially, are continually vulnerable to senseless White violence because 

of White racism. Bombingham was a traumatic time of such violence, political charge and 

contemporary relevance that a national reckoning is more necessary than ever. White suffering 

dominates our cultural narrative in America. Trauma of JFK, RFK, Vietnam, Watergate, AIDS, 

9/11 overshadow and obscure the traumatic civil rights era and all that remains unfinished, 

unreconciled and ongoing about the movementôs efforts and goals.  

THE LAST WALK 

They came by car and on foot, some escorted by parents, others by siblings. They were 

not clad uniformly in white as so many accounts suggest. Fourteen-year-olds Cynthia Morris and 

Carole Robertson were driven and dropped off at 16th Street by their fathers. Cynthia wore a 

ruffled white dress but paired it with a red cardigan draped over her shoulders. Carole wore her 

first pair of heels purchased the previous week with her mother, Alpha, during a downtown 

shopping trip. They planned to retrieve a winter coat on layaway in the weeks to come. She also 

carried a pocket bible on her person. Eleven-year-old Denise McNair hitched a ride with her 

mother who parked the car and hurried them into the building, for she also had Sunday School to 

attend in one of the adult classes held upstairs. Denise chose a purple plaid dress made from 

winter cotton, the ensemble tied together with a sash prone to coming untied. Twelve-year-old 

Addie Mae Collins walked from her home to the church with her older sisters, 15-year-old Junie 

and 13-year-old Sarah. Junie remembered how the day felt nearly 50 years later, disputing what 

so many had described in newspaper accounts as a fine, sunny day with no hint of the terror that 

was to come: ñThose of us who were there remember it as an overcast day: dark and heavy. It 
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made you feel uneasy, like something was going to happen.ò112 The weather signaled something 

brewing, an overcast sky that was unseasonably chilly for mid-September.113 

The Collins sisters arrived late and disheveled from their walk so they went first to the 

ladies lounge. Junie talked briefly with 14-year-old Carole who seemed ñvery eager to get the 

program and her part in it over with.ò Carole returned to the Sunday School classroom, but Junie 

lingered in the lounge with her sisters at first, mulling over the consequences she faced if her 

mother learned that she skipped Sunday School: ñI considered the trouble I could get into and 

could almost feel the stinging of my motherôs switch. It didnôt take much considering to get me 

up from my seat and up the stairs to my class at one corner of the sanctuary.ò Her younger sisters 

stayed behind, never leaving the lounge in the minutes between their sisterôs departure and the 

arrival of Denise, Cynthia, and Carole after Sunday School concluded. Sarah and Addie emerged 

from their hiding spot in the lounge and quickly positioned themselves at the sink, preparing to 

wash their hands. Deniseôs sash needed retying between Sunday School and the approaching 

Youth Day program, and Denise asked Addie Mae for help, calling her away from Sarahôs side at 

the sink. Before everything went dark, she glanced over her shoulder catching a glimpse of the 

other four framed in the stained glass/mirror while water poured over her hands. Sarahôs 

soundtrack in the final moments of that scene was the quiet, happy din of the girls laughing and 

the trickle of water pouring out of the faucet over her own hands.  

They did not hear what some adults upstairs heard in that final moment ï a faint ticking 

audible enough for their Sunday School class to pause their lesson and listen. Maxine McNair 

 
112 Junie Collins Williams. My Destiny to Peace, July 2, 2018, Destinytopeace.com.    
113 Charles Morgan Jr., A Time to Speak, (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 161. (Newspaper accounts 

largely talked about the weather as being just the opposite immediately after the bombing and in the 

decades following Morganôs book)  
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remembered ñsomeone said, óI reckon that was ïñ114 and then the clock stopped and, as Junie 

Collins called it, ñitò hit: ñThat sound. Itôs in my spirit. I still jump now. I hear that bomb in my 

sleep.ò115 Cynthia McKinstry who was elsewhere in the church described the sound as ñthe 

thunderous boomò followed by ñthe window glass shattering and falling to the floorò before ñthe 

eerie silence shrouding the church,ò which someone broke yelling ñhit the floor!ò The sanctuary 

floor came ñdangerously near collapse, and showering stairways and rooms with great shards of 

stained glass, plaster and chunks of wood,ò116 showering the hundreds caught inside. When the 

bomb went off, the first sound many remembered was the wailing of Maxine McNair, the mother 

of Denise, echoed from the choir loft where she stood through the rest of the church. She knew 

her daughter was below. 

Children and other young people emerged in torn clothing, many bloodied and bruised, 

with over 20 people in need of serious medical attention. Their evacuation was a starkly different 

exit than in Project Côs demonstration days when Black children paraded peacefully out of the 

church. An estimated 400 people were in the church at the time of the blast.117 Some fell to their 

knees in the streets and prayed while others cursed, anger swelling with the growing crowd 

alongside plenty who stood in silent shock or cried quietly as the covered bodies were carried out 

on gurneys. Many survivors inside the church and those close to the scene remember the smell.  

 
114 Diane McWhorter, Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama and the Climactic Battle of the Civil 
Rights Revolution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001), 522.  
115 Jessica Ravitz, ñSiblings of the bombing: Remembering Birmingham church blast 50 years on,ò CNN, 

September 15, 2013, https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-
birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/.  
116 Wayne Icing, ñIndictments Recall Terror of Birmingham Sunday in 1963,ò The New York Times, 

October 4, 1977, https://www.nytimes.com/1977/10/04/archives/indictments-recall-terror-of-birmingham-

sunday-in-1963.html.  
117 Charles Morgan Jr., A Time to Speak, (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 161. 

https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/
https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/
https://www.nytimes.com/1977/10/04/archives/indictments-recall-terror-of-birmingham-sunday-in-1963.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1977/10/04/archives/indictments-recall-terror-of-birmingham-sunday-in-1963.html
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When the bodies were brought through the churchôs gaping hole, smoke and rubble 

cleared enough to begin excavating the bodies, first responders thought they were older adults, 

certainly not children. Their clothes were blown off. Cynthia Wesleyôs head was unattached to 

her body, and ñThe bodies were stacked up on each other like bales of hay from the crumbling 

ruins left by the dynamiting.ò118 People began an informal identification process before the 

bodies were taken to the morgue. Those tasked with carrying the remains of the dead out of the 

rubble tried to shield approaching family members, particularly Denise McNairôs grandfather, 

M.W. Pippen, who knew his only grandchild was dead having found one of her shoes at the site 

(Figure 51). The owner of the dry cleaners across the street from the church, he rushed over to 

the scene immediately and knew, upon seeing Deniseôs shoe, that she lay among the dead that 

were slowly being uncovered. Pippen intercepted his daughter Maxine when she emerged from 

the church to deliver the news. The shoe was referenced in Eugene Pattersonôs address later that 

evening on Walter Cronkiteôs news hour.  

The McNair family was already known in the community, including by the reporters 

angling for a reaction from Deniseôs mother, Maxine, as seen in Figure 52. In that moment 

between father and daughter, Pippen uttered what would become a much-used quote from the 

reports that emerged: ñIôd like to blow the whole town up.ò He didnôt blow the town up, he 

ushered his daughter toward her husband, Chris McNair, who was approaching the scene on foot 

with his camera in hand. Chris took a photograph of the blast site (Figure 53) and then joined the 

rest of his family to learn what he already suspected had happened. Maxineôs parents and sister 

stayed behind at the scene while Chris and Maxine left for the morgue, but only Chris would go 

 
118 Diane McWhorter, ñThe Stark Reminders of the Birmingham Church Bombing,ò Smithsonian 

Magazine, November 2013, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/sixtieth-anniversary-birmingham-

church-bombing-4304931/.  

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/sixtieth-anniversary-birmingham-church-bombing-4304931/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/sixtieth-anniversary-birmingham-church-bombing-4304931/
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in to identify her body as Maxine remained in hysterics, screaming ñfor daysò until she received 

medical attention and was temporarily sedated into relative silence. No press mention was made 

of the father, Chris McNair, except by one of his employers, the Birmingham World; he was one 

of two photographers who freelanced for the black publication. He claims to have known that 

Denise was one of the dead before he arrived on the scene, but in fact, he had just learned the 

news. Before he left for the morgue, he took out his camera and photographed the church. A 

version of this photo appeared in the Birmingham World. Unlike fellow grieving father Alvin 

Robertson, Chris did not become a prominent face of grief in the funeral coverage that followed. 

After he took this emotionally and spatially distant photograph,119 he would see the real damage 

when he identified his daughter at the morgue and saw the other girls during that process. He 

would later sell many copies of this image to people who visited his photography studio in the 

1990s, especially after the release of 4 Little Girls.  

Claude Wesley was two blocks away fueling up his black Mercury when he heard ñthe 

deep message of dynamite through the treesò and started running in the direction of 16th Street. 

Another family member of Cynthiaôs was also close by, her 11-year-old brother Fate Morris who 

fled for 16th Street with a friend, crossing three city blocks and throwing themselves into the 

others who were digging through the rubble. He heard someone say, ñI got a body over here, but 

she has no head.ò That body was Cynthia. He went to look. When he saw his sister severed in 

two parts, he fled from the scene, a response that would haunt him for over 50 years.120 Fate 

didnôt know his sister attended 16th Street until that morning, for Cynthia had not lived with him 

 
119 He would later sell many copies of this photograph to people who visited his photography studio in the 

1990s, especially after the release of 4 Little Girls. 
120 Jessica Ravitz, ñSiblings of the bombing: Remembering Birmingham church blast 50 years on,ò CNN, 

September 15, 2013, https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-

birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/. 

https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/
https://fox59.com/news/national-world/siblings-of-the-bombing-remembering-birmingham-church-blast-50-years-on/
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or the rest of her birth family ï seven siblings in total and a single mother who agreed to an 

informal adoption for Cynthia with the childless Wesleys, middle class educators unable to have 

children of their own.  

Looking for his own children, Deacon Samuel Rutledge rushed to the basement, moved 

beyond the rubble and found a blinded Sarah standing and from what she remembers, exactly 

where she had been before the explosion: at the sink, an armôs length from her sister. In addition 

to the FBI report,121 contemporary accounts along with later representations, suggest that she was 

buried under the rubble with the others, but she disputes this story, as have other witnesses on the 

scene including the man who saved her. Unable to see, Sarah recalls the feeling of being scooped 

up into his arms. As became pivotal in the 2001 and 2002 trials, she remembers calling for Addie 

before Rutledge rescued her and receiving no answer.  During the ambulance ride to the hospital, 

the driver reported that she alternated between asking ñwhat happenedò and singing ñJesus Loves 

Me.ò  

The same ambulance left Sarah at the Hillman Emergency Clinic and returned to 16th 

Street to pick up her Addie Maeôs body. Among those who performed the task of identification 

was June Collins, who had been in the basement alongside her sisters moments before the bomb 

went off. She performed her duties at the morgue and then made her way to her surviving sisterôs 

hospital bed. For a time, she kept the truth of what happened to Addie Mae and the others from 

her sister.  Sarah thought the other four girls had left the room, not the world. She did not know 

that the same ambulance she rode in returned to the church to retrieve her sisterôs body. Sarah 

 
121 ñBirmingham, Alabama Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing/September 15, 1963,ò FBI, 
September 15, 1963,  

https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombin

g%20Part%201%20of%2051/view. 

https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
https://vault.fbi.gov/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20/16th%20Street%20Church%20Bombing%20Part%201%20of%2051/view
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also did not realize that her ravaged face with its skin peeling off would become a significant part 

of the media coverage that followed.  

In addition to Chris McNair, another Black photographer managed to capture a 

photograph in the bombingôs aftermath that, for a time and then to certain individuals, illustrated 

what racism wrought upon an American child (Figure 54). Encased in bandages, itôs difficult to 

determine if the subject is living or dead and contemporary internet searches suggest that in most 

cases, she is thought to be one of the four victims, not the lone survivor, Sarah Collins Rudolph. 

The photographer, Frank Dandridge, sent the image to Time at which point it became their visual 

centerpiece to accompany the scathing indictment from Birmingham White lawyer Charles 

Morgan Jr. that he delivered at a business luncheon and for which he was promptly chased out of 

town. For the millions who paged through the September 27, 1963 issue of Time, they saw Sarah 

and her suffering. The introduction for the two-page spread that featured Sarahôs photo reads: 

ñBehind the stark white patches Sarah Jean Collinsô 12-year-old world is dark and hopeless. A 

bomb set off by a racist in the basement of a Birmingham Negro church seared her eyes and 

killed her sister. Three other girls, the oldest 14, died in the bombing, and Sarah Jean may never 

see againéò The photo description in the caption makes clear who Sarah is despite how soon 

and quickly she would be forgotten and ignored, ñVICTIM. Clutching robe in hospital bed, 

Sarah Jean Collins was near bomb when it exploded in church. Her sister was killed. It will be 

weeks before she knows whether she can see again.ò122  

The bombing-related deaths of Virgil Ware and Johnny Robinson later that afternoon 

offer additional horrific elements to Black Sunday. Ware was with his brothers trying to locate a 

 
122 Frank Dandridge Photograph accompanying, ñBirmingham: An Alabamanôs Great Speech Lays the 

Blame,ò Life, September 27, 1963.  
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bicycle that he could use to help them with their newspaper route. They were unsuccessful and 

headed home with Virgil balancing on the handlebars of one brotherôs bike at the time of his 

death when they encountered White teenagers, Larry Joe Sims and Michael Lee Farley. The two 

young men were active, enthusiastic participants in desegregation rallies and white supremacist 

protests. That afternoon, they left the rally for West End Parents for Private School after it was 

cut short and a planned anti-integration parade was cancelled. They first went to the National 

States Rights Party headquarters and bought a Confederate Flag, which they attached to the back 

of Farleyôs scooter before driving off.123 They encountered the Ware brothers in their direct path 

and Farley took out his pistol and fired two shots, killing Virgil.   

Johnny Robinson was the only one among those who died who was involved in an 

altercation. An officer shot him running from police, who allegedly saw him and a group of 

friends throwing rocks at a car filled with White teenagers, taunting them verbally. They were 

driving a car decorated with a Confederate flag from which dangled a noose. Robinson was, 

however, not the first Black male killed in Birmingham by an act of deadly police brutality, but 

the fourth victim of 1963 ï this count includes a young man who was mentally ill.124 When 

questioned about Ware and Robinsonôs deaths, the Jefferson County Sheriffôs office admitted, 

ñthere was no reason at all.ò Very quickly, the media and the majority of Birmingham forgot 

them even though the initial coverage included their deaths in their death tolls. The exception 

among the local outlets was The Birmingham World, which published a report from the funeral 

of Virgil Ware as well as an opinion piece, ñJohnnyôs Needless Slaughter.ò125  

 
123 Diane McWhorter, Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama and the Climactic Battle of the Civil 

Rights Revolution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001), 531.  
124 Emory Jackson, ñJury to Probe Alleged Police Shooting Here,ò Birmingham World, September 25, 

1963.  
125 Emory Jackson, ñJohnnyôs Needless Slaughter,ò Birmingham World, September 25, 1963. 
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The terrorism that day was a tragedy in two acts, but Americans only learned of the first, 

the morning of the bombing at 16th Street Baptist that killed ñfour little girls.ò Over time, the 

events of the afternoon disappeared from the narrative for almost 50 years. That forgotten second 

act differs notably: the dead were young Black men killed by gunfire with witnesses so the 

people who pulled the trigger were easily identified. The acts occurred on a quiet road across 

town and in a downtown alleyway, not a church basement. In the case of Johnny Robinson, at 16 

years the eldest of all the victims, whites attacked his innocence based on a juvenile record and 

his alleged crime prior to his death: throwing rocks at white hecklers driving by. If white 

Birmingham did not defend or mourn the others, it could attack Robinson as having earned his 

fate, thus creating a false equivalence to distract from White violence.  

The photographs (Figures 55-56) of the two young boys that circulated were less 

ñpicture-worthyò as those chosen to represent the four girls. In Robinsonôs case, he isnôt even 

looking at the camera. These young men joined the growing list of other black male victims in 

the Birmingham area who were killed. No matter the efforts to reveal the glaring injustice of 

their deaths, as was the case with the demonstrations following Timothy Hoodôs death in 1946, 

no further inquiries were ever made locally let alone on the federal level. The reports of the other 

deaths and suspicions about the coronerôs ñjustifiable homicideò rulings in the months leading up 

to Black Sunday made headlines in The Birmingham World but gained little traction elsewhere. 

John Coleyôs murder during the post-Shores bombing riots just weeks prior is the outlier, as it 

was at least acknowledged through 1965 on an SCLC pamphlet of victims, one of ñeighteen lives 

[that] are a grim memorial to the black justice of Alabamaò (Figure 57) which also included 

Robinson and Ware.  
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Despite the long Bombingham history of the previous decades, what happened at 

the stop of the clock on Sunday, September 15, 1963 was previously unimaginable. With newly 

available images from ñUnseen. Unforgotten,ò there is a more potent symbol, that those we have 

inherited from old accounts, such as the missing face of Jesus blown from the church window or 

the theme of the Sunday School lesson ñLove That Forgives.ò In place of these, a new set of 

symbols can illuminate what have been narrowly defined as the visual truth of Birmingham. So 

here we move through the morning with a camera in hand, seeing anew, from the wreckage to 

the hospital: 

This first image resembles others that came before it: the aftermath of a bombing, the 

pageantry of white investigators parading through the rubble and no visible injured parties 

(Figure 58). The photo implies destruction. But when you look closely, the differences emerge: 

more men than usual, a stretcher perched above the blast site, and a bow-tied man seemingly 

trying to break through the taped barricade separating him from the scene. Behind him is 

evidence of this scene being worse than the others with windows blown out across the street. 

ñLibertyò the storefront sign reads, the first of many signs from these frontline photos that bear 

more poetic weight than those long drawn from ñThe Love That Forgivesò planned lesson. After 

16 years, the bombings killed, despite what Fred Shuttlesworth promised his daughter.  

In total, six young Americans, all black, were killed that day. More than four little girls 

died. The other deaths ï of two young black men -- took place outside of the church under 

devastating circumstances.  The first was killed by a white figure of authority who used the crime 

of throwing rocks and running as justification for this homicide; the second victim was shot by a 

West End rally participant like those pictured in Figures 46-47. The planned demonstration was 

called off after the bombing, but this duo managed to swipe a Confederate flag for the back of 
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their scooter before flying out into the backroads, looking for trouble as the racial tension 

brewed. They too were aware that rock-throwing Blacks were on the loose. Young White 

vigilantes deprived of the theatrics of the earlier demonstrations, they made a spectacle of their 

own when their path crossed with young Black men riding bicycles directly in their path. But 

their victim wasnôt throwing rocks, he was balancing on his brotherôs handlebars after a failed 

attempt to track down wheels of his own. The brothers Ware were not even in the downtown 

chaos, but on the other side of town at the wrong time with the wrong skin color. Their blackness 

was enough provocation in the heat of this teenage moment that a judge would later call a 

ñlapseò in judgment, but not a criminal act let alone a homicide. 

Photographs from the interior of the church taken after the bombing and the many visual 

signifiers can tell about the first of two attacks that day. We have no visual aids to retroactively 

witness the attack or the seconds prior to impact. The time might be discernible, but all else is 

anyoneôs guess beyond the recollections of Sarah Collins Rudolph. The pictures register the dead 

as just absent as if we missed them by a moment. Iôve seen their decapitated forms, their brick-

torn skulls elsewhere, and yet not seeing them has yielded more powerful feelings than those 

ever did. Make no mistake about the time of death, look at the stopped clock on the wall (Figure 

59) ï as opposed to the imagery from Project C whose scenes were powerful largely because 

they moved as much as a still photograph could. The very name given to the era is meant to 

frame this history as a forward-marching narrative. The clock image freezes us in moment when 

the dynamite blew off. 

American flags are inside and outside the church, including one on the Sunday school 

room that is hand colored, surrounded by five butterflies: one for each victim and one, that 

floating furthest from the flag away from the rest, for the girl who would end up surviving 
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(Figure 60). The leaves round out the landscape, this group, reminding us that it was fall, the 

beginning of a new year for children. Empty chairs invoke the departed and those who escaped 

in body but not in mind. Glass is everywhere, broken, brought into the church and onto the 

bodies of the dead and some that will live (Figure 61). 

The photos reveal broken glass to be picked from bodies at the hospital and in some 

cases, years beyond; the glass that will draw blood and left Sarah unable to bear children (Figure 

62). One thirsty child eyes Coca-Cola, clutching the hand of an injured parent, aware but not 

fully that life has forever changed (Figure 63). White first responders stand by idly in some 

photos, turning their backs to family members rushing to the scene of their dead children. One 

image foregrounds rope, the kind of rope that hung black bodies from trees (Figure 64). This 

rope is a barricade tied up differently but attached to the limbs of the single Southern tree in this 

devastating Southern landscape. One image implies a noose in the kitchen (Figure 65). Every 

time I look at it, I wonder if Iôm imagining it. There is much to explain it away, an electrical wire 

to begin with, but it hangs from the ceiling, forming an unmistakable noose at its end. Finally, 

returning to a now iconic image, I see something else in the stained-glass panel (Figure 66-67). I 

see a triangular shape that looks distinctly like a Klan hood, and it didnôt just make a hole in the 

glass, but in the words inscribed on its brick shaped panel: Willing Workers. It was installed 

when the church opened in 1911, the centerpiece of the robust Black community rising in 

Birmingham, a significant body of labor for the city and the U.S. industries located there. And 

eventually, to the very moment the bomb tore through the pane, a core army in a long fight for 

equal rights and equal justice. In the photo of the young group of bystanders standing near the 

church, a young man looks up with his fists balled: ñwhy, God?ò (Figure 68). There were 400 

people in the church when the terrorist attack occurred and thousands of other African Americans 
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in walking distance, many in earshot when the bomb exploded. Collectively, this visual narrative 

brings us closer to the traumatic rupture of Black Sunday.   

We engage in what Ariella Azoulay calls ñthe civil contract of photographyò in her book 

of the same name by absorbing these scenes and those who populate them, even in their absence. 

We can imagine the many, including the four victims, who occupied the churchôs interior until 

shortly before these photographs were taken. Because of them, our fellow ñparticipant citizens,ò 

we commit to ña covenant for their citizenshipò as ñthey call on me to recognize and restore their 

citizenship through my viewing.ò126 This new means of illustrating Civil Rights Birmingham 

from Bombingham to Black Sunday is a new method of viewing beyond looking. Supplanting 

stock images from the iconic Civil Rights canon of photographer Charles Moore disrupts 

complacency regarding this history long rooted in his images of fire hoses and dogs unleashed on 

demonstrators. The close encounters with the subject and setting of domestic terrorism enliven 

tired narratives about the Civil Rights era. Coupled with the earlier documentation of the racial 

terror bombings, this photographic testimony offers ñthe only civic refuge at the disposal of 

those robbed of citizenship.ò127  

We should not need to see autopsy photos or funeral images to understand the suffering, 

the injustice, and then endeavor to act, certainly to think differently. This begins by a gaze 

grounded in a different approach, an attitude that ñexists of plurality, among people, in a public 

sphere, contexts within which every participant not only contemplates what can be seen but is 

also, herself, exposed and visible.ò128 We must expand our field of vision and watch these 

photographs while also inhabiting them. Through this effort, we create a fuller, moving picture in 

 
126 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2008), 17.  
127 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2008), 121. 
128 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2008), 96. 
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our mind with staying power. We return through the visual, a conveyance in constant transport 

between the past and present, toggling between these scenes of an ever-expanding field of vision.  

The recovery and use of these images contributes to an unframed racial visual imaginary 

beyond the scope of what has been. Our newly recalibrated gaze ñapproximates at least the 

central distinguishing features of action: it includes the aspect of a new beginning, and its ends 

are unpredictable.ò129 The process of restoring citizenship to photographic subjects through our 

gaze depends on our ability to connect with them as equally deserving citizens, but most 

importantly, as fellow humans.  

Toward that restoration, I introduce a final set of images. Nearly 27 years ago, I sat across 

from Chris McNair and talked about life in Birmingham during the Civil Rights era. He walked 

me through parts of it using his photography,130 introducing the first pictures of ñBombinghamò 

from the scene after Rev. A.D. Kingôs home was bombed as well as the aftermath following the 

bombing of the Revis home across from Bethel Baptist Church (Figures 69-70). He brought me 

to the frontlines once Martin Luther King, Jr. arrived as we looked at his departure from the 

Birmingham jail and his press conference with Ralph Abernathy and Fred Shuttlesworth outside 

the Gaston Motel (Figure 71). We made our first stop at 16th Street Baptist Church with interior 

scenes of King and Abernathy each addressing the gathered crowd during an organizerôs meeting 

(Figure 72). We move back outside to the streets of Birmingham with one of his favorite 

photographs during a protest outside the Trailways bus station (Figure 73). From behind a police 

officer with his arm outstretched, Chris captured blind jazz singer Al Hibbler walking forward. 

He holds a sign partially obscured, but the most important words visible: ñHuman Dignity,ò 

 
129 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2008), 96. 
130 Unpublished in Through His Eye: The Photography of Chris McNair, authorôs personal collection.  
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which is what he named the image. We linger there for a moment, Chris wanting me to 

understand the stakes of it all.  

These images offered me a privileged insight into his own field of vision before it 

becomes deeply personal. Entrusting me to ñtake care ofò this photograph, which he will say 

again to me when we meet decades later, he hands me a copy of a beloved photograph he took of 

his daughter, Denise (Figure 74). She is clad in a polka-dot nightgown tied up with bows and 

clutching her doll -- a doll that is White, blonde, and in her Sunday best. Sitting on her bed, you 

catch a glimpse of her childhood surroundings and like my own childrenôs room, books are at the 

forefront and in the case of this picture, in the foreground. I can make out a Rainbow Dictionary, 

Mother Goose, and a spine of something titled African. She looks happy, happy enough to mug 

for the camera, but with a sense of ownership over her space and the inner life of a child as lived 

in books, dolls, and the make-believe possible in a room of oneôs own. At that age, I was 

clutching dolls too: American Girls dolls, including a Black doll named Addie. I was wild about 

a few nightgowns including one that doubled as a wedding dress, but polka dots were a bathing 

suit staple. And books, I loved my books of all kinds from the moment I learned to read with my 

nose pressed in an Archie comic. She was just a little girl who didnôt get another doll or more 

time with that one, who didnôt get to learn all the words in that dictionary or add to her young 

library. There was no more playing, no more pretend. It broke my young heart more than 

anything had in my whole life. The point of origin for this project and my path that led here is 

this photograph of Denise. Both of my children met Denise early in their lives, watching her and 

returning the smile that beamed from her face back to them.  

In the context of post-catastrophic cultures where loss occurs under traumatic conditions, 

Alexander Etkind describes the story of terror as consisting of two parts: ñthe ascending part of 
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history and loss, and the descending part of memory and mourning.ò131 The first part of this 

study visualizes terrorôs ascension. In this section, I examined how, when, and why confronting, 

and not, this history of terror and trauma occurred; the materials used here are fittingly less 

restrictive to photography encompassing visual responses across diverse platforms that bear 

witness to the terror and violence. Birminghamôs Bombingham era offers irrefutable trauma with 

which many of those directly impacted ï victims, perpetrators, and witnesses ï and their 

descendants as well as the city itself continue to grapple. A biracial, multi-generational collective 

of mourners have expressed grief, rage, sorrow, and shame through their various contributions to 

reckoning with what occurred.  

Part of this inventory of mourning work I discuss centers on how the city itself evolved to 

confront its hard history after an incendiary act of racial violence in 1979 revealed the fragility of 

racial ñpeaceò and change. More so than anything that has occurred nationally, Birminghamôs 

ñmournful acknowledgementò with this inglorious past is meaningful and visible, most notably 

in its treatment of the warôs central battlefield, reclaimed as a site of dialogue, education, and in 

memory of the people who led, suffered and sacrificed. Collective and individual productions of 

memory convey that their author(s) believes what or who is being remembered is worthy and 

significant; as opposed to post-traumatic individuals, societies donôt involuntarily revisit these 

histories132. Further, Birminghamôs memorial efforts have evolved to become more honest and 

inclusive of its ñfullò story and I contrast that narrative with the national one at the 50-year mark.  

 

 
131 Alexander Etkind, Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied (Palo Alto, 

A: Stanford University Press, 2013), 2.  
132 Polly Jones, Myth, Memory, Trauma: Rethinking the Stalinist Past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70 (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).  
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Figure 51: Post-bombing attempts to shield family members at 16th Street Baptist Church 

on September 15, 1963.  
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