Biography and Analysis of Wesley Posey

Jefferson County’s history of racial terror

According to the Equal Justice Initiative, there were 4084 racial terror lynchings in the
following 12 Southern states between 1877 and 1950: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and
Virginia.l During this time frame, 300 other lynchings were recorded in 8 other states: Illinois,
Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, Ohio, Oklahoma, and West Virginia.2 Certain counties in
the country were hotbeds of racial violence, producing the most lynchings between 1877 and
1950. Jefferson County, Alabama is one such county, with 29 recorded lynchings during the time
frame.’ Jefferson County was also the location of the most reported lynchings for the entire state
of Alabama.’ Lynchings were not isolated incidents of a few individuals, but instead a disturbing
tool used following the Civil War to maintain control over the African American community.
Lynchings terrorized not only the individual victim, but communities and families as well. The
fear lynchings created in black communities kept them socially, politically, and economically
oppressed.5 It is the belief of the Equal Justice Initiative that our nation’s history of racial terror,
including lynchings, have embedded a legacy of racial inequality that persists in today’s society.6
Efforts made by the Jefferson County Memorial Project to confront the histories of these
lynching victims are first steps at reconciliation, understanding, and growth from this legacy of

racial inequality.
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“You rape our women, and you’re taking over our country, and you have to go.” " This
quote, upon first glance, seems as if it were uttered during the height of lynching violence
between 1877-1950. Rather than being a justification for a lynching following the Civil War and
during the Jim Crow Era, this is actually what Dylan Roof reportedly said to churchgoers at a
predominantly African American church before opening fire and killing nine people.8 It’s
particularly apparent here how long lasting the justifications of racial terror are, especially rape.
Ida B. Wells, in her pamphlet Southern Horrors published 1892, remarked on the trend of using
rape as a justification for lynchings: “To palliate this record ... and excuse some of the most
heinous crimes that ever stained the history of a country.... the South is shielding itself behind
the plausible screen of defending the honor of its women”. Ida B Wells was one of the first
individuals to document the history of lynchings, and published pamphlets that documented the
attacks and their justiﬁcations.10 She did not argue the veracity of allegations against lynching
victims, but that lynchings were used as a tool of racial violence regardless. In her studies, she
found that any excuse possible was used to justify the subordination of the African American
population. In my analysis of the lives and experiences of Wesley Posey and Lewis Houston, |
similarly argue that their alleged criminality was secondary to the overarching goal of
systematically repressing African Americans in every aspect of life.

Wesley Posey’s background
Wesley Posey, unlike other individuals researched by the Jefferson County Memorial

Project, was not a typical victim of a racial terror lynching. Instead, his biography includes an
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attempted lynching, an arduous battle in Alabama Court systems, and ultimately his death in an
Alabama jail awaiting trial. His life story mirrors that of individuals in Alabama today awaiting
updates while on death row. I argue that his experiences represent the beginning of a shift from
outright lynchings in Jefferson County to the legally sanctioned death penalty. Wesley Posey was
the son of Irvine Posey, and was recorded as being 10 years of age at the time of the 1870
census. = His father, Irvine, was a 60 year-old farmer in 1870, and a 35 year-old woman, Rose,
was listed as living in the dwelling, meaning that she may have been the mother of Wesley and
the six other children listed.”” The family lived in township 19, range 4, dwelling 797 in
Jefferson County, Alabama in the town known as Jonesboro.~ The attached image at marker 163
shows approximately where the family lived."

Wesley Posey’s experienced trauma young due to issues with a neighbor. The census
notes their next-door neighbor as D. Armstrong, a 44 year-old white man, whose proper first
name was Dennis.’ According to a newspaper clipping from the Montgomery Advertiser,
Wesley Posey’s father was killed by the Ku Klux Klan in 1871 near Jonesboro and Tuscaloosa
Road.’ The justification for the murder was insulting Dennis Armstrong and his wife. At
roughly eleven years of age, Wesley Posey lost his father to an act of racial terror. The
newspaper clipping also said that Irvine “belonged” to Mr. George W. Smith, who referred to
him as a “first rate worker” but said that he had a temper that couldn’t be controlled.  This is in

line with research by the Equal Justice Initiative that found that “ many victims of terror
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lynchings were murdered without being accused of any crime; they were killed for minor social
transgressions or for demanding basic rights and fair treatment.”""
Documentation of the attempted lynching

Mere weeks following the lynching of Lewis Houston, and 12 years after the lynching of
Wesley Posey’s father, Wesley Posey himself was accused of rape in December of 1883.
According to Mr. Broyles, a man who lived near Grace’s Gap near Birmingham, his nine year
old daughter accused Wesley Posey of rape when she was at a home where Wesley resided.”
The sheriff of the town left with a group on Saturday night to search for Wesley Posey, who
could not be found. A mob of 100 people also followed, hoping to find Wesley first and lynch
him.” Wesley was caught Sunday and placed in a Birmingham jail.21 When rumors of storming
the jail and lynching Wesley reached officials, the military was called- the Birmingham Rifles
were placed inside the jail, and others were stationed outside- and ordered to respond only to the
sheriff’s orders.”

A mob of 100+ men came to the jail Monday night and demanded entrance. The militia
were not given orders to shoot, and the door of the jail and the jail itself were overtaken. The
mob stormed the jail in search of Wesley, chanting phrases like “we’ve got the rope, bring him
down” and more.” Wesley Posey was not present in the jail, so the mob looked in the court
house and the city prison.24 Knowing Sheriff R.H. Hagood, Judge Samuel H. Sprott, and Mayor

Alexander O. Lane had taken action to protect Mr. Posey resulted in the mob threatening to
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lynch them as well.” As a result of these threats, the governor was called for reinforcements, and
eventually the Warrior guards (30 men), Montgomery Greys (37), Lee Light Infantry,
Montgomery True Blues (43), Opelika Infantry (28), Greenvile Guards (26), Birmingham Rifles
(35), Birmingham Artillery (24), and two cannons and a Gatling gun were stationed in
Birmingham.26 Once Wesley Posey returned to the city after being sheltered in the woods by the
sheriffs, a trial awaited him. According to one article, the mob was present outside the
courthouse, bent on getting past the militias and lynching Wesley. At one point, the mob reached
600 people.27 Per one article on the hysteria created by the mob, “yesterday was one of the ugliest
days in the matter of public feeling that Birmingham ever saw.””

At committee, Wesley Posey’s counsel Mr. R. H. Pearson denounced the allegations
against Wesley, as well as the mob, and the lynching of Lewis Houston weeks prior.29 A member
of the mob, Major Thos S. Tate said he was proud to have been a mob member that stormed the
jail. He was fine, however, with Wesley Posey being allowed a trial so long as it was speedy and
ensured execution.” This sentiment of allowing the legal process to settle execution was echoed
by Col. W. A Walker, Judge W.S. Mudd, former governor Rufus Cobb, and more.” The result
was a request of Circuit Court Judge Samuel H. Sprott for a speedy trial and focus on the docket
for Wesley’s case. Members of the mob were still unhappy with this, and mob sentiment

remained well into the night.32
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On December 7™, 1883, Wesley’s trial was complete. The jury was given the case at 6pm,
and they found him guilty in minutes.” A change of venue motion was denied. Broyles and his
wife testified about their child. Allegedly, Wesley had venereal disease that he transferred to the
child when she was at his sister’s house.” Louisa Jane Posey, Wesley Posey’s sister, stated that
Mr. Doyle’s daughter and Wesley were present at her house on Wednesday.35 Policeman T.Z.
Hagood, who hid Wesley in the woods under Sheriff Hagood’s orders, testified that confessions
were made.” Wesley’s council made various objections during the trial, but they were largely
overruled. On December 8" Judge Sprott pursued the death penalty for Wesley Posey.37
Following this, he was transferred to Montgomery to await execution date set for January 11%,
1884,

Wesley’s case was appealed to the Alabama Supreme Court.”’ The Alabama Supreme
Court reversed the case. Chief Justice George Washington Stone rendered the opinion on the
matter. In his words “no matter how revolting the accusation, how clear the proof or even brutal
the offender, the constitution, the law, the very genius of Anglo-American liberty demand a fair
and impartial trial.”" The justices rejected the notion of mob violence taking Wesley’s life into
their own hands, stating “when man, however, usurps the functions of law and inflicts summary
vengeance, he writes himself a criminal...he must bear the burden of a conscious crime to his

grave.” ! They announced that Wesley Posey had been denied a fair and impartial trial. The
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court said the trial in the circuit court had a jury incapable of deliberating without bias on the
issue at the time.~ It was not their jurisdiction to force change of venue, but they reversed and
remanded the case back to Jefferson County, suggesting consideration of it.” Finally, they ruled
he would stay in custody until the results of the next trial. A year later on December 18", 1884,
Wesley was brought before Judge Samuel H. Sprott and granted a change of venue." The
Livingston Journal article also mentions that he came from the Montgomery jail in rags.45
Response to the attempted lynching and his death

According to The Weekly Advertiser, Wesley Posey died in the jail on July 13", 1885 of
malarial fever.* His last words were “Boys, I die an innocent man”." He was buried in Oak Hill
Cemetery in Birmingham, Alabama in a pine coffin in the pauper’s field.” It was clear there was
community resentment towards pursuing a legal remedy for Wesley Posey. The Weekly
Advertiser said there was general relief when his death was announced.” The article also noted
that people in the community didn’t think the law would punish Wesley appropriately. Some
individuals were quoted as saying “the supreme court can’t interfere this time” upon hearing of
his death.” The Evening Chronicle refers to him as a criminal, and recounts that there were no
mourners when he was interred.” The Weekly Advertiser also stated that justice had been denied

its prey.52 The Jacksonville Republican said that Wesley Posey solved the difficulty he caused
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with all the court cases and mob attention by dying.53 One particularly critical article from The
Weekly Advertiser referred to Wesley as the State’s pet. It also stated that when the Montgomery
militia came to Wesley’s protection, “it was even denied that he had a soul to save, much less
that he was entitled to clothes to wear”.”" Wesley Posey was presented to Judge Sprott in rags,
and according to this particular article it wasn’t Montgomery’s job to dress him and that it was
regretful and disagreed upon that he had shelter in the first place.

Despite much of the negative press response about Wesley, some articles painted the
situation in a different light. Some articles shared the sentiments of the Alabama Supreme Court.
In discussing Wesley’s initial trial, the Times Argus stated it was a mockery and that Wesley
Posey stood in the courtroom with a similar chance if he had been thrown to the mob.” The
article stated that his initial trial flew in the face of a fair trial with an impartial jury. Further,
they said that “an innocent man had as well be hung by mobs as by courts”.” The article
continues and stressed that mobs seeking vigilante justice need to be controlled. They argued that
Wesley had the right to a change of venue and further time for counsel.”’ The article ends with a
poignant quote: “But justice must walk in the spirit as well as parade in the forms of law or it
becomes a skeleton...the mob has triumphed and the death note rings in the ear of this wretch

doubly damned, and all the while legal justice bleeds”.”

Legacy
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The impacts of racial terror continued for this family in 1888. On April 23, 1888 Wesley
Posey’s brother Hardy Posey was lynched in Bessemer for allegedly assaulting a 12 year-old
white girl named Mamie McKinney with the intent to rape.59 According to the report, Hardy
Posey was working for contractor Captain Cahill in Bessemer at the time of the assault.” He was
taken to the town prison after being confronted by the police and the girl. Late on the evening of
April 23", Hardy was hung from a tree near the depot.m The next day he was found with a letter
attached to him that said “our mothers, wives, and daughters must and shall be protected. Signed
Bessemer’s Best”.”

A systematic effort to terrorize the black community was clear in this families history.
Other violence against African Americans occurred the same night as Hardy Posey’s lynching
and the article ends reporting that a mob of African Americans surrounded Bessemer.” Another
article from the Blount County News Dispatch said Hardy Posey belonged to a bad family of
pkk s O Another, when referencing Hardy and Wesley, said that outrages, or rape
allegations, seem to run in the family.65 The news referred to Hardy as a desperate character and
a terror in the community.66 In my research on this family, I have thus far been unable to track
existing relatives. I suspect this is because what remains of the family fled the South following
three men in their family being lynched or incarcerated. Wesley Posey’s story is an example of a
growing trend shown by the Equal Justice Initiative, in which lynchings declined as capital

punishment was assigned after rapid trials.”’ For this reason, reflection on the death penalty and
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modern day hate crimes as offshoots of the legacy of lynching are important. The goal of
repressing black men and women was established in this community whether by KKK violence,

mob violence, or by efforts of the court.
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The librarian at the Linn- Henley Research library where I did my research provided this map to

show where Jonesboro was located.



Snapshot Biography

Only weeks following the lynching of Lewis Houston, another black man in Birmingham was

accused of assault. Wesley Posey in December of 1883 was accused of assaulting a young girl,



whose age was reported as 5-9 years. Based on accusations made by Mr. Broyles, the father of
the girl who lived near Wesley Posey, Wesley assaulted the girl when she was at Wesley Posey
and his sister Louisa Jane Posey's residence. The sheriff went searching for Wesley who could
not be found, and was trailed by a mob of 100 people trying to find Wesley first. Wesley was
found by the police and placed in jail on a Sunday. Following so closely on Lewis's lynching, the
Birmingham Rifles were called quickly to defend the jail from being stormed. Another mob
successfully stormed the jail on Monday, but found Wesley had been removed and hidden away
from the jail. The mayor had to call for reinforcements, and soon the Warrior Guard,
Montgomery Greys, Lee Light Infantry, Montgomery True Blues, Opelika Infantry, Greenvile
Guards, Birmingham Rifles, Birmingham Artillery, two cannons, and a gatling gun were
stationed in Birmingham. Wesley was returned to Birmingham for a trial and the mob size grew
to 600 people. Wesley's counsel, R.H. Pearson, denounced the allegations and also condemned
what happened to Lewis Houston only weeks before. Members of the mob as well as former
governor Rufus Cobb, Judge W.S. Mudd, Colonel Walker, and more held the sentiment that a
trial was fine as long as it was speedy and ensured execution. This may represent the beginning
of a shift in Birmingham to use the courts to kill rather than a mob. On December 7th, 1883
Wesley Posey was found guilty in minutes by a jury and Judge Samuel H. Sprott sentenced him
to death on December 8th. Wesley was then transferred to Montgomery to await his execution
date of January 11th, 1884. Wesley's case was appealed to the Alabama Supreme Court, and his
case was reversed and remanded back to Jefferson County. Chief Justice of the Alabama
Supreme Court, George Washington Stone, delivered the opinion that Wesley had been denied a

fair and impartial trial. The jury, in the Alabama Supreme Court's view, could not have operated



without bias during the initial time of the trial. Justice Stone also condemned vigilante justice in
the form of mobs and suggested Wesley be granted a change of venue. A year after the initial
allegations, Wesley was granted a change of venue in December 1884. While waiting for the
next trial, he died in jail on July 13th, 1885 reportedly of malarial fever. His last words were
"Boys, I die an innocent man". It's very apparent that Wesley Posey's family was terrorized by
racial violence. Wesley Posey was the son of Irvine Posey and potentially a woman named Rose
as his mother. He had several siblings. Wesley Posey's father was killed in 1871 by the KKK for
allegedly insulting his neighbor's wife. In April of 1888, Wesley Posey's brother Hardy Posey
was accused of assaulting a 12 year old girl. Hardy Posey was then lynched in Bessemer.
Generations of individuals were wiped out by terrorizing this family, and it was done using
multiple methods: the KKK, allegations of assault, mobs, and the courts. Wesley Posey’s life is

important to understand the situation of those on modern day death row.



