
Biography and Analysis of Lewis Houston 
 
Birmingham’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.  During this time frame, 300 other lynchings were recorded in 8 other states: Illinois, 1

Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, Ohio, Oklahoma, and West Virginia.  Certain counties in 2

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 3

of Alabama.  Lynchings were not isolated incidents of a few individuals, but instead a disturbing 4

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.  It is the belief of the Equal Justice Initiative that our nation’s history of racial terror, 5

including lynchings, have embedded a legacy of racial inequality  that persists in today’s society.

 Efforts made by the Jefferson County Memorial Project to confront the histories of these 6

lynching victims are first steps at reconciliation, understanding, and growth from this legacy. 
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“You rape our women, and you’re taking over our country, and you have to go.”  This 7

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.  It’s 8

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 9

individuals to document the history of lynchings, and published pamphlets that documented the 

attacks and their justifications.  She did not argue the veracity of allegations against lynching 10

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 Wesley Posey and Lewis Houston, I 

similarly argue that their alleged criminality was secondary to the overarching goal of 

systematically repressing African Americans in every aspect of life. 

Lewis’s background  
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Of the twenty-nine recorded lynchings in Jefferson County, Alabama, Lewis Houston’s 

was the first that occurred.  Based on census records, Lewis Houston was 13 years old in 1880.  11 12

The 1870 census records Lewis as 7 years old, so there is some discrepancy in his age.  13

Regardless, he was roughly 16-20 years old at the time of his lynching in 1883. According to The 

Atlanta Constitution, he was no more than twenty when he was lynched.  He was the son of Ned 14

Houston (47) and Lucy Houston (30), and had four siblings: Anthony (14), Ned (11), Millie (8), 

and Maggie (2).  Lewis Houston’s family were farmers in the Chilton, Clanton area in 1870 and 15

1880.  Lewis’s father was from North Carolina and his mother was from Alabama.   Following 16 17

Lewis’s lynching, a reporter inquired about his background, and spoke with Lewis’s boss, 

Foreman C. F. Giles, who Lewis had worked with since June of 1883.  Lewis’s previous jobs 18

included a car coupler and a porter.  At the beginning of 1883, he moved from Clanton (where 19

his parents resided) to Birmingham, where he was employed for the Louisville and Nashville 

round-house as general help.  Mr. Giles, upon hearing about the lynching, said he had never 20

heard anything against Lewis, and that he had serious doubts as to Lewis’s guilt.  Regardless, 21

Mr. Giles sided with the allegations against Lewis.  The Memphis Daily Appeal stated that he 22

denied the allegations so stoutly that a “good many” questioned his guilty.  23
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Documentation of the lynching 
 

On Friday, November 23, 1883 Lewis Houston was accused of raping a woman in 

Birmingham, Alabama.  Allegedly, Lewis entered the house of a widow lady on 4th Avenue, 24

Southside at night and attempted to rape her. The event was said to have happened Thursday and 

the woman reported to Marshal Oliver and told him Lewis Houston could be found at the 

boarding house in her neighborhood.  While waiting for a response from the authorities, Lewis 25

had in the meantime gone to his place of work. Police offers were sent to look for him, and, 

when they found him, took him to the woman’s house to be identified. She stated he was the man 

and Lewis was placed in jail.  Rumors swirled about plans to lynch him, and various times for 26

the event were thrown about. On Saturday night, November 24, 1883, a mob of 150 men 

approached the jail to apprehend Lewis.  The mob sent three men to the door and demanded that 27

Jailer Hagood  give them the keys. He initially refused, but when pistols were drawn and more 28

of the mob approached, he gave them over, and the mob took Lewis from the jail.   29

The reporter who documented this case followed the mob, and at the corner of 21st street 

and 6th Avenue in Birmingham, he was stopped by a masked man with a pistol.  This was fairly 30

commonplace when lynchings occurred, as the mobs did not want anyone attempting to stop the 

lynchings or report negatively.   However, the reporter was able to continue on. He ended up at 31

Capitol Park between Twenty First and Twentieth Street, where Linn Park is today.  The mob 32
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had taken Lewis Houston to a pine tree in the park, and told him to confess to raping the woman. 

Lewis responded, “Gentleman, before God, I didn’t do it”.  The reporter noted he also said that 33

he had never even been on the woman’s land before.  The mob gave him five minutes to pray. 34

He prayed and then got up, saying, “Gentlemen, if you will have the truth and nothing but the 

truth, I’ll tell you all about it.”.  The mob told him to and he repeated his innocence. Following 35

this, the mob adjusted the rope around his neck. His last words were “Jesus, take me home”.  36

The mob disbanded. They did not use firearms or other displays on Lewis’s body. Lewis 

maintained his innocence throughout the entire process. He was buried in Oak Hill Cemetery in 

Birmingham in the pauper’s field.  37

 
Response to the lynching  
 

Following the lynching, rumors circled around the town that the black community was 

going to riot or retaliate against Lewis’s lynching. The chief of police was informed and various 

rumors reported: that the jailor would be punished, that the woman who accused Lewis would 

have her house burned, that the black community was blaming authorities for not stepping in.  38

Accusations that Jailer Hagood handed the keys over easily were met with hostility. Jailer 

Hagood and Mayor Alexander Lane maintained they had not expected a lynching attempt so 

soon and that was the reason for the military not being available to protect Mr. Houston at the 

jail.  The chief of police Chief Brannon told Mayor Alexander Lane the rumors about the black 39
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community and said he would likely need backup.  Mayor Lane requested the help of Captain 40

S.S Thompson and R.J. Love of the Birmingham Rifles and the Birmingham Artillery.  The 41

town quickly had a full force from both groups in the city, including a Gatling gun.  

The companies stayed in Birmingham all of Sunday night, patrolling on horse and on 

foot.  A newspaper article notes that “not a dozen” black people were seen on the street after 42

10pm, and nor were they congregating where they typically did on Sundays.40 This I believe is 

important because it is an example of what Ida B. Wells noted: Whether or not Lewis Houston or 

Wesley Posey were guilty, the mobs in Birmingham regardless used the threat or completion of a 

lynching to control the black community. Punishment was not meted out against Lewis or 

Wesley alone, but any act that threatened white supremacy in Birmingham. According to The 

Birmingham Age, who investigated the rumors, there was no credible source to confirm if the 

black community was planning to riot.  In addition, the article condemned reckless rumors that 43

could lead to violence.  44

 
Legacy 
 

Lewis Houston’s lynching left a definitive mark on the Birmingham community. Wesley 

Posey’s attempted lynching occurred roughly two weeks following Lewis’s. When the mob 

formed for Wesley Posey, news articles remarked on how soon it followed upon Lewis’s.  45

Rumors circled again when Wesley Posey’s near lynching occurred that the black community 

planned to riot in response to Lewis and Wesley’s plight.  While I cannot confirm this, I 46
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speculate that the mayor of Birmingham and the jailer responded with military protection quickly 

for Wesley because of what happened in Lewis’s case. Reports from The Birmingham Age 

suggest that the city wanted to be viewed as peaceful and not having bad relations between the 

black and white community.  A quote from The Birmingham Age states that citizens of 47

Birmingham “condemn by word and action if necessary, all conversations or performances that 

have a tendency to arouse bad feelings” between the white and black community.  This may 48

represent a shift to executions handed down by juries and judges. As the first recorded terror 

lynching in Jefferson County, Lewis Houston’s experience was an introduction to the legacy of 

racial terror in Jefferson County and the city of Birmingham. Understanding his history and what 

he faced is therefore an important step in reconciliation for the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

47 “Review of the Agitation,” Birmingham Iron Age, November 29th 1883, 3. 
48 Ibid. 



 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

Periodicals 

 [Atlanta, Ga.] The Atlanta Constitution  

[Birmingham, Al.] Birmingham Iron Age  

[Memphis, Tn.] Memphis Daily Appeal 

[Montgomery, Al.] The Montgomery Advertiser 

 

Non-Periodicals 

1870 United States Federal Census, Autauga County, Alabama, Beat 7, Ned Houston and family, 

digital image, retrieved from Ancestry.com 

1880 United States Federal Census, Chilton County, Alabama, Beat 4, Ned Houston and family, 

digital image, retrieved from Ancestry.com 

 

Secondary Sources 

Bouie, Jamelle. "The Deadly History of “They’re Raping Our Women”." Slate, June 18, 2015. 

Equal Justice Initiative, “Lynching in America: Confronting the Legacy of Racial Terror.” 

hhjjhjMontgomery: EJI, 2016. 



Ifill, Sherrilyn A. "Creating a Truth and Reconciliation Commission for Lynching." Law and 

hjjhjhInequality: A Journal of Theory and Practice 21, no. 2 (2003): 263-311. Accessed 

dddddDecember 9, 2018. 

"Jefferson County Memorial Project." Jefferson County Memorial Project. Accessed December 

dfdfd9, 2018. http://jeffersoncountymemorial.com/ 

 

Snapshot Biography 

On Friday November 24th, 1883, Lewis Houston was lynched at Central Park in Birmingham, 

now known as Linn Park. The accusations against him were that he attempted to rape a white 

woman who lived near the boardinghouse he resided in. Of the twenty-nine recorded lynchings 

in Jefferson County, Alabama, Lewis's is the first. The women alleged the incident happened on 

the night of the 23rd, and by the next evening a mob had formed to forcefully remove Lewis 

Houston from the jail. The mob was roughly 150 people in size. The mob stormed the jail on 

Fourth Avenue North and demanded that Jailer Hagood hand Lewis over. Jailer Hagood briefly 

resisted but quickly crumbled to the size of the mob. Mayor Alexander Lane requested militia 

assistance for the jail but they did not arrive in time. Mayor Lane and Jailer Hagood claimed they 

had not expected an attempted lynching so shortly after the allegations, hence their stall in 

requesting the militia. Lewis was then dragged to 21st Street and lynched at a pine tree in the 

park. Following this, he was buried in the pauper's field at Oak Hill Cemetery in Birmingham. A 

reporter managed to follow the entire process and noted that Lewis was no more than twenty 

years old, and also that he maintained his innocence with conviction. Based on 1870s and 1880s 

census records, Lewis Houston was roughly 16-20 years of age at the time of his lynching. He 



was the son of Ned and Lucy Houston. He had four siblings: Anthony, Ned, Millie, and Maggie. 

Lewis came from a family of farmers who lived in Clanton, Chilton County area of Alabama. 

Lewis moved to Birmingham at the beginning of 1883 to find work, and was under the 

employment of foreman C.F. Giles at the Louisville and Nashville roundhouse as general help. 

He had also previously worked as a car coupler and a porter. His employer C.F. Giles, when 

asked about Lewis, said he had never heard anything against him and seriously doubted his guilt. 

The black community in Birmingham was naturally angered by what happened to Lewis 

Houston and rumors of protest made it to Mayor Lane. As a result, the Birmingham Rifles and 

Birmingham Artillery were called in to essentially control the black community. The militia were 

ordered to patrol night and day following the tensions in Birmingham. This choice by 

Birmingham to engage the militia mirrors why the mob chose to drag Lewis Houston through the 

streets to the park. Both by mob force and militia, the goal was to systematically repress the 

black community socially, politically, and economically. These events were not only an attack on 

Lewis Houston, but efforts to maintain white supremacy in Birmingham. It’s interesting to note 

that the militia was quickly gathered in the case of controlling black Birmingham residents, but 

was too late to protect them. 


