
O. D. Henderson 2019 Report 

It is widely known that Alabama, particularly Birmingham and its surrounding areas, was 

a less than ideal place to live for African Americans in the earliest stages of the 20th century, but 

to what extent? People may read a sentence in a white-washed textbook, or they see a picture 

here or there; however, people who witnessed the soul-scarring madness taking place in the 

South are clear that life was never as pure and non-impactful as today’s society and climate 

would have you to believe. Jim Crow had his talons firmly gripped around the necks of his black 

victims. Race relations in the South have often been analyzed; however, the failure to see the 

long-lasting effects of this history has contributed to the frustration and fury of blacks in America 

today on issues such as Confederate monuments, systemic racism and mass incarceration. 

Lynching was seen in the black community as a common and very prevalent act of 

terrorism. In contrast, the white community knew about the inhumane acts committed against 

their black counterparts, but had the privilege of pretending the acts did not exist or justifying the 

action by any means necessary — even if the reason was taking one more negro off the street. 

Examining reports from the 1940s in The Birmingham News, a predominately white newspaper, 

versus the Birmingham World, a black-owned newspaper, it is very easy to distinguish what the 

prominent focus was between the two races. The average white American was focused on the 

war happening overseas while the average African American was focused on the war going on in 

their own community. Instead of worrying about what to get at the grocery store, black families 



would worry about whether their husbands would come back from the store alive. For black 

Americans, skin color was their crime, requiring certain behaviors in looking at a white person in 

a certain way or not being able to exercise your right to vote. Unfortunately for O.D. Henderson, 

an altercation with a coworker led to his death. 

Lynchings occurred often in smaller towns and isolated rural communities of the South 

where people were poor, mostly illiterate, and where there was a noticeable lack of wholesome 

community recreation.  The community of Fairfield, Alabama, was no exception. 1

O.D. Henderson was a 25-year-old African American male who worked for the Tennessee 

Coal and Iron Railroad Company in Fairfield. On May 9, 1940, on his way to work, Mr. 

Henderson allegedly bumped into his coworker, M. M. Hagood, where a heated exchange soon 

morphed into an altercation. Mr. Hagood called on the assistance of a police officer named Glenn 

who was nearby, telling the officer that Mr. Henderson knocked him down. Before arresting Mr. 

Henderson, Mr. Glenn allowed Mr. Hagood to beat Mr. Henderson on the street as he dragged 

Mr. Henderson into the police car. Mr. Hagood followed them to the police statioN, where 

officers allowed Mr. Hagood to continue beating Mr. Henderson as he sat on a chair in the jail. 

Additionally, Officer Thomas Nelson beat Mr. Henderson with his blackjack while Sergeant 

W.G. Cook and Officer Glenn watched the beating. Officer Ed Taylor was in an adjoining room 
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while the beating occurred. D.M. Flourney, a witness to the beating, stood in front of the 

doorway to the police station as the officers and Mr. Hagood repeatedly beat Mr. Henderson with 

a blackjack, a leather strap, and a rubber hosepipe. Mr. Flourney heard Mr. Henderson say, “let 

me explain,” and “have mercy on me.” After Mr. Henderson was beaten until his face was 

swollen, bruised, and unrecognizable, Officer Nelson shot Mr. Henderson three times in the 

chest, killing him. The town coroner labeled the death an “unjustifiable homicide.” In the 

aftermath of the shooting, a local Methodist minister, Ted Hightower, urged the city council to 

hold a special meeting to discuss the shooting. Mayor Claude N. Gilley called for the officers to 

be dismissed from the force and Mr. Nelson was suspended for 30 days pending an investigation. 

The Fairfield City Council held a meeting to discuss whether all three officers should be 

dismissed from the police force. During the deliberations, Sergeant Cook testified that 20 or 30 

beatings had taken place at the Fairfield police station in the three years he had been on the force. 

Despite the history of systemic violence that was exposed, the resolution to dismiss the officers 

failed to pass by one vote.  There was no immediate urgency to punish their fellow peers who 2

usually and unspokenly shared the same mentality. Arthur Raper estimated, from his study of 100 

lynchings, that “at least one-half of the lynchings are carried out with police officers 
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participating, and that in nine-tenths of the others the officers either condone or wink at the mob 

action.     3

Officer Thomas Nelson was charged with first-degree manslaughter. Attorney A.D. 

Shores and the local branch of the NAACP pressed for a conviction, while Mr. Nelson testified 

that he acted in self-defense. The jury returned a not-guilty verdict. This wasn’t unusual for 

lynching cases that went to trial. The judge, prosecutor, jurors and witnesses—all white—were 

usually in sympathy with the lynchers.  4

The tragedy of this situation when it unfolds in its entirety is that the public may never 

know much more about Mr. Henderson than the circumstances of his death. Instead of the chance 

to live a long, fulfilling life, Mr. Henderson faced violence that led to his death. 

A. Arthur Raper, The Tragedy of Lynching (Chapel Hill, 1933), pp. 13-14.  3
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