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A   series   of   events   that   transpired   one   week   in   September   of   1889   has   left   a   lasting  

impression   of   the   nature   and   intricacy   of   race   relations   in   the   southern   industrial   city   immediately  

following   the   Civil   War.   Upon   first   glance,   the   timeline   that   led   to   the   lynching   of   John   Steele   may  

seem   to   some   as   complicated,   inconsistent,   and   possibly   even   confusing.   However,   with   further  

investigation,   the   story   illuminates   attitudes   that   continue   to   hinder   the   understanding   of   lynching   in  

the   modern   age.   With   the   re-evaluation   of   the   case   of   John   Steele   and   the   supplementation   of   the  

archival   record,   this   research   intends   to   encapsulate   the   labyrinth   of   public   opinion   in   lynching  

cases,   specifically   in   time   raw   with   civil,   social,   and   cultural   strife.    The   re-establishment   of   the  

timeline   of   events,   critical   analysis   of   details   and   witness   statements,   and   commentary   on   the   effects  

of   public   perceptions   on   the   aftermath   of   the   handling   of   the   case   will   dissect   these   aspects   of  

American   history.  

Many   mysteries   still   shroud   the   story   of   John   Steele,   ones   that   may   never   be   solved.   These  

mysteries   will   inevitably   obstruct   the   complete   understanding   of   the   life   of   a   man   taken   on  

September   27,   1889.   Much   of   the   public   record   is   scattered,   only   the   same   words   appear   over   and  

over   again   about   Steele.   No   mention   of   family,   friends,   or   what   exactly   led   to   the   first   of   the   series  

of   events   that   eventually   led   to   his   brutal   death.   It   is   known   that   Steele   lived   and   worked   in   Ensley  

City,   though   where   and   what   his   occupation   consisted   of   was   never   reported.   On   Tuesday,  1

September   24,   Steele   allegedly   got   into   a    “quarrel”   with   a   young   woman   named   Ella   Curry.   This  2

woman   is   mentioned   in   several   newspaper   articles   as   Steele’s   wife,   however,   upon   further   study,   it  

1   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  
2   “Poor   Vann!”    The   Evening   News ,   September   27,   1889.  
 



is   more   likely   that   there   is   no   legitimate   or   legally   binding   agreement   between   the   two.   Most   of   this  

determination   is   drawn   from   the   introduction   of   another   individual   whose   actions   changed   the  

course   of   Steele’s   life   within   moments.   Lewis   A.   Curry,   the   brother   of   Ella,   engaged   himself   in   the  

altercation   due   to   his   concern   for   the   safety   of   his   sister.   Ella   and   Lewis   grew   up   in   Tuscaloosa  3

County,   not   far   from   Birmingham,   and   were   around   a   year   apart   in   age.   Such   relativity   suggests  4

the   closeness   of   the   siblings,   which   would   account   for   the   protectiveness   Lewis   exhibited   for   his  

sister   in   defense   against   Steele.   

This   vital   piece   in   the   story   indicates   that   Ella   was   still   using   her   maiden   name,   shared   with  

her   brother,   during   the   time   of   this   event.   Had   she   been   married   to   Steele,   her   name   likely   would  

have   been   referred   to   as   such   even   if   she   did   not   accept   her   husband’s   surname   due   to   the   strictness  

of   this   cultural   practice   at   the   time.   Therefore,   the   relationship   between   Ella   and   John   is   up   for  

interpretation.   Lack   of   information,   statements,   and   names   of   mutual   acquaintances   to   reference   on  

the   matter   indicate   that   this   relationship   may   never   be   truly   uncovered.   Perhaps   Ella   was   a   love  

interest   of   John’s,   perhaps   an   arrangement   was   made   for   an   exchange   of   services,   or   perhaps  

another   possibility.   Regardless,   the   matter   distressed   Lewis   enough   to   lead   to   the   dictation   of  

witnessing   the   physical   abuse   of   his   sister   at   the   hands   of   John   Steele.   He   believed   Steele   was  

trying   to   kill   her   by   assaulting   her   with   rocks   and   bricks.   Upon   Lewis’s   entering   into   the   scene,  5

Steele   ended   his   alleged   abuses   on   Ella.   Lewis’s   presence   discouraged   further   advances   and   Steele  

decided   it   was   time   to   leave,   however   not   without   declaring   his   intention   to   return   and   kill   the  

young   woman.  6

3   Ibid.  
4  United   States   Census,   1870,   Alabama.   
5   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.   
6   “Poor   Vann!”    The   Evening   News ,   September   27,   1889.  



Steele’s   exact   actions   after   the   altercation   are   unknown.   It   can   be   presumed   that   Lewis  

stayed   close   to   his   sister   during   the   time   after   Steele’s   departure,   worried   as   to   whether   her   abuser  

would   return   and   when.   It   was   only   the   next   day   when   Steele   reappeared   in   the   presence   of   the  

Currys.   Wednesday,   September   25,   Steele   arrived   at   their   place   of   residence   and   attempted   to   shoot  

Ella,   though   he   was   unable   to   achieve   this   goal,   apparently   yielding   the   wrong   type   of   weapon.  

After   this   plan   failed,   Lewis   describes   John’s   declaration   to   venture   to   Village   Springs   and   retrieve  

his   shotgun.   Once   Steele   acquired   this,   he   stated   he   would   return   to   kill   Ella   later   that   same   week.  7

This   announcement   proved   to   be   a   dangerous   proclamation   to   Lewis,   who   finally   felt   Steele’s  

relationship   to   his   sister   as   a   threat   to   not   just   her   safety   but   to   her   life   as   well.   The   next   morning,  

Lewis   visited   the   Birmingham   Police   Department   to   get   help   and   find   protection   from   a   man   he  

had   deemed   dangerous.   He   was   able   to   persuade   Justice   Poe   to   issue   a   warrant   for   arrest   for   Steele  

on   account   of   intent   to   murder,   which   was   given   to   one   of   the   key   characters   in   this   case,   Deputy  

Sheriff   E.   King   Vann.   

Vann   was   a   well-known   figure   of   authority   in   Jefferson   County   during   the   1880s.   At   least,  

almost   all   newspaper   accounts,   even   some   from   states   on   the   opposite   side   of   the   country,   praise  

the   character   of   the   officer   whilst   demonizing   Steele.   Vann   is   reported   to   be   about   thirty-five   years  

old,   married,   and   had   at   least   three   children   all   residing   in   Ensley   City.   On   the   morning   of   Friday,  8

September   26,   Vann   began   his   search   for   Steele   by   venturing   to   Ensley   City.   With   no   sign   of  

Steele,   Vann   boards   a   passenger   train   en   route   to   Walker   Station   and   requests   that   the   conductor  

stop   the   train   should   Steele   appear   alongside   the   tracks   at   all   on   their   journey.   Near   the   station,  

Engineer   Rigsby   spots   Steele   walking   near   the   tracks,   stops   the   train,   and   allows   for   the   officer   to  

7   Ibid.  
8   Ibid.  



pursue   his   subject.   This   is   the   moment   which   dictates   the   events   which   would   follow   in   the   story  9

of   John   Steele.   The   section   of   railroad   in   which   the   Pratt   mines   track   ran   near   another,   the   Kansas  

City,   Memphis,   Birmingham   track,   allowing   for   a   multitude   of   people   to   be   present   while   the   event  

took   place.   Witnesses,   who   later   testified   in   court   on   their   accounts   of   what   happened,   watched   as  10

Vann   confronted   Steele.   In   one   particular   account   of   the   incident,   Vann   is   said   to   have   been  

accompanied   outside   of   the   train   by   another   black   man   by   the   name   of   Alger   Moses   who   agreed   to  

ensure   the   identity   of   Steele   for   the   officer.  11

‘Hold  on  there;  you  are  my  prisoner,’  yelled  Vann,  at  the  same  time              
reaching  back  for  his  pistol.  The  words  were  hardly  out  of  his  mouth              
before  the  people  on  the  train,  not  ten  feet  off,  heard  a  loud  report               12

and  saw  the  deputy  fall  to  the  ground,  where  he  died  in  a  few               
minutes.  In  the  hurry  and  confusion  and  the  efforts  to  render  some             
assistance  to  the  dying  man  the  negro  was  lost  sight  of  and  started              
out  in  a  dead  run  across  the  country  in  the  direction  of  Bessemer.              
When  he  was  about  200  feet  off,  Engineer  Rigsby  jumped  out  of  his              
cab,  seized  the  dead  man’s  revolver  and  pursued  the  fugitive  some            
distance,   firing   at   him   at   intervals,   none   of   the   shots   taking   effect.  13

 
There   is   a   discrepancy   in   the   amount   of   time   it   took   for   Vann   to   succumb   to   his   inflictions.  

Some   say   he   died   instantly,   others   claim   he   remained   alive   for   several   minutes   while   immobile.  

Vann's   heart   was   pierced   by   a   bullet   from   a   double-barrel   shotgun.   At   this   point   in   the   story,   there  

is   an   air   of   uncertainty   about   the   number   of   shots   fired   by   Steele.   Witnesses   describe   between   one  

and   three,   though   the   reality   of   the   situation   is   that   Vann   likely   did   not   survive   long   regardless   of  

the   number   of   shots   fired.   Steele   was   pursued   immediately   after   the   shooting   by   Engineer   Rigsby  

9   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  
10   Ibid.  
11   “Poor   Vann!”    The   Evening   News ,   September   27,   1889.  
12   Several   newspaper   articles   published   at   the   time   indicate   the   sound   of   a   “report,”   it   is   understood   in   a   modern  
context   as   a   synonym   for   the   sound   of   a   gunshot.  
13   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  



as   well   as   other   passengers,   though   Conductor   Green   was   unable   to   exit   his   train   car   to   accompany  

him.   The   incident   is   remembered   to   have   occurred   around   11:00   am   on   Friday   and   at   11:30   that  

same   day,   Vann’s   body   had   been   brought   back   to   the   coroner’s   office   in   the   city:   Warner   &  

Smiley’s.   He   had   been   retrieved   and   placed   on   the   dummy   line   and   brought   back   to   the   police  14

department   to   explain   what   had   happened   to   other   officers.   Immediately,   Sheriff   Smith   instructed   a  

group   of   officers   to   locate   Steele.   He   called   to   Pratt   Mines,   Coalburg,   and   Woodlawn   convict  

camps   to   request   the   aid   of   tracking   bloodhounds.   There   were   also   volunteer   citizens   and   officers  

from   neighboring   departments   that   joined   the   search   posse.   This   group   would   have   intimidated  15

anyone.   Some   accounts   state   up   to   fifteen   deputies   alone   alongside   members   of   the   community   and  

bloodhounds,   who   were   all   armed   with   Winchester   rifles.   The   mentality   of   this   group   was   fierce,  16

after   witnessing   the   murder   of   Deputy   Sheriff   Vann,   many   pursued   Steele   with   a   vengance.   In   one  

news   source   written   before   the   capture   of   Steele,   the   reporter   stated   the   likelihood   of   lynching   was  

certain   once   John   was   intercepted.   It   is   here   that   the   first   viable   inclination   of   a   racially   charged  17

motive   appears.   The   situation   makes   one   wonder   how   it   may   have   been   different   if   the   man   behind  

the   gun   was   white,   would   there   have   been   a   blatant   disregard   for   the   right   to   a   trial?   Would   such   a  

large   and   intimidating   party   of   searchers   have   formed   and   so   avidly   sought   after   a   lynching   if   John  

Steele   were   a   white   man?   It   cannot   be   said   for   certain,   but   these   characteristics   are   important   to  

identify   in   the   scope   of   this   story.   

The   posse   was   taken   back   to   the   site   of   Vann’s   death   with   no   sign   of   Steele   and   another  

route   was   pursued,   this   time   near   Valley   Creek.   The   dogs   had   found   Steele   and   alerted   the   posse.  

14   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889;   “Poor   Vann!”    The   Evening   News ,   September   27,  
1889.  
15   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  
16   Ibid.  
17   “Poor   Vann!”    The   Evening   News ,   September   27,   1889.  



Once   he   was   spotted,   Steele   is   said   to   have   attempted   to   hide   by   climbing   into   a   tree,   but   was  

already   discovered.   When   the   party   approached,   he   was   identified   by   unknown   parties   and  

prompted   to   surrender   to   the   party.   Witnesses   say   he   refused   to   cooperate,   claiming   that   he   would  18

rather   die   than   submit   himself   to   the   posse.   He   then   leapt   from   his   position   and   attempted   to   make   a  

run   for   it,   however,   he   was   met   with   a   grizzly   front.   His   attempted   escape   motivated   the   posse   to  

open   fire,   in   nearly   every   account   published   in   the   weeks   following   the   event,   his   body   was   said   to  

have   been   “riddled   with   bullets.”   It   was   there,   only   a   few   miles   from   Pratt   Mines,   that   the   body   of  19

John   Steele   was   left   by   his   murderers.   The   newspaper   articles   praised   the   life   and   legacy   of   the  

officer   and   slandered   the   name   John   Steele   intensely.   In   an   article   published   on   Wednesday,  

October   3,   1889,   his   body   is   reported   to   have   been   taken   to   Warner   &   Smiley’s   that   morning,   just  

about   a   week   after   the   incident   took   place.   If   this   is   true,   which   is   based   on   the   nature   of   the  20

context   it   is   the   closest   thing   to   the   truth   that   can   be   found,   the   blatant   disregard   for   treating   Steele  

with   a   shred   of   basic   humanity,   even   in   death,   becomes   another   key   feature   in   this   case.   Not   only  

was   Steele   denied   the   basic   right   of   a   trial,   his   body   was   left   in   the   woods   to   face   exposure   to  

elements   without   a   proper   burial.   With   roughly   a   hundred   newspaper   articles   written   about   John  

Steele   and   published   all   over   the   country,   only   one   article   revealed   any   indication   to   even   the  

investigation   by   police   into   his   personal   life.   As   it   stands,   his   family   and   friends   must   have   have  

been   notified   of   his   death   through   the   articles   claiming   him   to   be   a   monster,   and   the   only   interaction  

with   family   members   after   his   death   is   the   request   of   his   unnamed   aunt   to   identify   his   corpse.  21

During   the   week   following   his   death,   a   trial   would   be   held   in   Birmingham   concerning   his   murder.  

18   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  
19  Ibid.  
20   Ibid.  
21   “Unknown   Parties   Killed   John   Steele,   the   Murderer,   on   Friday.”    The   Evening   News ,   September   30,   1889.  



It   was   unclear   for   some   time   as   to   who   initiated   this   case,   who   potentially   cared   enough   about   the  

livelihood   of   Steele   to   demand   justice   for   his   murder   by   police   officials   and   members   of   the  

community   even   after   his   crimes.   After   further   investigation,   it   seems   that   rather   than   a   specific  

individual   seeking   justice   for   Steele’s   death,   the   county   courts   were   moreso   concerned   with   the  

police   department’s   role   in   his   lynching.   A   hearing   was   held   in   which   multiple   witnesses   were  

questioned.   Several   testimonies   depicted   the   same   event   with   slight   deviations,   like   previously  22

mentioned,   differing   on   details   such   as   how   many   shots   were   fired   by   Steele,   how   far   each   part  

was   from   a   corresponding   railroad   track,   and   exactly   what   words   were   exchanged   between   the   two  

deceased.   Small   details   like   this   are   expected   to   be   mis-remembered   and   therefore   do   not   raise  

much   in   the   way   of   suspicion.   However,   a   specific   news   article   written   at   the   time   of   the   hearing  

releases   a   statement   that   characterizes   the   nature   of   the   investigation.   The   court   “...deplores   the  

manner   that   justice   was   administered   and   regrets   their   inability   to   indict   his   slayers.”   This   guilt   is  23

the   result   of   the   ruling   reached   by   the   judge   overseeing   the   trial   in   which   the   verdict   came   to   state  

that   Steele’s   murderer   could   not   be   identified.   24

It   is   not   that   the   identities   of   those   that   constituted   the   posse   which   pursued   and   killed  

Steele   were   unknown,   or   that   there   was   any   disputable   evidence   that   Steele   died   from   a   source   not  

directly   correlated   to   said   posse.   Rather,   it   was   found   to   be   impossible   to   conclude   which   bullet  

was   responsible   for   taking   Steele’s   life   and   to   whom   the   gun   which   fired   it   belonged.   Since   it   is  

said   that   Steele’s   body   was   ultimately   destroyed   by   the   firearms   of   the   posse,   and   it   is   understood  

that   a   majority   if   not   all   members   not   only   were   armed,   but   participated   in   the   shooting,   it   is   unclear  

why   at   least   known   members   of   the   party   were   not   charged   with   murder   in   the   second   degree   or   a  

22   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  
23   “Grand   Jury.”    The   Birmingham   News    ( The   Daily   News),    November   1,   1889.  
24   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  



similar   charge.   And   yet,   there   is   no   real   surprise   to   this   ruling.   Circling   back   to   the   depiction   of  

Steele   on   a   national   level,   he   was   described   as   vicious,   a   criminal   who   frequented   jail,   that   it   was  

only   a   matter   of   time   before   something   like   this   would   happen.   These   could   all   be   fabrications  25

made   to   dramatize   the   nature   of   the   murders,   as   there   are   no   indications   of   specific   crimes   he   is   said  

to   have   committed.   It   is   not   to   say   that   John   Steele   was   an   ideal   samaritan   that   never   deviated   from  

the   uninterrupting   member   of   the   community.   Rather,   John   Steele   was   a   human   being.   A   black  

man   living   in   Birmingham   Alabama   in   the   aftermath   of   the   Civil   War.   For   people   in   his   shoes,   life  

was   a   daily   struggle,   even   in   something   as   simple   as   merely   existing.   Whether   he   participated   in  

objectively   unsavory   past   times,   abused   women   like   Ella   Curry,   and   murdered   a   police   officer,  

these   actions   do   not   strip   him   of   his   own   human   rights.   He   still   deserved   a   right   to   a   fair   trial   by   his  

peers,   not   a   vengeful   and   gruesome   murder.   He   deserved   a   proper   burial,   not   to   be   left   in   the  

wilderness.   He   deserved   to   have   his   story   told,   not   be   shrouded   in   mystery   about   the   character   of  

his   being   and   legacy   of   his   life.   

 

25   “Killed   on   Duty.”    The   Weekly   Age-Herald ,   October   2,   1889.  


