
A Look Into The Repression of Black Voices 
 

On the night of November 23, 1883, a Black man was hung by a White mob for allegedly 

assaulting a White Widow in Birmingham. The name of the victim was Lewis Houston 

and, after he was jailed for this accusation, he was then confronted a mob of 150 White 

men and then hung in Linn Park.  As Mr. Houston was getting ready to be hanged , he 1

was then asked to confess, but stood pleading his innocence and his last reported words 

were “Jesus, take me home.” After the hanging, there was not any  dismemberment of the 

body and the mob then left the scene. Mr. Houston’s body was buried in Birmingham’s 

Oak Hill cemetery. Following the lynching, there was a charge brought against members 

of the White mob in reference to Mr. Houston’s death.  Although there was much 2

evidence against Mr. Houston, it proved to be false and the men connected to his death 

were tried by a jury of their peers. Judge Sprott described the lynching as “an act of grave 

lawlessness (that) had been committed, and (said) it was the duty of the jury to 

investigate the matter thoroughly, and, if possible, bring those implicated to justice.” This 

was seen as an effort to bring some sort of justice to the brutal murder of Lewis Houston, 

but members of the mob never faced any legal repercussions for their crime.  

This event was very publicized and was documented by a reporter from the 

newspaper based in Birmingham called the Birmingham Iron Age. The event was 

intriguing in the community as well and was discussed in White and  Black spaces. The 

reporter notes that  White citizens along with some Black people believed that Mr. 

Houston deserved to be lynched for the alleged assault. On the other hand, there were 
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many Black people who felt that Mr. Houston was innocent and was a victim of racial 

terror. This shows the different mindsets from  the two races and highlights the tone of 

race relations during this time.  

While this is an incident of racial terror, what is most interesting is what happened 

after this lynching. Lynching had been a tactic used to terrorize Black people nationwide 

after Reconstruction.  While these lynchings were occuring more and more frequently, 3

there was also much opposition to lynching. There were many activists and national 

organizations that mobilized against lynching and the terror of Black people. This 

activism also occurred in the wake of Mr. Houston’s lynching. Documented by The 

Atlanta Constitution, a report notes that, on the Sunday after the lynching, there were 

Black people protesting the lynching and stating that Mr. Houston was innocent . A 4

report in the Birmingham Iron Age discusses how some Black protestors were looking to 

hang the jailor who housed Mr. Houston before he was lynched.  There were also rumors 5

of burning the house of the White woman who accused Mr. Houston of assaulting her, 

and of hanging her as well. There were many Black people within this community who 

were outraged by this lynching and also put blame onto the authorities for not preventing 

the murder.  

These protestors then took to the streets to voice their opinions about this heinous 

crime and to advocate how lynching was used to terrorize their Black communities. What 
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stands out  the most about these protests was that, shortly after the protestors poured into 

the streets of Birmingham, the military was called to respond. The military was 

authorized by Governor O’Neill after hearing rumors of Black people gathering in the 

streets. The rumors came from Mayor Lane who then sent a written order to Captain S.S. 

Thompson of Birmingham Rifles and R.J. Lowe from Birmingham Artillery. These men 

were called into Birmingham around 11:00 p.m. to make sure that these rumors and 

threats of violence were not carried out and arrived with loaded weapons on horseback. 

The main motive behind the military engagement was to maintain and preserve peace and 

order in Birmingham.  The men patrolled the streets for the entire night and there was not 

any action from the protestors.  

This interaction of Black protestors and the state military paints a picture of 

aggressive anxiety by the government to repress Black voices that speak out against 

injustice. Although this was a local town issue in Birmingham in the 1800s, there was 

repression from the local, state, and national government to maintain this sense of order 

in these communities. This system of order includes the hanging of a Black man falsely 

accused of a crime and the White mob facing no repercussions and an oppressed Black 

state under the control of their White counterparts. This example is just part of a larger 

system of state repression of Black bodies and Black voices by a White society.  

The suppression and the denial of Black expression for their humanity is not a 

new concept and has been ingrained in the American psyche for centuries. From the 

military engagement in  Birmingham in the wake of the lynching of Lewis Houston to the 

military engagement in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 in the wake of the shooting of Mike 



Brown.  It includes the murder of Black activist leaders, the criminilization of Black 6

leaders along with the negative portrayals of Black activism.  This restraint of expression 

of Black liberation and freedom derives from a foundation that is rooted in White 

supremacy and this continues to affect Black expression today. It stems from a fear of 

Black expression and the critique of a system that has oppressed Blacks for centuries. 

Political activist Van Jones makes this excellent point in the 13TH documentary as he 

states, “you ran them out (of) the country, you put them in prison, you put them in 

cemeteries. And then you unleash this blitzkrieg, and we don’t have the ability to defend 

ourselves. You can tell the story of white leadership in America and never mention the 

FBI one time. You can’t tell the story of Black leadership, not one, without having to deal 

with the full weight of the criminal justice system weaponizing its Black dissent.”  The 7

engaging of the military on these defenseless Black protestors is an example of that 

notion. 

In conclusion, this lynching of Lewis Houston highlights a broader issue that 

occured after the lynching -- the use of the military as a tool of state repression of Black 

bodies and the power of Black voices to maintain social order. This notion was not just 

limited to 1883, but throughout every Black social movement for justice in the United 

States of America.  
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