
O.D. Henderson - 2020 Report 

Imagine being in  an altercation with a coworker on a public sidewalk due to a 

misunderstanding and the altercation becomes violent. There is a policeman who 

approaches the scene but instead of breaking up the fight, he takes one of the men to 

the police station to be brutalized by the coworker and another officer.  This is the 

scenario that O. D. Henderson had to suffer through as law enforcement allowed the 

coworker to break the law and beat him ruthlessly.  The three law enforcement officers 

were white, Henderson was Black. This was the cruel reality in which he lived.  The 

unfair conditions of O.D. Henderson’s death goes far beyond the cruel confines of the 

jailhouse he was brutally murdered in.  The circumstances surrounding his death, and 

the deaths of many other African Americans facing similar situations, resonated across 

the towns and suburbs of Jefferson County.  The three uniformed officers and white 

civilian  alone were not the reasons for Henderson’s death, rather, the underlying cause 

of his death was due to the social issues of the time period.  Looking at the situation as 

a bigger picture, one could say the lack of diversity in positions of power, Black people 

fighting for freedom that they seemingly would never have and a widespread political 

awakening caused his demise. 

 On a national level there were headlines titled Draft Discrimination, Ask FDR to 

Urge Governors To Appoint Negroes On State Conscription Boards and Question of 

Negroes in Navy New Defense Issue and Need of More Negro Officers Poses Question 

to D.C. Officials.  Black people, specifically Black men, were not  being promoted to 

higher positions in the armed forces.  Though policeman are not considered to be 

armed forces rather public sector services, they carried weapons and sometimes used 



them against African American communities.  In fact, on a more local level,  

Birmingham, Alabama’s first Black police officer was hired on March 30, 1966.  This was 

26 years after Henderson’s death, illustrating how there was an all white police force 

employed at the local police station during the time of the murder.  In the 1940s, the 

Birmingham NAACP chapter took on many social, economic and political issues.  Police 

brutality in Birmingham was one of the Birmingham NAACP chapter’s main concerns.  

“During the 1940s the organization exerted constant pressure to combat that brutality”, 

according to The African American Church in Birmingham 1815-1963: A Shelter in the 

Storm.  It was mentioned in an article written in 1940 about Henderson, published by 

the Birmingham News, that when brought to the Fairfield police station and asked his 

name Henderson stated that he had not done anything, and that  he wanted to leave 

and got out of his chair.  This response prompted one of the officers involved in the 

murder of Henderson to beat him until he gave his name.  He never did. Diversity in 

prominent positions did not exist at the time and there was no voice for O.D. Henderson 

in the police station. In the 1940s American men, Black men included, were being sent 

to fight in World War II.  The military was  segregated much like home was however, 

more opportunities were opening up due to their military service.  African American men 

contributed greatly to the war production effort.  They acquired new skills and their 

wives who stayed at home went into the workforce.  The New Jersey State Library 

website reads, “The overall employment gains of blacks during World War II helped 

effect the most rapid closing of the white/ black income differential at any time in 

American history.  For example, in 1939 the median income of blacks was 41 percent 

that of whites; in 1950 it was 60 percent that of whites.”  When the time came for Black 



soldiers to return home from the war they expected to be welcomed back.  They were 

still barred down by the racism of society at home yet they fought for their freedom 

overseas. This led to an awakening on a national level.The African American Church in 

Birmingham 1815-1963: A Shelter in the Storm reads, “ This consciousness led to 

growing protest in both the North and South… In the South many African Americans 

began to question Jim Crow publicly.”  There was a movement happening in which 

Black Americans became socially aware and hungered even more for the freedom they 

were fighting for in World War II.  In Birmingham, Black people began to behave more 

aggressively toward discrimination.  Protests and complaints concerning racial 

discrimaination was rampant throughout Birmingham.  Two years after Henderson died 

for example, many Black people in Birmingham began to complain about rudeness and 

mistreatment on public transportation prompting an investigation to be done of the city 

service.  This awakened mindset influenced Henderson because when he was accused 

of something he did not do, he denied it and stood up to leave.  He even physically 

fought the coworker who harassed him first.  He, like many other of the time, was fed up 

with mistreatment.  A year after Henderson’s death, the Alabama Federation of Colored 

Civic Leagues  formed in Birmingham to fight for their rights.  Fairfield and north 

Birmingham were a few cities a part of the league.  The Jefferson County Progressive 

Democratic Council was also formed to encourage Black people to vote, educate them 

on the inner workings of voting and inform them on different political candidates. 
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