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Race Relations at Pratt Mines 

The machine shrieks. The wheel whirls. The earth groans. The people work. “The sounds 

of the hammer and saw is heard in Birmingham again.”   After the Civil War, Birmingham was 1

quick to re-establish successful industry using a militant spirit. The abundance of minerals in the 

earth made mining a quickly profitable industry, but this success was built upon the back of 

injustice.  Mines became the home of lawlessness, and taking advantage of others was 

commonplace. Non-white individuals frequently took advantage of immigrants and specifically 

blacks, and their actions are demonstrated in the language local newspapers used towards other 

races, the power whites had over blacks during boycotts and protests, the use of convict leasing, 

and the living and working conditions in the mines.  It was an age of frontier justice where those 

in power barbarously ruled over the nation’s “weak” by manipulating and implementing “laws” 

to satisfy their own desires. 

Primary sources record unsettled race relations. Specifically, the Pratt Mines Advertiser 

gives insight into what was occurring at Pratt Mines during this time period.  The newspaper is 

written from a biased, white-man’s perspective, which is one example of how mining leaders 

were trying to coerce their laborers into believing propaganda .  The labor force at Pratt Mines 

was diverse; in 1890 it was comprised of 2778 native-born whites, 1492 immigrants, 3687 

1 Armes, Ethel. “The Story of Coal and Iron in Alabama” (New York: Chamber of Commerce, 
1910), 266. 
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blacks, and 1295 convicts, almost all black.   Unnecessary and crass language was used towards 2

multiple races.  Blacks were referred to using unacceptable language, such as “negroe”.   The 3

advertiser wrote about Oscar Moore, a blind and black prodigee: “His parents are very ordinary 

negroes, and the wonder is where he learned all that he knows.”   The author published content 4

concerning Chinese girls wearing their “native costumes” and how the dress looked like the poor 

class.  The test spoke of Chinese customs negatively, specifically when referencing young-aged 5

marriage and tight shoes.  The Pratt Mines Advertiser recorded: “One of them is dressed in 

American fashion, and but for the odd waddle, that passes as her gait, would not be taken for a 

Chinese at a distance.”   The Irish were generalized and said to be “a depraved and dishonest 6

race” as a whole.   The newspaper recorded a doctor who publicly made this statement because 7

only thirty of 300 Irish patients paid him for services.  Further, concerning the civilization of 8

Africa, the advertiser stated that “clearing the earth of ‘lumpish savages’ in order to make room 

for the advancement of civilization” was a commendable concept.   Also, Africa was referred to 9

2 Lichtenstein, Alex, “Racial Conflict and Racial Solidarity in the Alabama Coal Strike of 1894” 
(Labor History), 68. 

3 “A Blind Young Colored Prodigy,” Pratt Mines Advertiser (Birmingham, AL). 
Aug. 25th, 1887. 

4 “A Blind Young Colored Prodigy,” 1887.  

5 “Kidnapped Chinese Girls,” Pratt Mines Advertiser (Birmingham, AL).  Aug. 25th, 1887. 
 
6 “Kidnapped Chinese Girls,” 1887. 

7 “The Irishman Too Much for Him,” Pratt Mines Advertiser (Birmingham, AL). Aug. 25th, 
1887. 
 
8 “The Irishman Too Much for Him.” 
 
9 “Rum’s New Mission,” Pratt Mines Advertiser (Birmingham, AL). Aug. 25th, 1887. 
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as “the dark continent”, and one was quoted saying: “The ‘lumpish savages’ must go.  The less 

there are of them, the less missionary work will have to be done.”   In all, the language used 10

towards ethnic minorities demonstrates the racist white-man’s perspective that the paper 

supported.  

Boycotts and protests were common at Pratt Mines, and whites had undue influence over 

blacks during strikes.  During the Alabama Coal Strike of 1894, most of the black men went 

along with the position of the white strikers. Lichtenstein wrote, "Most of the negroes at Pratt 

City are with the [white] strikers and are afraid to say anything or go back to work, and do about 

as the white men tell them to do.”   Further, Detective Vallins reported to Alabama’s governor 11

that the blacks were “thoroughly frightened” and that the strikers had complete control over the 

actions of the black workers at the mines.   If a black was to break the strike, it was likely that 12

whites would retaliate. This occurred on July 16th of 1894 when dozens of strikers attacked 

black strikebreakers.  Two miners were killed during this event, and the perpetrators were not 

only white strikers but also black strikers.   Each individual was not left to decide and act as he 13

wanted; race played into how one responded and was expected to respond to injustices at the 

mines.  This demonstrates how all whites, not just mining leaders, had undue influence over 

black miners.  Further, these strikes were often ineffective, such as at Pratt Mines in 1889, 

because the company would respond by leasing more convicts rather than addressing and 

10 “Rum’s New Mission.” 

11 Lichtenstein, Alex, “Racial Conflict and Racial Solidarity in the Alabama Coal Strike of 1894” 
(Labor History). 

12 Lichtenstein, 72. 
 
13 Lichtenstein, 72. 
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correcting the ongoing issues.  This enabled the injustices to endure.  In all, whites unduly 14

presided over the decisions of blacks during boycotts. 

The reliance of Pratt Mines on convict leasing exhibits the mining leader’s disregard for 

human dignity and justice. Alabama instituted convict leasing in 1875 and continued using 

prison labor until 1928.   In 1888, Pratt Mines signed a ten year contract with the state agreeing 15

to pay $9 to $18.50 “per month for each prisoner, depending on their abilities.”   An average of 16

two thousand free laborers and eight hundred convicts were consistently exploited during the 

operating years of Pratt Mines.   It is estimated that leased convicts harvested “120 tons per day 17

in the beginning, and 1,500 tons of coal and 300 tons of coke per day by 1881.”   As for the 18

demographic of prisoners, 90 percent of state prisoners and 95 percent of county prisoners were 

African American.  The Convict-Lease System was a new form of slavery. Not only were the 19

majority of convicts black and majority of mine owners white, but also whipping was an 

acceptable disciplinary measure with both slave-masters and mining leaders.   The cruelty of 20

mining leaders is clearly displayed through the fact that  “convicts leased to coal mines suffered 

14 “Pratt Mines,” Bhamwiki, April 6th, 2018. https://www.bhamwiki.com/w/Pratt_Mines 

15 Curtin, Mary Ellen, “Convict-Lease System,” Encyclopedia of Alabama, May 13th, 2019, 
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-1346 

16 Curtin, 2019. 

17 Armes, Ethel. “The Story of Coal and Iron in Alabama” (New York: Chamber of Commerce, 
1910), 422. 

18 “Pratt Mines,” Bhamwiki, April 6th, 2018. https://www.bhamwiki.com/w/Pratt_Mines 

19 Curtin, 2019. 

20 Curtin, 2019. 
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the worst death rates of any industry employing prison labor.”   The inhumane treatment of the 21

prisoners stripped them of their dignity and their freedoms. 

Finally, the living and working conditions at Pratt Mines demonstrated a segregation 

between the white-man and the laborer.  The Pratt Mines Prison was erected on the property near 

Slope 2, the Shaft Mines, in order to house the prisoners. The prison was operated by the mining 

company, rather than the state, and guarded at all times.   Pratt Mines Prison was the first era of 22

privatized prisons, even through United States Administration did not acknowledge privatization 

of prisons until the 1980s with Reagan’s War on Drugs.  Cruel methods of punishment, such a 

whipping, were used in order to “discipline” prisoners.   Good Roads Magazine published 23

photographs which exhibit the convict’s savage treatment. In one photo, a “noon meal” is laid 

out on the ground for the prisoners to eat. One white man in a suit is standing by the food, two 

white men are standing guard in the distance holding guns, and around fifty convicts dressed in 

white shirts, hats, and striped pants are standing around the food.  In another photograph, 24

around 100 convicts are in the same dress as the previous photograph; each is standing outside of 

the Pratt Mines bunkhouse. The bunkhouse and convicts are surrounded by a dense line of white 

men dressed in suits, attentively holding guns.   The living and working conditions contributed 25

21 Curtin, 2019. 

22 Curtin, Mary Ellen, “Convict-Lease System,” Encyclopedia of Alabama, May 13th, 2019, 
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-1346 

23 Curtin, 2019. 

24 League of American Wheelman, “A Convict’s Dinner,” Good Roads Magazine 3, (1893). 

25 League of American Wheelman, “Convict Prison,” Good Roads Magazine 3, (1893). 
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to the inhumane nature of Pratt Mines and enabled the leaders of the organization to perpetuate a 

racial hierarchy. 

The atmosphere at Pratt Mines was comprised of exploiting those who did not have the 

means or liberty to stand up for themselves.  Non-white individuals frequently took advantage of 

immigrants and specifically blacks.  Their actions are demonstrated in the language local 

newspapers used towards other races, the power whites had over blacks during boycotts and 

protests, the use of convict leasing, and the living and working conditions in the mines.  Moral 

accountability among company leaders was non-existent and justice hidden. 
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