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The complexity of Tom Redmond’s lynching: Different perspectives and divergent accounts 

Remembering Tom Redmond 

On September 9, 2019, more than 200 hundred community members gathered at Sloss 

Furnaces to dedicate a historical marker memorializing Tom Redmond who was lynched on June 

17, 1890, as a result of racial violence at the Brookside Mines in Jefferson County, Alabama.  1

Many sources agree that on June 16, 1890, a group of white men instigated a quarrel after 

hurling rocks at a group of black men. The next day, Tom Acres, a white man reignited the 

dispute after attempting to arrest one of the black men, Jim McDowell. The encounter sparked a 

shoot-out in front of Sloss company store and Mr. Redmond was fatally shot. No one was held 

accountable for Mr. Redmond’s death. A narrative of racial superiority justified a system where 

black people were deprived of their legal rights and autonomy. In the South, many whites were 

blaming their social, economic, and political problems on the newly freed slaves even though 

black people were not recognized as equals. In response, lynching became a popular way of 

resolving the anger and frustration that whites had in relation to blacks.  

Remembering Tom Redmond helps us reckon with the truth of racial terror that 

intimidated black people and traumatized generations by reinforcing racial hierarchy and 

segregation. However, remembering Mr. Redmond, does more than simply illustrate the violent 

and racist measures Jefferson County whites would take to ensure black people remained 

1 Hammontree, John. “Birmingham unveils city’s first marker recognizing victims of lynching,” Alabama.com, 
September 11, 2019. 



enslaved and stripped of dignity; such remembering also helps us understand how dominant 

groups inscribe their power through narratives. According to the African proverb, “Until the 

lions have their historians, tales of the hunt shall always glorify the hunter.”  Exploring how the 2

lynching of Mr. Redmond was reported in the white newspapers in Alabama and across the 

country provide new insights into how contested Mr. Redmond’s lynching was, and how hard it 

remains to understand exactly what occurred during these acts of dehumanizing violence.  

Tom Redmond: The Unnamed  

Tom Redmond was killed in Brookside, a town 13 miles north of Birmingham where iron 

mines were operated. When the Jefferson Enterprise reported this story, it never mentions Mr. 

Redmond by name; in fact, it never mentions that a black man was killed at all. According to the 

Jefferson Enterprise, white men were on a hill drinking beer, and after drinking, engaged in a 

sport of throwing stones at an empty keg, with some stones falling among [black] men who sat at 

the bottom of the hill.  The assumption was that the white men had not seen that the [black] men 3

were there. Soon after, an exchange of words erupted between both parties.  Tom Acres, one of 4

the white men, attempted to arrest Jim McDowell, who in response fired at Acres and slightly 

wounded him. According to the newspaper, the negroes made threats, but the sheriff sent out 

men to quiet the situation. Two African American leaders, Mack Prater and Jim McRae, were 

arrested, and peace was restored. The Jefferson Enterprise described the occurrence as nothing 

more than an “exciting day” at Brookside mines and mentions no black victim, showing how 

white papers often protected white communities from guilt and ensured that they feel safe. In 

2 Msila, Vuyisile, and Mishack T. Gumbo, eds. Africanising the curriculum: Indigenous perspectives and theories. 
African Sun Media, 2016. 
3 “untitled,” Jefferson Enterprise, June 17, 1890.  
4 “untitled,” Jefferson Enterprise, June 17, 1890. 



recounting the events that happened on June 17, 1890, other newspapers also remained silent 

about the shooting of Mr. Redmond. This act of ignoring what happened to Mr. Redmond 

legitimized the social and cultural core values that preserved white safety and security against 

black people. The impact and dimension of the tragedy appeared as social tensions that were 

caused by careless black people who were seeking trouble. Although the actions of others on 

June 17, 1890, took Mr. Redmond’s life, these accounts do not mention his name or 

acknowledge his death. Stripping away Mr. Redmond’s identity exposes a culture that 

dehumanizes black people, emphasizing that African Americans were not members of the 

American society. 

Tom Redmond: The Bystander  

The only accounts we have of Tom Redmond’s lynching are from the perspective of the 

white men involved in the incident and the white press reacting to the incident. No accounts from 

African American sources survive. When recounting the incident that occurred at Brookside 

mines, some sources argue that when Tom Acres drew a pistol and attempted to arrest Mr. 

McDowell. Mr. McDowell then resisted and “snatched a Winchester rifle from the hands of Tom 

Redmond, another negro who stood nearby, and shot Acres.”  Both accounts paint Mr. Acres and 5

Mr. McDowell as the center of the story while painting Mr. Redmond as a secondary character 

who does not suffer fatal violence. Although the Cincinnati Enquirer describes Mr. Redmond’s 

murder as “Redmond is shot in the hip and fatally hurt,”  the paper goes on to say that “the 6

whites had him out,” leaving readers unsure of whether Tom Redmond is injured or dead.  

5 “White and Black Come Together,” The Cincinnati Enquirer. June 17, 1890, page 1 
6 “White and Black Come Together,” The Cincinnati Enquirer. June 17, 1890, page 1 



On June 18, 1890, The Birmingham News published an article titled “Dead Rioter; The 

Body of a Negro Found Near Brookside,” providing a new information in understanding Mr. 

Redmond’s lynching. The newspaper tells the aftermath of a murder, stating that miner’s 

children playing near Brookside found a dead body in the leaves.  The children reported it to the 7

authorities, but their parents refused to allow them to return with the officers to show them where 

the body was seen.  The newspaper, however, insinuated that the supposed dead man might be 8

Mr. McRae, while also emphasizing that “it is also possible that the negro might be Redmond.”  9

The different temperaments used in labelling Mr. Redmond as a secondary character and the 

noticeable absence of any firm identification of Mr. Redmond’s body, worked in subtle ways to 

uphold and justify a brutal system of racially motivated attacks on black men.  

Tom Redmond: The Preparator  

Although some papers failed to identify Tom Redmond as a victim of violence, other 

papers did, but in doing so, they marked him as a guilty perpetrator who deserved punishment. 

Some news sources described the event as “a beer-drinking carousal on the part of whites and 

threats to shoot on the part of negroes.”  Another newspaper reported that “negroes threaten to 10

burn the town and kill the whites.”  However, The Cincinnati Enquirer called the occurrence a 11

white triumph. The newspaper argues that Mr. Acres’ attempted to arrest and shoot Mr. 

McDowell, and Mr. Redmond appeared with a rifle in hand.  When newspaper stories identified 12

the race of the accused, stories were invariably accounts of black criminality. In using 

7 “A Dead Rioter,” The Birmingham News, June 18. 1890, page 7. 
8 “A Dead Rioter,” The Birmingham News, June 18. 1890, page 7. 
9 “A Dead Rioter,” The Birmingham News, June 18. 1890, page 7. 
10 “A Race Riot Which Numbers Its Killed and Wounded,” The Times Picayune, June 17, 1890. page 6. 
11 “Race War,” Jacksonville Republican, June 21, 1890, page 4. 
12 “Between whites and negroes at Brookside,” The Birmingham News, June 16, 1890. page 5. 



dehumanizing terms to label black victims like Mr. Redmond, it was assumed that his race 

predisposed him to be the ringleader and hence self-righteously defended the attack on Mr. 

Redmond.  

Although nearly all newspapers clearly name Tom Acres as the only white man who was 

wounded, further investigation shows that the number of African American men who were 

wounded is unclear. One source reports that five people were wounded, while another source 

states that seven people were wounded. Some sources say that only two or three were wounded, 

creating ambiguity in understanding how many African American men were affected. This 

means that more African American men could have been wounded than accounted for, but it also 

shows the white press’s indifference to recording the extent of violence perpetrated against black 

men. Reporting Mr. Redmond as a preparator takes away the understanding of incidents that led 

to his lynching. The account of Mr. Redmond’s lynching was newsworthy not because it was 

unexpected, but because even the most mundane evil act against a black person would arouse 

white people and uphold a social order that was dependent on the oppression of blacks and 

maintaining white supremacy. Despite extensive reportage following the altercation between 

white and black men, Mr. Redmond was an individual whose dignity was taken away by a label 

created through a narrative that equates a black man to danger and leads people to victim blame 

and justify Mr. Redmond’s lynching.  

Conclusion 

Although contemporary newspapers recounted the circumstances of the incident, the 

story of the black body was left untold as tradition sought to destroy it. Newspaper accounts say 



nothing about what happened to the body that was found, and no one was held responsible for 

Mr. Redmond’s murder. The aftermath of Mr. Redmond’s murder repeats the pattern of the death 

of an African American man used to reaffirm the social frameworks and values of a society 

dedicated to oppressing black people. Black accounts of what started the fight, what happened 

during Tom Acres’ encounter with Mr. Mc Dowell, and how Mr. Redmond met his death are still 

missing today. Hence, our understanding of Mr. Redmond’s death and our remembrance of him 

are shaped by the lens of the white community. Without a common understanding of what 

happened, some remember Mr. Redmond as the unnamed, others remember him as a bystander 

who was in the wrong place and the wrong time, and others blame the victim and remember him 

as the perpetrator. In remembering Tom Redmond, the community must resist the urge toward 

accepting the narrative that dehumanizes him, an individual who had to make choiceless choices 

because of the color of his skin.  
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