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Henry Smith & Unknown  
Bessemer, Jefferson County, November 16-17, 1890 
 

On November 16, 1890, Henry Smith was hanged to death in the woods by a mob.                
Mr. Smith was accused of “outraging” a 60-year old white woman named Mrs. Mary              
Calhoun near Woods station on the dummy line, near Bessemer. According to news             
accounts Mrs. Calhoun identified Mr. Smith after being presented with several other men.             
The assault allegedly took place weeks before Mrs. Calhoun identified Mr. Smith. Mr.             
Smith was reportedly in the custody of two officers, but, according to one news account,               
was taken from them by a mob of 100 white men. One news account reports the mob was                  
made up of 200 white men. On the morning of November 17, Mr. Smith’s dead body was                 
found hanging from a tree nearby. One news account reports that the body was found               
hanging from a birch near the Birmingham Mineral Railroad. According to another news             
account, Mr. Smith was cut down and buried where his body was found.  
 

The day after Mr. Smith was lynched, another black man, whose name was not              
reported in press accounts, was lynched for allegedly encouraging other black people to             
avenge the lynching of Mr. Smith. This man was taken by a crowd and hanged near                
Bessemer. 
 

Nearly 25 percent of the lynchings of African Americans in the South were based              
on charges of sexual assault. The mere accusation of sexual impropriety, even without an              
identification by the alleged victim, often aroused a mob and resulted in lynching. In fact,               
the definition of black-on-white “rape” in the South was incredibly broad and required no              
allegation of force because white institutions, laws, and most white people rejected the             
idea that a white woman could or would willingly consent to sex with an African               
American man. Whites’ fears of interracial sex extended to any action by a black man               
that could be interpreted as seeking or desiring contact with a white woman. Most whites               
thought of black men as dangerous, uncontrollable, and sexually aggressive, and           
therefore presumed that black men were guilty whenever accused. Swift lynchings           
reinforced the racial caste system that put the “civilized” white men in control of the               
supposedly violent black men, and were especially common in cases like this, where             
whites perceived a black man as a threat to white womanhood.  
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Unknown, Pratt Mines, Jefferson County, April 22, 1886 
 
On April 22, 1886, a black man whose name was not reported in press accounts               

was hanged to death by a mob. This man was accused of attempting to assault a white                 
woman at the Pratt Mines. 

 
The deep racial hostility that permeated Southern society during this time period            

often served to focus suspicion on black communities after a crime was discovered or              
alleged, whether evidence supported that suspicion or not. Almost 25 percent of            
documented lynchings were sparked by charges of sexual assault, at a time when the              
mere accusation of sexual impropriety regularly aroused violent mobs and ended in            
lynching. During this era, whites’ fears of interracial sex extended to any action by a               
black man that could be interpreted as seeking or desiring contact with a white woman.               
Accusations of “attempted assault,” and even of “assault,” were often based on merely             
looking at or accidentally bumping into a white woman, smiling, winking, getting too             
close, even being disagreeable. Allegations against black people were rarely subject to            
scrutiny. 
 

This unknown black man was one of at least 29 African Americans lynched in              
Jefferson County between 1883 and 1940. There were more racial terror lynchings in             
Jefferson County during this era than in any other county in Alabama.  
 
 


