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FOREWORD


In 2018, the Equal Justice Initiative opened the National Lynching Museum, as it is informally known, in downtown Montgomery, Alabama. It is an open-air structure, and under its roof are 805 steel rectangular boxes, hanging from the ceiling. Each box represents a county, virtually all in the South, in which a black person was lynched by a white mob. The names of the victims are cut into the steel in neat block letters, along with the dates of the lynchings. There are 4,400 names, all of individuals murdered between 1877 and 1950. Each killing was documented by the EJI, and it is widely believed that many more were never reported.


My home state of Mississippi has the highest number, at 659. DeSoto County, the place where I grew up, has 11 names. My ancestors are from Prentiss County, and it has only one name. Out of 82 counties, only a handful have no record of lynchings.


The first time my wife, Renee, and I visited the museum we were stunned by the sheer number of killings. We knew something of the history; however, the real history of slavery in all its horrors has been sanitized and kept away from impressionable young minds. Remarkably, some school boards now want to whitewash it even more.


Walking through the hanging monuments is a sobering experience. The museum is much quieter than most, the air filled with the solemnity of respect for the dead but also the sheer disbelief that the slaughter was so widespread.


When we found the steel box that represented DeSoto County and read the eleven names, we found a seat nearby and struggled with our emotions. It is easy to be whipsawed between guilt and remorse on the one hand, and the images of the violence on the other. It is easy to be overwhelmed.


Virtually all lynchings were mob killings, some carefully orchestrated, even advertised, others spur-of-the-moment snatchings while someone found a rope. They were spectacles to be enjoyed by white citizens, but some were more gruesome than others. Some of the victims were tortured. Some were burned before and after they were dead. Some were women and children. The mobs were people, otherwise law-abiding white folks who voted and believed in justice and went to church on Sunday. Merchants, farmers, laborers, even sheriffs, came together for one purpose and did the killing. And they did so with complete impunity because they were white and thought that they were superior, and because justice by their definition called for a lynching.


We asked ourselves: Who were these people? And how were they capable of such inhumanity? Could they really be our ancestors?


Were they us in a different era?


The answers are still elusive, still troubling.


For most white southerners of an age, the questions are easier to ignore. Most of us know a family with a grandfather or a dead uncle who wore robes and burned crosses. Virtually all of us have heard stories of beatings and lynchings. I know a man in DeSoto County whose father killed three black men eighty years ago. He was never arrested. I have a college friend whose grandfather was a Klansman.


For other reasons, my parents never encouraged their children to dig too deep around the family tree. I’ve dug enough to believe that my ancestors were not the ones who joined mobs. They were, however, part of the culture that looked the other way as their friends and neighbors did so. We did not live in DeSoto County until the late 1960s and could not have known the victims. But did we know the descendants of the people who lynched them?


In the Pines is the remarkable story of one white southerner’s courage in asking the questions and searching for the answers. It is beautifully written by Grace Elizabeth Hale, a professor and scholar who studies, teaches, and writes about culture and race in America. In 1947, her grandfather, a man she adored, was the sheriff of Jeff Davis County in southern Mississippi. He was a widely respected leader in the county, who, as the elected sheriff, wielded enormous power.


A pregnant white woman cried rape and pointed the finger at Versie Johnson.


The sheriff arrested the black man and locked him in jail. When a mob showed up, Dr. Hale’s grandfather bravely confronted the vigilantes, blocked the door, and saved Versie’s life.


Or something like that, according to the family legend.


Over time, though, the legend began to crack. When she heard other versions of the story, Dr. Hale plunged into history and investigated not only her family’s past, but Versie Johnson’s as well. Due to a dearth of record keeping and a veil of distortions, the research was slow and tedious and often ran into dead ends, but her dogged search for the truth, regardless of how painful, brings the story to life.


Along with her family’s narrative, Dr. Hale deftly captures the racial terror of the Jim Crow South. For those of us who remember it and now look back in disbelief, it is hard to digest.


This book reminded me of walking through the lynching museum, staring at the names, and asking, “What kind of society allowed this to happen?”


John Grisham
Charlottesville, Virginia


August 1, 2023












AUTHOR’S NOTE


There have been many books on the use of the N-word and its racist origins. I have chosen to replace all but its first and last letters with asterisks when I quote white people using the word, because of their weaponization of the term. Black people have repurposed the word, so I have chosen to spell it out in full when I quote Black people using it, except in situations where these sources are themselves quoting white people’s racist usage. I have also spelled out the word in reference to a creek in Jefferson Davis County, because that is the way the waterway is identified in official documents—like the large, multicolored soil map produced by the US Department of Agriculture in 1915 and now housed at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History (MDAH).












PROLOGUE


TWO TALES




People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them.


—James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son





I was in college and home for a visit when my mom first shared a tale straight out of To Kill a Mockingbird. We were in the kitchen in our house in suburban Atlanta, and our conversation turned to my grandfather, who had died a few years earlier. All these decades later, I still remember how the afternoon light made the red counters glow as she told me a story that I had never heard before but would never after that day forget.


The events my mom described occurred during her childhood, when her father, Oury Berry, was serving his first term as sheriff of rural Jefferson Davis County, Mississippi. One summer day, someone their family knew found a pregnant and injured white woman walking along a country road in the heat and gave her a ride into Prentiss, the county seat. At the courthouse, the woman reported that early that same morning, her husband had left their house—which was located on a nearby farm—to work in town. After he was gone, a Black man had come to the door and asked for a drink of water. When she returned with a glass, he attacked her, dragged her into the woods, and raped her.


My grandfather and his deputies, my mother told me, used this information to find the man whom the injured woman had accused. They arrested the suspect and placed him in the jail next to the courthouse.


By evening, a crowd had gathered outside my grandfather’s office in the courthouse. Carrying his pistol, my grandfather walked outside to speak to the armed and sweating men. “I’ve known most of you all my life, and I sure am going to hate to have to shoot you,” he said, just like Gregory Peck playing Atticus Finch, “but no one is taking a man out of my jail.”


Willing to uphold the law even against the people who voted him into office, my grandfather prevented a lynching, my mother told me. He was a hero.


The tragedy, as my mother described it, happened the next morning, after her father went home to get some sleep. In his absence, his deputies and a highway patrolman took the alleged rapist to the scene of the crime, the woods on the edge of a farm just outside Prentiss, so he could explain what happened. There, the Black man attempted to escape, grabbing the patrolman’s improperly holstered gun. The officers had no alternative but to shoot.


My grandfather was upset at the patrolman’s negligence, according to my mom. But he also believed that the accused man had chosen to die this way rather than be lynched or executed in Mississippi’s mobile electric chair. The way she remembered it, her father the sheriff understood what happened as the man’s decision.


A few years later, in graduate school, I learned another version of this story.


Growing up, I had loved my grandfather deeply, but my mom’s story had made me proud of him as well. It had also inspired me to research lynching. As I was finishing my dissertation, I went to visit my grandmother in Prentiss. It would be the last time I saw her in the hundred-year-old house at the corner of Second Street and Pearl where, in my memory, she had always lived. Unlike my grandfather, she did not like to talk about the past, so I spent a day at the office of the Prentiss Headlight reading bound volumes of old editions of the newspaper to try to find out more about what my mom had told me. I wanted to see what the local newspaper reported about my grandfather’s act of bravery in preventing a lynching.


Many Americans have a limited and narrow understanding of lynchings as hangings conducted by vigilantes. Schooled by my research in the writings of Black journalist and activist Ida B. Wells, who pioneered the study of this violence in the 1890s, as well as by my studies of investigative reports on these killings compiled by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), I knew that lynchings took a variety of forms: not just hanging but also burning, shooting, torture, and other kinds of violence. According to Wells, lynchings were crimes committed by communities rather than individuals. In the early twentieth century, sociologist James Elbert Cutler agreed: “Popular justification” was the essential characteristic of the practice, he wrote. The Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, passed by the House in early 1922 but defeated in the Senate by a filibuster, extended this understanding.


By the 1930s, as increasing numbers of white southerners turned against the practice, anti-lynching activists fought over how to expand the definition to take in acts of lethal vigilante violence not sanctioned by broad community approval. By 1940, three characteristics were usually required for anti-lynching activists to label an act of violence a lynching: the victim had to die, three or in some cases two or more people had to participate in the murder, and the killers had to operate under the pretext of delivering justice or upholding tradition. This definition would become crucial to the alternate version of my mom’s story that I would learn at the newspaper office.


Reading the Prentiss Headlight, I learned details that my mom had not remembered: August 1, 1947, the date of the shooting; the Lipsey farm, the scene of the alleged crime; and Versie Johnson, the name of the man who was killed.


But it was the difference between the newspaper’s account and my mom’s story that shocked me. Thanks to my research, I also had learned how to interpret descriptions of racial violence in white southern newspapers and how to spot the stories that white southerners used to hide the truth. As I skimmed the articles in those old Headlights, I found one of these narratives right there on the brittle, brown page.


According to the front-page story in the August 7, 1947, edition, although there had been a crowd in front of the jail, no Mockingbird-type standoff had occurred. Instead, the reporter wrote, Versie Johnson “told the sheriff he wanted to return to the scene of the crime to talk to him about what had happened.” In the paper’s account, my grandfather was not only present, but he was in charge. With the aid of two highway patrolmen, Spencer Puckett and Andy Hopkins (rather than as my mom had described, one state officer plus several sheriff’s deputies), he took Johnson out to those woods on the edge of the Lipsey farm. There, the three white men claimed, Johnson confessed to the crime and showed them exactly where the rape had occurred. And there, according to the paper, Johnson tried to escape: “As Patrolman Puckett stooped to make an investigation, the negro grabbed him around the waist and threw him to the ground and had a hold on his pistol when the officers fired upon the negro.” Three shots rang out, “two in the chest and one in the neck,” and Johnson fell dead.


If Versie Johnson had blocked Puckett’s access to his gun, the shooters must have been the other two officers: Berry and Hopkins. If my beloved grandfather Oury Berry did not kill Johnson, he had certainly tried.


Yet the Prentiss Headlight story was also confusing. Sitting at a small table beside the big plate glass window at the newspaper office, I struggled desperately to make sense of the words. The paper called the crowd gathered at the jail “large but orderly,” which begged the question of why it was necessary to quote my grandfather Sheriff Berry insisting that “at no time was the situation out of control.” The Headlight article also constructed an impossibly compressed timeline. Somehow, the journalist alleged, a long list of actions had taken place between nine in the morning and sometime the same afternoon: the rape, the injured pregnant woman’s walk into town in the heat to locate her husband, the couple’s trip together to the courthouse to speak to my grandfather, the manhunt to find Johnson, some unexplained process in which the woman confirmed her attacker’s identity, Johnson’s jailing, his decision to ask the sheriff to take him back to the Lipsey farm, the highway patrolmen coming to Prentiss to help, and the drive back out to the scene of the crime.


What worried me the most, however, was the newspaper’s claim that Johnson, a Black man accused of raping a white woman in prime lynching territory, had asked to be taken out of the jail, through that crowd, and out into the countryside.


The Headlight’s account of Versie Johnson’s death upended what I thought I knew about my grandfather and left me with a feeling of cold horror. But it was clear that neither my mother nor the Headlight had described what really happened to Versie Johnson.


On shaking legs I walked the block and a half from the newspaper office back to my grandmother’s house. I showed her the photocopy of the Headlight article, repeated my mom’s version of the story, and asked her what she knew.


My grandmother said she did not remember anything about Johnson’s killing.


Even then, I understood that her answer was a lie.


Over the next few years, I turned my dissertation into a prizewinning book about the history of southern segregation, lynching, and white supremacy and took a job as a professor at the University of Virginia. I taught southern history, even as I ran away from my own family’s past. But I never forgot that Prentiss Headlight article.


My reluctance to dig into my mom’s cherished story, and the things that I discovered when I finally did, taught me a great deal: about my grandparents, about the world that produced them, and about the deep and still often unacknowledged history of white supremacy in America—a legacy with which, as my own family shows, we are only just beginning to engage.


Except for a stint in the navy, my grandfather Guy Oury Berry, my mother’s father, spent his whole life in Jefferson Davis County in south-central Mississippi. I am from a different South, metropolitan Atlanta. In my childhood, the old city, its more established neighborhoods, and a band of new suburbs sat inside a rough circle created by I-285. Outside this perimeter highway, sprawl had just started to eat the farms and turn a far ring of small towns into bedroom communities. Jonesboro, where I grew up, fit this pattern. My parents built our home on a new winding road that hugged the shore of a man-made lake. Behind our backyard, pine saplings sprouted between the peach trees of an abandoned orchard. Over the next decade and a half, new subdivisions and strip malls steadily filled in a landscape of rolling red clay hills unremarkable except for its role as the location of Tara, the fictional plantation belonging to Scarlett O’Hara’s family in Gone with the Wind.


For many southerners, these new suburbs seemed like the promised land. My dad had left his home in the cotton lands along the Mississippi River in northeast Arkansas and my mom had moved away from the Piney Woods of south-central Mississippi in search of greater opportunity and better jobs—but also a broader culture. Separately, they ended up in Atlanta, working in that city’s most modern industry, the airlines. Thrilled to be out of their tiny hometowns and living in the wider world, they rarely looked back as they met and married and started a family.


My hometown had integrated schools and new shopping centers, but traces of an older regional history remained. At the northwest end of Jonesboro’s Main Street, a Confederate cemetery held the bodies of men who had died nearby when the Union army marched on Atlanta. Lee Park, named after the fabled commander of the Confederate army, sat in the center of the historic downtown. A local restaurant called Butch’s, where we ate Truett Cathy’s original Chick-fil-A sandwiches long before he started his chain, hosted meetings of the local KKK as matter-of-factly as another place might have housed the Lions Club. But my parents were not interested in history. What mattered to them was what was ahead.


Even as a child, I somehow understood my grandparents as the past. Like many other migrant southerners, my mom sent me and my siblings “back home” in the summers. I loved everything about these Mississippi visits with Pa and Monk, as we called my mom’s parents. The time I spent with them had a profound influence on the adult I would become.


When I visited Oury and Grace Berry growing up, they still lived in the home that they had bought in 1951 after selling their farm just northwest of town near the railroad tracks. A single-story Victorian with a tall roof to trap the heat, the house sat on a double corner lot in the downtown section of Prentiss. Fans—features that were, at the time, as rare in suburbia as Victrolas with horns—spun in the center of the high ceilings. A few window air-conditioning units produced more noise than cool air. In the kitchen, an old-fashioned sink with a wide, porcelain sideboard splayed out under a sunny window. In the den, a picture of a rooster made out of dried beans and seeds crowed over a newish brown couch. In the bathroom, a seemingly giant claw-foot tub invited me in for a bubbly swim. Everything about the place seemed interesting and special, and somehow more real than what we had at home.


The town, too, radiated an exotic, old-time aura. Most noticeable to a kid, Prentiss had different businesses than the Atlanta suburbs, strange grocery chains called Jitney Jungle and Sunflower and homegrown places like Walker’s, a dollar store, and Garraway’s, a shop that spread through several buildings and sold everything from food and farm supplies to clothes. Instead of fast-food franchises like McDonald’s or Burger King, the town had a drive-up diner called the Triangle that sold burgers, shakes, and fries. My grandparents lived one block from the brick main street, Columbia Avenue, and unlike at home, I could walk almost everywhere—to the post office, my grandparents’ church, and most of the stores. I went to the public library across the street from my grandparents’ house at least once a day and read every book on its shelves about horses, girls, and dogs.


On hot summer afternoons, my grandmother showed me how to crochet, piece quilts, and do needlepoint and a kind of embroidery called crewel. She also taught me to cook. At five, I could make biscuits, although my grandmother handled the scary part, pulling the hot sheet pan dotted with baked rounds of buttery dough out of the wide white range. Though the house was old and they were careful with their money, my grandfather always wanted my grandmother to have modern appliances. A white chest freezer full of corn, beans, and peas from their garden, and quail that my grandfather had shot shared part of one wall with a regular refrigerator. The first microwave I ever saw, a metal box that looked like something astronauts would use, sat on the Formica counter. After supper—“dinner” in Prentiss was the meal that we called “lunch” in Atlanta—I would tag along as my grandmother took long walks with her friends. When her minister’s wife started an exercise class in the church fellowship hall, I joined that, too. Walking back home afterward, we would laugh about the woman who never missed a session but barely moved her arms and legs, too much of a “lady” to sweat.


The very best thing about my Mississippi visits, though, was my grandfather. Because my grandmother worked half days then at the chancery clerk’s office, I spent a lot of time on these trips wandering the countryside with Pa. Most days, we stopped at country stores and bought Cokes and candy bars. More than once, we listened to the sing-song twang of auctioneers and bid on cows we never intended to buy. And always, as he drove, he talked. Pa’s stories transformed the buggy pastures and swampy woods of Jefferson Davis County into a dense and magical landscape layered with traces of the people, buildings, and relationships that had come before. Driving the back roads, he would point out the open window of his GMC truck to a spot where the jonquils bloomed in a line in an empty field and conjure the now-vanished Brady farm or Mt. Carmel settlement with his words. Or he would stop suddenly on the weedy shoulder of a dirt road and say, “I think this is it.” Bushwhacking back through tangles of blackberry bushes, he would uncover a choked spring that he remembered from his youth. Miraculously, to this suburban girl at least, we would kneel and drink the clear and cool and delicious water straight from that muddy ground.


Besides being a child’s best possible companion, the grandfather I knew was respected by family, friends, and neighbors. His grandparents on both sides had owned farms, but he had grown up hard because his own father was an alcoholic, a serious problem for a person to have in a state that held on to prohibition until 1966. As a boy, he worked so much he missed a lot of school. Against his own family’s wishes, he married my grandmother, who came from a very poor family and was considered an “old maid” at age twenty-three, and he loved her fiercely until the day he died. As an adult, he helped his seven siblings when necessary, especially a sister who never married and a brother who lived with a disability.


I was a teenager who could drive, and Pa was dead, by the time Lorraine Lockhart—a Black woman who operated a little country store near a piece of property he had owned—moved into her new place. But “Miss Lorraine” (as I was taught to call her) gave me a tour of her new home and told me that my grandfather had helped her with the paperwork for the federal government program, probably a Farmers Home Administration loan, that had enabled her to build a brick house with her first indoor plumbing.


My grandfather taught me to love history. In the slow, wet heat of those Mississippi summers, I got tangled up in the very past that my parents were trying to leave behind. When I was a child, that world often felt more like home to me than the Atlanta suburb where I actually lived. But love is not the same thing as knowledge. It would take decades for me to realize how little I understood about my grandfather and the history that he had helped to make.












INTRODUCTION


SPLINTERS AND SILENCE


From the Jackson airport now named for murdered NAACP leader Medgar Evers, the route to the place many locals call Jeff Davis County follows I-20 west for a bit before heading south on Highway 49. For a few miles, the road pushes through a snarl of traffic lights, strip malls, and fast-food franchises. Orange and white barricades squeeze the lanes where a widening project has stalled. In the middle of this construction, a large electronic billboard blinks cheerful words of therapy that flash and then are gone: “Life is a work of art. If you don’t like what you see, paint over it.” A smaller, portable sign pushes another kind of comfort, the legalization of marijuana. More traditional remedies, southern food and faith, also appear, sometimes at the same spot, like the giant white cross towering over the barn-shaped building that houses Berry’s Seafood and Catfish Restaurant.


The first time I drive this route in a quarter of a century, the clouds look like someone has plowed them, and the morning sun turns the furrows into ditches of light. Nothing seems familiar. All the way to the Piney Woods Farm School, a Black institution founded in 1909 and the first landmark I recognize, I worry that I am lost.


About halfway to Prentiss, before a town called Mendenhall, the route turns right onto Highway 13. Mixed forests and farmed pines grow right up to the road, and then suddenly ravaged scenes from an unreported conflict appear, acres clear-cut and not replanted. Cut trunks sticky with sap sit stacked beside the road or chained to metal poles on the open backs of trucks. Occasionally I pass a farm, often an older, wood-frame house sharing space with a red-brick ranch and a smattering of barns and other ramshackle outbuildings in varying degrees of disrepair. Sweaty cows swat flies in emerald fields fenced with barbed wire.


The end of the smooth asphalt and another clear-cut announce the Jeff Davis County line. Neat red chicken houses line up perpendicular to the road and fill my car with a hint of their noxious smell. Old gas wells sit on bare dirt lots bristling with rusty pipes, tanks, gauges, and gates. Single- and double-wide trailers, more brick ranches, and a farmhouse or two stand scattered among plots of scraggly pines or older oak trees and pecans. On the outskirts of Prentiss, three white wooden crosses guard a pond filled with scum in a pasture gone to scrub.


Prentiss, the county seat of Jeff Davis, has been dying for more than half a century. Downtown, where old Highway 13 becomes Columbia Avenue, the town has paved over the brick main street I remember from my childhood. But the bones of a once-thriving place remain. Old, mostly empty store buildings fill the blocks between First and Third Streets. Palace Drugs survives on the corner of Second and Columbia by filling prescriptions for elderly residents. A taller brick building, a former movie theater, stands abandoned. A senior center occupies one old storefront, and a junk store that never seems to be open fills another. The Prentiss Headlight’s little building still stands on Third, across from a county annex that once housed the offices of the sheriff and the chancery clerk, where at various times my grandfather and grandmother, respectively, worked. Near the railroad tracks, a different bank operates in the old columned, two-story Bank of Prentiss building on the corner. Just outside downtown, the Triangle, the drive-through diner that I remember from my youth, stands empty.


On the town’s edges, some newer businesses operate. Near where the original Highway 13 intersects the original Highway 84 bypass, an outlet of a small, regional fast-food chain called Ward’s sells burgers and fries. Across the street sits a Dollar General. Closer to downtown, a tiny modern Pizza Hut offers takeout. Nearby, a patch of green park, a small pavilion, and some picnic tables mark the entrance to a rail-to-trails project called the Longleaf Trace that follows the route of the old Mississippi Central Railroad all the way to Hattiesburg. A sign welcomes runners, cyclists, and riders, but in all my visits I have never seen a single person on it, much less a horse.


Jeff Davis County’s grim statistics match this landscape of decline. The town of Prentiss has been overwhelmingly white throughout its history, and today, an aging white majority hangs on with about 52 percent of the population, as the number of Black residents steadily climbs. In contrast, the county has always had a Black majority, and currently about 60 percent of Jeff Davis residents are Black. Elderly white folks on Social Security and other retirement payments skew the numbers a bit, masking the economic precarity of younger and non-white residents. Overall, the poverty rate is about 25 percent. Only about 14 percent of Jeff Davis residents hold a four-year college degree, and 15 percent lack health insurance. In 2021, the county issued zero building permits.


To prepare for my research trips to Prentiss, I dig into federal, state, and organizational archives. At the Mississippi Department of Archives and History in Jackson, I examine materials on the county collected by the Works Progress Administration (WPA), church histories, and other relevant documents. I study the digital records of the NAACP and discover the organization’s 1958 voting rights case Darby v. Daniel, which accused Jeff Davis County’s circuit clerk of systematically rejecting Black residents trying to register to vote. The NAACP lost that case, but Black residents of Jeff Davis County kept fighting and persuaded the Justice Department to investigate. At the southeast branch of the National Archives outside Atlanta, I dig through the boxes of court transcripts, subpoenas, and rejected voter applications generated by this federal agency’s examination of ongoing discrimination against Black would-be voters in Jeff Davis County, a lawsuit that was not resolved until the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.


I learn a lot during these preparatory research sessions, including the fact that many Black residents of Jeff Davis voted for years until purged from the rolls in the aftermath of the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education outlawing segregation. Yet there is so much I cannot know without going back to Jeff Davis County itself. Only when I do will I finally figure out what I have been thinking about and also fearing for all these years.


In Prentiss, I work long weeks at the chancery clerk’s office in the back room full of filing cabinets and oversize maps and long, waist-high racks of ledgers. I read the weekly issues of the county’s only paper and the minutes of the meetings of the Board of Supervisors. I scour the tax assessment rolls, the large red binders filled with land deeds, and the circuit court records. The first time I encounter my grandmother’s looping cursive sprawling across a page listing title transfers, I cry.


My grandfather was in and out of the sheriff’s office because by law he could not hold the job two terms in a row. He began his last term when I was in kindergarten. Even after he retired, he knew all the local leaders, elected officials, ministers, and businesspeople in Prentiss. He drank coffee with some of them. Their wives knew my grandmother and asked about my uncle and my mom. When I visited as a child, I even met some of these people myself. My grandmother and Mrs. Ruth Parker, the editor of the Headlight, were as close as Baptists and Methodists could be in a small southern town where their lives revolved around different churches.


As I read editorials in the Headlight calling civil rights leaders hatemongers and federal intervention in the region the end of Christian civilization, I imagine Mrs. Parker’s face. I remember the taste of her famous dinner rolls and pies. I think about the copy of her book Down Home Cookin’ that she signed and gave me when I was a teenager and how it sits today on a shelf in my own century-old home, its broken spine and battered pages attesting to years of use.


White records, voices, and memories fill these early days of research in Prentiss. Little of what I learn yields much insight into the lives of Black people in Jeff Davis County during the Jim Crow era. Black residents who did not commit crimes rarely appeared in the Headlight, for example, outside of an occasional short column called “News of Interest to Colored Readers,” notices about events like a Black agricultural fair or a school graduation, and segregated lists of people who had been hospitalized or inducted into the military. Published county and school budgets demonstrate vast inequalities in salaries, school facilities, and other distributions of resources, yet leave faceless and nameless the people whose lives were shaped by those disparities.


To fill in these gaps, I reach out to the alumni group of a now-shuttered Black high school and college called the Prentiss Institute; to leaders of the local NAACP chapter; to the owners of the Johnson Funeral Home, a business operated in Prentiss by the same family since 1940; and to anyone else who I think might be willing to speak with me. And when I find people who do agree to talk, they narrate a history I never heard my grandparents share.


In this way I learn the story of how, beginning during Reconstruction, Black residents of what is today Jeff Davis County not only built the country churches whose sanctuaries and cemeteries still sit along rural roads across the county but also bought hundreds of acres of farmland and founded and funded their own high school and college. On the mostly abandoned campus, I tour the Prentiss Institute’s original building, a small structure called the 1907 House, as well as the large and meticulously restored Rosenwald Building, which houses a small museum in one of its former classrooms. With names in hand, I trace Black landowners through the county deed books. A man who grew up on the edge of the Prentiss Institute campus helps me connect those family names to specific churches.


As I meet more of them, current and former Black residents of Jeff Davis County describe a once-flourishing rural community. As one man explained, “Most restaurants and cafés were segregated and you had to use the back door so we ate at home. But we did not care. We had our own world.”


Not surprisingly, white and Black residents of Jeff Davis County remember the last decades of Jim Crow differently. Multiple acts of violence, including the near-lynching of two Black men who allegedly killed a former Prentiss constable in 1940 and the 1947 shooting of Versie Johnson, shaped Black life in the area for years. No one I knew growing up ever talked about this violence, or the fact that the NAACP, the FBI, and the Justice Department all conducted civil rights investigations here in the 1950s and 1960s.


Everyone I speak with is wary. But one person leads to another, and finally I find myself interviewing a lifelong Jeff Davis County resident, Mitchell Gamblin, who remembers the act of violence that I am investigating—a killing that unfolded so differently in my mother’s memory and in the pages of the Prentiss Headlight. Putting Gamblin’s account together with written records and reporting by Black newspapers, I uncover a third, and very different, story of what happened to Versie Johnson.


The past does not have to be ancient to be made of splinters and silence. In the 1940s, white southerners learned to hide from newspapers and state and federal courts the acts of violence that enforced what they called “the southern way of life”; they learned to bury their brutality rather than brag about it.


Earlier in the century, lynch mobs had committed their violence openly. Photographers made and sold images of participants and spectators. Railroads ran special excursion trains to carry spectators. Newspapers and radio programs advertised these grisly murders. In the face of growing anti-lynching activism in the 1930s and 1940s, however, some white southerners learned that they needed to manage the news. As the NAACP argued in a report published in1940, lynching was “entering a new and altogether dangerous phase.” Instead of aiding and exonerating participants in public lynch mobs, local officials increasingly arranged and often participated in quieter murders. While the number of lynchings seemed to be decreasing, in reality the practice had, in the NAACP phrase, “gone underground.” The boundaries between legal executions, killings committed by law enforcement officials and other white citizens, and publicly recognized lynchings blurred.


This change did not mean that the violence was invisible. Rather, it simply meant that white leaders conspired to keep what had happened out of the press. Because nothing had officially occurred, there was nothing for outsiders like FBI agents or undercover NAACP activists to investigate. But local people still talked, and they still knew. Sometimes, Black residents managed to pass along reports to Black papers published in places like Baltimore and Chicago. Otherwise, these acts of violence in tiny, Deep South places like Prentiss left little trace in the records, and they are often left out of lynching tallies.


Most Americans today do not understand that Jim Crow survived into the late 1960s in large part because of this wave of “underground” white supremacist violence. This ignorance is part of the broader problem of how many Americans have remembered, and reckoned with, white supremacy—that is, the persistent belief that people defined as white are somehow better than and more deserving of resources and power than people who are not and the systems that create and maintain these inequalities. Denial about the centrality of white violence in American history remains so powerful that the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), an Alabama nonprofit that provides free legal representation to people facing the death penalty, has identified a false understanding of this past as one of the major obstacles preventing their clients from receiving justice. EJI built the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, a monument to the victims of what the organization calls “racial terror lynchings,” to create a space to confront this history and to grieve these lost lives.


This lynching memorial is one answer to the question of how to push all Americans to reckon more fully with the legacy of white supremacy. The story I tell here of my grandfather, Oury Berry, and Versie Johnson offers another.


Over the last four decades, historians have done a brilliant job of narrating the history of the long struggle for civil rights in the South, from the Reconstruction era through the 1960s. In persuasive detail, they have described individual and collective acts of protest; legal challenges to segregation; the politics of fighting Jim Crow at the national, state, and local levels; the work of civil rights organizations; the role of national and grassroots civil rights leaders; and the stories of Black communities living through and participating in periods of sweeping change. Yet one unintended consequence of this deep and rich body of scholarship is that its cumulative power overwhelms a sense of historical contingency. Looking back, Americans can see an upward march of triumph, from the trail of NAACP legal victories in the 1940s and 1950s and the Montgomery bus boycott to the sit-in movement, the Freedom Rides, and the nonviolent mass protests that pushed elected officials to pass the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts. A comparatively much smaller group of historians have written about the history of organized white resistance to Black rights, the long segregationist movement that has stopped progress toward equality again and again throughout American history.


Because not as much research has been conducted into opposition to the civil rights movement, it is easy to miss how hard many white southerners fought to preserve white supremacy anchored in Jim Crow segregation—a set of laws and conventions created to control how and where Black people worked, studied, lived, shopped, traveled, and accessed the ballot box. Many Americans do not know that presidents from FDR to Nixon deferred to the congressional power of white southern Democrats, or that the country’s fabled “postwar consensus”—a now-celebrated age of relative bipartisanship in American politics—rested on widespread white acceptance of Black exclusion. Even fewer understand the local implications of this uneven “consensus.” To cite just one powerful example, thirty-three Mississippi school districts—including Jeff Davis County—ran separate Black schools through the summer of 1970, sixteen years after the Brown decision.


In the mid-twentieth century, segregationists had reasons to believe they would be able to preserve their Jim Crow world for another generation. Black Americans and their allies had reasons to fear that these white southerners might succeed. In Mississippi in particular, Black and white residents living through this period would not have recognized the sense now shared by many contemporary Americans that the victory over Jim Crow was inevitable.


On that August afternoon in 1947, the personal histories of these two men—my grandfather the sheriff, and the accused man whom he had taken into custody—collided. But local, regional, and national histories were also at play. Postwar Black demands for equal citizenship met a wall of white backlash, especially in places with a Black majority like Jeff Davis County. And expanding opposition to lynching and other forms of vigilante violence among many Americans ran headlong into some white southerners’ determination to continue taking the law into their own hands.


When Oury Berry and Versie Johnson confronted each other in a field at the Lipsey farm just outside Prentiss, what happened next was not only about them. It was also about the history of the territory that became Jeff Davis County. It was about all that had occurred in the South since Reconstruction. It was about the questions at the heart of the nation: Who exactly gets to have life and liberty, much less happiness? Who gets to be a full American?


For too long, too many white Americans have had too much faith in the patriotic myth of history as progress. This way of thinking superficially celebrates particular historical moments while grossly underestimating the cumulative power of the past—not just as myth but also as the consequences of human decisions—in shaping the present. By selectively remembering history, many white Americans have spared themselves the discomfort of dealing with its legacy.


The irony of this story is that I grew up to be a historian because I am one of these white Americans—because I am part of this tradition of choosing what parts of history to acknowledge and what to ignore. If my parents had not fled their small-town, segregated southern origins and turned their backs on their past, I would not have grown up thinking about the differences between the worlds in which they were raised and the place in which I spent my own childhood. And if I had not followed the pattern my own parents set and fled my own upbringing in the New South’s white-flight suburbs, I would not have been in a position to do this research and write this book.


Being able to live relatively free of the bonds of history has been one of white Americans’ greatest privileges. I have come to see this particular entitlement as foundational, the one that supports all the rest. The process has taken most of my adult life, but I have finally learned that taking responsibility for the past is, for me at least, both an intellectual project and a personal one.


In the course of my research, many people have asked me why I am telling this story. Some of them are my relatives. Others are former or current white residents of Jeff Davis County. And some are people who wonder if the granddaughter of a sheriff is ever the right person to write a history of a Black man who died in that particular white man’s custody. My answer—that as a historian who has long researched racial inequality, I have the skills to investigate a story that will otherwise remain buried—cannot satisfy all of these divergent critics.


To be clear, I do not believe the issues raised by these different groups are equally valid. Like most people, I care a lot about what my family thinks; personally, I also worry a great deal about the objections of people with whom I share a commitment to the political project of dismantling white supremacy. On the other hand, I reject the argument (whether explicit or implicit) that this painful history ought to stay buried because it causes discomfort to white readers or the white residents of the place where Versie Johnson died.


My own commitment to telling this story has been motivated by a somewhat different question, one that I have been asking myself since that day in the mid-1990s when I first read the account of Versie Johnson’s killing in the Prentiss Headlight. Why am I, a historian, a person whose job is teaching, researching, and writing about the past, not telling this story? Is it not my obligation to name names and expose lies?


History, in its highest form, is not a dry and abstract account of external forces, nor is it a mythic tale of heroes and villains. Rather, it is personal and intimate, the story of each and every one of us and our ancestors. Yet the best history is not based on people’s feelings or memories alone. It must also be built upon facts—on material traces of past lives mined from documents, archives, and landscapes. This principle has guided me in writing this book. In telling the true story of what happened to Versie Johnson on August 1, 1947, I have done my best to view this personal tale through the lens of a historical investigator. I have tried to place my own family within the flow of history, rather than leaving it within the misty precincts of my own imagination.


If being able to understand yourself as living free of the past is a foundational part of white supremacy, then putting your own family inside the stream of history is a part of the project of dismantling it. This kind of research can lay the groundwork for repair, for acknowledgment and apology but also for reparations—material compensation for past injury of the sort that is long overdue to Black Americans. Because white violence did not stop with Emancipation, a commitment to repair cannot be limited to the age of slavery.


Opponents of reparations often argue that the logistics are impossible, that for wrongs suffered so long ago there is no way to determine who is owed and how much they should be paid. Who is not at issue. Americans who can trace their ancestry back to Black people listed in the 1870 census should all be eligible for reparations for slavery, because few Africans or people in the African diaspora migrated to America voluntarily before that date, and most Black people outside the South also had enslaved ancestors. Standard amounts could easily be set based on estimations of average profits generated by each enslaved person. The same methods of identification and estimation could be used to determine reparations for the descendants of Black people who lived in the Jim Crow South. In cases of particular acts of violence, scholars can conduct more specific research. This story is proof that we have the tools to transform history from something symbolic and abstract into something palpable and real—and therefore redressable.


In addition to viewing my own family’s history as an extension of the history that I have studied as a scholar, I also have attempted to place Versie Johnson himself at the center of this particular historical tale. Generations of Black families and historians have worked to counteract the way white supremacy erases evidence of past Black lives, and I draw on their research and the archives they have created here to offer an account not just of Versie Johnson’s death but also of his life. I reconstruct the story of how, in the grim context of Jim Crow Mississippi, the part of the Piney Woods that became Jeff Davis County was something of a refuge for many Black people, among them Versie Johnson and members of his family. Without an understanding of this Black flourishing, of the separate Black world some Black people were able to build in Jeff Davis County, it is impossible to know what was lost when Versie Johnson died.
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