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Acclaim for Fire in a Canebrake

“Fire in a Canebrake is a rifle butt to the belly. . . . Wexler peels back the gray paint that tidies up our perception of ourselves.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“Wexler is a thorough reporter who has enough faith in the facts to let them tell the story. In instances where no facts or witnesses exist to support what appear to be obvious conclusions, she admirably backs off and avoids undue speculation . . . and persuasively establishes a context in which unspeakable monstrosities are not only condoned but even encouraged.”

—The Washington Post

“The story Wexler tells . . . re-create[s] the atmosphere of fear and intimidation that blanketed Walton County after the lynchings, as well as the horrors of the event itself.”

—The Boston Globe

“Wexler’s portrayal . . . is fascinating because she transports us into a world . . . that is fortunately unknown to many readers.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Any writer of nonfiction aims to pull the narrative as taut—and provide as much useful information—as possible. In achieving both of these goals, Wexler offers a memorial worthy of America’s last mass lynching.”

—The Miami Herald

“Wexler’s sense of pacing and denouement is rousing, and her intricate, careful portrayal of the social settings and racial imaginations of the post–World War II South are just as startling.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Well-documented, well-written, and endlessly fascinating debut.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Wexler offers fresh insights into the histories of the victims and suspects in the crime. But in the end, whether out of stubbornness, resignation, or fear, no one seems much inclined to set the record straight. Those closest to the murders haven’t spoken for decades—and in those who haven’t already died, the truth most certainly has.”

—Mother Jones

“This is Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood with the added fuel of race, sex, and the quirks of Southern culture.”

—Juan Williams, author of Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, 1954–1965

“Fire in a Canebrake is so honest, so meticulous, so graceful in re-creating a tragedy, it somehow transcends the specific events of postwar rural Georgia and speaks instead, in some ineffable way, to America’s most enduring pathology. Four bodies fall in a quiet, barely marked place—and yet by the end of the tale, Laura Wexler has us thinking about the thousands lynched across the country, about law and sin, about complicity, corruption, and national denial. We begin to get clean when we begin to remember.”

—David Simon, author of The Corner: A Year in the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood

“A searing, masterfully written, meticulous work that shines a brutally honest light on a dark moment from our not-so-distant past. . . . Vivid, engrossing, and stunningly sad. A must-read.”

—David Isay, public radio producer and author of Flophouse: Life on the Bowery

“Wexler restores an all-but-forgotten event to our memories and our bones. The details—from the weave of the rope to what the victims ate that day—are so exact and terrible that I winced as I read.”

—Pagan Kennedy, author of Black Livingstone: A True Tale of Adventure in the Nineteenth-Century Congo

“The power of history is its shelf life, its radioactivity once exposed to light. Laura Wexler’s Fire in a Canebrake is an excellent case in point.”

—John Egerton, author of Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement in the South

“Only a few daytime feet separated the consciences of the white lynchers from the four bound blacks they were eager to kill. And it is precisely in that tense space where Laura Wexler’s disturbing account of the Moore’s Ford murders resides. In that terrifying and familiar place we call home.”

—James Allen, author of Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America

“Laura Wexler’s insightful, well-researched account . . . is a stone that has long been missing from the edifice of modern Southern history.”

—Philip Dray, author of At the Hands of Persons Unknown: The Lynching of Black America

“Wexler uncovers a tragedy most white Southerners would like to forget ever occurred. Wexler has done a great service.”

—Morris Dees, cofounder of the Southern Poverty Law Center
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In Young Funeral Home in Walton County, Georgia, friends and relatives view the bodies of the four victims of the Moore’s Ford lynching: (left to right) Roger Malcom, age twenty-four; Dorothy Malcom, age twenty; George Dorsey, age twenty-eight; and Mae Murray Dorsey, age twenty-three. (© Bettmann/Corbis)
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And how do you reach the truth if lying has become a habit?

—ARIEL DORFMAN, AFTERWORD TO DEATH AND THE MAIDEN



CHAPTER ONE

I don’t want any trouble,” said the white man, Barnette Hester.

He stood on one side of the dirt road, and his two black tenants, Roger and Dorothy Malcom, stood on the other side. They were shouting and cursing, their voices echoing through the Sunday-evening quiet. The noise had reached Barnette Hester in the barn. He’d stopped in the middle of milking, run out to the road, and issued his warning.

At twenty-nine, Barnette Hester was tall and thin, so thin he appeared boyish, as though his body hadn’t yet filled out. His three older brothers were broad-shouldered men who spoke in booming voices, but he, the youngest, was shy to the point of silence—except on Saturday nights, when he drank liquor and talked and laughed a little. He’d been born in the modest house across the road. When the other men his age went off to the war, he stayed home to help his parents, and his father made him overseer of the family farm. They owned one hundred acres: a few behind the house, and the rest beyond the barn. That afternoon, after returning from church, Barnette had walked through the rows of cotton and corn and reached the same conclusion as many of Walton County’s farmers: it was the beginning of lay-by time. The crops were nearly full grown, and fieldwork would be light for the next month or so, until the harvest.

When it was harvesttime, Barnette would work in the fields from sunup to sundown, snatching the cotton from the bolls and stuffing it into burlap croker sacks. And Roger and Dorothy Malcom would work alongside him. As children, Barnette and Roger had been playmates. But in January, when Roger and Dorothy moved onto the Hester farm, they’d become Barnette’s tenants. Once, earlier in the spring, he’d found them fighting in the road in front of his family’s house and told them to go home—and they’d obeyed. They’d walked to the fork in the road, taken the path down a small hill, and disappeared inside their tenant house. Barnette issued the same warning this evening, and he expected the same reaction.

Instead, across the road Roger Malcom charged at Dorothy. She dodged him, then ran down the road, into the front yard of the Hesters’ house. As she passed, Barnette heard her say, “Roger’s gonna kill me.”

Roger went after Dorothy. He followed her into the Hesters’ yard, and to the big fig tree, where he lunged at her again. Just then, Barnette’s wife, Margaret, stepped out the front door of the house onto the porch. She watched Roger and Dorothy in the yard for a moment. Then she looked up and called to Barnette, “He’s got a knife, and he’s going to cut her.”

Barnette crossed the road and entered the front yard. When he neared the fig tree, Dorothy darted onto the porch and she and Margaret rushed inside, leaving only Barnette’s seventy-year-old father on the porch. Roger started up the porch stairs, and Barnette hurried to catch up with him. He stepped close, smelling the liquor on Roger’s breath. He put his hand on Roger’s arm and tried to turn him back toward the road. “Get out of the yard,” Barnette said. And then, for the second time: “I don’t want any trouble.”

Roger Malcom shrugged off Barnette’s hand and hunched over. Then he spun around and charged, his arm outstretched.

The blade of the pocketknife entered the left side of Barnette’s chest, just below his heart.

After Roger Malcom pulled out his knife, he threw his hat on the ground. From the porch, Barnette’s father heard him say, “Call me Mister Roger Malcom after this.” Then he ran away.

•  •  •

When Barnette clutched his side and began stumbling toward the house, his father, Bob, assumed Roger Malcom had hit him hard in the stomach. Neither he, nor anyone else in the Hester family, realized that Roger Malcom had cut Barnette—not until Barnette collapsed onto the porch. Then Margaret saw the blood and cried out, “Take my husband to the hospital. He’s bleeding to death.”

With the help of Barnette’s eldest brother, who was visiting from next door, Bob Hester carried Barnette out to the car and laid him across the backseat. Pulling out of the driveway, they turned toward the hospital, located nine miles away in the Walton County seat of Monroe.

By then, the white people who lived near the Hesters had heard the commotion. These neighbors—whose surnames were Peters, Adcock, Malcom, and also Hester—were related to Barnette’s family and each other by blood or marriage, or both. Their ancestors had claimed farms in this section of the county during the land lottery of 1820, and they’d set their modest frame houses close to each other and to the road, preserving every inch of dirt for cotton and corn. The settlement had been dubbed Hestertown in the early days, and the name stuck because the families stayed. In 1946, roughly thirty Peters, Malcom, Adcock, and Hester families still lived along Hestertown Road. Some of the young men drove fifty miles each day to work at factories in Atlanta, and other men and women worked at the cotton mills in Monroe—but they remained in Hestertown and remained tied to the land and the community. On this July evening, some had been gathering vegetables in their gardens, preparing for the evening meal, when they heard the disturbance at the Hester house. Now they walked out from their farms to see if they could help.

Barnette’s cousin Grady Malcom had already reached the road when the Hesters’ car passed by. “Get Roger,” Bob Hester called out the car window, “because Roger stabbed Barnette.”

Grady Malcom, in turn, called to his brother, and together the two men, both in their fifties, ran toward the Hesters’ house. When they saw Roger Malcom dart into a nearby cornfield, they followed him to the edge and yelled, “Throw down your knife and come out.”

From deep in the cornstalks came the muffled sound of Roger Malcom’s voice: “Who are you?”

When the brothers shouted their names, Roger Malcom said he wouldn’t come out. But then, after a few minutes, he stood, tossed his knife to them, and surrendered.

By the time the brothers took Roger back to the Hesters’ front yard, a crowd of neighbors had gathered. One man drove to the closest store to telephone the sheriff. Another man held Roger down while several others bound his hands and feet. Like Barnette, they’d known Roger Malcom for years, and they knew he was a fast runner—fast as a rabbit, everybody said.

It was nearly dark when Walton County deputy sheriffs Lewis Howard and Doc Sorrells pulled into the yard. They untied Roger Malcom, handcuffed him, put him in the backseat of their patrol car, and drove off in a cloud of dust.

•  •  •

The sheriffs retraced the route Barnette Hester’s father had taken one hour earlier, driving roughly a mile to the end of Hestertown Road, and turning onto Pannell Road. Heading northeast, they traveled through the heart of Blasingame district, which lay near the southern point of diamond-shaped Walton County and contained the county’s richest farmland. In Blasingame, as in the rest of the county, farmers planted corn, small grains, and timber—but their livelihood depended almost entirely on cotton. Since the beginning of agriculture in Walton County, cotton had been the major cash crop, comprising roughly 85 percent of the county’s total agricultural profits each year. Under the guidance of the local extension agent, farmers planted only certain varieties of cottonseed and used only certain fertilizers, and their care paid off. Year after year, Walton County ranked at the top of Georgia’s cotton-producing counties. In 1945, the county’s farmers had averaged more than a bale per acre, shattering every cotton record in state history.

By 1946, farmers farther south and west had begun to employ mechanical cotton pickers, which did the work of forty farmhands, more quickly and more cheaply. But the rolling hills of Walton County, which was perched on the midland slope between the flat fields of middle Georgia and the mountains of north Georgia, made mechanical cotton pickers unusable. And so, despite the innovations—electricity, automobiles, radios—that had modernized much of rural life in Walton and its surrounding counties, farmers still depended on human labor to pick their cotton. In that respect, the harvest of 1946 would be no different from the harvest of 1846.

Within fifteen minutes of leaving the Hester house, the sheriffs had left the fields of Blasingame behind, passed a small forest known as Towler’s Woods, and were entering the outskirts of town. They crossed over the railroad tracks—where several trains daily made the roughly forty-mile trip between Monroe and Atlanta—and drove by the town’s two cotton mills, hulking brick structures that employed eight hundred white people. At times the mills ran day and night, but it was Sunday evening, and they were still.

A few blocks west, the sheriffs entered Monroe’s downtown, a grid of paved streets containing banks, a department store, a hardware store, a pharmacy, and several restaurants. These were the standard establishments found in every county seat or trading center of the day, but Monroe had more to offer than most. It had two public libraries and two public swimming pools—one for Colored—as well as a city-owned ice plant, meat locker, and power and light system. Though a small town, with a population just under five thousand, Monroe boasted ten lawyers, fifteen doctors, and more than one hundred teachers. It was known throughout Georgia as a wealthy and progressive community, the first in the state to offer a groundbreaking public health-care program for both white and black citizens. And, as the birthplace of no fewer than six of the state’s former chief executives, it had earned the nickname Mother of Governors.

Monroe’s prosperity was partly due to the continued success of Walton County’s farmers, who drove into town weekly to do their banking and buying. But it was also a result of its location as a midpoint on the highway that connected Atlanta, to the west, with Athens, to the northeast. Since its completion in 1939, the Atlanta–Athens highway had funneled tourists and businessmen through downtown Monroe, where they mingled with locals in the shadow of the town leaders’ pride and joy: a stately brick courthouse topped by an elegant four-sided clock tower. Recently, Monroe had also earned bragging rights with its new electric streetlamps, which were aglow as the sheriffs drove through town with Roger Malcom.

Earlier in the day, men, women, and children dressed in their Sunday best had filled the pews of Monroe’s thirty-six churches; the town fathers were proud to report that 95 percent of their citizens belonged to a church. After morning services, the streets emptied, and Sunday evenings, as a rule, were quiet. But on this Sunday evening, downtown was bustling. Groups of white men stood on the street corners and clustered around the Confederate memorial on the courthouse square. Some passed out pamphlets, signs, and bumper stickers; others gave impromptu speeches in support of Eugene Talmadge or James Carmichael. These were the two names on most Georgians’ tongues that summer, the two lead candidates in the most hotly contested governor’s race in state history. It was July 14. The election would take place in just three days.

The sheriffs turned onto Washington Street, drove two blocks north of the courthouse, and parked in back of the two-story cinder-block jail. Deputy Sheriff Lewis Howard, who served as the county jailer, took Roger Malcom from the car and led him into the group cell on the jail’s first floor. After locking him in with two white prisoners—the county jail wasn’t segregated by race—he walked down the hallway leading to the adjoining brick house where he lived with his family and secured the heavy metal door behind him.

Across town late that Sunday night, two doctors left the operating room and met Barnette Hester’s father and brothers in a corridor of the Walton County Hospital. They didn’t have good news. The blade of Roger Malcom’s pocketknife had sliced through the upper region of Barnette’s stomach, lacerating his intestine and puncturing his lung. The doctors had washed the protruding section of intestine and reconnected it. Then they’d inserted a tube to drain the fluid in the lung.

The risk of infection was grave, the doctors said. They weren’t sure Barnette would live out the week.



CHAPTER TWO

Earlier that Sunday, Roger Malcom had set off with Dorothy and his seventy-four-year-old grandmother, Dora Malcom, for the trip from their tenant house on the Hester farm to Brown’s Hill Baptist Church. The tiny frame church sat in a ravine at the edge of Hestertown, down from Union Chapel Methodist Church, where many of Hestertown’s white families worshiped. On their way to Brown’s Hill, the black people had to pass Union Chapel. As they did, their white landlords often yelled at them, saying they ought to be working in the fields instead of going to church. But it was just talk. No one, white or black, worked on Sunday.

Roger, Dorothy, and Dora Malcom—whom Roger called Mama Dora—had only been walking for a few minutes that morning when Mama Dora’s feet began to ache. She continued on along the path that led up the hill from the tenant house, but when she reached Hestertown Road, she stopped and said she couldn’t go any farther.

As Mama Dora started back home, Dorothy left Roger’s side and ran to join her. Roger asked Dorothy to stay with him. When she said no, he yelled at her. When she still refused, he turned and continued walking. “I’m going on without you,” he said. “I was going to leave you in the fall anyway.”

Roger Malcom was twenty-four years old and had lived in Hestertown since the day in 1924 when he and his parents moved onto the Malcom farm, which lay roughly a mile from the Hesters’ place. Soon after they arrived, Roger’s father ran off with another woman. A year after that, his mother died. Mama Dora took two-year-old Roger and his sister on as her own children, and the Malcom family gave them their surname. Roger Malcom’s name at birth had been Roger Patterson, but few people in Hestertown—black or white—knew that.

As a child, Roger had been treated kindly by his white landlords. In fact, some white people in Hestertown said the landlord’s wife had spoiled him by treating him too much like her own son. He’d had to work in the cotton fields as soon as he could hold a croker sack, but he’d been allowed to play with the other black and white children in Hestertown, including Barnette Hester. That changed in 1931, when Barnette’s older brother, Weldon, became the overseer at the Malcom farm and introduced nine-year-old Roger to the beatings and floggings that would be a regular feature of his life for the next fifteen years. One particularly brutal beating occurred on a day in 1937 when Weldon Hester threatened to whip Mama Dora for slacking in the fields. After Roger picked up a hoe to protect her, Weldon Hester attacked him instead. That day Roger fled to the town of Mansfield, in the next county south, but Weldon Hester found him and forced him to return to the farm. A few years later, Weldon Hester threw Coca-Cola bottles at Roger in the Hestertown store after he refused to haul wheat on a Sunday. He’d have beaten Roger further if a few white men hadn’t restrained him.

In 1943, at the age of twenty-one, Roger married Mattie Louise Mack, a young black woman he’d met one Sunday at Brown’s Hill Church. She left the farm in Hestertown where she’d been working and moved in with him and Mama Dora on the Malcom place. In January 1944, she gave birth to a son named Roger Jr. Eighteen months later, when she ran off to Atlanta, Roger had already met Dorothy Dorsey. She moved in with him and Mama Dora and, despite the fact that Roger and Mattie Louise were still legally married, began calling herself Mrs. Roger Malcom.

Then, in December 1945, Weldon Hester informed Roger and Dorothy that they’d have to move off the Malcom place; he’d rented out the farmland and no longer required their labor in the fields. Luckily, Barnette Hester needed hands on the Hester family farm down the road. So Roger and Dorothy loaded up a wagon with furniture and moved into the tenant house that sat down the hill from Hestertown Road. Since January, Barnette Hester had paid Roger by the day for his fieldwork and paid Dorothy by the week for cleaning, cooking, and helping to care for his two young children. Roger and Dorothy also had a cotton patch on the Hester place. They’d planned to use the proceeds from the sale of that cotton—minus what they owed Barnette Hester for rent, seeds, and fertilizer—to get to Chicago, where Roger’s sister had moved. But lately Roger had begun to consider going to Chicago alone. And after Dorothy turned back, he had one more reason to do so.

In fact, he was so angry after Dorothy left that morning that, instead of walking to Brown’s Hill, he walked to a nearby farm to buy a jar of bootleg liquor, then took the liquor to a friend’s house and started drinking and talking about his troubles. The more he drank, the angrier he got. Finally he told his friend that Dorothy was running around on him. “She is going with a white man as sure as you’re born,” he said.

Roger Malcom’s friend wasn’t surprised by this revelation. Earlier in the summer, he’d seen Dorothy curse at Weldon Hester on the road, and when Weldon Hester didn’t retaliate—didn’t beat her, didn’t even threaten to beat her—he’d immediately suspected they were having sexual relations. Other black people in Hestertown believed Dorothy was having sex with Barnette Hester—not Weldon Hester. They claimed they had relations while she worked in the Hester house and Roger worked in the field. Dorothy herself had once told Roger’s sister that Barnette Hester had given her liquor. Roger’s sister assumed Dorothy had given him something in return. Even Mama Dora thought Dorothy was “fast.”

But still others in Hestertown had heard that Dorothy had tried to fight off Barnette Hester, that he’d forced her to have sex with him. They’d heard she told him, “Quit bothering me, before the other hands know about this mess.” They knew the tradition; they knew their mothers, sisters, and wives—or they themselves—had been forced to have sex on the mornings or afternoons when the white landlord sent the men in their family to the most distant field on the farm. Some even suspected Roger Malcom was going to be killed so one or both of the Hester brothers could have easier access to Dorothy.

No doubt Roger and his friend discussed these possibilities that Sunday before Roger left to visit his old friend Allene Brown, a black woman who lived on a nearby farm. In Allene Brown, Roger found a sympathetic ear; she’d harbored suspicions about Dorothy for a long while. “She always go with white folks,” says Allene Brown. “I told her to leave them alone.” But even though she agreed with Roger, she tried to convince him not to confront Dorothy. He kept saying he was going to get her from Barnette Hester, and that scared Allene Brown.

“Don’t go,” she told him.

“I’m going,” Roger Malcom said, “if I have to die with my shoes on.”

Allene Brown begged him not to start trouble. “I tried to shame him out of it,” she says. “I said, ‘Why don’t you do right?’ He didn’t pay me no attention.”

Roger left Allene Brown’s house that Sunday just before 6 P.M. and came in sight of the Hester farm in time to see Dorothy stepping into a car with a group of black people. He ran up, pulled her out of the car, and confronted her in the road. When she ran into the Hesters’ front yard, he followed her. Then Barnette Hester stepped between them and confirmed Roger’s suspicions.

Mama Dora was standing in the road when Roger plunged his knife into Barnette Hester’s side. As he pulled it out, she heard him say, “I thought you were going with my wife, and now I know it.”

When Mama Dora turned and began to run, she saw the white men chase Roger into the cornfield. She ran to get Roger Jr., and when she returned to the Hesters’ yard, she saw the white men binding Roger’s ankles and wrists. She knew they were going to lynch him. With two-year-old Roger Jr. in her arms, she fled into the woods surrounding Hestertown.

By then, some of the black people who lived in tenant houses on nearby farms had heard the commotion and begun walking toward the Hester house. A white farmer stopped one black couple on the road. “No use in you all going down there,” he warned from the driver’s seat of his car. “We done got him and are going to make away with him.” A few minutes later, the same white farmer told another black man that he’d never see “that black SOB Roger walk this road again.” If the sight of Roger Malcom bound in ropes, lying in the dirt, didn’t convince them, the white farmer’s comments did. The black people hurried away to tell others that Roger Malcom was going to be lynched.

Then Barnette Hester’s thirty-nine-year-old brother, Weldon, drove into the Hesters’ front yard. Stepping out of the car, he pushed through the crowd, walked straight to Roger, and kicked him in the face. Years before, Weldon Hester had lost an eye in a hunting accident, and on this evening—as at any time when he was nervous or angry—his glass eye stared blankly as his other eye cast about. “I am going in and get my shotgun,” he said to the men in the crowd. “Let’s kill him now.”

But Weldon Hester’s mother told him to go to the hospital to see about Barnette. She told him he couldn’t kill Roger Malcom. “You would have to serve time,” she said. “You let the others do it.”

Weldon Hester obeyed his mother and drove off. When the deputy sheriffs arrived, Roger was still lying in the dirt, still alive.

•  •  •

Roger Malcom had never been arrested before, yet he was well acquainted with Deputy Sheriffs Lewis Howard and Doc Sorrells. The two men had held their positions for nearly a decade; everyone knew them. “They run the county,” people said. “Anything happen in Walton County, they know about it.” At six foot two and 250 pounds, Lewis Howard was legendary for his ability to withstand pain; after a bank robber shot him point-blank in the stomach with a double-barreled shotgun, he walked into the Walton County Hospital holding his intestines. But he was even more legendary for his quickness at the trigger, and, according to black people in Walton County, Lewis Howard was quickest when his targets were black men. As the stories went, he’d arrest them and use his gun to make them confess to crimes, whether they’d committed them or not. His partner, Deputy Sheriff E. J. “Doc” Sorrells, was also a big man, also known for his reputed tendency toward violence. On this evening, as at any time when he was patrolling the county, he had an unlit cigar clamped between his lips. The last member of the trinity, High Sheriff E. S. Gordon, had held his position since 1933. He was known as a white-haired Wyatt Earp, but at age sixty-seven, he was content to let his deputies handle most matters. So it was the deputies who transported Roger Malcom from Hestertown to the jail in Monroe that Sunday evening.

For Roger Malcom, as for most of the black field hands or sharecroppers who lived and worked on Walton County’s farms, a trip to Monroe was usually a treat. It meant an escape from chopping, hoeing, and picking, and a chance to spend a little money—even though it was usually borrowed from the landlord and would have to be paid back after the cotton settle. For Roger Malcom, a trip to Monroe often meant a visit to Standpipe Street, out near the ice plant. There, black men sold jars of liquor out of their houses and let customers stick around to drink and dance to records. Roger had met Dorothy up on Standpipe nearly one year before.

But on this evening, Roger Malcom wasn’t headed to Standpipe, because he’d stabbed his white landlord. He didn’t know if Barnette Hester was still alive, but he knew he himself wouldn’t live much longer. Tonight or the next night, he would be taken out of jail and lynched. The thick cement walls wouldn’t protect him from a mob of white men.



CHAPTER THREE

By the time Mama Dora emerged from the woods with Roger Jr. the next morning, Barnette’s father and brothers had returned to Hestertown after their long night at the hospital. They gave her the news that Barnette was seriously wounded, but alive. They told her that Roger had been taken to the county jail and was also alive. It was better news than Mama Dora had hoped for during the sleepless night in the woods, and she walked down to tell Dorothy. But the tenant house was empty.

Dorothy had set out from Hestertown just after dawn that morning. She’d walked north on one of the countless footpaths that led through the cotton fields of Blasingame district, then crossed two narrow creeks, both of which were low due to the summer’s scant rainfall. Continuing on, she’d passed through the tiny village of Good Hope and cut a path east of the thick pine forest known as Jones Woods. On her left as she walked north were two of the three “mountains” that rose up from Walton County’s rolling hills. Everywhere around her were rows of cotton stalks, their bolls still closed like fists.

As a young girl, Dorothy had earned a reputation as a fast runner. Though, at age twenty, she was better known as a fine dancer—she’d taught herself by holding on to a tree limb and twirling in the dirt—she was still lean and lithe and quick. By noon, she’d covered nearly fourteen miles and was crossing the Apalachee River on the narrow wooden bridge at Moore’s Ford. When she crossed the river, she left Walton County and entered Oconee County.

Like Walton, Oconee was an agricultural county, with roughly 90 percent of its land in farms. But, at half the size and roughly one-quarter the population of Walton, Oconee was a more desolate place. Its county seat was nothing like Monroe; tiny, dusty Watkinsville had no textile mills, no libraries or swimming pools—not even a bank. Because many people in Oconee County traveled to Monroe to do their business, the border between the counties was more fluid than the borders between most of the state’s 159 counties. The Walton–Oconee county line was less a political or cultural division than a geographical marker.

Climbing up the steep hill from the river, Dorothy traveled a mile and a half more before reaching a two-story white stone house with a large H set into the chimney. Walking around the back of the house, she stepped onto a path that led alongside a tiny spring into the woods, to the concrete-block house where she’d lived with her family before moving to Hestertown. One month before, she and Roger had visited this house on a Saturday night. There’d been a party, with music and dancing—and her uncle had supplied three and one-half pints of bootleg liquor for the crowd. But this was a Monday, and Dorothy was alone. She walked inside and told her mother and stepfather, Moena and Jim Williams, that Roger had gotten into some trouble with the landlord.

That day, Moena was dressed identically to Dorothy, her short hair wrapped in a brightly colored kerchief, her slight body sheathed in a thin cotton shift. Though Moena was forty-six years old, the skin on her face was smooth. She looked like Dorothy’s sister, not her mother. Only her hands, which were lined and calloused from nearly four decades of fieldwork, and her left eye, which drooped slightly as a result of a farm accident, distinguished her from her daughter.

Dorothy and her two older brothers—twenty-eight-year-old George and twenty-five-year-old Columbus, who went by the name Charlie Boy—were from Moena’s marriage to a man named Columbus Dorsey. When Columbus Dorsey left Georgia in 1930 to move to North Carolina, Moena married Jim Williams, and he quickly became a stand-in father to her children, though they kept the Dorsey name. Now sixty-four and nearly blind, Jim Williams suffered from a bad hip. He remained in his rocking chair that Monday when Moena and Dorothy left the house, retraced the dirt path out of the woods, and followed it to the back door of the large stone house, where the white landlord, Loy Harrison, lived.

Loy Harrison came out after he finished dinner, dressed, as always, in the standard uniform of the cotton farmer: khaki shirt, khaki pants, and a snap-brim straw hat. Six feet tall and weighing 275 pounds, he towered over Moena and Dorothy, neither of whom was more than five feet tall. Every part of Loy Harrison was massive: his head, his neck, his forearms, his hands. At forty-three, he was renowned for hoisting engines out of cars with one hand, lifting cotton bales as if they were babies. Addressing him as Mr. Loy or Cap’n, as did all tenants on the farm, Moena told him that Roger Malcom had gotten into trouble with his landlord and been lodged in the county jail. If he’d go there and post bond for Roger, she said, Roger could work for him on the farm.

Farms in Oconee County, as in Walton, averaged roughly one hundred acres. To work a plot that size, a landowner needed one tenant or sharecropper family, plus a few hired hands at harvesttime. Loy Harrison, in contrast, owned roughly one thousand acres, which stretched across Oconee County and into Walton. In addition to Moena’s family, Loy Harrison had five other black families and two white tenant families working for him. But, like many large landowners in Georgia in 1946, he was perpetually in need of more help than those tenants could provide. There were few prospects in the immediate community; as in much of the rural South, the area surrounding Loy Harrison’s farm had shrunk massively in population in the past decade. Since 1930, 114 black people—or roughly 60 percent of the black population—and 376 white people—or roughly 55 percent of the white population—had moved away. Without a sufficient supply of “free” workers to fill his needs, Loy Harrison often did just what Moena and Dorothy were asking him to do: he’d pay off a prisoner’s fine, or post his bond, and let him work off the debt on his farm.

Loy Harrison was far from unusual in that respect. Large landowners all over the rural South, faced with both war-induced and urban migration, used the local jail as a labor pool. And often the local sheriffs and city police made sure the pool was stocked. They’d lock black people up on a Saturday night on minor—or trumped-up—charges, such as gambling, possession of liquor, or public drunkenness. When a landowner came to the jail on Monday morning to pay a prisoner’s fine, the police claimed part of it for making the arrest, the jailer claimed part of it for “turning the key,” and the landlord took home a cheap, reliable worker who was bound to him until his debt was paid. “They’d get old Hector for walking in the side of the road, wobbling in the ditch,” recalls one white Walton County farmer of a black farmhand. “They’d get him every weekend and I’d get him every Monday. I’d pay the fine and he’d work it off on my farm.” As one black man described it, “You could walk down the street and stagger a little, and they’d arrest you.” The practice of landowners buying prisoners—particularly black prisoners—out of jail was so common in Walton and Oconee counties that it had its own slogan. “If you keep yourself out of the grave,” landlords told their black tenants, “I’ll keep you off the chain gang.”

Moena Williams had lived on Loy Harrison’s place for nearly four years. She knew the rhythm of the farmwork, and she knew that, since it was lay-by time, Loy Harrison would soon be starting up his sawmill. Given that he’d need workers for that, and for the cotton harvest that followed, she and Dorothy expected Loy Harrison to grant their request.

But that day Loy Harrison surprised Moena and Dorothy. He said he wouldn’t bond out Roger Malcom. He said he didn’t think Roger would be a good worker, and that he’d probably have trouble with him if he brought him to the farm.

Walking back to her mother’s house, Dorothy was disappointed and frightened. She knew that every night Roger Malcom remained in the county jail was another night a lynch mob could get him. But if Loy Harrison posted Roger’s bond and brought him back to the farm, he’d be safe. No one—not even the Walton County sheriffs—came onto Loy Harrison’s farm without permission. And no lynch mob would dare insult Loy Harrison’s authority by harming one of his workers—not without his permission.

Moena promised Dorothy she’d ask Loy Harrison to bond out Roger Malcom again the next day, but Dorothy couldn’t wait. Later that afternoon, she walked down the hill to the Apalachee River, crossed back over the Moore’s Ford Bridge, and reentered Walton County. Following the road up from the river, she came to a fork. To the right, the road led out to the Atlanta–Athens highway; to the left, it led back the way she’d come that morning, through Good Hope to Hestertown, to the dirt yard where Roger Malcom had stabbed Barnette Hester. Set twenty feet back from the fork in the road was the Fanny Wright place, a faded two-story house named after the original owner’s wife, who’d fallen down the stairs, broken her neck, and died in a heap. Loy Harrison owned the house and the surrounding 145-acre farm, and Dorothy’s oldest brother, George, was sharecropping there with his common-law wife, Mae Murray.

At twenty-eight, George Dorsey was slight like his sister and mother, though five years in the army had filled him out. He’d been drafted in 1941, and during an overseas tour that lasted from January 1942 to December 1944, he’d island-hopped throughout the South Pacific, toting, cleaning, hauling, and helping to maintain the infrastructure needed for the Northern Solomons campaign. His military occupational specialty was Duty Soldier III, which meant, in army terms, that he possessed no useful skills beyond those of a laborer; his enlistment records indicate he’d had no schooling at all. In spite of the manual labor, George Dorsey liked the army and might have wished to reenlist after the war’s end. But, with his lack of education and limited skills, he didn’t have the option. In September 1945—one month after President Harry S. Truman announced Japan’s surrender—George Dorsey was released from the army at Fort McPherson, Georgia, and given $3.40 for bus fare home to Walton County. He stepped off the bus at Aycock’s store on the Atlanta–Athens highway wearing his soldier’s cap and his khaki uniform decorated with three medals: the Asiatic Defense Medal, the Asiatic Pacific Medal, and the Good Conduct Medal. In his pocket, he carried the first $100 of his $300 mustering-out pay.

Dorothy walked up from the road, past the pen where George’s mule—bought with a portion of that $300—stood stamping its feet. Near the front door was a row of flowers planted by twenty-three-year-old Mae Murray, who’d moved out from Monroe to live with George that spring. Mae was known as one of the loveliest black women in Walton County. Both men and women talked enviously of her pale yellow skin and long, straight hair; many, in fact, were surprised when she took up with George Dorsey, whose skin, like the rest of his family’s, was dark black. They were even more surprised when she began calling herself George Dorsey’s wife, given that she’d always been a free spirit, a woman who didn’t have just one lover. “She really must have liked him to settle down,” one man said. Indeed, those who saw the couple dancing together in the houses on Standpipe Street were convinced they were deeply in love. Like Dorothy and Roger, George and Mae planned to leave Walton County after the cotton harvest. Maybe they’d go to Chicago, maybe to New York City.

Inside the Fanny Wright house, Dorothy told George and Mae about the fight between Roger and Barnette Hester, and soon afterward, the three walked the mile out to Aycock’s store on the highway and caught the bus to Monroe. When they stepped off, they walked past the courthouse square, where groups of white men continued to rally votes for the impending election. They crossed Broad Street with its row of storefronts and continued on Washington Street as the pavement ended and the road became dirt. They passed the side door to the Troy Theatre, its neon sign reading COLORED ENTRANCE, and walking on, they reached the intersection of Washington and Jackson Streets, known as the Corner. Huddled around that intersection were a black-owned café, barbershop, pool hall, and taxicab stand. There were black-owned cafés, and another black-owned funeral home, in other sections of town, but the Corner was the only all-black business district in Monroe. As such, it was the heart of black public life. So much happened there daily that one man who washed dishes in a restaurant across town hoofed it back to the Corner on his break, just to see what he’d missed. Beyond the Corner was Tabernacle Baptist Church—one of several black churches in Monroe—and a grove of trees, including one known as the “hanging tree” ever since a black man was lynched from it in 1911.

Crossing the wide dirt street, Dorothy, George, and Mae climbed two steps and pulled open the screen door to the tin-roofed cement building that housed Young Funeral Home. Inside, Dan Young, a slender, bespectacled forty-year-old, was busy. But since Mae Murray was kin to him—a second cousin—he stopped what he was doing to talk with the three. In the dim light of the funeral home, Dorothy, Mae, and George asked Dan Young the same question Moena and Dorothy had asked Loy Harrison: Would he bond Roger Malcom out of jail?

Dan Young was one of the wealthiest black men in Walton County. In addition to running one funeral home in Monroe and another in a town farther south, he owned much of the real estate on the Corner; according to the 1940 census, he was the only black man who owned commercial property in Walton County. Unlike most blacks in Walton County, who earned their living farming, cleaning, or toting, Dan Young was a professional. That meant he wore a suit every day, not just on Sundays. And it also meant that, unlike most blacks in the county, Dan Young enjoyed some degree of financial independence. Rather than relying on white people for his livelihood, he was paid by black people, black life insurance companies, or the mutual aid societies and lodges run by black churches. He’d grown up in the southern part of Walton County, then left to study at Morehouse College in Atlanta. After that, he’d lived briefly in New York City and attended mortuary school. Through these experiences, he’d forged ties with other powerful black men both within Georgia and without. He was a member of several black undertakers’ associations, as well as the black Masons organization, the Prince Hall Masons. His brother-in-law, C. A. Scott, was editor of the nation’s first black daily newspaper, the Atlanta Daily World.

Both Dan Young’s wealth and his independence made it customary for blacks in need of a loan, a property owner to sign for bond, or assistance with nearly any matter to visit his funeral home at the Corner and ask for his help. When, for example, a black man in a nearby town was picked up by a group of armed white men and charged with peeping into a white woman’s room, Dan Young “went his bond”—pledging $500 of his property as collateral to ensure the man’s appearance in court—and arranged for a black lawyer from Atlanta to represent him. “Dan Young was a fixture,” says a reporter for the Atlanta Daily World. “He was strong and fearless.” A man like Dan Young, who could go between the white establishment and the black citizenry, was a vital member of every Southern town.

It wasn’t unusual, then, that Dorothy, George, and Mae sought out Dan Young after their first avenue for aid—their white landlord—had failed. But that afternoon Dan Young also turned them down. He was too busy preparing for the primary election on July 17, which was now just two days away. It would be the first primary election in fifty years in which black Georgians would be able to vote.

•  •  •

Blacks had been denied the right to vote in the state’s Democratic primaries starting in 1891, when the Georgia General Assembly ruled that the Democratic Party was allowed to set the rules for the state’s primary elections. Atlanta pioneered the whites-only primary, and from there the practice spread to Augusta, Macon, and Savannah, until, by 1900, it was standard statewide. Barred from voting in Democratic primaries—the only elections that mattered in the one-party politics of the state—black people in Georgia were effectively disenfranchised.

But, in April 1944, the U.S. Supreme Court had handed down a decision that historians would later argue was as crucial to the modern civil rights movement as Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. The court ruled in the Texas case Smith v. Allwright that the right to vote in a primary election was guaranteed by the Constitution and couldn’t be denied to black people. Three months after the ruling, on July 4, 1944, a black preacher named Primus King arrived at the courthouse in Columbus, Georgia, to test the court’s decision. When he was denied the right to vote on the grounds that he wasn’t a member of the state Democratic Party—which was open only to whites—he filed suit in federal court. More than one year later, in October 1945, federal judge T. Hoyt Davis of Macon decided in Primus King’s favor, ruling that Smith v. Allwright applied to Georgia. While the leaders of the state Democratic Party readied their appeal in the wake of that decision, black leaders in Georgia focused their attention on a special election to fill a vacant seat in Atlanta’s fifth congressional district, which would be held in February 1946. They launched the most massive black voter registration drive in Atlanta’s history.

Black businessmen and black clergy spearheaded the drive, but nearly a thousand black veterans in Atlanta were its foot soldiers. They’d returned from service abroad demanding better living conditions, fairer policing, increased access to public services—and above all, the right to full citizenship. In their front windows, they posted the “double V,” which called for victory for democracy at home and abroad. And, dressed in their service uniforms, they went door to door signing up black voters, enlisting them in a homeland “war for democracy.” Their efforts paid off. When registration closed, the names of seven thousand black people appeared on the voter rolls, more than ever before in Atlanta’s history. On the night before election day, the city’s black leaders—John Wesley Dobbs, A. T. Walden, E. M. Martin, and the Reverends J. H. Borders and Martin King Sr., among others—waited until after the last radio broadcast aired to hold a mass meeting at Wheat Street Baptist Church near Auburn Avenue. There they gave a message to be sent through the grapevine: vote for the woman. The next morning, nearly seven thousand black people in Atlanta voted for “a cussin’, whiskey-drinking, cigarette-smoking lawyer” named Helen Mankin—and she won, becoming Georgia’s first female member of Congress. By waiting until the last minute, black leaders had given their support to Mankin—the only candidate who’d campaigned for their votes—without causing a backlash from her white supporters. Black voters had voted in a bloc, and for the first time since the end of Reconstruction, they’d played a role in a congressional election in Georgia. As the news of Mankin’s win traveled through the state, it energized black leaders and terrified many white leaders. Both reached the same conclusion: if enough black people voted throughout Georgia on July 17, what had happened in Atlanta in February could happen statewide.
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