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PERMISSION TO HATE
Delaware, Lynching, and the Culture
of Violence in America

YOHURU R. WILLIAMS

Delaware State Universigy

On June 15, 1903,
hended a Black man
of Helen S. Bishop, a

charges against White were upgraded to murder after the victim
expired due t susta

was
found guilty by a itted
him ate w alin
Sept emands that White face immediate sentenc-
lngv

session of the court.
began to build in the
June 21, the Reveren

cnd declared the city deficient inits responsibility to protect its citi-
zens from such criminal atrocities and dilatory for not delivering
speedy justice onto White, The next evening a mob stormed the

workhouse rched White to the scene of his alleged crime,
demanded ion, and then lynched him by buming him
alive.

The lynching of White in Wilmington, Delaware, was typical of
such occurrences in the early 20th Century. Between 1882 and

ings. Most of the victims were African American men, women, and
children. Described allematively as unofficial executions, the
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ms of lynching were often ident

. Since that time, this story has become t
criminals who needed swifi o all of the historical accounts of the lynchin
best effor ton in 1903. In 1973, historian Harold |

government consist Nelson as his source wrote,

The majority of D¢

actions but also the
of permissiveness
mately fueled the w

founding White’s de

ng slavery, Dunbay-
welcoming of A fri-
mic, political,
unbar-Nelsop
tolerate vjo-
recounted the fate
€rmon in favor of

They wanted the Ne
that this could be
incidents of viole
minority and were fi

'pposed to mob rule,
ce, but they believed
lity or violence. The

z work of a

public cond
|
s
d

&ry mob of counter-

Insurgents brought (| mclusion by running

the racist minister oL

As recently as 1998, U

lon repeated the story

ware, in which he desc

of intense frustration

Like those before him, Newton highlight
unanimous in denouncing the affair, and
later driven out of town” (p. 21).

~ Historians’ and sociologists’ reliance
(1924) account has led o the

myths to the lynchi
thelyn

rofessor James New-
n Americans in Dela-

on Dunbar-Nelson’s
n of three important

The first myth is that .
e only such occurrence in Delaware. The second
is that the White community was uniform jpn

the attack. And the last is that the lyn
the zeal of a racist minister who was

ly has also led ¢
nching was largely an aberration and that
ay (
cks

just
not give a representative picture of public racial attitudes” (p. 146).
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Wware. And although the name Elwood will forever be linked with
the lynching of White, in the critj
of the workhouse, 3 lynching hy

the formulaic lynching accounts that were g regular feature of (he
Delaware press. Second was the sensational coverage of the Bishop

White. Al of tl

that made the | possible.

In Delaware e, there
was an ever- out the
White comm against
African Americans possible. These acts of violence were often

by many persons in ri

Co the popu rt
society engage violence io
ated a I strata, Discussing tt na with regard
to the olitionists riots of the 1840s, historian Leonard Rich-

ards (1970) argued in Gentlemen of Property and s tanding that the
So-called “best” elemenis in society were as Supportive of the vigp-
lence as the lowly, for they ullimalely had the mos (o lose. Afierthe
deed was done, the voices of mod d, but implicit in
Mmany of the den als for Blacks to
engaging in criminal activity,

hite women, Many antilynch-

ustified the actions of the mob based on the slow

Pace of justice. The debacle over Elwood serves 1 illustrate (he
Nature of the per lissive environment. Although E'wood found
himself singled out for the violence, in actuality, he wag one of
many people in authority who paid lip service to the idea that the
criminal justice System had proved inadequate in (he White case.
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Although Elwood did not directly participate in the lynching, his
voice was one of tnany calling for White to face immediate
execution.

There is an added ingredient of irony in that Delaware had one of
the most efficient systems o punishment in the nation, espe-
cially with regard to Africa cans. Although most accounts

of the White lyn cite it as the nadir of the African American
experience in De » it was quite consistent with the administra-
tion o ce in the state. Delaware was one of the fast
states abolish the pillory and as early as 1867 was
comin ional spotlight for its yse of antiquated meth-
t he whipping post. In
r sta
€ to
n ack

enslavement. After the lynching of a Black man suspected of arson
in the burning of his employer’s barn near Leipsic, Delaware i
1867, the gove ared that mob justice would not be toler-
ated. However, took few steps to Investigate the incident,
and no one was ever arrested for the murder,

Despite countless other examples similar to
(1973) classified the majority of the violence ¢
African Americans in Delaware as the result ofa
of Whites. As he explained,

ent of the White population there
ro ve
ue eri
ca he
(p. 145)

If one considers the execution of capital and corporal punishment
in the state however, Livesay’s observations do not hold. Like most
States, Delaware maintained a dual system of Justice for Blacks and
White routinely could expectto receive sj ore
time a € the fines than Whites for the co the
same crime. In addition, the use of corporal punishment against
African Americans was extremely common, Ag early as 1819, ap
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editorial in the American Waich

pill $ to swallow, but the

age set by several of he

tate lem at last to put upon
the statutes measure. (The Smyrna Times [Smyrna,
Delaware), 7,p.2)

Despite this gesture, an editorial in The Ney York Times decried the
state for the use of antiquated punishment o

nits residents, particu-
larly those of a darker hue.

It is doubtful if any
States is so far behin

e whipping post and
and women are (o
e State and within
ommonwealth. (The

The whippir g post against Black defendants was so com-
mon can Americans appropriately christened the device
Red ‘

period of increased optimism in 1880 after the
rendered its decision in Neal v. Delaware, In

n who had been sentenced to hang for the rape
of a White woman

excluding African Americans from Jjuries. The

ta had Ii
A tate. |
th with

was set Iree because of Delaware’s practice of .
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state dodged the ruling by conveniently not recording the race of
the accused orthose  the Jury. But the case also had a psychologi-
ites who viewed it as another attempt by the

les my o
tes pena X
re tice. S

argument with its prerequisite canon about the bestial nature of
African Americans that Elwood would conjure up in his sermon on
June 21, 1903.

The violence, furthermore, was not restricted to corporal and
capital punishment meted out by the state. Long before the White
lynching, there were stances of a
justice carried out agai Americans j
sis by scholars on White terrorist organizations such as the Ku Klux
Klan (KKK) produces the distorted notion that these organizations

were responsible for the majority of the violence. The second KKK
was revitalized deca

in the United Stat

in Delaware, but i

dence on lynching po t
White community. In t
accounts of lynchings t
derogatory terms. That there were no arrests and no strong condem-
nations of the violenc er serves (o dort the argument that
the violence was accepted or at least people were

largely indifferen
Contrary to Livesay’s (1 973) depiction of those who committed
violence against African Americans, the mob that executed White
highly organized and
the weak stand taken
€ encou the
ating in .In
the days after White’s arrest, both of Wilmington’s newspapers
raised the specter of lyi ching and published reports and comments
that suggested (a) public indignation and outrage was so high that i
could not be satiated without White’s blood, (b) the normal cha;.
nels of punishment were not adequate to handle White's punish-
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which a mob could effectuate an
hite.
take a strong position on lynch-
rian C. Vann Woodward (1974)

For Woodward. those forces included nort
southern conservatives, and southern rud

hewspapers reporte
expressed from the
fact, in the days lea

moderation, The m » and the warden of the

Prison were all curio
even though they }ik
streets.

Even if authorigje
they would have fac
punish White, the Je
Pose of any obstacle.
reported that “before

prison doors, the
the crowd and had

spects of mob violence
nors circulating on the

prevent the lynching,
their determination, to
Ity came ready 1o djs-
ng instance,
' th use there
€nup on short notjce.
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to prevent the police from responding to calls for assistance, The
newspaper further noted tha¢

» 48 some later claimed, ordered them to fire into the

bricfmelee that ensued, some of the
mob discharged their weapons. This would become a bitter bone of
contention, because at some point during a 17-year-

old boy, named Peter Smith, fell mortally a gunshot
wound to the back.

other prisoners, the mob
qu lacksmiths directing the

op he door, and within min-
ules, they were standing face to face with treir human

mob promptly demanded a confession, which was publi
newspapers the following morning,
Given the circumstances surrounding his confession, White’s

account of his assault on Bishop was suspiciously clear and
inﬂammalory.

I was sent by Mr.

ome
corn, saw Mr. her,
buta eof men saw
the B girl and had
any Bave me a half dollar
and
don
The

Then 1 gave her a hac

again if she was going t :was, and then I cut
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d his neck,
where the

at the negro, but those

who appeared to be in
ngs objected to this an

d insisted that no pis-

Ing scene, men were compelled
folk a better view.

Williams / PERMISSION TO HATE 13

000
the
The

rst wave of antilynching com-
ted to the ill effect the lynching
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would have good name. Delaware resident Thomas F
Bayard, for ared,

The action of the m
always hasbeen, a |
any question in the
exact justice would
heinous the crime. |

to the State. This is, and
nd there never hag becn
¢ to stop and think that
reakers no matter how

24,1903, p. 1).
City solicitor David
ing, to ‘
ﬂm its (
ome. adisgrace on the name of the state” (The Eve-

ning Star [Washington, D.C.], June 24
timents were echoed by an editorial in
following day, whict
ment to the state. Miy,

1). Reinhart’s sen-

ing Journal on the

hing as an embarrass-

denominations, held a

ng the lynching (The
une 25, 1903, p. 1),

apers made some effort to support the claim

ntthe lynching. In the

€ actions of Warden

under great scrutiny

majority who of the lync ing. Chief Black, in

r, challenged j fts that his oflicers had fired on

The Morning News seemed to sustain this defense when it

White i mit oy wh
miowa he) he wo
took pa neg rejoic
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grisly glory, bu

Stassume responsibility for the death of the
boy. (The Even

1al, June 25, 1903, p. 1)

Warden Meserve and Chi were
maintained that officers | instr
the loss of human |Jj €. An editorial The
theless came (o different conclusij

We all doubtless feel

he prisoner at all haz-
ards, but in that crow,

1at the guards and the
police The Ives to shed the blood
of thei hey were probably aware
that in we ger hands were
waiti while the doors
were vas surging the corri-
dors.

Part of the praise for the police seemed to be a response to the
steady assault Wilmin ational press. For the

opponents of other public officialg

were largely t ynching in Delaware,
An editorial in The Ev ance, declared,

regret the violence, sz
comfort and neasine;

many hours of djs-
The newspapers did

€rage in The Morning

lynchers. A letter 10 the

observed,

H tell d Iook to the Journal to
inits rioting and violence last
fails ¢ impression of the affair.
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The Evening Journal, in the mea

n questioned the motives of the

In the end, despite their criticism
atio

to

the
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the next few hours, an angry crowd gathe
Hall to his release ppene
ther dis the city of on, as
the brunt of their neighbors hatred.

The violence began shortly after a mob estimated to be around
7,000 persons gathered between the two thoroughfares at the rear of
city hall. The angry Frotestors called on the mayor 10 set Cornell
free, but when there was no immediate response, the crowd became
violent.

Every car that went by containing a negro pa

andthe yells of the mob could be heard on the

far out as Jackson street. Such a demonstratio
on, and
ad not C
P D

Even after Comell was freed on bail and whisked to a hotel by his
faithful supporters in the mob, the masses did not disperse. Hostile
words and silent ridicules quickly escalated into violence as crowds

of scribed as “young men and b
to ¢ in the streets. Dozens of P
ba asse were pulled from the
trolley cars, beaten, a The ing Journal reported
that “every negro that tint

€ a possib

man, nam
by Fifth and King stree

tified Black man near Front and Orange street, The Evening Jour-
nal declared, “Such disgraceful affairs js something that the better
element will not stand for” (p. 1).

Raper (1969) observed that lynchings “seldom strike the same
spot” because, after the firstincident, “the best elements in the com-
munity are often shocked into a sense of responsibility for the pre-
vention of further outbreaks; and thus a lynching tends to produce
its immediate local immunity” (pp. 29-30). Throughout the entire
lynching affair, the news media and persons in authority spoke not
of a silent majority but of a silent minority of Whites who disap-
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proved of the uncivilized action
element, which the newspapers

the mob’s
the lynch
held that

Instance, observed,

eir power?” (p. 4). The editor

They were hanging on the edge of the crowd, or s
corners or in their homes, avoiding the possible

nd the
them-
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The violence against African Americans, in the meanwhile, con-
tinued. Numerous confrontations
News blamed the
k, and who circulat
night” (June 27, 1903, p. 1).
re, African Americans in the -

he per-
no dis-
had no

nching consistently appealed to

Williams / PERMISSION To HATE 2

the people of Wilmington not to avenge his daughter’s death by
breaking the law.

The attitude of the police toward the violence was to crack down
on the Black commn nity. Chief Black, for instance, told the press

that he based his decisjon to close the saloons on rumors that Black
men i ised

roaded.” Leander Moore, for instance, was se 1 year’s
imprisonment in the wor r being in a ‘rioters.”
Likewise was the case o Johnson w

$200 for camrying ac

fined $50 dollars for
him. In the meantime
ing two Black women hing
and violence in Wilmlngton. received a co sen-
tence of 6 months (The New York Times,
The violence in Wilmington also de
Americans took great steps to protect theijr
Some cases, Blacks were able to make a soli
White raiders. Ho this was
other places, arela mall and
sought to retaliate ag st the m

pounded by the Wilmington police. The same department that had

nent Negroes” to carry 0. they
were told, “would be f th who

were causing the troub] . Although this con-
vinced The New York Ti vas or is imminent,”
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conditions remained tense and The New York Times reported that
“the officials realize that jf a colored man and a white man should

. engage in a over a trifling matter their quarrel could
“under presen s easily grown into a riot™ (p. 1). On Satur-
of

of

Apart from the use of violence, African Americans were far
from passive about lynching. In Wilm their efforts became a
>hilosophy of a ion preached by

Contrary to the then lar argument that

ty condoned crime, Blacks routinely

attacks such as those ¢
aware, for example, tt
matory report that Bi;
club in sympathy” wit
paper (The
wish to say
of this
been k

(p. 4).

gton. In Milford, Del-
sponded to an inflam-
‘are had “organized a
tter to the local new -
10, 1903, p.4). “We
uthors declared, “that
hite and that

he character

to use these

the resolution by the meetings participants betrayed a larger

purpose.

colored citizens of Elizabeth, deeply deplore
of our color, We hope the public will not
d of this man. We wil gladly go hand in
zens to prevent such occurrences, (June 29,
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to welcome news of
utside the state, they

the city and the sur-
rounding area meef to discuss the crime. his wou

evident on the Sunday after the lynching when a

Proposed that Blacks adopt a defensive posture to
violence.

t the Bethel African

est and oldest Black

ugh. Bishop M. B.

ina, rose to address

rmon, which The Morning News declared
“applied equally
been heard here j

ation as “able, i s,”
contain his ind n ng

The white man in the face of his boasted civilization stands before
he the world’s races, a monster incarnate; and in
he ) " noquarter. The
he »and is equal 1o

~ A

-ountry. He is open
1int and will not be
cuted ne
aw unto
rself from torture
rrace from insult
S was the outlaw .
od of your pursy-

prey atall times to barb,
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ity, advice of forgive-
iprocated by the white

1)

The Morning News proclaimed that the ministers words “did not

have a the colored people, as they
ined to though they agreed in the
ion of th sults of

- ple” (June 29, 1903, P- 1). Thomto
build support for the proposal of a
mon issues relative to the Black community in Wilmington. Given
the lynching and the riot, many Blacks responded favorably (o the
proposal, but the announcement of the assembly generated a great

deal Y ar ong White officials. They sought 1o ensure, by
strip embly of its political agenda, that Blacks would not
use the as t

published ‘

Thornton

parishioner who observed,

The colored race h
disorder which has
woman, and there 1

Thank-God in all the
v has insulted a white
sople will retain their
yroper authorities and
ledusc
f white
prove such actions, ne 30, |

Chief Black, in the meanwhile, met with the organizers and pre-
sented them with a set of terms under which the meeting could be
held. There was 10 be no discussion of the riot or any of the recent
violence against Blacks in Wilmington. On Monday, July 6, 1903,
the rum again made the front page of the Wilmington
Mo which declared it no threat to the city. “Chief of
Police George Black,” The Morning News reported, “has been
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In the meanwhile, African Americans ¢
tinued to suffer from the fallout of
man accused of assaulting a White
the jail for fear of another lynching. An
Blacks™ who the newspapers celebrated for
cal resistance were victimized,
nearly a week after the lynching.
News reported on the stoning of a “respect
group of youngsters (p. 4).

In the days folio
change in the way t
Press was hardly
close ranks in co

re was a discemible
€ event. The national
this caused many to
Ccause of its negative
nt seemed most cop-
s early as June 26,

us Forget”

It is not to call tho
names, rather it is 1o
will this state have i
marred. (p. 4)

In contrast to its earli
and occupation of h

1903, p. 1).
It was in this climate of denial and reconciliation tha

once again turned (o the Olivet Presbyterian Church and
Elwood. Despite the rer

ded for his “coura-
geou The past telegrams from alj
over » and his congregation grew substantially. In the fall
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of 1903, he began holding services in the city opera house to
accommodate the throngs that flocked to hear his sermons.

Given the hullabaloo surrounding the minister, the presbytery
decided to inquire into the nature of the sermon that he had deljy-
ered on the eve of the violence, Most of his critics would have been

of the o ng
e revere ed
redicted a “lively ses-
made to punish him”
red to go to the hear-
ut this proved unnec-

what many already )

od” (July 17, 1903,

. 1.
? In February of 1904, however, the presbytery held another
inquest into Elwood’s sermon. This time, E uilty
of conduct unbecoming of a minister; howe sim-
ply admonished him later

the minister because
n Church in this city”

Elwood, in the mean-
while, celebrated his victory.

My view of the find ntiment expressed to
e is
o ni
u g
)

When Elwood finally did leave Wilmin Ctober of 1905,
it was to take over the pulpit of the Lea » Kansas, First
Presbyterian Church, The move out west was certainly not a ban-

ery, because the First Presbyierian Church of

according to The Morning News, was one of -

st influential in the West” (October 9, 1905,
P- 1). The held a goodbye reception ter,
which wa ded that scores of well-w be
turned away. At the festivity, many of the men who had criticized
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the pastor now sang his praises as a man of truth and honor. Th

Reverend Dr. W.ED. Lewis, for example, “declared that there wer

No two men in the ho differed more on some matter

than he and Mr. EI clared that no two mep were deare

friends™ (The Morming News, tober 9, 1905, p. 1

Pastor also received letters of regret from Mayor

and the moderator of the presbyt nd t Seely.
In the preface to theijr publicati nd Violence

in America, A Chro Newton and Newton ( 1991) pro-

claimed, “Only when has come to terms with the truth of

the p sent can citizens and leaders then
chart Xiv),
with ton,
Strates the depth of hate aga n A

throughout the United States in that period. The violence that
occurred in Wilmington in 1903 was the product
of hate present at al} levels of soc
antirape, it was antj whic
ness such brutality n ban

Although it js unclear what sources Dunbar-Nelson (1924) was
drawing from to come to her conclusjons about the lynching of
White, the impact of he is clear. That few researchers have
sought to look beyond on of events is a testament to her
prestige as a writer, At (he same time, it rajses important issyes
about the importance of history and Mmemory. Although it seems
inconceivable thag Dunbar-Nelson, who lived in Wilmington at the
time of the lynching, would have inlenlionally distorted her
account of the event, given her high-profile activities on behalf of

h ued the story of the minister, and an a
i ice of the Negro told about how ¢
f unty had failed to punish him,

Dunbar-Nelson published her account jn 1924, nearly 2] years
after the event; so it js possible that her Mmemory of what transpired
may have lapsed. Perhaps, in her intent to demonstrate an apparent
paradox, she missed ap important grain of consistency nunning
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throughout Delaware

e violence that struck Wi
in 1903 was entirely

with violence manifeste
African Americans in Delaware and the nation. It was the end prod-

uct of a permissive environment that Justified all manner of brutal-
ity toward African Americans.
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