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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation is a study focused on the sexual and racial dynamics that 

fostered an environment that allowed for, and even condoned the lynching of black 

women. By examining variables that affected black women’s exclusive position in 

American society, it adds a new perspective to the rape/lynch theory.  By exploring 

lynching through the eyes and experiences of black female lynching victims, the rape and 

lynching victim becomes one in the same. 

Organized in five chapters, Chapter One is an analysis of commonly held images 

and perceptions of black women that helped create an environment in which black 

women were not only acceptable targets of mob violence but also where their lynching 

was condoned.  Chapter Two examines the history of sexual and physical abuse that 

black women experienced before and after Emancipation in the name of southern honor.  

Chapters Three and Four build on the discussion of the previous chapters with the 

investigations of the lynchings of Rosa Richardson and Marie Scott. In addition to 

analyzing the lynchings of the two women, Chapter Five focuses on how these lynchings 

were remembered by individuals and community. 
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sexual activity was a contributing factor. Defenders of 

this premise argued that there were “actually no chaste 

Negro girls after the age of 15 or 16.”38 Additionally, 

“many, if not, most southern boys begin their sexual 

experiences with Negro girls” at approximately the same 

age.39 Behavior such as this was entirely acceptable since 

parents expected sons to be prepared for marriage,40although 

as previously discussed, white women were expected to 

remain chaste. 

 Jezebel was not only promiscuous but also sexually 

aggressive. Because of this alleged aggressive and 

lascivious nature, she was held responsible for events in 

which she was the victim. As Martha Hodes stated, “in the 

dominant visions of the antebellum South…black women 

seduced white men.”41 The responsibility for the rape of 

black women, both during and after slavery, was placed on 

Jezebel.  It was argued that if black women were sexually 

uncontrollable as stated, if they were driven by the need 

for sexual gratification, who could blame white men, 

slavery, or the confining rhetoric of true womanhood for 

the sexual abuse administered at the hands of white men. 

 
38 Friedman, 140. 
39 Dollard, 139; Friedman, 97; Chesetnut, 42. 
40 Wyatt-Brown, 96. 
41 Hodes, 5. 
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Her lurid behavior excused white men who transgressed 

across the color line. It shifted the responsibility for 

inappropriate behavior and rape from him to Jezebel even 

though white men “customarily took, Negro women to bed.”42 

This is an important point when examining the lynchings of 

Rosa Richardson and Marie Scott. 

Jezebel was responsible for not only the misconduct of 

white men but white men held her accountable for misconduct 

of black men. They argued that “the black man’s jealousy 

was aroused by the conduct of his women.”43 Black men were 

“so accustomed to the wantonness of the woman of his race” 

that he was unable to understand the severity of any attack 

on “virtuous (white) womanhood.”44 Because black women were 

of such bad character and lacked virtue, black men and boys 

were inclined to criminal behavior, including raping white 

women. 

Jezebel was also responsible for white men and white 

women being exposed to venereal diseases. It was her 

uncleanliness, sexual deviance, and powers of seduction 

that endangered white men’s health.45 They in turn passed 

infection to white women. Jezebel was a “hot constitution’d 

 
42   Dollard, 135. 
43 Morton, 28 and 33. 
44 Hodes, 198. 
45 Friedman, 123. 



 45

                                                

Lady” possessing “a temper hot and lascivious,” which led 

her to prostitute herself. Chestnut included entries in her 

diary in support of this assertion, stating, “we are 

surrounded by prostitutes.” 46

Noted for her fertility in addition to sexual 

appetite, one of Jezebel’s tasks was that of a breeder who 

produced many children for her master. These children were 

sold for profit or kept to increase the master’s slave 

population. It seemed only natural that one so sexually 

motivated was used as an “automatic incubator, a producer 

of human livestock.”47  Ex-slave women reported having as 

many as thirty children and some had as many as five before 

they were twenty years old.48 Incapable of knowing or 

understanding love, Jezebel held a perceived disassociation 

and detachment from her children, which made separation 

easy. This argument for lack of emotion and indifference 

was also witnessed in Jezebel’s ability to move freely from 

one mate or ‘husband’ to another. 

 
46 Jordan, 35; Chestnut, 42. 
47 Mary McLeod Bethune, “A Century of Progress of Negro Women,” as 
reprinted in Gerda Lerner’s Black Women in White America: A Documentary 
History (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 584. 
48 George P. Rawick, ed. “Narrative of Molly Ammond,” In The American 
Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Alabama and Indiana Narratives, vol. 
6 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Company, 1941), 9; Rupe Simms, 
“Controlling Images and the Gender Construction of Enslaved African 
Women,” Gender and Society 15, no. 6 (December 2001): 883. 
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Two other images of black women that existed were that 

of the conjure woman and the tragic mulatto. Both fell 

under the umbrella of Jezebel, offering variations to her 

image but neither was as popular. The conjure woman was a 

“black African,” often described as “dark and evil” She was 

wild, mean, and intimating. Classified as a heathen, she 

incorporated elements of African religions, spirituality 

and superstition into her activities. She was thought of as 

a potentially danger and “dey was all scared of her.”49

 The idea of the tragic mulatto was most popular in 

post slavery periods, although her presence was noted prior 

to slavery’s end. She was “yaller” in color but always 

“mad,” “angry,” and “sullen.” She was seductive but her 

appeal often regulated her to the status of a sex object. 

White women hated and feared her because of her whiteness. 

Her children were often sold out of fear of what they 

really represented. As Chestnut so eloquently stated, 

“every lady tells us who is father of all the mulatto 

children in everybody’s household, but that in her own.”50 

Jezebel held a presumed “pride at bearing offspring that 

had an admixture of blood of the ruling class.”51 After 

emancipation, with the loss of immediate unconditional 
 

49 Christian, 16-17. 
50 Chestnut, 42. 
51 Morton, 29. 
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access to black women, miscegenation was used as proof of 

the “freedwomen’s depravity…and sexual savagery.”52 White 

men, although attracted to her, feared her in freedom. 

Removed from the control of the ruling class, the threat of 

mistakenly marrying a black woman/mulatto with white skin 

was present.  

Many of the same eighteenth and nineteenth century 

stereotypes continued to thrive in the post emancipation 

South. In fact, a more intense, wild, unsupervised image of 

Jezebel emerged as the example of what happened to black 

women without the paternalism of slavery. Jezebel was 

becoming the bad, uncontrollable, black woman. This crazier 

version of her intensified fears that black “moral 

deficiencies…threatened white civilization.”53 These fears 

were compounded by inaccurate reports that now “ninety 

percent of Negro women are not virtuous.”54                            

The emergence of Aunt Jemima as the twentieth century 

Mammy carried her stereotypical representations into the 

twentieth-century.  The character of Aunt Jemima, first 

introduced to America through minstrel shows during the 

 
52 Christan, 28. 
53 Friedman, 22. 
54 Booker T. Washington responded to the inaccuracy of these reports. 
See Up From Slavery: An Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, Page & co., 
1901), reprint ed., William Andrews, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1996), 113. 
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late 1800’s, gained popularity in 1889 when Chris Rutt, 

owner of a flourmill, used her as the icon for his pancake 

syrup. What was particularly interesting was that the Aunt 

Jemima in the minstrel shows was actually a white man in 

blackface and in drag. When, in 1893, Rutt hired someone to 

appear as Aunt Jemima at an expo highlighting his pancake 

mix, he selected a woman who mirrored the stereotypical 

image. Hugely successful in marketing his product, Aunt 

Jemima became the symbol of acceptable black womanhood well 

into the twentieth century. Originally, she had a dark 

complexion and was obese, keeping with the historical image 

of Mammy. Her lips were big and red, her teeth overly 

white, and her head wrapped in a bandana. She displayed the 

traditional grin of the-eager-to-please slave. Aunt Jemima 

was not as headstrong as mammy, more polite and respectable 

to white people. Usually confined to the kitchen, she 

enjoyed cooking and serving. Over time, some of the visual 

aspects of her image have changed as related to the pancake 

icon. No longer wearing a bandana, her modernized image 

still stereotypes black women. Recent representations of 

Aunt Jemima were found in the ‘Big Momma’ character 

popularized in television shows such as That’s My Momma 

(1974-1975) and What’s Happening (1976-1979); and in the 
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more recent Martin Lawrence movies, Big Momma’s House 

(2000) and Big Momma’s House II (2006). ‘Big Momma’ was 

everything that Mammy and Aunt Jemima were, only more 

domineering figure. She was what many called the black 

matriarch, strong, obese, and emasculating.      

Both the images of Mammy and Jezebel have survived in 

historical and collective memory. Oral traditions, visual 

memory and memorabilia contributed to the retentions of 

images that painted one-dimensional views of each 

character. For Mammy, both the physical and theoretical 

images still exist. The images have been reinforced through 

accounts from grown children who were former charges and 

from memorabilia that has immortalized stereotypical 

representations of her. Grown children often remembered 

their mammies affectionately, as big, old women. Children 

often perceived anyone older than themselves, anyone out of 

their immediate age range, as old.55 This was the case with 

the mammy. In reality, Mammies’ ages often ranged. They 

could begin as young as fifteen or twenty and as old as 

their bodies would allow. To a five year old, forty, thirty 

and even twenty was old. Remembering Mammy as an older 

woman worked towards the goal of desexualizing her just as 

 
55 White, Ar’n’t I A Woman, 60. 
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remembering her as a fat, unattractive woman did. She could 

not be an attractive woman, a sexual being, and have such a 

close connection with her white family.  

Visual memory and memorabilia also reinforced Mammy as 

old, obese, and ugly. Dolls and figurines made to represent 

Mammy portrayed her as fat, extremely black in color, and 

possessing unrealistically exaggerated features. These 

negative images can be found in dolls from almost any 

period in United States history. One particularly offensive 

doll was the golliwog (golliwogg) which portrayed black 

women as having overly large noses, lips, and eyes, and 

full bodied with large breasts and bottoms. (See Appendix 

B) They were often smiling, exposing unnaturally white 

teeth. The dolls were extremely unsightly and believed to 

be true representations of the unattractiveness of black 

women.  In fact, many black folk dolls made by whites were 

so characteristically offensive, that black parents made 

their own dolls for their children.56

Collective memory and oral tradition were other 

methods of preserving the images that represented black 

women. Interviews included in the Federal Writer’s Project 

 
56 For a wonderful history of black dolls in the United States, visit 
The Philadelphia African American Doll Museum, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. The collection contains golliwogs, folk dolls made by 
whites and black, and dolls made in Europe based on white stereotypes.  
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of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) described many 

of the elderly black women as ‘Aunt’ or ‘Auntie.’ For 

instances, interviewers for the WPA interviewed Molly 

Ammond in 1937. Ammond was referred to as “Aunt Molly 

Ammond” before anyone met with her. They further described 

her as “gentle as a child.”57 Nannie Bradfield was described 

as “a fat little old woman…with a broad smile which 

displays white teeth.”58 ‘Aunt’ Hattie Clayton had a “coal 

black face.”59 Amy Chapman was referred to as “Aunt Amy” 

even though she introduced herself as Amy Chapman and 

nowhere in the interview did she refer to herself as a 

mammy, aunt, or auntie.60 This pattern continued with 

descriptions such as “very clean appearance” “neat and 

prim,” and “strong.”61 Perhaps one of the most conventional 

descriptions was that of Tildy Collins. “Aunt Tildy,” as 

her name was recorded in the WPA interview, was “a typical 

‘black mammy’ of orthodox type…greatly beloved.”62

Oral tradition also preserved the image of Jezebel 

although through different techniques. White folklore was 

instrumental in retaining her image and revealed how deeply 

 
57 Rawick, “Narrative of Molly Ammond,” 9. 
58 Rawick, “Narrative of Nannie Bradfield,” 44. 
59 Rawick, “Narrative of Aunt Hattie Clayton,” 77. 
60 Rawick, “Narrative Amy Chapman,”58. 
61 Rawick, “Narrative of Emma Chapman,” 62; “Narrative of Mammy Lucy 
Kimball,” 246; “Narrative of Janie Scott,” 338. 
62 Rawick, “Narrative of Aunt Tildy Collins,” 83. 
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rooted white stereotypes of black female sexuality were.  

Stories and jokes about black female sexuality were retold 

as if they were true accounts. Many of these had origins 

dating back to the auction block where so-called 

“negresses” were “put up, scandalous and indecent questions 

and jests are permitted.”63 Usually crude in nature, they 

picked up popular themes such as sexual relations between 

blacks as envisioned by whites.64 ‘Rastus and Mandy’ jokes 

often contained sexually derogatory humor focused on black 

women’s vitality and promiscuity.65 One example of this type 

of humor was seen in the following joke:  

A doctor going through the colored ward in   
 a hospital sees four Negro women nursing  
 babies. He asks the first one when her baby   
 was born and she says, “June first.” He asks  
 the second one when hers was born and she says  
 “June first.” He asks the third and she says  
 “June first.” He goes to the next bed with a 
 knowing smile and says “Well, I suppose your  
 baby was born June first too.” “No, suh, Boss,  
 it sho wan’t,” say the woman. “Ah didn’ go to  
 de same picnic.”66  
 

These images of Mammy and Jezebel were constructed for 

reasons, some of which have been briefly discussed already. 
 

63 As quoted in Jordan, 161. 
64Neil V. Rosenburg, “The Communication of Attitudes: White Folklore 
about Negroes,” Negro American Literature Forum, 3, no. 3 (Autumn, 
1969): 88. 
65 Rasta and Mandy were two black characters found in various genres of 
popular culture. Their presence, however, in white folklore was 
negative and often sexually explicit.  
66 Dollard, 169. See Appendix C for additional jokes focusing on the 
sexuality of black women.  
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Mammy was stationed within the house, in close proximity to 

the master and mistress during slavery. Because of this 

closeness, the South needed a safe endearing representation 

of black women to show the benevolence of the institution. 

Creating a loveable character eased tensions. Creating an 

asexual character dissipated any presumption of 

impropriety. What respectable white man would abuse an old, 

fat, ugly caregiver, one so beloved by all? – They would 

not.    

After slavery, Mammy was still situated within the 

white family, close to the husband and wife as well as 

children. The safe image of a devoted servant was needed 

then more than ever. White fear of black misconduct was on 

the rise after emancipation with the loss of control over 

former slaves. The white South wanted to feel secure, they 

wanted a return to the old social order and the presence of 

Mammy put them a step closer to that goal.   

The mythological images of Mammy and Jezebel 

determined how southerners defined and defended their 

behaviors and treatment of black women. These images were 

crucial to understanding the dynamics that operated in this 

country’s history. However, it is more important to 
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determine what these images sought to conceal, rather than 

reveal. 

Mammy’s image was misleading on several levels. She 

was hailed as the “centerpiece in…Southerner’s perception 

of the perfectly ordered society.”67 Again, she was the 

ideal slave, the ideal housekeeper, the ideal nurse, the 

ideal cook. Realistically Mammy did not represent the 

experiences of most female slaves, servants, or domestics. 

Much of southern narrative had the all-powerful Mammy 

running all aspects of domestic duties within the home. 

This placed her in what Michelle Wallace called the myth of 

the superwoman. At the very least ‘supermammy’ challenged 

the fundamental principles of true womanhood, where white 

women were ‘in charge’  of the house. Although this sphere 

of domesticity did allow slaveholding women to supervise 

house slaves in domestic duties, the mistress was presumed 

to be the authority. Slaves, however proficient, needed 

supervision and control. In the myth of mammy, she was the 

expert. In reality, there were usually several slave women 

performing a variety of tasks in larger household, several 

 
67 White, Ar’n’t I A Woman, 58. 
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Mammies, so to say. In smaller ones, Mammy and Mistress 

shared duties with the mistress supervising.68

The physical realities of Mammy and Jezebel also 

differed from the mythological. As previously discussed, 

Mammy’s age, weight and features were overemphasized. Her 

full hips, thighs, and breasts (African features) were 

depicted as obesity. Her old age gave her grandmotherly 

qualities. Her dark complexion was emphasized to 

distinguish her from Jezebel.  Jezebel’s same African 

features were described as voluptuous and sensual. Jezebel 

was believed to be younger than Mammy, having started 

sexual activity early, making her a whore in southern 

imagination.69 Her complexion was brown, not black or dark. 

She was not only the behavioral opposite of ‘ole black 

Mammy’ but the physical as well. Just as Mammy’s darker 

skin made her unattractive and undesirable, safe for 

intimate associations with white families,  Jezebel’s 

‘brown’ skin sexualized her, directly connecting her to 

promiscuity and skill. She was dangerous to white family 

structure. However, her skin also made her attractive. As 

will be discussed in Chapter Two, according to the elements 

of honor as applied to white men, one of the key elements 

 
68 Lancaster, 41-42. 
69 Dollard, 144. 
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necessary for ‘relations’ with black women was that the 

women had to be what white men considered attractive. That 

meant lighter skin although, what constituted light and 

dark were relative.70 White men were attracted to black 

women who were further removed from savagery but who still 

possessed the Africanness that intrigued white society.71

In truth, southerners found both Mammy and Jezebel 

desirable. They were both sexual beings who were objects of 

unsolicited sexual advances. They functioned in a society 

that needed to both quell fears and explain patterns of 

black – white relationships. Both myths were created to 

divert focus from rape and illicit sex between master and 

slave, employer and employee. All black women fell into one 

of the two categories, regardless of body type or 

complexion; regardless of their classification as 

‘faithful, beloved, asexual’ or ‘lascivious, promiscuous, 

seducing.’ Neither “the pretty, even the comely could never 

rest easy.”72   

 
70 Wyatt-Brown, 105. 
71 Michele Paige McElya has an excellent discussion about the influence 
of African women’s bodies on European culture. Included in the content, 
is the image of African Venus, who upon arrival in Europe, commanded 
great admiration from men and a desire to replicate features in white 
women’s fashion. See Michele Paige McElya, “Monumental Citizenship: 
Reading the National Mammy Memorial Controversy of the Early Twentieth 
Century,” (Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 2003), 20-24. 
72 White, Ar’n’t I A Woman, 30.  
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The image of Mammy hid the transgressions, made them 

deniable and unbelievable. The image of Jezebel excused 

white men’s behaviors, even rationalized them. Jezebel was 

proof that black women seduced poor, unsuspecting white men 

into inappropriate sexual encounters. These overtly 

aggressive, deviant women were forcing sex upon, in essence 

raping, respectable white men. 

The abuse black women received was constant, 

unrestrictive and most often intertwined. Elements of 

sexual abuse were often present in other types of physical 

abuse and visa-versa. In some instances, these abuses have 

been found to hold vicarious positions in the lynching of 

black women. This was particularly true if the fear of loss 

of honor existed for the white men involved. Such was the 

case in the lynchings of Rosa Richardson and Marie Scott. 
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Chapter Two 

Black Women’s Bodies: Symbols of Honor and Violence 

 

 

“Rains come wet me, 
Sun come dry me, 

Stay back, boss man, 
Don’t come nigh me.”1

 

 

The concepts of honor and violence permeated almost 

every aspect of southern life. They were particularly 

relevant to the dynamics that existed between black women 

and white men. The black woman’s body represented the 

ultimate identification of white manhood. The use, abuse, 

and display of this body was so grossly entangled with 

honor and violence that honor often was demonstrated 

through violence directed at that body.  Much of southern 

identity also associated white manhood with control and 

power. Victorian gender theology created an idealization of 

honor, which required white men to protect personal, 

familial and societal reputations. This idealized honor 

(manhood) not only had to be proven but passionately and 

 
1 Song sung by field slaves cutting sugar cane in Louisiana. Dorothy 
Sterling, The Trouble They Seen: Black People Tell the Story of 
Reconstruction (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1976), 26. 
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violently defended, often at the expense of African 

American women. 

These interconnected concepts defined and dictated 

white male behaviors. Yet, these definitions were not 

restricted by “words alone, but in courtesies, rituals, and 

even deeds of personal and collective violence.” According 

to Bertram Wyatt-Brown, the main purpose of honor was the 

protection of individuals, families, communities or race 

from the “the greatest dread” imagined – the fear of public 

humiliation.2

Public humiliation occurred when white men were 

dishonorable or allowed their manhood to be challenged 

without resistance. Challenges could come in various forms. 

Blatant disregard for society norms, criminal activity, and 

the disrespect of white womanhood caused white men to lose 

honorable/respectable status. Attacks on honor, whether 

real or imagined, had to be addressed. Men were responsible 

not just for defending personal honor but familial honor as 

well. Attacks on female family members were interpreted as 

personal attacks. Violence, real or imagined, demanded 

violent response. Moreover, failure to react immediately 

 
2 Wyatt-Brown, viii. 
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and appropriately was considered disgraceful not only for 

individual white men, but for their families.  

According to Wyatt Brown, family purity was an 

essential component of personal and group honor. It was 

exhibited in terms of purity of lineage and reputation. In 

this sense, honorable white families had clean bloodlines; 

there was no presence of black blood, no miscegenation. 

Additionally, no rumors existed about the moral character 

of family members. There could be no speculation of 

criminal misconduct. The family must be ‘highly respected’ 

to preserve favorable reputation. Chivalry was used to 

defend both personal and familial honor. Lynching was used 

to avenge and protect personal and familial honor as well, 

but it was also used as a tool to sustain community and 

racial integrity. 

Integrity, another important element of honor, was 

directly related to societal status. Those lacking in 

integrity or reputation, lacked honor, thereby affecting 

social ranking and reputation in the community. Integrity 

was tied to adhering to the prescribed definitions of white 

manhood that held white men responsible for the financial 

well-being of the family. In theory, they were the 

breadwinners. White women took care of the home. 
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Nevertheless, as stated in Chapter One, many white women, 

especially of the yeoman class, contributed to the family 

income in addition to maintaining the home.  

Intertwined with manhood and honor, were the issues of 

gender expectations and sex.  As John Dollard stated “sex 

was at the root of many problems in the racial fields” - so 

deeply rooted that it was not always recognized. There was 

a “sexual gain” that white men had because of their status 

relative to women.3 Applying the concept of sexual gain to 

the precarious position of black women in society, both pre 

and post slavery, allowed white men to become the 

“despoiler of black women” 4 in their attempts to prove 

their manhood.  

As also discussed in Chapter One, black women did not 

have the ideology of true womanhood to protect them from 

white men. They were perceived as sexually deviant and 

readily accessible and as such were subjected to the 

desires of white men. This idea functioned as a means for 

white men to maintain a “healthy sex-life.”  White male 

lust was an accepted, even expected, component of manhood. 

The suppression of such “natural impulse was to defy nature 

 
3 Dollard, 135. 
4 Anne P. Rice, ed., Witnessing Lynching: American Writers Respond (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 17.   
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itself, leading to prissiness and effeminacy.”5 Young men 

viewed sexual experience as a defining element of manhood 

and honor. Older men believed that “mild indiscretion 

enhanced their respectability as long as certain rules were 

followed.”6   

Discretion was an extremely important dimension to 

honor. It was the measure of a ‘gentleman,’ of an honorable 

man. Sexual encounters were never discussed in mixed 

company nor publicly acknowledged. Any relationship, 

consensual or coerced, had to appear casual even if it was 

not. The inequality between racial and social standing had 

to be obvious. There could be no sense of love, parity or 

reverence between white men and black women because it 

might appear that black women were being elevated to the 

status of white women. Any deviation from this would 

corrupt the hierarchical structure of the South. Any 

deviation would insult white womanhood. Any deviation would 

dishonor white men and their families. Additionally, the 

subjects of attention (black women) must to be attractive 

by white male standards. Lastly, this behavior could not be 

part of a pattern of misconduct. The white men involved 

could not be considered alcoholic or exhibit deviant 

 
5  Wyatt Brown, 96. 
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behavior.  They had to be ‘honorable’ men in the community 

with good reputation and social standing.7 As long as these 

criteria were met, racially based transgressed across the 

color line were overlooked. White men who broke these rules 

would be subjected to public humiliation and ridicule. 

These tenets become important when examining the lynching 

of black women. (See discussion in Chapter Five) 

Prior to Emancipation, black women’s bodies were 

‘owned’ by their masters. These masters attempted to 

control the movement, as well as the function of those 

bodies. Women were beaten, sexually abused and mutilated. 

They were used as breeders and concubines. In fact, much of 

the treatment administered to black women had sexual 

undertones; even common methods of punishment such a 

whipping. Masters and overseers did not simply beat female 

slaves, but often did so with the women semi or completely 

nude, a technique that further de-feminized them. This 

practice left black women subjected to physical torture but 

also public humiliation.  Slave narratives contain a 

plethora of testimony that supports this. Although Oliver 

Bell did not know what his mother did to anger his master, 

he recalled that he [the master] “pulled her dress down…an’ 

 
6 Ibid, 96. 
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made her lay down cus de door” to administer a whipping.8 

The overseer on the plantation where Amy Chapman lived 

“took the women an’ turn dere clothes ober dere haids an 

whup em.” Chapman herself, was “whipped…wid de cat er nine 

tails when [I] was stark naked”9 As a young slave girl, 

Louise Picquat was whipped “with the cowhide, naked,” for 

trying to avoid the sexual advances of her master.10 On 

Laura Clark’s farm there was “a whuppin’ log and wher her 

strip ‘em buck naked and lay ‘em on de log.”11 Some women 

had more final experiences. America Morgan witnessed her 

mother’s fatal whipping when she was only five years old.12

Dispensing abuse did not just occur on ‘whuppin logs.’ 

The master’s house was a place of both sexual of physical 

abuse as well. In fact, it often served as the domain of 

more than one tormentor. Mary Peters’ mother, a house 

slave, was thrown to the floor, tied down, and “used” by 

her mistress’ sons, “one after the other…for the whole 

afternoon.”13 Many slaves believed that “nearly all white 

men take, and expect to take undue liberties with their 

 
7 Ibid, 97-105; Dollard 136 
8Rawick, “Narrative of Oliver Bell,” 28.  
9 Rawick, “Narrative of Amy Chapman,” 58-59. 
10 Sterling, 22. 
11 Rawick, “Narrative of Laura Clark,” 74. 
12 Rawick, “Narrative of America Morgan,” 141.  
13“Mary Peters” in James Mellon, ed., Bullwhip Days: The Slave Remember, 
An Oral History (New York: Avon Books, 1990), 297. 
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colored female servants – not only the fathers but the sons 

also…in most cases be sur, the colored women involved are 

the cooks or chamber maids or seamstresses.”14  Even a 

“good” master was known to “go to the shack and make the 

woman’s husband sit outside while he went in to his wife.”15 

Others purchased ‘nice lookin’ women for the sole purpose 

of using them as concubines. A single white man could rent 

or purchase a slave woman because “he was a bachluh you 

know an’ he need a ‘oman.” One particular slave master, 

Mordicia, “had his yaller gals in one quarter to dere 

selves and dese gals belongs to de Mordicia men, dere 

friends an’ de overseers.”16  Yet, in most cases, these men 

followed the tenets prescribed by white manhood and honor. 

 Lorenzo’s Ivy’s grandmother was a cook whose owner 

“would beat her ef he didn’t like the food.”17 Another slave 

woman was caught taking milk and butter, and had her “jaws 

boxed” by her master.18 However, white men were not the only 

ones to inflict punishment and pain upon black women. Slave 

mistresses administered their own type of punishment often 

 
14 Gerda Lerner, ed., Black Women in White America: A Documentary 
History (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 156. 
15 As quoted in Victoria E. Bynam’s Unruly Women: The Politics of Social 
Control in the Old South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 
1992), 114. 
16 Sterling, 28-29. 
17 Stephanie M.H. Camp, Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women & Everyday 
Resistance in the Plantation South (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004), 42. 
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pulling hair and ears, smacking faces, burning flesh, as 

well as punching and stabbing slave women. Benjamin John’s 

mistress would “go whuppin’” on the women in the house when 

she was angry.”19 Sarah Douglas received the “wors’ 

whipping…ever” from her mistress.20 Mrs. Thomas Johns 

recalled that “ole Missis Gullendin, she’d take a needle 

and stick it through one of their nigger women’s lower 

lip.”21   

In the post emancipated South, the black woman’s body 

continued to be a vehicle for the representation of 

manhood, just as it had during slavery. Attacks, however, 

increased and became more violent. Whereas slave women were 

usually subjected to mistreatment at the hands of their 

owners and others within the plantation setting (master’s 

sons, nephews, overseers), they were normally protected 

from outside abuses. One of the tenets of scripted behavior 

prohibited a white man from violating or destroying another 

white man’s property. Slaves were property.  Freedwomen did 

not have that ‘protection’. They were at the mercy of all 

white men. Abuses at the hand of former owners and present 

employers were frequent as well as gang attacks and rapes. 

 
18 Camp, 43. 
19 Camp, 42. 
20 Mellon, “Sarah Douglas,” 244.  
21 Mellon, “Mrs. Thomas Johns,” 240. 
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At that time, rape was a relatively new concept as 

applied to black women. Prior to Emancipation, the abuse of 

female slaves was not illegal or uncommon because “in those 

days you didn’t ‘rape.’ You just took what you wanted from 

the women.” 22 It was only after the abolition of slavery 

that the term ‘rape’ could apply to black women. Tera 

Hunter classified rape as “a crime defined exclusively in 

theory and in practice, as perceived or actual threats 

against white female virtue by black men, which resulted in 

lynchings and castrations of numbers of innocent black 

men.”23 According to Bruce Kokopeli and George Lakey, rape 

was not just a sexual act; it was more of an act of 

violence expressed in a sexual way.24  Yet, Confederate 

sympathizer Myrta Lockett Avary claimed, “the rapist is a 

product of the reconstruction period” 25 All three are 

correct when applying the concept to black women. Although 

Hunter asserted that rape was a crime that resulted in the 

 
22 William H. Chafe, et al., “Narrative of Cora Eliza Randle Flemming” 
in Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell About Life in the 
Segregates South (New York: The Center for Documentary Studies for the 
Behind the Veil Project, 2001), 70. 
23 Tera Hunter, To ‘Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and 
Labors After the Civil War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 
34. 
24Bruce Kokopeli and George Lakey, “More Power A Than We Want: Masculine 
Sexuality and Violence,” in Race, Class and Gender: An Anthology 
Belmont, eds. Margaret L. Anderson and Patricia Hill Collins, (CA: 
Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1998), 471.  
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lynchings of black men, it was also associated with a 

number of lynchings of black women. Kokopeli and Lakey 

aptly defined rape as both violent and sexual as opposed to 

one or the other. Again, this was the case with some of the 

lynchings of black women. In her definition, Avary was 

referring to the myth of the black male rapist that emerged 

during Reconstruction with the return of former slaves to 

their alleged bestial savage nature. This black rapist was 

a constant threat to white women and familial honor. In 

reality, the white man became the rapist in Reconstruction 

with the application of the term ‘rape’ to black female 

victims of sexual assault.  This did not imply that white 

men were criminalized for rape. In fact, the opposite was 

true. With a desire to return southern order to Old South 

status, the increased unrestrained violence against 

freedwoman was one method to re-assert white manhood. The 

sex act served as a ritualistic re-enactment of the daily 

pattern of social dominance.26 The loss of social and sexual 

control of black women (and their bodies) challenged white 

male honor. This challenge was met with more violent and 

brutal responses. 

 
25 Catherine Clinton, “Reconstructing Freedwomen” in Divided Houses: 
Gender and the Civil War, Edited by Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 317. 
26 Jordan, 141.  
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White supremacist groups such as the Ku Klux Klan 

(KKK) and the Regulators dominated the realm of white 

sanctioned black abuse. Primarily concentrated in rural 

areas, the KKK commonly executed sex-based crimes against 

black women. Rhoda Ann Childs was snatched from her house 

by eight white men who stripped her and tied her to a log 

before beating, raping and sodimizing her. After the 

beating, Childs was thrown to the ground where  

“one of the two men Stood upon my breast,  
 while two others took hold of my feet and  
 stretched my limbs  as far apart as they  
 could, while the man Standing upon my breast 
 applied the strap to my private parts…I was   
 more dead than alive.” 

 
She was “ravished” by one man and another “ran his pistol 

into” her.27   

In another KKK attack, a pregnant woman was forced to 

“get up and dance,” after which she was “whipped” and 

“beat.”28 Diana Williams was “beat over the head and back 

with sticks” by five men who referred to themselves as the 

“Ku-Klux.”29 Forty-two year old Hannah Tutson gave the 

following account of her experience with the KKK: 

“Just as I got into bed five men bulged right againt 
the door…George McCrea ran right to me…They carried me 

 
27 Catherine Clinton, “Reconstructing Freedwomen,” 316; Hunter, To ‘Joy 
My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil War 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 33-34; Sterling, 354. 
28 Clinton, “Reconstructing Freedwoman,” 317. 
29 Sterling, 351. 



 70

                                                

about a quarter of a mile from the house to a 
pine…tied my hands there. They whipped me for a 
while…George McCrea would act scandalously and treat 
me shamefully. He would make me squat down by the 
pine, and...He would get his knees between my legs and 
say, “God damn you, open your legs. Old lady, if you 
don’t let me have to do with you, I will kill you.”  
They whipped me and got liquir…poured it on my 
head…They whipped me from the crown of my head to the 
soles of my feet, I was just raw. George McCrea acted 
so bad, and I was stark naked, I tell you, men, he 
pulled my womb down so that sometimes I can hardly 
walk…He was deputy sheriff.”30

 

 During the Memphis Riot of 1865 the Klan assaulted 

Francis Thompson, Lucy Smith and Lucy Tibbs. Thompson and 

Smith where in Thompson’s home when five men and two 

policemen came and demanded food. After they were served, 

they demanded sex. The women refused but “all seven of the 

men violated” Thompson and sixteen-year-old Smith. Lucy 

Tibbs was pregnant when “a crowd of men” came into her 

house and “ravaged her” with her children present. Cynthia 

Townsend reported that “as many as three or four men at a 

time had conncexion” with her neighbor, Harriett 

Merriweather.31 Although these women gave testimony about 

the abuse they suffered, nothing was every done.  

Just as the physical and sexual abuse of black women 

became community-sanctioned occurrences, the same was true 

 
30 Sterling, 353-353. 
31 Gerda Lerner, ed., Black Women in White America: A Documentary 
History (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 173-177. 
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with the lynching of black women. Although this form of 

vigilante justice originated in colonial America and 

targeted Tories, it quickly became popular in efforts to 

control lawlessness, particularly in rural and frontier 

areas. 32After the Civil War, with increased racial tensions 

and fear, lynching became the tool used by white 

southerners to control newly-freed black people.  

 In analyzing the dynamics of what incited the lynching 

of black women, it is clear that the concept of white male 

honor, combined with the violence enlisted to protect that 

honor, manifested itself in the lynching of black women.  

 Allegations against black women that resulted in their 

lynching, ranged from things as minor as mistaken identity 

to the more serious charge of murder.   Murder was the most 

frequent charge, associated with thirty-six lynchings. In 

forty-three cases, no allegations have yet to be uncovered. 

Race prejudice was cited as the motivation in fourteen 

incidents. In only ten of the reported instances of 

lynching were the victims taken because of relationships to 

accused black male suspects.  Nine women were accused of 

arson and seven of stealing. Six women were accused of 

being accessories or having knowledge of crimes. Four 

 
32 For discussion on the origin of the term and practice in the United 
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victims were accused of poisoning where death was not the 

result. Three women were accused of each of the following 

crimes: miscegenation, being Republican, making threats 

against whites, and disputing with whites. Two victims were 

accused of assault and two more were lynched for fear that 

they would identify the men who lynched their husbands. The 

remaining allegations were each associated with one victim: 

running a whorehouse, causing a train wreck, strike 

activity, resisting the Klan, and being the tenant of a 

murdered white man. Mistaken identity and being successful 

were the causes of two lynchings. Although guilt was often 

presumed, just as with the lynching of black men, black 

women were neither tried nor convicted. They were simply 

raped, mutilated and/or tortured before meeting “death at 

the hands of persons unknown.”33  

 However, that was not the whole story. A cursory look 

at some of women accused of murder and arson showed that 

more happened than was reported in the larger mainstream 

newspapers. As Frank Shay stated, “Negro women who 

attracted the attention of lynchers are, regardless of age 

 
States, see James Cutler’s Lynch Law (New York: Longmans, Green ad Co., 
1905). 
33 This phrase was often listed as the cause of death in newspapers, 
coroner’s reports and/or inquisitions of lynching victims.  
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invariably mob-raped before being executed.”34 That was the 

situation with several of the lynchings uncovered thus far. 

In several other cases, there was some type of sexual 

dimension to the lynchings, even if there was no gang-rape.  

Some of the victims were raped, some were molested, and 

with others, there was some level of sexual interaction, 

either consensual and coerced. Both Charlotte Morris (1896) 

and Angenora Spencer (1957) along with an unnamed woman 

were accused of miscegenation - mixed race sex. Morris was 

actually living with a white man as her ‘husband,’ a direct 

violation of societal norms and honorable behavior. Laura 

Porter (1910) was accused of running a whorehouse. While 

many such house existed in the country at that time, white 

women ran most of them. They were often frequented by white 

male patrons and the focus of community scorn. 

 There was evidence of some type of ongoing sexual 

relationship associated with several of the cases. Ann 

Cowen was accused of arson; however, she allegedly set a 

barn on fire in an angry response to sexual advances made 

by her employer. Likewise, Marie Thompson (1904) allegedly 

refused to give into her employer’s sexual advances and 

killed him. Alma Houze (House) and her sister Maggie 

 
34 Frank Shay, Judge Lynch: His First Hundred Years (New York: Ives 
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(1918), both in their teens, were both pregnant by their 

white employer who they allegedly murdered. Marie Scott 

(1914), another teenager, was either raped, or involved in 

an ongoing relationship with Lemuel Peace, the white man 

she allegedly killed. Additionally, it was believed that 

Scott was pregnant by Peace who perhaps, stayed at her home 

for extended periods of time. It was unclear whether Scott 

was ganged raped prior to lynching but it was reported that 

most of her clothes were removed prior to her lynching.  

It was also alleged that she was a prostitute. 35  

It was suspected that Daniel Bell, father of the child 

Rosa Richardson allegedly killed was involved in a sordid 

relationship with Richardson. It was not clear whether it 

was consensual or not. Dorothy Malcolm and Mae Dorsey 

(1946) were allegedly lynched because of the fear they 

would identify the members of the mob that killed their 

husbands. Malcolm’s husband had been in a fight with their 

landlord and stabbed him. Although there were other reasons 

reported, community speculation indicated that the fight 

 
Washburn, Inc., 1938), 98.  
 
35 Tuskegee News Clippings File, Lynching-1914, Reel 221; The Chicago 
Defender, 17 July 1914; The News & Courier, 13 July 1914; New York 
Times, 13 July 1914; Columbia Record, 13 July 1914; Tulsa Star 4 April 
1914. 
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was really over sexual contact between Dorothy and the 

landlord.  

Public displays of nudity and abuse were additional 

components in the lynching of black women. Laura Nelson 

(1911) was ganged raped in front of her son by the mob that 

lynched her. Cordella Stevenson (1915) was taken from her 

husband, raped, and her naked body was left hanging for 

public inspection.  

Further study is needed to determine how many other 

black female lynching victims were stripped and hung nude 

for public ridicule or were gang-raped. As additional 

research is conducted, it is likely that many more cases 

involving sexual misconduct will be uncovered. It highly 

probable that they will be directly connected to challenges 

to white male honor and manhood -- such was the case with 

the lynching of Rosa Richardson.  
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Elloree today, is a typical small picturesque southern 

town. The name ‘Elloree’ was derived from an Indian word 

meaning “home I love.”6 The town’s atmosphere is welcoming 

and peaceful while at the same time cautionary and aloof. 

Strangers are greeted warmly but not invitingly. The town 

was incorporated in 1886 but residents in the area date 

back to 1670 when the first settlers made claims.  

Agriculture is the oldest industry in the area with 

prominent crops including cotton, soybeans, corn and grain. 

Although not grown in the same quantity, cotton fields 

still exist in significant numbers along the narrow roads 

that run between the towns. Many of the early settlers’ 

surnames were inter-twined with Elloree history. Dr. Manly 

Dantzler was a prominent doctor in the early 1900’s. Town 

officials and prominent residents over the years included 

members of the Ulmer, Arant, Dantzler, Hungerpiller, Irick, 

Shuler, Smith and Livingston families. Descendants of many 

of those named are still in the area and are staples in 

this tight-knit community. Many of these same long-standing 

family names were intertwined with the Richardson lynching. 

While Elloree today is the epitome of a small southern 

town, it was a center of commercial activity in the early 
 

6Robert and Patsy Holman, Elloree: The Home I Love, A Short History of a 
Great Little Town (Orangeburg: Elloree Centennial Celebration 
Committee, 1986), 27. 
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1900s. The Elloree Hook & Ladder Company formed in 1905 and 

the Elloree Telephone Company in 1909. The first public 

school opened its doors in 1853, growing rapidly over the 

years with increased white enrollment. Asphalt sidewalks 

lined the streets by 1906, which was the same year that 

acetylene streetlights replaced the kerosene ones that had 

been in place since 1890. Electric lights took the place of 

the acetylene ones by 1914. By 1912, there were four 

grocery stores, four drug stores, eight general mercantile 

businesses, a feed and livery establishment along with a 

real estate business and a garage. There was also a 

millinery store and an undertaker for white residents. 

Additionally, the first guardhouse, built in 1904, was 

constructed after approved at a town council meeting held 

December 1903. The small stone structure still stands 

behind the new town hall building that has become its 

replacement. It was in this three-celled structure that 

Richardson was held just prior to her lynching. (See 

Appendix E) The communities of Providence, Santee and Vance 

are the country extensions of Elloree.  

As discussed in the Introduction, there is debate 

within lynching scholarship over whether lynching victims 
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were strangers to the communities where they where lynched.7 

This was not the case with the Richardson lynching.  

According to oral testimony and census records, Richardson 

was a native of South Carolina.8 She and her family were 

well known in the closely related areas of Providence, 

Santee and Vance and had been long-time residents. Her name 

had been reported as both Richardson and Jefferson in the 

white newspapers using the qualifier ‘called by some.’9 

Black sources were divided over her surname but she was 

listed in several census records as Richardson. Several 

sources reported her name as Carson but those reports were 

simply reprints and there was no evidence found to support 

that surname.10 Her legal first name was Rosa but she was 

known as Missy in the black community.11 It is not clear how 

large her family presence was, but numerous tombstones with 

both the Richardson and  

 
7 For a further discussion, see Beck, E.M. and Timothy Clark. 
“Strangers, community miscreants, or locals: Who were the Black victims 
of mob violence?”: 77-84. 
8 1900 and 1910 South Carolina Census records; Virgil G. Bell, 
interviewed by Maria DeLongoria, 17 June 2004; Narvis Hilliard, 
interview by Maria DeLongoria, Santee, South Carolina, 15 October 2004; 
Eartha Lee Guess, interview by Maria DeLongoria, Holly Hills, 15 
October 2004. 
9 Charleston Evening Post, 13 July 1914; State, 13 July 1914; Times and 
Democrat, 14 July 1914. 
10 Crisis, September 1914; Chicago Defender, 18 July 1914; New York 
Times, 13 July 1914; 1870, 1890, 1900, and 1910 Census Records. 
11 Guess, 2004. 
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Jefferson surnames lay upturned in one of the local 

African-American cemeteries.   Richardson’s sister, Alice, 

even remained in the area for several years after the 

lynching before relocating to New York.12  

Richardson worked as a laborer, cook and nanny for 

most of her life.  At the time of her death, she was the 

nanny and cook for the family of Daniel and Rhoda Ella 

Bell. She lived in a house that sat on Bell land, several 

hundred yards from the main house. It was believed that she 

lived alone, however, one oral interviewee believed that 

she lived with her husband and had family and children 

around.13 No other data or interviews supported this claim. 

Richardson lived in the area for many years, appearing in 

several of the census records but never enumerated with 

family members.  

News reports indicated that Richardson was 

approximately thirty-five years old, but more than likely, 

she was closer to twenty-seven.14 The different reporting 

age might have been done to create the image of an older 

 
12 Magistrate Court Docket. Third District. Orangeburg, 1916; N. 
Hilliard, 15 October 2004. 
13 The only interviewee who stated this was Bell family descendant, 
Virgil Bell, Jr. He stated that he was not sure that the information he 
had was correct and he only knew what his father had told him. His 
father, Virgil Bell, sr. was present at the lynching. Bell 2004; One 
woman interviewed, Narvis Hillard, personally knew the victim and 
adamantly stated that Richardson did not have a husband. N.Hillard, 
2004.  
14 1900 and 1910 South Carolina Census record. 
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harder woman or it might have simply been accidental. Black 

and white memory paint different visual images of 

Richardson. Black testimony described a strong, handsome, 

big-boned, thick woman; “like a woman who worked hard, but 

not fat”.15 White narratives depicted her as being a heavy 

woman, weighing between 250 and 300 pounds; characterized 

as an “Aunt Jemima type.”16 The latter description matched 

that of the stereotypical mammy. Mentally, she has been 

portrayed in white recollection as crazy and unstable, even 

having psychological problems.17 Black recall described her 

as being “mental like” and “not quite right.” One 

interviewee revealed, “They knew what Missy’s problem was 

but no one did anything to help her.”18 It was unclear what 

type of problem was being referenced.  

Numerous newspaper accounts described her “as a bad 

character, as one of the worst types of Negroes,” with no 

further explanation.19 With a description such as this, one 

would think that she had previous trouble with the law. 

However, there was no evidence of any arrest record for 

 
15 Guess, 2004. 
16 Lawton Brown, interviewed by Maria DeLongoria, Vance, South Carolina, 
18 June 2004; Bell, 2004. 
17 Brown, 2004; Bell, 2004. 
18 Guess, 2004; T. Keitt, Orangeburg, South Carolina, 15 October 2004; 
19 Columbia Record, 13 July 1914; Charleston Evening Post, 13 July 1914; 
Tuskegee Newspaper Clippings File, Lynching - July-Dec 1914, Reel 221; 
Charleston News & Currier, 13 July 1914.  
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her to the jail in Elloree while the search for Essie 

continued.29  

Newspaper accounts did not include any information 

concerning Virgil’s curiosity about Richardson’s behavior 

or anything about him stopping at her house. They simply 

stated that immediate suspicious turned towards Richardson 

and her unnamed sister, alluding to recent trouble with the 

family. The two women were taken to Elloree for “safe-

keeping.”30  

Various depictions of the events that led up 

Richardson’s arrest exist. One states that she was at home 

asleep when Bell and the others came to her house, waking 

her up to inquire about the child. Not satisfied with her 

response, the search party took Richardson to the Elloree 

jail. It is conceivable that Richardson may have been 

sleeping since it was dark before the search began and 

there was no indication as to how long it had been in 

progress prior to the group arriving at her home. Some 

newspaper reports stated that the child’s footprints led 

them to the black woman’s house. However, the darkness of 

night would have made it difficult to find and follow 

footsteps.  
 

29 Bell, 2004. 
30 Charleston News Courier, 13 July 1914; Charleston Evening Post, 13 
July 1914.   
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By the time the women were taken to the jail, the 

search party had grown into an angry mob ranging from 300 

to 400 in number. The search continued although it is 

unclear how long. Conflicting reports ranged in explanation 

from the search going through the night to it stopped when 

it was too dark to see, continuing in the morning.31 One 

thing, however, was certain: the longer the search ran, the 

larger the mob became. Estimates placed crowd numbers 

between 600 and 700 men, women and children by the time 

Richardson was lynched late the next morning.32   

A telegram was sent that night to Orangeburg’s Sheriff 

Salley, requesting dogs to aid in the search. However, 

Salley responded that dogs were unavailable. A telegram was 

also sent to Charleston informing Rhoda Ella that her 

daughter was missing. She took a train back to Vance that 

night, although it was unclear what time the last train 

would have been.33 Claims made in newspaper accounts stated 

that the telephone lines were down the day of the lynching 

so no one was able to call or wire Orangeburg, for 

 
31 Bell, 2004; Columbia Record, 13 July 1914; State, 13 July 1914; Times 
& Democrat, 14 July 1914. 
32 Bell, 2004. 
33 Ibid. 
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assistance from Sheriff Salley. Yet the night before wires 

had been sent to both Orangeburg and Charleston.34  

Regardless of whether the search continued all night 

or restarted in the morning, it ended Sunday morning 

sometime between the hours of eight and eleven when Essie’s 

body was found.  It was in the hollow of an old tree near a 

small bay very close to her and Richardson’s houses. A 

white man named Shuler discovered the body reportedly with 

the help of a black man. Her skull was crushed and a pine 

root discovered near the body was the assumed assault 

weapon.35 According to Bell narrative, Richardson had taken 

Essie’s dress off and washed her and her clothing, then put 

the wet dress back on the child.36 It was not taken into 

account that the child's clothing might have gotten wet 

some other way. She was allegedly found near a bay, which 

might have contributed to the wet clothing, not Richardson 

washing them.  It had also been more than sixteen hours 

since Essie was last seen. It was assumed that she was 

killed early Saturday evening. Had Richardson actually 

washed her dress out, the question could be raised given 

the heat of a South Carolinian July summer night as 

 
34 Ibid; Times & Democrat, 14 July 1914. 
35 Washington Post, 13 July 1914; Charleston Evening Post, 13 July 1914; 
State, 13 July 1914; Columbia Record, 13 July 1914. 
36 Bell, 2004. 
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indicated by Virgil’s reasoning for stopping at Richardson 

house, how wet would the dress actually have been the next 

day?  

With the body of the murdered child found, the mob 

headed for the jail. Although, the newspapers reported that 

the local sheriff, Ballard, and the magistrate, Gates, 

tried to resist the mob and were overpowered, word was sent 

prior to the mob’s arrival that they were en route. Yet, 

other accounts assert that Ballard and Gates left the jail 

allowing the removal of the woman without a struggle.37 The 

Times & Democrat, the Columbia Record and the Boston Globe 

reported Richardson had been arrested with her sister and 

Alice told the mob that Richardson killed the child.38 The 

mob then released Alice and took Richardson by automobile 

to a location several yards from where they found Essie 

Bell. A large gum tree stood on the side of Two Chop Road, 

which was between Richardson’s and the Bell’s homes. 

Someone in the crowd let out the cry “let’s string her up” 

and one of the children in the crowd ran to a shed to 

retrieve a rope.39

 
37 Ibid. 
38 Columbia Record, 13 July 1914; Charleston Evening Post 13 July 1914. 
Times & Democrat, 14 July 1914; Boston Globe, 15 July 1914; Columbia 
Record, 13 July 1914. 
39 Bell, 2004. 
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According to the Bell family narrative, Rosa’s hands 

were bound with the rope, which was then pulled over the 

branch of that gum tree leaving her suspended by her arms. 

Dangling from the branch, the woman screamed and cried for 

her life; all the while not explaining why she allegedly 

committed the crime. Bell family members who were present 

were still asking her why she killed Essie. Conversely, The 

Columbia Record and the Times & Democrat reported that she 

had remained quiet and sullen during her removal from the 

jail and during the process of tying and raising her onto 

the tree branch.40  

According to the Bells, her family supposedly heard 

the commotion but did not come out, nor did most, if not 

all, of the other black residents.41 Yet, the Charleston 

News Courier, the Times & Democrat and the Columbia Record, 

stated that at least thirty blacks silently witnessed the 

lynching, showing their approval.42 This was highly 

unlikely. Usually the only black presence at lynchings was 

the victim. Lynch mobs had a tendency to attack any black 

 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Charleston News & Courier, 13 July 1914; Columbia Record, 13 July 
1914; Times & Democrat, 14 July 1914. 
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person when they were enraged and felt satisfied with that 

justification.43

The fields were covered with spectators who yelled and 

cheered as the woman was raised above the crowd. They had 

come by automobile, horse, wagon, and foot. Then, according 

to oral narrative, Marvin Dantzler, friend and neighbor to 

the Bell’s and kin to a respected doctor in Elloree, fired 

the first shot that tore through Richardson’s right breast. 

This shot triggered a rally of gunfire that tore her body 

to shreds. Although, no one in the mob was ever officially 

identified, Marvin Smith, another area resident identified 

in oral testimony, contributed to the hundreds of bullets 

that ripped Richardson apart. Her body hung from that old 

gum tree, blowing in the wind like ribbons for days. It was 

rumored that if she were laid out, her body would have been 

twelve feet long by the time the mob was finished. No one 

touched her though, until Daniel Bell gave the word that 

she could be cut down and buried.44 There were no records, 

oral or written, indicating where she was buried. The only 

black undertaker was located in Orangeburg, but “he would 

 
43 Crisis 11 (February 1916): 200-1. 
44Guess, 2004; Keitt, 2004; Mark Salazar, interviewed by Maria 
DeLongoria, Elloree, 18 October 2004; Bell, 2004; Orangeburg County 
Coroner’s Inquisition Book, 1914, pp. 132. 
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not have touched it (the body).”45 He would have had 

problems with local white residents if he had.  

This was where the story ended for many of the 

spectators and they returned to their daily routines. 

However, that was not necessarily true for those directly 

involved. A coroner’s jury had to be convened. Customarily, 

many of Elloree’s town officials and prominent residents 

from the area served on that jury. The final coroner’s 

report related to Essie Bell’s cause of death stated that 

she died from having her skull crushed by some blunt 

instrument. The coroner’s jury also stated that Richardson 

had confessed to hitting the girl and causing her death.46 

Richardson, supposedly, only confessed to the search 

party/mob. Having the jury swear this in the inquisition 

leads to the conclusion that the jury was part of the lynch 

mob. 

The subsequent investigation into the lynching of 

Richardson was led by Elloree’s Deputy Sheriff Tillman 

Rush. Although none of these records were properly stored, 

thus, making them inaccessible for review, later observers 

 
45 Richard Reid, interviewed by Maria DeLongoria, Orangeburg, South 
Carolina, 12 June 2004; Evelyn Weathersbee, interviewed by Maria 
DeLongoria, Orangeburg, South Carolina, 12 June 2004.  
46 Coroner’s Inquisition, 1914, 131-132. 
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believe that Richardson did not kill Essie Bell.47 That 

raises the question as to why Richardson became the target 

of the mob. Specifically, what was the underlying issue 

between her and the Bells?   

The Baltimore Sun, the State and the Charleston 

Evening Post reported several reasons as to why it was 

believed Richardson killed the child. These motives ranged 

from Richardson simply being a bad person to problems with 

the Bell family. Another set of newspaper clippings stated 

that suspicion turned towards Richardson and her sister, 

before a body was discovered but never speculated why that 

was.48 Local newspaper accounts focused more on Richardson’s 

character as motive stating, “She has always borne the 

reputation of being one of the worst negroes of the 

vicinity.”49 The Charleston News and Courier declared, “no 

reason was assigned except the woman was a bad character 

and had refused to work for Mr. Bell, on whose place she 

lived. On several occasions it is alleged that she grew 

dissatisfied and sullen…she murdered her for vengeance,” 

although it was never clear what Richardson might have felt 

 
47 Brown, 2004. 
48 Tuskegee Newspaper Clippings File, Lynching - July-Dec 1914, Reel 
221; The Charleston Evening Post, 13 July 1914. 
49 Columbia Record, 14 July 1914; The State, 13 July 1914. 
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she needed to avenge.50 Additionally, one seeks vengeance 

when one feels he or she has been wronged or mistreated. If 

this was indeed the case, what wrong had been done to 

Richardson? 

The Times & Democrat reported that Richardson had an 

argument with the Rhoda Ella, the child’s mother, a few 

days prior to the child’s death and that the murder was 

retaliation for the dispute.51 Another reported that there 

was a dispute over the payment of rent; Richardson lived on 

Bell land and worked for the family.52 Perhaps both of these 

reasons were true in part, but neither represented the 

entire story or were believed to be the motive by the 

family and the community.  

Virgil Bell, Jr., son of Essie’s brother, Virgil, 

stated that the family never knew why Richardson killed his 

aunt. That was one of things that unsettled his father 

most, and prevented any closure for him.53 Again, Virgil was 

at the lynching and recalled continuously asking her why 

she had done it, why she had killed his sister but the 

woman never responded to his question. Not having an answer 

 
50 Charleston News and Courier, 13 July 1914. 
51 Times & Democrat, 14 July 1914. 
52 Columbia Record, 14 July 1914; State, 13 July 1914; Charleston News & 
Courier 13 July 11914. 
53 Bell, 2004. 
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or an explanation haunted young Virgil into manhood, making 

him skeptical about life.54

Simply because the family narrative did not include a 

motive did not mean that Rosa committed the crime. In fact, 

the lack of a motive or rationale in their recollection 

told more than they probably intended it to.  Community 

memory or rather selective recall contributed to this 

theory also. The uniform inclusion and exclusion of 

specific details, as well as the refusals of interviews, 

especially from some of the white residents of Elloree and 

neighboring Holly Hill, revealed that the lynching was 

still a taboo subject. Several older white residents rudely 

refused to provide any information. One resident of Vance 

was willing to share some superficial data and provided 

leads but would not divulge specifics himself.  He did 

state, however that “a lot came out after the lynching,” 

that “the story didn’t happen the way it was told,” and 

“that lady didn’t kill the little girl.”  Allegedly, many 

disturbing, but clarifying facts emerged during the course 

of the investigation but most of this data was “swept under 

the rug.” As a result of Rush’s investigation, it was 

 
54 Ibid. 


