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The 1898 lynching of Tom Johnson and Joe Kizer is retold in this
groundbreaking book. Unlike other histories of lynching that rely
on conventional historical records, this study focuses on the objects
associated with the lynching, including newspaper articles, fragments
of the victims’ clothing, photographs, and souvenirs such as sticks from
the hanging tree. This material culture approach uncovers how people
tried to integrate the meaning of the lynching into their everyday lives
through objects. These seemingly ordinary items are repositories for the
comprehension, interpretation, and commemoration of racial violence
and white supremacy. Elijah Gaddis showcases an approach to objects
as materials of history and memory, insisting that we live in a world
suffused with the material traces of racial violence, past and present.

Elijah Gaddis is Assistant Professor of History at Auburn University,
and the co-director of A Red Record, a comprehensive mapping of
lynching victims in the American South.
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Preface

I want to begin in a way uncharacteristic of historical writing by first
remarking upon what this book is not. It is not a story of lynching victims.
Tom Johnson and Joe Kizer were murdered publicly and brutally. After
years of searching, I can find little more about them than the prejudicial
and sensational accounts made at the time. The lives of people shortened
considerably by mob violence deserve a full accounting. Their lives were
ended by a few, intense hours of violence, and marked throughout by
the emergence and intensification of Jim Crow’s pervasive inequalities.
Neither fact does justice to their stories. So, while I will talk about each
of these men and what their deaths came to mean, I will not focus on
the circumstances of their lynching. Nor will I reify the trauma of their
unlawful executions by recasting the prurient details of their murders as
history. Enough Black trauma has been reappropriated for white history
and by white historians. A full accounting of lynching and its aftermaths
needs to deal equally with the meaning that white communities made of
these horrific events.

Nor is this a personal narrative, though it is one that proceeds in some
small way from my life. I learned about the contours of this story from the
serendipity of historical research. I was shocked - stupidly, I now think —
by finding that the double lynching of these two men and the resulting
century of history and memory of those events occurred in places that I
knew well. Indeed, this story takes place in the very same communities
that I grew up in, albeit at a significant temporal (if not always histor-
ical) remove. That discovery, and the subsequent unraveling of its long
impact, brought me to this story. And throughout, I rely on my own inti-
mate, lived experience of these landscapes to inform my understanding

X1
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xii Preface

as an historian. These tools of affect and experience should always be a
part of our approach as scholars but need not dominate our perspective.

If it is neither of these things then, this is a story of the meaning made
through objects associated with the lynching of Joe Kizer and Tom
Johnson. In the absence of correspondence and little firsthand account-
ing, I have instead turned to things and the stories that they can tell. This
is a story that insists on the persistence of the past and its presence as a
material, enlivened entity both well before and long after what we would
typically mark as the conclusion of an event. In this book, I regard this
and other lynchings as historical anomalies, events whose contours span
the length of a century or more and materialize again and again and again.
We are always immersed in memory, and those of us who write history do
our best work when we pay attention to its continuities and its conscious
uses in the present. We live in the world lynching made.
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