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Gruesome Looking Objects

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.

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

CAMBRIDGE STUDIES ON THE AMERICAN SOUTH

Series Editors:

Mark M. Smith, University of South Carolina, Columbia

Peter Coclanis, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Editor Emeritus:

David Moltke-Hansen

Interdisciplinary in its scope and intent, this series builds upon and extends Cambridge 
University Press’s longstanding commitment to studies on the American South. 
The series offers the best new work on the South’s distinctive institutional, social, 
economic, and cultural history and also features works in a national, comparative, 
and transnational perspective.

Titles in the Series

Elijah Gaddis, Gruesome Looking Objects: A New History of Lynching and 
Everyday Things

Damian Alan Pargas, Freedom Seekers: Fugitive Slaves in North America, 
1800–1860

Sebastian N. Page, Black Resettlement and the American Civil War
Hayden R. Smith, Carolina’s Golden Fields: Inland Rice Cultivation in the South 

Carolina Lowcountry, 1670–1860
Wilson Jeremiah Moses, Thomas Jefferson: A Modern Prometheus
Joan E. Cashin, War Stuff: The Struggle for Human and Environmental Resources in 

the American Civil War
David Stefan Doddington, Contesting Slave Masculinity in the American South
Lawrence T. McDonnell, Performing Disunion: The Coming of the Civil War in 

Charleston, South Carolina
Enrico Dal Lago, Civil War and Agrarian Unrest: The Confederate South and 

Southern Italy
Daniel J. Vivian, A New Plantation World: Sporting Estates in the South Carolina 

Low Country, 1900–1940
Eugene D. Genovese, ed. Douglas Ambrose, The Sweetness of Life: Southern Planters 

at Home
Donald G. Mathews, At the Altar of Lynching: Burning Sam Hose in the American 

South
Keri Leigh Merritt, Masterless Men: Poor Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum South
Katherine Rye Jewell, Dollars for Dixie: Business and the Transformation of 

Conservatism in the Twentieth Century
Sarah Gardner, Reviewing the South: The Literary Marketplace and the Southern 

Renaissance, 1920–1941

William Thomas Okie, The Georgia Peach: Culture, Agriculture, and Environment 
in the American South

Karlos K. Hill, Beyond the Rope: The Impact of Lynching on Black Culture and 
Memory

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

William A. Link and James J. Broomall, eds., Rethinking American Emancipation: 
Legacies of Slavery and the Quest for Black Freedom

James Van Horn Melton, Religion, Community, and Slavery on the Colonial Southern 
Frontier

Damian Alan Pargas, Slavery and Forced Migration in the Antebellum South
Craig Friend and Lorri Glover, eds., Death and the American South
Barton A. Myers, Rebels against the Confederacy: North Carolina’s Unionists
Louis A. Ferleger and John D. Metz, Cultivating Success in the South: Farm Households 

in Postbellum Georgia
Luke E. Harlow, Religion, Race, and the Making of Confederate Kentucky, 1830–1880
Susanna Michele Lee, Claiming the Union: Citizenship in the Post–Civil War South
Kathleen M. Hilliard, Masters, Slaves, and Exchange: Power’s Purchase in the Old
SouthAri Helo, Thomas Jefferson’s Ethics and the Politics of Human Progress: The 

Morality of a Slaveholder
Scott P. Marler, The Merchants’ Capital: New Orleans and the Political Economy of 

the Nineteenth-Century South
Ras Michael Brown, African-Atlantic Cultures and the South Carolina Lowcountry
Johanna Nicol Shields, Freedom in a Slave Society: Stories from the Antebellum South
Brian Steele, Thomas Jefferson and American Nationhood
Christopher Michael Curtis, Jefferson’s Freeholders and the Politics of Ownership in 

the Old Dominion
Jonathan Daniel Wells, Women Writers and Journalists in the Nineteenth-Century 

South
Peter McCandless, Slavery, Disease, and Suffering in the Southern Lowcountry

Robert E. Bonner, Mastering America: Southern Slaveholders and the Crisis of 
American Nationhood

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Gruesome Looking Objects

A New History of Lynching and Everyday 

Things

ELIJAH GADDIS

Auburn University, Alabama

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, usa

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,  
New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781316514023

doi: 10.1017/9781009082266

© Elijah Gaddis 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2023

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Gaddis, Elijah, 1987– author.

Title: Gruesome looking objects :  
a new history of lynching and everyday things / Elijah Gaddis,  

Auburn University, Alabama.  
Description: New York, NY : Cambridge University Press, 2022. |  

series: Cambridge studies on the American South |  
Includes bibliographical references and index.  

Identifiers: LCCN 2022022768 | ISBN 9781316514023 (hardback) |  
ISBN 9781009082266 (ebook)  

Subjects: LCSH: Lynching – North Carolina – History – 19th century. |  
African Americans – Crimes against – North Carolina – History – 19th century.  

Classification: LCC HV6465.N67 G34 2022 | DDC 364.1/34–dc23/eng/20220720  
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022022768

isbn 978-1-316-51402-3 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of 
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication  

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,  
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

vii

List of Figures page ix

Preface xi

Acknowledgments xiii

 Introduction: Fragments 1

 1 The Article 16

 2 The Letter 46

 3 The Clothes 83

 4 The Tree 114

 5 The Hammer and Chisel 148

 6 The Song 179

  Conclusion: Archival Remains 209

Index 235

Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ix

1.1 Front page of The Standard the morning after the lynching  
of Tom Johnson and Joe Kizer page 31

2.1 Turn-of-the-twentieth-century Concord, North Carolina,  
with a proliferation of urban texts 62

2.2 An example of the broadside announcements  
commonplace in southern mill villages 69

3.1 Image of Catherine Somerville, Log Cabin  
(Pig Pen Variation), c. 1950–1960 111

3.2 Detail of Catherine Somerville, Log Cabin (Pig Pen Variation), 
showing clothing wear and repair, c. 1950–1960 112

4.1 An image of Wells and Champney’s postbellum South  
in context 120

4.2 Champney’s stereotyped illustration of postbellum  
Black Southern life 121

4.3 Tag for a cotton souvenir from Newnan, Georgia,  
early twentieth century 135

4.4 An early North Carolina postcard showing  
the tourist landscape 136

4.5 Postcard of “The Charcoal Burner” in Pinehurst, 1901 138
4.6 An industrial tourist postcard from turn-of-the-century  

Concord, 1905 138
4.7 An early twentieth-century postcard of racist caricature  

from North Carolina 139
4.8 A postcard combining several racist caricatures, 1915 140
6.1 Cover art from The Legendary J.E. Mainer, vol. 8,  

Rural Rhythm 202
c.1a and c.1b Wear marks on images of torture in an archival  

lynching collection 227

Figures

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org/9781316514023
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-51402-3 — Gruesome Looking Objects
Elijah Gaddis 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xi

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 

Preface
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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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