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Exclusive File One: Columbia,
1946

Columbia, 1946: Twenty-Five Defendants and
More Than One Record

Gladys Stephenson went to a Columbia department store on February
25, 1946, because a radio repair had not gone as expected. Her son
James went with her. By the end of the week, a white crowd had
threatened mob violence, four police officers had been wounded, state
officers had swept through the city's Black business district, more than
one hundred Black residents had been arrested, two Black prisoners
had been killed in custody, and a third had been wounded.

The public court history groups twenty-five Black defendants across the
Lawrenceburg and Columbia proceedings. Twenty-four were acquitted.
One was convicted of a lesser offense. That result was not one verdict

delivered on one day, and the distinction matters.

The events have long been called the Columbia race riot. The phrase is
too small and too balanced for the history it is asked to contain. There
was not one continuous fight between equal groups. There was a store
dispute. There were arrests and a new felony warrant. There was the
threat of a white mob. Black residents gathered to protect a business
district and people who lived within it. Four officers were shot under
circumstances the resulting trials did not assign to twenty-three
defendants. Then state power entered Mink Slide through mass arrest,
searches, confiscation, and damage. Custodial deaths followed.

Calling all of that a riot can make state action disappear into general
disorder. A more accurate account keeps the stages separate and
names the people who bore their consequences.
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A Radio and a Demand to Be Heard

Gladys Stephenson had paid for work on the family's radio. The repair
remained unsatisfactory, and the charge became the subject of a
dispute at Castner-Knott on Columbia's public square. James
Stephenson had recently returned from Navy service in the Pacific. The
official and historical sources agree that a white store employee struck
him and that James fought back.

That order matters. Later accounts often began with a Black veteran
striking a white man, a structure that made the response appear to arise
from unprovoked defiance. The fuller record begins with Gladys
challenging a commercial transaction and a store employee answering
the dispute with physical force against her son.

Police arrested Gladys and James. They pleaded guilty to disturbing the
peace and paid fines. That first legal proceeding could have ended the
public matter. It did not.

A new warrant accused James of assault with intent to commit murder.
The allegation greatly increased his exposure. He was arrested again.
Julius Blair, a Black businessman, helped obtain bond. Blair and other
community figures understood that release from formal custody did not
necessarily produce safety. A white crowd was gathering around the
Maury County courthouse.

James left Columbia with help from members of the Black community.
Sources trace him away from the immediate threat and eventually out of
Tennessee. The departure should not be written as the disappearance
of a suspect. It was the removal of a Black man from a place where an
accusation and a crowd had created the danger of lynching.

Gladys also left a public record shaped by other people. She is
commonly introduced as the mother of a veteran, then moved aside
while the men, police, lawyers, and officials take over the story. Yet the
first act belonged to her. She questioned the value of a service for which
she had paid. In segregated Columbia, a Black customer's insistence on
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fair treatment carried risks that a white customer did not face in the
same way.

No responsible account can supply the words she used at the counter or
her thoughts as the confrontation changed. The known action is enough.
Gladys Stephenson challenged a business transaction, stood with her
son through arrest, and became part of a legal history neither had
sought.

Mink Slide

Columbia's Black business district was known as Mink Slide. The name
can sound like a colorful location added for atmosphere. In the lives of
residents, it described a working community of funeral homes, shops,
gathering places, and households shaped by segregation. Black
businesses existed partly because white institutions limited access and
equality. They also represented ownership, independence, and
networks able to respond when a neighbor needed bond, transportation,
or protection.

James Morton operated a funeral home. Julius Blair was a
businessman. Saul Blair, Julius's son, helped move Stephenson away
from danger. Their roles demonstrate that the community did not
suddenly organize on the night of violence. It already had leaders,
relationships, property, and the ability to act together.

The white crowd near the courthouse did not have to complete a
lynching before Black residents could take its threat seriously.
Tennessee's racial violence, like violence elsewhere in the South, had
taught communities that official custody might not protect a Black
accused person from a mob. James Stephenson's military service did
not erase that history. If anything, the return of Black veterans
sharpened conflict over whether service abroad would be followed by
equal citizenship at home.

Black residents and veterans gathered in and around Mink Slide. Some
had weapons. Their purpose has been described through different
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political lenses, from defensive preparation to rebellion. The
documented circumstances support the first and require caution about
the second. A crowd hostile to Stephenson had formed. The Black
district faced a credible threat. Residents prepared to defend people and
property.

Columbia's police chief sent four officers toward the district. Someone
called for them to stop. They did not. Gunfire followed, and all four
officers were wounded.

The identity of the shooter or shooters did not emerge from the later
mass prosecution with the certainty prosecutors sought. That limit is
essential. The officers were real people who suffered wounds while
performing official work. Their injuries justified investigation. They did
not justify assigning guilt to whoever could be found in the Black district.

The gap between an injured officer and an identified assailant became
the space in which collective suspicion grew.

The State Enters

Tennessee officials responded quickly. Highway patrol personnel
arrived. The governor mobilized the State Guard. The presence of the
Guard did not mean that every armed person in Columbia answered to
one command or pursued one goal. The Guard's role, the highway
patrol's role, local police conduct, and the white crowd's conduct must
remain distinct.

During the early morning, officers entered Mink Slide. Historical
accounts based on the federal inquiry, defense files, photographs, and
later interviews describe searches without warrants, damaged
businesses and homes, missing cash and goods, and the seizure of
firearms. More than one hundred Black people were arrested.
Contemporary and later sources report no comparable mass arrest of
white residents.

The number of weapons taken has often been placed at about three
hundred. A large number can imply that the district was an arsenal
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unless its context is explained. Firearms were common in many
households, and Black residents had spent hours confronting the
possibility that a white mob would enter their neighborhood. Possession
does not identify who shot the four officers.

The raid converted a disputed shooting into broad control over a racial
community. A person could be arrested because officers found him in
the district or associated him with those gathered there. A business
could be searched because it stood within the zone authorities had
defined as dangerous. The method placed the burden on Black
residents to explain why they were present in their own neighborhood.

Photographs in the NAACP collection preserve part of the aftermath.
One image shows the letters KKK written across a casket at Morton
Funeral Home. The photograph establishes vandalism. It does not
identify who wrote the letters, and the chapter cannot claim an identity
the image does not provide. Its power lies in what it shows without
inference. A Black funeral business had been entered and a casket
marked with a symbol of racial terror.

Morton's profession gave the act another weight. A funeral home is a
business, but it is also a place where families place trust during grief.
The vandalism reached beyond one owner. It announced contempt
inside a community institution associated with care for the dead.

The state response was praised by some officials as the prevention of
wider conflict. That framing appeared in the federal grand jury report
later placed in the Congressional Record. Other records described
destruction, theft, racial abuse, unlawful searches, and mass detention.
These accounts cannot be reduced to a choice between order and
chaos. Government can prevent one kind of violence while committing
or enabling another.
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Detention Without Equal Protection

The arrests overwhelmed ordinary guarantees. Black detainees were
held without the immediate access to counsel and bail that a fair process
requires. Lawyers and national civil-rights officials began receiving
reports from Columbia. Walter White and Thurgood Marshall of the
NAACP became involved. Tennessee lawyers Z. Alexander Looby and
Maurice Weaver joined the defense effort. Leon Ransom of Howard
University later played a central role at trial.

Before the courtroom work could begin, custody produced two more
deaths.

On February 28, police interrogated James Johnson, William Gordon,
and Napoleon Stewart. Officers later said prisoners seized guns and that
police fired in response. Johnson and Gordon were killed. Stewart was
wounded.

The police account must remain an account. No officer trial in the
reviewed record tested it before a petit jury. The men were under state
control when the shooting occurred. Officials controlled the room, the
evidence, the first public explanation, and access to the survivors.

Johnson and Gordon should not enter the story only as a challenge to
police credibility. They were people whose lives ended in custody.
Stewart should not appear only as the man who lived long enough to be
part of an official version. The record accessible online says much less
about their lives than it says about the institutional dispute. That
imbalance is evidence of what the archive valued, not of whose life
mattered.

Custodial death creates a distinct public obligation. When the state
confines a person, it assumes control over movement and safety. A
death inside that control cannot be treated like a private encounter with
no official duty. Even if officers claim self-defense, the claim requires
independent scrutiny because the institution under examination holds
the physical evidence and employs the surviving participants.
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The federal government convened a grand jury to investigate possible
violations of civil rights. Testimony was gathered over multiple days. The
grand jury returned no indictments against officers. Supporters of the
state response treated that result as vindication.

A grand jury's refusal to indict is not an acquittal after a trial. It means no
criminal charge emerged from that inquiry. There was no defense
presentation, no public trial in which the custody account was tested,
and no verdict finding the officers' version true beyond a reasonable
doubt.

The distinction is not a technical attempt to reopen a closed historical
file. It is the correct description of the legal event. Johnson and Gordon
died in custody. Stewart was wounded. Officers claimed the prisoners
seized weapons. A federal grand jury returned no indictments. Each
sentence can be true without one swallowing the others.

Building a Defense From a Damaged District

The state prosecution focused on the wounding of the four officers.
Grand jury action produced charges against Black residents, including
business and community figures associated with the defense of Mink
Slide. The prosecution's scale treated shared presence and shared
community as possible evidence of shared criminal purpose.

The defense had to separate people whom the charging process had
grouped together. Who had been on which street? Who had possessed
a weapon? Who had fired? Which witness could identify an individual
rather than a crowd? What statement had been made before access to
counsel? What property had officers taken, and how had it been
documented?

Those questions were legal and practical. The raid had disturbed the
physical environment. Mass arrests placed pressure on witnesses.
Racial hierarchy shaped the credibility white officials expected jurors to
assign to Black testimony. The defendants also faced a community in
which a white crowd had recently threatened violence.
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Marshall's later national stature can make the defense appear inevitable,
as though a future Supreme Court justice arrived and history moved
toward the correct verdict. Nothing about the moment was inevitable.
Marshall was a working civil-rights lawyer entering a town where his
clients and their neighbors had been detained in large numbers. Looby
brought Tennessee legal experience and a record of representing Black
clients within hostile institutions. Weaver, a white Chattanooga lawyer,
helped investigate and defend. Ransom contributed courtroom work
when Marshall's health kept him from part of the Lawrenceburg trial.

Local people carried risks the visiting lawyers could leave behind. Julius
Blair, Saul Blair, James Morton, and other defendants had homes,
businesses, and relationships in the area. Refusing to identify neighbors
or accepting public leadership could bring consequences long after a
verdict.

The Library of Congress photograph of defendants and counsel records
that partnership. Maurice Weaver, Julius Blair, Z. Alexander Looby, and
Walter White are seated. James Martin, James Morton, Charles Blair,
Saul Blair, and M. G. Ferguson stand behind them. The image does not
show one lawyer saving anonymous clients. It shows named defendants
and advocates occupying the same frame.

Twenty-Three in Lawrenceburg

Defense lawyers sought a change of venue from Maury County. The
court transferred proceedings involving twenty-three of the twenty-five
defendants to Lawrence County. Lawrenceburg was not free of
segregation or racial prejudice. The jury was all white. Moving the ftrial
changed the immediate community without changing the larger system.

The prosecution attempted to connect the defendants to the officers'
shooting through testimony about presence, organization, weapons, and
statements. The defense attacked identification and exposed the
distance between proof that shots had been fired and proof that a
particular defendant fired or assisted.

FREE READING SAMPLE - J.R. STRANAHAN 10



Cross-examination also opened the official response to scrutiny.
Witnesses had to account for the raid, arrests, and conduct of state
officers. The defense insisted that Black witnesses receive the respect
routinely denied to them in southern courtrooms. A Tennessee Historical
Commission record preserves Looby's objection when a prosecutor
used degrading racial language toward a witness. Reproducing the slur
would repeat the injury. Its historical meaning is clear without quotation.
Defense counsel demanded that the court recognize a Black witness as
a person entitled to dignity.

Sheriff James Underwood became important because testimony from a
white local official could not be dismissed by the prosecution as outside
agitation. MTSU's historical project notes that his truthfulness supported
acquittal and that the police chief acknowledged Black community
figures as men of peace.

The trial lasted long enough for national reporters to recognize that it
concerned more than a local shooting. It tested whether an all-white jury
in Tennessee would require the state to connect individual Black
defendants to individual crimes after officials had described the district
collectively as dangerous.

The jury acquitted all twenty-three.

The outcome was extraordinary in its time, but the word extraordinary
should not make ordinary legal standards seem radical. The state
carried the burden. The defense exposed weakness in identification and
collective accusation. The jurors returned not-guilty verdicts. That is
what a criminal trial is supposed to do when the prosecution does not
prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.

The victory did not establish who shot the officers. It did not award
damages for the raid. It did not prosecute anyone for the custodial
deaths. It answered the charges against the twenty-three people before
that jury.
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The Two Remaining Defendants

Popular summaries often say that twenty-three of twenty-five defendants
were acquitted, then stop. That sentence leaves the impression that two
convictions stood from the same trial. The record is more precise.

William Pillow and Loyd Kennedy were tried separately in Columbia.
Pillow was acquitted. Kennedy was convicted of assault with intent to
commit murder in the second degree. The court fixed his maximum
punishment at not more than five years. The Tennessee Supreme Court
affirmed on June 26, 1947. The United States Supreme Court denied
review in 1948.

Kennedy's appeal also preserved a dispute over racial exclusion from
Maury County grand and trial juries. The state supreme court rejected
the claim on the record presented. That ruling is the legal outcome, but it
does not erase testimony recounted in the opinion that Black residents
had long been absent from jury service. Kennedy received appellate
review inside the same racial order the defense was challenging.

The complete group outcome is therefore twenty-four acquittals and one
lesser-offense conviction. The twenty-three Lawrenceburg defendants
were acquitted together. Pillow added a separate acquittal. Kennedy
received the only conviction among the twenty-five.

The online Tennessee State Library and Archives finding aid identifies
the trial transcript volumes and separate proceedings. It does not
publish a complete person-by-person judgment table for the
twenty-three Lawrenceburg acquittals. Several defendants are named in
photographs and archival descriptions. Those pieces do not justify
guessing the rest. A full roster must wait for the captions and judgment
pages.

That limit is not a reason to repeat an inaccurate number. It is a reason
to use the verified group disposition. Twenty-three acquitted in
Lawrence County. Pillow acquitted in Maury County. Kennedy convicted
of a lesser offense in Maury County.
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Kennedy's conviction did not validate the mass raid or turn every
accusation into truth. It applied to one defendant and one offense proven
in his separate proceeding. Pillow's acquittal did not legally decide
Kennedy's charge. The twenty-three acquittals did not adjudicate the
custodial deaths. Each judgment had its own parties and scope.

A Federal Record Without Federal Charges

Columbia reached the White House and Congress because it exposed a
national problem. Black military service had helped defeat regimes
abroad while Black veterans returned to segregation and racial violence
at home. Federal civil-rights law existed, but its enforcement remained
narrow and dependent on institutions often unwilling to confront local
officers.

The Truman Presidential Library preserves memoranda, telegrams,
correspondence, and records connected to Columbia within the larger
story of the President's Committee on Civil Rights. These materials
show that the event was not understood merely as a local disturbance. It
became part of the evidence confronting the federal government as it
considered the gap between constitutional promise and actual
protection.

The federal grand jury report, later discussed in the Congressional
Record, praised state action and rejected claims of federal criminal
wrongdoing sufficient for indictment. That institutional account belongs
in the chapter. So do the photographs, defense files, and testimony
describing damage and abuse.

Historical fairness does not require averaging the accounts into a neutral
midpoint. It requires identifying the source and power behind each. State
officials had authority to issue statements, control detention, and shape
the first evidence. Black residents and defense lawyers had to create
another record through photographs, affidavits, testimony, organizing,
and national attention.
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The absence of federal indictments was a legal outcome. It was not the
last possible historical interpretation of the raid. Grand juries decide
whether charges should issue under particular law and evidence.
Historians ask broader questions about what institutions did, whose
property was damaged, who was detained, and how racial power
shaped the response.

The Road Out of Columbia

After the final proceedings, Marshall, Looby, and Weaver left Columbia
by car. Marshall later recorded what followed in a memorandum
preserved through the NAACP collection and described by the Library of
Congress.

Police stopped the lawyers more than once. At the final stop, officers
took Marshall into a police vehicle on a drunk-driving accusation. Looby
and Weaver followed. They understood the danger of allowing a Black
colleague to disappear alone into official custody on a rural road.

The group reached a magistrate. The drunk-driving claim did not
become a lasting prosecution, and Marshall was released. Local
supporters then helped escort the lawyers toward Nashville.

Later retellings often turn the episode into a cinematic escape. The
documented facts need no invented speed, dialogue, darkness, or
private thought. Officers used repeated stops to assert control over
lawyers who had just defeated most of the state's case. Marshall was
separated from his companions. Looby and Weaver refused to lose
contact. The accusation ended without the prosecution its seriousness
would ordinarily imply.

The episode linked courtroom victory to danger outside the courtroom. A
verdict could protect clients from conviction while leaving lawyers and
residents exposed to officials whose power had not disappeared.
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What the Acquittals Did and Did Not Do

The Lawrenceburg verdicts are often celebrated as an early civil-rights
victory. They deserve that description. Twenty-three Black defendants
faced an all-white jury after a racially charged prosecution and were
found not guilty. The result showed that disciplined defense work could
expose collective accusation even within a segregated system.

Yet victory can become another form of simplification. It can move the
story toward Marshall's later career and away from the Black community
whose homes and businesses had been entered. It can allow the
acquittals to stand in for accountability that never came.

Gladys Stephenson did not receive a public judgment declaring that the
store had treated her fairly. James Stephenson did not receive a trial
clearing the later felony accusation in the sources reviewed here.
Johnson and Gordon did not receive a trial of the officers who killed
them. Stewart did not receive a verdict resolving why he was shot.
Morton Funeral Home did not become undamaged because a
photograph survived.

The four wounded officers likewise did not receive a verdict identifying
who shot them through the prosecution of the twenty-three. Their injuries
remained real while the mass case failed. Accuracy does not require
choosing between care for injured officers and care for wrongfully
accused residents. It requires refusing to punish people simply because
an unsolved shooting demands an answer.

Kennedy's separate conviction provides the one case in which the state
obtained a lesser-offense judgment tied to an officer shooting. That
result should neither be hidden nor expanded beyond its scope.

The most complete legal summary is brief. Twenty-three defendants
were acquitted in Lawrence County. William Pillow was acquitted
separately. Loyd Kennedy was convicted of assault with intent to commit
murder in the second degree. A federal grand jury returned no
indictments against officers. No reviewed public record identifies an
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officer tried for the deaths of James Johnson and William Gordon.

The most complete human summary takes longer. A mother challenged
a repair bill. Her veteran son was struck, fought back, and faced
escalating arrest. A Black business community organized to keep him
alive. A white crowd gathered. Black residents prepared to defend their
district. Officers were wounded. The state answered with a raid and
mass detention. Two men died in custody. Lawyers and local leaders
built a defense across months of danger. Jurors finally required proof
person by person.

Memory Beyond the Phrase

Lawrence County now has a courthouse mural remembering the trial.
The image and the court system's account call the verdict an early
civil-rights victory. Public remembrance matters because legal files can
remain physically distant and because the old phrase race riot still
carries the power to misdescribe.

A memorial cannot replace the trial transcript, but it can change what a
courthouse asks visitors to notice. Instead of presenting the twenty-three
defendants as a faceless group, it can identify defense work and the
jury's refusal to convict without proof. Instead of treating the case as an
embarrassment best left in storage, it can place the history within the
institution that hosted the trial.

Columbia's memory work has also restored Black businesses and
residents to the center. The community was not simply the location
where officials searched for suspects. It was a network capable of
raising bond, moving a threatened man to safety, documenting damage,
contacting national organizations, and sustaining defendants through
trial.

That capacity does not make the community responsible for the violence
inflicted upon it. Self-protection is not evidence of guilt. Organization is
not conspiracy. A firearm in a home is not identification of a shooter.
These distinctions seem elementary until fear and race cause
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institutions to abandon them.

The language used for 1946 should therefore remain specific. A
confrontation occurred at Castner-Knott. Threatened mob violence
followed. Gunfire wounded four officers near Mink Slide. State officers
raided the Black district and arrested more than one hundred people.
Police killed two men in custody and wounded another. Federal
authorities investigated without indicting officers. State prosecutors tried
twenty-five Black defendants in two venues and obtained one
lesser-offense conviction.

No single riot label communicates that sequence.

James Stephenson and Gladys Stephenson survived the first
confrontation and left Columbia. Their departure protected them from
immediate danger but separated them from the place where family,
business, and community life had existed. Later civil-rights history often
praises Black veterans for returning unwilling to accept old limits. That
larger theme should not turn James into a symbol only. He was a young
man accompanying his mother on an errand when a dispute became
violence.

Gladys's place remains equally concrete. She had paid for a repair. She
expected to question the result. Her treatment shows how segregation
entered ordinary commerce before police, crowds, and courts entered
the account.

Johnson, Gordon, and Stewart remind readers that official custody did
not mean safety. The absence of charges against officers is part of legal
history, not proof that the public should stop asking whether the claim
that confined men seized weapons could be independently established
or why lethal force became the answer.

The twenty-four acquittals remind readers that a prosecution can falil
even after government has invested its authority in a story. Kennedy's
conviction reminds them to retain the one outcome the state did prove.
Holding both is not inconsistency. It is fidelity to individual judgment.
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The Columbia story has no single hero and no single courtroom ending.
It contains a mother, a veteran, business owners, workers, armed
residents, wounded officers, detained men, dead prisoners, local
lawyers, national advocates, prosecutors, jurors, and officials at several
levels of government. Each entered the record with different power.

The achievement of the defense was to make the law see separate
defendants where the state had presented a racial district. The task of
history is similar. It must see separate people where a familiar phrase
has left only a crowd.

What Twenty-Five Means

Numbers in a mass prosecution can create a false impression of
completeness. Twenty-five sounds like a finished roster, each person
occupying the same position and facing the same proof. The Columbia
proceedings did not work that way.

The twenty-three defendants whose proceedings were transferred to
Lawrence County stood together before one jury. Their common trial
reflected the state's attempt to describe coordinated responsibility for the
shooting of officers. The acquittals were not mercy and they were not
reduced charges. They meant the state had failed to prove guilt against
every person in that group.

Pillow and Kennedy remained for separate proceedings in Maury
County. The separation matters because a jury hearing different
evidence can reach a different lawful outcome. Pillow's acquittal added
one more person to the group who left without a conviction. Kennedy's
lesser-offense conviction created the only judgment of guilt among the
twenty-five.

The phrase lesser offense can also mislead. It means lesser than the
greater charge presented, not trivial. Assault with intent to commit
murder in the second degree carried a maximum punishment of five
years in Kennedy's judgment. The Tennessee Supreme Court report
preserved both Pillow's acquittal and Kennedy's conviction as part of the
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procedural background.

Twenty-four acquittals do not become twenty-five because Kennedy's
offense was lesser. One conviction does not become proof against the
other twenty-four because all charges arose from the same night.
Criminal law is individual by design. Each judgment follows a person, a
charge, evidence, instructions, and a verdict.

That principle was what mass arrest had ignored. The raid gathered
people according to geography, race, association, and official suspicion.
The trial required prosecutors to travel in the opposite direction. They
had to move from the district to an individual, from a collection of guns to
a particular act, and from a general claim of resistance to proof beyond a
reasonable doubt.

The online archive preserves the outcome more completely than it
preserves the roster. The TSLA finding aid lists volumes for the federal
inquiry and state trials. A Library of Congress photograph names several
defendants. The Administrative Office of the Courts supplies the
grouped disposition. None provides a verified line for every person
among the twenty-three.

A responsible manuscript does not fill that gap from an unsourced list. It
reports the exact group result and identifies people confirmed by reliable
records. Future review of the caption and judgment pages can restore a
complete roster. Until then, the limitation belongs in the history because
names should be recovered, not guessed.

The numbers also conceal duration. More than one hundred people
were arrested, but the public court history follows twenty-five defendants
through the principal prosecutions. Between those figures stood release
decisions, charging choices, and discretion exercised outside public
view. A person detained and never tried still lost time, faced uncertainty,
and may have missed work or returned to damaged property. The
absence of an indictment did not erase the arrest or make the raid
costless.
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Nor does an acquittal restore the months consumed by defense.
Defendants had to consult lawyers, appear in court, live under
accusation, and consider the danger surrounding the proceedings. Black
businesses and families supported that work while managing the
aftermath of the raid. Legal victory arrived after harm, not before it.

The People Around the Case

The archive names public leaders more readily than people whose roles
were less visible. Julius Blair appears because he helped secure bond
and stood trial. James Morton appears because he owned a funeral
home, supported Stephenson, became a defendant, and documented
damage to his business. Saul Blair appears because he helped move
Stephenson and stood with other defendants and counsel in a preserved
photograph.

Those records should not make leadership look solitary. Bond money
comes from resources and relationships. Moving a threatened person
requires trust. Supporting twenty-five defendants requires food,
transportation, communication, and people willing to be seen. The
names not yet recovered performed part of the same civic work.

White officials also differed from one another. Sheriff Underwood helped
the state build indictments, yet defense history credits truthful testimony
from him with supporting acquittal. The police chief acknowledged the
peaceful reputations of Black leaders. Such testimony did not erase the
raid or mass arrests. It shows that institutions are made of people whose
actions can cut across the public position assigned to them.

The defense team contained differences as well. Walter White helped
organize national attention. Marshall brought the NAACP's legal strategy
and later returned for the final proceedings. Looby knew Tennessee
courts and the indignities Black witnesses and lawyers faced inside
them. Weaver used his position as a white southern lawyer within a
defense led substantially by Black advocates. Ransom carried major
courtroom responsibility during part of the Lawrenceburg trial.
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Presenting that team accurately prevents the familiar story in which one
famous man arrives to rescue passive clients. The defendants made
choices about testimony and solidarity. Local leaders gathered
information. Witnesses endured examination. Lawyers worked within a
record the community helped preserve.

The four wounded officers also had lives beyond their appearance as a
prosecution fact. The present sources do not offer enough reliable
biography to create individual portraits, so the chapter does not invent
them. Their injuries remain part of the reason a criminal investigation
was required. The failure of the mass prosecution does not make the
wounds unreal. It shows that real harm does not authorize guilt by
association.

Johnson, Gordon, and Stewart occupy the most vulnerable position in
the archive. They were prisoners when police shot them. The state
immediately possessed the authority to describe the encounter and the
physical control to shape access. The federal inquiry created testimony
but no indictment. Without a trial, the competing account was never
tested through the ordinary structure of witnesses, cross examination,
instructions, and a verdict.

Their legal status should therefore remain exact. Johnson and Gordon
were killed in police custody. Stewart was wounded. Officers said the
prisoners seized weapons. A federal grand jury investigated possible
civil-rights crimes and returned no indictments. No reviewed judgment
declared the officers' description true.

How the Record Survived

The Columbia record exists because institutions and individuals
preserved different pieces for different reasons. Federal officials kept
correspondence because the event reached the White House and
became part of the emerging national civil-rights agenda. Courts kept
transcripts because the state prosecuted defendants. The NAACP kept
photographs, memoranda, and defense material because its lawyers
and clients needed another record of official conduct.
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The differences matter. A prosecution transcript emphasizes evidence
relevant to charged crimes. A grand jury report explains why an
institution did or did not indict. A photograph records visible damage
without explaining who caused it. A lawyer's memorandum records
danger experienced after court but carries the perspective of its author.
No source becomes useless because it is partial. Its purpose tells the
reader how to use it.

The Gail Williams O'Brien collection at TSLA is especially important
because it brings trial volumes, federal materials, interviews,
correspondence, and later historical work into one research path. The
finding aid is not the same as the files themselves. It tells a writer what
exists and where deeper verification must occur.

That distinction controls the disposition language in this chapter. The
online sources support the grouped outcome: twenty-three Lawrence
County acquittals, Pillow's separate acquittal, and Kennedy's separate
lesser-offense conviction. They do not support a complete
twenty-three-name table. The unavailable pages are a reason for
restraint, not permission to generalize.

The Library of Congress images offer another kind of correction. The
Morton Funeral Home photograph prevents vandalism from becoming
an abstract allegation. The defendants and counsel photograph
preserves named Black men beside lawyers whose names later became
more famous. Visual evidence cannot establish every contested act, but
it can resist disappearance.

Public institutions have also changed how they present the case. The
Lawrence County courthouse mural frames the acquittals as justice
served. Tennessee's court system now describes the trial as an early
civil-rights victory. That modern framing does not alter the 1946 verdict.
It changes whether the institution treats the event as a source of silence
or instruction.

Archival survival is not the same as justice. A photograph of damage
does not repair a business. A transcript of an acquittal does not repay
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months lived under accusation. A federal report does not answer every
question about two custodial deaths. Records make accountability
possible, but they do not substitute for it.

What they can do is stop one misleading phrase from closing the case.
The surviving materials show distinct events and unequal powers. They
show who was charged, who was acquitted, who was convicted, and
who never saw an officer brought to trial. They return names to a history
that too often remembered only a riot.

Sources

[Tennessee State Library and Archives, Gail Williams O'Brien Columbia
research collection finding aid](https.//sos-tn-gov-files.tnsosfiles.com/for
ms/GAIL_WILLIAMS_OBRIEN_COLUMBIA_TENN_RACE_RIOT_RES
EARCH_MATERIAL_1946-1996.pdf) Tennessee Administrative Office
of the Courts, Lawrence County trial memorial and history [Harry S.
Truman Presidential Library, President's Committee on Civil Rights colle
ction](https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/online-collections/presidents
-committee-on-civil-rights) Library of Congress, Thurgood Marshall and
the Columbia police-stop memorandum [Library of Congress,
defendants and counsel
photograph](https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/99471798/) Library of
Congress, vandalism at Morton Funeral Home [United States
Government Publishing Office, 1946 Congressional Record](https://ww
w.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRECB-1946-pt8/pdf/GPO-CRECB-19
46-pt8-11.pdf) Tennessee Encyclopedia, Columbia Race Riot, 1946
[Middle Tennessee State University, Columbia
narrative](https://capone.mtsu.edu/tnriot46/riotnarr.html) Middle
Tennessee State University, participant profiles [Civil Rights Digital
Library, The Truth About Columbia Tennessee
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Kennedy v. State, 186 Tenn. 310, 210 S.W.2d 132
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