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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the challenges of memorializing the Slocum Massacre, a white 

massacre of the black community living in the area of Slocum, Texas in 1910. In doing so, it 

considers a combination of sources including oral history passed down by descendants of the 

massacre, newspaper articles from when the massacre occurred, contemporary historical 

scholarship on the massacre, and texts connected to the unveiling of a historical marker in 

Slocum in 2016. Through the investigation of these sources, this thesis finds that the process of 

remembering the past is more complicated than a binary between those who attempt to remember 

what happened, and those who attempt to suppress the memory of the massacre. Instead, a host 

of individuals face inevitable uncertainties about the past and are often forced, by necessity, to 

makes compromises in memorializing what happened. Ultimately, this thesis thus argues that this 

inevitable uncertainty within the memory of the massacre, leaves behind a legacy of white 

supremacy, and a violence that outlives the massacre itself. 

This analysis also has important implications for ongoing discussions concerning the 

process of remembering the history of both racial cleansings across the United States, and of acts 

of racial terror that have received significant scholarly attention. Because uncertainty and the loss 

of historical record are common in memorializing other acts of racial violence, this thesis’ 

analysis of the uncertainty plaguing the memory of the Slocum Massacre suggests the similar 

importance of recognizing the uncertainty that exists in other episodes of anti-black violence 

throughout United States history.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

For throughout the memorialization process, competing perspectives of the massacre 
appeared, like restless ghosts from the past, both informing and constraining the 
contemporary struggle to recall the violence. 

  –Ari Kelman, A Misplaced Massacre 
 
 

On Saturday, January 16, 2016, a crowd of nearly 300 people gathered alongside a 

county road that leads into the small unincorporated town of Slocum, Texas. They had come to 

witness the unveiling of a historical marker that would memorialize a massacre that had taken 

place there in 1910.1 Following decades of failed attempts to petition the Texas Historical 

Commission to erect a marker in Slocum, that Saturday, local and national news reporters came 

to witness the unveiling that one of the descendants of the massacre had, along with a Texas 

journalist, finally secured. A number of these papers celebrated the moment as an important step 

by the state in remembering its past. The Houston Press for example, published a story with the 

image and headline shown in Figure 1, depicting descendants standing in front of the marker, as 

the photographer captured the moment from behind several rows of people. Due to the image’s 

framing, two black men lifting phones to take pictures of the moment dominate the image and 

obscure much of what is taking place in front of the crowd. Even the title of the historical marker 

is rendered unreadable due to its distance from the photographer. Accompanied by a powerful 

headline reading, “It Took Texas a Century to Remember African Americans Slaughtered at 

Slocum,” the connotation of the article is clear: not only had the marker been unveiled, but the 

massacre was now the subject of Texas’s public memory. As part of that public memory, the 

article invited the reader to join the crowd in remembering the massacre.2 

                                                
1 Maxine Session, “1910 Slocum Massacre Dedication Draws Large Crowd........many Still Waiting for 

Justice,” Texas Informer, February 2016, accessed March 14, 2019, 
http://www.texasinformer.com/TI02_2016/TI02_2016_Pg03_12R.pdf. 
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2 Michael Barajas, “It Took Texas a Century to Remember African Americans Slaughtered at 

Slocum,” Houston Press, January 18, 2016, accessed March 27, 2019, https://www.houstonpress.com/news/it-took-
texas-a-century-to-remember-african-americans-slaughtered-at-slocum-8080376. 

Figure 1: Slocum Massacre marker unveiling 
Source: Michael Barajas, “It Took Texas a Century to Remember African Americans Slaughtered at 
Slocum,” Houston Press, January 18, 2016, accessed March 27, 2019, https://www.houstonpress.com/news/it-took-
texas-a-century-to-remember-african-americans-slaughtered-at-slocum-8080376. 
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To suggest that the marker ushered in a moment of remembrance for Texas, provokes 

questions concerning what it means to remember what is known as the Slocum Massacre. Before 

considering the memory of the massacre however, it is important to understand what the 

massacre was. The Slocum Massacre began without provocation on July 29, 1910, when a white 

mob attacked the black community living in and around Slocum, a small unincorporated town in 

Anderson County of East Texas (shown on the map in Figure 2). Most of the massacre transpired 

that day, but the killing continued for two more days, and spread south into neighboring Houston 

County. Most of the violence occurred in the towns of Slocum, Denson Springs, and Percilla, 

Texas (all labeled on the map). Although an exact number of how many people died in the 

massacre is unknown, and the official number is only eight, a consensus among descendants is 

that a white mob murdered around 200 black individuals living in the area. The cause of the 

massacre remains uncertain, but it resulted in the mass expulsion of blacks from the Slocum area. 

Moreover, many of those who survived, fled in terror and the white perpetrators confiscated land 

which many of the black families owned at the time. For example, just before the massacre, 

black families owned over half the land in Denson Springs, one of the small towns outside 

Slocum in which the massacre transpired (see Figure 2). Almost ten years later, this land was 

majority white-owned, and census records show that the Denson Springs population was 98 

percent white.3  

After the massacre began, the county sheriff, district judge, and Texas Governor all 

attempted to end the killings. The governor sent a regiment of Texas Rangers to stop the violence 

                                                
3 See, E. R. Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre: An Act of Genocide in East Texas (Charleston, SC: The 

History Press, 2014), 77, 115-122. Chapter two and three also cover these details of the massacre in more detail. 
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and, along with the county sheriff, arrest the perpetrators of the massacre. Additionally, the 

sheriff played an important role in denying early reports that claimed the white mob was only  

 

Figure 2: Map of Anderson and Houston Counties 
*Ioni Creek and Denson Springs: This is where many of the black families who died in the 
massacre lived. 
**Road to Percilla: A white doctor born in 1910 says that along the area where the red road is 
labeled, there existed “30 or 40 negro shacks” before the massacre began. He says that when 
the massacre ended, each of these homes was empty. 
Source: Image is a compilation of maps provided by the Texas Almanac. These images can be found here: 
https://texasalmanac.com/topics/government/anderson-county and 
https://texasalmanac.com/topics/government/houston-county. They have been converted to black and white and I 
added the arrows to the map. 
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Also, see G. J. Hayes to District Engineer, Texas Highway Department, October 12, 1984, Houston County 
Historical Commission, Crockett TX, courtesy of E. R. Bills. 

responding to a planned black ambush on Slocum’s white residents. Not only was there no 

evidence of this planned ambush the sheriff attested, but most of the victims had been shot in the 

back, and no whites had died in the massacre. Finally, based on the sheriff’s and Rangers’ 

actions, a county judge presided over the indictments of seven known perpetrators of the 

massacre. Despite the actions these county and state officials took to end the massacre and indict 

seven members of the mob however, they nonetheless contributed to the underreporting of what 

happened. Moreover, in the next election, the governor, county judge, and prosecutor were all 

replaced, and the newly elected prosecutor dropped the charges against the white perpetrators. 

Then, less than three years after the massacre had transpired, an arsonist burned down the county 

courthouse, destroying most of the land records for the Slocum area that might have indicated 

how whites seized land that black families had formerly owned. Ultimately, in the decades that 

followed, Slocum’s white community tried to forget what had happened and the location of 

several unmarked mass graves where victims of the massacre are buried became lost.4  

Given the magnitude of the massacre and the racial expulsion it entailed, journalist E. R. 

Bills, in 2014 published his book, The 1910 Slocum Massacre arguing that what occurred 

constituted an act of genocide or racial cleansing.5 Such a characterization is not without 

precedent. Journalist Elliot Jaspin in his book Buried in the Bitter Watters, investigates twelve 

                                                
4 See, Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 55-77, 87-99. See chapter two for a discussion of the mass graves 

that became lost and the underreporting that local officials contributed to. 
 

5 See, Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre. Although sometimes used interchangeably, the terms racial 
cleansing and genocide have slightly differing meanings. Throughout this thesis I use the term racial cleansing 
because it is the term frequently used within historical scholarship to describe similar anti-black massacres. 
Specifically, I draw on the description of racial cleansings that is provided in Elliot Jaspin, Buried in the Bitter 
Waters: The Hidden History of Racial Cleansing in America (New York: Basic Books, 2007).  
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racial cleansings perpetuated against black Americans in the Jim Crow United States.6 Moreover, 

Jaspin, based on census records, identifies 260 potential counties in which racial cleansings 

occurred. Jaspin describes a racial cleansing as any mass expulsion of blacks from an area but 

uses a more rigorous test in locating these 260 counties by searching only for those counties in 

which black populations dropped by 50% or greater between two decades. Although he admits 

that it is unlikely all 260 of these counties experienced racial cleansings, he nonetheless notes 

that this count suggests that racial cleansings were far more common during the Jim Crow period 

than previously suspected. Furthermore, although he could not find digital census data for the 

approximately “18,000 towns and villages in the United States,” he argues that given it would be 

“far easier” to drive blacks out of a town than an entire county, and given that 10 percent of the 

counties he looked at experienced these sudden population drops, it would not be surprising to 

find 1,800 towns that experienced a racial cleansing during the Jim Crow period.7 Based on oral 

and documentary evidence, many of the towns in which the Slocum Massacre transpired, would 

be included in that count. That said, unlike in the Slocum Massacre, most of these known or 

speculated racial cleansings were not the result of mass killings, but instead, were instances 

where although often no one died, whites nonetheless forced blacks out of areas through the 

threat of violence. Even if the scale of the violence in the Slocum Massacre exceeded that in the 

majority of these incidents however, Jaspin reveals that the racial cleansing the massacre 

constituted was in no way unique. 

Descendants of the Slocum Massacre frequently describe it, and Texas’s 

acknowledgement of what occurred, in relation to two of the most prominent racial cleansings in 

                                                
6 See, Jaspin, Buried in the Bitter Watters. 

 7 Jaspin, 5-6. 
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U.S. history: the Rosewood and Tulsa Massacres.8 Although the three massacres are similar in 

the mass killings that transpired in each, when comparing public awareness of the Slocum 

Massacre to that in Rosewood and Tulsa, one finds far less attention to the Slocum Massacre. For 

example, Figure 3 shows the relative frequency of the use of the terms “Slocum Massacre,” 

“Rosewood Massacre,” and “Tulsa Race Riot” in Google searches between January 1, 2011 and 

March 1, 2019. Although not a perfect measure of public awareness, the data nonetheless 

suggests that not only is there far less attention to the Slocum Massacre than the other two 

examples, but that this attention is far less national, as demonstrated by the geographic 

representations of search frequency. Furthermore, one finds that whereas in Florida, where the 

Rosewood Massacre occurred, the searches on the Rosewood Massacre outnumber those of the 

Tulsa Massacre, in Texas, both the Rosewood and Tulsa Massacres dominate the Slocum 

Massacre in search frequency. It also appears that although increased searches occurred during 

the month (marked with a circle on the graph) the Slocum Massacre marker was unveiled, this 

attention returned to its pre-unveiling levels in the months afterwards. Furthermore, although the 

Texas House of Representatives passed a house resolution acknowledging the Slocum Massacre 

in March of 2011, this likewise did not significantly increase searches of the massacre. In 

comparison, much of the state-initiated historical investigations into the Rosewood and Tulsa 

                                                
 

8 Note that the name of the Tulsa Massacre is generally referred to as the Tulsa Race Riot. I instead refer to 
it throughout this thesis as the “Tulsa Massacre.” This is done based on conversations with descendants of the 
Slocum Massacre who describe the problems with using the term race riot to describe acts of racial expulsion. As 
many descendants I have spoken to note, the term “Race Riot” connotes fault by blacks as well as whites for what 
happened. Also, see L. Arthalia Cravin, “‘Race Riots’– Setting the Record Straight,” North Amarillo Now, May 31, 
2011, accessed January 8, 2019, http://northamarillonow.co/wp2/?p=6049 (obsolete);  
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Massacres occurred either around or before 2000, long before the date range used in the graphs; 

searches have nonetheless continued in each of the two states however. 

Google News data also supports this finding, as search results for the Rosewood 

Massacre more than double in quantity those of the Slocum Massacre.9 Furthermore, although 

Google news finds stories on the Rosewood Massacre repeatedly year after year, those stories 

mentioning the Slocum Massacre virtually all cluster around the months of and leading up to the  

                                                
9 Google news statistics for search term “Rosewood Massacre,” accessed April 1, 2019; Google news 

statistics for search term “Slocum Massacre,” accessed April 1, 2019. 
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Figure 3: Google Search Trends 
Source: Google Search Trends for terms, “Slocum Massacre,” “Rosewood Massacre,” and “Tulsa Race 
Riot.” Conducted on April 1, 2019. See, https://trends.google.com/trends/?geo=US 
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historical marker’s unveiling.10 Ultimately, these rudimentary statistics are not surprising. Both 

Oklahoma and Florida previously conducted historical investigations into the massacres in their 

respective states and since then Oklahoma has required that the Tulsa massacre be taught in 

public schools; In the case of Rosewood, a movie was also made about the massacre and the state 

of Florida provided reparations to survivors and some descendants of the Rosewood Massacre.11 

In comparison, Texas has not conducted a historical investigation or added the Slocum Massacre 

to its state history curriculum. As Jaspin notes, “[The Rosewood Massacre] was treated as 

something unique [by the public upon learning of its existence in the 1980s]. Unfortunately, it 

was far from unusual. What was unusual was that the history of Rosewood was resurrected.”12 

Returning to the Houston Press article, one is thus left to ask if the unveiling of the 

historical marker truly represented the grand moment of remembrance the headline suggested. 

As is discussed later, many descendants describe the unveiling as an important moment for them, 

and despite continued silence on the massacre, it was an unexpected victory for descendants. But 

it can be easy to interpret the process of remembering what happened in binary terms, as a 

conflict solely between those seeking to either remember or forget the past. For example, a Texas 

Public Radio article published before the marker was approved, opened with the headline, 

“Should Texas Remember or Forget the Slocum Massacre?” as if memorializing the past is as 

                                                
10 Google news statistics for search term “Rosewood Massacre,” accessed April 1, 2019; Google news 

statistics for search term “Slocum Massacre,” accessed April 1, 2019. 
 
11 A. G. Sulzberger, “As Survivors Dwindle, Tulsa Confronts Past,” New York Times, June 19, 2011, 

accessed April 13, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/20/us/20tulsa.html; Jessica Glenza, “Rosewood 
massacre a harrowing tale of racism and the road toward reparations,” Guardian, January 3, 2016, accessed April 
11, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/jan/03/rosewood-florida-massacre-racial-violence-
reparations.  

 
 12 Jaspin, 7. 
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simple as choosing to join with those seeking to either remember or forget what occurred.13 In 

reality, the process of remembrance is far more complicated: conflicts over memorializing the 

Slocum Massacre reveal a host of individuals routinely confronting inevitable uncertainties 

regarding what happened, and at times reluctantly accepting an incomplete memory of the 

massacre. Beyond complicating the process of remembrance however, I argue in this thesis that 

these inevitable uncertainties perpetuate a legacy of violence and trauma that continue even a 

century after the massacre ended. As consequence, I ultimately suggest that only by recognizing 

the inherent uncertainties surrounding the Slocum Massacre, can one attempt to consider both the 

violence the massacre perpetuated, and the legacy of white supremacy it left in its wake. 

In making this argument, I build on several different texts. Most significantly, I draw on 

E. R. Bills’ book, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, the only major historical text documenting what 

happened in the massacre.14 Although I rely on Bills’ text primarily as a secondary source 

documenting the history of the massacre, I also discuss the text’s position as an artifact itself in 

the memory of the Slocum Massacre. In addition to his book, one master’s thesis exists on the 

Slocum Massacre, but as it does not include any information Bills does not also provide, I do not 

rely on it in making my argument.15 To contextualize my analysis within the larger historical 

context in which the massacre occurred, I also build on several histories of anti-black violence 

during the Jim Crow period in Texas and in the larger United States. Jaspin’s previously 

                                                
13 David Davies, “Should Texas Remember Or Forget The Slocum Massacre?” Texas Public Radio, 

January 16, 2015, accessed February 11, 2019, https://www.tpr.org/post/should-texas-remember-or-forget-slocum-
massacre. 
  

14 See Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre. 
 
15 See Linda Sue Stuard, “Racial Disorder in East Texas: The 1910 Slocum Incident” (master’s thesis, 

University of Texas at Tyler, n.d.). Stuard’s thesis might be useful in a consideration of historical memory, but this 
use is outside the scope of my thesis due to the narrow focus I explain it my methodology later in this chapter; A 
second unpublished paper exists on the Slocum Massacre, but I could not track it down. See, Norris White Jr., “Bad 
Saturday: Revisiting the 1910 Slocum Massacre” (unpublished paper, Stephen F. Austin State University). 
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mentioned analysis of racial cleansings provides a historical background for the larger history of 

racial expulsions across the country. Although I previously compared the Slocum Massacre to 

the Rosewood and Tulsa Massacres, Jaspin reveals, that there are numerous other racial 

cleansings that, like Slocum, have received less public attention; Thus, Jaspin’s text helps reveal 

not only this larger historical context of the Slocum Massacre, but also the lessons it may provide 

for other similar incidents.16 

In considering the history of anti-black violence in Jim Crow Texas, I largely draw from 

William D. Carrigan’s book, The Making of a Lynching Culture and Bruce Glasrud’s book Anti-

Black Violence in Twentieth-Century Texas.17 Carrigan discusses the ways in which Texas’ 

distinct culture contributed to the use of extra-legal mob violence in the state during the Jim 

Crow period.18 In comparison, Glasrud’s book, rather than consider the lynching culture in 

Texas, provides an episodic look at anti-black violence, and in so doing, offers an excellent 

sampling of much of the scholarly literature on numerous examples of lynchings and racial 

cleansing in the state. Because of the power of the oil industry in Texas, and the oil-rich land that 

exists near Slocum, Scot McFarlane’s article “Oil on the Farm: The East Texas Oil Boom and 

the Origins of an Energy Economy” is also an important text for considering the history of 

                                                
16 One of the racial cleansings Jaspin even discusses took place in Cherokee County, Texas. Also, although 

not considered in this thesis, for an analysis of the history of white only towns see, James W. Loewen, Sundown 
Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American Racism (New York, NY: The New Press, 2005). 

 
17 William D. Carrigan, The Making of a Lynching Culture: Violence and Vigilantism in Central Texas, 

1836–1916 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2004); Bruce A. Glasrud, ed., Anti-Black Violence in 
Twentieth-Century Texas (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2015).  

 
 18 To read more about Texas’ distinct culture and its influence on racial identity in the Texas borderlands, 
see Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1997). Foley provides one of the most important studies of racial identity in Texas, 
but his analysis applies less to East Texas due to many of the cultural differences between the region and the rest of 
the state. 
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racially motivated thefts of black-owned land in East Texas.19 Ultimately, these scholars 

collectively reveal the history of white supremacy that fueled both land grabs and racial terror 

lynchings in Texas, just as these same forms of violence occurred throughout the United States. 

That said, my focus is not on the history of the Slocum Massacre as Bills’ book has 

already done much of this work. Instead, I focus on the memory of the massacre, and so while I 

draw on each of these texts, they serve primarily to contextualize the history of what happened 

so as to better inform the memory of the massacre today. Thus, several texts are also critical in 

reflecting on the memory of the Slocum Massacre. Most important of these is Ari Kelman’s, A 

Misplaced Massacre which focuses on the memory of the Sand Creek Massacre in Colorado.20 

Kelman’s discussion serves to demonstrate many of the complexities that exist when 

remembering events of such extreme mass violence. Kelman specifically argues that in the case 

of Sand Creek, “so much uncertainty shrouds [the massacre] that seeking an unchallenged story 

of [what happened] may not be merely futile, but also counterproductive.”21 Instead of 

historicizing what happened, Kelman thus reveals the multiplicity of narratives concerning what 

happened and investigates what he describes as a “politics of memory”: when due to the 

“interplay of politics and violence,” various individuals seek to remember the past, so as to 

                                                
 
19 Wallace Scot McFarlane, “Oil on the Farm: The East Texas Oil Boom and the Origins of an Energy 

Economy,” Journal of Southern History 83, no. 4 (November 2017): 853-888, accessed April 11, 2019, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/soh.2017.0244. Note that McFarlane’s focus is much broader than just on the intersection of 
race, land ownership, and the oil industry, but he nonetheless provides important historical context on this topic. 

20 Ari Kelman, A Misplaced Massacre: Struggling over the Memory of Sand Creek (Cambridge: MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2013). 

 
21 Kelman, 8. 
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conform with particular narratives within “the American story” that they wish for future 

generations “to read.”22 

Alongside Kelman’s book, I also draw on Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your Mother in 

considering the memory of the massacre.23 Although Hartman’s analysis, which develops its 

argument through personal narrative reflection, focuses on the memory of Ghana’s relationship 

to the slave trade, Hartman nonetheless approaches similar questions in memory to those I 

consider relating to the Slocum Massacre. Specifically, Hartman reflects repeatedly on the 

violence and trauma produced by the historical erasure of records of slavery. Although I address 

Hartman’s differing focus from my own later in the text, ultimately, Harman thus serves to 

provide poetic and yet scholarly voice to the violence that the inevitable uncertainty that remains 

concerning the Slocum Massacre produces.  

Ultimately, in considering the memory of the Slocum Massacre, I thus draw from each of 

these texts in shaping my methodology. Drawing from Kelman, I focus on the “politics of 

memory” within the multiplicity of narratives that exist concerning the Slocum massacre. And, 

in doing so, I center much of my argument on a combination of oral history, written 

documentation, and artifacts of memory connected to the Slocum Massacre. Rather than consider 

the entire memory of the massacre however, I anchor my focus on the memory of the massacre 

that exists in the unveiling of the Slocum Massacre historical marker and the primary artifacts in 

memory connected to the effort to ensure its placement in Slocum. The historical marker itself 

                                                
22 Kelman, 8-9; For further discussions of the memory of racial extra-legal violence in Texas, see Monica 

Muñoz Martinez, The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2018). Although Martinez, like this thesis, reflects on memory, her text is not as relevant here 
because it focuses on the memory of lynchings of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans that exist in museum exhibits, 
films, and other cultural texts. Much of this analysis relates to the veneration of lynchings whereas in Slocum, much 
of the memory is, for the most part, one of silence and shame. Moreover, because of her focus on museums and 
other cultural texts, the form of memory she considers is slightly different from what I analyze.  

23 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, 
Straus, and Giroux, 2007). 
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only takes up one chapter of this thesis but understanding the memory that existed at its 

unveiling requires an analysis both of the oral history that led descendants to petition the state to 

build it, and a consideration of aspects of the memory that the marker left out. Furthermore, 

because of the role Bills’ book played in helping to galvanize media attention surrounding the 

petition to erect a historical marker, his book also plays an important role in considering the 

memory connected to the marker itself. 

In considering this memory of the Slocum Massacre, I draw on a combination of oral and 

written texts related to the massacre that include several different perspectives on what 

happened. Most important of these texts are interviews I conducted with eight individuals, 

including a combination of descendants and other people connected to efforts to remember the 

massacre. Many of these interviews involved at least one follow up conversation based on new 

developments in my research. In addition to these interviews, I consider the recorded written 

perspectives of one survivor, numerous other descendants, and several whites who grew up in the 

Slocum area. Ultimately, in analyzing these oral and written histories, I do not necessarily 

impose one account of what happened, but rather highlight the inconsistencies among various 

sources to reveal why constructing one narrative of the Slocum Massacre is, as in the case of 

Sand Creek, especially challenging. Throughout this analysis, I return to Kelman’s discussion of 

the “politics of memory” and Hartman’s reflections on the difficulty of remembering that which 

remains uncertain.  

Although I draw on Kelman in considering the uncertainties that arise from the 

“competing perspectives” of the massacre, my methodological focus is also slighly different 

from his. Kelman focuses his analysis on the “competing perspectives” that exist across “three 

massacre stories” he labels as that of “an enthusiastic perpetrator,” a “reluctant witness,” and a 
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“victim and survivor” of the Sand Creek Massacre.24 In the case of the Slocum Massacre, one 

could likely group narratives into similar categories, but rather than simply focus on the inter-

group conflicts within the process of remembrance, I also highlight the intra-group challenges 

within the memory of the Slocum Massacre. In so doing, I reveal that much of the complexity of 

the memory of the Slocum Massacre is not only the impossiblity of constructing one single 

unchallenged inter-group narrative of the Slocum Massacre, but that part of the lasting trauma of 

the massacre is the intra-group complexities it left behind. Categories of individuals may exist, 

but even within them, one finds differing perspectives. For example, whereas some survivors 

spoke to their descendants about the massacre, others did not. Similarly, for those whites who 

acted to stop the Slocum Massacre, serving an analagous role to the “reluctant witness” in 

Kelman’s account, these men and women did so at times for different reasons, and recount the 

massacre in conflicting ways.  

It is important to note however, one important aspect of the memory that, due to the 

limits of this thesis, I do not consider: the gender dynamics of the memory of the massacre. 

Nearly all of the victims of the massacre discussed in this thesis are men, and this is done 

because almost no women came up in the interviews I conducted, or in the written texts I looked 

at. Reflecting on why men dominate the memory of the massacre, what the implications of this 

fact are, and what memory does exist of the women who either died or survived the massacre, is 

thus worth consideration in future explorations of the memory of the Slocum Massacre. 

Ultimately, using the methodology I have described, I begin in Chapter One: Oral History 

and an Encounter with Uncertainty, by focusing on the oral history of the massacre. In the 

chapter, I argue that descendants are not a monolithic group of people, but that instead, the oral 

                                                
24 Kelman, 8. 
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history passed down by descendants reveals different approaches to remembering what 

happened. The result I argue, is that even when considering the oral history of the massacre, it is 

impossible to find one complete unchallenged narrative of what occurred. Instead, one is left 

with uncertainties that even the oral history cannot fully answer. This however does not 

undermine the credibility of oral history or call into question many of the historical certainties 

that exist, but rather reveals the continuing violence that these uncertainties themselves represent. 

In Chapter Two: Bodies Unknown and Forgotten, I build on the work from chapter one to 

discuss how these uncertainties have materialized in the process of knowing how many people 

died and where they are buried. It is in chapter two that I also investigate many of the narratives 

passed down by those that worked to end the massacre, as their accounts have often been cited to 

support descendant claims that around 200 people died in the massacre. Here I address not only 

the inconsistencies in these written accounts, but also discuss the way in which they demonstrate 

a politics of memory. More importantly however, I also critique modern narratives that have 

often presented those that worked to stop the massacre in an overly positive light. Instead, I 

argue that these individuals were integral to the forgetting of what occurred, and helped not only 

fuel the uncertainty that remains about the massacre, but also are partially responsible for many 

of the bodies of those who died that have yet to be found. In concluding this chapter, I suggest, 

that only by recognizing the problems with these selective accounts of what occurred, can one 

also come to critique similar efforts more recently to selectively acknowledge the massacre 

without materially acting towards reconciliation for the past. 

Chapter Three: A Land Grab and its Legacy, then focuses on the cause of the massacre, 

but ultimately, building on the argument made by Bills, the chapter recognizes the ultimate 

uncertainty that remains as to what triggered the massacre. Given this uncertainty, the chapter 
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focuses on what the uncertainty reveals about the nature of white supremacy at the time that 

would allow such an event to occur. In doing so, chapter three does much of the work in this 

thesis of contextualizing the Slocum Massacre within the history of lynchings in Texas, the racial 

expulsions in other parts of the country, and the economic theft of land that existed in the growth 

of the Texas oil industry. Through this contextualization, it reveals that the economic theft of 

land the massacre entailed was not unique, but rather part of a larger history of whites seizing 

land from black landowners. Furthermore, by considering this economic theft, the chapter 

identifies how the legacy of the massacre continues to affect descendants through the loss of land 

the massacre produced, and how that legacy is informed by this larger history of anti-black 

violence across the United States.  

Finally, in Chapter Four: A Meaningful Yet Insufficient Marker, I conclude by returning 

to the unveiling of the historical marker discussed at the beginning of this chapter. Considering 

the efforts to erect a historical marker in Slocum alongside other physical signifiers of what 

happened, I reveal the way in which state and local officials have made limited 

acknowledgements of the massacre, whilst still refusing to materially grapple with the violence 

the massacre caused and leaves as its legacy. Specifically, I consider newspaper accounts that 

have often presented the unveiling as a triumphant moment of reconciliation that in reality, while 

meaningful to descendants, exemplified the complexities of memory. In so doing, I draw on the 

analysis in the previous chapters to demonstrate all of the uncertainties within the historical 

record that the marker does not acknowledge. 

Ultimately, these chapters together reveal that the process of remembering the Slocum 

Massacre is much more difficult than it may at first appear. Throughout the analysis, I thus 

suggest, that to fully come to understand the violence of the Slocum Massacre, one must 



19 
 
 

recognize all of these uncertainties and complexities that remain of what happened. Only through 

an encounter with the uncertainty that remains, can one recognize how white supremacy 

continues to shape the memory of what happened through the weaponization of this uncertainty 

to at times perpetuate inaccuracies regarding what happened, and at other times, to question it 

outright as a way to disregard the history of the massacre. Only by fully reflecting on these 

uncertainties can one thus come to a better recognition of what happened and of the legacy the 

massacre left behind for black Texans. 
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CHAPTER 1: ORAL HISTORY AND AN ENCOUNTER WITH UNCERTAINTY 
 

In July of 1996, the Minority Opportunity News, a Dallas-based black newspaper 

published one of the earliest and most oral-history focused stories of the Slocum Massacre. In 

one of its most harrowing accounts, the writer of the piece, Allen Gray, recounts a story told to 

him by a black man from Palestine, Texas named William Garland Wilson.25 According to 

William, his father Justus Wilson survived the massacre and witnessed from “less than five feet 

away” as “a white man stuck a double-barrel shotgun under the bed where [Justus’ twin] brother 

was hiding and pulled the trigger, both barrels.”26 William’s daughter, Leigh Cravin, heard this 

same story growing up but never from her father. Instead, Cravin remembers as late as 1986, an 

aunt telling her in a hushed voice of a white mob chasing one of her family members into his 

home, where he hid underneath a bed until the mob “literally blew him away” with a shotgun.27 

For years, based on additional information her aunt passed down, Cravin believed herself to be 

descended from the family of Abe Wilson, a black man who, based on documentary evidence, is 

known to have survived the massacre. But in 2016, Cravin discovered that although the Wilson 

name exists in both her mother’s and father’s family lines, she is not related to Abe Wilson, 

                                                
25 Allen R. Gray, “The Remnants of War: The Hollie Family is a living legacy that bears the scars of the 

Slocum Slaughter,” Minority Opportunity News, July 1996, https://northdallasgazette.com/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2016/02/Vol.-5-No.-7-July-1996.pdf (obsolete). Although conventionally I would refer to people by 
their last names, because many of the people discussed are within the same families, that is not possible. Thus, I will 
from here on use the first name of anyone who shares a last name with another person mentioned in this thesis. For 
anyone that does not share a surname with someone else mentioned in the text, I will refer to them by last name. 
This use of first names is thus not intended as any disrespect, but rather done for the purpose of clarity. 

 
26 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” Based on oral history shared to him by descendant William Wilson. Note 

that Gray refers to Justus by the name Justice but Cravin says that his actual name was Justus. 
 
27 Leigh Cravin, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, January 23, 2019. 
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prompting her to become uncertain whether she really descends from a survivor of the Slocum 

Massacre.28  

It was not until April of 2019 however that Cravin first read Gray’s article which 

significantly, not only offers Cravin’s father as an additional source for the account that Justus 

survived the massacre, but unlike Cravin’s aunt, also admits that Justus had “no relation to Abe 

Wilson.”29 Cravin is thus unsure how her aunt mixed up the families and incorrectly passed 

down that their family was related to Abe Wilson’s. That said, although her father’s added 

perspective provides further evidence for the possibility that Justus survived the Slocum 

Massacre, Cravin says that it may only suggest that her aunt was not the only person in the 

family to believe (possibly in error) that Justus’ brother died in the Slocum Massacre. Because 

she has yet to find evidence from outside this oral tradition that her ancestors lived in or around 

Slocum at the time of the massacre, she is thus not sure how to interpret Gray’s article. Although 

Cravin may likely be a descendant of the massacre, she ultimately remains uncomfortable 

claiming that status due to the uncertainty she still has about her family history.30 

Whereas Cravin grew up believing herself to be a descendant of the Slocum Massacre 

only to lose confidence in this fact later in life, Felix Green, the grandson of survivor John 

Pierson, had only heard rumors of the massacre most his life, and did not learn until 2012, at the 

age of 73, the scale of its effect on his ancestors.31 Although Green grew up hearing rumors that 

Pierson lost his leg to a “massacre gang,” no one in the family spoke about the massacre, and 

                                                
28 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 
29 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 

 
30 Leigh Cravin, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, April 2, 2019. 

 
31 Felix Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas (Self-published, 2015), 194-196. See the appendix 

for a picture of John Pierson and several of the other survivors of the massacre. 
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because Green spoke with his grandfather for the last time at the age of 12, he never asked him 

how he lost his leg.32 Consequently, it was not until 2012, when a friend sent him a re-published 

version of Gray’s article, that he learned that a white mob had displaced, and murdered some of, 

a large number of his ancestors in what he then learned was the Slocum Massacre.33 This re-

published version, appearing in the Texas Informer, included a 1998 interview with one of his 

relatives, Elvie (Pierson) Ewell, at that time, the last known living survivor of the massacre.34 In 

the interview, Ewell named several members of the Pierson and Barnett families that Green had 

found through genealogical research to be in his family lineage.35  

Cravin’s and Green’s connections to the Slocum Massacre are only two of many 

discussed in this chapter, but nonetheless begin to reveal the complexities of memory. Later 

chapters will consider the written and oral accounts not from descendants, but by closely 

examining the oral history passed down by victims of the massacre, one recognizes that 

descendants are not a monolithic group with a singular narrative of the past. Historian Ari 

Kelman in considering the memory of the Sand Creek Massacre that occurred in Colorado, 

argues that due to “conflicting, often hazy, accounts of the past” seeking one “unchallenged story 

of the [Sand Creek] massacre” is “futile;” Instead, he suggests, all a historian can do is “sift” 

through these various interpretations of history to come to a fuller understanding of what the 

                                                
32 Felix Green, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, December 1, 2018. 

 
33 Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas, 194-196. 

 
34 At the time, the newspaper was called the Cherokee County Informer but has since changed its name to 

the Texas Informer. Because I cite several articles from the newspaper under its more recent name, I use that name 
for the sake of consistency. 

 
35 Elvie Pierson Ewell, quoted in “The Remnants of War: 1910 Slocum Massacre Survivor Found,” 

Cherokee County Informer, September 1988, appearing in Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas. 
(hereafter I refer to this article with the title “1910 Slocum Massacre Survivor Found” to avoid confusion with the 
other article with the title “The Remnants of War.” 
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contradictions themselves reveal about the past.36 Although there is a significant amount of 

known historic fact concerning the Slocum Massacre, I similarly argue in this chapter, that even 

within the oral history passed down by descendants of the massacre, finding one single 

unchallenged narrative is impossible. Rather than undermine the credibility of oral history 

however, this impossibility reveals a further violence the massacre wrought, and demonstrates a 

problem with narratives concerning the memory of the massacre that point to grand moments of 

remembrance without acknowledging these complexities.  

To start, Green, despite lacking a familial oral history of the Slocum Massacre conducted 

extensive genealogical research even before learning of the massacre’s full scope. Discovering 

more than 1,300 ancestors and their descendants within his family, Green self-published a nearly. 

200 page book of his research.37 It includes countless census records, marriage licenses, death 

certificates, draft registrations, and other documents about the Pierson, Austin, Barnett, and 

related families that he descends from.38 As members of each of these three families lived in 

Slocum at the time of the massacre, and at least one of the Austins died in the massacre, Green’s 

research thus reveals the rich family history the massacre irrevocably altered.39 Furthermore, 

through discussions of land deeds for property his ancestors owned, Green also demonstrates the 

material consequences of the massacre. The white mob not only displaced his family, but also 

stole land that his family owned, forcing one of his ancestors, John Pierson, to become a 

                                                
36 Kelman, 8. 
 
37 Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas, 9. 
 
38 See Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas.  

 
39 Alvorie Austin died in the massacre according to Ewell, quoted in “1910 Slocum Massacre Survivor 

Found,” Cherokee County Informer. 
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sharecropper in Oakwood, Texas, after formerly working on land that his brother owned near 

Slocum.40 

Green’s research also reveals the particularities of his perspective however. More than 

any other descendant I have spoken with, Green reiterates the importance of written documents 

as a source of knowledge for him, even noting his excitement to see the upcoming 2020 census 

due to it being an “eye opener” for seeing where family members of his have moved.41 For him, 

the census is thus a place to locate, identify, and learn about his family. Yet, as Green points out, 

these written documents leave much about his family history unknown to him, requiring he 

speculate about some of his family history and what happened to the land some of his ancestors 

owned in Slocum. Unlike many other descendants of the Slocum massacre however, Green lacks 

an oral history of the massacre to fill some of these missing holes. His reliance on written 

documents to learn about the Slocum Massacre is thus as much a necessity for him as it is 

meaningful way to learn about his past. 

Another source that is important to Green is Politics, Fat Cats, and Honey Money Boys, a 

memoir by Jerry Sadler, Texas’s Railroad Commissioner from 1938-1942, a Texas State 

Representative from 1955-1961, and Land Commissioner form 1961-1971.42 Sadler was living in 

Grapeland, Texas in northern Houston County when the massacre occurred, and opens his 

memoir with what he describes as his earliest memory, when at not quite two years of age, the 

Slocum Massacre occurred. Although he did not remember much of what happened, his account 

                                                
 

40 Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas, 194. 
 

41 Green, interview, December 1, 2018. 
 

42 General Land Office of Texas, “A Guide to the newspaper articles about former Land Commissioner 
Jerry Sadler, 1969-1990,” Texas Archival Resources Online, accessed April 12, 2019, 
https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/taro/txglo/00038/glo-00038.html. 
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is based on memories shared with him by his father, the son of a former slave owner, and by 

Gus, an elderly, deaf black man who, through use of sign language, communicated to Sadler, 

throughout his early childhood, details of the massacre.43 Sadler’s narrative includes several 

inaccuracies however. He claims that only ten people died, arguing that the white perpetrators 

spread inflated estimates of the death count in racist pride.44 The death count remains unknown, 

but evidence strongly suggests it was significantly greater than ten, with 200 possibly dying in 

the massacre.45  

Similarly, Sadler claims that the black Slocum residents had “the most desirable farmland 

in the county” and that they came by this land when his great-grandfather W. T. Sadler freed his 

slaves after the Civil War and “gave them some of the best land he owned.”46 W. T. Sadler 

(hereafter referred to as W. T.) may have given away some of his land to his former slaves, but 

evidence suggests he may have also sold at least some of it to blacks living in the Slocum area. 

Tax records show that Jack Holley, the largest black landowner in Slocum at the time, acquired 

at least 100 acres of land from W. T. and Jack’s descendant, Constance Hollie-Jawaid, says that 

based on oral history, Jack purchased the land he acquired.47 How much of the land that blacks 

                                                
43 Jerry Sadler, Politics, Fat Cats & Honey-Money Boys (Sana Monica CA: Roundtable Publishing, 1984), 

6-10. Note, as mentioned later, the only name Sadler gives to Gus is “Deaf-and-dumb Gus.” I use the name Gus, as 
his surname is not mentioned, and seek to refrain from pathologizing Gus with the name “Deaf-and-dumb Gus.” 

 
44 Sadler, 8. 
 
45 Bills, 117. Also, see chapter 2. 
 
46 Sadler, 8.  
 
47 Constance Hollie-Jawaid, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, December 8, 2018; 1908 

Anderson County Tax Rolls, Anderson County Records, Thomason Special Collections, Newton Gresham Library, 
Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas, Teaching the Slocum Massacre, accessed April 16, 2019, 
https://www.teachslocummassacre.org/legaldocs/2015/8/25/xqd6wxsbvoqx9lde9v4rrnuprqlthi. 
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acquired from W. T. was purchased in comparison to how much was given to them by W. T. 

remains unknown but this at least creates some doubt in the account that Sadler provides.   

Regardless of how blacks living in and around Slocum acquired their land however, what 

seems more apparent, is that the land they acquired was not as desirable as Sadler suggests. G. J. 

Hayes, a doctor who was born in 1910 in northern Houston County said that the land blacks in 

the Slocum area owned “was white sand and very poor” and that this was the reason that “black 

people were able to own it.”48 Similarly, Hollie-Jawaid says that Jack, who owned 700 acres of 

land in total, had been able to purchase the land because whites viewed it as worthless. Jack 

however, had nonetheless built a successful business on it, making whites in the area envious of 

Jack’s success, and his ability to be successful on land they thought was worthless.49 By 

suggesting blacks achieved success on the land they owned because it was the most desirable 

land in the area, erases the fact that in reality, blacks became successful by overcoming the 

challenges the low quality land they owned presented. It was this success that likely drove much 

of the white envy. Combined with one of Sadler’s later statements that his grandfather, by giving 

blacks the land, was to “blame” for the massacre, Sadler thus presents a patronizing narrative of 

the massacre.50 The fault of the massacre lay in the white supremacist culture and racist envy that 

legitimized and sparked what occurred, not because of either W. T.’s actions or because the land 

blacks owned was desirable. 

 That Sadler reports these inaccuracies is unsurprising as he was a staunch segregationist. 

Following the Brown v. Board decision, Sadler sponsored House Bill 65 in the Texas legislature 

                                                
 

48 G. J. Hayes to Eliza H. Bishop, March 2, 1984, Houston County Historical Commission, Crockett TX, 
courtesy of E. R. Bills. 

49 Hollie-Jawaid, interview.  
  

50 Sadler, 8. 
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which would require “voter approval before a school district desegregated.”51 Similarly, in 

opposition to President Eisenhower’s decision to send in federal troops to enforce desegregation 

and allow the Little Rock Nine to go to school, Sadler sponsored legislation to close any school 

“occupied” by federal troops. When the bill received strong opposition, Sadler continued to 

promote it saying critics “oppose[d] law and order.”52 Furthermore, under Sadler’s leadership, 

the Texas Railroad Commission passed a motion requiring white conductors on Pullman cars. 

Filled with rhetoric historian William Osborn describes as a “thoroughly racist diatribe,” the 

motion incited some resistance but Sadler nonetheless approved it in 1963.53 Months later, Sadler 

entered the Democratic primary for governor, running unsuccessfully against one of the 

opponents of the motion.54 Although Sadler opposed the mass killing of black families in the 

massacre, that he still espoused racist stereotypes of black Americans and embraced 

segregationist policy, reveals Sadler was by no means an advocate of black rights. 

 Despite his pro-segregation stance, Sadler frames his narrative of the Slocum Massacre, 

not to document the horror of what occurred, but instead to advance his own coming-of-age 

story. Sadler writes “in my childlike way, I perceived from [then on, that] I would devote my life 

doing what I could to help the good, ordinary, but powerless people of this world.”55 Reinforcing 

                                                
 

51 Charles Waite, “Price Daniel, Texas Democrats, and School Segregation, 1956-1957,” East Texas 
Historical Journal 48, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 110-122, accessed January 7, 2002, 
https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/ethj/vol48/iss2/10, 117. 
 

52 Waite, 118-119. 
 

53 William S. Osborn, “Curtains for Jim Crow: Law, Race, and the Texas Railroads,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly 105, no. 3 (January 2002): 393-407, accessed January 7, 2002, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30239275, 40. 
 

54 Osborn, 40. 
 
55 Sadler, 7.  
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this narrative, Sadler focuses his account on his father, Claude Sadler, sheltering victims of the 

massacre, leading Sadler to tout that “the blacks knew there was one white man they could trust, 

my papa.”56 Sadler even heroically credits his father with playing a key role in ending the 

massacre stating that his father and another white man stood up to the mob “two men against 

forty.”57 Despite these problematic portions of Sadler’s text however, Sadler also provides one of 

the only accounts of black agency during the massacre, noting that his father armed Gus and a 

number of other blacks; Sadler even describes Gus by saying, he was the “best shot in Anderson 

County, and the whites had a healthy respect for that reputation.”58  

Although offering a unique account of black agency however, Sadler, through his rhetoric 

in describing his father’s actions, nonetheless reinforces his father’s heroism more than the black 

agency the moment might have represented. Thus, this account still contributes to Sadler’s self-

aggrandizing portrait of what happened. Even Gus, the one black person Sadler mentions by 

name, is referred to as “Deaf-and-dumb Gus.” Through the use of this name, along with visual 

descriptions of Gus “fling[ing]” out his fists to communicate, Sadler reinforces Gus’ disability, 

simultaneously denigrating his humanity and furthering Sadler’s patronizing narrative. Sadler’s 

family may have sheltered victims of the massacre, and Sadler’s text may be useful for 

historians, but through his patronizing story, Sadler nonetheless weaponizes the trauma victims 

of the massacre experienced for his own political advancement.  

                                                
 
56 Sadler, 6. 

 
57 Sadler, 9. Although possible, it seems unlikely that even if Claude Sadler repelled a mob of forty men, 

this was what actually ended the massacre. Also note that Sadler admits that his father told the mob he had armed a 
number of black men hiding nearby. The presentation of the story and the rhetoric used still presents a heroic 
account for his father. 

 
58 Sadler, 9. 
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Given Sadler’s patronizing account, Green’s heavy reliance on the text in his own attempt 

to understand his family history may at first appear surprising. When I was speaking with Green, 

he emphasized Sadler’s narrative several times, and sent me pages from Sadler’s book.59 Even in 

our first conversation, he asked if I had purchased the book yet. In comparison, when speaking 

with Hollie-Jawaid, she said that she was aware of Sadler’s book but had not read it because she 

“[did not] care” what Sadler had to say as she “[felt] like it’s a bunch of lies.”60 She had heard of 

the factual inaccuracies in Sadler’s text and said “he had to live in [the Palestine area], so he 

could not be honest about what happened and he had no desire to.”61 Green and Hollie-Jawaid 

however, bring radically different perspectives in remembering what happened. Green lacks an 

oral history of the massacre, and Sadler’s text is one of the few sources that mentions Green’s 

ancestors in relation to the massacre. In comparison, Hollie-Jawaid, as will be later discussed, 

grew up frequently hearing about the massacre from older members of her family. It is thus 

unsurprising that Sadler’s book would be meaningful to Green in a way it would not be for 

Hollie-Jawaid.  

Recognizing this complexity does not undermine either Green’s reliance on the text or 

Hollie-Jawaid’s rejection of it. For historians, Sadler’s book is useful given information he 

admits, in spite of his biases, lending further evidence to particular historical facts. For example, 

his account is one of the few that offers a narrative of blacks armed and prepared to resist the 

white mob. As an artifact of memory however, Sadler’s book reveals the power of Kelman’s 

previously defined “politics of memory” as Sadler seems to have told his account so as to further 

                                                
 59 Green, Piersons and the Barnetts, 12; Green, interview, December 1, 2018; Felix Green, e-mail message 
to author, November 12, 2018. 
 

60 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
 

61 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
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his own narrative that he represented “powerless people of this world.” That Sadler’s text could 

become so important to Green highlights that part of the violence of the Slocum Massacre was 

not only the material impacts it caused, but also the historical manipulation and erasure it 

produced. Green’s experience reveals that a source such as Sadler’s can both be critical if not 

outright necessary within the memory of the past while at the same time contributing to the 

manipulation of historical memory. Just as the massacre erased part of Green’s oral history, that 

erasure also necessitated that Green elevate the narrative of a staunch segregationist within 

historical memory, because it filled in a hole within his family history that many other sources 

could not. Sadler’s book also reveals however, how easy this politics of memory can be to miss. 

Green for example, was not aware of Sadler’s staunch support for segregation.62 Consequently, 

Sadler’s text demonstrates one insidious aspect of this politics of memory: when an individual 

selectively remembers the past, it can be easier to miss the problems in the account, and the 

political ends the person may be adopting this selective memory for.  

Turning to Hollie-Jawaid’s oral history of the massacre, one can understand her 

contrasting response to Sadler’s text. Hollie-Jawaid says that when growing up, the massacre 

was “always talked about at family gatherings” and that her earliest memories hearing about it 

come from when a young child.63 Myrt Hollie and Ella Mae Smith, grandchildren of Hollie-

Jawaid’s great-great grandfather Jack Holley even spoke in detail to Gray for his previously 

mentioned newspaper account of what happened. Each shared what Jack and his sons, Lusk and 

Marsh Holley, all survivors of the massacre, told them regarding what happened.64 Jack was born 

an enslaved person somewhere in the north. Fighting for his freedom, Jack tried several times to 

                                                
62 Felix Green, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, March 31, 2019. 
63 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
 

 64 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 
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escape until on one of these attempts “slave-snatchers” caught him and re-sold Jack to a slave 

owner in Texas. Then, after the Civil War, Jack became free and acquired 700 acres of land on 

which he ran the only granary, a dairy, and a general store in Slocum. When the massacre began, 

Gray records that Jack “stood tall on the back of a buckboard with a Winchester in hand and shot 

his way out” of Slocum.65 Yet, even as Jack survived, the white mob murdered one of his sons, 

Alex Holley, one of his grandsons, Charles Wilson, and robbed Jack of his businesses, forcing 

him to relocate to Oak Wood, Texas.66  

That such knowledge of Jack’s life remains not only helps explain Hollie-Jawaid’s 

response to Sadler’s text, but also reveals the way in which oral and written history shape the 

Hollie family’s memory of the massacre, in ways that historical documents have not, and likely 

cannot for Green. Through knowledge of Jack’s attempted escape from slavery, his successful 

businesses, and his active flight from Slocum, these accounts have allowed the Hollie family to 

reassert Jack’s humanity and agency that the white mob attempted to deny him. As revealed by 

this oral history, Jack’s life was not one of victimhood, but rather one of a man who built a life 

for himself and resisted those who attempted to deprive him of that life. In comparison, because 

Green lacks a similar oral tradition, his reliance on Sadler’s text does not provide the same type 

of information about his family as that which is known by many of the Hollies.  

 However, even as Hollie-Jawaid, Myrt, and Ella Mae emphasize the agency and 

humanity of their ancestors through their pride for their family, Hollie-Jawaid notes the 

                                                
 

65 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” Whether this account is accurate remains unknown. Gray’s article is the 
only place where this account is recorded, thus revealing an addition uncertainty within the memory of the massacre. 
 

66 Gray, “The Remnants of War;” Hollie-Jawaid, interview.  
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challenges even within her larger family to remember the massacre. Due to fears of reprisal for 

speaking about what happened, Hollie-Jawaid says that: 

I was cautioned by my older relatives, the elders in my family, to leave it alone, because 
they thought something would happen to me. They did not want anything to happen to 
me. They felt like white people in East Texas were so blood-thirsty and evil, to do 
anything to advance themselves and to keep this hidden and they . . . would be willing to 
continue to murder. They were afraid for me and speaking up yeah, and they thought, do 
not, stop it, leave it alone, there's nothing you can do, it's over, those are evil people, and 
they are willing to take you out and make you disappear, kill you or this or that. So, I 
understood where they were coming from, kinda, but I was also disheartened that they 
didn't have the courage to speak up.67 

 
Similarly, Myrt says that the massacre profoundly affected his father Lusk as it “left [him] a very 

bitter man. He didn’t say anything to anybody–and nobody had better say anything to him” 

because if they did, he would respond with “angry silence.”68 Lusk was thus psychologically 

effected by the horror of the massacre which even after it ended left a legacy for survivors and 

their descendants of terror due to the white supremacy that fueled the massacre.  

Another member of the Hollie family, Moses Pennell, although not a direct descendant of 

someone living in Slocum at the time of the massacre, describes his grandmother’s similar 

reluctance to speak about what happened. Pennell’s grandmother was living 45 miles southeast 

of Slocum in Fodice, Texas when the massacre occurred, but later moved to Palestine where she 

would have suffered from the massacre’s after effects on Palestine’s black community. Pennell is 

“pretty sure” his grandmother heard about the massacre, and he even “grew up two doors down 

from [Hollie-Jawaid’s] grandfather” who he saw “like every day pretty much.”69 Surprisingly 

however, Pennell did not discover that he was related to Hollie-Jawaid until later in life when he 

                                                
67 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 

 
68 Myrt Hollie quoted in Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 
 
69 Moses Pennell, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, January 12, 2019. 
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also heard of the Slocum Massacre for the first time. Pennell explains that growing up he did not 

hear about his family’s history. At one point, one of his aunts even “made [his] grandmother give 

an oral history of the family, but she didn’t want to discuss [the oral history]. She just did not 

want to discuss the past at all.” Explaining why, Pennell says that his grandmother “was not one 

to discuss negative things and [he thinks] in the back of her mind she was worried about 

reprisals.” This motive however, was also particularly shaped by his grandmother’s racial 

identity as Pennell explains: 

My grandmother was biracial, not by choice of course, but you know, her mother had to 
do what she had to do to protect her young. So, her father was a slave owner. And so, she 
actually could pass for white most of her life. She got dark as she got older. But there 
were things that she just didn’t want to upset the apple cart so to speak.70 
 

That his grandmother had an incentive to avoid speaking about the massacre due to her ability to 

“pass for white” and the consequences that speaking about what happened could have on her 

family, reveals the further complexity of the oral history within families of those affected by the 

massacre. Together with Hollie-Jawaid’s statement about her elders, it thus also reveals that 

although silence about the past is typically thought of as continuing solely because of those who 

benefit from white supremacy, a component of the massacre’s violence was that it could also 

lead those most affected by the massacre to, out of self-interest, remain silent about the past: 

whether that silence was solely a public silence, or whether it also entailed not speaking about 

the massacre to one’s own family. 

 Even when members of the Hollie family spoke about the massacre however, Hollie-

Jawaid reveals that oral history is not immune from the influence of white narratives of what 

happened. For example, ample discussion exists of attempts by whites throughout the period to 

                                                
  

70 Pennell, interview. 
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downplay racial or ethnic massacres by describing them as “race riots” or with other terms that 

suggest mutual conflict. Kelman for example notes early attempts by whites when memorializing 

the Sand Creek Massacre, to call what happened the “Sand Creek Battle.”71 Furthermore, in a 

2011 newspaper article on the 90th anniversary of the Tulsa Massacre, Cravin notes that most 

historians and journalists often refer to what happened as the “Tulsa Race Riot,” a term which 

“insinuate[s] that blacks were deliberately running amok in the streets causing widespread 

mayhem when nothing could be further from the truth.”72 Similarly, in the case of the Slocum 

Massacre, newspapers in 1910 largely described what occurred as a “race war.”73 Although one 

might think that this language has only been used by whites in describing acts of racial massacres 

however, Hollie-Jawiad in speaking about her family notes the influence of this rhetoric even on 

descendants, saying: 

A riot and a war indicate mutual willing combat. That was not the case [in the Slocum 
Massacre]. So, I had to change the way people were speaking about it, because my 
grandfather [Myrt Hollie] called it a race riot, a race war. My father called it that until 10 
years ago. I was thinking, you know, dad, this wasn't a war, this was a massacre.74 
 

Even Gray’s article, which relies almost entirely on oral history, describes the Slocum Massacre 

using the article title, “The Remnants of War.” Given Hollie-Jawaid’s comment, this is less 

surprising. Understanding that even within Hollie-Jawaid’s family, people would describe what 

occurred as a “race war” reveals the strong power rhetoric has in its ability to shape the way 

people remember the past: it could even shape how descendants described the massacre. More 

                                                
71 Kelman, 54. 

 
72 L. Arthalia Cravin, “‘Race Riots’– Setting the Record Straight,” North Amarillo Now, May 31, 2011, 

accessed January 8, 2019, http://northamarillonow.co/wp2/?p=6049 (obsolete). 
 

73 Bills, 49-52. 
 

74 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
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importantly however, it demonstrates that even more extensive oral histories like that passed 

down within the Hollie family are not pristine sources of knowledge. Just as Green’s knowledge 

of the massacre and the family history he shares with others is shaped by Sadler’s selective 

remembering of the past, the memory of the massacre within the Hollie family has to some 

extent also been shaped by white accounts of what happened and a politics of memory that 

attempts to downplay what occurred. The memory within the Hollie family is thus like Green’s 

memory of the massacre, incomplete.  

 In contrast to each of the individuals discussed already, Cravin, as previously mentioned, 

grew up believing herself to be a descendant of the Slocum Massacre only to lose confidence in 

this fact when in her 60s. Growing up, her aunt would tell her “your great-grandfather was killed 

in Slocum, but we don’t talk about that,” suggesting that whether Cravin’s grandfather Justus 

lived in Slocum at the time of the massacre or not, a fear of reprisal, similar to that in the Hollie 

family, may have also shaped Cravin’s aunt’s reluctance to speak about the oral history.75 

Regardless of her own personal connection to the massacre however, Cravin brings knowledge 

on the memory of what happened based on her own personal experiences living in Palestine and 

knowing several descendants of the massacre. Furthermore, Cravin notes that time she spent as 

Anderson County Historical Commissioner and in a career as a veteran’s attorney working with 

those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, also shapes her knowledge of the memory of 

the massacre that many descendants have. 

Based on her experiences, Cravin like Hollie-Jawaid and Pennell thus says that many 

survivors “[didn’t] want to talk about [Slocum] because they [had to] witness horrors, and to talk 

                                                
75 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 
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about them is to revive them, not only in your memory but in your being.”76 Moreover, a lack of 

justice mixed with callousness by the white community reduced the incentive to talk about the 

massacre as many descendants felt that keeping the history alive would not bring about any 

change. Eventually after survivors passed away, Cravin thus explains: 

[The massacre] becomes secondhand and third-hand information so that it becomes 
dubious in terms of credibility, which is precisely what you're dealing with . . . [And 
then] that fear thing kicks in, it really does kick in if you are at the hands of violence. 
You want to get away from it and forget it, and Slocum is exhibit A: the people who got 
away from it and forgot about it or tried to.77 
 

Cravin’s reflections are undoubtedly shaped by her own process of becoming uncertain that she 

is a descendant of the massacre, but this same difficulty is nonetheless described by historians 

studying similar events. Kelman, in his analysis of the memory of the Sand Creek Massacre 

likewise notes the effect of the “so-called fog of war” in which “scenes of violence, especially 

mass violence, are notorious for breeding unreliable and often irreconcilable testimony.”78  

 That said, it is important to recognize that this form of uncertainty Cravin and Kelman 

describe does not mean one should question the veracity of the oral history. The 2016 Anderson 

County Commissioner, Greg Chapin has done just this, claiming the evidence of what happened 

is “all hearsay” and cannot be relied upon because “nothing was consistent” in the historical 

record.79 This approach however should not be drawn from a recognition of the uncertainty 

within the historical record. Despite inconsistencies within written accounts, Bills has 

demonstrated in his book on the massacre not only that numerous historical certainties that do 

                                                
76 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 

 
77 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 

 
78 Kelman, 8. 
 
79 Greg Chain, quoted in, Davies, “Should Texas Remember Or Forget The Slocum Massacre?” 
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exist, but also that everything I repeat from descendant oral history appears consistent with what 

evidence suggests occurred. Even when descendant accounts directly contradict documentary 

evidence, those descendant accounts I have repeated remain plausible with the larger historical 

knowns that a historian can draw from written texts that are known to be inaccurate. Just as oral 

history may be shaped by fear, and the selective forgetting of the past, this does not mean that 

this fear radically distorted many of the core facts of what occurred. Furthermore, even if some 

details of the oral history are not entirely accurate, that the state of Texas has not historically 

investigated the massacre despite the scale of violence the oral history suggests, demonstrates the 

violence that white supremacy continues to sanction. 

 Nonetheless, given the uncertainties that remain where oral history has been lost, and 

given the effect fear may have on the memories that do remain, one is left to ask how a historian 

should proceed with thinking about the Slocum Massacre. Should a historian demand evidence to 

support anything passed down within oral tradition before accepting its truthfulness or 

alternatively unquestionably accept the knowledge within oral history? The first option seems to 

subject descendants to further trauma by suggesting skepticism towards the knowledge 

descendants pass down. The second risks embracing knowledge that may be distorted by the fear 

Cravin and Kelman note: fear that is recognizable in descendant accounts. Although one can 

clearly adopt a middle approach, and in many places I and others have, uncertainty inevitably 

remains, much of this uncertainty in aspects of the massacre discussed in the next two chapters. 

Just as Kelman argues that seeking one “unchallenged story of the [Sand Creek] massacre” is 

impossible, one is left to recognize that the same is thus true for the Slocum Massacre, and thus 

as Kelman also argues, recognizing uncertainty within the historical record becomes important. 
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Writing about her own attempts to research the history of slavery, and her great-great-

grandmother’s life as an enslaved woman, historian Saidiya Harman in her book Lose Your 

Mother, reveals similar challenges in grappling with the uncertainty in the history of slavery. In 

her book, Hartman discusses working on her dissertation and discovering an interview of her 

great-great-grandmother about being formerly enslaved. Hartman comments on the joy of 

discovering the interview, and yet simultaneously being “crushed” to find that when her 

grandmother was asked what she remembered about slavery, her grandmother replied, “not a 

thing.”80 Recognizing that this response likely resulted from her grandmother’s reluctance to 

speak with the interviewer about enslavement, Hartman explains:  

But her silence stirred my own questions about memory and slavery: What is it we 
choose to remember about the past and what is it we will to forget? Did my great-great-
grandmother believe that forgetting provided the possibility of a new life? Was nothing to 
be gained by focusing on the past? . . . Were gaps and silences and empty rooms the 
substance of my history? If ruin was my sole inheritance and the only certainty the 
impossibility of recovering the stories of the enslaved, did this make my history 
tantamount to mourning? Or worse, was it a melancholia I would never be able to 
overcome? . . . I was determined to fill in the blank spaces of the historical record and to 
represent the lives of those deemed unworthy of remembering, but how does one write a 
story about an encounter with nothing?81 
 

Much of Hartman’s reflection relates to her personal attempt at discovering how she could 

individually remember the history of slavery. Consequently, her discussion of “melancholia” 

does not prescribe that this is the proper way to remember that which cannot be fully known. 

Green as discussed values the research he has done, giving him pride in what he knows about his 

family history. Similarly, Hollie-Jawaid speaks of the strength, resilience, and ingenuity within 

her family, and as discussed in chapter four, felt joy to see a marker unveiled to the Slocum 

Massacre. These responses represent varying approaches to remember a violence that is in some 

                                                
80 Hartman, 15. 

 
81 Hartman, 15. 
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ways not fully knowable. Moreover, although slavery helped produce the white supremacy that 

allowed the massacre to occur, chattel slavery entailed unique forms of violence and 

dehumanization through its equation of enslaved people with property that did not exist in the 

same way in the Slocum Massacre. One might thus claim that Hartman’s reflections do not fully 

apply to the Slocum Massacre, and while that may be partially true, she still grapples with 

similar issues as discussed previously.  

Thus, Hartman’s struggle with how she could remember that which whites erased from 

historical record ultimately reveals the incomprehensible nature of remembering a horror that 

cannot be fully known, and that occurred without any real reason other than the racist attitudes of 

the people at the time. Consequently, it demonstrates why for a historian, recognizing the 

uncertainty that remains about events of mass violence is important. In the case of the Slocum 

Massacre, to not do so, would erase a particular aspect of the trauma of the massacre, a trauma 

that white supremacy has produced not only in the case of the Slocum Massacre, but also in the 

legacy of slavery and Jim Crow, and its after life into the present. This does not necessitate a 

particular approach to remembering the past, but rather recognizes the importance of realizing 

the full complexity of the memory of the massacre. To suggest that one could erase these 

uncertainties entirely and fully remember what happened would ignore the violence of erasure 

that this chapter has explored. Over the next two chapters I thus explore uncertainties concerning 

how many people died, where they are buried, what caused the massacre, and how Slocum’s 

white community stole land from black landowners living in Slocum. In all of these uncertainties 

however, the challenges within oral history provoke questions concerning what can be known, 

and what has been lost, never to be remembered. And, if uncertainties about the massacre will 

always remain, one is left to ask: what does it mean to remember the Slocum Massacre? This 
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chapter suggests whatever remembrance looks like, it must at least recognize the inevitable 

uncertainty the massacre left in its wake in order to fully grapple with the violence that the 

massacre produced.
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CHAPTER 2: BODIES UNKNOWN AND FORGOTTEN 
 

In March of 1984, G. J. Hayes, a doctor, born in 1910, who grew up living near Slocum, 

sent a letter to the then Houston County Historical Commission Chairman, requesting that 

Houston County erect a historical marker documenting the Slocum Massacre.82 In the letter, 

Hayes recounts information conveyed to him by perpetrators of the massacre, their children, and 

whites living in the area who did not participate in the massacre. In this account, Hayes relays 

what he says two perpetrators of the massacre told him: that on the site of the Silver Creek 

School’s playground, some of the perpetrators “dug a common grave for some 8 or 9 black 

people and rolled them into it” so that “kids playing over it would wipe out the evidence of [the 

black victims] being buried” there.83 Shockingly, Hayes also describes that when attending Silver 

Creek School, the children would “go and pick bullets” out of a nearby log house close to the 

school where a black family had lived before the massacre. Silver Creek School no longer exists, 

but journalist E. R. Bills tracked down the site at which it formerly stood, where today the ranch 

home displayed in Figure 4 stands in its place. After discovering the site, Bills told descendant 

Constance Hollie-Jawaid of the school’s location, and by way of first contacting the property 

owner’s uncle, Hollie-Jawaid eventually spoke with the owner of the land. In their conversation 

she asked if the man was aware of the unmarked mass grave on his property where eight or nine 

people were buried. He replied saying that there were not just eight or nine bodies on the land, 

but “at least fifty” and that he had known this “forever, since [he] was a little boy.”84  

                                                
82 The chairman, Eliza Bishop responded but did not investigate the massacre or consider putting up a 

marker. The full correspondence however is out of the scope of my investigation. For a discussion of the 
correspondence see, Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 106-109. 
 

83 G. J. Hayes to Eliza H. Bishop, March 2, 1984, Houston County Historical Commission, Crockett TX, 
courtesy of E. R. Bills. 

 
84 Hollie-Jawaid, interview.  
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Figure 4: Silver Creek grave 
Source: Top image taken by author. Bottom image, courtesy of E. R. Bills. 
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Then on July 29, 2017, Hollie-Jawaid went to Slocum for the anniversary of the massacre 

to honor her ancestors the white mob killed, and while she was in Slocum, she went to the site of 

the former Silver Creek School. When she got there, the owner of the land was mowing his lawn 

and Hollie-Jawaid, her mother, children, and one of her cousins present, confronted the man a 

second time about the bodies buried on the land. This time the man told Hollie-Jawaid and her 

family that they could look at where their ancestors are buried from “the other side of [his] fence, 

but [could] never step foot on his land.” Hollie-Jawaid responded, “How would you feel if those 

were your people on this land and I would not allow you to access them?” The man replied by 

saying that they were not his ancestors and that “property [is] nine-tenths of the law and 

whatever is on his property belongs to him” and that he thus “own[ed] the bodies” of Hollie-

Jawaid’s ancestors.85 

Despite such overt racism, and the corroborating evidence from the Hayes letter, the state 

of Texas has done nothing to investigate either this unmarked mass grave, or several other 

unmarked mass graves that are believed to exist. Consequently, although these two accounts 

from Hayes and the landowner make the existence of a mass grave on the site highly credible, 

Bills and Hollie-Jawaid admit they cannot know for certain whether 50 bodies are actually buried 

on the land, or if the current land owner is simply making a racist exaggeration of the number of 

people buried there.86 A professor at Stephen F. Austin State University Archaeology 

Department offered to allow Bills and Hollie-Jawaid to use the university’s ground penetrating 

radar to confirm the number of people buried on the land, but in Hollie-Jawaid’s first 

                                                
85 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. Note that the final part of this quote which reads “own[ed] the bodies” of 

Hollie-Jawaid’s ancestors is not a direct quote from Hollie-Jawaid. When speaking with Hollie-Jawaid, I mentioned 
hearing this statement form Bills. She responded by saying, “those were [the man’s] exact words.” 
 

86 E. R. Bills, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, March 9, 2019. 
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communication with the land owner, the man refused this request saying “you didn’t tell me 

you’re Black, you didn’t fully disclose.”87 Ultimately, questions thus remain concerning the mass 

grave. And, because the state has not historically investigated the massacre, the number of 

people who died and where they are buried remains shrouded in uncertainty. What is known, and 

what Hollie-Jawaid’s encounter with the owner highlights however, is that the massacre left 

behind a legacy of racism that remains today. 

Hollie-Jawaid’s confrontation with the owner over what I will hereafter refer to as the 

Silver Creek grave, prompts several questions concerning how these uncertainties developed, 

and how the bodies of many who died became lost in the historical record. Consequently, this 

chapter builds on the previous one by arguing that just as in much of the oral history of the 

massacre complexities remain, accounts of how many people died and where they were buried 

leave behind numerous uncertainties about the massacre. Whereas the prior chapter focused on 

the descendant oral history of the massacre however, this chapter, by necessity, focuses more on 

the accounts of those who either oversaw the burying of victims of the massacre, or who worked 

to end the massacre and became key actors in shaping the memory of what had happened. 

Descendant oral history is still discussed, but much of the chapter’s focus is on the state’s 

response after many black families either died or fled, and thus descendant oral history cannot 

play as significant a role as in the previous chapter. 

Before considering the state’s response however, it is important to consider reports of 

how many died. According to Bills, “the consensus among descendants of the Slocum Massacre 

                                                
87 Hollie-Jawaid, quoted in David Love, “Slocum Massacre 106th Anniversary: The True Atrocity of 

Hundreds of Black People ‘Hunted like Sheep’ Purposely Hidden from History Books,” Atlanta Black Star, July 31, 
2016, accessed March 14, 2019, https://atlantablackstar.com/2016/07/31/slocum-massacre-106th-anniversary-the-
true-atrocity-of-hundreds-of-black-people-hunted-like-sheep-purposely-hidden-from-history-books/. 
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victims is that hundreds died in the bloodshed.”88 For example, Hollie-Jawaid explains, “my 

grandfather said that hundreds were killed in the massacre. He could account for dozens in our 

family alone . . . some people were displaced, but there were hundreds that people knew had 

been killed, and buried, and never appeared again on anyone's census, ever.”89 Census records 

cannot prove how many people died, but do reveal that the massacre unquestionably displaced 

hundreds from Slocum and could have resulted in the around 200 deaths many descendants 

claim.90 In the 1910 census, Bills notes that African Americans comprised around 30% of the 

population of Precinct Three of Texas (which includes Slocum and Denson Springs) with 576 

people.91 Ten years later, the black population had increased slightly, but the black percent of the 

population had almost halved to around 15%. Bills does not provide exact population counts for 

many of the towns within Precinct Three but does note that by 1920, the Slocum township itself 

had also “dwindled to just over 15 percent” African American.92  

Denson Springs and Percilla appear to have likely been even more affected by the 

massacre. The county Justice of the Peace, in 1912 witness testimony concerning what had 

happened, estimated that Denson Springs had a four-black-to-one-white population ratio before 

the massacre with an approximate black population of 300-400 people.93 By 1920, census 

                                                
88 Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 117. Note, that Bills clarified that by hundreds he means around 200 

in, Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. I on the other hand, have not spoken with enough descendants to establish this 
same conclusion about a “consensus” on this fact, so cite Hollie-Jawaid as one example of a descendant who 
describes the death count at around 200. 
 

89 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
 

90 Note, the displacement and loss of land is the subject of chapter 3. 
 
91 Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 77. Note this number is calculated based on Precinct Three of the 

census which also included Denson Springs and Alder Branch. 
 

92 Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 77. 
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records show that Denson Springs had a black population of 51, totaling 2% of the population of 

the town, revealing a significant decline in its black population.94 Moreover, near Percilla, a town 

not included in Precinct Three, Hayes says that there were “30 or 40 negro shacks where black 

people had lived” before the massacre. When the violence began he says that blacks fled the 

area, leaving all of these homes abandoned.95 Moreover, he adds that his father knew at least “20 

or 30 who were killed in their efforts to get away” and that he heard growing up that 18 people 

died but that this number “was of course put out by the whites who had become extremely 

ashamed of themselves and had to play it down.”96 These town specific estimates are anecdotal 

so might be slightly inaccurate but, even if they are, they reveal that far more than eight people 

died (the official count), that the massacre unquestionably displaced hundreds from Slocum, and 

that it is possible that descendant oral history is correct that around 200 blacks died in the 

massacre. 

The black population declines witnessed near Slocum were also abnormal when 

compared to county demographic changes. Anderson County as a whole only experienced a 

14.9% decline in the percent of its population that was black between the two decades, a decline 

significantly lower than the almost 50% decline for the black population in Precinct Three 

specifically; Moreover, Denson Springs’ population decline was far greater than even that of 

                                                
93 Byron Singletary, quoted in “Ex Parte Spurger,” The Texas Criminal Reports: Cases Argued and 

Adjudged in the Court of Criminal Appeals of the State of Texas 62, 1912 (some citation information unknown), 
134-135.  

 
94 Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 77. 
95 G. J. Hayes to District Engineer, Texas Highway Department, October 12, 1984, Houston County 

Historical Commission, Crockett TX, courtesy of E. R. Bills. 
 
96 Hayes to Bishop, March 2, 1984; Hayes to District Engineer, October 12, 1984. 
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Precinct Three.97 Thus, comparative demographic changes reveal that the massacre, rather than 

regional black migration, contributed to the massive black population flight shown by census 

records. Furthermore, today, the census tract in which Slocum and Denson Springs reside is 

3.37% black and 83% white, whereas Anderson County as a whole is 21% black and 60% 

white.98 Additionally, the area of Houston County (including Percilla) in which the massacre 

occurred is 9% black and 89% white whereas the entire county is 25% black and 62% white.99 

Thus, census data not only shows clear evidence of a racial cleansing (with the possibility that 

200 blacks died) taking place in the Slocum area, but it also reveals that the effects of the racial 

expulsion which took place remain into the present in the black populations that now reside in 

Slocum, Denson Springs, and Percilla. 

Nevertheless, it is still possible that 200 people did not die in the Slocum Massacre. As 

much of the previous chapter reveals, the nature of oral history is complicated, and although that 

the white mob murdered 200 people does not seem incompatible with evidence that remains, that 

number cannot be known for certain. One could for example argue that fear inflated accounts of 

how many died in the massacre. Also, given census records show that only 567 black citizens 

lived in Precinct Three in 1910, one might claim that not enough people lived in the area for 

around 200 blacks to die. But one should not be so quick to dismiss claims that 200 people died. 

Precinct Three does not include Percilla or any of the area of Houston County in which the 

massacre occurred. And, if the land owner of the Silver Creek grave is correct, then there may be 

                                                
97 U.S. Census Bureau, Race, 1910, prepared by Social Explorer, accessed April 13, 2019; U.S. Census 

Bureau, Race, 1920, prepared by Social Explorer, accessed April 13, 2019. 
 
98 U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year estimates, Race and Ethnicity, 2017, 

Retrieved from Census Reporter Profile page for Census Tract 9510, Anderson, Texas, accessed April 13, 2019. 
99 U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year estimates, Race and Ethnicity, 2017, 

Retrieved from Census Reporter Profile page for Block Group 1, Houston, Texas, accessed April 13, 2019. 
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at least 50 people buried in the Silver Creek grave alone before even counting those buried in 

several other unmarked mass graves discussed later in this chapter. Additionally, some black 

families buried their “loved ones’ bodies themselves to spare them further abuse.”100 All of this 

does not answer how many people died or where they are buried, but it does reiterate that 

ultimately the question of how many died remains somewhat uncertain.101 

To understand how the number of people who died became uncertain and how their 

bodies became lost however, one has to look at the aftermath of the massacre, and how county 

officials responded to what happened. Bills in his book extensively discusses the statements and 

actions taken by several county officials but does so largely to help corroborate descendant 

accounts of what happened and how many people died. As he demonstrates in his book, many of 

these officials attempted to end the massacre and prosecute some of the perpetrators. Yet, what 

he spends less time considering is how these officials nonetheless offer an inconsistent and 

challenging source of knowledge regarding what happened. This analysis is important however, 

because these local officials were the primary people who either spoke with newspapers at the 

time, or who made official statements regarding what happened, thus allowing them to play an 

important role in writing much of the early history of the massacre. Consequently, Kelman’s 

discussion of the politics of memory is again useful in conducting this analysis. But, to fully 

consider the power of this politics of memory, it is also important to also analyze the way Bills 

interprets the actions these local county officials took so as to better understand the narratives 

they were constructing within the memory of the massacre. Of most relevance are four 

                                                
 
100 Bills, The 1910 Slocum Massacre, 117. 
 
101 This also can’t change that the massacre displaced hundreds who survived. See, chapter 3. 
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individuals: Anderson County Sheriff W. H. Black, special deputy Godfrey Rees Fowler, 

Anderson County district court judge B. H. Gardner, and Texas Governor Thomas Campbell.  

Just before officials began locating and burying the dead, Sheriff Black told the New York 

Times that during the massacre, “[white] men were going about killing Negroes as fast as they 

could find them, and, so far as I was able to ascertain, without any real cause . . . I don’t know 

how many there were in the mob, but there may have been 200 or 300. They hunted the Negroes 

down like sheep.”102 Black also added that bodies “riddled” forests and “lonely roads” making 

determining how many died challenging and ultimately leading him to conclude: “we won’t find 

some of the bodies until the location is revealed to us by the buzzards.”103 As Black was 

investigating what happened not long after it began, he also would have been aware that, as 

newspaper reports noted, the white mob cut telephone wires in the Slocum area, stores ran out of 

guns and ammunition, and Hayes says that whites for two nights barricaded and patrolled the 

streets of Percilla.104 Based on these accounts, and relying heavily on Black’s description of the 

massacre, Bills thus says that the claim that “hundreds died in the bloodshed . . . is not 

unreasonable. In fact, the evidence plainly suggests it.”105 

This is only partially true however. Black’s statements do suggest hundreds could have 

died, but to stop with these claims neglects the inconsistency within Black’s own words. In the 

same New York Times article in which Black said that the 200-300 person mob were “killing 

Negros as fast as they could find them,” he also said, “we found eleven bodies, but from what I 
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have heard the dead must number fifteen or twenty.”106 That Black estimated fifteen or twenty 

dead, suggests he either never intended for his statements to imply hundreds may have died, or 

he simply made contradictory claims. The only other alternative is he was simply making a 

conservative estimate, but twenty would seem an extremely conservative estimate for 200 

possibly dying. This should neither undermine descendant accounts nor the use of Black’s 

statements in support of these accounts, but it does add to Black’s complexity as a source. 

Whether he intentionally underestimated the number of dead or not, or even if he reported 

accurately, Black had an incentive to present his actions as restoring order to the area; Black 

even told newspapers that he “[had] the situation well in hand” and he likely wanted to be seen 

as keeping the peace.107 Saying far more than twenty died might undermine this claim. 

More problematic then Black however, was his special deputy, Godfrey Rees Fowler, the 

grandson of John H. Reagan, “a major figure in the Confederacy.”108 On August 2, after the 

massacre had ended, the Star-Telegram records that “Fowler and numerous others questioned are 

authority for” the official report that only eight people died in the massacre.109 This account is 

surprising given that just two days prior, Black had told the New York Times that they had 

discovered eleven bodies and estimated even more had died. Fowler and Black were working 

closely, so questions immediately arise regarding not only how Fowler could fail to mention the 

dead authorities had not located, but also, how he could report three fewer dead bodies having 

been found than what Black had said two days prior. The number of bodies discovered should 
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not have shrunk with a day’s more of investigation. Furthermore, Fowler took part in burying 

people in a common grave near Dick Wilson’s house, the home of one of the black men who 

died (hereafter this grave is referred to as the Wilson grave).110 Officials claimed that they buried 

six to eight bodies in the grave, but, some newspapers report that in addition to these officially 

recorded bodies, “every little while a party would return bringing to the common cemetery the 

body of a dead negro” so, it is possible Fowler may have even overseen the burial of more than 

eight people.111 The most favorable reading for Fowler then is that he meant that officials had 

discovered eight identifiable bodies, but this would in no way justify the under-reporting of the 

number dead, and if the case, it would seem he should have still mentioned the number who were 

unknown individuals. Finally, Fowler also told reporters that “there were not more than 10 or 12 

at the most” in the white mob on the grounds that “he found no one who at any time who heard 

more than 25 [gun] shots.”112 That Fowler would contradict so substantially Black’s claim that 

the mob included 200-300 people, especially considering Fowler’s poor evidentiary basis for this 

statement, further suggests Fowler may have under-reported the scale of the massacre. 

Despite these problems in Fowlers account, Bills says of him, “Fowler would not prove 

to be an agent for bigoted interests in the Slocum Massacre investigation proceedings.”113 

Acknowledging that Fowler underreported the white mob’s size, Bills does admit Fowler “early 

on [rashly] opined” the white mob only included 10 to 12 people but Bills emphasizes that 

Fowler was “unwavering in his conclusion that the African Americans in the region had in no 
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way, shape or form given their white counterparts the rational for murder.”114 Fowler was also 

“specially deputized for [the] purpose” of subpoenaing witnesses to testify about what happened 

against several white perpetrators who had been arrested; thus, not only did Fowler blame the 

whites for what happened, but he also assisted in the legal process that eventually brought 

indictments against seven white men.115 That Fowler took these actions is not insignificant and 

represents a choice to not entirely cover up what happened, but he nonetheless helped support 

“bigoted interests” in Slocum by underreporting the dead and thus helping contribute to 

remaining uncertainty about how many died. Furthermore, even if Fowler’s report that only 10 to 

12 people were in the mob can be attributed to an early rash statement as Bills suggests, this does 

not change the poor reasoning Fowler provided, or that he later, after the massacre had ended and 

Black had already spoken to newspapers, would directly contradict Black on the number of 

bodies that had been discovered. 

Despite failing to fully grapple with complexities of Fowler as a source of knowledge on 

the Slocum Massacre, Bills includes in his book an earlier incident in which Fowler was 

involved that reveals why Fowler might have both contributed to the underreporting of what 

happened, while still assisting in the legal challenges brought against whites in the massacre. In 

October of 1902, Fowler was ordered to protect a black man named Jim Buchanan who had been 

“suspected of slaying a white family.”116 While in the process of delivering Buchman to a jail in 

Rusk, Texas, Fowler encountered a mob of “five thousand angry citizens” who wanted to lynch 

and burn Buchman alive. Fowler however refused to hand over Buchman to the mob saying, 
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“You men can all go to hell. I’d like to see this nigger hung as much as you would, but you 

fellers are not going to hang him.”117 Fowler’s actions in that instance further reveal how he 

could oppose extra-legal mob violence but still be part of a culture of white supremacy that 

viewed blacks as less than human. It is difficult to know for sure, but in the case of the Slocum 

Massacre, he may have seen his actions as part of a narrative that the state would uphold the law, 

even if that enforcement of the law still benefited whites and contributed to the partial forgetting 

of what happened. 

A local judge, B. H. Gardner also simultaneously helped end the massacre while still 

downplaying what happened. Gardner, to his credit, sought to, and succeeded in indicting seven 

of the perpetrators.118 The history of state legal responses to lynchings suggests the unusual 

nature of the indictments Gardner helped secure. In his book, The Making of a Lynching Culture, 

historian William D. Carrigan notes a case in 1896 in which a grand jury indicted ten white men 

in Central Texas for the murder of a black man named Anderson Vaughn. Carrigan points out the 

exceptional nature of the case saying, at that time courts in Texas “had never indicted a white 

man for lynching a black man, [but] in 1986 they indicted 10.”119 Ultimately, as in the case of the 

Slocum Massacre, the case was eventually dropped, but Carrigan points out the exceptional 

nature of even these limited indictments and the investigation that the local sheriff also made in 

the case. Identifying potential reasons for this indictment, Carrigan suggests one possible reason 

is that whites in the area may have been partially responding to a “particularly gruesome episode 

of racial violence a year earlier” in which whites had killed seven persons including a mother and 
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her daughter.120 That the Slocum Massacre involved violence of a far greater scale than in 

lynchings which occurred throughout the state may explain why indictments were secured in the 

case of the Slocum Massacre, but Carrigan’s analysis nonetheless highlights why the 

significance of Gardner’s actions for the time should not be dismissed. It is also important to 

recognize that Gardner feared the indictments he secured might prompt Jim Spurger, one of 

those indicted, to try and kill him after Spurger ended up avoiding conviction.121 

Yet, despite the significance of the indictments Gardner helped bring about, he 

nonetheless contributed to the forgetting of the massacre, and presided over a legal process that 

was unlikely to ever be effective for those blacks that died. For example, when speaking to the 

grand jury issuing the indictments, Gardner said: 

All of you are white men, and all of you are Southern men, and it is your duty now to 
investigate the killing and murder of a large number of Negroes, say, at least eight and 
possibly 10 or 12 or more, who have been killed in the southeastern part of your county 
by men of your color.122  
 

Just as with Black and Fowler, the number of 10 or 12 deaths seems an underreporting. By this 

point one seemingly more credible newspaper had written saying that “conservative” accounts of 

the number of deaths suggested eighteen people died, but that “many men of standing in the 

community declare that not less than forty men were killed.”123 Gardner notes that every person 

in Slocum was called to testify as a witness, so one would expect that these accounts were 

reported. If they were not, it reveals the way in which the structural racism ingrained within the 
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courts could prevent these accounts from being mentioned. Regardless, one would expect that 

Gardner would have heard that more than 10 or 12 had died. Not only did Gardner seem to 

underreport the deaths here however, but later in life he wrote in his memoir, “in the Slocum 

affair six men went on a ‘negro hunt,’ as Sheriff Black called it, and killed seven negroes.”124 

This time, Gardner not only reduced the number of dead from his earlier account, but also 

directly contradicted Black, and even Fowler’s reports of how many men were in the white mob. 

Gardner thus, like Black and Fowler, seems an inconsistent and complicated source. 

Gardner, similarly to Fowler, however, seems to have been influenced by a politics of 

memory in which he desired to present a narrative that the court would uphold the law against 

extra-legal violence. Gardner, as Bills points out, speaks in his memoir at length about his 

opposition to mob violence, and his support for the rule of law.125 In the case of the Slocum 

Massacre, Gardner explained to a grand jury, “I want to emphasize the fact that I regard this 

affair the most damaging that could happen in the county, that it is a disgrace not only to the 

county but to the state.”126 In the murder of Vaughn that Carrigan cites, the county judge used 

similar language calling what happened, “The worst stain on the fair name of the county,” 

revealing a similar proclivity to object to mob violence as a way to uphold the legal process.127 

That said, Gardner’s commitment to the law only went so far and he told the Star Telegram that 

his “duty [was] not to find out how many negroes were slain, but to bring to account those guilty 
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of the killings.”128 Gardner thus likely wanted to restore law and order to the proceedings as a 

way to rehabilitate the county’s image, but it is more uncertain if he valued a full investigation 

into what had happened.  

Bills quotes nearly each of the statements I cite Gardner making but he does not fully 

acknowledge the complexities they add to Gardner as a source. Instead, Bills says that Gardner 

“made every effort to prosecute the parties responsible for the Slocum Massacre” and that 

although determining the “exact body count was impossible . . . bringing the murderers . . . to 

justice was an achievable goal and arguably justified inexactitude in terms of the immediately 

quantifiable dead.”129 If however, far more than just twelve, and potentially 200 people died, it 

seems that such extreme “inexactitude” would undermine one’s ability to bring about this justice. 

Even if an exact count proved “impossible,” given other reports, it seems Gardner could have 

determined that more than twelve people had died, and that the white mob was much larger than 

the pool of defendants being indicted. It also seems that the court should have found more deaths 

to occur given that newspapers say every person in Slocum was called as a witness before the 

grand jury. Law enforcement even took five black victims of the massacre “into custody for their 

own protection,” so that they would serve as “material witnesses in the grand jury 

proceedings.”130 Their testimony has been lost, but if they were aware of the scale of the killings, 

they would have had to either contradict Gardner’s claims regarding the death count, or out of 

fear of reprisal, supported the narrative that local officials recounted. Either way, the white 

supremacy built into legal institutions undermined any possibility of just court proceedings. 
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Finally, Governor Campbell, like Black, Fowler, and Gardner worked to end the 

massacre and upon request from local officials, Campbell sent a regiment of Texas Rangers to 

help stop the violence.131 The Rangers assisted Black and Fowler in arresting perpetrators. Much 

of the previous discussion of the important contribution Black and Fowler made also applies to 

the Rangers’ work. That said, the Rangers were also “in charge of the work of burying the dead” 

in the Wilson grave.132 According to newspaper accounts, the Rangers oversaw farmers who dug 

a pit in which they either, according to one account, placed between six to eight bodies in a large 

box, or, more horrifically, according to another report, they “unceremoniously dumped the 

bodies” into a “ditch” they had dug.133 Regardless, evidence suggests this mass grave was dug 

not “out of courtesy or respect” but because “many of the bodies were in a state of 

decomposition” and the burial served as “a measure to insure public health.”134 Such an improper 

burial is in the words of Hollie-Jawaid, tantamount to “human[s] being piled up like animals in a 

hole,” an “inhumane and uncaring” act that sends the message that “black lives don’t matter, nor 

does black death matter; nothing matters, if it is black.”135 Moreover, the grave was never 

marked, and although it is known to exist on the former property of Dick Wilson, the exact 

                                                
 
131 Bills, 65-69. 

 
132 “Race War Ends State Rangers make Arrests,” The Fort Worth Register, August 1, 1910. Newspapers 

say that this official grave was dug on the property of Dick Wilson, one of the victims who died in the massacre. 
 

133 “Race War Ends State Rangers make Arrests,” The Fort Worth Register, August 1, 1910. “Palestine is 
Quieter,” The Star-Telegram, August 2, 1910. 
 

134 “Race War Ends State Rangers make Arrests,” The Fort Worth Register, August 1, 1910. 
135 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. Note that Hollie-Jawaid was not referring to the Wilson grave in particular but 

the general process of burying black victims without funerary rites. That sad, her comment still applies to the 
process in which the burials at the Wilson grave were performed. Even in the case that the bodies were placed in a 
box and given the better of the burials that newspapers report however, no accounts suggest they received proper 
funerary rites and the grave has been lost because it was never marked. Regardless however, the inconsistent 
accounts about the grave suggest the problems that the Rangers posed despite the efforts they took to end the 
massacre. Note also that the Justice of the Peace may have performed an inquest on the bodies, but this did not rise 
to the level of providing proper funerary rites. 



58 
 
 

location of Wilson’s land remains unknown, and Bills and descendants can only determine the 

approximate region in which Wilson’s land lay.136 

Despite the faults of these burial practices, when asked how the Rangers acted upon 

arriving in Slocum, Bills explained in an interview: 

They came in, and they restored order and they were involved in basically, maybe even 
quelling what had been going on, but, but certainly when they got there,  even before they 
got there, you know the governor was Thomas Campbell, and he was from Palestine, and 
this was sort of an embarrassment and a disgrace from his hometown county in his mind. 
But the Rangers were completely, you know, they acted above board, they did their job 
and, as soon as the white community got wind that they were coming, they started 
covering their tracks that was obvious and when the Rangers got there, I think a lot of the 
stuff had already been, a lot of the bodies have been concealed.137 
 

Bills made this statement after having discussed massacres and lynchings in other parts of the 

state that the Rangers perpetrated throughout Texas history. He thus by no means views the 

Rangers as above reproach, but to suggest the Rangers acted “above board” and “restored order” 

doesn’t capture the violence that the burial they oversaw represented. The Rangers may not have 

dug the grave or buried people themselves, but by overseeing such problematic burial practices, 

they were complicit in a state-led response to the massacre that highlighted a lack of full respect 

for those who died. Although, as Bills points out, perpetrators likely created other mass graves 

such as the Silver Creek grave before the Rangers arrived so as to conceal what they had done, 

that does not exempt the Rangers from criticism for the burial practices they oversaw. Ultimately 

however, Bills’ comment should not be seen as an attempt to cover up what the Rangers 

participated in, considering his full willingness to critique their actions in other contexts and 

given the strong critique his book represents against Slocum’s white community. Instead, his 
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comments reveal the insidious nature of the politics of memory. By taking limited actions to stop 

the violence of the massacre and bring about “order,” local actors, including but not limited to 

the Rangers, could thus create the perception that even for someone extensively researching the 

history of the massacre, that they had served to bring about justice. This may have been partially 

true, but based on one’s interpretation, it is not entirely so. 

None of this analysis should be seen as indicting the importance of Bills’ book to 

investigating the history of the Slocum Massacre. It was critical to generating media attention 

around the Slocum Massacre and several descendants have described their appreciation for the 

book; Cravin in a book review even calls it a “‘must read’ for anyone willing to see the truth 

about genocide in America.”138 However, Bills’ book, just like newspapers and oral history, does 

not represent objective fact and is itself an interpretation of the past that presents particular 

narratives of what happened. Consequently, Bills’ book is an artifact of memory that is limited 

by the time at which it was written, and the purpose the book serves. With the exception of 

occasional shorter newspaper reports, The 1910 Slocum Massacre was the first major historical 

investigation of the Slocum Massacre and after Bills wrote the book, descendants contacted him 

that he had not been able to locate before writing the book.139 Consequently, Bills’ text does not 

include the type of oral history he might have been able to cite had he written the book today. 

Similarly, new information, such as the location of various potential mass graves, develop with 
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time, and the publication of Bills’ book helped increase publicity around conversations that fed 

these new developments.140 

Furthermore, Bills’ book is also shaped by the purpose for which it was written. Intended 

primarily to increase public awareness of the massacre, rather than to advance scholarly 

discussion of what happened, Bills had a higher obligation of convincing people initially 

skeptical of its argument that the massacre not only actually occurred, but that it also constituted 

a racial cleansing.141 Bills consequently would thus have had a heightened reliance on written 

accounts by local officials as opposed to oral history to support his argument given the likely 

public skepticism, especially by white readers, towards much of the descendant oral history.142 

Moreover, as a text intended for public audiences it would need to be succinct and narrative, 

making many of the complexities discussed previously, and those included in chapter one, 

challenging to fully explore.  

 That Bills’ book inevitably fails to capture many of the complexities within the 

multiplicity of narratives concerning the Slocum Massacre thus reveals the evolving nature of 

memory and the effect that these different narratives can have on one’s interpretation of the past. 

For example, because of Bills’ less heavy reliance on oral history, the reader is left with few 

descendant perspectives on the massacre. It is possible that much of his book is based on 

interviews with descendants, but absent footnotes, the reader is only aware of descendants when 

they are quoted or mentioned by name. Because largely, this only occurs within a four-page 
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section of his book, Bills is unable to fully humanize those who died, or consider much of what 

was discussed in the previous chapter. Furthermore, in considering the memory of local 

responses to the massacre, Bills is also unable to record descendant perspectives on the local 

officials themselves. Bills notes that some of the black survivors turned themselves over to 

authorities for their own protection, but in understanding the response to the massacre, he, by 

necessity relies on sources told from the perspective of those he is evaluating the actions of. To 

some extent, this limitation is likely inevitable as many descendants do not have an oral history 

related to the state’s response to the massacre and thus one is left with the perspective provided 

by newspapers that were themselves quoting local officials.  

 One of the few exceptions to this is offered by Hollie-Jawaid in a statement she makes 

about the oral history within her family about Governor Campbell. She notes that growing up, 

her family passed down that Campbell was, by product of rape, the half-brother of Hollie-

Jawaid’s great-great grandfather Jack Holley.143 Hollie-Jawaid thus interprets Campbell sending 

the Rangers to Slocum by saying that Campbell did so because he “wanted to ensure that there 

was no further harm brought to his family though he could not speak publicly about it because it 

was an illicit relationship.” Had this not been the case, she says, the Texas Rangers “absolutely 

[would] not” have been sent in to stop the violence.144 Hollie-Jawaid says that her family 

recently proved their genealogical connections to the Campbell family using a DNA test.145 

Although, absent verification of those results, it might be harder for others to rely upon this 

knowledge in thinking about the past, even assuming Hollie-Jawaid correct, it might still be 
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challenging to determine why Campbell sent the Rangers to Slocum. What is perhaps more 

important in Hollie-Jawaid’s comment then is that it reveals that hearing the perspective of 

survivors and their descendants about the local response might change one’s interpretation of 

what happened. That this perspective on the local response may not remain only further reveals 

the uncertainty that inevitably exists within the memory of the Slocum Massacre. 

Ultimately, it is clear that whatever the intentions local officials had, their actions 

supported the narrative of law and order they likely sought to promote. Several newspapers at the 

time embraced this narrative carrying headlines such as, “Situation in Hand: The Law Effective,” 

“All Quiet at Slocum,” or “Slocum Resumes its Normal Aspect.”146 Looking in the text of 

newspaper accounts, or even at subtitles to newspapers, one finds even more narratives of the 

state preserving law and order that mirror the rhetoric Gardner used in his memoirs. It thus seems 

that the actions local officials took, while significant for the period, were nonetheless limited in 

nature, and served to improve the image of the county without truly bringing about an effective 

process of justice. Yet, Bills ultimately summarizes the actions local officials took by saying, 

“initially, Judge Gardner’s efforts to bring some of the folks responsible for the Slocum 

Massacre to justice were coordinated and effective, aided by Governor Campbell . . . Sheriff 

Black and a determined lead prosecutor . . . But elections have consequences.”147 The problem 

with this narrative, is that while partially accurate, it risks suggesting that had Black, Gardner, 

and Campbell not been replaced, they would have brought about “effective” legal justice for 

those killed or displaced in the massacre. In reality however, as demonstrated in the preceding 
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paragraphs, each of these men, both worked to indict many of the perpetrators and yet also 

underreported what happened; each also contributed both to the improper burial that victims of 

the massacre were given at the site of the Wilson grave, and to the forgetting of where that 

unmarked mass grave was dug. Furthermore, as the Vaughn case reveals, indictments may have 

been unusual, but it was unlikely they would ever result in conviction. In the Vaughn case the 

judge, unlike Gardner, was not replaced after reelection, and yet, he unsurprisingly did not secure 

convictions. Thus, what happened in Slocum may have been unusual, but it was far short of the 

“coordinated” and “effective” justice Bills suggests. 

A second problem with the complexities Bills misses however is that it risks reinforcing a 

binary in the process of remembrance between those who worked to remember, investigate, and 

end the massacre and those who worked to suppress its history. Just as Black, Gardner, and 

Campbell selectively acknowledged what happened, chapter one notes the incentive descendants 

have often had to avoid speaking about the massacre out of fear of reprisal and due to the belief, 

that it might not achieve anything. Moreover, chapter one also noted the problems with figures 

such as Jerry Sadler who sheltered blacks in the massacre; the following chapter will note the 

problems that even Hayes provides as a source of knowledge. One is thus left with a host of 

individuals who navigate the process of remembrance in different ways. To erase these 

complexities misses the violence of the massacre discussed in chapter one, and a particular 

violence of the massacre that will be discussed in the following two chapters, as only by 

recognizing this process of selectively remembering the past can one also identify how local and 

state officials use this same sort of politics of memory into the present. 

Given these challenges within the memory of the response to the massacre, one is 

ultimately left with uncertainty concerning how many people died and where they are buried. 
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And, officials may not have been a part of the burying of people at the Silver Creek grave, but it, 

along with other unmarked mass graves, nonetheless serves as a reminder of the violence that the 

uncertainty about the dead itself represents. That these graves themselves are unmarked 

perpetuates the racist legacy of what happened. For example, when visiting the Silver Creek 

grave, one is struck by how ordinary the location feels without knowledge of the mass grave’s 

existence. In late 2018, I visited the grave and confronted this reality through the challenge in 

even locating it. Before driving to the spot of the grave, I had not seen a picture of it and Bills, 

because of the remote location of the mass grave, had simply described locating it by saying I 

should drive down one of two county roads (he couldn’t remember which it was on) until I found 

a red house with a steel-pipe fence. As I searched for the mass grave, I found a house similar to 

the one described but was not originally confident it was the correct location so kept driving 

around the area for more than thirty minutes until I was sure that I had been past any of the 

possible locations of the mass grave and had thus correctly identified its location previously. 

That I could face this uncertainty demonstrates how lost the location of the Silver Creek grave 

has become within memory. Moreover, 50 bodies are possibly buried on its grounds but no one 

who passes by will even know this unless they have spoken with someone who is aware of the 

mass grave’s existence. Not only does the playground on which the bodies were originally buried 

no longer remain, but the log house Hayes describes where children would recover bullets also 

no longer stands. The physical demarcations of what it once was, just like the history itself have 

been erased with the passage of time and with people purchasing and re-developing the land. 

 One faces a similar challenge with several other potential mass graves. Bills notes for 

example in a post on a Facebook page for his book, that the picture, shown in Figure 5, which 

accompanies that post, shows “the area Dick Wilson’s house was located in” but that the exact 
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location of the Wilson grave within that large area of land is unknown.148 Similarly, Bills says 

that several years ago he received a call from a man claiming to know the location of a third  

 

Figure 5: Wilson Grave approximate area 
Source: The 1910 Slocum Massacre: An Act of Genocide in East Texas, Facebook post, September 14, 2014,  
accessed April 13, 2019. https://www.facebook.com/1451347005095542/photos/a.1464598423770400/ 
1536116966618545/?type=3&theater. 

 
unmarked mass grave (in addition to the Wilson and Silver Creek graves), but when Bills arrived 

at the location where the man requested they meet, the man never showed up and would not 

return any phone calls. Bills has since concluded that the man may have changed his mind due to 

fear of reprisal for identifying the grave.149 It is possible that the unmarked mass grave does not 

exist, but like much of the history, the answer to that question remains uncertain. In February of 

2019, a man even contacted Bills saying he had heard rumors from a family friend of the location 

                                                
148 The 1910 Slocum Massacre: An Act of Genocide in East Texas, Facebook post, September 14, 2014,  

accessed April 13, 2019, https://www.facebook.com/1451347005095542/photos/a.1464598423770400/ 
1536116966618545/?type=3&theater; Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. 

149 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. 
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of what would make a fourth potential mass grave. He did not know the accuracy of this claim 

but sent via e-mail the images shown in Figure 6 along with GPS coordinates of the grave’s 

possible location. As of yet, this potential mass grave has not been investigated and remains a 

satellite image that cannot begin to memorialize the bodies that may be buried in the unmarked 

location.150 Descendants and people seeking the truth about what happened are thus left to facing 

the challenge of how to grapple with these physical spaces, unmarked and for years forgotten, yet 

nonetheless potential sites of extreme violence and a legacy of white supremacy. 

                                                
150 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. E. R. Bills, e-mail message to author, March 14, 2019. 
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Figure 6: Fourth potential mass grave 
Source: E. R. Bills, e-mail message to author, March 14, 2019 

Just as Hartman is instructive in considering the complexities of memory and the blank 

spaces within the historical record, her work likewise aids in thinking about the challenge of 

encountering physical spaces of violence that no longer resemble or can no longer fully reveal to 

the visitor what they once were. In writing about visiting a Ghanaian dungeon in which slavers 
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imprisoned enslaved people before they entered the transatlantic slave trade, Hartman describes 

entering a dungeon intending to “commemorate the dead . . . and prevent such crimes against 

humanity from ever happening again, . . . the kind of words one encountered at sites of atrocity 

throughout the world.”151 Then she explains however:  

Five minutes in the underground dashed these grand aspirations. The stark facts won 
out—it was a hold for human cargo, and knowing what happened here couldn’t remedy 
oblivion or betoken a brighter future or lessen the suffering of the dead. Like most people 
willing to cross the threshold of a slave dungeon, I wanted to give the dead their due. But 
I was unsure how to accomplish this. The crush of empty space defeated any surety in the 
power of memory to deter future crimes. Words like “oblivion” and “catastrophe” 
crossed my mind. In the dungeon, there were remains but no stories that could resurrect 
the dead except the stories I invented.152  
 

As she proceeds to explain, despite being in the physical location of the dungeon, the experience 

felt incomplete and missing. The site’s remains could not capture what it had once been. As was 

the case in chapter one, Hartman confronts a different form of violence than what occurred in 

Slocum. That said, the unmarked nature of the mass graves in Slocum leaves those who visit 

them with a similar encounter with historical erasure, uncertainty, and the incomplete nature of 

memory to what Hartman describes. 

 Hollie-Jawaid further reveals the trauma that the unmarked mass graves represent. As she 

says, that the state has not conducted a historical investigation and unearthed the bodies of those 

buried in them suggests that “black life doesn’t matter” as she and others say that if Confederate 

soldiers were buried on the land, she believes the state would be quick to unearth the bodies. But, 

the violence that the spaces represents goes even further than this for Hollie-Jawaid, as she 

explains:  

[My family] want [our ancestors] to have peace and until they are recovered, we don't 
believe their souls are at peace. They're not at peace, because they have not been properly 

                                                
151 Hartman, 115. 
 
152 Hartman, 116. 
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sent on to the afterworld or afterlife. Whatever that looks like for you. I know what it 
looks like for us, but you're supposed to properly handle the remains of people. And if 
not, we would be just throwing everybody in a hole and moving on.  So, that is number 
one for our family: Is for the recovery of those individuals.153 
 

For Hollie-Jawiad, the lack of an unearthing of her ancestors’ bodies and the inability to provide 

her family members with a proper burial thus constitutes a spiritual violence that cannot be fully 

comprehended as it goes beyond the physical crime of what occurred. To neglect the uncertainty 

that remains, the bodies that have not been found, and the role even those local officials who 

worked to stop the massacre contributed to themselves in causing this ongoing form of violence, 

would prevent a recognition of this ongoing legacy of the massacre.   

All of that said, one must also recognize that even if the state were to historically 

investigate the massacre and the unmarked mass graves, descendants may never know how many 

people died in the massacre for certain or be able to locate the remains of everyone who died. 

Archeological investigation might prove that descendant claims that 200 people died are correct. 

Archeologists also might discover some number of bodies but be left still unsure whether 200 

people may have died given the large land area over which the massacre occurred and over 

which people thus may be buried. Moreover, what would the implications be if archeologists 

investigated the various potential mass graves and found fewer bodies than expected? Kelman 

points out that even supposedly objective scientific analysis by archeologists may not fully 

resolve questions regarding the memory of the past. In considering the Sand Creek Massacre, 

Kelman notes that archeologists discovered remains of the Sand Creek massacre in a different 

location than where one of the survivors had claimed and drawn in a map it to be. The result 

sparked more questions than answers and ultimately, Kelman settles in his book on a theory for 

                                                
153 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
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how archeologists and descendants of the massacre could locate the massacre site in two 

different places and yet have both simultaneously located the correct spot of the massacre.154 For 

Kelman, the episode revealed that “history and memory are malleable, that even the land, despite 

its implied promise of permanence can change” and that ultimately the National Park Service 

who conducted archeological research might “never concur [with descendants] on every element 

of Sand Creek’s interpretation.”155 Kelman however, suggests historians must recognize the 

uncertainty that remains and the multiple interpretations of the past that might simultaneously 

exist, in order to come to a fuller understanding of the complexity of history and historical 

memory. Similarly, further historical investigation might or might not answer the questions that 

remain about the Slocum Massacre. That these investigations have never occurred however, 

speaks to the continued failures of the state to acknowledge what happened. What is certain is 

that for now, the state has refused to investigate the massacre despite the racist claims made by 

the landowner of the Silver Creek grave. Certainty may never be achieved, and the wrongs of the 

past never fully repaired, but Texas can choose to either investigate what happened or to 

continue the legacy of white supremacy that fed the massacre by ignoring the mass graves that 

exist. So far, it has chosen the latter. 

                                                
154 Kelman, 263-279.  

 
155 Kelman, 279. 
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CHAPTER 3: A LAND GRAB AND ITS LEGACY 
 

As uncertain as other aspects of the Slocum Massacre are, perhaps the greatest unknown 

concerns what prompted the massacre. Newspapers at the time largely identified two potential 

causes: a debt dispute, and a white farmer’s angry reaction to a black man being assigned to 

oversee road maintenance he was performing.156 Years later, descendant Ella Mae Smith 

speculated that in addition to these two sparks, a Negro Leagues baseball team was passing 

through Slocum at the time of the massacre, and the large gatherings of blacks it drew fed false 

rumors that blacks were forming secret meetings to plot an ambush on the white community.157 

Further still, descendant Constance Hollie-Jawaid notes that the July 1910 heavyweight boxing 

match in which Jack Johnson, a black man, defeated James Jeffries, dubbed by the media as the 

“Great White Hope,” also inflamed racial tension. She says that her great-great grandfather Jack 

Holley hosted a large party to celebrate Johnson’s victory only a week before the massacre 

occurred, an act that infuriated whites in the Slocum area.158 In contrast to all these sparks, a final 

possibility is that rumors of Jack’s son, Alex Holley, flirting with white women incited anger 

among whites.159 Ultimately however, due to this abundance of potential causes, the exact 

incident that sparked the massacre is impossible to determine, and it is likely no single event 

triggered the massacre by itself. What is known, is that eventually whites began to fear that that 

                                                
156 Bills, 11-18. Supposedly, the angry farmer, named of Jim Spurger, spread rumors that blacks planned to 

kill him and his family. The black man who was charged with supervising Spurger was Abe Wilson, one of the 
survivors of the massacre. 
 

157 Ella Mae Smith, paraphrased in Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 
 

158 Hollie-Jawaid, interview; The Johnson-Jeffries fight incited racial violence across the country. To read 
more, see, Theresa Ruestedler, Jack Johnson, Rebel Sojourner: Boxing in the Shadow of the Global Color Line 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). 
 

159 Ella Mae Smith paraphrased in Gray, “The Remnants of War;” Colecia Hollie-Williams quoted in Tim 
Madigan, “Story of Slocum Massacre of 1910 ‘needs to be told,’” Star-Telegram, February 27, 2011, 
https://www.star-telegram.com/2011/02/26/2880066/a-century-later-texas-race-massacre.html (obsolete). 
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blacks would ambush them while they were attending church one night and they decided to 

preemptively attack the black community living in the Slocum area.160  

Many descendants and black Texans familiar with the history, reiterate this uncertainty 

and lack of a single cause. Hollie-Jawaid for example identifies the Johnson-Jeffries fight as only 

one of “multiple causes” of the massacre, and adds that, “I don’t think there was a singular 

cause.”161 Likewise, Cravin says that from her perspective, determining the exact spark of the 

massacre, is “just kind of a guessing game” due to the number of potential causes.162 Elliot 

Jaspin in his previously mentioned analysis of racial cleansings notes similar uncertainties and 

supposed causes for racial cleansings around the country, citing instances in which fears of 

blacks taking white jobs, threatening white communities with violence, or engaging in sexual 

activities with white women, all sparked racial cleansings. Jaspin goes a step further however in 

calling these supposed causes, justifications, writing: 

In the end these were justifications for a cleansing rather than their cause. Blacks were 
targets for a cleansing because, while they lived in a community, they usually did not 
belong to the place where they lived . . . segregation widened the gulf between blacks and 
the community they lived in. Once whites walled off blacks, the lack of normal social 
contract gave rise to increasingly bizarre fantasies. Whites worried that armies of blacks 
were forming in the night waiting for the right moment to pounce. Even if they did not 
attack in groups, their bite was poisonous, and they had unrestrained sexual appetites.163 
 

The Slocum Massacre incorporated each of these same “bizarre fantasies” and thus Jaspin helps 

contextualize the larger racism that drove acts of racial cleansing. Moreover, he also provides a 

useful distinction between causes and justifications for a racial cleansing, a distinction that also 

applies in the case of the Slocum Massacre. 

                                                
160 Bills, 11-18. 

 
161 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 

 
162 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 

 
163 Jaspin, 8. 
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This chapter, building on Jaspin’s and other historians’ work, rather than fully parse each 

of the potential justifications for the massacre, instead contextualizes what happened within the 

historical era so as to highlight the ways that a culture of white supremacy contributed to the 

massacre. In doing so, I begin by historicizing various aspects of these justification for the 

massacre within the history of lynchings and racial cleansings both throughout the United States 

and in Texas in particular. Then, I move on to consider the jealousy whites likely had towards 

the black families living around Slocum, who owned significant areas of land. Through this 

analysis, I argue that the fact that any one of the previously mentioned justifications, or that some 

combination of them, could spark the massacre, reveals the logic of white supremacy that 

justified such extreme acts of violence without a clear reason at the time. By considering this 

larger structuring culture of white supremacy, and the historical context in which this violence 

occurred, I thus move on to consider the legacy of the economic theft of land that the massacre 

entailed, and the violence that followed survivors even after leaving Slocum. Ultimately, the 

violence of the massacre did not end for survivors or their descendants when they left Slocum; 

rather, it continues to live on into the present.  

Many of the justifications that Jaspin describes whites often using when perpetrating acts 

of racial violence existed in the case of the Slocum Massacre. Not only did newspapers cite that 

whites feared blacks would ambush and kill them while attending church, but this also appears, 

despite its lack of factual support, to be the narrative at least some of those involved passed down 

to their children. In an interview with E. R. Bills in October of 2013, Warren Pettinos, the great 

grandson of a perpetrator of the massacre, spoke with Bills about what his grandmother, Annie 

Mae Dewars, who was 10 or 11 years old when the massacre occurred, told him. According to 

Pettinos, Dewars claimed that the massacre had occurred after several white men repeatedly 
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nearly drowned a black woman in a creek until she told them that several black men planned to 

ambush the white community while they were attending church. Moreover, she told Pettinos that 

the massacre began after “blacks came up to the church, [and] basically the white guys ambushed 

them” killing sixteen, “maybe eighteen” people.164 Although her claims that black men actually 

attempted to ambush the church contradict remaining evidence, it is possible a black woman 

actually suggested that blacks might ambush the white community as Dewars’ surprising 

admission to torture, provides that aspect of her account some legitimacy. Nevertheless, given 

the method whites used to elicit this information, it seems likely the mob simply coerced the 

woman into saying what they already believed to be true based on their own preconceived racist 

beliefs. That Dewars continued to tell this story to her children however, even after these reports 

had been proven incorrect, and after her father had been forced to flee the area to escape arrest, 

reveals the depth of the racism that existed. Pettinos even told Bills that although Bills might be 

correct that there was never a plotted black ambush, “[he] didn’t know why [Dewars] would 

have said something that wasn’t true.” He explained, “I don’t think she would have embellished 

some kind of story or change her story to protect the family or something” given she had freely 

volunteered the information to Pettinos without request. But, that she did so only suggests her 

own racist beliefs led her to voluntarily keep the story alive within the family, even after local 

officials had denied an ambush was ever planned.165 

G. J. Hayes, who mentioned the location of the Silver Creek grave in his previously cited 

letter, also reveals the white supremacy underlying this justification of a black ambush. In his 

reflection on growing up in the Slocum area and knowing some of the perpetrators and their 

                                                
164 Warren Pettinos, interviewed by E. R. Bills, transcript, October 22, 2013. 
 
165 Pettinos, interview. 
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children, Hayes notes that one man who “rode with the vigilantes . . . when he found out that [the 

supposed black ambush] had been a false alarm he committed suicide.”166 The man’s actions not 

only further undermine Derwars’ claims, but also further demonstrate that at least some of the 

white mob legitimately believed rumors that blacks would ambush their families. Jaspin reveals 

however how this legitimate belief, rather than mitigating the horror of these men’s actions, is 

evidence of a culture that viewed blacks as less than human and outside the “normal social 

contract.” As Jaspin notes, segregation and the otherizing of black Americans fed these fears and 

drove acts of racial violence.  

In William D. Carrigan book, The Making of a Lynching Culture, which looks at  Central 

Texas specifically, Carrigan demonstrates the culture of white supremacy that fueled lynchings 

within the state.  He writes that across the country, “stories of mob violence helped create a 

public eager for the ‘amusement’ of lynchings and also provided rituals and tropes that helped to 

unify lynching and lynching tails across the South.”167 In Texas, Carrigan argues that “by 

participating in lynching, whites could connect to the venerable tradition of frontier justice” that 

the Texas Rangers had for decades perpetuated against Mexicans and Native and Mexican 

Americans in the Texas borderlands.168 Carrigan argues that the result of this culture of violence 

was that lynchings in Texas, although like those in the rest of the South, were spectacle in nature, 

they involved more frequent use of torture, and these incidents exhibited greater levels of 

“sadism and exhibitionism” due to a particular cultural emphasis on extralegal violence within 

the state.169 Although this frontier ethic Carrigan notes was stronger in central than east Texas, 

                                                
 

166 Hayes to Bishop, March 2, 1984. 
 
167 Carrigan, 184. 
 
168 Carrigan, 183.  
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Monica Muñoz Martinez points out in her book, The Injustice Never Leaves You, that although 

“southwest Texas and east Texas, separated by hundreds of miles, seemed worlds apart in regard 

to their landscapes, economies, demographics, cultural practices, and racial politics,” land 

promoters distributed pamphlets across Texas that “gave the public a curated image of life on the 

US–Mexico border.” Consequently, she says, “despite the geographic separation, the grip of mob 

violence could be felt across the state.”170 East Texas even witnessed a lynching every month in 

the six months preceding the Slocum Massacre, ensuring that whites in Slocum would have 

likely seen reports in the months leading up to the massacre that would keep images of extra-

legal violence on their mind.171 

Furthermore, white rhetoric surrounding the Slocum Massacre not only originated from 

fears of black ambush, but also resulted from a culture that criminalized and feared 

miscegenation. Although newspapers did not discuss it, the Holley family after the massacre, 

repeated in family conversations that rumors of Alex Holley flirting with white women 

contributed to the massacre. As Colecia Hollie-Williams told journalist Tim Madigan in 2011, 

“We'd be watching a movie or see something, or see an interracial couple, and they would say, 

‘Yeah, you remember Alex? He was killed for that.’”172 Furthermore, Bills notes that Alex 

Holley was one of the only two people officially recorded to have died for whom the court did 

not also indict someone for murdering. Although describing it as “speculation only,” Bills 

consequently suggests this lack of indictment for Alex’s death may have resulted from rumors 

that he had flirted with a white woman. Moreover, Bills notes that several of those who died in 

                                                
169 Carrigan, 184. 
170 Martinez, 169-170. 
 
171 Bills, 61. Also see, Davies, “Should Texas Remember Or Forget The Slocum Massacre?” 
 
172 Hollie-Williams quoted in Madigan, “Story of Slocum Massacre of 1910 ‘needs to be told.’” 
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the massacre were young single men who lived only a couple doors down from Jim Spurger, the 

man widely credited as the primary instigator of the massacre. Spurger had two daughters of 

marrying age so Bills suggests that Spurger may have invented fantasies that the black men 

living near his home would molest his daughters.173 Even absent any hint of a black man flirting 

with white women, whites throughout the South often still fabricated accounts of deviant black 

sexual behavior. This, deriving from the racist moral denigration of black men that white 

supremacy created, sparked numerous lynchings and racial cleansings.174 Given Hollie-

Williams’ statement, this fear could have also contributed to massacre. Ultimately however, the 

fears of either a black ambush or of deviant black sexual behavior can be seen as the product of a 

culture of white supremacy that regarded blacks as less than human combined with a regional 

veneration of extra-legal violence, influenced by the celebration of mob violence in lynching 

postcards and pamphlets related to violence on the US-Mexico border and in the Texas 

borderlands before that. 

Regardless of what incident or combination of incidents caused the massacre, what this 

analysis thus reveals is potentially more important: that the underlying culture of white 

supremacy legitimized a white mob perpetrating an act of racial cleansing with so little reason 

that the cause of the massacre remains somewhat unknown. Hollie-Jawaid speaks to this 

underlying reality explaining: 

There was always this seething undercurrent of jealousy about my family being 
successful and my grandfather said so many times that his grandfather would tell him 
they always called him an "uppidy nigger" because he was doing well. It's like, you're 
damned if you do, by white society, if you become successful and you're damned if you 

                                                
173 Bills, 121. 
 
174 Carrigan, 180-187. Jaspin, 8. 
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don't. You're a lazy nigger if you don't become successful and you're a uppidy nigger if 
you do, and that's a direct quote from my grandfather, Myrt Holley.175 
 

By recognizing this, one understands that the violence of the massacre for its survivors, and for 

the Hollie family specifically, did not end when they fled Slocum. The white supremacy that 

fueled the massacre did not go away but contributed to the massacre’s legacy into the present. 

None of those who survived would have escaped the racism that existed wherever they moved to. 

Hayes notes in one of his letters that even after the massacre had occurred, “rumors of blacks 

rising was a very recurring thing for a long time in and around Palestine” and these rumors were 

still present at least six years after the massacre ended.176 Consequently, any of the survivors 

who remained in the area could not escape the continuing racist fears of black violence against 

the county’s white community. Even though people such as Hayes claim that the whites in 

Slocum felt “ashamed” to have committed mass violence on the basis of false rumors, this racism 

did not stop similar false rumors from developing again in the future. As demonstrated in chapter 

one, the massacre also psychologically affected many survivors as some did not want to talk 

about their memories of the massacre as a result of the horror of what had happened. The Hollies 

for example say that survivor Lusk Hollie became “mean” later in life as he attempted to cope 

with the culture of violence that allowed the massacre to occur, and that had nearly resulted in 

his death, as he himself had been shot by the white mob before he eventually escaped Slocum.177 

Survivors of the Slocum Massacre were not alone in this, as Jaspin notes similar psychological 

effects for those who fled racial cleansings in other parts of the country and as some victims of 

                                                
175 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
176 G. J. Hayes to Eliza H. Bishop, April 18, 1984, Houston County Historical Commission, Crockett TX, 

courtesy of E. R. Bills. 
 

177 Myrt Hollie, quoted in “The Remnants of War.” Also see chapter one of this thesis on its description of 
fear and Lusk Hollie. 
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racial cleanings even “describe an abiding sense of shame” for being driven out of where they 

originally lived.178 

Considering the Hollie family specifically, one also sees the continued violence that 

could follow survivors and their descendants. Allen Gray in his 1996 article writes that “in the 

years that followed [the massacre] it was ‘open hunting season on all Hollies’” prompting the 

family to change their name from Holley to Hollie so as to help prevent whites in Slocum from 

tracking them down after they had fled the area.179 Even beyond these immediate repercussions 

however, the Hollies continued to suffer racial violence that outlived the massacre in other parts 

of the state; in 1941 for example, a white man shot and killed Lusk Hollie as he was crossing 

through an empty lot. Similarly, descendant Leo Hollie says that while growing up, he walked 

past a Klu Klux Klan outpost in Palestine every day when coming home from school. Leo often 

teased the guards standing out front. Similarly, Myrt Holley mentioned to Gray an instance in 

which a white man threatened to shoot his cow. Myrt responded by threatening the man if he 

ever set foot again on his land. Ella Mae, at the age of 12, beat two white boys with metal pipes 

after they attempted to assault her as she walked home from school.180 The Hollies thus 

continued to experience the legacy of the larger white supremacy that drove the massacre, but 

nonetheless continued to actively resist those who sought to persecute them. It is unsurprising 

then that fear continued to remain in the Hollie family for so long as mentioned previously in 

chapter one. 

                                                
 
178 Jaspin, 8. 
179 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 
 
180 Gray, “The Remnants of War.” 
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The legacy of the massacre also continues through the economic theft of land it entailed. 

According to Hayes, before the massacre occurred, blacks “owned more than 50% of the land” in 

the area around Slocum.181 Jack Holley was the largest black landowner, owning 700 acres of 

land, a general store and granary.182 He was not alone, as Preston Pierson, Felix Green’s 

granduncle, owned more than a hundred acres of land.183 Similarly, Maxine Session, descendant 

of the Ollie Burley and Sam Dupree families, writes that in 1987, she discovered records of land 

and cattle that her great-great-grandparents owned before the massacre.184 This land ownership 

exacerbated the racist animosity whites held toward blacks and is what Hollie-Jawaid describes 

as prompting much of the envy whites had towards her family. Furthermore, despite his 

previously discussed biases as a segregationist politician, Jerry Sadler nonetheless claimed in his 

memoir that the Slocum massacre was nothing more than a land grab saying, “There are all kinds 

of stories of why and how the trouble started. The truth is simply that the whites wanted the land 

that the blacks owned, and they had decided finally that there was only one way to get it.”185 

Moreover, Hayes said that his father, who lived in the area when the massacre occurred, always 

believed that “the actual cause” of the massacre was that “[blacks] had bought up” so much of 

                                                
 
181 Hayes to District Engineer, October 12, 1984; It is not entirely clear if Hayes is speaking about blacks 

owning 50% of the land in the entire area in which the massacre occurred in or in one subsection. He may also be 
speaking about blacks owning 50% of the land in Denson Springs or 50% of the land near Percilla, Texas. 
Regardless, Hayes reveals the economic theft of land was significant. 
 

182 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
 

183 Preston owned somewhere between 188 and 300 acres of land. Preston’s daughter Elvie Pierson Ewell, a 
survivor says that her father owned 188 acres, Elvie Pierson Ewell, quoted in “The Remnants of War: 1910 Slocum 
Massacre Survivor Found,” Cherokee County Informer, September 1988, appearing in Green, The Piersons and 
Barnetts of East Texas. Green notes that land deeds show Preston may have owned 300 acres. Green, The Piersons 
and Barnetts of East Texas, 195. 
 

184 Session, “1910 Slocum Massacre Dedication Draws Large Crowd.” 
 

185 Sadler, 8. 
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the land around Slocum.186 Whether the other sparks served only as cover for a land grab or not, 

jealousy unquestionably contributed to the racist animus that drove the killings. 

 Although some recent newspaper accounts discuss the economic theft of land the 

massacre entailed, many do not. For example, Texas Public Radio (TPR) published in 2015 one 

of the largest profiles on the Slocum Massacre; it is also the article that appears first when 

searching the Slocum Massacre on Google, so is an important text in the digital archive of the 

massacre. In an interview with David Davies from TPR, Cravin says that she stressed the 

importance of the “economic theft” that the massacre entailed, noting that it resulted in 

“economic deprivation for some people and economic benefits to others.”187 Not only did the 

massacre itself entail this theft, but after it ended, the white community actively seized much of 

the land. Then, in 1913, an arsonist burned down the county courthouse, destroying many of the 

land deeds for formerly black-owned land. Among the deeds that have survived, descendants say 

the records appear to have been manipulated by whites who wanted to obscure how the land had 

changed hands.188 However, in the article written by Davies, although he includes a statement by 

Hollie-Jawaid regarding her pride to look at the land her ancestors owned, he simply describes 

the theft by saying that blacks “lost all their property” when they fled the area in fear.189 The 

difference may appear subtle, but describing the theft solely in terms of black victims fleeing in 

                                                
 

186 Hayes to District Engineer, October 12, 1984. 
 

187 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. 
 
188 Bills, 95-97; For a specific example of manipulated land records see, Session, “1910 Slocum Massacre 

Dedication Draws Large Crowd.” This economic benefit and deprivation have lasting consequences. For those 
displaced from Slocum, many were forced into sharecropping. For example, Green’s grandfather John Pierson was a 
sharecropper in 1949 when Green last visited him. John grew up working land his brother owned.  

 
189 Davies, “Should Texas Remember Or Forget The Slocum Massacre?.” Davies mentions this loss of land 

a second time but again uses the passive voice saying, “[The Holley family] fled their homes, their property, their 
jobs.” 
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fear, couches this theft as an almost passive loss of property which resulted from the massacre, 

rather than an integral part, and an even potential motive behind, the violence and cover up 

which took place. Furthermore, Davies’ article like most other papers, does not discuss the 

benefits white land owners in Slocum have gained by living on the land either their ancestors 

stole from black Slocum landowners, or that they purchased from those who stole the land. 

 Cravin further laments that journalists and historians have often focused on how many 

died in acts of mass violence to the exclusion of reflecting on the land robbed from those who 

fled. This she suggests, obscures the economic benefits and deprivations that acts of racial 

cleansing entail. Consequently, although she says, “it’s never going to happen,” Cravin thinks 

“theoretically . . . the question [of reparations] should be raised” when considering an incident as 

specific as the Slocum massacre, where land formerly owned by blacks can be tracked down, and 

where whites can be identified to be “thriv[ing] on [the land], to this day.”190 Even if reparations 

never happen, to her, the question of reparations “is an essential [one] that just should hang out 

in the air.”191 Just by raising the question, one is forced to reflect on the lasting effects of the 

economic theft of land that the massacre entailed. 

 Whereas reparations, and even an official state investigation, have never been considered 

by the state of Texas in the case of Slocum, in Florida and Oklahoma, these conversations have 

gained more traction in discussion of the similar incidents of anti-black massacres that occurred 

in their respective states. In 1994, Republican Governor Jeb Bush signed a bill to compensate 

elderly victims of the Rosewood Massacre in the amount of $150,000 each.192 In comparison, 

                                                
190 Cravin, interview, January 23, 2019. For further discussion of reparations, see, Darrick Hamilton and 

William Darity Jr., “Can ‘Baby Bonds’ Eliminate the Racial Wealth Gap in Putative Post-Racial America?,” The 
Review of Black Political Economy 73, no. 3-4 (January 2010): 207-216, accessed April 16, 2019, 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1007/s12114-010-9063-1. 
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Oklahoma has not provided reparations for victims of the Tulsa Massacre, but in acknowledging 

what happened, did offer some college scholarships to descendants and initiated a historical 

investigation that unsuccessfully recommend that the state grant reparations to survivors and 

their descendants.193 This is not to suggest that either state’s actions are sufficient or that they 

either effectively dealt with the question of reparations, or implemented them properly. Instead, 

it elucidates Texas’s comparative failure to even begin to consider a discussion of reparations 

and prompts questions regarding why this silence persists in Texas when compared to the actions 

in Florida and Oklahoma. The reason is certainly multifaceted and not entirely determinable, but 

when asked the question for why Texas had responded differently than either Florida or 

Oklahoma to the massacre, Hollie-Jawaid points out one potential reason saying: 

Because the massacre in Tulsa, and the massacre in Rosewood, didn't happen on oil-rich 
land. You go to Slocum today and there are more oil wells pumping than there are 
people. That's why . . . if Slocum hadn't happened on a bedrock and another part of the 
state where the land was not fertile or pumping oil they would have unearthed, the 
people, they would dug up my people and everybody else's. But they are afraid that this 
may change the balance of power. And what do I mean by that?  In this state, in this 
country, the powerful have deep pockets. They have money. Money is power in this 
country sadly, and the thought of coming over that money is letting go of power and 
empowering someone else.194  
 

It would be surprising if the oil-rich land did not affect Texas’ response, but regardless of its 

effect on the state’s actions, Hollie-Jawaid’s statement helps contextualize the ramifications the 

economic theft of land entailed for victims of the massacre and their descendants. 
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Figure 7: Oil drilling in Slocum area 
Source: picture by author 

 Oil was not discovered in East Texas until the 1930s, so seizing oil land specifically was 

not likely the intention of the white mob. That said, whites commonly used violence to seize oil 

land from blacks revealing a history of black dispossession of land within which the Slocum 

Massacre sits. Wallace Scott McFarlane argues in an article in the Journal of Southern History 

that even before oil was discovered, blacks often could not ensure land they purchased had a 

clear title. Furthermore, “land acquisition was not a private matter” and the threat of white 

jealousy often loomed over land purchases, forcing many blacks to buy lower quality land in 

smaller size “to avoid attracting the attention of jealous white farmers.” Ultimately, the “poor 

quality of their land and the small size of their farms made black farmers more vulnerable to 

incurring debt during times of low crop prices and drought, precisely the circumstances that 
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existed prior to the oil boom.”195 The black-owned land in Slocum seems no exception to this 

trend as both Hollie-Jawaid and Hayes mention the supposed poor quality of the land blacks 

owned. That families such as the Hollie’s were successful on land that Hayes describes as “white 

sand and very poor” is what Hayes and Hollie-Jawiad describe as driving the racist jealousy.196  

Across east Texas, once oil boomed, blacks that still owned land also suffered from 

potential theft of that land. Imposters sometimes attempted to claim black-owned land. 

McFarlane cites one woman, who after her husband disappeared, was called to testify against an 

imposter. The woman however had been called to testify by the white lawyer who first leased her 

husband the land and the woman told the imposter in court to stop attempting to claim the land as 

“that white man,” (referring to the leaser), “will take it all.”197 Moreover, use of violence to 

deprive blacks of oil money was not uncommon either as oilmen would often use “violence and 

intimidation to limit or deny royalty payments” making “negotiating leases and royalty payments 

. . . lethal.”198 For descendants of the Slocum Massacre, the economic theft of land the massacre 

entailed not only deprived them of potential future oil money and land value increases, but also 

reveals how white supremacy made white theft of black-owned land common. For the state to 

consider reparations as Florida did, might not only require the state to acknowledge this oil 

wealth deprived from descendants, but might also prompt further questions regarding the broader 

theft of oil land that occurred in east Texas throughout the mid twentieth century. 

Just as the Slocum Massacre entailed economic losses for survivors and their 

descendants, it often resulted in material benefits for Slocum’s white community. Some of those 
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benefiting from the massacre even included people who opposed what happened. Hayes, despite 

his strong critique of the mob’s actions and his petition for Houston County to erect a historical 

marker to what happened, benefited from the land the mob stole. In the conclusion of one of his  

letters, Hayes mentioned that his father “bought a great deal of land that the black people had 

left” and his family moved from Priscilla to Denison Springs, where many blacks lived before 

the massacre. There, Hayes says, his father lived until his death 1932. Upon his father’s death 

Hayes explained, “we still had the farm and the big home that my father had until it finally 

burned; after I was a doctor, I sold the land.”199 These are the only statements Hayes makes 

about the land his father “purchased.” He does not discuss how it was purchased and given 

descendants say that whites manipulated land deeds to seize their land, one cannot know whether 

Hayes’ father actually purchased the land and if so, from whom, or whether he stole the land 

himself. Even if Hayes’ father purchased the land from blacks fleeing Slocum it would be likely 

he paid less than the land’s actual value given those who fled were in no position to negotiate a 

fair sale of land. That Hayes’ family would move after the massacre to land blacks formerly 

owned, by itself, suggests Hayes’ family did so to take advantage of the situation. Hayes 

however does not linger on the land or the economic benefits it conferred first to his father, and 

then to him when he sold the land after his father’s death. Although had someone asked him 

about the benefits of “purchasing” this land, one might better determine Hayes’ reflections on the 

matter, that Hayes does not speak about the ways in which he profited from the massacre, 

suggests his lack of thought about these benefits.  

Hayes’s lack of response also reveals the ways in which even those opposed to what 

happened could contribute to its forgetting. By failing to acknowledge the economic benefits he 
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gained from the massacre and the injustice it represented that his family could acquire that land, 

Hayes failed to elucidate the violent theft of land that the destruction or manipulation of land 

deeds allowed in the cover up of the massacre. As a result, he remained complicit, whether 

intentional or not, in an aspect of this forgetting of what occurred. Revealing this problematic 

nature of Hayes’ account however, invites consideration of the larger problems that even 

someone who opposed the massacre offers as a source. In describing the massacre, Hayes 

frequently labels the members of the mob as “vigilantes” reinforcing, despite his criticism of 

them, that he operated within the cultural construct Carrigan and Martinez describe in which 

whites venerated frontier justice through extra-legal uses of violence, even if Hayes opposed that 

violence in the Slocum Massacre.200 By suggesting the actions of whites represented vigilante 

work, it also dampens his critique of the perpetrators, dangerously eliciting sympathy for many 

of those in the mob, as those simply participating in an act of vigilante violence gone wrong. 

Similarly, Hayes describes people being “ashamed” of what happened and refers to one of the 

perpetrators as “a fine and religious man” unaware that blacks never intended to ambush the 

white community.201 Such rhetoric further downplays the guilt of some members of the mob by 

ignoring that those whites considered upstanding members of society could also be deeply racist 

and could fall for the false rumors of a black ambush due to the culture of white supremacy that 

drove these fears to begin with. Such risks placing blame on the mistaken fears, rather than the 

white supremacy that drove them. 

Further revealing Hayes’ complicated nature as a source, Hayes despite criticizing the 

Klu Klux Klan at one point, reminisces in his letter on “when the Ku Klux Klan was first 

organized, [and] they were the best people of the South” who helped stop the “atrocities and 
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insults” that “Carpet Baggers” heaped upon the former Confederacy.202 That Hayes could voice 

such a perspective either reveals a revisionist memory of the KKK, or more likely, demonstrates 

that despite his disapproval of the Slocum Massacre and his desire to see a marker erected to 

memorialize what had happened, this did not make him a supporter of either black rights or of a 

full investigation of east Texas’s history. Hayes could thus selectively remember the massacre 

without challenging the white supremacy that created it, and without reflecting on the economic 

benefits that the massacre brought him.  

Similarly, Pettinos in his interview with Bills suggests a more recent response to 

questions concerning the economic benefits the massacre provided for whites. In his interview, 

Pettinos notes that his grandmother “liked to go over to that Ioni Creek” and eventually moved 

and bought a house near Lake Ioni, a lake located in the center of where the massacre occurred, 

and that he “inherited [a] little house.”203 Based on his description, his grandmother likely 

purchased the land long after the massacre had ended, and there is also no guarantee the land she 

purchased was formerly owned by blacks. However, given that as much as 50% of the land in the 

area around Ioni Creek may have been owned by black families before the massacre, it is not 

unlikely that the land she purchased had been stolen from blacks at some point. Even if it had not 

been, given the racial biases at the time, the displacement of blacks from the area likely increased 

the economic value and desirability of the land she purchased. Despite these issues with the land, 

Pettinos, like Hayes, does not reflect on the economic benefits the massacre may have entailed 

for him. Again, as with Hayes, Pettinos certainly might have provided more of a response if he 
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had been asked about the land, but absent it arising within the interview, one is left to only 

consider his lack of acknowledgement of this economic theft. Consequently, when paired with  

his previously mentioned acceptance of his grandmother’s false accounts regarding the massacre, 

Pettinos reveals that he could contact Bills to speak with him about what his grandmother told 

him and yet nonetheless be complicit in the legacy of racism the massacre left in its wake 

through his selective acknowledgement of the past.  

Hayes and Pettinos only offer a glimpse into the white response to the economic benefits 

the massacre facilitated. Due to the limitations of this thesis, I do not consider the perspectives of 

anyone else who owns land stolen from blacks who fled Slocum, but as Cravin notes, such an 

investigation would be inciteful in the future as it provides a further understanding of how the 

economic benefits of the massacre have been forgotten.204 That said, the limitations even within 

Hayes’ and Pettinos’ accounts, reveal the way in which selective remembrance of the past can 

simultaneously work towards remembrance, and yet allow the continued forgetting of aspects of 

the massacre such as the economic theft of land it entailed.  

Ultimately then, Hollie-Jawaid’s suggestion that the state has not investigated the Slocum 

Massacre, unearthed the bodies of her ancestors, or considered the economic theft of land the 

massacre entailed because of the oil money tied to the land, reveals the political dimensions of 

remembrance. If state or county officials considered these aspects of the massacre, it might re-

open the question of reparations that Cravin believes must be discussed. Local officials in 

Anderson county do not even hide this reality, as Anderson County commissioner Greg Chapin 

has even admitted that he opposes recognizing the Slocum Massacre because he believes, “If I 

say, ‘OK, we’re going to recognize that this did happen, somebody of interest is going to take it 
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further, and they are going to say, ‘The county even recognized it, and we want our land 

back.’”205 Furthermore, this type of incentive to ignore the theft of land that racial cleansings 

made available to whites is also noted by Japsin in his consideration of the racial violence in 

Forsyth County. In his book, he says: 

Denials [of racial cleansing] mask an economic reality. The land that Forsyth County 
blacks were forced to abandon has today become very valuable. Rather than deal with the 
thorny issue of compensation, it is far easier to pretend that blacks have no claim. Even 
when whites acknowledge that their forebears may have stolen black-owned land, they 
angrily dismiss the idea that anyone today should be forced to compensate the 
descendants.206 
 

Similarly, in the documentary Banished, director Marco Williams speaks with numerous 

descendants of racial cleansings in several towns across the country and in each location, 

descendants speak of similar patterns to what appears in Slocum: fabricated land deeds, 

improperly buried black bodies that communities resist unearthing, and a persistent question 

relating to reparations.207 In the case of many of these other towns, like in Slocum, the political 

nature of remembrance thus also arises. 

 However, Cravin’s and others’ emphasis on reparations is not universal. Felix Green and 

Moses Pennell, both descendants of the massacre, say that they don’t know what reparations 

would look like, or how they could ever happen, and as a result don’t think as much about 

them.208 Similarly, although reparations could take many forms, Hollie-Jawaid’s opinion has 

changed as she has confronted the challenges of the state’s inaction and has prioritized what she 
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thinks is possible to achieve given political will. She told one newspaper in 2014 that she “more 

than anything, want[s] the land back, to come back to what was home,” but she now says that she 

“[doesn’t] want the land, at this time. [Her] first step is just to get [her] people” unearthed from 

the mass graves in which they are buried.209 Ultimately however, she does still desire to see some 

form of scholarship for descendants. The question of whether reparations should be provided and 

what they would look like is beyond the scope of this paper, but absent one questioning the 

economic theft of land the massacre entailed, and starting a discussion on reparations, it is easy 

to forget that the massacre did not end when the white mob perpetrated an act of mass killing in 

Slocum. Thus, the question of how one remembers the massacre is not as simple as just 

acknowledging the history of what happened or even unearthing the bodies of those who died 

and beginning further investigations into what happened. Instead it involves questions of how 

one should seek justice for what happened and what questions should be prioritized within the 

memory of the Slocum Massacre. Consequently, at least talking about reparations must be 

involved for a true consideration of the economic theft the massacre entailed. 

In addition to overlooking this continuing violence left by the massacre however, a 

second consequence of neglecting the economic theft that derived from the Slocum Massacre is 

that it risks ignoring the histories that victims of the massacre had before the massacre occurred. 

Hollie-Jawaid discusses with pride the successful business that Jack Holley managed, and Green 

discusses his joy at learning that his ancestors owned land.210 Just as the economic robbery that 

the massacre brought forward reveals the legacy of the massacre into the present, it also serves as 
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a reminder that those who suffered from the violence had distinct lives that the massacre 

radically altered. Kelman notes in his investigation of the Sand Creek massacre that memorials 

often present Native Americans as “objects rather than subjects” because monuments and 

rhetoric surrounding Native American dispossession often present Native people as “hav[ing] no 

history of their own, [as if] they are exclusively a people of memory.”211 Similarly, if one does 

not acknowledge the businesses people such as Jack Holley had before the massacre occurred, 

the rich family history Green discussed in his book recording his research of more than 1,300 

ancestors and their descendants within his family, or the ways members of the Hollie family 

continued to resist the racist threats on their life after leaving Slocum, one risks also creating a 

memory of those victimized by the massacre as simply objects of white violence, rather than 

individuals who had achieved success and built lives for themselves. Consequently, discussions 

such as those throughout this thesis that mention the agency and activism of survivors of the 

massacre and their descendants are critical in memorializing the massacre.  

Ultimately, the exact sparks of the Slocum Massacre may remain uncertain, but only by 

recognizing this uncertainty can one fully address white supremacy underlying each of the 

potential justifications for violence. Thus, just as previous chapters have revealed the 

inconsistencies within the oral history and the challenges in memorializing those who worked to 

end the massacre, this chapter demonstrates that how one remembers the economic theft that 

accompanied the massacre shapes one’s understanding of the massacre’s legacy for whites and 

blacks in the Slocum area. For Cravin for example, she believes “we are on the precipice of 

repeating [the sort of violence that occurred in Slocum]” and that only by further investigating 

                                                
 
211 Kelman, 5. 



 93 

what occurred can Texas avoid “see[ing] numerous other Slocums” over the next few decades.212 

One can reasonably disagree with Cravin, but as previous chapters have revealed, and as the next 

chapter will also discuss, the white supremacy that spawned the massacre continues today in east 

Texas, and is what leads Cravin to this belief. Hate crimes against black Americans continue to 

remain significant in number and the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville reveals the 

potential for mass mobilization of white nationalists.213 Furthermore, as Cravin argues in a 2014 

book review, “what is today referred to as ‘gentrification’ is a continuation of the displacement 

of peoples of color to their economic detriment to benefit young white professionals who can 

repopulate and bring economic vitality to dying cities. By whatever name the result is a ‘land 

grab.’”214 Thus, not only does silence on the economic benefits the massacre brought whites in 

Slocum remain, but the legacy of white supremacist violence and of white displacement of 

blacks from their land continues into the present. 
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CHAPTER 4: A MEANINGFUL YET INSUFFICIENT MARKER 
 
“We had the Lincoln High School here in Palestine…, anybody here went to Lincoln 

High School? . . . That marker stayed there for about two years and then somebody tore it down–

hauled it off.”215 One might expect such a statement to appear in a newspaper requesting 

comment from a person opposed to a new historical marker, but this was what the 2016 

Anderson County Historical Commission Chairman Jimmy Ray Odom told a crowd of around 

300 people who had gathered to witness the unveiling of the Slocum Massacre historical marker. 

It was January 18, 2016, and after numerous failed attempts to petition the state and local 

counties to erect a historical marker in honor of those who died in the Slocum Massacre, 

descendants of the massacre celebrated to see a sign finally unveiled, the fruit of work by Hollie-

Jawaid, Bills, and many others. What then was Odom doing at the unveiling? He did not have to 

be in attendance. Yet, for some reason he decided to formally speak at the unveiling and after 

having staunchly opposed marker, then used that opportunity to suggest to the crowd the marker 

would not last long. 

Odom’s presence drew comments from some newspapers with journalist Michael Barajas 

from the Houston Press reporting that although Odom had previously claimed, “it would be a 

shame to mark [the citizens of Slocum] as racist from now until the end of time . . . Odom seems 

to have come around” given that he was at the marker’s unveiling.216 That could not be farther 

from the truth. Not only had Odom used his platform at the unveiling to oppose the marker, but 

he continues to claim that insufficient evidence existed to put up a marker. He also believes that 

the Texas Historical Commission (THC) reduced their evidentiary standards in approving the 
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marker as in the past he claims, the THC “would not take newspaper accounts as the best 

provider for documentation” in marker applications.217 Odom says that he came to the unveiling 

because as a representative of the Anderson County Historical Commission, that was his 

responsibility. Another possibility however, is that it generated good press as similarly to 

Barajas, journalist Tim Madigan, wrote a Washington Post article that described the moment 

saying, “Anderson [County] officials now say they are reconciled. Odom . . . who opposed the 

marker, planned to be at Saturday’s unveiling.”218 

 In fact, evidence suggests that press coverage was on the mind of the county and Odom 

in particular. Preceding the marker’s unveiling, several newspapers had quoted Odom making, in 

his words, “it look like [county officials] were racist;” he claims, “[they] were not one bit racist” 

and has since taken offense to these statements.219 Moreover, Bills says that it was bad press that 

helped he and Hollie-Jawaid to successfully convince the THC to erect the marker. With time it 

became clear to Bills that Anderson county officials did not “want any more stories. They’d like 

for it to go away quietly. So they’re just not talking about it.” Additionally, Odom further 

confirms this desire to avoid bad press, stating that when the marker was approved, “[he] was not 

in the mood to pay for a marker [he] didn’t understand, that [he] didn’t research.” Because it was 

not required that the county pay for the marker, he thus considered leaving it “up to the people 

who wanted the marker, to pay, so [Bills and Hollie-Jawaid] were asked to pay the $1,800 [for 
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the marker].”220 Upon later speaking with state judge Robert Johnston however, things changed.  

Johnston had previously overseen the county commission that unanimously voted against the 

marker but decided suddenly to pay for it.221 Odom, explaining the reasoning said, “we didn’t 

have no other markers to pay for that year . . . the judge said yes, go ahead and pay for it . . . I 

don’t guess he wanted any controversy either, so he said to go ahead and run it through.”222  

Despite this avoidance of controversy and Odom’s own claims that insufficient evidence 

existed for a marker, Odom agreed to speak with me, and in doing so, made a shocking 

admission that seemed to contradict his previous claims. In the interview Odom said: 

There was a lot of older people that I knew earlier, in the county that lived, that were just 
young people during that period of time, or their parents were living at that time.  And 
they heard 'em talking about over the years, I heard my daddy talk about coming through 
the woods, and the black people leaving Slocum cause they were having some killings 
going on over there. My daddy was a fisherman and hunter. More like fisherman down 
on the Nanches river in them days, and he had a cousin, and he talked very briefly. He 
wasn't alive when I was wanting to talk to him about it, but I did hear him say and a 
cousin of his said there was black people leaving Slocum down through the back roads, 
down towards the river, Neches river, or the area that consisted all the way back to 
Neches, which is up the river about 10, 10 miles.223 
 

It is odd that Odom would admit these accounts, given his claims that insufficient evidence exists 

to support a marker. Even his word choice suggests his attempt to diminish what happened, as 

Odom’s use of the passive voice in saying blacks fled Slocum “cause they were having some 

killings going on over there” not only obscures blame for the whites who were doing the killing, 

but also leaves out who was being killed. Upon being asked why blacks were fleeing Slocum 
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however, Odom admitted that it was because “there was a lot of [black people] being killed…, 

some of them being killed, not a…, not an enormous figure.” He maintained that this didn’t 

prove a massacre had occurred however, because early newspaper reports claimed that both 

whites and blacks died in the massacre. But when asked, Odom said he had never heard a story 

from family members or from those in the community in which he grew up, that included any 

whites dying. He based that conclusion solely on the sensationalist newspaper accounts that local 

officials had denied were accurate.224 

 The inconsistencies within Odom’s account are surprising, but also reveal his attempt to 

downplay what happened and to at times avoid bad press. Given his admission of what he heard 

growing up however, it seems Odom has an incentive to downplay what happened, not only 

because of how he thinks it makes the community look today and the questions it might open 

regarding the theft of land that occurred, but also because it would bring shame on the “older 

people he talked with,” some in his own family. They may not have, by his knowledge, 

participated in the massacre, but by his admitting that what occurred was a massacre, Odom 

might bring shame upon these people, by brining shame upon the community that allowed the 

massacre to occur. Odom’s account however, also reveals just how recently the massacre 

occurred. Only one generation separates him from people living in the area when the massacre 

transpired, further revealing why it is unsurprising that the racist legacy of the massacre remains. 

Odom may have only appeared at the unveiling due to custom, but it is also likely he made an 

appearance to avoid further criticism. And yet, even as that might have been the case, Odom 

could not refrain from voicing his opposition to the marker, further revealing the internal 

contradictions within his perspective. That newspapers could still say that Odom had “come 
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around” and had “reconciled” himself with what occurred thus serves as an introduction to the 

appeal of finding narratives of reconciliation amongst all the complexities of memory. 

Ultimately though, it suggests that the unveiling could simultaneously be an important step by 

the state in acknowledging its history, while still operating within a politics of memory. 

 This is not to say the unveiling was insignificant or that it simply existed as a space for 

state and county officials to control the narrative of the massacre. I will explore later how the 

marker was profoundly meaningful for many in attendance. Furthermore, Odom’s presence 

likely affected proceedings only slightly as Hollie-Jawaid and Bills directed most of the event as 

they had been the two people who had collectively submitted the marker application. That said, 

Odom’s attendance revealed the way in which the moment could simultaneously be one in which 

descendants joyfully celebrated the marker’s unveiling and the future actions they hoped it 

would force the state to take, and at the same time represent a political use of memorialization 

intended by state and county officials to prevent them from having to take the very material 

actions descendants hoped it would be the first step towards. This chapter thus considers the 

limited nature of the historical marker, and a state house resolution which preceded it only four 

years earlier, to reveal the political nature of memory, and the way in which remembrance is not 

as simple as either remembering or forgetting the past. 

 Before considering the actual marker and its unveiling however, it is important to 

recognize that no historical marker can perfectly capture what happened in the Slocum Massacre. 

The largest markers the THC erects are 27 by 42 inches creating a physical limitation on the 

amount that can be written on the marker.225 Inevitably, a marker can only capture specific 
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narratives and aspects of what it memorializes, and it could never speak to all the uncertainties 

that remain in case of the Slocum Massacre. It might be impossible to not only tell what 

happened, but to also fully capture the economic theft the massacre ushered, the full violence of 

the loss of unmarked mass graves in which those who died are buried, and the lasting legacy of 

the massacre for survivors and their descendants. Although it might be impossible to fully 

capture all of these aspects of the massacre, what text was eventually decided upon does convey 

the particular narratives that one wanted to remember and those that were viewed as less worthy 

of recording publicly for all who pass the marker to see. 

 

Figure 8: Slocum Massacre marker 
Source: picture by author 

 Consequently, the Slocum historical marker, while limited in nature by necessity, also 

reveals the particular narrative the THC constructed of the massacre within the marker’s text. To 
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begin, 83 of the 246 words on the marker are dedicated to detailing the actions state officials at 

the time took to stop the massacre and indict its perpetrators.226 Adding to the word count is 

information on H.R. 865, a 2011 Texas House Resolution acknowledging the massacre. The 

house resolution summary takes the words to 121 or nearly half the marker’s text.227 Only the 

remaining half of the worlds acknowledged the horror of what occurred and the violence of the 

massacre. As discussed in chapter two, because a solely laudatory account of the state’s response 

to the Slocum Massacre oversimplifies the forgetting the state’s response contributed to, this 

focus by the marker dampens its critique of both Slocum’s white community at the time and the 

response the state took to end the killings.228 

 The remaining half of the text provides a sanitized narrative of the massacre that 

minimizes the horror of what happened. Although the marker notes that the massacre “spread 

across a wide area” crossing the Anderson County line, and continuing throughout the entire day 

of July 29, 1910, it does not say how many are thought to have been in the white mob or how 

many black Slocum residents the mob massacred. In terms of how many died, it simply states, 

“the victims were Cleveland Larkin, Alex Holley (Hollie), Sam Baker, Dick Wilson, Jeff Wilson, 

Ben Dancer, John Hays and Will Burly.” Consequently, the marker insinuates that these eight 

men were the only individuals to die in the massacre, despite chapter two discussing that far 

more than eight, and potentially as many as 200 peopled having died in the massacre. 

Disappointingly, the marker never even mentions that anyone else died. Furthermore, following 

this statement, the marker concludes its section on what transpired in the massacre by stating, 

                                                
226 See Figure 8 for the text of the marker. 
 
227 H. Res. 865, 82nd Texas Legislature (March 30, 2011). 

 
228 See Figure 8 for the text of the marker. 
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“many African American families fled the area and did not return,” conveniently failing to 

mention that these people lost land and businesses, and likewise failing to cast this loss of land as 

resulting from an active economic theft initiated by the white Slocum community. Given these 

omissions, it is also unsurprising that the marker never mentions the existence of unmarked mass 

graves or the lasting effects the massacre had on survivors and their descendants in both the fear 

it instilled in them or in its economic legacy it left for descendants. Ultimately while any marker 

would only tell a partial narrative, the one the THC created, did not address almost any of the 

significant uncertainties mentioned in previous chapters.229 

 That such language appears on the marker was the result of a process of negotiation 

among the THC, Anderson County, Bills, and Hollie-Jawaid. As Bills explains, the THC wrote 

the text, but it remains unclear how much of a role Anderson County played in editing it. After 

refusing to endorse the marker, Anderson County surprisingly offered to pay for it, and Bills and 

Hollie-Jawaid believe that this allowed them to have a say in what the marker said.230 They 

cannot be sure and a spokesperson for the THC could not remember how the text was decided 

upon in the instance of the Slocum Massacre marker other than to say that generally the THC 

works “with applicants and communities on texts” sometimes also involving master’s or doctoral 

students.231 Similarly, Odom said that the Anderson County Historical Commission did not 

participate in the writing of the text, but not only is he only one member of the commission that 

may have provided input to the THC, but he could also be simply lying about the commission’s 

involvement.232 Whatever their role, the possibility that Anderson County had a large say after 

                                                
229 See, Figure 8 for text of the marker. 
 
230 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. 

 
231 Chris Florance, interviewed by Jonathan Gibson, phone interview, April 5, 2019. 
 
232 Odom, interview. 
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opposing the marker, shapes what kind of memory was created by the unveiling as it likely 

further undermines the trust that Bills, Hollie-Jawaid, and anyone they spoke with about the 

process have in the THC. Regardless of Anderson County’s role however, the THC ultimately 

produced a text that downplayed the nature of the violence in the massacre, indicting either their 

willingness to write a problematic account, or their willingness to allow input from a county that 

had opposed the marker initially. 

 After the text was fully written however, Bills explains that “everything got seen by the 

county and then by [Bills and Hollie-Jawaid]” before the text was officially approved. In the first 

version of the text Bills notes that not only did the marker not list that potentially 200 people 

died in the massacre, but it did not list the eight names of those known to have died, an omission 

that “didn’t bother the county at all.”233 After Hollie-Jawaid and Bills voiced their displeasure 

with this fact, the THC added the names to the marker but while Hollie-Jawaid and Bills wanted 

that potentially 200 who died in the massacre to be added, Bills explains that the county wasn’t 

interested in adding that information and as he says: 

At that point we knew how far were going to . . . or we assumed how far we might be 
able to push it, we wanted to get the dadgum marker, and so the eight names, I don’t 
know if it appeased us, but we recognized the reality, the county had paid for it, and they 
were going to have a say. That was a reality.234 
     

Bills and Hollie-Jawaid thus felt the need to compromise with the THC to ensure the marker was 

put out, demonstrating the political nature of this process of remembrance. Remembering the 

Slocum Massacre and erecting a marker was not as simple as simply winning approval for the 

marker, but involved “play[ing] ball to an extent” with the THC and Anderson County who each 

had political motivations to tell particular narratives of what happened, narratives that 
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downplayed the number of people who died and the financial theft the massacre entailed.235 As 

discussed in previous chapters, further acknowledgement of the past might incite greater 

discussions of the systems of power that resulted in theft of land from blacks and might 

legitimize questions surrounding reparations and oil-rich land. How much this factored into the 

THC’s resulting text is impossible to know, but the ultimate text clearly resulted from people 

with a desire to downplay the violence and from a political process of remembrance. 

 The marker’s reflection on the history in which the Slocum Massacre took place also 

downplays the white supremacy that caused the massacre. Opening with the statement “racial 

tension in America in the early 20th century were sometimes punctuated by violent outburst,” the 

marker positions anti-black violence as the occasional outburst rather than a product of a culture 

of mob violence and white supremacy as discussed in chapter three. Moreover, the phrase “racial 

tension” and the passive voice in discussing these ‘outbursts’ deflects blame from whites as 

being the instigator of episodes of violence, instead leaving ambiguity that implies the causes of 

this tension was mutual. Similarly, the marker ends with a statement so symbolic and lacking in 

material focus that it serves as an empty platitude. The line, drawn from the text of H.R. 865 

states, “only by shining a light on previous injustices can we learn from them and move toward a 

future of greater healing and reconciliation.” Absent a true accounting for the massacre’s 

implications, facts, and legacy however, one questions how much of a light the marker actually 

shines and what sorts of reconciliation it truly brought about.236 

 Ari Kelman demonstrates that this sort of symbolic, yet empty language, is not unique to 

the Slocum Massacre marker. Instead, Kelman notes frequent attempts by the federal 
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government to use memorials “as benchmarks for national progress” in which these memorials 

serve a “utopian vision” of healing that seeks to “fuel cultural pluralism’s ultimate triumph over 

prejudice, brokering rapprochement between long-standing enemies . . . [and serving to] 

exculpate the perpetrators’ heirs, because of their willingness to mourn while admitting their 

forebears’ guilt in a tragedy.”237 Each of these same aspects of the politics of memory Kelman 

discusses is apparent in the Slocum Massacre marker. Absent material actions by the state to 

unearth the bodies of those buried or to consider land loss, the “healing and reconciliation” the 

marker spoke of mirrors the sort of healing Kelman discusses in its “utopian” vision that seeks to 

bring about healing despite being insufficient to account for the past. 

Newspaper articles reveal the appeal of a politics of memory that offers platitudes 

without any material action, as many of the stories on the unveiling focused on grand narratives 

of remembrance without considering the limited nature of the marker or what it did not say. In 

The Washington Post, Tim Madigan presented the moment as a victory for Texas, facilitating 

reconciliation and an embrace of the darker aspects of Texas’ history. It was this article which 

described the result of Odom’s presence at the marker unveiling by saying “Anderson officials 

now say they are reconciled.” Once contextualized within Kelman’s argument and the previously 

discussed insufficiencies of the marker, it is odd this supposed healing is presented with a 

receiver but no initiator of reconciliation. For reconciliation to occur, descendants would have to 

actively enter into and grant reconciliation to county officials, a requirement, no paper describes 

descendants as doing. Consequently, Madigan’s claim seems emblematic of the utopian visions 
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of healing that attempt and “exculpate” the recipients of healing without offering any material 

demonstration of the genuineness of the desire for reconciliation.238  

Moreover, Madigan’s article also suggests the unveiling was, to use Kelman’s words, a 

benchmark for state progress. The article opens by noting that for years the history of the 

massacre was “absent from official history,” kept alive only within “quiet conversations across 

generations, among both whites and blacks.”239 With the marker’s unveiling however, Madigan 

claims, “that changed” and he quotes Hollie-Jawaid saying, “this most definitely helps restore 

[the history of the Slocum Massacre] to its proper place.” Later Madigan further emphasizes this 

narrative citing THC spokesperson Chris Florance saying, “there is difficult history in the state, 

and this shows there has been a lot of change.” As if this was not enough, to end the story, 

Madigan quotes longtime State Judge Bascom Bently who grew up hearing about the massacre 

from a survivor, and who told Madigan “I’m glad the marker is there. It’s part of our history, an 

ugly part. But the purpose of history is to teach us how to do better in the present and future.”240 

Bentley may be correct, as acknowledging the “ugly part[s]” of history is important for progress 

into the future, but Madigan neither fully does this, nor acknowledges the marker’s 

insufficiencies. For example, not only does the article never mention the unmarked mass graves, 

the actual text of the marker, or the economic theft the massacre entailed, but even in the history 

Madigan recounts, he minimizes the violence of the massacre.241 He never mentions how many 

people died or the land that whites stole from black families. The only time Madigan mentions a 
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239 Madigan, “Texas marks racial slaughter.” 
240 Hollie-Jawid, Florance, and Bascom Bently quoted in Madigan, “Texas marks racial slaughter.” 
 
241 This minimizing of the violence of the massacre was likely unintentional and the product of a short news 
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what happened in more depth. 



 106 

death count is in quoting Judge Gardner telling the grand jury that the mob murdered “at least 

eight and possibly 10 or 12 or more” suggesting that only 12 people died when even conservative 

counts of the number who died are far greater than that. Given these limitations to the article, 

Bently’s statement leaves the reader with a similar empty platitude to the one on the historical 

marker itself.242 

This narrative of healing is not entirely inaccurate and Hollie-Jawaid notes that the 

marker unveiling was incredibly meaningful. She is even one of the people Madigan cites in 

presenting this narrative of healing. Demonstrating the importance of the moment, Hollie-Jawaid 

says that after the marker had been approved, she “couldn’t stop crying” out of joy and told 

another newspaper, “I feel like my ancestors didn’t die in vain.”243 Moreover, since the marker’s 

unveiling, she and Bills try and meet at the site of the marker every year on the anniversary of 

the massacre to place flowers and signs with the names of victims at the foot of the marker.244 

Hollie-Jawaid is not alone in her valuing of the marker. Twenty descendants of the massacre 

came to see the marker unveiled, with some, such as Felix Green flying from California to 

witness the unveiling.245 As Bills notes, he and Hollie-Jawaid did not expect it to be approved, 

and when the marker was unveiled, it became the first of more than 16,000 historical markers 

within the state “that specifically acknowledged racially motivated violence against African 

Americans.”246 It should thus not be surprising that a physical recognition of what happened 
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would be profoundly meaningful to descendants, as it for the first time offered an official sacred 

public space in which they could honor their ancestors who died.  

Similarly, Florance’s statement that there had “been a lot of change” is not entirely 

inaccurate either. In addition to the historic nature of the marker, Florance today notes that since 

that time, the THC has approved a number of markers memorializing racial violence within the 

state, including one for the Porvenir Massacre and another recognizing the lynching of Jesse 

Washington.247 However, although the historical marker for the Porvenir Massacre stands today, 

the marker recognizing the lynching of Jesse Washington was first approved in July of 2016 and 

at the time was supposed to be unveiled later that year; it has still, as of April 2019, not only yet 

to be erected in Waco, Texas where the lynching occurred, but the text is still being edited.248 Jo 

Welter, board member for Waco’s Community Race Relations Coalition in Waco, explains that 

this delay resulted primarily from the marker process relying almost entirely on volunteers, with 

two people dropping out of the process due to the challenges of balancing working on the marker 

and other aspects of life.249  

Along with these two new markers, Florance notes as evidence for the change in Texas 

memory, the recent archeological work the THC conducted unearthing the bodies of ninety-five 

black convict-lease prisoners in Sugar Land, Texas that had been buried in an unmarked mass 

grave near the former site of the Old Imperial Farm, a convict-leasing prison.250 Like in the case 
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of the Jesse Washington marker however, the Sugar Land grave reveals the limited nature of this 

change as activist Michael Moore had for decades been researching convict leasing connected to 

the Old Imperial Farm. Through this research, he had discovered an unmarked mass grave almost 

certainly lay near the land on which the prison formerly stood and had unsuccessfully petitioned 

Sugar Land officials to investigate for an unmarked mass grave. It was only after a local school 

district began construction of a new school at the site of the former prison, that, after a backhoe 

operator discovered what he thought was a human bone, archeologists began digging to unearth 

the bodies and the THC got involved.251 Even this construction had occurred despite Moore’s 

advice to “school officials not to build on the property” due to the likely unmarked mass grave 

that existed somewhere around the location of the former prison. Consequently, the Sugar Land 

unearthing of bodies may represent a further investigation of Texas’ history of anti-black 

violence, but it is a limited demonstration of this willingness, given the unearthing only occurred 

after the backhoe operator found what he thought was a human bone, at that point legally 

requiring the THC to investigate the grave.252  

Florance does mention the possible implications of the Sugar Land discovery for the 

Slocum Massacre unmarked graves. Although he notes that the historical marker process does 
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not typically include “family histories” which he describes as “important, but [something that] 

sometimes is not as verifiable,” when speaking about the Sugar Land investigation, Florance said 

that although not “speaking so much for the [THC]” or in his particular role: 

After the situation in Sugar Land . . . I would think that . . . people are taking some of 
those less documented, more passed down oral history stories, far more seriously than 
they than they did before because in a nutshell you had people in Sugar Land Community 
activists talking about the likelihood that there were these convicts buried in unmarked 
graves in the area and then they were certainly right.253 
 

Whether that investigation actually spurs greater reliance on oral history or could potentially lead 

the THC or other state officials to take evidence of the Slocum Massacre unmarked mass graves 

more seriously remains to be seen. Regardless, given the limitations of the actions the THC has 

taken thus far, and given descendants have not even been permitted to use ground-penetrating 

radar at the site of the Silver Creek grave, reason exists for skepticism. Bills remains pessimistic 

saying that slow progress on other historical markers “suggests nothing’s changed [and] 

nothing’s likely to change” in the state’s willingness to acknowledge its history of violence 

towards black Americans.254  

Although the unveiling of the marker was meaningful and part of some level of change 

by the state in recognizing the uglier parts of its history, that does not change that it still operates 

within a politics of memory, and that newspaper accounts of the Slocum Massacre marker 

unveiling did not fully capture this. Madigan’s article, although one of the most problematic 

accounts of the unveiling, is not the only paper to present an oversimplified account of the 

unveiling of the marker as a moment of healing.255 No newspaper I encountered discussed the 
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insufficiencies of the marker’s actual text, and specifically, none mentioned that the THC left out 

key information. Few discussed the economic benefits the massacre entailed for whites or that 

not only could you not “find [the Slocum Massacre] in Texas history books” before the marker 

unveiling, but that the state has still not added the massacre to textbooks, or state history 

curriculum.256 Moreover, as mentioned previously, Madigan’s article was not the only one to 

present Odom’s presence at the unveiling within a narrative of reconciliation. Finally, just in 

terms of headlines, most articles focused solely on the victory that the marker represented, with 

one of the only exceptions being the Texas Informer, a black newspaper, which published an 

article, written by descendant Maxine Session, titled, “1910 Slocum Massacre Marker 

Dedication draws large crowd……..many still waiting for justice.”257  

Looking more closely at the content of stories, one also continues to find narratives of 

healing in many of the articles. For example, an article by Texas Monthly, after quoting Hollie-

Jawaid saying “we can’t move forward unless we face the truth,” continues, “for Hollie-Jawaid, 

that truth took over a century to fully recognize,” insinuating that the marker could serve as a full 

recognition of what happened despite its insufficiencies.258 Similarly, the second search result on 

Google for the Slocum Massacre is an article by the Zinn Education Project which cites many of 

the previously discussed lines from the Madigan article, and similarly ends with a statement that  

“the atrocities committed in the Slocum area in 1910 should give us all pause and spur 

commitments to definitively establish the truth, fully acknowledge it, and honestly and 
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constructively address it.”259 It does not however discuss the insufficiencies of the historical 

marker, the economic theft of land the massacre entailed, the unmarked mass graves that 

continue to be uninvestigated, or the lack of any material actions by the state. As the Zinn 

Education Project is a resource coordinated by two non-profits that seek to “teach people’s 

history” by providing teachers an additional resource beyond traditional text books, one might 

expect it to be more likely to avoid perpetuating this narrative of healing.260 That it does not, 

despite being a project dedicated to a more social justice oriented focus on history, reveals just 

how appealing and widespread this narrative of healing is. 

Underneath the narratives that newspapers provide, descendants face an additional 

challenge in petitioning the state to better acknowledge and atone for the Slocum Massacre. 

Although much of this chapter thus far has focused on the THC and Anderson County officials, 

much of the work needed to materially recognize what happened requires state legislative action. 

As Florance notes, the THC’s authority to conduct further investigations into aspects of the 

massacre such as locating unmarked mass graves is limited because, as he describes, the THC is 

“not empowered to do that kind of proactive identification of things, we are at the end of the day 

a regulatory agency . . . and so things like that, kind of creating an investigation . . . we would 

not be able to do that under the authorities granted to us by the legislature.”261 This does not 

change the problematic marker text the THC wrote, or that the THC might be empowered to dig 
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in the already located Silver Creek grave given evidence that bodies exist on the land, but it does 

begin to reveal a further challenge in remembering the Slocum Massacre.  

Despite a lack of state investigations, the Texas legislature is not unaware of the Slocum 

Massacre. In, 2011 the state legislature passed House Resolution 865 acknowledging the Slocum 

Massacre. State Representatives Marc Veasey and Lon Burnam, both Democrats representing 

Fort Worth, sponsored the resolution after reading an article about the Slocum Massacre 

appearing in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram.262 Veasey was appalled to learn of the massacre as 

he had never heard of what had happened until that time. Introducing the resolution on March 30, 

2011 Veasey was joined by two Republican state representatives, one representing Anderson 

County, and the other representing Houston County (the two counties in which the massacre 

occurred). The resolution ultimately passed unanimously by voice vote and to its credit, used 

much stronger language than that of the historical marker in its condemnation of the massacre. 

Unlike the historical marker, the resolution admits that “as many as 1,000 people” may have 

participated in the white mob, that “many more” than eight people “may have died,” and that the 

Hollie family lost property, their business, and “several hundred acres of farmland.”263 

That said, the resolution was still limited in the acknowledgement it made. It does not 

admit that 200 people may have died; similarly, although it does mention the fear the massacre 

instilled in survivors, it describes the flight of people from the area as a passive loss of land by 

saying “ultimately, many of [the blacks survivors] chose to move away, abandoning homes, 

stores, and farms.”264 In reality, leaving was not a choice as the white mob drove survivors out of 
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Slocum through acts of racial terror. Moreover, as Bills notes in his book, the resolution is also 

“oddly myopic, mentioning only one family affected by the massacre when there were dozens–

the Barnetts, the Burleys, the Larkins, the Piersons, and the Wilsons, to name a few.”265 Perhaps 

most importantly however, the resolution did not represent a “meaningful commitment” to 

materially recognizing the state’s history as it did not result in an investigatory committee that 

could have located mass graves, conducted archeological research, investigated land records, 

interviewed descendants, and conducted DNA research.266 Similarly, it was not tied to any form 

of reparations and the Slocum Massacre is still not a required part of Texas’ history curriculum. 

Even the resolution itself was fairly insignificant as virtually no newspaper wrote about it at the 

time, with one of the only exceptions being the Texas Informer, a black newspaper in east Texas, 

one of which’s editors is a descendant of the Slocum Massacre.267 Even today, it can be difficult 

to find the resolution’s text when searching online. Consequently, although the resolution ended 

by saying that “by shining a light on previous injustices” the state can “learn from them and 

move toward a future of greater healing and reconciliation” the light the resolution shined on the 

massacre is severely lacking. 

This did not stop state legislators from using the resolution as a component of an overly-

optimistic narrative of reconciliation. For example, Veasey, speaking to the Texas Informer after 

the resolution passed, said: 

So many members, Republican and Democrat, came up to me afterward and thanked me 
for [sponsoring the resolution] . . . They said, ‘I’ve never heard of that. I didn’t know that 
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happened.’ I thought it was a great day for the House, a great day for Texas, and more 
importantly for that family.”268  
 

Veasey’s full statements are not recorded, and due to the small amount of press coverage, 

discerning the narrative Veasey presented of the resolution relies entirely upon the Texas 

Informer story. Consequently, whether intended or not, Veasey’s above statement about the 

importance of the resolution stands as one of the few on record and thus significantly shapes the 

narrative of the resolution’s passage: a narrative that is ultimately fairly surprising. Although 

when presenting the resolution, Veasey thanked the Hollie family for keeping the history alive, 

when speaking with the Texas Informer, his statement focuses on the gratitude other politicians 

showed him for sponsoring the resolution and on the bipartisan support he gained, presenting the 

resolution within a narrative of reconciliation that does not mention the perspectives of 

descendants of the massacre. Furthermore, Veasey’s final comment in the statement reveals the 

limited nature of the resolution given Veasey attributed the importance of the moment for “that 

family.” Not only did he not mention the Hollie family by name, but this rhetoric suggests the 

Hollie’s were the only family affected by the massacre despite there being many more he did not 

seem to acknowledge. Given the lack of further action, these limitations thus leave Veasey’s 

statements, like the marker, presenting remembrance as a benchmark for state progress without 

any material action. They also demonstrate that the lack of historical investigation results not 

from an unawareness to the Slocum Massacre, but from a lack of political will to investigate the 

history further.269 

As with the historical marker however, the resolution, as Texas’ first official 

acknowledgement of the Slocum massacre was unsurprisingly meaningful to some descendants. 
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Descendant Myrt Hollie was in attendance for the resolution’s passage and said of the moment, 

“I was overwhelmed with joy . . . I didn’t think this day would ever come. I didn’t ever dream 

that I’d see the change the way we have. I didn’t think I would live that wrong.” Later when 

asked about “his old pain that was lingering from the tragedy [of the massacre],” Myrt went on to 

say, “It’s gone now, . . . with this exercise, other people know about it.”270 Similarly, Hollie-

Jawaid spoke positively of the resolution, describing it as a spring-board with which to spur 

further recognition of the massacre saying, “this isn’t the end. This is just the beginning.”271 

Consequently, like the historical marker unveiling, the resolution was important despite its 

severe limitations.  

An additional aspect of the marker’s and the resolution’s importance to many 

descendants however is the step it provides in the direction of bringing about further change. For 

example, Moses Pennell, a member of the Hollie family describes the importance of the state’s 

recognition of what happened despite the limited nature of this recognition by saying: 

Well just the fact that there is recognition by the state, it is somewhat small, somewhat 
limited, but the fact that that even happened was somewhat of a surprise, and [Hollie-
Jawaid] had to really bust her ass to get that done, but that showed [the state] actually 
recognize [what ocurred] . . . So it's, it's a beginning, and that will hopefully open doors 
so other things can occur like getting access to that property and exhuming the bodies, or 
at least using the scientific equipment to see if the bodies are there. I mean, they're pretty 
sure that that's the spot, but . . .  I think one of the universities wants to come in with 
scientific equipment and scan it, just to see.272 
 

Hollie-Jawaid likewise hopes that the marker will help spur action to unearth the bodies of those 

buried in the unmarked mass graves, to create some sort of scholarship for descendants, and to 

                                                
 
270 Myrt Hollie, quoted in “House approves Slocum Massacre Resolution,” Texas Informer. 

 
271 Hollie-Jawaid, quoted in “House approves Slocum Massacre Resolution,” Texas Informer. 
272 Pennell, interview. 
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add the Slocum Massacre to Texas history textbooks so as to increase public awareness of the 

massacre.273  

Unfortunately, absent legislative action, this places the onus of tracking down mass 

graves and finding land deeds on descendants, journalists, and researchers themselves. This is 

not insignificant as Bills notes just the difficulty of the marker process saying, “it's a terrific 

beating to take on when you have a day job . . . it took a real toll [on Hollie-Jawaid and I’s 

families] . . . the time and effort that it takes, at some points it like all-consuming.”274 It was this 

very reason that although Bills and Hollie-Jawaid tried to solicit help from others interested in 

the marker, the two of them did almost all of the work on the marker itself. Moreover, the 

previously mentioned delays in the Jesse Washington marker further confirm the challenges 

when the onus is on volunteers and activists to petition the state to better acknowledge its history 

of racial violence. Although the memory of the Slocum Massacre may have been sustained for 

decades by the “quiet conversations across generations, among both whites and blacks” even 

today, much of the memory continues to remain only because of the activist work that Hollie-

Jawaid has engaged in, and due to the journalism, that has followed. This work however, cannot 

replace archeological investigations into mass graves, demonstrating that memory of the Slocum 

Massacre is not only shaped by Texas’ actions, but also by the inevitable limits of activism that 

seeks to ensure greater remembrance of the past. 

 Even if the state of Texas does begin an investigation into the history of the Slocum 

Massacre, that likely cannot fully capture the complexity of what happened, grapple with the 

uncertainty within the memory, or even entirely end the silence within public memory of the 

                                                
 

273 Hollie-Jawaid, interview. 
 

274 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. 
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massacre. For example, despite his mention of the importance of the historical marker, Pennell 

also mentions the limitations of even actions by states such as Florida in remembering similar 

acts of racial cleansing. In doing so he explains: 

Well, I don't think any state really wants to recognize these acts as they should. You don't 
really hear much about Rosewood. I mean it's documented, but you don't really hear 
much about it. I don't think it's in any history books in Texas. They white wash it. In 
California, one of the beach areas was owned by blacks and they were pushed aside, and 
you don't hear about that. New York, same thing, . . . In Texas, it's just worse. Yeah, I 
mean there's this whole redneck culture there and . . . [blacks who fled,] their property 
was taken, so [people in Slocum are] afraid of not only just speaking of the bodies, but 
having property restored to the proper owner.275 
 

Similarly, as discussed in chapter two, even an archeological investigation cannot answer all of 

the uncertainties surrounding the bodies that are buried throughout the Slocum area. Finally, no 

investigation can fill all of the holes in the oral history that remains incomplete, but increased 

investigation is still important as part of a material demonstration of the importance of 

recognizing the history. 

 In the meantime, the marker remains insufficient, and as mentioned in the introduction, 

the comparative awareness of the Slocum Massacre remains much less than several other 

examples of racial cleansing in the United States. Part of the reason is that as meaningful as the 

marker is, it still remains only a small historical marker on the side of a road leading into 

Slocum. Many will never drive past it, and even for those who do, it is easy to miss. Moreover, 

this chapter has revealed why for those who read the text or newspaper accounts of the unveiling, 

they are only left with a partial understanding of what happened. In comparison, if one visits the 

Slocum Massacre marker one finds not far from the marker is the J. T. Kilgo Cemetery shown in 

Figures 9 and 10. In comparison it looms much larger than the marker and has a much bigger 

footprint. It is tragically ironic then that although the Slocum Massacre marker does not mention 

                                                
275 Pennell, interview. 
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the unmarked mass graves where bodies of those who died are buried, J. T. Kilgo, who is buried 

in the Kilgo cemetery is the brother of one of the perpetrators of the massacre.276  

 

Figure 9: Marker with J. T. Kilgo Cemetery in the background 
Source: picture taken by author 

 

 

 

                                                
276 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. Bills and Hollie-Jawaid selected the location of the marker and knew 

that the J. T. Kilgo cemetery was nearby. They selected that spot for practical reasons, as it is one of the only public 
areas near where the massacre occurred that has a large amount of public space where people can gather to look at 
the marker. 
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Figure 10: J. T. Kilgo Cemetery 
Source: Picture by author 

Driving through Slocum and passing the Silver Creek grave however there is no physical 

demarcation of the bodies that are buried there. Without having spoken with Hollie-Jawaid, Bills, 

or another of the people they have spoken to about the Silver Creek grave, the result is that it 

remains completely lost without tracking it down through the same documents Bills used to 

discover it and thus one would never know if they passed it. Moreover, at the same time, 

descendants cannot go to a cemetery where headstones exist for their ancestors who died and 

were buried in unmarked graves, yet, members of the Kilgo family can come to the cemetery not 

far from the Slocum Massacre marker and honor their ancestor, the brother of one of the 

perpetrators. That such is possible, demonstrates how limited the marker remains despite the 

meaningful step it is for descendants and despite the physical space it offers for people such as 

Hollie-Jawaid to visit every year to honor their ancestors. As the marker thus reveals, 

remembrance is not a simple binary between forgetting and remembering the Slocum Massacre, 
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but involves a much more complicated process of different individuals seeking to construct a 

memory of the massacre amidst the uncertainties discussed in previous chapters. It is that 

uncertainty and the way the state selectively acknowledges what happened given that uncertainty 

that allows the perpetuation of violence into the preset as the state continues to ignore the 

legacies of the massacre. 
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CONCLUSION: WHAT DOES REMEMBRANCE LOOK LIKE? 
 

On April 26, 2018, the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), a nonprofit organization based out 

of Montgomery Alabama, opened the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. Dedicated to 

victims of lynchings, the memorial contains 800 steel “monuments” hanging from the ceiling of 

the memorial, each representing a county in the United States, with the names of those black 

Americans lynched in the county on each steel monument.277 The monuments fill four sides of a 

large memorial square and when visitors enter the memorial, the monuments sit at eye level such 

that visitors have described the monuments as resembling “headstones” for those who died as 

victims of a lynching.278 As visitors walk around each side of the square however, the floor 

begins to decline, and the monuments begin to rise off the ground from the perspective of 

someone walking through the memorial. As the monuments rise into the air, the scale of 

lynchings across the United States becomes more apparent as the visitor faces row after row of 

monuments hanging above them, what one writer describes as representing “a forest of hanging 

bodies.”279 In addition to each of these hanging columns, next to the memorial are duplicate 

monuments for each column in the memorial. These monuments are meant for counties to claim 

and display in acknowledgement of their history of lynchings and other forms of racial violence 

enacted against black Americans. Those duplicate monuments that are not claimed, remain at the 

memorial as a testament to which counties have decided not to acknowledge the violence that 

occurred within their respective counties.280  

                                                
277 Holland Cotter, “A Memorial to the Lingering Horror of Lynching,” New York Times, June 1, 2018, 

accessed April 16, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/01/arts/design/national-memorial-for-peace-and-justice-
montgomery-alabama.html. 

 
278 Cotter, “A Memorial to the Lingering Horror of Lynching.” 

 
279 Cotter, “A Memorial to the Lingering Horror of Lynching.” 
 
280 Visit to National Memorial for Peace and Justice by author, January 25, 2019. 
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Figure 11: EJI Anderson County Monument 
Source: picture on the left taken by author. The picture on the right is from Campbell Robertson, “A Lynching 
Memorial is Opening. The Country Has Never Seen Anything Like It,” New York Times, April 25, 2018, accessed 
April 16, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/25/us/lynching-memorial-alabama.html. 

 

Of the many monuments representing counties in Texas, Anderson County’s monument 

lists, with 22 names, the greatest number of lynchings for a county in Texas.281 Although it does 

not say it on the monument however, 15 of the listed individuals are of people who died in the 

Slocum Massacre.282 This fact is striking for a number of reasons. The historical marker in 

Slocum, in comparison to the Anderson County monument, only lists eight names, but each 

                                                
281 “Racial Terror Lynchings,” Lynching in America, Equal Justice Initiative, accessed April 16, 2019, 

https://lynchinginamerica.eji.org/explore. 
 

282 See Figure 11. 
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name is known. Surprisingly however, all 15 of the victims listed on the Anderson County 

monument were, as of January 2019, listed as unknown despite documentary confirmation of all 

eight of the names listed on the historical marker in Slocum. Recently, EJI has committed to 

reinvestigate the names on the monument and then likely add the eight known names to it.283 The 

number of listed victims, 15, is also striking. Newspaper accounts were so inconsistent in the 

count of the dead (as described in chapter two), that the number would almost seem arbitrary 

given the number departs from the official count yet is also less than many of the conservative 

estimates of how many people died in the massacre. Additionally, one might also raise questions 

concerning the grouping of the Slocum Massacre with lynchings across the country given what 

happened in the massacre was not a lynching and involved a much greater scale of violence than 

what this designation might imply. EJI notes that they include the Slocum Massacre within the 

memorial despite this fact because the memorial, although focused on lynchings, is meant to 

more broadly serve as a memorial for acts of racial terror whites have perpetuated against black 

Americans. The Slocum Massacre clearly fits within this broader objective.  

That all these questions arise demonstrates the challenges of any effort to memorialize 

acts of racial violence like what occurred in the Slocum Massacre. I do not intend to address each 

of these challenges, but instead bring them up to reveal that even for an organization working 

tirelessly to memorialize victims of racial terror, and to uncover evidence of lynchings not 

previously recorded, EJI still confronts the difficult complexities of remembrance. That its 

memorial struggles with the uncertainty of how many people died and who those people were, 

demonstrates why remembering the past can be so difficult. More importantly however, the 15 

names on the single Anderson County monument, when situated within the larger memorial 

                                                
283 Bills, interview, March 9, 2019. Bills mentions a conversation he had with someone in EJI about adding 

the names of the known Slocum Massacre victims.  
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which containing more than 4000 names, reveals the implications that this thesis’ investigation 

has for broader discussions concerning the remembrance of anti-black violence across the 

country. As visitors walk around the final side of EJI’s memorial square, the memorial includes a 

recognition of the uncertainty within the historical record of lynchings by including along a wall 

of the memorial, words that read, “thousands of African Americans are unknown victims of 

racial terror lynchings whose deaths cannot be documented, many whose names will never be 

known. They are all honored here.”284 The uncertainties that remain concerning the Slocum 

Massacre are thus not only a testament to a unique violence enacted against black Texas living in 

the Slocum area in 1910 and their descendants, but in the context of EJIs larger memorial, 

demonstrate that this same violence exists across the country’s history of racial terror against 

black Americans. Throughout history, anti-black violence has frequently been accompanied by 

loss of the historical record concerning much of the violence that occurred. 

 EJI’s memorial also suggests a different way of reflecting on the country’s history of 

racial terror. Just as the historical marker in Slocum constructs a particular narrative of the 

massacre, EJI’s memorial creates its own form of remembrance through the architecture used in 

its design. Reporters have described the experience of vising EJI’s memorial like an encounter 

with death. Journalist Jonathan Capehart writing for The Washington Post describes the 

memorial as an “open-air morgue” and the steel monuments as “coffins,” hanging in 

representation of those lynched by white lynch mobs.285 Other writers describe feeling “haunted” 

                                                
284 The text from the memorial is supplied based on author’s visit to memorial. 
 
285 Jonathan Capehart, “The lynching memorial ends our national silence on racial terrorism,” Washington 

Post, April 26, 2018, accessed April 16, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-
partisan/wp/2018/04/26/the-lynching-memorial-ends-our-national-silence-on-racial-
terrorism/?utm_term=.29440d82e735. 
 



 125 

by the ghosts of those who died when visiting the memorial.286 One writer, in reference to the 

erasure of historical records that the memorial recognizes, describes vising the memorial as an 

encounter with “absence” writing: 

Absence is not abstract. It is felt and perceived. Absence implicates all of us inasmuch as 
it confounds the very writing of our stories. To see absence is to have our limits revealed, 
not as if in a mirror, but in a manner that shows that we are entangled with distant tethers 
that keep our bodies, our histories, in check.287 

 
Whereas the historical marker in Slocum leaves viewers with a platitude about recognizing the 

past, EJI’s memorial suggests that remembering that which cannot be fully known instead 

requires an encounter with the absence that remains in the historical record and with an attempt 

to consider the scale of the violence of white supremacy.  

 This is not to say that EJI’s Memorial for Peace and Justice leads visitors to fully grapple 

with all the uncertainties within the history of anti-black violence. Each of the previous chapters 

have argued why it is impossible to ever fully remember that which cannot be known. EJI’s 

memorial does however demonstrate an attempt to begin and recognize the sort of uncertainty 

that I have argued must be acknowledged when attempting to memorialize the Slocum Massacre. 

When considering the memory of the Slocum Massacre, one is faced with absence, similar to the 

absence the previously mentioned writer describes encountering at the Memorial for Peace and 

Justice. In the case of Slocum, as chapter one discusses, oral history is plagued with uncertainty 

and the loss of memory that results from survivors sometimes passing down what happened, and 

other times avoiding the topic due to the lasting fear that outlived the massacre. Moreover, 

                                                
286 Jamil Smith, “On a Hill in Alabama, the Lynched Haunt Us,” Rolling Stone, May 6, 2018, accessed 

April 16, 2019, https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/on-a-hill-in-alabama-the-lynched-haunt-us-
629262/. 
 

287 Shean Anderson, “Absence is made tangible at the new national memorial to lynching victims,” 
Architects Newspaper, June 1, 2018, accessed April 16, 2019, https://archpaper.com/2018/06/national-memorial-for-
peace-justice-makes-absence-tangible/. 
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chapter two demonstrates how absence and uncertainty can feel more tangible as one visits 

possible unmarked mass graves that have no physical demarcation of the traumatic spaces that 

they represent. Similarly, chapter three reveals the ongoing violence and absence with the 

destruction and manipulation of land deeds and the uncertainty regarding what sparked the 

massacre, ultimately leaving one to simply recognize the culture of white supremacy that caused 

the massacre to begin with.  

 The Memorial for Peace and Justice however, also chooses what narratives to construct 

regarding the memory of the past. Whereas chapter four discussed narratives of reconciliation 

surrounding the Slocum Massacre marker, EJI’s memorial, through the rows of monuments and 

solemnity of the space, according to a New York Times writer, “makes clear that [it] is meant to 

perturb, not console.”288 This, like what is presented by the Slocum Massacre marker, is a 

narrative of the past, and highlights, by comparison, the political nature of memory on display in 

Slocum. Whereas the Slocum Massacre historical marker seeks to convey the state’s efforts to 

acknowledge its history and enter into healing so as to avoid discussions of the ongoing legacies 

of white supremacy that it does not address, the Memorial for Peace and Justice attempts to force 

visitors to grapple with scale of violence that lynching represented. 

 Ultimately, a discussion of the EJI memorial does not change the necessity for the state of 

Texas to investigate the unmarked mass graves in the Slocum area or the need for questions 

regarding reparations to be opened so as to reflect on the economic theft of land that the 

massacre resulted in. It does however highlight that the narratives that one considers within the 

memory of racial violence and the Slocum Massacre in particular, shape the way one perceives 

the past. Even if the violence of the Slocum Massacre can never fully be known, by reflecting on 
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the uncertainty that exists and the multiplicity of narratives concerning what happened, one may 

better understand the trauma of the massacre, and the white supremacy it left in its wake. 

Furthermore, by comparing the Memorial for Peace and Justice to the Slocum Massacre marker, 

one can recognize how the memory of the Slocum Massacre relates to broader ongoing efforts to 

better remember and acknowledge the United States’ history of racial violence.
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APPENDIX 
 

 

Image 1: Signs with the names of those officially recorded to have died in the Slocum Massacre 
Source: The 1910 Slocum Massacre: An Act of Genocide in East Texas, Facebook post, July 29, 
2016, https://www.facebook.com/1451347005095542/photos/a.1462562617307314/ 
1799492780280961/?type=3&theater. 
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Image 2: Jack Holley. He survived the Slocum Massacre and was the largest black landowner in 
the Slocum area before the massacre occurred. 
Source: The 1910 Slocum Massacre: An Act of Genocide in East Texas, Facebook post, 
September 18, 2015, https://www.facebook.com/1451347005095542/photos/a.1464598423 
770400/1686946291535611/?type=3&theater. 
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Image 3: John and Estella Pierson. John and Estella were married and escaped Slocum alive, 
but John lost his leg in the massacre. They were Felix Green’s maternal grandparents. 
Source: Felix Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas (Self-published, 2015), 153. 

 
Image 4: Preston and Annie Pierson. Preston and Annie were married and escaped Slocum 
alive. They are Felix Green’s grand-uncle and grand-aunt. 
Source: Felix Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas (Self-published, 2015), 23. 
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Image 5: Elvie (Pierson) Ewell. Ewell survived the massacre and spoke with Maxine Session 
from the Texas Informer about what happened. 
Source: “The Remnants of War: 1910 Slocum Massacre Survivor Found,” Cherokee County 
Informer, September 1988, appearing in Green, The Piersons and Barnetts of East Texas. 


