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“All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”

—US CONSTITUTION
Fourteenth Amendment,
Section I
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Christmas Eve, 1924

Little Rock, Arkansas

Drenched from fever, Scipio Jones struggled to find the strength to walk the five miserable miles to the governor’s mansion.

Scipio had run out of fuel to heat his home, and the winter streets of Little Rock were even colder than his house. But heat didn’t matter now. Words did. He’d have to find the words to pierce through the evil veil of racism shrouding the governor’s mind. And if he failed? Innocent men would die, executed by electric chair, with all hope gone and the blood-soaked village of Hoop Spur, Arkansas, seeping with stories soon forgotten.

Scipio reached for his hat and cane and faced the wind. “This is a life and death struggle with us … we are not going to surrender.”

This is the story of Scipio Jones and the twelve innocent men he defended. It’s the story of a man who ignited the civil rights movement long before Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks.
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Arkansas sharecroppers knew the value of their crops. Many joined the Progressive Farmers & Household Union of America to try to ensure the payment they deserved.









CHAPTER 1


FIVE YEARS EARLIER

Tuesday, September 30, 1919

Hoop Spur, Arkansas

On a moonless night, Ed Ware drove along the dirt road to church, noticing an unusual chill in the air. It felt too cold for the flatlands of the Arkansas Delta, even if it was a few hours before October. Dew collected like spiderwebs across the alfalfa thickets outside the tiny wooden building in the village of Hoop Spur—a church you would only know if you were a sharecropper and taxi driver like Ed, working the land around nearby Elaine—a town barely six months old.

It would be difficult staying awake on the church’s wooden benches after working the cotton fields from sunup to sundown on land rented from white owners who, refusing to sign contracts, couldn’t be trusted when paying for harvests. Even the Hoop Spur church was owned by a white merchant. Still, it was a place to show respect and be respected—a place to talk freely about the frustrations of being treated as second-class citizens.

On this Tuesday night, Ed Ware and the 200 men, women, and children entering the candlelit church knew that once their soulful voices finished singing faithful hymns, the union meeting that followed could be dangerous. Standing up for themselves always was. Yet the Great War—that’s what Ed and all Americans called World War One—had changed a lot of things. Many sharecroppers fought bravely in Europe, defending the rights that they didn’t have at home. When they returned, the men spoke of how they’d felt safer in the trenches than in Arkansas.

Frank Moore, the sharecropper Ed most admired at the union meeting, had enlisted. He’d been stationed at Camp Pike, where the army base was segregated. Frank had sacrificed his crops to serve his country, and had been honorably discharged when the Great War ended less than a year earlier.

Now, cotton prices were skyrocketing, but the only people benefiting from the boom were white landowners, who managed to keep Black farmers in debt by claiming that the sharecroppers never earned enough to cover the cost of their rent or supplies.

It was high time for sharecroppers to organize a union to guarantee fair prices for their harvests. But just that week, Ed Ware had been warned there would be trouble if he refused to sell his cotton for the price set by the white merchants in Elaine, and that joining a union would have serious consequences. Ed stood his ground. He hired the well-known Little Rock law firm, Bratton and Casey, to negotiate the best price for his cotton. He’d cultivated a bumper crop and refused to sell at rock-bottom prices.
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African American soldiers served proudly in World War One, including these men of the 369th Infantry Regiment. They returned home demanding to be treated fairly.


But ignoring the threats would be foolish. All summer throughout the country, Black people had faced deadly retaliation for peacefully standing up for their rights. Much blood had been shed in a season that became known as Red Summer. That’s why it was no surprise when Ed walked past armed guards—some of them his friends—to get inside the church for the meeting. They’d been hired by the Progressive Farmers & Household Union, which had met in the Hoop Spur church a few times already.

Some of the farmers brought their rifles for protection and set them in a corner. As secretary of the union, all Ed had was a pencil and a notebook, and he got to work recording dues for the union, ignoring the pain in his swollen fingers from decades of picking cotton.

As the sharecroppers discussed how joining the union would help one another and finally secure financial power, carloads of white men, “of which there were several,” drove toward the church. Two white law officers loaded their guns and hopped into a Model T Ford. They reached the church before midnight and cut the engine. As the guards walked toward them, the officers opened fire.
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Arkansas Governor Charles Brough (center right) addresses a white crowd in Elaine.


While shots rang out “like popcorn popping” and bullets flew past their heads, the sharecroppers inside the church rushed to find safety—crashing through windows and seeking cover in the delta thicket. Ed Ware fell to the floor and Frank Moore crumpled on top of him as “bullets just kept raining through the house.”
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Governor Brough, right, meets with Camp Pike commander Colonel Isaac Jenks.


It all happened so quickly, and when the shooting was over, white law officer W. A. Adkins was dead.

The next day, the mayor of Elaine frantically telegrammed the governor of Arkansas with an urgent plea for help. The town was under siege, the mayor claimed, by rioting Black Americans. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

For several terrifying hours, Ed Ware hid in the rivercane lining the frigid, swampy marshes before making his way to his cabin. He had no way of knowing who had died in the church, but when he reached his house and saw a posse of white men with guns racing through his fields, he knew he had to leave—fast. Had he stayed near the shooting scene in Hoop Spur, he would have witnessed how quickly flames engulfed the wooden building. Eager to torch the church, a posse of white men had set fire to it, removing any evidence of broken glass and that the walls had been peppered with bullets.

While the mayor waited to hear from the governor, hundreds of white men from other states crossed the Mississippi River with loaded guns—and some with axes. They’d been summoned by local officials to crush what Arkansas newspapers called a “Negro plot to rise against the white residents.” They joined local posses and tore through the area, searching for Black men, women, and children—and shooting them.
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Black men and women who survived the bloodshed were rounded up and marched to jail.


No tally was kept of the dead. Was it twenty-three people or a thousand? Newspapers wrote that nineteen African Americans were killed, yet burials would climb to more than two hundred. Years later, a local journalist claimed the death toll was closer to nine hundred. We’ll never know the exact number, except for the number of white deaths—and that tally would become five. What is certain is that what happened in and around Elaine, Arkansas, in the first few days of October 1919, was not a race riot, as the press kept calling it. It was a massacre conducted by angry mobs of white Americans.

Ed Ware swiftly made his way to Louisiana as Arkansas Governor Charles Brough responded to the crisis. On Thursday, October 2, Brough called in federal troops from nearby Camp Pike—where Frank Moore had been stationed the year before—and rode on a train with five hundred white soldiers to Elaine. Treating this like a war, they brought with them twelve machine guns, gas masks, and hand grenades. Any Black man was rounded up, arrested, and marched past cornfields that rose so high they hid the numbers of those arrested and the brutality of the day.

“They were shooting at us all the time … I took the children and the women and went to the woods and stayed until the next morning,” Moore recalled. As an army veteran, Moore felt relief when he spotted soldiers from Camp Pike. He led the women and children out of the woods and told the soldiers he was a veteran, but they apprehended Moore and imprisoned him. Other federal troops gunned down Black people, including World War veterans.
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False coverage in the Arkansas Gazette stirred up anti-Black sentiment. In contrast, the Chicago Defender mocked the court’s system of “justice.”


The president of the Hoop Spur union had already been murdered and many union members shot. Approximately 225 Black men and women were held in a school in Elaine while a mob of white people surrounded the building, their eyes filled with hate.

The scene proved no different at the county jail in Helena, where the men considered the most dangerous and responsible for the deaths of the white men were locked up. There, Governor Brough promised justice to quiet the vengeful crowd by appointing a Committee of Seven to decide the fates of the prisoners. As the mayor, the sheriff, and the landowners who formed the committee shook hands with the governor, newspapers proclaimed that the “Elaine Insurrection” was over.

The Committee of Seven swiftly issued a bulletin “To the Negroes of Phillips County,” claiming that no innocent Black people had been arrested and that everyone else had nothing to fear, even though no white people had been arrested for the killings. The bulletin told them to go back to work “as if nothing had happened,” demanding that they:


STOP TALKING!
Stay at home—Go to work—Don’t worry!

A month later, eighty-six sharecroppers were hastily tried in the county courthouse in Helena. Some
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TO THE NEGROES

OF PHILLIPS COUNTY
Helena,Ark., Oct. 7, 1919

The trouble at Hoop Spur and
Elaine has been settled.

Soldiers now here to preserve
order will return to Little Rock within
a short time.

No innocent negro has been
arrested, and those of you who are at
home and at work have no occasion to
worry.

All you have to do is to remain at
work just as if nothing had happened.

Phillips County has always been a
peaceful, lawabiding community, and
normal conditions must be restored
right away.

STOP TALKING!

Stay at home---Go to work--—-Don’t worry!

R e T
F. F. KITCHENS, Sheriff COMMITTEE
Edward Bevens J. C. Meyers S.Straub E.M.Allen
T.W. Keesee D.A.Keeshan Amos Jarman
H. D. Moore ). G.Knight Jno. L.Moore E.C.Hornor

Nicholls Print, Helena, Ark.
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