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Lynchings occurred with frightening frequen-
cy throughout the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries as white mobs ranging in size from
a few individuals to thousands of onlookers tor-
tured, shot, hung, and burned thousands of
African Americans for challenging their subordi-
nate status throughout the United States. By most
accounts, lynching essentially ceased or at the
very least significantly declined by the 1930s;
however Tameka Bradley Hobbs demonstrates
that in North Florida lynchings continued well
into the mid-1940s. By documenting the lynchings
of Arthur C. Williams, Cellos Harrison, Willie
James Howard, and Jesse James Payne, the author
illustrates the longevity of lynchings in Florida,
argues that World War II and the emerging Cold
War shaped the response to these lynchings, and
most interestingly, demonstrates how the narra-
tives and memories of these events continue to af-
fect black communities in these regions.

As previous scholars have demonstrated,
Floridians lynched black Americans with as much
frequency as many of their counterparts in neigh-

boring states, but Hobbs stresses that lynchings
continued in Florida much longer than almost ev-
erywhere else in the country.[1] Despite the per-
sistence, the nature of lynching had changed.
Florida lynch mobs in 1940s looked different than
the spectacle lynchings of the turn of the century.
According to Hobbs, “the extralegal murders of
Williams, Harrison, Howard, and Payne confirm
trends about the decline and change in extralegal
violence during the mid-twentieth century” (p.
201). Each of the lynchings was carried out in the
middle of the night by secretive and small assem-
blages of local whites. While lynching in the 1940s
looked much different from mob violence at the
turn of the century, the results remained the
same. African Americans who challenged white
supremacy or violated southern customs of eti-
quette were denied due process and died at the
hands of white lynch mobs.

Democracy Abroad, Lynching at Home is not
so much a study of the causes of lynching in 1940s
Florida, but is instead more concerned with the
reactions, both local and national, that each



lynching garnered. By placing her study in an in-
ternational context, Hobbs contributes to the
emerging trend within the historiography that
seeks to understand lynching and mob violence in
relation to global trends.[2] “The new internation-
al aims of the U.S. government,” Hobbs claims,
“dramatically impacted the ability of vigilantes in
the South to continue to abuse and subjugate
African Americans with impunity. The nation, and
the world, was watching, and these realities de-
manded change if America was to claim the man-
tle of the world’s greatest democracy” (p. 4). Fol-
lowing America’s entrance into World War II,
lynching proved a startling contradiction as the
government attempted to portray itself as the de-
fender of democracy while southern whites de-
nied that right to African Americans at home. Af-
ter each of these lynchings, local whites continued
to support the actions of the mobs, but it was the
public outrage from places around the country
and threats of federal investigations of these vigi-
lante actions that Hobbs believes is most signifi-
cant. Following the lynching of Jesse James Payne
in 1945, for instance, agents from the Department
of Justice and the FBI investigated the circum-
stances surrounding the abduction of Payne from
local authorities. Although the investigation
closed and no one faced prosecution, federal in-
tervention, Hobbs contends, “sent a clear message
that the federal government would involve itself
in the fight to stamp out lynching violence” (p.
173). Due to the change in national perception of
lynchings and the federal government’s newfound
interest in thwarting mob violence, lynchings in
Florida came to an end.

While Hobbs’s contention regarding the
change in national perception of lynching is well
supported, the impact of those broader changes
on local and state officials needs to be better ex-
plicated. Although people across the country de-
nounced the lynching of Jesse James Payne in
1945 and the federal government opened an in-
vestigation into the lynching, Governor Millard F.
Caldwell did not remove local law enforcement
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officials from office and even refused to acknowl-
edge that Payne had been lynched. As Hobbs
writes,, “all of the news articles, telegrams, phone
calls, and other expressions of outrage and ap-
peals for justice came to naught” (p. 174). The fed-
eral investigation never brought charges against
anyone, local law enforcement officials remained
in their positions of power, and, according to a
contemporary observation in the Tampa Tribune,
Governor Caldwell “enjoys today much higher es-
teem, confidence, and respect from the people of
Florida than he did in the early days of his admin-
istration” (p. 186). While the decline of lynching
and the change in national perception of the
America’s role in the world were clearly related,
in each of the case studies examined by Hobbs no
members of the lynch mobs or local officials faced
punishment; outside of one failed investigation in
1945, the federal government did little to combat
mob violence; and the families of the victims re-
ceived no form of compensation. While the lan-
guage used to discuss and combat lynching may
have changed due to the United States’ new role
in international politics, for black and white resi-
dents of these rural counties in North Florida,
what changed?

Hobbs is at her most compelling when dis-
cussing the ways African American communities
in North Florida continue to grapple with the
lynchings she examined. Despite reports in the
white press and in local legal proceedings, Hobbs
suggests that African Americans maintained and
circulated their own interpretation of the lynch-
ings, often crafting a narrative that maintained
the innocence of the black victim. She states, “De-
spite attempts to suppress discussions of [lynch-
ings] in the African American community, blacks
kept these stories alive, sharing and retelling the
tale in churches, in living rooms, and in schools,
on front porches, and in the fields” (p. 150). While
far from adequate justice for the atrocities these
victims faced, black narratives allowed the
African American community to “exercise control
over, and extract cultural value from, the memory



of instances of white brutality” (p. 218). She also
speaks to the continuing fear and suspicion that
permeate black communities that witnessed a
lynching. Hobbs located relatives of lynching vic-
tims and conducted interviews with some of
them, while others remained uninterested in con-
juring up these past family tragedies. Her impres-
sive efforts in documenting the effect of racial vio-
lence on black families and communities into the
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries em-
phasizes the “long-lasting climate of fear” that
white violence perpetuated (p. 219). To better un-
derstand many African Americans’ distrust and
suspicion of the American criminal justice system,
Hobbs correctly asserts that we must understand
how lynchings and other forms of racial violence
contributed to this view. If, as Hobbs asserts,
“more attention to the long-term psychological
and social effects of lynching, racial violence, and
unequal protection under the law in the United
States is necessary,” then her book is an excellent
example of how historians can contribute to this
understanding (p. 220).

In all, Democracy Abroad, Lynching at Home
is an important contribution to the field of legal
history. While previous scholars have suggested
that extralegal justice gave way to formal and in-
stitutionalized methods of due process by the
1930s, Hobbs reminds readers that this transfor-
mation was not ubiquitous.[3] In North Florida,
adherents to extralegal violence, or “rough jus-
tice,” held sway over the operation of the local
criminal justice system well into the 1940s, as
small mobs continued to lynch African Ameri-
cans, white residents refused to condemn the ac-
tions of vigilantes, and local law enforcement
proved unwilling or unable to stop them. Hobbs’s
most important contribution, however, rests in
her examination of the short- and long-term ef-
fects of lynchings on black communities, and how
World War II fundamentally shaped many Ameri-
cans’ and the federal government’s response to
lynchings. In all, Democracy Abroad, Lynching at
Home is a welcome and valuable contribution to
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the growing field of lynching and mob violence
studies.
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