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Abstract 

A white crowd seized Zachariah Walker from a Pennsylvania hospital 

and burned him alive on August 13, 1911. The killing became a public 

spectacle, followed by souvenir collecting, investigation, and prosecutions 

that produced no conviction. This article examines the relationship between 

that public violence, its documentary record, and the failure of criminal 

accountability.   

  Comparative historical documentary analysis follows the case through 

1911–1912. Nine primary texts examined directly, including contextual 

interventions by civil rights activist Mary Church Terrell and the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), are 

distinguished from newspaper and archival references accessed through 

scholarship. Comparison separates reported events, institutional judgments, 

and subsequent interpretations.   

  The records document a wounded prisoner's removal from protection, 

repeated efforts to force him into the fire, and the appropriation of his remains. 

His wound was reported as an attempted suicide, but the published historical 

record also preserves a conflicting account. Contemporary criticism of witness 

silence and county juries coexisted with disputes about investigative methods 

and prosecution evidence. Acquittals, the unsuccessful effort to transfer 

proceedings, and abandonment of remaining cases left the killing unpunished. 

  Coatesville exposes a national problem of unequal protection within 

functioning institutions. Spectacle asserted racial power over the living as well 

as the victim, while Black antilynching writing contested the conversion of 
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accusation into a license to kill. Later developments in criminal law, voting 

research, and public memory establish the continuing stakes of that problem 

without making one case an explanation of all subsequent racial exclusion. 

 
Keywords: Lynching; Zachariah Walker; Coatesville; public torture; criminal 

accountability; African American citizenship; racial violence 

 

Introduction  
On August 18, 1911, five days after a white crowd seized Zachariah 

Walker from Coatesville Hospital and burned him alive in East Fallowfield 

Township, his death certificate was filed in Pennsylvania. Walker, an African 

American steelworker from Virginia, had been arrested after the fatal shooting 

of Edgar Rice, a special policeman employed in the local steel industry. He 

suffered a gunshot wound during his capture and was placed under guard in 

the hospital. On the evening of August 13, a crowd removed him from custody, 

carried him beyond the borough limits, and burned him to death (Hyser & 

Downey, 1987, pp. 86–87). The certificate entered the cause as "burnt to death 

in E. Fallowfield Twp by persons unknown to the Jury of Inquisition" (Death 

Certificate of Zachariah Walker, 1911, file no. 73664). The entry fixed the 

manner and place of death and acknowledged human agency. It also left the 

perpetrators unidentified. 

The killing produced a public record that continued to grow as police 

and prosecutors pursued suspects. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 88–89, 99–

100, nn. 7–9) reconstruct that investigation from newspapers and court 

material. Their documentary references include the New York Times reports 

"Burn a Negro at Stake in Pennsylvania," "State Police Sent to Coatesville," 

"Indict Eight in Lynching Case," and "Lynching Jury Balks" (1911, as cited in 

Hyser & Downey, 1987, nn. 7–8). The titles register successive objects of 

public attention, from the killing to state intervention and the criminal 

proceedings. 

Extensive documentation yielded no conviction. Scholarship has 

explained that outcome through community complicity, industrial change, 

northern racial violence, and failures of prosecution. William Ziglar (1982) 

placed civic responsibility and organized silence at the center of the case. 

Raymond M. Hyser and Dennis B. Downey (1987) situated the lynching 

within industrialization, migration, racial boundary-making, and the social 

transformation of a Pennsylvania steel town. Downey and Hyser (1991, 2011) 

later reconstructed the investigation, trials, and civic afterlife in book-length 

studies. Their work established Coatesville as a northern site of racial violence 

and explained why local prosecution faltered. 

The wider historiography connects violence to law, representation, and 

archival recovery. Pfeifer (2014) identifies state formation and cultural 
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production as continuing problems in lynching studies, while Wood (2009) 

examines the public circulation of racial violence. K. E. Williams (2013) and 

Sutherland (2017) make the construction of the lynching archive itself an 

object of inquiry. Muñoz Martinez (2021) extends that concern to the recovery 

of lives from institutional traces; Seguin and Davoodi (2025) examine 

changing frames in white newspaper coverage. Together, these studies direct 

attention to how records acquire authority and whose actions they make 

recoverable. 

This article asks how a publicly witnessed act of racial torture could 

produce an extensive documentary record and still end without a criminal 

conviction. It follows the seizure and killing of Walker, the treatment of his 

remains, and the investigation and prosecutions through 1911–1912. The 

comparison concerns the forms of responsibility attached to those events, from 

administrative registration to political accusation and criminal judgment. 

Terrell's 1904 essay and the NAACP's 1919 report place that comparison 

within contemporary African American arguments about citizenship, racial 

power, and the reliability of public information. 

Ziglar (1982) and Hyser and Downey (1987) have already explained 

much of the social setting and judicial failure. The contribution here lies in 

connecting the concrete practices of the lynching to the evidentiary work 

performed by the records that followed it. Legal accountability refers to 

criminal conviction and punishment imposed on people responsible for the 

killing or for a criminal failure of protection. The absence of that 

accountability is an established outcome. Explaining it requires distinguishing 

communal intimidation and failures of cooperation from weaknesses in the 

cases against particular defendants. 

 

Literature Review 

Coatesville Scholarship 

The Coatesville historiography first developed around community 

responsibility. Goldman (1964), whose account appeared in American 

Heritage, placed the violence inside the social world of an industrial town. 

Ziglar (1982) produced a sustained scholarly reconstruction from newspapers, 

court records, and testimony. His description of a community on trial located 

failures of protection and cooperation within civic life, beyond the conduct of 

the defendants who entered court. 

Hyser and Downey (1987) shifted the explanation toward structural 

change. Coatesville grew around the Lukens and Worth steel enterprises, 

which recruited labor from southern and eastern Europe and from the 

American South. The authors connected the violence to an industrial town 

divided by ethnicity, class, neighborhood, and race. Their later books retained 

this emphasis while reconstructing the investigation and trials in greater detail 
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(Downey & Hyser, 1991, 2011). Those studies provide the chronological 

foundation for the present analysis. The distinctions developed here concern 

how the records used in those reconstructions attributed responsibility. 

 

Racial Violence and the Documentary Record 

Brundage (1993) connects lynching to local power and communal 

sanction, a problem that Pfeifer (2004) places within conflicts over popular 

punishment, state authority, and due process. Pfeifer's (2013) collection 

extends the regional scope of that inquiry beyond the former Confederacy. 

Carrigan (2004) shows how memory and local concepts of justice could 

normalize vigilante violence; Dray (2002) traces the national political damage 

caused by failures to punish anti-Black lynching. These interpretations situate 

Coatesville within a national history while leaving its industrial setting and 

county institutions open to closer analysis. 

Wood (2009) analyzes spectatorship and the reproduction of white 

supremacy across visual and textual media. Waldrep (2009) connects African 

American responses to lynching with journalism, litigation, and political 

organization, while Zangrando (1980) reconstructs the NAACP's campaign 

against lynching. Their work explains why the published Black response can 

be read as a record of political claims about protection and citizenship. It also 

cautions against assessing that record exclusively through the outcome of 

criminal trials. 

The archive poses a related problem of institutional selection. Stoler 

(2009) examines how the production of records organizes knowledge and 

silence. K. E. Williams (2013) and Sutherland (2017) connect archival 

recovery to the historical presence of racial violence, while Muñoz Martinez 

(2021) considers the losses involved when lives become entries in event data. 

These approaches inform the comparison of documentary forms in this article. 

 

Contemporary Arguments about Responsibility 

Contemporary antilynching writing supplies a further body of 

argument against which later reconstructions can be read. Terrell (1904, pp. 

853–855, 859–863, 868) connected public violence to racial subordination and 

challenged the reliability of the accusations circulated against victims. Du 

Bois (1911, p. 195) treated Coatesville as an assertion of white supremacy and 

anticipated the failure of punishment before the October trials. The NAACP 

(1919, pp. 5–11, 19, 88) subsequently placed Walker within a national record 

of repeated failures of protection. These interventions made bodily security 

and civic standing inseparable historical questions. Their importance does not 

remove the need to compare their particular claims with the evidence of 

criminal proceedings. 
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White denunciations of the lynching also assigned responsibility 

according to different premises. Roosevelt (1911, pp. 706–707) joined 

opposition to mob violence to demands for swifter and more severe state 

punishment. Chapman (1915, pp. 225–232), reprinting his 1912 address, 

extended moral responsibility across the history of slavery and the nation. 

Neither position is equivalent to the African American argument about equal 

protection, and neither supplies a substitute for identifying acts attributable to 

particular defendants. Read alongside the civic interpretation of Ziglar (1982) 

and the industrial and social history of Hyser and Downey (1987), these 

arguments establish the problem pursued here: the same killing could generate 

administrative knowledge, political accusation, moral reckoning, and criminal 

proceedings without producing agreement about responsibility or a 

conviction. 

 

Methods 

Corpus Selection and Comparison 

The method is qualitative historical documentary analysis, 

comparative across genres and sequential across the case's aftermath. The core 

selection follows the case bibliography and the itemized newspaper and court 

references in Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 98–100, nn. 1, 5–9), supplemented 

by a directly examined report in the New York Call. An item enters the register 

when it identifies Walker or the Coatesville case, records a relevant 

institutional action or contemporary interpretation, and has an identifiable 

publication or archival reference. Terrell (1904) and the NAACP (1919) 

supply contemporary political and comparative contexts. The selection is 

purposive, seeking variation in documentary function and political audience; 

it is not an exhaustive newspaper survey. 

Table 1 classifies the twenty-eight entries by document, date, source 

category, access status, and evidentiary use. The register comprises twenty-

seven texts and one archival locator. The grand jury report serialized over 

September 20–22, 1911, counts as one item, as does a press digest reproducing 

several newspapers. 

Nine primary texts are examined directly: seven case texts and two 

contextual interventions. Table 1 identifies them separately from the eighteen 

newspaper items accessed through references and reproduced material in 

Hyser and Downey (1987). The Umsted locator identifies a documentary trail 

through the same study; its inclusion does not constitute a new inspection of 

the underlying file. 
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Table 1: Classified documentary register 

ID Document and date 
Category and 

access 
Evidentiary use 

01 
Death certificate of Zachariah Walker; 

filed August 18, 1911 

Vital record 

Direct 

Death, identity, occupation, 

place, and recorded time. 

02 
Burn Negro alive, chained to bed; The 

New York Call, August 14, 1911, p. 2 

Case reporting 

Direct 

Hospital seizure, transport, 

torture, spectators, and reported 

times. 

03 
The Coatesville lynching; The Crisis, 

September 1911, p. 188 

Press digest 

Direct 

Editorial selection and circulation 

of public responses. 

04 
Du Bois, Triumph; The Crisis, September 

1911, p. 195 

Editorial 

Direct 

Spectacle, remains, racial power, 

and anticipated impunity. 

05 

Roosevelt, Lynching and the miscarriage 

of justice; The Outlook, November 25, 

1911, pp. 706–707 

Political essay 

Direct 

Condemnation after the October 

acquittals and demands for state 

punishment. 

06 
Coatesville lynchers free; The Literary 

Digest, May 18, 1912, pp. 1023–1024 

Press retrospective 

Direct 

May 2 proceedings, judicial 

criticism, and competing press 

explanations. 

07 

Chapman, Coatesville; August 1912 

address, reprinted in Memories and 

Milestones, 1915, pp. 225–232 

Commemorative 

address 

Direct 

Retrospective moral 

responsibility and national 

memory. 

08 

Terrell, Lynching from a Negro's point of 

view; The North American Review, June 

1904, pp. 853–868 

Contextual essay 

Direct 

African American criticism of 

the press, spectacle, and unequal 

citizenship. 

09 
NAACP, Thirty Years of Lynching in the 

United States, 1889–1918; 1919 

Contextual 

compilation 

Direct 

Compilation rules, national 

counts, Walker narrative, and 

Pennsylvania register. 

10 
Burn a Negro at stake in Pennsylvania; 

The New York Times, August 14, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Published reporting of the killing. 

11 
State police sent to Coatesville; The New 

York Times, August 15, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Reported state intervention. 

12 
Topics of the time; The New York Times, 

August 15, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Public commentary on the 

killing. 

13 
Governor Tener insists on punishing mob; 

The New York Times, August 18, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Reported commitment to 

prosecution. 

14 

Indict eight in lynching case; The New 

York Times, September 2, 1911, as dated 

in Hyser and Downey (1987, n. 8) 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Indictment reporting; publication 

reference distinguished from the 

procedural date. 

15 
Lynching jury balks; The New York 

Times, September 10, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Published reporting of the legal 

proceedings. 
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ID Document and date 
Category and 

access 
Evidentiary use 

16 

Coatesville mob burns a Negro; West 

Chester Daily Local News, August 14, 

1911 

Local newspaper 

Mediated 

Contemporary description of the 

crowd and killing. 

17 
Hospital policeman tells his story; 

Lancaster Intelligencer, August 15, 1911 

Regional 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Reported account of police 

protection. 

18 

State police in Coatesville; To arrest 

lynchers; The Philadelphia Inquirer, 

August 15, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Reported investigation and 

intended arrests. 

19 
Coatesville's shame; The Philadelphia 

Inquirer, August 15, 1911 

Metropolitan 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Local reputation and public 

condemnation. 

20 
Coatesville's disgrace; Harrisburg 

Telegraph, August 14, 1911 

Regional 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Public condemnation within 

Pennsylvania. 

21 
Coatesville's lessons; Harrisburg 

Telegraph, August 16, 1911 

Regional 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Published interpretation of the 

event. 

22 
Grand jury report; Coatesville Record, 

September 20–22, 1911 

Official report in 

newspaper 

Mediated 

Institutional accusation of 

silence; serialized report counted 

once. 

23 
Coatesville-Its lessons; Boston Guardian, 

August 19, 1911 

Black newspaper 

Mediated 

African American commentary 

beyond Pennsylvania. 

24 
Negroes deplore lynching; Indianapolis 

Freeman, August 19, 1911 

Black newspaper 

Mediated 

Published African American 

response. 

25 
The Coatesville lynching; Chicago 

Defender, August 26, 1911 

Black newspaper 

Mediated 

Published African American 

interpretation. 

26 
Retribution; The Washington Bee, August 

19, 1911 

Black newspaper 

Mediated 

Contemporary commentary on 

responsibility. 

27 
Jackson, Wake up, Pennsylvania! (The 

Washington Bee, September 2, 1911) 

Black newspaper 

Mediated 

Political criticism directed at 

Pennsylvania. 

28 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania v. 

Charles Umsted; January Term 1912, 

Supreme Court R6-33, 3210, No. 512, 

Miscellaneous Docket No. 2 

Archival locator 

Mediated 

Identifies the Supreme Court file; 

not an inspected trial transcript. 

Note. Direct = text examined directly; mediated = reference or reproduced material accessed 

through Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 98–100). Items 01–07 are directly examined case texts; 

08–09 are contextual primary texts; 10–27 are eighteen newspaper items; 28 is an archival 

locator. Total: twenty-eight entries, comprising twenty-seven texts and one locator. Dates 

identify documents or their stated publication dates unless an event is expressly named. They 

do not constitute independent confirmation of each procedural date. Later law, research, and 

commemoration remain outside this register. 
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Comparison proceeds through source notes recording date, producer, 

genre, audience, institutional purpose, named actors, alleged conduct, 

procedural stage, and the status of each proposition as report, quotation, 

judgment, or interpretation. The initial categories follow the functions visible 

in the documents: registering a death, publishing a claim, seeking prosecution, 

adjudicating a charge, and assigning political responsibility. Sources that cross 

these functions retain their relevant distinctions; a newspaper publication of a 

judicial statement remains a report of that statement. 

Claims are compared at the level of the event or act they identify. 

Agreement about a date, place, or action is treated as corroboration only when 

the accounts have distinguishable provenance; repeated or reprinted material 

does not acquire independence through circulation. Conflicting accounts are 

retained and attributed, with attention to chronology, proximity, and the 

difference between a reported allegation and a later judgment. Facsimiles 

govern quoted wording and document dates. Where the available material 

cannot settle a discrepancy, the analysis leaves it unresolved. 

 

Historical Scope and Comparison 

The dates 1911–1912 delimit the violence and the principal criminal 

aftermath examined here; they do not delimit the history of American 

lynching. The broader histories reconstructed by Pfeifer (2004, 2013) and 

Waldrep (2009) concern changing relationships among communal violence, 

racial hierarchy, and state authority. No single starting year or final notorious 

case fixes the boundaries of that history. The method therefore distinguishes 

close reconstruction of Coatesville from contextual comparison across a 

longer period. 

Terrell's (1904) intervention predates Walker's death and supplies an 

African American analysis already available before the case. The NAACP 

report (1919) shows how the killing was incorporated into a subsequent 

national record. Michael Donald's 1981 murder, considered through 

Kirkland's (n.d.) archival guide, provides a later institutional comparison; it is 

not treated as the final possible instance of lynching. The Emmett Till 

Antilynching Act (2022), published voting research, and a 2025 Coatesville 

memorial announcement address later legal recognition, political 

participation, and remembrance. They are contextual evidence, not additional 

observations in a longitudinal dataset constructed for this article. 

 

Analytical Terms 

Four terms organize the documentary comparison. "Documentary 

knowledge" means a claim fixed in a record through the categories and 

procedures of the institution that produced it. "Documentary density" 

describes the concentration and variety of records represented in this selected 
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corpus, not the completeness of the surviving archive. "Public knowledge" 

consists of claims made available through circulation and debate. Legal proof 

concerns evidence offered in relation to a charged defendant and assessed 

through criminal procedure. These distinctions concern institutional use. An 

allegation could circulate widely and still require identification, admissible 

testimony, and assessment before supporting a conviction. 

"Documentary translation" names the movement between those 

settings. Each institution selected facts and set a threshold for action. The 

certificate's failure to name the killers did not explain why their identities were 

unrecorded. Interpreting that entry as communal concealment requires 

evidence from other sources. An arrest identified a suspect; an indictment 

authorized prosecution; a verdict resolved a charge. Neither indictment nor 

acquittal establishes what every observer knew. The historical question 

concerns what changed when an account entered each of these forms. 

The classification in Table 1 distinguishes documentary function from 

the order in which events occurred. Newspapers continued to interpret official 

action, and Black editors anticipated legal failure while prosecutions remained 

possible. The comparison follows these overlapping uses without assuming 

that information moved through a single administrative chain. 

The distinction between crime and its alleged punishment also governs 

selection. A lynching is analyzed as collective extrajudicial killing, even when 

participants represented it as justice. Torture is examined through the acts 

described, including restraints, the fire, and force used to prevent escape. 

Spectacle refers to the organization of suffering before an audience and its 

subsequent circulation, including souvenirs. Neither the number of spectators 

nor a reported accusation against the victim supplies a lawful warrant for 

violence. These definitions permit comparison of the language of perpetrators, 

commentators, and institutions without adopting their claims to authority. 

Access status determines the scale of interpretation. Direct readings 

support analysis of wording, arrangement, and explicit assertions; fuller 

interpretations of mediated newspaper material are attributed to the historians 

who examined it. The comparison also tests claims against documents 

produced at another procedural stage. This is especially consequential when a 

later antilynching compilation describes a failure of prosecution in language 

inconsistent with the contemporary reporting of trials. 

 

Capture Hospital Seizure and Public Torture 

The events began before the hospital attack. On August 12, Walker and 

Edgar Rice became involved in the confrontation that ended with Rice's fatal 

shooting. Walker fled and was captured the next day, wounded in the mouth 

or jaw, before being taken to the hospital. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 86–

87) reconstruct the confrontation and capture from contemporary accounts; 
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their treatment also preserves disagreement about how Walker received the 

wound. His position in the hospital was consequently that of an injured 

prisoner accused of a killing. The lynching prevented a trial at which his 

criminal responsibility for Rice's death, including the reported claim of self-

defense, could have been assessed. 

A report published on August 14 supplies a close contemporary 

account of the seizure. Under the headline "Burn Negro Alive, Chained to 

Bed," the New York Call described men entering the hospital, binding Walker 

and his cot with rope, and dragging the bed from the ward (1911, p. 2). The 

report called the victim "Ezekiel Walker," a naming error that cautions against 

reading a detailed dispatch as an exact record. Its description of restraints 

nevertheless makes a crucial relationship visible. The crowd took control of 

someone already immobilized under custody; his removal required no release 

by a court and no change in his legal status. 

The same report described a journey of about half a mile and a fire 

from which Walker attempted to escape. Men struck him with fence rails and 

forced him back three times while an estimated two thousand people watched 

("Burn Negro Alive, Chained to Bed," 1911, p. 2). The acts were sequential: 

removal from the hospital, transport, burning, resistance by the victim, and 

renewed force by members of the crowd. Torture consisted in the deliberate 

infliction and prolongation of suffering through these acts. Naming that 

sequence explains what happened more precisely than a general reference to a 

death at the hands of a mob. 

The chronology contains two precise but differently produced time 

entries. The Call placed a band outside the hospital at about 9:15 p.m.; the 

death certificate entered 9:30 p.m. as Walker's time of death ("Burn Negro 

Alive, Chained to Bed," 1911, p. 2; Death Certificate of Zachariah Walker, 

1911). The entries are fifteen minutes apart, but they record different moments 

and do not establish a measured interval between the actual seizure and death. 

The report's statement that men dispersed half an hour after returning to town 

is a separate interval. It cannot be converted into the duration of the burning. 

What these records securely locate is a late-evening attack on August 13, 

followed by activity around the remains extending into the next day. 

Crowd estimates likewise belong to accounts, not a retrospective 

census. The Call's estimate of two thousand spectators differs from the several 

hundred described in the NAACP's later narrative (1919, p. 19). A modern 

Pennsylvania public-history account gives a range of three to five thousand 

men, women, and children (ExplorePAHistory, n.d.). These figures do not 

establish one stable gathering at every stage of the attack. They do establish 

that the killing was represented as an event with a substantial audience, 

including people beyond those who physically seized Walker. The presence 

of women and children concerns the public and intergenerational character of 
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the spectacle, not a finding that every spectator performed the same act or held 

an identical intention. 

The treatment of Walker's body continued the violence after his death. 

Du Bois's (1911, p. 195) September editorial described people visiting the site 

the following day and searching the ashes for teeth and pieces of bone; his 

account placed visitors from Chester County and Philadelphia within that 

activity. The NAACP's later narrative also reported the taking of charred bone 

fragments as souvenirs (1919, p. 19). The sources thus distinguish the fatal 

attack from a subsequent appropriation of remains. A souvenir converted part 

of the victim's body into an object of possession and circulation, extending the 

audience beyond those present at the fire. 

The spectacle was therefore not exhausted by the instant of death. It 

joined public suffering to spectatorship and the later handling of remains, 

permitting the degradation of one Black man to be repeated in conversation, 

display, and recollection. Wood's (2009) analysis of witnessing and racial 

spectacle gives that sequence a comparative setting. In Coatesville, the 

meaning of public visibility depended on what viewers did with what they had 

seen: collecting a fragment and identifying an assailant to investigators 

represented sharply different relationships to the same event. 

 

Coatesville and Northern Racial Violence 

Coatesville's location shaped the event and its interpretation. The 

borough stood in Chester County, about forty miles west of Philadelphia, 

within a region associated with Quaker antislavery, the Underground Railroad, 

and the 1851 resistance at Christiana. By 1911, Coatesville was also a steel 

town transformed by rapid growth. The Lukens Iron and Steel Company and 

the Worth Brothers Company drew workers into a labor force divided by skill, 

ethnicity, neighborhood, and race. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 89–91) argue 

that demographic and industrial change sharpened boundaries between 

established residents and newcomers. Walker's position as a Black migrant 

worker placed him within that local order. 

The September 1911 Crisis preserves a contemporary argument about 

that northern setting. Its "Opinion" section assembled responses from the New 

York Times, the World, the Herald, the Evening Post, the Springfield 

Republican, and the Chicago Daily News ("The Coatesville Lynching," 1911b, 

p. 188). The selection placed denunciations of the killing beside criticism of 

northern claims to moral superiority. By reproducing the Springfield 

Republican's description of a "national shame," the magazine made the 

geography of the crime part of its political meaning. The digest establishes 

which opinions The Crisis circulated; its excerpts do not establish how every 

original newspaper covered the case. 
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Pfeifer (2004, 2013) reconstructs regional forms of extralegal violence 

across the United States. Coatesville adds a specific institutional problem to 

that revision. Pennsylvania possessed established courts and a professional 

state police force. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 88–89) describe intervention, 

investigation, and prosecutions undertaken through those institutions. The 

absence of conviction followed their activity. The question concerns how that 

activity depended on county proceedings and on the evidence made available 

within them. 

The press record indexed by Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 99, n. 7) 

identifies several scales of public response. "Coatesville's Shame" in the 

Philadelphia Inquirer and "Coatesville's Disgrace" and "Coatesville's 

Lessons" in the Harrisburg Telegraph attached the crime to local and state 

reputations. The New York Times's "Topics of the Time" entered the same 

controversy (1911, all as cited in Hyser & Downey, 1987, n. 7). The 

interpretive range is also visible directly in The Crisis's press digest. 

Pennsylvania's location gave editors a means of challenging sectional 

explanations without resolving who could be convicted in Chester County. 

 

From Body to Public Record 

Walker's certificate placed a public racial killing inside Pennsylvania's 

standardized system of vital statistics (Death Certificate of Zachariah Walker, 

1911, file no. 73664). The form identified him as Black and male, gave 

Virginia as his birthplace, and recorded his occupation as trimmer. It entered 

August 13 as the date of death and 9:30 p.m. as the time. The place was East 

Fallowfield Township. August 18 was the filing date; August 19 appears in 

the burial field. Those entries distinguish the killing from its registration and 

the recorded arrangements for the body. The formula identifying the killers as 

unknown described the inquest's attribution; it did not explain how a killing 

witnessed by a crowd had produced that result. 

The form's administrative economy is part of its historical meaning. It 

contained fields for identity, occupation, residence, date, place, and cause. It 

contained no field for the racial relations surrounding the crowd or the 

adequacy of police protection. Those absences followed the form's design. 

Vital registration located the death within state statistics; its categories did not 

constitute an inquiry into the responsibility of the police, hospital, or 

spectators. 

The newspaper register identifies a different form of attribution. Hyser 

and Downey (1987, p. 99, nn. 5–6) cite "Coatesville Mob Burns a Negro" in 

the West Chester Daily Local News on August 14 and "Hospital Policeman 

Tells His Story" in the Lancaster Intelligencer on August 15. These references 

distinguish a report naming the crowd from a report organized around an 
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institutional witness. The second headline brought a voice from the police 

institution into the public controversy over custody and protection. 

State action also entered the news record. The Philadelphia Inquirer's 

"State Police in Coatesville; To Arrest Lynchers" and the New York Times's 

"Governor Tener Insists on Punishing Mob" identified investigation and 

punishment as public concerns (1911, as cited in Hyser & Downey, 1987, p. 

99, nn. 6–7). These items place Governor John K. Tener's intervention within 

the chronology reconstructed by Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 88). The 

promise of punishment entered the published record before a trial had tested 

the evidence against particular defendants. 

 

From Public Knowledge to Criminal Evidence 

Black newspapers entered the same controversy from several cities. 

The register in Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 99, n. 7) includes the Boston 

Guardian's "Coatesville-Its Lessons," the Indianapolis Freeman's "Negroes 

Deplore Lynching," and the Chicago Defender's "The Coatesville Lynching" 

(1911a). It also identifies "Retribution" and James C. Jackson's "Wake Up, 

Pennsylvania!" in the Washington Bee (1911). These five items establish the 

geographical distribution of a published response that supplies context for the 

NAACP magazine's intervention. 

The Crisis gave that response an institutional form. Its September 

"Opinion" digest was a compilation of press comment, distinct from Du Bois's 

editorial "Triumph" in the same issue ("The Coatesville Lynching," 1911b, p. 

188; Du Bois, 1911, p. 195). The digest put white newspapers' condemnations 

of the crime into a publication devoted to the struggle for Black citizenship. 

Editorial selection changed their context: statements originally attached to 

particular newspapers became evidence of a national controversy within the 

NAACP's magazine. 

The wound at capture requires attribution, not a categorical answer 

imposed on conflicting reports. The New York Call stated that Walker shot 

himself in the mouth when searchers found him in a tree ("Burn Negro Alive, 

Chained to Bed," 1911, p. 2). Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 98, n. 3) report that 

the state police account supported an attempted suicide but also preserved a 

witness's claim that a member of the posse shot him. Attempted suicide is 

therefore a reported explanation, not an uncontested finding. In either account, 

Walker reached the hospital wounded and under guard. Neither version 

justified his subsequent abduction or made the crowd a lawful authority. 

Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 95–96) interpret the Coatesville 

Record's defense of the accused as part of the town's boundary-making. Their 

interpretation helps explain why cooperation with investigators could carry a 

civic meaning. It does not establish the motive of every reluctant witness. A 

newspaper's defense of the borough, a witness's refusal to identify a 
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participant, and a juror's acquittal are different acts; connecting them requires 

evidence about the actors and circumstances involved. 

The Literary Digest's retrospective account makes disagreement 

among civic interpretations directly visible ("Coatesville Lynchers Free," 

1912, pp. 1023–1024). It juxtaposed criticism of Chester County juries with a 

Philadelphia Public Ledger dispatch describing local objections to the 

methods of state detectives. That dispatch alleged that officials had harassed 

people who lacked knowledge of the crime and had concentrated on boys 

while more consequential participants escaped identification. Its defense of 

residents stood beside editorials blaming county opinion for failed 

prosecutions. The digest thus preserved competing contemporary explanations 

of the same outcome. 

Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 88) report that the grand jury heard 160 

witnesses and described a "conspiracy of silence." The phrase is a 

contemporary institutional accusation, accessed here through their quotation 

of the report. The Coatesville Record's serialized "Grand Jury Report" supplies 

a documented publication reference (1911, as cited in Hyser & Downey, 1987, 

pp. 99–100, n. 8). Publication returned an official accusation of obstruction to 

the locality under investigation. 

 

Witnesses and Individualized Prosecution 

Witnesses formed the medium between an account circulating locally 

and a statement that could be offered against a defendant. The distinction 

became consequential when presence, conduct, and intent had to be assigned 

to particular people. 

Hyser and Downey's (1987, pp. 86–88) reconstruction separates the 

hospital seizure, removal along the road, and burning. These stages involved 

different acts and potentially different participants. Observing a person near 

the crowd did not establish what that person had done at the hospital or the 

fire. The issue was therefore the attribution of conduct within a collective 

attack. 

Conrad (1997, pp. 25–26), drawing on Downey and Hyser's (1991) 

reconstruction, describes the prosecution of Joseph Swartz as dependent on a 

recanted confession and identification by another accused participant. His 

account places the weakness of the prosecution's case beside the jury's 

decision. It gives a concrete reason to distinguish a published allegation, a 

statement obtained during investigation, and the evidence available at trial. 

The grand jury's accusation of organized silence identifies an 

obstruction perceived by investigating officials; the absence of conviction 

does not give that accusation a uniform explanation for every witness. 

Concealment, fear, uncertain identification, and lack of direct observation 

remain different historical possibilities. The argument concerns the 
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institutional consequences of limited cooperation and contested testimony, 

without converting every silence into proof of complicity. 

The Literary Digest, published on May 18, reported a statement Judge 

William Butler made from the bench on May 2, 1912. Concerning six earlier 

cases, he stated: "They did not take time to consider it" ("Coatesville Lynchers 

Free," 1912, p. 1023). His complaint concerned the attention paid to evidence. 

It was the presiding judge's public assessment, preserved in a contemporary 

periodical, and offers evidence that he considered the juries' conduct 

inadequate. It does not disclose their deliberations or establish why each juror 

voted to acquit. 

Table 2 separates procedural events from the dates attached to their 

reporting. The September chronology contains a discrepancy within the 

published reconstruction: Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 88) date the first group 

of indictments to September 20, while their note 8 dates the New York Times 

headline "Indict Eight in Lynching Case" to September 2. The latter is retained 

as a mediated publication reference, not treated as an independently verified 

date of indictment. The same historians identify six October trials and a 

cumulative total of fifteen defendants; the Literary Digest's May retrospective 

describes fourteen accused persons, a seventh acquittal, and seven untried 

cases ("Coatesville Lynchers Free," 1912, p. 1023). These source-specific 

totals do not establish an identical roster. The accounts agree that no 

conviction resulted. 
Table 21: Criminal proceedings and reported outcomes 

Date or date 

type 
Procedural event Source 

Outcome and documentary 

distinction 

September 1911 

Publication 

references dated 

September 2, 

10, and 20–22 

Grand jury investigation 

and indictment reporting; 

officials and alleged 

crowd participants face 

distinct charges. 

Hyser & Downey 

(1987, pp. 88, 99–

100, n. 8). 

The narrative gives September 

20 for the first group; note 8 

gives September 2 for an earlier 

indictment headline. Publication 

dates are not substituted for one 

verified indictment date. 

October 1911 

Six contested trials of 

alleged crowd 

participants; Swartz and 

Stoll are named in the 

reconstruction. 

Hyser & Downey 

(1987, p. 88); 

Literary Digest 

(1912, p. 1023). 

Six acquittals. Newspaper 

references announcing 

particular acquittals bear their 

own publication dates. 

                                                           
1 Verification of Legal Chronology. The chronology distinguishes the date of an event from a report's publication 

date, the filing of an administrative record, and a judicial term used in an archival locator. The certificate's entries are 
compared separately for death, filing, and burial. For the prosecutions, the comparison follows indictment, trial, 

transfer petition, verdict, and the termination of remaining cases. Hyser and Downey's (1987, pp. 88–89, 99–100, nn. 

8–9) narrative is checked against their documentary references and the directly examined Literary Digest account 

(1912, pp. 1023–1024). The latter places Butler's statement and the prosecutors' request on May 2; May 18 is the 

issue date. A January Term designation identifies a court record and does not by itself date a trial or final disposition. 

Table 2 therefore gives an exact day only when the cited account identifies it and retains source attribution where 
dates or aggregate counts differ. 
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Date or date 

type 
Procedural event Source 

Outcome and documentary 

distinction 

October 1911–

February 1912 

Further murder 

indictments. 

Hyser & Downey 

(1987, p. 88). 

The historians report seven 

additional indictments and 

fifteen defendants cumulatively; 

that total does not mean fifteen 

contested trials. 

January 1912 

petition 

January Term 

1912 archival 

designation 

Commonwealth seeks 

transfer of remaining 

proceedings to Lancaster 

County. 

Hyser & Downey 

(1987, pp. 88–89, 

99–100, nn. 8–9). 

Transfer refused; outstanding 

proceedings rescheduled for the 

May term. The term in the 

locator does not establish a final 

trial date. 

May 2, 1912 

Reported May 

18 

Acquittal of Lewis 

Denithorne, spelled 

Dennithorne in the 

periodical; prosecutors 

request dismissal of seven 

untried cases. 

Literary Digest 

(1912, p. 1023). 

The periodical counts the 

acquittal as the seventh and 

describes fourteen accused 

persons in total. Butler criticizes 

the earlier juries that day. 

Termination of 

the remaining 

cases 

May 1912 

Prosecution ceases 

pursuing the remaining 

charges, including the 

officers' cases in 

Goldman's account. 

Hyser & Downey 

(1987, p. 89); 

Goldman (1964, 

"Epilogue"); 

Literary Digest 

(1912, p. 1023). 

Hyser and Downey report not-

guilty verdicts after the request 

to drop charges. These 

dispositions are distinguished 

from contested acquittals. No 

conviction resulted. 

Note. Event dates, publication dates, and judicial terms are identified separately. The 

September discrepancy and the totals of fourteen and fifteen remain attributed to their 

respective sources. Abandonment describes the prosecution's decision to cease pursuing cases; 

Hyser and Downey (1987, p. 89) also report not-guilty verdicts following that decision. Such 

dispositions are distinguished from acquittals after contested trials. 

 

The proceedings involving police chief Charles Umsted extended the 

inquiry to official conduct. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 88–89) identify 

involuntary manslaughter charges against Umsted and officer Stanley Howe 

and place the Commonwealth's petition to transfer the remaining trials to 

Lancaster County in January 1912. They report that the State Supreme Court 

refused transfer and that the outstanding proceedings were rescheduled for the 

May term. The archival reference to Commonwealth of Pennsylvania v. 

Charles Umsted identifies that judicial context; it is not a transcript of a 

completed trial of Umsted. The reported locator is January Term 1912, 

Supreme Court R6-33, 3210, No. 512, Miscellaneous Docket No. 2, 

Pennsylvania State Archives (as cited in Hyser & Downey, 1987, pp. 99–100, 

n. 8). The term belongs to the archival identification and does not establish a 

final trial date. 

The Literary Digest places the request to dismiss seven untried cases 

on May 2, 1912, after Lewis Denithorne's acquittal; the periodical spells his 

surname "Dennithorne" ("Coatesville Lynchers Free," 1912, p. 1023). 
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Goldman (1964, "Epilogue") includes Umsted and Howe among the 

prosecutions abandoned at the end of the proceedings. Hyser and Downey 

(1987, p. 89) describe the prosecution's request to drop the remaining charges 

and add that juries returned not-guilty verdicts. The decision to abandon 

prosecution and the form through which a case was closed are consequently 

distinct. The officers' cases ended without a contested determination of the 

allegations about protection and duty; describing that end as abandonment 

does not establish that no formal acquittal was entered. 

The absence of convictions can consequently be stated through the 

institutional sequence, without assigning one unverified motive to every 

participant. Investigators encountered the noncooperation described by the 

grand jury; prosecutions depended on contested identifications and statements; 

county juries returned acquittals; the effort to move proceedings beyond that 

county failed; and prosecutors ceased pursuing the remaining cases. These 

constraints reinforced one another. An unsuccessful case could weaken the 

prospect of bringing another, while the refusal of transfer retained the forum 

that prosecutors had sought to change. The sequence explains how the attempt 

to punish ended. It does not make the killing itself legally ambiguous. 

 

African American Records of Resistance 

The Crisis's political account operated at a scale that the charge against 

a named defendant did not encompass. Its press digest joined criticism of the 

crowd to criticism of the failure of protection and to arguments about national 

racial relations ("The Coatesville Lynching," 1911b, p. 188). The selection 

preserved Walker's death as a problem of Black citizenship. 

This interpretation did not depend on resolving every uncertainty in 

Walker's confrontation with Edgar Rice. Its central claim concerned the legal 

status of a wounded prisoner and his removal from state protection. Waldrep 

(2009) traces the wider struggle over definitions of crime, vengeance, 

citizenship, and due process. In the Crisis response, the act requiring 

explanation was the crowd's seizure, torture, and killing of a prisoner whom 

no court had tried for Rice's death. 

The magazine's arrangement also complicates a division between 

white and Black opinion. Some of its most forceful condemnations of northern 

racial violence were excerpts from white newspapers. The editorial act 

consisted in bringing those statements into relation within an African 

American political publication. This is the sense in which the magazine 

produced a counter-record: it preserved and reorganized available claims 

about responsibility for readers confronting the insecurity of Black citizenship. 

Terrell and the Political Meaning of Lynching 

Civil rights activist Mary Church Terrell (1904, pp. 853–855) 

challenged the attempt to explain lynching through a purported need to 
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suppress sexual crime. Her opening moved between killings in Arkansas and 

an unmasked mob in Springfield, Ohio, refusing the comfort of treating racial 

violence as a remote southern aberration. She compared the accusations 

attached to victims with claims made by defenders of lynching. The distinction 

between allegation and established conduct already organized her critique 

before Walker's death. It supplies a historical basis for refusing to let the 

accusation against Walker explain away the character of his killing. 

Terrell (1904, pp. 859–860) also made the production of information a 

subject of political criticism. Newspaper reports could suppress facts, circulate 

invented accusations, and turn a victim into a type of criminal whose 

destruction required little further explanation. In her account of Sam Hose, 

publicity helped draw spectators to an announced burning, after which people 

searched the ashes for souvenirs. The account predates Coatesville by seven 

years and concerns a different killing. Its comparative value lies in the 

relationship she identified among representation, attendance, and possession 

of bodily remains, a relationship also recoverable from the Walker material. 

Her explanation connected lynching to the aftermath of slavery and to 

the restrictions on Black citizenship imposed through disenfranchisement, 

segregation, and coerced labor (Terrell, 1904, pp. 860–863, 868). These were 

analytically related practices in her argument, not interchangeable events. The 

common problem was white power to limit Black security and advancement 

while denying equal protection. The point was not that a particular victim's 

behavior could secure an escape from racial violence. Terrell argued that racial 

subordination made the protection of the individual insecure regardless of the 

excuses attached to a given attack. 

Terrell's position also had its own social and rhetorical boundaries. Her 

defense of educated and respectable African Americans sometimes 

distinguished them sharply from people she described as ignorant or criminal 

(1904, pp. 855–858). Her appeal to Christian women and churches drew on 

moral and gendered expectations of reform (pp. 861–862, 866–867). Reading 

those distinctions prevents her essay from becoming a timeless statement 

detached from its setting. It also makes the comparison with Coatesville more 

exact: citizenship and bodily protection were being contested through 

established languages of respectability, religion, and law, even as those 

languages could leave class distinctions within Black communities intact. 

 

The NAACP and the National Documentary Record 

The NAACP's Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States, 1889–

1918 transformed separate deaths into a national documentary indictment. Its 

foreword explained that the organization included cases authenticated by a 

recognized newspaper or a responsible investigator and acknowledged 

probable omissions where names, dates, places, or alleged causes could not be 
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established (NAACP, 1919, pp. 5–7). The rules made documentation part of 

the campaign. They also show that a published total depended on decisions 

about admissibility into the register, not an assumption that every killing was 

already known. 

The report listed 3,224 victims for the thirty-year period, including 

2,522 Black victims, and identified 219 victims in its northern regional 

grouping (NAACP, 1919, pp. 7–8). Those are the organization's historical 

counts, governed by its selection rules and geographical categories. They 

establish neither an exhaustive modern census nor the scale of violence outside 

the dates selected. Their argumentative function was to place local incidents 

in relation and deny that an appeal to one locality's exceptional disgrace could 

dispose of the national problem. Walker appears both in the narrative selection 

and in the Pennsylvania chronological register (pp. 19, 88). 

The Walker narrative identified its source as Albert Jay Nock's 

February 1913 contribution to the American Magazine. It described the 

shackled prisoner, repeated efforts to force him into the fire, and the taking of 

remains. The next statement, however, asserted that attempts to indict 

members of the mob had failed (NAACP, 1919, p. 19). That assertion conflicts 

with contemporary reporting of the trials and acquittals in the Literary Digest 

(1912, pp. 1023–1024), as well as with Hyser and Downey's (1987, pp. 88–

89) reconstruction. A failure to secure convictions had become, in this 

passage, a failure to obtain indictments. The discrepancy is preserved here as 

evidence about the compilation; it is not adopted as the procedural history of 

Coatesville. 

The report's political importance survives that error. Its stated methods, 

case narratives, tables, and state register made the repeated failure of 

protection available for organized argument. The foreword related its evidence 

to a publicity campaign carried through the press, pamphlets, the Crisis, and 

meetings (NAACP, 1919, pp. 5–6). The national counter-record was produced 

by work across these forms, including the newspaper research credited to 

Martha Gruening and Helen Boardman. It challenged the separation of private 

grief from public responsibility while remaining a historical source whose 

individual statements require comparison. 

Du Bois (1911, p. 195) made the anticipated failure of punishment 

explicit in "Triumph." The editorial assured readers, with bitter irony, that 

"nothing will be done" and invoked "the mob sitting as jury." Published in 

September, it preceded the October trials. Its wording establishes a 

contemporary expectation about the legal process, not foreknowledge of the 

verdicts or evidence of an agreement among the eventual jurors. The 

prediction matters because Black political analysis challenged the promise of 

official action while the outcome remained open. 
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Zangrando (1980) describes the NAACP's developing combination of 

publicity, investigation, lobbying, and legal pressure. Waldrep (2009) places 

such practices within a longer African American struggle to expose the limits 

of local justice. Those histories situate The Crisis's publication strategy within 

organized resistance to lynching. The magazine preserved arguments about 

protection and racial responsibility that survived the end of the prosecutions. 

Roosevelt (1911, pp. 706–707) approached the case from a different political 

position. In The Outlook he condemned the killing and the failure to punish 

its perpetrators as a national disgrace. His defense of law also demanded 

accelerated proceedings and capital punishment for rape, although that was 

not the allegation against Walker. His argument associated the prevention of 

mob violence with more certain and severe state punishment. Terrell's (1904, 

pp. 853–855, 859–863) earlier analysis challenged the premise that the 

accusation attached to a victim supplied an adequate explanation of lynching. 

Reading these positions together prevents opposition to mob violence from 

being mistaken for agreement about racial equality or the appropriate exercise 

of penal power. 

 

Spectacle Racial Power and the Meaning of Crime 

The crowd's acts did not constitute a judicial punishment for Rice's 

death. Crime refers here to conduct prohibited by law; an accusation of crime 

is a claim requiring adjudication, not a completed judgment. Judicial 

punishment is a penalty imposed through legally authorized proceedings. 

Walker was denied those proceedings. Lynching describes a collective 

extrajudicial killing whose participants or defenders asserted a power to 

enforce an order they claimed to represent. Their assertion is an object of 

analysis, not a source of lawful jurisdiction. Torture identifies the deliberate 

production of severe suffering documented in Walker's repeated return to the 

flames. 

These distinctions also prevent the spectacle from being reduced to a 

sudden eruption of rage. The movement from a guarded hospital to a public 

fire involved the seizure of space, the defeat of custody, the transport of the 

victim, and successive acts of force. People could enter the event at different 

stages. Its public character permitted the killing to be seen and subsequently 

discussed as an assertion about who controlled the terms of local belonging. 

That interpretation follows the relation among the acts, the racial identification 

of the victim, and the later handling of his body. It does not require a single 

written statement of purpose issued on behalf of the entire crowd. 

The message extended beyond Walker: Black bodily security could be 

withdrawn in public, even from someone held under guard, while the people 

responsible could evade criminal punishment. The presence of an audience 

made that power socially visible. The collection of remains gave the message 
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a material afterlife. Attendance did not make every witness equally 

responsible in criminal law, but the distinction between an assailant and a 

spectator does not eliminate the historical significance of watching without 

securing protection. Wood (2009) analyzes that relation between participation 

and spectatorship, while Terrell (1904, pp. 859–863) located the repeated 

spectacle within the subordination that followed slavery. 

African American commentary contested the message. Du Bois's 

(1911, p. 195) irony exposed the racial claim behind the language of 

civilization and respectable citizenship. Terrell (1904, p. 868) joined lynching 

to other denials of equality, and the NAACP (1919, pp. 5–11) sought to make 

the accumulated record a reason for action. Their work changed the position 

from which the violence was described: the crowd's claim to defend a 

community was confronted by claims about the security owed to people whom 

that definition of community excluded. The archive contains this struggle over 

meaning alongside evidence of the killing itself. 

 

Documentary Knowledge and Legal Accountability 

Walker's certificate, the September Crisis, and the May 1912 Literary 

Digest acknowledged the killing while addressing different questions about it. 

The first recorded a cause of death, the magazine contested racial 

responsibility, and the retrospective digest described the termination of 

criminal cases. The documentary sequence did not progressively replace 

ignorance with knowledge of one kind. It accumulated accounts whose 

authority depended on the institution and purpose through which each was 

produced. 

K. E. Williams (2013) and Sutherland (2017) direct attention to the 

construction of the lynching archive and the political force of counter-records. 

The Coatesville material presents a problem of selection within apparent 

abundance. The Crisis's press digest and the Literary Digest's retrospective 

both arranged statements from other publications, giving them a new audience 

and argumentative setting. Their survival preserves the editors' work of 

selection alongside the claims they quoted. Treating those compilations as 

independent confirmations would obscure how the printed record was 

assembled. 

Butler's criticism and Conrad's (1997, pp. 25–26) discussion of the 

Swartz prosecution explain different parts of the failure. Butler accused juries 

of refusing serious consideration of evidence; Conrad asks whether the 

prosecution supplied reliable evidence of the defendant's participation. Both 

questions belong in the history of impunity. A convincing explanation 

identifies how information was withheld, obtained, and challenged, as well as 

how a jury received it. The court's failure to convict cannot retrospectively 

make every accusation true, but neither does the existence of reasonable doubt 
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explain why the institutional effort ended with no one held criminally 

responsible for a publicly committed killing. 

Pfeifer's (2004, 2013, 2014) work places those institutions within 

conflicts over legitimate punishment. Coatesville qualifies the assumption that 

state intervention necessarily displaced communal power. Police and 

prosecutors acted, yet county witnesses and juries remained central to the 

proceedings. Attempts to bring official conduct within the cases did not 

produce a conviction either. The result was impunity for the killing, achieved 

through the failure of the available prosecutions, not through a formal 

declaration that the lynching was lawful. 

 

Official Responsibility and the County Forum 

The charges against Umsted and Howe placed a different relationship 

to the killing before the prosecuting authorities. Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 

88–89) identify involuntary manslaughter charges against the officers, distinct 

from the murder charges pursued against alleged crowd participants. That 

distinction gives official responsibility a concrete place in the history of the 

case. The question extended from participation in the attack to the conduct of 

men charged with protecting a prisoner. The reported charges establish that 

official conduct entered the criminal process; they do not establish the officers' 

guilt or specify every allegation in the charging instruments. Their inclusion 

among the abandoned prosecutions, reported by Goldman (1964, "Epilogue"), 

concerns the decision to stop pursuing those allegations. Hyser and Downey's 

(1987, p. 89) description of ensuing not-guilty verdicts gives the termination 

a further procedural form. Neither account describes a contested trial that 

resolved the allegations against the officers on their merits. 

The proposed transfer to Lancaster County further locates the 

difficulty within the organization of prosecution. According to Hyser and 

Downey (1987, p. 89), the Commonwealth sought to move the remaining 

proceedings beyond the county in which the lynching occurred. This recourse 

suggests that the geographical setting of adjudication had become a problem 

for the prosecution itself. Its failure left the remaining cases within that setting, 

although the published reconstruction does not establish the reasoning of every 

official involved in refusing transfer. Pennsylvania's government 

consequently appears here through institutions acting at different territorial 

levels. Intervention by state authorities and judgment within county 

proceedings belonged to the same legal order, but intervention did not remove 

the prosecution's dependence on witnesses and juries assembled locally. 

Institutional capacity operated through these relationships, with consequences 

that an account confined to the governor's determination to punish would miss. 

Hyser and Downey's (1987, pp. 89–96) account of industrial growth and civic 

boundary-making supplies a social history for this institutional geography. 
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The steel town's expanding labor force did not constitute a community with 

uniform interests, and Walker's presence as a Black migrant worker situated 

him within divisions of race and belonging. Those divisions matter when 

interpreting the defense of local reputation preserved in the press. They cannot, 

without further evidence, identify the motive of a juror or the reason for a 

witness's refusal to name a suspect. The value of the industrial interpretation 

lies in connecting the institutions of prosecution to the social setting in which 

they worked. A particular acquittal still requires examination of the case 

placed before that jury. Structural explanation and the reconstruction of a 

defendant's proceeding address connected questions at different levels of 

historical analysis. 

 

Public Condemnation and the Politics of Punishment 

The competing explanations assembled by The Literary Digest make 

the distribution of blame part of the evidence ("Coatesville Lynchers Free," 

1912, pp. 1023–1024). Criticism of county opinion assigned decisive 

responsibility to juries and residents. The reproduced Public Ledger dispatch 

instead challenged investigative methods and the selection of defendants, 

alleging that boys faced charges while influential participants escaped. That 

was a contemporary allegation, not a verified roster of organizers. Its presence 

nevertheless matters: the controversy concerned whose conduct had been 

investigated as well as whether juries would convict. The failure of 

prosecution involved a chain of decisions before the courtroom verdict, and 

public agreement that a lynching had occurred did not supply agreement about 

those decisions. 

The chronology of political commentary also separates judgments that 

a retrospective account might collapse. Du Bois's (1911, p. 195) September 

editorial anticipated failure while prosecutions remained ahead. Roosevelt's 

(1911, pp. 706–707) November intervention followed the October acquittals 

and connected his condemnation of mob violence to a demand for swifter and 

more severe punishment by the state. His description of Walker as a criminal 

assigned the prisoner a moral status within that argument, even as Roosevelt 

condemned his torture and killing. This language differs from an argument 

centered on the protection owed to a person in custody. Reading the 

interventions together exposes disagreement over what a successful defense 

of law would entail. Hostility to lynching could coexist with a punitive 

conception of justice that gave little space to sympathy for the accused. 

The Crisis's reprinting of white newspaper criticism acquires a further 

significance in this setting ("The Coatesville Lynching," 1911b, p. 188). It 

placed statements about the reputation of a northern community within a 

publication addressing the insecurity of African American citizenship. The 

same denunciation could thus enter a different political argument through 
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editorial arrangement. Waldrep (2009) and Zangrando (1980) locate 

journalism within organized struggles over protection and legal redress; the 

Coatesville selection permits that relationship to be examined at the level of a 

particular issue. Its evidentiary force concerns what the magazine made 

available to its readers. Neither the digest nor the geographical distribution of 

newspaper titles supplies a measure of readership, agreement, or influence on 

a verdict. The surviving publications disclose interventions in public debate, 

with their effects on particular audiences remaining a separate question. 

 

Evidence and Unequal Visibility 

The comparison of the New York Call, the certificate, the Crisis, and 

the NAACP report makes discrepancies in the record historically 

consequential. A newspaper could name the victim incorrectly while 

describing his torture; a certificate could give a precise time while leaving the 

killers unnamed; a later compilation could preserve evidence of souvenir 

collecting while confusing indictments with the failure to convict. These are 

different problems of production and transmission. Their coexistence explains 

why the number of surviving accounts is a poor substitute for comparison of 

their specific claims. 

The voices preserved in the selected material are uneven. Officials, 

editors, and lawyers appear more readily than people whose conduct or fears 

were not recorded. Stoler (2009) treats abundance and silence as effects of 

institutional practice; Sutherland (2017) examines the racial consequences of 

archival selection. Walker appears predominantly through the speech and 

paperwork of others, while those who appropriated his body appear 

collectively or anonymously. Recovering the violence entails attention to that 

asymmetry without granting every later account equal authority. 

The grand jury's accusation of concealment, Butler's criticism of juries, 

and historians' accounts of local social power address the failure to convert 

public knowledge into effective prosecution. Terrell's (1904, pp. 859–863) 

criticism of the press and the NAACP's (1919, pp. 5–6) account of its 

compilation methods establish another demand: the record of racial violence 

required scrutiny even when collected in the service of opposing it. Source 

criticism does not diminish the evidence of torture. It makes the attribution of 

acts and responsibility more exact. 

 

Proceedings of Post Acquittals 

Read against the proceedings described in May 1912, Du Bois's (1911, 

p. 195) warning preserves a political skepticism that preceded the trials. The 

outcome gave a retrospective significance to the record of arrests and 

prosecutorial promises. Those actions could now be examined as parts of a 

process that had ended without punishment. 
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Chapman (1915, pp. 225–232) reprinted the address delivered at his 

Coatesville prayer meeting in August 1912. He connected responsibility for 

the killing to the history of slavery and the slave trade, extending the moral 

community implicated in the event far beyond Chester County. His account 

also identified newspaper reading as the source of his response. The address 

is evidence of how the lynching was interpreted and commemorated, not 

eyewitness testimony to the burning. That distinction preserves its political 

significance without giving it an evidentiary status it did not claim. 

Chapman's (1915, pp. 229–231) extension of responsibility across the 

history of American slavery carried its own tension. By implicating the nation 

and the readers who had watched through newspaper accounts, he resisted the 

confinement of the crime to a discredited locality. Yet his universal 

assignment of responsibility could also draw attention away from the 

particular people who seized Walker and the officials charged with his 

protection. This is an implication of the address's moral scale, not evidence 

that Chapman intended to excuse those actors. His argument and the criminal 

proceedings assigned responsibility according to different premises. The 

address sought recognition and repentance among people who had taken no 

physical part in the killing. A prosecution required an accusation against a 

particular defendant. The contrast explains why the end of the cases could 

leave the event open to further political interpretation without making that 

later interpretation a substitute for adjudication. 

 

National History and Later Forms of Accountability 

Coatesville was a national problem in a specific sense. A northern 

industrial town reproduced a form of racial torture familiar from accounts of 

southern lynching, and institutions associated with state capacity failed to 

secure a conviction. The NAACP's (1919, pp. 7–11) regional tables and 

Terrell's (1904, pp. 853, 865–868) criticism of northern complacency placed 

local violence inside a wider argument without claiming that it occurred with 

equal frequency everywhere. National significance concerns the insecurity of 

Black citizenship and the political responsibility to protect it; it does not 

require the erasure of the South's concentration of lynching or of local 

differences in judicial practice. 

The 1981 murder of Michael Donald in Mobile offers a later 

comparison with a different institutional outcome. Kirkland's (n.d., p. 1) guide 

to the Michael Donald Papers records criminal convictions following a 

renewed investigation and a 1987 civil judgment against the United Klans of 

America obtained on behalf of Donald's mother. The guide identifies records; 

it is not substituted here for a new examination of the underlying litigation. 

The comparison nonetheless guards against treating failure in 1912 as 

the inevitable outcome of every later prosecution. A history reaching across 
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these cases concerns changes in investigative action, legal remedies, and 

organized demands for accountability as well as the persistence of racist 

killing. 

Later federal recognition is equally specific. The Emmett Till 

Antilynching Act (2022) added a lynching provision to the federal hate-crime 

statute for specified conspiracies resulting in death or serious bodily injury. It 

did not make homicide unlawful for the first time, and it did not retrospectively 

adjudicate Walker's death. Its relevance lies in the eventual creation of an 

expressly named federal category addressing collective racist violence. The 

distance between early antilynching demands and that enactment identifies an 

institutional history; the statute alone is not evidence that racial violence or 

unequal protection has ended. 

The relationship to political exclusion also requires a distinction 

between a historical argument and a measured long-run effect. Terrell (1904, 

pp. 860–863, 868) directly connected lynching to disenfranchisement in her 

own period. J. Williams (2022) reports lower Black voter registration in 

southern counties with more historical lynchings. Haddad et al. (2023), in a 

replication discussion paper, challenge the robustness of that association to 

outliers and measurement choices. This debate supports scrutiny of evidence 

and mechanisms; it does not authorize attributing present voting inequalities 

to the Walker lynching. Coatesville documents a denial of protection and a 

public assertion of racial hierarchy. Explaining the persistence of political 

exclusion requires additional evidence about how coercion, institutions, 

migration, and political action transmitted or changed that hierarchy. 

There is also a directly observable contemporary history of 

remembrance. The Coatesville Area Branch of the NAACP's (2025) memorial 

announcement linked Walker's death to public discussion of racial violence, 

equal dignity, and the responsibilities of the community. The announcement 

is evidence of what organizers sought to achieve, not a measure of the event's 

effects. Its existence nevertheless gives the documentary afterlife a concrete 

local form: Walker remained the subject of organized civic argument more 

than a century after criminal proceedings had ceased. Remembrance did not 

replace a conviction. It contested the social disappearance of a killing whose 

material record had never guaranteed legal redress. 

 

Conclusion 

The Coatesville lynching joined the seizure of a wounded prisoner to 

public torture and the appropriation of his remains. Removing Walker from a 

guarded hospital asserted a power over protection itself. Repeated force at the 

fire prolonged his suffering before an audience, while the subsequent 

collection of bodily fragments extended the violence through possession and 
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circulation. The accusation arising from Rice's death supplied a justification 

to the crowd; it supplied no jurisdiction to determine guilt or impose a penalty. 

The killing exposed the insecurity of Black bodily protection within an 

industrial community whose police, hospital, and courts continued to function. 

The attempt to secure criminal accountability failed through a sequence of 

institutional decisions. Investigation encountered withheld cooperation and 

contested testimony. Juries acquitted defendants, the effort to transfer the 

remaining proceedings failed, and prosecutors ceased pursuing cases they no 

longer expected to win. Charges concerning the officers' duty of protection 

ended without a contested determination of those allegations. Distinguishing 

these stages explains the production of impunity more precisely than treating 

every case as an identical trial or every silence as proof of the same intention. 

The historical outcome is clear: the killing produced no criminal conviction. 

The article's principal finding concerns the separation between a public 

record of violence and the assignment of criminal responsibility. 

Administrative registration, newspaper circulation, political commentary, and 

judicial proceedings established different kinds of knowledge. A certificate 

could record a lethal act without identifying its perpetrators; extensive 

reporting could preserve the spectacle while repeating errors; a national 

compilation could retain the killing while misdescribing its procedural 

aftermath. The accumulation of records therefore increased the possibilities of 

historical reconstruction without ensuring that particular claims became more 

exact or that evidence sufficient for a conviction followed. 

African American opposition made that failure a question of equal 

citizenship. The crowd's public assertion of racial power reached beyond the 

man it killed, while the absence of punishment demonstrated how insecure 

protection remained for others. Antilynching writing contested the accusations 

used to authorize violence, preserved the victim's name, and demanded action 

from institutions that claimed to defend the law. Coatesville's northern 

location gives this finding its particular national significance. Unequal 

protection operated through established institutions and local relations of race 

and belonging; it cannot be confined to the absence of government or to a 

single region. 

Later legal remedies and commemorative work establish that this 

history did not end when the prosecutions ceased. They do not reverse the 

outcome of the Walker case or independently demonstrate how a particular 

killing shaped later political exclusion. The contribution of this reconstruction 

is to identify the relationship among public violence, documentary survival, 

and the failure to punish. The archive preserves evidence of an attack whose 

visibility did not secure accountability, together with the arguments that 

challenged that failure. Understanding how those histories developed together 
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explains both the reach of racial power in Coatesville and the contemporary 

struggle to subject it to public judgment. 

 

Conflict of Interest: The author reported no conflict of interest. 

 

Data Availability: Primary documents are identified by publication, date, 

page, or archival locator in the references. Table 1 distinguishes the directly 

examined historical texts from the documentary references accessed through 

Hyser and Downey (1987). Walker's certificate is identified by Pennsylvania 

file no. 73664 and registered no. 186. 

 

Funding Statement: The author did not obtain any funding for this research. 

 

AI Use Declaration 

Grammarly was used to assist with language revision. The author 

retains responsibility for source verification, interpretations, citations, and the 

final manuscript. 

 

References: 

1. Burn Negro alive, chained to bed. (1911, August 14). The New York 

Call, 4(226), 2.  

2. Chapman, J. J. (1915). Coatesville. In Memories and milestones (pp. 

225–232). Moffat, Yard and Company. (Address delivered in August 

1912; reprinted from Harper's Weekly.)  

3. Coatesville lynchers free. (1912, May 18). The Literary Digest, 44(20), 

1023–1024.  

4. Death certificate of Zachariah Walker. (1911, August 18). 

Pennsylvania death certificate, file no. 73664, registered no. 186. 

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission.  

5. Du Bois, W. E. B. (1911, September). Triumph. The Crisis, 2(5), 195.  

6. Emmett Till Antilynching Act, Pub. L. No. 117–107, 136 Stat. 1125 

(2022).  

7. National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. (1919). 

Thirty years of lynching in the United States, 1889–1918.  

8. Roosevelt, T. (1911, November 25). Lynching and the miscarriage of 

justice. The Outlook, 99(13), 706–707.  

9. Terrell, M. C. (1904). Lynching from a Negro's point of view. The 

North American Review, 178(571), 853–868.  

10. The Coatesville lynching. (1911b, September). The Crisis, 2(5), 188.  

11. The following eighteen newspaper references and one archival locator 

are accessed through Hyser and Downey (1987, pp. 99–100, nn. 5–8). 

Bibliographic forms follow that published documentation. These 

http://www.eujournal.org/


European Scientific Journal, ESJ                                                                ISSN: 1857-7881 (Print) 

October 2026 Edition Vol. 22, No. 29                                                                 e-ISSN 1857-7431 (Online) 

www.eujournal.org   29 

entries identify the mediated material discussed in the text, separately 

from the primary documents examined directly. 

12. Burn a Negro at stake in Pennsylvania. (1911, August 14). The New 

York Times. 

13. The Coatesville lynching. (1911a, August 26). Chicago Defender. 

14. Coatesville mob burns a Negro. (1911, August 14). West Chester Daily 

Local News. 

15. Coatesville's disgrace. (1911, August 14). Harrisburg Telegraph. 

16. Coatesville's lessons. (1911, August 16). Harrisburg Telegraph. 

17. Coatesville's shame. (1911, August 15). The Philadelphia Inquirer. 

18. Coatesville-Its lessons. (1911, August 19). Boston Guardian. 

19. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania v. Charles Umsted. (January Term, 

1912). Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, Eastern District, Supreme 

Court R6-33, 3210, No. 512, Miscellaneous Docket No. 2. 

Pennsylvania State Archives, Harrisburg, PA. 

20. Governor Tener insists on punishing mob. (1911, August 18). The New 

York Times. 

21. Grand jury report. (1911, September 20–22). Coatesville Record. 

22. Hospital policeman tells his story. (1911, August 15). Lancaster 

Intelligencer. 

23. Indict eight in lynching case. (1911, September 2). The New York 

Times. 

24. Jackson, J. C. (1911, September 2). Wake up, Pennsylvania! The 

Washington Bee. 

25. Lynching jury balks. (1911, September 10). The New York Times. 

26. Negroes deplore lynching. (1911, August 19). Indianapolis Freeman. 

27. Retribution. (1911, August 19). The Washington Bee. 

28. State police in Coatesville; To arrest lynchers. (1911, August 15). The 

Philadelphia Inquirer. 

29. State police sent to Coatesville. (1911, August 15). The New York 

Times. 

30. Topics of the time. (1911, August 15). The New York Times. 

31. Brundage, W. F. (1993). Lynching in the New South: Georgia and 

Virginia, 1880–1930. University of Illinois Press. 

32. Carrigan, W. D. (2004). The making of a lynching culture: Violence 

and vigilantism in Central Texas, 1836–1916. University of Illinois 

Press. 

33. Coatesville Area Branch of the NAACP. (2025, August 13). Memorial 

of remembrance for Zachariah Walker. 

https://www.chesconaacp.org/event/memorial-of-remembrance-for-

zachariah-walker/ 

http://www.eujournal.org/


European Scientific Journal, ESJ                                                                ISSN: 1857-7881 (Print) 

October 2026 Edition Vol. 22, No. 29                                                                 e-ISSN 1857-7431 (Online) 

www.eujournal.org   30 

34. Conrad, C. S. (1997). Scapegoating the jury. Cornell Journal of Law 

and Public Policy, 7(1), 7–49.  

35. Downey, D. B., & Hyser, R. M. (1991). No crooked death: Coatesville, 

Pennsylvania, and the lynching of Zachariah Walker. University of 

Illinois Press. 

36. Downey, D. B., & Hyser, R. M. (2011). Coatesville and the lynching 

of Zachariah Walker: Death in a Pennsylvania steel town. The History 

Press. 

37. Dray, P. (2002). At the hands of persons unknown: The lynching of 

Black America. Random House. 

38. ExplorePAHistory. (n.d.). The lynching of Zachariah Walker historical 

marker. https://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php%3FmarkerId=1-

A-3DB.html 

39. Goldman, E. F. (1964, June). Summer Sunday. American Heritage, 

15(4), 50–53, 83–87.  

40. Haddad, J., Kattan, L., & Wochner, T. (2023). Comment on “Historical 

lynchings and the contemporary voting behavior of Blacks” (I4R 

Discussion Paper No. 32, revised June 28). Institute for Replication.  

41. Hyser, R. M., & Downey, D. B. (1987). “A crooked death”: 

Coatesville, Pennsylvania and the lynching of Zachariah Walker. 

Pennsylvania History, 54(2), 85–102.  

42. Kirkland, S. E. (n.d.). Guide to the Michael Donald Papers, 1981–

2004. University of South Alabama Archives. 

https://www.southalabama.edu/libraries/mccallarchives/donaldd.pdf 

43. Muñoz Martinez, M. (2021). Lives, not metadata: Recovery methods 

for digital histories of racial violence. The ANNALS of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science, 694(1), 67–75. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162211014424 

44. Pfeifer, M. J. (2004). Rough justice: Lynching and American society, 

1874–1947. University of Illinois Press. 

45. Pfeifer, M. J. (Ed.). (2013). Lynching beyond Dixie: American mob 

violence outside the South. University of Illinois Press. 

https://doi.org/10.5406/illinois/9780252037467.001.0001 

46. Pfeifer, M. J. (2014). At the hands of parties unknown? The state of 

the field of lynching scholarship. The Journal of American History, 

101(3), 832–846. https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jau640 

47. Seguin, C., & Davoodi, M. (2025). The strange career of Judge Lynch: 

How white newspapers covered lynching in the United States 1880–

1950. Sociological Perspectives, 68(4–6), 292–321. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/07311214251352509 

http://www.eujournal.org/


European Scientific Journal, ESJ                                                                ISSN: 1857-7881 (Print) 

October 2026 Edition Vol. 22, No. 29                                                                 e-ISSN 1857-7431 (Online) 

www.eujournal.org   31 

48. Stoler, A. L. (2009). Along the archival grain: Epistemic anxieties and 

colonial common sense. Princeton University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt7rtrg 

49. Sutherland, T. (2017). Archival amnesty: In search of Black American 

transitional and restorative justice. Journal of Critical Library and 

Information Studies, 1(2). https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v1i2.42 

50. Waldrep, C. (2009). African Americans confront lynching: Strategies 

of resistance from the Civil War to the Civil Rights Era. Rowman & 

Littlefield. 

51. Williams, J. (2022). Historical lynchings and the contemporary voting 

behavior of Blacks. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 

14(3), 224–253. https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20190549 

52. Williams, K. E. (2013). Reconsidering the lynching archive. Reviews 

in American History, 41(3), 501–506.  

53. Wood, A. L. (2009). Lynching and spectacle: Witnessing racial 

violence in America, 1890–1940. University of North Carolina Press. 

https://doi.org/10.5149/9780807878118_wood 

54. Zangrando, R. L. (1980). The NAACP crusade against lynching, 1909–

1950. Temple University Press. 

55. Ziglar, W. (1982). “Community on trial”: The Coatesville lynching of 

1911. The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, 106(2), 

245–270.  

 

http://www.eujournal.org/

