
Election Violence in Mississippi (1875)

Robert Gleeds, an African American candidate for sheriff in Lowndes County,
Mississippi, described the violence in his county that occurred on the eve of the
1875 election this way:

In the latter part of the canvas the young men had a cannon and pistols, very
much like an army. The election was wound up on the 2nd of November and
on the night before in our city three buildings were set on five and four men
killed. Most of the colored people were run out of their houses during the
night. It was the worst time we have ever had as far as an election was
concerned.

The first fire broke out near my house. I went to work to get my family and as
many of my things out as I could. Then a young man came to me and said,
“They will kill you when this fire burns low.” The next morning a man told me
that he did not think it would be safe to go back and I went out in the country
and stayed until Saturday after the election. Prior to the election we had a
meeting at the courthouse. Dr. Lipscomb and Judge Simms, the candidate on
the Democratic side were invited to speak and I had a few words to say
myself. I asked, “What could we do? Was there any concession we could
make that would secure peace and a quiet election?” Dr. Lipscomb said the
way we would have it was by abstaining from voting altogether. Of course I
couldn’t concede that for others but I was willing to forego any sacrifice as far
as I was individually concerned. I told him we used to ask for life and liberty
but now if we could just be spared our lives so we could go peacefully along
as men and human beings we would be satisfied …

It was the most violent time that ever we have seen.1

1 In Dorothy Sterling, ed., The Trouble They Seen: The Story of Reconstruction in the Words of African
Americans (Da Capo Press, 1994), 447–48.
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