
Diabolical Murders: The Lynching of Thomas Hunter 

Cumberland Gap, Tennessee  1891 

Teacher’s Guide 

Summary: In late March of 1891, an argument at Cumberland Gap saloon led to the fatal shooting of John Burkes and the 

extra judicial murder of Thomas Hunter.  

Teacher’s Note: This film portrays a painful story in Appalachian history. It offers teachers a unique opportunity to bring 

a local and regional example of life in post-Reconstruction South and a discussion about the importance of due process to 

their students. Through discussion of Hunter’s story, students can draw connection to the larger themes of race relations 

and racial injustice during this period.  

This film contains images of lynchings. Teachers are strongly encouraged to preview the film and related materials before 

using them in the classroom.  

Discussion Questions 

Use the questions below to lead a class discussion after viewing the 

film.  

1. How do African Americans factor into the larger story of migra-

tion through the Cumberland Gap? How does the Gap’s im-

portance as a passage through the mountains cause this area to 

differ from other more remote areas of Appalachia?  

2. For the African Americans who settled in and around the Cum-

berland Gap, what industries were they employed in? How does 

this compare with industries often discussed for African Ameri-

cans workers in your textbooks?  

3. How did industrialists like Frank Watts impact the development of Cumberland Gap and the surrounding communi-

ties? How would development shape the numbers and type of people coming into the area?  

4. Who was Thomas Hunter? Who was John Burks? Why were each of them in Cumberland Gap?  

5. How can we make sense of what happened in the confrontation between these two men given that the accounts from 

the time period vary?  

6. How did law enforcement try to avoid the lynch mob? What can we deduce about tension in the area in the aftermath 

of Burks’ murder given the efforts of law enforcement to circumvent the mob? Why do you think law enforcement 

was ultimately unsuccessful and turned over Hunter to the lynch mob?  

7. How is the lynching of Thomas Hunter an example of the failure of due process? Why is due process such an important 

right for us as citizens and as a means to create a fair justice system?  

Cumberland Gap [c1872] From the Library of 

Congress 

https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/pnp/cph/3a00000/3a00000/3a00800/3a00872r.jpg
https://www.loc.gov/item/95513932/


Classroom Extensions 

• Explore how the Cumberland Gap differed from other areas of Appalachia. You may have students review the article 

“Cultural and Ethnic Diversity on the Western Frontier Cumberland Gap Tennessee, 1750-1915” by Rebecca Vial. 

How does this describe the development of African American communities in and around the Cumberland Gap? How 

does it describe life for those living in those communities? How does the depiction of life for African Americans in this 

article compare with what we learned in the film? Ask students how the economic development of the region in the 

late 1800s and early 1900s might have impacted race relations. Explain that with the ending of slavery after the Civil 

War that black and white workers would now be in economic competition with each other. How might that economic 

tension add to overall racial tension?  

• As discussed in question 5, the accounts of exactly what happened in the confrontation between Thomas Hunter and 

John Burks differs from account to account. This makes it extremely difficult for those at the time and for us today to 

truly know what happened on that fateful night. Newspaper accounts of events like this were often the way that indi-

viduals learned about what happened and formed their opinions. Newspapers in some cases could be used to create 

more hysteria and racial tension in a community that could lead to a lynching. Have your students compare three press 

clippings of the events surround the lynching of Thomas Hunter (see page 3). Ask your students to use this Venn dia-

gram to determine how the accounts differ and where they agree. 

Note that both papers included in this exercise were white pa-

pers.  

• To lynch someone was to deny them due process as guaranteed 

in the Bill of Rights. As citizens, the Fifth Amendment guarantee 

us the right to due process via the federal government and the 

Fourteenth Amendment reiterates state governments must also 

guarantee citizens due process. Ask your students to research 

both of these amendments and write a brief reflection on how the 

lynching of Thomas Hunter is an example of him being denied his 

right of due process.  

• Lesson: Due Process of Law from the Bill of Rights Institute 

• Lesson: Why Is Due Process So Important to American Justice? From iCivics 

• Lesson: Due Process Ignored: Lynching and American Culture from Yale-New Haven Teachers Institute 

• Primary Source Set: The New South from Teaching with Primary Sources-MTSU 

• Newsletter: The New South from Teaching with Primary Sources-MTSU 

• Blog: Henry Grady’s Vision of the New South from Teaching American History 

• Lesson: After Reconstruction from the Library of Congress 

Additional Educational Resources  

From Interior Journal, Tuesday, March 31, 1891 

https://w1.mtsu.edu/borders/archives/11/Cultural_and_Ethnic_Diversity_on_the_Western_Frontier_Cumberland_Gap_Tennessee__1750-1915.pdf
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43508794
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43508794
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/lessons/due-process-of-law
https://www.icivics.org/teachers/privatei/why-due-process-so-important-american-justice
https://teachersinstitute.yale.edu/curriculum/units/2014/3/14.03.01/3
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43539118
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43541125
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/blog/henry-gradys-vision-of-the-new-south/
https://www.loc.gov/classroom-materials/after-reconstruction/


Excerpts from Kentucky Advocate, Tues-

day, March 31, 1891 and The Tennesse-

an, Friday March 27, 1891 (left to 

right) Note: Excerpt in the middle and on 

the right are both from The Tennessean.  


