B L A (: K l N Diabolical Murders:The Lynching of Thomas Hunter
Cumberland Gap,Tennessee 1891

research, education and support

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-

Cumberland Gap [c¢1872] From the Library of

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


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

Classroom Extensions

e 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?

e Asdiscussed 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.

e 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.

Additional Educational Resources

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

-

Trovas HunTER, the negro who shot
and killed J. A. Burke, ticket agent at
Cumberland Gap, was mobbed the night
following the murder, by the good people
of that place. He was bung to a tres
and 17 bullets fired from Winchestegs
were found in his body when he was cut
down. No reason was given for the
shooting save that the rascal was drunk
and wanted to see blood-shed. Mob law
is expedient to say the least of it.

From Interior Journal, Tuesday, March 31, 1891

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

e Lesson: Due Process Ignored: Lvnching and American Culture from Yale-New Haven Teachers Institute

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

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

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

e Lesson: After Reconstruction from the Library of Congress



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/
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RVENTS N THE SOUTH

Diabolical Murder Committed at
Cumberland Gap. '

Indignant Oitizens Promptly Swing
' Up the Assassin,

———

A Freight Train Collides With a Chat-
tanooga Street-Car,

Bold Highwaymnn Operating in Memphlis
—Scramble for the New Clrcult
Judgeship in Alnbama.

ENOXVILLE, March 20.—[8pecial]—
The little town of Cumberland Gap was
in a fover of excitomentto.day, caused

“. by a brutsl murder this morning. It was

the killing of J. A. Burke, Southern Ex-
pross Agent there, this moruing about
12:30 by a negro named
Hurley., Burke, with several young
friends, had been playing pool last night
in Renfroe’s pool-room. About 11:30

thoy started to their rooms, when thoy |

met the negro Hurley in the front room
of Renfroo’s building, which is used as a
aaloon and restaurant,- Hurley, for
some unknown cause, began to abuse
Burke in most violent and insulting lan-
pre-
ventod trouble, The negro ‘loft the
liouse swoaring veugeance upon Burke.
In a fow minutes Burke'and his friends
wore on their way home, In passing a
shanty used as a llmne-house they wore
tirod upon and Burke fe!l doad.
Instantly there was preat excitomont.,
It was found that thegnegro Hurley was
tho assassin., Early this morning bhe

'ivna captured and placed in the city jail,

‘celing ran high nil duy nnd incressod
as the diabolical deod was petter known,
About 4:30 this afternoon the Sheritf
took the prisonor and started to.'l'azec-
well for snle keoping, He had; however,
procceded but a little way when he was
ovortaken by a mob, the negro taken

away from hini and banged to a con-

venient tree, 1

The negro is said to have killed two
other men and, was considercd o most
dangerous character,

The neproes are groatly excited - to-
night and declaro that they will bave
reveuge, No' trouble is feared, as theo

. police force has been increased.

The murdered man Burke was oxceed-
ingly popular. Howas about 46 ycars
old and leuves a wife and children, His

" rewains were sent to his old home,

8helby City, Ky., tor burial, Ho was a
faithtul employe "of the Southern Ex-
press Company. .
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.‘in ambush for Burke.
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[BY ASSOCIATED PRESY,]
MIDDLESBOROUGH, KvY., March 20.—

_Another terrible tragedy took place this

morning at Cumberland Gap, . Tenn,, a
fow miles from hero, in which J, A.
Burke, the telograph operator at that
Plnce was shot and instantly killed by
Tomn hurloy, o negro, Reports nre cone
flicting as towhat caused Hurloy to com-
mit thoe decd, but from what can ‘be

learned- from reliable sourcos it seoms

that Burke and Hurley tell out over some
trifiing matter in a saloon. The latter
then left, prooured a shotgun and laid
The latter was on
his way home, when tho negro-.dis-
chaorged the ocontontsof both barrels at
him, tearing out his eyes and checks and
killing him instantly.

- “Cho murderer fled,  but was captured |
‘here this morning and taken back to the

Gap by o circoitous route, to avoid meot-

‘ing a mob which had gathered to lynch

him. Tho excitemont at the scene of
the murder’ is intense, and unless tha
oflicors succeed in keeping Hurley in
hiding until tho pdople cool down the |
murdorer’s hours are numbered, It was
one of the most cold-blooded and unpro-
voked murdors that has ever disgraced
this sacotion. Burko was -well-known
and liked hero. He formerly resided at
Zt[;lncnlzvllle. Hurloy hafls from Colum-
a, Ky. Ao -
Lator—Thomas *~ Hurleyp who shot

- Burke at Cumberland GQp ‘lastovening,
. was foreibly taken from™ the authorities
-this evening and was hanged to a .tree.
. His body was then riddled with bullets.

This is the first instance of lynch law in
this section of the country,




