
A Gate City Villainy: The Lynching of Samuel Wood 

Gate City, Virginia 1894 

Teacher’s Guide 

Summary: In 1894 a group of prominent citizens of Scott County, Virginia organized themselves into a vigilante gang to 

rid the area of houses of ill repute. In their pursuit, these White Caps eventually arrived at the home of Samuel Woods 

where tragedy would occur.  

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 the Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction South. Through discussion of racial vio-

lence of vigilante groups like the White Caps, students can reflect on how these events impacted our communities and na-

tion.  

This film contains descriptions 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. What can we deduce about life in Scott County, Virginia in 1860 based on 

the Census date for the population of free Blacks and enslaved people? How 

does knowing the number of enslavers add to our understanding of the 

makeup of that community?  

2. Why do you think most of the African American population lived in the 

same approximate area around the county seat in 1870?  

3. Who was Samuel Woods?  

4. Who were the White Caps? What other names did they go by?  

5. Who did they target? Why do you think they targeted these different 

groups of individuals?  

6. What happened in the confrontation between Samuel Woods and the White Caps? Why do you think he refused to 

allow them inside?  

7. What is surprising about the response of local law enforcement and justice officials in the immediate aftermath of 

Woods’ murder?  

8. What was the defense of the men who were tried? Who did they blame?  

9. What was the outcome of the trial?  

10. Why do you think the Richmond Planet advocated for self defense in the wake of Woods’ murder and the accused being 

found innocent?  

The Comet May 17, 1894 



Classroom Extensions 

• The lynching of Samuel Woods has many similarities to the stories of other African Americans targeted by vigilante 

groups like the Ku Klux Klan. Ask your students to research the events surrounding the murder of Emmitt Till. How 

is that story similar to Woods? What is different? How did the justice system fail in holding those responsible accounta-

ble for their actions in both cases?  

• Have your students read the article from the Richmond Planet featured in the video (see following page). Ask students to 

analyze the article using the HAPPY analysis worksheet. After analyzing the article, allow your students to discuss their 

thoughts on the content of the piece. What do you they find surprising? How effective do you think self-defense might 

be in the Jim Crow South? Challenge your students to look for other examples where armed self defense was advocat-

ed by African Americans (for example: The Deacons for Defense or Black Panthers). How does including stories of 

African Americans who armed themselves to defend their homes, families, and their own lives from racial violence add 

to our understanding of the time?  

Additional Educational Resources  

• “I Wanted the Whole World to See”: The Murder of Emmett Till Curriculum Unit from Facing History  

• Lesson Plan: The Emmett Till Story from Educating for American Democracy 

• The Deacons for Defense and Justice Research Guide from National Archives  

• Backlash and the KKK Lesson Plan from Facing History  

• Reconstruction and the Ku Klux Klan Activity from DocsTeach 
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https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=62889234
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/i-wanted-whole-world-see-murder-emmett-till
https://www.educatingforamericandemocracy.org/resource/lesson-plan-the-emmett-till-story-2/
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/black-power/deacons
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/backlash-and-kkk
https://www.docsteach.org/activities/teacher/1-reconstruction-and-the-ku-klux-klan
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