
The Erwin Expulsion of 1918 

Erwin, Tennessee  1918 

Teacher’s Guide 

Summary: On May 19th, 1918 a series of tragic events led to the expulsion of the entire Black population from Erwin, 

Tennessee, a thriving railroad town along the North Carolina border. In the 100 years since, the reputation of the town as 

an unwelcoming place for African Americans persists, as does its lack of a viable Black population.  

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 Jim Crow South. Through discussion of racial cleansing of Eriwn, students can 

draw connection to the larger themes of race injustice during the Jim Crow period and the legacy of that injustice in shap-

ing our communities today.   

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. Where is Erwin located?  

2. Who was Tom Devert? Why do you think it is noted 

that he had credit with multiple businesses in town?  

3. There are two stories that are presented about the 

events that led up to Devert’s death. What are each? 

Note who was involved and what was the cause of the 

conflict.  

4. Who was the source for the original version of the sto-

ry?  

5. What are the issues that Elliot Jaspin notes that might 

cause use to question the details of the original version?  

6. Where do we get the second version of the events that 

transpired leading up to Devert’s death?  

7. Why do you think the local Black community was forced to watch the burning of Devert’s body?  

8. Who was L.H. Phettplace? How did he deescalate the situation?  

9. What was the result of the expulsion?  

10. What are the shared characteristics of most racial cleansings that are noted in the video? Why do you think these events 

share those characteristics?  
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Classroom Extensions 

• Like many local and community histories, the details of this event are hard to piece together and the available sources 

offer conflicting details. How do we as historians try to make sense of these conflicting stories? Invite your students to 

discuss how a historian might try to tackle this problem. Then have them revisit the film. Ask your students to use this 

Venn Diagram to answer discussion question three. After they have completed the question and reflected on their re-

sponses to questions two—six.  Ask to them to discuss how we make sense of these conflicting accounts. Have stu-

dents discuss how historical thinking skills can help guide our use of conflicting primary sources.  

• Events like the racial expulsion of Erwin often have long-lasting impacts. Ask your students to read the excerpt from 

the article “Where Blacks Dare Not Go…” from the Johnson City Press Chronicle from June 17, 1979 (excerpt provided 

on page three). What are the long-term consequences of the events of the Erwin Expulsion in May 1918 according to 

this article? What conclusions can we draw about how traumatic this event might have been for local African Ameri-

cans who had to flee their homes in 1918? Can we still see those impacts today? How might we determine the contin-

ued impact of the Erwin Expulsion?  

 

Additional Educational Resources  

• The Corbin Expulsion of 1919—Consider having your students study the events of this racial expulsion in the region 

the following year. Note that you can explore a multitude of different primary and secondary sources related to this 

event. How do the two events compare? What was the economic impact of losing the African American community in 

each community?  

The Courier Journal. 

May 22, 1918.  

https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43508772
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=43508772
https://library.mtsu.edu/ld.php?content_id=62889234
https://www.blackinappalachia.org/corbin-expulsion
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