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This story was adapted from a paper by Noah Isaac Lapidus, Northeastern University School of Law. 
Accounts are from newspaper clippings, an interview with Butler’s daughter, “Race and Industrial 
Transformation in the Alabama Coalfields, 1933-2001” by Robert Woodrum, and the Alabama Supreme 
Court’s 1953 judicial opinion.  

  
“He had organized the union, and that is why the company killed him.”   

-- Reverend Captain Butler, a champion of workers’ rights and unions  
  
Nearly 70 years after the murder of Reverend Captain Leonard Butler, his daughter, Vida Butler, recalls 
barbecues with her dad as he spoke to the community about the need for a union to protect the people 
from a company that only cared about its bottom line. 
 
“There was a two-room schoolhouse that the company built,” she said. “He would stand on the porch 
[of the schoolhouse] and speak to the community and the surrounding communities about the union.”   
  
Captain Leonard Butler was raised in Shiloh, Alabama. As a young adult, he worked in the fields and met 
the love of his life, married, and welcomed the family's first child. Unlike many Black families that 
migrated north for work, Butler moved his small but growing family south to Edgewater Village in 1923. 
During the early decades of the twentieth century, coal operators recruited men from Birmingham to a 
region known as the “Black Belt."   
  
The Black Belt was known for its fertile soil and the recruitment of men to labor in the mines. Edgewater 
Mine was a subsidiary of the Tennessee Coal, Iron & Railroad (TCI). Vida said TCI owned the entire 
community, even the houses. 
 
“We lived in, they called it row houses, and one had three rooms and the other had five. My dad lived in 
a three-bedroom house,” she recalled in an interview with Noah Lapidus of the Civil Rights and 
Restorative Justice Project. Butler worked as a coal miner for TCI from 1923 through the 1940s.  
  
Life Below Ground  
 
Day after day, miners like Butler made their living by digging deep in the earth and risked injury and 
premature death from respiratory diseases, explosions and mine collapse so that communities could 
have electricity. At Edgewater Mine, the ceiling was only four feet tall, requiring the miners to work on 
their knees using worn car tires as knee pads, laboring at least eight hours a day with low pay.   
  
Before the invention of safer battery-powered lights, miners wore open flames on their heads and could 
barely see in front of them, often igniting the methane gas that surrounded them.    
 
Arthritis, chest tightness and difficulty breathing were some ailments coal miners suffered because of 
their hours below ground; darkness and hacking coughs were their constant companion day after day.   
  



Butler, who drove a truck in the mine for TCI, endured the same dangers and injuries, inhaling black dust 
particles from explosions intended to break up the coal. 
 
But above ground, Black miners had to survive a second deadly reality: racism. And for Butler, it proved 
just as fatal as the dangers below.  
  
A Lack of Union Representation  
 
The United Mine Workers of America (UMW) was a powerful union organized on behalf of workers in 
the coal mining industry. They disbanded in the Birmingham district after a 1921 strike. However, a local 
Edgewater chapter of UMW was formed after the National Industrial Act of 1933, giving workers the 
right to unionize.  
  
“After WWII, the coalfields in Alabama went into a depression that, for those areas, was as bad as the 
Great Depression, if not even worse,” said Robert Woodrum, assistant professor of history, political 
science, and African American studies at Perimeter College at Georgia State University.  
  
The mines lost key markets almost overnight, Woodrum said, and railroads switched to diesel engines, 
while home heating systems switched to natural gas. This decrease in production resulted in several 
strikes in Alabama, some of which were led by coal mine workers.  
  
Around this time UMW was trying to establish a Welfare & Retirement Fund, intended to support coal 
miners and their families with a pension and medical care.  
  
“I can't really overstate how important this was to the union because an old coal miner is a person who 
has had a rough life,” said Woodrum. 
  
Race in the Coal Mines  
 
TCI didn’t just own the miners’ homes in Edgewater Village. They owned the commissary store where 
miners shopped, and Black workers faced segregated check-out lines and excessive prices. What 
equalized them underground — hard work, skill, pure strength — was erased anywhere they could 
breathe fresh air.  
  
“Well, you heard that song about ‘I sold my soul to the company store, at 15 times you shovel coal,’” 
said Vida. “You did all this work, and when you got through you didn’t have any money left, because you 
would’ve gone to the company commissary and spent it all. The company got rich and the people had 
nothing.”  
  
That is why Butler and others wanted a union to protect Black workers and their families. They wanted 
to break free from the paternalism TCI forced upon them, and they wanted healthcare. But TCI wanted 
to keep its employees dependent.   
  
Butler understood this and tried to help others see it too. “[My father] knew too much about everything. 
They didn’t allow Blacks to know much. They didn’t want us to go to school.” Vida said. “My dad knew a 
lot. He was a smart man, and he would help the people in the community.”  
  



Butler rose in rank from union member to union representative, all the way to vice president of the 
Edgewater Local, the highest-ranking for a Black member at the time. He made progress, leading UMW 
to remain supportive of including Black workers as part of their membership. As a result, Vida said TCI 
retaliated against Butler by evicting his family — a wife and 13 children — from their Edgewater Village 
home.  
  
“The United Mine Workers was unique historically in that they were one of the first unions to bring in 
Black workers,” Woodrum said. “And so, this was at a time when there was strict segregation, public 
meetings in Birmingham had to be segregated. It was very difficult for the union to meet. They kind of 
openly defied segregation in really important ways.”   
  
Fifty-three percent of miners in the state were Black. If UMW wanted success in Alabama, they needed 
Black members. Otherwise, they risked Black miners becoming “strikebreakers” or miners who would 
work during a union strike, decreasing the effectiveness of collective action.  
  
Unauthorized strikes increased through the 1940s because of UMW’s continued acquiescence to TCI 
demands. And as mechanization took over and Black workers were left behind, white workers were 
often hired to operate the machinery.   
  
At the same time, the Klan was making a comeback and white miners were potential recruits. The 
tension ran straight into Butler, who was still working to have Black miners recognized as part of the 
union. 
 
“He wanted to see that they got black lung money, and I think that’s why he was killed because he was 
fighting to get black lung money…for the widows and the children,” Vida said.  
  
Captain Butler’s Death  
 
In 1948, two deputized TCI employees shot Butler four times on his way to work. The Jefferson Sheriff 
Department deputized these white and armed employees to patrol TCI property and keep racial order. 
One of the employees had previously killed another Black miner at a TCI commissary store in Westfield. 
 
Butler, 53, was accused of writing a letter to a teenage girl whose family lived in a white subdivision at 
Edgewater Village. The coroner ruled his death a “justifiable homicide.”  
  
“He organized the union and that is why the company killed him,” Vida said. “Really, they didn’t want no 
organizing the union.” 
 
Vida and her siblings, except her oldest brother, moved to different places after her father was killed. 
They eventually acquired jobs and helped their mother care for their younger siblings. Vida said her 
mother, Addie Butler, didn’t believe her husband wrote that note to the teenager.   
  
Represented by the NAACP, Addie Butler filed a civil suit against TCI’s parent company, the United States 
Steel Corporation, to clear her husband’s name. She requested $50,000 in damages, but only received 
$10,000. The company appealed the decision to the Supreme Court of Alabama and lost.   
  
Meanwhile, in protest of Butler’s death, many Black and white miners engaged in a wildcat strike 
bringing business to a halt in all six mines. Butler’s fight to give widows pensions finally became a reality 



two years after his death. UMW and TCI signed a contract giving UMW control over the Welfare and 
Retirement Fund, thereby securing pensions for miners and their families.  
  
Same Values, Different Movements  
 
Butler’s determination and defiance against racism and the consolidation of corporate power is a story 
that continues today. Private sector union membership has been declining for decades in the U.S. At the 
same time, wages have stagnated.  
  
“I think it has become more difficult for unions to operate since the 1970s and 1980s,” said Woodrum. 
“There's been a definite anti-union focus. The federal government has become less sympathetic,” he 
said. “I think the general mentality has been [a] sort of toleration of unions or outright hostility of 
unions.”   
  
Just as Butler did, people are starting to fight back, coalescing into a wave of resistance that marches 
steadily on in pursuit of workers’ rights. In 2011, the Occupy Wall Street movement popularized the idea 
of “the 1%.” In 2012, the “Fight for $15” movement began with hundreds of fast-food workers walking 
out of their jobs.   
  
In 2019, the Chicago Teachers’ Union forced the nation to understand the adversity that young students 
experience and advocated for more social workers, nurses, and manageable classroom sizes in every 
school.  
  
The Work Continues  
 
As the COVID-19 pandemic spread worldwide and forced nations into stay-at-home orders, Amazon, the 
second biggest employer in the U.S, made $9.7 billion more in profits in 2020 than in 2019. 
 
In Bessemer, Alabama, an Amazon warehouse, opened in the spring of 2020, forced employees to work 
10-hour workdays with inadequate breaks. The workers organized and tried unsuccessfully to create a 
union as they faced significant resistance from Amazon.  
  
“There is clearly support for unions on a certain level. Unions are a reflection of the democratic nature 
of a society, the equality of a society,” Woodrum said. “But too often, people see unions as an outsider 
force rather than a community driver.”   
  
Unions bind communities together. Captain Leonard Butler understood this concept and was killed 
defending it.    
 


