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INTRODUCTION 

 
 In August 1908, Springfield, Illinois was the site of one of the worst acts of race-based terror in the 

history of the United States. “The Springfield Race Riot”,1 as it came to be known, was triggered by two 

allegations that Black men, Joe James and George Richardson, had committed crimes against local Whites.2 

In the case of Joe James, the allegation was that in the early morning hours of July 5, 1908, James had 

broken into the home of Clergy Ballard, a White man, with the intent of raping Ballard’s sixteen-year-old 

daughter. When Ballard allegedly caught James, the two men engaged in a struggle, Ballard was stabbed, 

and he ultimately died from his wounds. In the second case, George Richardson was accused of breaking 

into the home of Mabel Hallam, a White woman, and sexually assaulting her on August 12, 1908.    

 As news of Richardson’s arrest spread, an angry mob of Whites formed outside the Sangamon 

County jail and demanded that the local Sheriff turn over the two Black men to them. When the White mob 

learned that the Sheriff had secretly moved the Black men out of Sangamon County to safety, the mob 

exploded into violence, looting property from most of the Black homes and businesses in Springfield and 

then burning the homes and businesses to the ground. In the midst of this mayhem, the White mob dragged 

two Black men out of their homes and lynched them. The violence lasted for two days and nights before 

the state militia finally restored some semblance of order.    

 For most of the past hundred and fifteen years, the Springfield Race Riot had been relegated to a 

footnote in the history of the United States, Illinois, and Springfield. In 2008, however, on the one-

hundredth anniversary of the Riot, Springfield finally began to  reckon with its role in the Riot. Historians 

wrote articles, museums hosted exhibitions, archaeologists unearthed relics from the foundations of some 

of the homes that were burned to the ground by the White mob, and markers were placed throughout the 

affected areas of the city to tell the story of the Riot and lynchings. More recently, in December 2022, 

 
1 The term “Race Riot” is perhaps a misnomer because it implies that both races were fighting against each other when, in fact, the 
rioting was completely one-sided.  Over two nights and three days, thousands of Springfield’s White residents terrorized its Black 
residents, killing them, assaulting them, and destroying their property.  Blacks were not rioting.  Most were running for their lives, 
seeking refuge from the Mob, while others tried to protect themselves, their families and their property.    
2 Throughout this petition, the terms “Black” and “White” will both be capitalized to highlight the centrality of racial identity to the 
events herein described and the vitriolic racism and white supremacy that fueled the violence of the White mob during the Springfield 
Race Riot of 1908.  
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Illinois Senators Dick Durbin and Tammy Duckworth and the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP)—which was formed in 1909 as a result of the Riot—have pressed President 

Joe Biden to memorialize the Springfield Race Riot by building a national monument on the site where 

archaeologists found the relics.3  

These commemorations are important and welcomed, even if long overdue. But there remains at 

least one glaring piece of unfinished business left over from Springfield’s attempt to reckon with its racist 

past: the wrongful conviction and execution of Joe James. James, a young Black man from Birmingham, 

Alabama, was forced to go to trial in Springfield for Clergy Ballard’s murder only one month after the Riot. 

Prejudicial pre-trial publicity, both at the time of his arrest and especially in the aftermath of the Riot, 

coupled with White-led acts of terror and intimidation in the days leading up to the trial, made it impossible 

for James to receive a fair trial in Springfield.   

James’ attorney, Octavius Royall, one of the first Black men to graduate from Harvard Law School, 

argued that James could not get an impartial jury in the atmosphere of anti-Black animosity in Sangamon 

County after the Riot because many people had already formed—and expressed—their opinion that James 

should hang.4 But Royall’s arguments fell on deaf ears. Judge James A. Creighton denied James’ motion 

for a change of venue. Using his seat on the bench as a bully pulpit, Judge Creighton whitewashed the racial 

motivations of the thousands of White Springfielders who participated in the Riot in his lengthy oral 

decision. A local newspaper, summing up Judge Creighton’s words, wrote, “Judge Creighton held that there 

was no place in the state of Illinois where there is so little race feeling as the city of Springfield, and refused 

James the change of venue. . .” 5 

Any chance that Joe James had for a fair trial died on the day Judge Creighton denied James’ motion 

for a change of venue. Although the evidence against James was circumstantial and there was no evidence 

 
3 Tammy Duckworth, President Biden, Make Sight of the Springfield Race Riot a National Monument, SPRINGFIELD J. REG., Dec. 13, 

2022, https://www.sj-r.com/story/opinion/columns/guest/2022/12/13/biden-should-make-1908-springfield-race-riots-site-a-national-
monument/69722892007/.  

4 ROBERTA SENECHAL, THE SOCIOGENESIS OF A RACE RIOT 162 (University of Illinois Press, 1990). 
5 Joe James to Be Tried Here,  ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 11, 1908, at 6. 
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of premeditation or proof of motive to kill Ballard or harm his daughter, James was quickly convicted and 

sentenced to death.   

Judge Creighton’s and the prosecutors’ professed faith in the tolerant attitudes of Springfield’s 

White jurors, however, would soon be shaken. That Springfield’s jurors were infected with racial animus 

became clear when Sangamon County prosecutors sought to gain convictions against the more than one 

hundred Whites who were indicted for Riot-related crimes. Again and again, in the prosecution’s strongest 

cases—murder cases, rioting cases and even property damage and theft cases where the defendants had 

been caught red-handed—Springfield’s White jurors ignored overwhelming evidence and refused to 

convict their brethren. It was as if Sangamon County’s White jurors had a racist double standard when it 

came to evaluating evidence; they were more than willing to convict a Black man of murdering a White 

man and to sentence him to death on circumstantial evidence, but were unwilling to convict fellow Whites 

for heinous crimes against Blacks even in the face of overwhelming evidence. For this reason, revisiting 

Joe James’ case, even more than a century later, is necessary because his conviction and execution remain 

a stain on Springfield’s and Illinois’s history.  

Joe James’ case would have remained on the ash heap of history if not for the work of several 

scholars who unearthed James’ story. First, Roberta Senechal, a historian whose 1990 book on the 

Springfield Race Riot6 described James’ arrest and trial in detail, concluded: “No one will ever know if Joe 

James was responsible for Clergy Ballard’s death … [but] [t]here is no question, however, that James was 

shortchanged by Springfield’s criminal justice system.7 James was shortchanged because a deep-seated 

racism among White Springfielders prevented him from receiving a fair trial in the aftermath of the Riots. 

In her 2008 essay on the centennial of the Riot, 8 Dr. Carole Merritt took White Springfielders, including 

Judge Creighton, to task for their efforts to deny that racism played a role in James’ case. Citing a newspaper 

story which praised James’ jury for deciding to “strictly adhere to the law and evidence” and to base its 

 
6 ROBERTA SENECHAL, THE SOCIOGENESIS OF A RACE RIOT 162 (University of Illinois Press, 1990). 
7 Id. at 267. 
8 Carole Merritt, SOMETHING SO HORRIBLE, THE SPRINGFIELD RACE RIOT OF 1908 (2008), 

https://www.modernhealthcare.com/assets/pdf/CH11653882.PDF.  
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deliberations “on the fictitious supposition that the crime, had been committed by a white man,” Dr. Merritt 

could barely hide her contempt, writing “[i]t is hard to imagine a more counterfeit effort to ignore race.”9    

Despite this recognition that racism infected James’ trial, little was done to correct this injustice. It 

took KaLena “Beanie” Barnes—a screenwriter, storyteller, and trained journalist with an MBA from Yale 

University—to champion James’ case.  Ms. Barnes, who has been the majority author of several articles 

about anti-Black riots on Wikipedia,10 and championed for the resulting destruction and massacres of these 

riots to be accurately recognized as such, spent months of her time and her own money investigating the 

Springfield Race Riot. She dug through old newspapers, recorded images, city directories, census 

documents, and other primary sources to not only understand what happened during the Riot, but also the 

circumstances of why they happened. Her article was written for a larger mass audience than the historians 

who came before her, yet stands as a scholarly showcase of her craft and dedication. More importantly, in 

March 2018, her work served as an entrée to a conversation with Professor Margaret Burnham, Director of 

Northeastern University’s Civil Rights and Restorative Justice Project (CRRJ),11 who in turn contacted the 

Center on Wrongful Convictions (CWC) at Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law12 and asked 

the CWC to partner with the CRRJ in preparing and filing this petition. Much of the information in this 

petition is based on the over 400 primary sources located by Ms. Barnes. If Mr. James is granted a 

posthumous pardon, it will be due, in no small measure, to the tireless work of Ms. Barnes.   

 
9 Id. at 68. 
10 Beanie Barnes, Springfield race riot of 1908, WIKIPEDIA, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Springfield_race_riot_of_1908.  
11  The Civil Rights and Restorative Justice Project (CRRJ) was launched in 2007 by Professor Margaret A. Burnham, who began her 

career at the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund and during 1970s. In 1977, she became the first African American woman to 
serve in the Massachusetts judiciary. Since that time, Professor Burnham has been an internationally recognized expert on civil and 
human rights, comparative constitutional rights, and international criminal law. In 2022, her appointment to the Civil Rights Cold Case 
Review Board was confirmed after her nomination by President Joe Biden in 2021. Since 2007, CRRJ has been a mission-driven 
program of interdisciplinary teaching, research and policy analysis on race, history, and criminal justice. The program is the preeminent 
academic center for the study of historical redress in the United States. Its investigations and scholarship facilitate local and national 
initiatives to uncover an accurate history of racial harms during the Jim Crow era and reconcile the ongoing damage. 

12 The Center on Wrongful Convictions (CWC) is dedicated to identifying and rectifying wrongful convictions and other serious 
miscarriages of justice. The Center has exonerated more than forty innocent men, women, and children from states around the country 
and its work has led to the release of dozens more.  In 2006, the CWC’s work was instrumental in the posthumous exoneration of Clyde 
Kennard, a Mississippi civil rights leader who was framed in 1961 by local authorities for a burglary he did not commit.  Kennard was 
framed because he insisted on attempting to enroll in Southern Mississippi College (now the University of Southern Mississippi) at a 
time when the school was racially segregated.    
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This petition is not seeking a posthumous pardon for Joe James based on actual innocence. 

Although lingering questions remain about James’ guilt, the evidence needed to prove James’ innocence 

no longer exists over a century later. Instead, the case for a posthumous pardon rests on two arguments. 

The first is that prejudicial pretrial publicity and racist sentiments and actions by White Springfielders at 

the time of James’ arrest and again at the time of his trial made it impossible for James to receive a fair trial 

in Sangamon County. By the time of his trial, many local newspapers had already concluded that James 

was guilty and that James would be hanged. Publicized incidents of terror, coupled with threats of more 

rioting and mob “justice” if James was not hanged, increased as James’ trial date neared. The only chance 

for James to get a fair trial was to move his trial to another county—one that had not been saturated with 

negative press coverage against James, one where jurors were less likely to be intimidated by White 

supremacists, and one that had not been so directly devastated by the Riot which many White Springfielders 

blamed on James and Springfield’s Blacks. Judge Creighton’s denial of James’ motion for a change of 

venue was a fatal error that doomed James to the gallows.  

The second argument is premised upon recent developments that suggest that now, more than any 

other time in Illinois’ history, is the right time for Governor Pritzker to correct this historic injustice. First, 

there is recent precedent for the Governor to issue a posthumous pardon. Twice in the past decade, Illinois 

governors have issued posthumous pardons: once in the case of three White abolitionists who were 

convicted of crimes for helping runaway slaves gain their freedom,13 and once in the case of a Black man 

who had been wrongfully convicted of the attempted murder of a White woman in Mount Vernon, Illinois 

in 1981, a crime which had actually been committed by a White serial killer.14 Granting a posthumous 

pardon to Joe James will not break new ground. 

Second, in the past decade, courts, pardons boards, and governors across the country have started 

to take a second, deeper look at the convictions of numerous Black men who were convicted of crimes 

 
13 Press Release, STATE OF ILL., Governor Quinn Issues Posthumous Pardons for Three Illinois Abolitionists (Dec. 31, 2014), 

https://www.illinois.gov/news/press-release.12924.html.  
14 Grover Thompson, NAT’L REG. OF EXONERATIONS, 

https://www.law.umich.edu/special/exoneration/Pages/casedetail.aspx?caseid=5488. Governor Rauner issued a posthumous pardon to 
Grover Thompson in January 2019. 
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against Whites during the period after the end of Reconstruction and before the Civil Rights Era, the precise 

era during which Joe James was convicted and executed.15 Many of these cases, like that of Joe James, were 

capital cases in which Black men were later executed for crimes committed against Whites. In several of 

these cases, the NAACP—which was formed in 1909 as a result of the very events described in this 

petition—played a role in defending the men at trial and also in their subsequent exonerations. Joe James’ 

case fits neatly within this recent and robust canon of convictions tainted by racism. Viewed in this context, 

now is the right time for the State of Illinois to remedy this gross miscarriage of justice.    

  

 
15 See infra Part IV.C. 
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I. REQUIRED INFORMATION 

A. Background 
Full Name: Joe James 
Address: N/A (Deceased) 
Telephone Number: N/A (Deceased)  
Date of Birth: Unknown 
Place of Birth: Birmingham, AL 
Date of Death: October 23, 1908  
Place of Death: Sangamon County, IL 
Name Convicted Under: Joe James 
Social Security Number: N/A 
State Prisoner Number: N/A 
Military Service: Unknown 
Request Public Hearing: Yes 
 
B. Conviction for which Pardon is Sought   
Offenses:  Murder & Burglary 
Case Numbers: 23155 & 23156 
Date of Arrest: July 5, 1908 
Counties of Conviction: Sangamon County  
Conviction was the Result of: Jury verdict  
Sentencing Judge: Judge James A. Creighton 
Date Sentenced: September 24, 1908 
Sentenced: Death by hanging 
Sentences Imposed: Death October 23, 1908 at 10:30 a.m. He was hanged in the city’s old gallows.  
Time Served: 81 days 
Dates of Discharge: N/A 

 
C. Criminal History16 
Case Number: Unknown 
Offense Charged: Vagrancy  
Date of Arrest: June 2, 1908 
County of Arrest: Sangamon County, IL 
Disposition: Convicted 
Sentence: Fine of $25 or 58 days imprisonment 
Case Number: Unknown 
Offense Charged: Trespassing 
Date of Arrest: Unknown 
County of Arrest: Jefferson County, AL 
Disposition: Unknown 
Sentence: Unknown 

 
16 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908; Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 

10, 1908, at 13. 
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Other sources assert that James had no criminal record.17  
 
D. Type of Clemency Desired 
Pardon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 2. 
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II. JOE JAMES’ BACKGROUND18 

19 

Joe James was born in Birmingham, Alabama to Katie Roberts.20 The exact date of his birth is 

unknown. James’ father died when he was just two years old.21 After his father’s death, James went to live 

with his uncle, Van B. James, a Baptist Pastor in Avondale, Alabama, until he was thirteen years old.22 He 

then returned to live with his mother until 1907, when he left her home in an attempt to escape the bleakness 

of poverty and strike out on his own.23 James left behind two brothers and two sisters who also lived in 

Birmingham.24 

Before leaving Alabama, James worked in brickyards, brush factories, as a molder’s helper, and 

also found other odd jobs.25 Despite having had no formal education, James learned to read, write, and play 

 
18 The facts in this petition are drawn mainly from multiple newspaper articles, Sangamon Circuit Court documents, two studies of the 

Riot—ROBERTA SENECHAL, THE SOCIOGENESIS OF A RACE RIOT (University of Illinois Press, 1990) and Carole Merritt’s Something So 
Horrible: The Springfield Race Riot of 1908 (2008)—and the excellent and detailed Wikipedia page written by Beanie Barnes. 

19 Joe James, from Sangamon County Jail on the day of his execution. Joe James to Die on the Gallows at 10 O’Clock This Morning, 
ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 23, 1908, at 1. 

20 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1-2. 
21 Story of Joe James’ Life, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908, at 10. 
22 Id. at 9-10.  
23 Id.; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 15. 
24 Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 13. Prior to filing this Petition, counsel has searched far and wide 

for relatives of Joe James to sign this petition on James’ behalf. To date, however, we have not been able to locate any descendants who 
knew about James.   

25 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 15; Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 2.  
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the piano.26 In fact, James was so musically inclined that he was able to generate extra income by 

performing in dance halls and saloons.27  

James eventually left Alabama and traveled from city to city in search of work, visiting many of 

the largest cities in the Mississippi Valley.28 He supported himself using the skills he developed in his 

previous jobs as well as his musical talents.29 On June 1, 1908, James arrived in Springfield, Illinois, where 

he found work at a local saloon as a cleaning man to support himself until he could find a steady job.30 Just 

over a month later, on July 5, he was arrested for the crime that led to his execution.31 At the time of his 

arrest, James himself estimated that he was between 19 or 20.32 Other sources differed as to his age.33 

In the final weeks before his execution, James devoted himself to the study of his Bible.34 He also 

wrote letters to his mother, wishing her well and reflecting on his home and family. One read: 

I will never be able to see you again in this life…nor can I ever see my dear 
southern home more. I can only look to the great hereafter when I shall hope to see 
your loving face once more. Tell my brothers and sisters…that I bid them all an 
affectionate farewell, and tell them that my last request is that they always be as 
good and as virtuous as is humanly possible.35 

 

His mother, too poor to afford the trip to Springfield, wrote Sangamon County Sheriff Werner, expressing 

her desire to see her son before he was executed.36 Anxious to help Roberts, Black women in Birmingham 

pooled resources so she could make the trip.37 When Roberts arrived at the jail to see James, he apparently 

could not look her in the eye and was only able to mumble the word “mother.”38 Roberts “appeared so grief-

stricken that she was unable to express herself” and, after spending silent minutes with her son, asked to 

 
26 Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 13. 
27 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 15. 
28 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1-2. 
29 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 15. 
30 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1-2; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 18. 
31 Coroner's Jury Say Ballard Was Murdered by Joe James; Asks for a Special Grand Jury, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 7, 1908, at 2; 

SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 18-19. 
32 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 2.  
33 See C.A. Ballard Dies of Wounds, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 9; Joe James to Die on the Gallows at 10 O’Clock This Morning, 

ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 23, 1908, at 1.  
34 Joe James To Hang, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 25, 1908, at 9. 
35 Id. 
36 Cannot See Son Hanged, DAILY TIMES, Oct. 15, 1908. 
37 Mother Visits James, THE PANTAGRAPH, Oct. 23, 1908. 
38 Id. 
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leave.39 On the day of his hanging, James met with his spiritual advisor.40 The two sang a hymn together, 

read from the scriptures, and said a prayer.41 James prayed for his salvation.42  

  

 
39 Id. 
40 Career of James in Springfield, ILL. STATE J., Oct. 24, 1908, at 2.  
41 Id.  
42 Id. 
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III. FACTUAL AND PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND 

A. Detailed Account of Offense 

At about midnight on Saturday, July 5, 1908, shortly after Joe James was seen stumbling away 

from a saloon, sixteen-year-old Blanche Ballard returned home from an Independence Day festival at a 

local amusement park and fell asleep.43 Blanche was the daughter of Clergy Ballard, a long-time Springfield 

resident and mining engineer who was popular among working class Whites and had a large network of 

friends.44 The Ballard family home was located in a quiet, residential neighborhood on the city’s North 

Side, about 1.2 miles from the Levee, the predominantly Black business area where James had been 

drinking.45  

Allegedly, about an hour after falling asleep, Blanche awoke and found a man at the foot of her 

bed.46 Assuming the man to be her brother, she took hold of the man’s hand and shook him.47 She asked, 

“[i]s that you, Charles?”48 When the man merely groaned, she tried again to rouse him.49 She then realized 

that the man at the foot of the bed was not her brother, but a stranger.50 Still holding his hand, she later 

realized that the man was holding a sharp weapon.51 Blanche then called out to her father, Clergy Ballard, 

“[t]here’s a man in the house and he’s got a knife in his hand.”52 

The man fled through the house, moving from room to room.53 Clergy Ballard awoke and chased 

the man outside.54 A fight ensued between the man and Ballard, with the man using his weapon to cut 

Ballard.55 Emma Ballard followed her husband outside.56 At one point during the brief fight, Clergy Ballard 

 
43 Burglar Stabs C.A. Ballard, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 5, 1908, at 1; Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., 

Jul. 6, 1908, at 2; CAROLE MERRITT, SOMETHING SO HORRIBLE: THE SPRINGFIELD RACE RIOT OF 1908 10 (Abraham Lincoln 
Presidential Library Foundation, 2008); SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. 

44 Negro Was in Ballard’s Home: Who Mr. Ballard Was, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908, at 2. 
45 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 20. 
46 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908, at 2.  
47 Id.  
48 Saves Daughter, Killed by Negro, DECATUR HERALD, Jul. 6, 1908, at 1. 
49 MERRITT, supra note 43, at 10. 
50 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908, at 2. 
51 Id.  
52 Id. 
53 Saves Daughter, Killed by Negro, DECATUR HERALD, Jul. 6, 1908, at 1. 
54 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908, at 2. 
55 Id. 
56 James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13. 
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called out, “[m]y God, he has killed me.”57 A newspaper reported that Ballard was “cut in a half a dozen 

places with a sharp weapon.”58 

Blanche called for her brothers, Homer and Charles, who rushed downstairs to find their father 

severely injured.59 Homer allegedly stumbled over a winter hat as he came out of the house.60 The Ballard 

family would later claim that Clergy pointed across the street and told his sons, “[t]here’s the nigger, boys, 

that killed me,” and the young men began to chase the figure.61 While chasing him, Homer observed the 

man under a street lamp from about forty feet away.62 Homer would later testify that the man was wearing 

a light pair of pants, a black coat, shoes that squeaked, and no hat.63 Ballard’s sons could not catch the man 

and returned to their father.64 The police would later assert that Clergy, who was still alive upon his sons’ 

return, told Charles that he had torn a piece of fabric from the assailant’s shirt, which Charles claimed he 

had found in the front yard.65 Clergy died later that day at the hospital.66  

On July 5, 1908, early in the morning, four young women discovered Joe James asleep along the 

west side of Reservoir Park, six blocks away from the Ballard home.67 They had already heard of the attack 

on Clergy Ballard and, upon seeing James, called both the police and Clergy Ballard’s sons to come to the 

park.68 Homer, Charles, and several other neighbors were the first to arrive at the park.69 James was still 

asleep on the ground, with no shoes on him or nearby, and a coat over his head.70 Homer later claimed to 

have noticed that a piece of fabric was torn from James’ shirt and that he had blood on his pants.71 Allegedly 

 
57 Id. 
58 Negro Prowler Stabs Man and Makes Escape, SPRINGFIELD SUNDAY J., Jul. 5, 1908, at 1. 
59 James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13. 
60 Id. 
61 James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13. 
62 Coroner's Jury Say Ballard Was Murdered by Joe James; Asks for a Special Grand Jury, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 7, 1908, at 7. 
63 James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13. 
64 Id.  
65 Id. 
66 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. 
67 Story of the Crime, J. OF SPRINGFIELD ILL., Oct. 24, 1908, at 5; Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE 

REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7; Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1; 
SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. Primary sources reveal contradictory accounts of where James was actually found on the morning of July 
5. The two women who ultimately testified at his trial, however, stated that he was found “along the west side of Reservoir Park.” 

68 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. 
69 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. 
70 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7; Joe James Says He Has No 

Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1. 
71 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7. 
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upon seeing this, the brothers concluded that James was their father’s murderer, and Homer and Charles 

began savagely beating James.72 The police arrived and arrested James.73 When he arrived at the jail, James 

was so badly beaten that his eyes were swollen shut.74 He could not speak, and one reporter observed he 

hardly appeared to be a “human being.”75  

76 

When questioned about the incident, James stated that he remembered little of the previous night 

and did not recall a fight with Clergy Ballard.77 James told the police that he came to Springfield looking 

for work in June of 1908, where he initially found employment at a local saloon as a cleaning man to support 

himself until he could find a steady job.78 On the evening he arrived in Springfield and started work at the 

saloon, James played pool with the saloon’s customers, often betting and winning money.79 The next day, 

several customers became upset at losing money to James and pointed him out to police officers as a 

suspicious stranger.80 James attempted to tell the officers he was employed, but he could not remember the 

 
72 James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13; Ballard’s Wife and Children 

Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7; C.A. Ballard Dies of Wounds, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 9. 
73 Coroner's Jury Say Ballard Was Murdered by Joe James; Asks for a Special Grand Jury, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 7, 1908, at 7. 
74 Id. 
75 Id. 
76 Picture of Joe James after arrest. Coroner's Jury Say Ballard Was Murdered by Joe James; Asks for a Special Grand Jury, ILL. 

STATE REG., Jul. 7, 1908, at 1. 
77 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908. 
78 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 15, 18; Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 

1908, at 1. 
79 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 2; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 18. 
80 Id. 
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name of the saloon where he was employed.81 The officers instructed James to leave the city but he did not 

obey their orders.82 A newspaper reported that James offended the officers when he told them, “[a] nigger 

has as much a right here as a white man. A white man is no better than a nigger.”83 A day later, the officers 

discovered James again and this time, they arrested him for vagrancy.84 James was fined and taken to the 

local jail, where he was forced to work off his fine.  He was lauded as a model prisoner.85 Proving to be a 

good worker, James was allowed to leave the prison on July 4 in order to run an errand for the guards.86  

According to his limited recollection and witness accounts, James completed the errand as 

instructed and then headed to the Levee District, stopping at a local saloon to play the piano in exchange 

for free drinks.87 He continued his night at various other saloons, drinking and making money playing 

craps.88 At one point, James appeared so intoxicated that one observer said he looked like he was “loading 

up” for a “big jag.”89 James recalled becoming “so drunk that [he] don’t know where [he] went or what [he] 

did.”90 Eventually James was thrown out of the saloon and proceeded to stumble away.91  

He awoke the next morning to a beating by the Ballard sons, unaware of why he was being 

attacked.92 Later, when he regained consciousness at the station house, his eyes were so swollen that he 

could not see and he immediately vomited.93  

 

 

 

 

 
81 Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908, at 2. 
82 Id. 
83 Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 13. 
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Sept. 18, 1908, at 2; SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 18. 
85 Wounds Inflicted by Negro Intruder Results in Death, ILL. STATE J., Jul. 6, 1908, at 2. 
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88 Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 13; Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After 

Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908. 
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91 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 19. 
92 Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908. 
93 Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908. 



 18 

B. Springfield, Illinois During the Early Jim Crow Years  

To fully comprehend the harms inflicted upon Joe James and the gravity of the miscarriage of 

justice in his case, it is critical to situate this discussion in the context of Springfield, Illinois at the time 

these events occurred. 

When Rutherford B. Hayes was elected president in 1876, the post-Civil War period known as 

Reconstruction, during which African Americans were finally beginning to receive the civil rights to which 

they were entitled, came to an end.94 As a result of a lack of federal enforcement and the takeovers of 

Southern state governments by White supremacists, these recently-acquired civil rights steadily 

deteriorated.95 Across the country, states passed new legislation curtailing the rights of Black citizens with 

respect to voting, jury service, public accommodations, and others.96 Furthermore, “[v]iolence towards 

[B]lacks, particularly lynchings, increased in an environment where [B]lacks were dehumanized and white 

perpetrators knew they would face little to no repercussions for their crimes.”97 This culture of violence 

towards Black people was pervasive in a widespread attempt to re-shift the racial status quo to what it had 

been prior to the Civil War—an environment in which Black people were seen and treated as inherently 

inferior to White people.98  

As the Supreme Court handed down a series of opinions in the 1880s and 1890s that laid the 

groundwork for the Jim Crow era, racial animosity towards Black people continued to manifest—and not 

just in the South.99 White people in Illinois practiced segregation, exercised violence against Black people, 

and “regularly exercised race baiting in . . . reporting [the news] and rarely missed an opportunity to play 

up alleged misdeeds by blacks.”100 

 
94 Floyd Mansberger and Christopher Stratton, National Register of Historic Places Thematic Survey of Springfield’s African-

American Community, And the Central East Neighborhood, Springfield, Illinois, HISTORIC SITES COMMISSION, 93 (Aug. 2018), 
https://www.springfield.il.us/Departments/OPED/Staff/Reports/CentralEastNeigborhoodSurveyReportComplete.pdf.  

95 Id. 
96 Id. 
97 Id. 
98 Id. 
99 Floyd Mansberger and Christopher Stratton, National Register of Historic Places Thematic Survey of Springfield’s African-

American Community, And the Central East Neighborhood, Springfield, Illinois, HISTORIC SITES COMMISSION, 93 (Aug. 2018), 
https://www.springfield.il.us/Departments/OPED/Staff/Reports/CentralEastNeigborhoodSurveyReportComplete.pdf. 

100 Id. at 94. 



 19 

Springfield’s newspapers regularly baited Springfield’s Whites with stories of Black deviance.  One 

particular strain of racial animus was the widespread belief that Black men were “brutes” and “savages,” 

bestial men with ravenous sexual appetites, whose desires were fixed on White women.101 This ugly trope 

tarred Joe James in press coverage after his arrest when, in the absence of evidence of a motive for James, 

the press deemed James a “brute of the lowest form”102 and speculated that James had entered the Ballard 

home in order to “outrage,” or rape, Ballard’s daughter.103 In a potent example of the way that media 

commentary bled into James’ treatment by the criminal system, his indictment for burglary repeated this 

slander, stating that James entered the Ballard home with the “felonious intent…to ravish and carnally know 

and abuse one, Blanch Ballard.”104 White perception of Blacks as beasts was only reinforced when 

Springfielders woke up on the morning of August 14 to read headlines which screamed of Mabel Hallam’s 

allegation that George Richardson had broken into the Hallam home, dragged her from her bed and 

repeatedly “outraged” her.105 This allegation of sexual predation alone would have been enough in 1908 to 

all but seal James’ fate and send him to the gallows.106 

In post-Emancipation America, the accusation that a Black man had raped a White woman often 

whipped up Whites and stirred them to seek vengeance through mob violence. Approximately one in four 

lynchings in America were triggered by an accusation of rape or attempted rape.107 There can be no doubt 

that these alleged “outrages” against White women by Black men were a catalyst for the Springfield Riot. 

At the onset of the Riot, at least one of the ringleaders, a White boarding house owner named Kate Howard 

was heard to incite the rioters by shouting “What is the matter with you fellows, are you afraid to go in?”,  

 
101 LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, Newspaper Phrase Search from 1865-1908, “Black Brute”, “Negro Brute”, “Negro Inferior”, “Nigger”, 

“Nigger Inferior.” 
102 Saves Daughter, Killed by Negro, THE DECATUR HERALD, Jul. 6, 1908, at 1. In the same article, the author stated, “One conclusion 

that finds most supporters is that James was a degenerate negro, inflamed by strong opiates with a crazed brain that sought satisfaction 
only in human blood." 

103 Negro Prowler Stabs Man and Makes Escape, ILL. STATE J., Jul. 5, 1908, at 1. 
104 Indictment of Joe James, Jul. 17, 1908. 
105 Dragged From Her Bed and Outraged by Negro, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 14, 1908, at 1. 
106 See Margaret Burnham, Retrospective Justice in the Age of Innocence: The Hard Case of Rape Executions, 291, in WRONGFUL 

CONVICTIONS AND THE DNA REVOLUTION : TWENTY-FIVE YEARS OF FREEING THE INNOCENT (2017) (discussing recent studies 
corroborating “the storied work of the criminologist Marvin Wolfgang, who found that 89 percent of persons executed for rape between 
1930 and 1974 were black men, all from the former Confederacy and its bordering states”—the latter of which includes Illinois).  

107 STEWART E. TOLNAY & E.M. BECK, A FESTIVAL OF VIOLENCE: AN ANALYSIS ON SOUTHERN LYNCHINGS, 1882-1930 125 (1995). 
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followed by  “Come on and I will show you how to do it. Women want protection and this seems to be the 

only way to get it.” 108 

 

C. The Springfield Race Riot and Aftermath 

On July 5, 1908, after his arrest, James was brought to the Sangamon County Jail.109 Ballard’s 

murder remained a front-page story in Springfield newspapers for multiple days. Crowds formed in front 

of the Ballard home. White Springfield residents demanded that James be handed over and hanged.110 The 

local press contributed to the rage.111 Eventually, the tension surrounding the Ballard murder faded and 

Springfield residents returned to their normal lives.112  

While James awaited his trial, another Black man, George Richardson, arrived at the County jail 

on August 14.  Richardson had been accused of rape by a married White woman named Mabel Hallam.113 

About two weeks later, Hallam would recant her incendiary accusation.114 Yet, despite its admitted falsity, 

Hallam’s accusation served to reignite the racial outrage that was originally sparked by Clergy Ballard’s 

murder.115  

On August 14, soon after Richardson had been accused by Hallam, an angry White mob began 

forming outside the jail.116 A newspaper reported that the mob was determined “to wreak vengeance upon 

the negro for the atrocious crime.”117 Although the crowd at the jail had not yet grown to its full size, a 

White mob elsewhere in the city chased a Black man into his home and beat him with a club, signaling the 

 
108 Ten True Bills Against Raymer and Inn Keeper, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 21, 1908, at 1. 
109 MERRITT, supra note 43, at 10-11. 
110 Interview by Jim Krohe & Castella Henderson with John Wilson and Hazel Wilson, Eyewitnesses, available at the Oral History 

Collection, Archives/Special Collections, University of Illinois at Springfield (1971). 
111 SENECHAL, supra note 4, at 20. 
112 Id.  
113 Colored Man Not Guilty, Did Not Assault Her, The White Woman Declares, THE RICHMOND PLANET, Sept. 12, 1908, at 1; 

Dragged From Her Bed and Outraged by Negro, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 14, 1908, at 1. 
114 Mabel Hallam’s Mind Changes, DECATUR HERALD, Sept. 2, 1908, at 1. Hallam recanted her accusation after it was medically 

proven that Richardson could not have raped her, as she had an STD. 
115 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Riotous Scenes 

at County Jail, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Interview by Jim Krohe & Castella Henderson with John Wilson and Hazel Wilson, 
Eyewitnesses, available at the Oral History Collection, Archives/Special Collections, University of Illinois at Springfield (1971). 

116 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Two Are Killed 
and Many Hurt As Mob Works, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 15, 1908, at 1. 

117 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1. 
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start of a larger riot.118 Eventually the crowd at the jail started calling for James and Richardson to be 

lynched.119 They demanded that the Sheriff turn the men over to the mob. 

Additional deputies and armed guards were needed to help patrol the jail.120 Colonel Richard J. 

Shand, a Springfield resident and member of the Third Infantry of the Illinois state militia, arrived at the 

jail in an attempt to convince Sheriff Charles Werner, who believed the situation to not be “serious at all,” 

to call for additional help from the local militia.121 Upon informing Sheriff Werner that he would be solely 

responsible for any ensuing riots if he refused further help, Sheriff Werner obliged, and the troops 

assembled at the State Arsenal as backup.122  

Sheriff Werner devised a plan to move Richardson and James from the jail, hoping it would disperse 

the crowd.123 Sheriff Werner requested the assistance of Harry Loper, the White owner of a local restaurant 

and movie theater, to transfer the two men in his automobile to the neighboring McLean County Jail.124 

Distracting the mob with a false fire alarm, the men were taken away in Loper’s automobile.125  

The mob became enraged upon learning that Loper had moved the two men from the Sangamon 

County Jail.126 Sheriff Werner underestimated the vitriol of the crowd, which soon numbered between five 

and ten thousand.127 When the mob found out Harry Loper helped James and Richardson out of town, they 

called out, “[o]n to Loper’s!” and headed toward Loper’s restaurant.128 The mob began breaking the 

restaurant windows.129 Mayor Roy R. Reece came to the scene to appeal to the crowd, but to no avail.130 

 
118 Negro Beaten in His Home, SPRINGFIELD J., Aug. 15, 1908, at 3. 
119 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Riotous Scenes 

at County Jail, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 15, 1908, at 2. 
120 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Biennial report 

of the Adjutant General of Illinois, 1907/1908, 270-274, 280-283,  STATE OF ILLINOIS, ADJUTANT GENERAL OFFICE, Oct. 1, 1908. 
121 Id. 
122 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1. 
123 Id. 
124 Id. 
125 Id. 
126 Id.; Interview by Richard Shereikis with J.R. Fitzpatrick, Eyewitness, available at the Oral History Collection, Archives/Special 

Collections, University of Illinois at Springfield (1980). 
127 Biennial report of the Adjutant General of Illinois, 1907/1908, 270-274, 280-283,  STATE OF ILLINOIS, ADJUTANT GENERAL OFFICE, 

Oct. 1, 1908. 
128 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1; Interview by 

Richard Shereikis with J.R. Fitzpatrick, Eyewitness, available at the Oral History Collection, Archives/Special Collections, University of 
Illinois at Springfield (1980). 

129 Café Furniture Burned in the Street as Rioters Fight Police and Firemen, ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH, Aug. 15, 1908, at 2. 
130 Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908, at 1. 



 22 

Sheriff Werner gathered ten men from the National Guard Cavalry to guard Loper’s but forbade them from 

shooting into the crowd.131 Their efforts to quell the mob were unsuccessful, and the riotous crowd began 

to shout about Loper: “Lynch him…Bring him out…Nigger lover.”132 The crowd set Loper’s car on fire.133 

Loper’s restaurant was also ransacked and set aflame.134  

Loper and several of his workers had barricaded themselves in the basement of his restaurant.  

When the mob learned of their whereabouts, they surged toward the door to try to get access to Loper.  

Loper fired two warning shots through the top of the door, hoping the shots would scare the rioters away 

and cause them to back off. One of the shots apparently struck a White teenager named Louis Johnson and 

killed him.135 As the mob continued to destroy his restaurant and announced its plans to burn it down, Loper 

and his employees crawled out of a basement window to safety and hid until police arrived to secure the 

scene.136   

         Unable to inflict vengeance on Richardson and James and having destroyed Loper’s restaurant, the 

mob regrouped and set their sights on the neighborhoods where Black businesses and residences were 

located.137 As the mob raged, one man called out, “[c]urse the day that Lincoln freed the nigger. Abe Lincoln 

brought them to Springfield and we will run them out.”138  

 The mob first moved into the Levee District,139 an area filled with Black-owned or operated 

businesses.  Mixed in among the grocery stores, restaurants, rooming houses, and other small retailers were  

saloons, gambling and opium dens, pool halls, and houses of prostitution.  Although these more disreputable 

businesses were visited by both Blacks and Whites, they were roundly denounced by Springfield’s White 

 
131 Id. 
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and Black press and establishment.140 Once the mob entered the Levee, violence erupted; one newspaper 

noted that “everyone of the black race who could be found on the streets was assaulted and beaten.”141 

Soon, many buildings were on fire.142 Firemen were warned that any attempt to save Black homes would 

result in the mob cutting the firehose.143  

         One newspaper called the mob “bloodthirsty.”144 Another described the mob as “breathing threats 

of vengeance” and their destruction “as though a gigantic cyclone had come and exercising discrimination 

in its selection of prey, had torn and distorted with unabated fury.”145 The mob appeared to direct its wrath 

against those in the Black community who were perceived as successful.146  Some members of the Black 

community attempted to defend itself against the attacks. As a result of the violence, several casualties were 

reported, including eight deaths and over one hundred injuries among Whites alone.147 Most Whites who 

were injured or killed were harmed either by members of the state militia or each other. It is unknown how 

many Black people were injured or killed. 

         Following its wreckage of the Levee, the mob moved onto the Black neighborhood known as the 

Badlands.148 The Badlands was a “residential extension of the Levee,” comprised of largely low-income, 

substandard housing.149 The mob moved from home to home lighting the Badlands on fire and completely 

destroying a four square-block area.150 The Sheriff again attempted to disperse the crowd, but to no avail.151  

         The mob did not stop at the destruction of homes and property; they lynched two Black men before 

their violence ended. Those men, Scott Burton and William Donegan, were both successful businessmen 

 
140 C.A. Ballard Dies of Wounds, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908, at 9. 
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in Springfield.152 Burton owned a barbershop that served exclusively White patrons.153 The mob appeared 

to seek Burton out, breaking into his home and dragging him out.154 A newspaper reported that Burton was 

“beaten into insensibility” by the mob until he “was a bloody, lacerated mass of flesh.”155 The mob dragged 

him through his yard, put a rope around his neck, and then hanged him from a tree.156 Thousands were 

present during Burton’s lynching.157 Spectators desecrated Burton’s corpse as it hung from the tree.158 The 

next day, “relic seekers” came to cut down pieces of the tree to take as souvenirs.159 As the first Black death 

during the Riot, Burton was likely “a substitute for the George Richardson [and Joe James] lynching they 

had been denied.”160  

         Donegan was an eighty-year-old Black shoemaker who suffered from severe rheumatism and was 

nearly blind, and was married to a White woman nearly thirty years his junior.161 The mob dragged the 

elderly and infirmed Donegan out of his home as he pleaded with them, “[h]ave mercy on me, boys, have 

mercy.”162 They showed him no mercy. The mob “slashed Donegan’s throat from ear to ear with a razor, 

tied a thin clothesline around his neck four times and once around his face and mouth, and hanged him to 

a small tree.”163 The rope was too thin to hold his body, but the mob believed he was hanging and left him 

to die.164 When the mob disappeared, Donegan was taken down and brought to the hospital, where he later 

died of his wounds.165 
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 After two days and nights of rioting, the mob’s violence and destruction finally came to an end. 

The state militia, burnished by reinforcements, restored law and order to the streets of Springfield. But the 

damage had been done. In its account of the rioting, the Illinois State Journal noted that “[t]he entire district 

between Mason and Jefferson streets and Ninth and Eleventh streets, covering four square blocks, was 

wiped out. At one point, eighteen concurrent fires were counted.166 And the horror was not yet over for 

Springfield’s Black citizens, many of whom fled Springfield.167 Hundreds of refugees arrived in Decatur 

and other nearby towns, finding vacant areas to camp and avoid the violence.168 Many of the towns, 

however,  refused to admit the refugees or threatened them until they moved on.169 The Chief of Police of 

Peoria made it known that Springfield’s fleeing Black inhabitants were not welcome there, stating: 

“Negroes are not allowed to enter Peoria. . . . If a black alights in [Peoria], he is taken in charge and at the 

first opportunity sent from the city.”170 The people of Greenridge, a town in nearby Macoupin County, were 

even less welcoming. When a group of Black Springfielders arrived in Greenridge, they were stoned out of 

town.171  

The local press placed significant blame for the Riot on members of the Black community.172 Local 

newspapers generally framed the Riot as the result of the “crimes” of Black people, namely Richardson and 

James.173 Some even suggested that the violence was a logical and inevitable outcome of “the negroes’ own 

misconduct, general inferiority or unfitness for free institutions.”174 In other words, the press implied, 

Springfield’s Black residents had it coming to them. Before Hallam retracted her allegations against 
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Richardson, one newspaper’s headline read “Frenzied Mob Sweeps City Wreaking Bloody Vengeance for 

Negro’s Heinous Crime.”175 The guilt of Richardson and James was never questioned; it was presumed.176  

Newspapers were not the only sources to both blame the city’s Black residents and sympathize with 

the White rioters; White religious leaders also expressed allegiance with the mobs, with one calling for a 

“Southern disenfranchisement scheme as a remedy for negro lawlessness.”177 Other ministers called for 

“swift justice” for Springfield’s Black residents, but were notably silent about consequences for the Whites 

responsible for the widespread destruction and terror.178 Even the Governor of Illinois’ statement following 

the Riot, while critical of the mob, still placed blame on the Black residents who tried to protect their homes 

and families from the violent intruders.179  

William English Walling, a  journalist and author from New York City, visited Springfield with his 

wife, Anna Strunsky, on the day after the Riot first erupted. The two spoke to numerous Springfielders and 

reported widespread anti-Black sentiment from all White socioeconomic classes,180 but their interviews of 

members of Springfield’s White working class, including many who had participated in and been injured 

during the Riot, revealed the most deep-seated racism. Repeatedly during his interviews, Walling heard 

statements suggesting that the Black riot victims deserved their fate and that the Riot was “bound to happen” 

because Springfield’s Negroes “came to think that they were as good as we are.”181 Walling’s interview 

subjects revealed, with near unanimity, attitudes that were identical to those observed in Southern racists: 

“that the Negro did not need much education; that his present education had been a mistake; that Whites 
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cannot live in the same community with negroes except where the latter have been taught their inferiority; 

and that lynching is the only way to deal with them, etc.”182  

To blame for this attitude, Walling and Strunsky reported, was the fact that many of Springfield’s 

White residents were Southern transplants who had moved there from the South in search of work.183 

According to Walling, the Southern cultural attitude towards Black Americans seemed to have migrated 

along with Springfield’s residents.184 In fact, one of the mob’s most influential leaders and instigators, Kate 

Howard, told journalists that she had been inspired by her trips through the South, where she witnessed 

extreme segregation and subjugation of Black residents.185 Although Howard committed suicide by 

poisoning herself shortly after her interview, thus evading trial, she boasted to reporters that she had little 

to fear from Springfield’s White citizens and “relied confidently on her fellow citizens to keep her from 

punishment.”186  

Howard was not alone in her confidence that the rioters would not be held accountable. Journalists 

reported that many of the residents they interviewed in the days after the Riot believed that they too would 

be protected by Springfield’s generally sympathetic public opinion towards those in the mob.187 Howard’s 

words proved prophetic; after the Riot, a grand jury returned 117 indictments for criminal acts arising out 

of the terror and carnage.188 Abraham Raymer, a White ringleader present at the sacking of Loper’s store 

and a participant in the lynchings of both Burton and Donegan, stands out for having been indicted four 

times for his participation in the Riot. In the end, however, Raymer was found guilty only of petty larceny.189 

After Raymer’s repeated acquittals and losses in other cases, prosecutors dismissed the remaining cases of 
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the rioters. Of all indicted, Abraham Raymer was the only participant ultimately convicted by jury of any 

crime.190 

Open hostility towards Springfield’s Black residents persisted in the days and weeks following the 

Riot. Black business owners received threatening letters and some local grocery stores were so afraid to 

sell goods to Black residents that the State of Illinois had to purchase groceries on their behalf.191 Local 

newspapers reported that Black residents were being made to leave their homes by their White neighbors, 

with one publication declaring: “Negro Family Leaves City When Ordered.”192 The newspaper added that 

“they were the one negro family in the block and their presence was distasteful to all other citizens in that 

vicinity.”193 Even smaller towns surrounding Springfield joined in on the hostility. Shortly after the Riot 

concluded, one town posted a sign at the train station that warned “All niggers are warned out of town by 

Monday, 12 p.m. sharp. – Buffalo Sharp Shooters.”194  

 

D. Joe James’ Motion for Change of Venue 

With his guilt all but assumed, Joe James was forced to go to trial just a month after the Riot. James’ 

trial began on September 14, 1908. The next day, evidently still enraged, some members of the community 

left a threatening note for the Sheriff and his deputies.195 The letter read, “If you don’t hang Joe James we 

are going to kill him and run all the niggers out of town.”196 Sent to the Sherriff, the letter was signed “THE 

BLACK HAND” and was only one of several letters threatening violence against Springfield’s Black 

residents via vigilante justice.197 A gruesome effigy of James was hung in the city near the courthouse, 

displayed alongside the threat, “Nigger don’t let the sun go down on you.”198  
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         Two Black attorneys, Octavius V. Royall and A. Morris Williams, agreed to represent James at 

trial.199 Attorney Royall was a classmate of the Sangamon County State’s Attorney Frank Hatch at Harvard 

Law School and was well respected.200 In the wake of the Riot, James’ attorneys sought a change of venue, 

citing their fears that James would “not receive a fair and impartial trial…because the inhabitants of said 

Sangamon county, in which the said case is pending, are prejudiced against him.”201 This prejudice was 

fueled, in part, by the widely circulated stories of Mabel Hallam’s rape accusations against George 

Richardson published in Springfield’s daily papers. Such publications, James’ attorneys’ alleged, were 

“calculated to and did create an undue prejudice in the minds of the inhabitants” of Sangamon County 

against James and were so “intense, strong, and notorious throughout the county that it led to the formation 

of the mob and fed its driving desire to lynch James.202 They continued, “It is impossible for this defendant 

to meet and overcome the prejudice against him and said prejudice against this defendant and Negroes, in 

general, is not abating to any appreciable extent whatever.”203  

 The defense scrambled to find Springfielders brave enough to speak their minds about the prejudice 

to James and ultimately submitted only a handful of  affidavits from community members stating that James 

would not be able to receive a fair trial in Sangamon County.204 But the fear of saying as much was pervasive 

among Springfield’s Whites. One affidavit stated, “[t]he feeling and prejudice in said county against the 

defendant is so widespread and universal that few will make oath that said defendant cannot secure a fair 

trial in said county, although many admit that such is the fact.”205 In the motion for a change of venue, 

Royall referred to the continuing threat of violence posed by some of Springfield’s White working class, 

naming the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, of which Clergy Ballard was a member, as a source of 

the intimidation, if not violence.206 State’s Attorney Frank Hatch had a much easier time finding citizens 
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willing to claim that no such racial prejudice existed in Sangamon County. He submitted over a hundred 

pages of affidavits by community members, each asserting that James could receive a fair trial in Sangamon 

County.207  

 It was up to Judge James A. Creighton to decide on the all-important petition for change of venue.  

But Judge Creighton chose to deny the petition, stating that the mob enacted no violence specifically on 

Richardson or James and that, “[t]his was not a race war at al[l],” but a case of a “hundred lawless ruffians” 

who did not reflect the attitudes of the general public. 208 In fact, Judge Creighton praised Springfield as a 

place of racial tolerance. He even suggested that the fact that Sangamon County had permitted James’ Black 

attorney to represent him was evidence of its tolerant attitude.209 He projected complete confidence that 

Sangamon County’s White jurors could fairly evaluate the evidence presented at James’ trial.   

In addition to the regular panel of twenty-three men summoned to serve as jurors, Judge Creighton 

called a special venire of jurors by selectively seeking a pool of one hundred men to potentially serve as 

jurors for the court.210 It became clear during James’ jury selection that many White Springfielders did, in 

fact, have preconceptions about James’ guilt. As reported in the Illinois State Register, “great difficulty was 

encountered in obtaining jurors who had not formed an opinion as to the guilt or innocence of the 

defendant.”211 Again and again, veniremen “stated they had an opinion and believed that James was guilty.” 

The attorneys exhausted the regular panel and half of the special venire of one hundred before completing 

jury selection on September 14, 1908.212 The jurors were all men and all were White.213 The defense could 

claim just one small victory from the jury selection process: it had successfully removed Southerners from 

serving on the jury.214 If Walling’s claims that Springfield’s working class Whites harbored many of the 

same racist attitudes as Southerners were true, this was a pyrrhic victory at best.    
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E. The Trial and Legal Lynching of Joe James                           

The prosecution made it clear from the start of the criminal proceedings that James must die for his 

crimes. During voir dire, the prosecution repeatedly asked, “[d]o you have any scruples against 

administering the death penalty in the proper case?”215 Throughout the trial, the prosecution returned again 

and again to the inevitability of imposing the death penalty on James. During voir dire, the defense focused 

on a theory of self-defense.216 But at trial, James’ attorneys abandoned the claim of self-defense,217 instead 

attempting to poke holes in the state’s evidence and raise reasonable doubts about James’ intent to kill 

Ballard. During his opening, Royall suggested that James was drunk and that if he killed Ballard, he could 

not have had a motive or intent to kill.218 

The prosecution’s evidence against James was largely circumstantial and often inconsistent. The 

prosecution relied primarily on the testimony of the Ballard family, who described their memories of the 

attack.219 Blanche Ballard recalled waking up to a man at the foot of her bed with “something that seemed 

to be a knife” in the man’s hand,220 but admitted that she “could not see whether he was black or white, at 

that time.”221 Blanche later alleged that after the man and her father had been fighting away from the house, 

she was able to see “that the negro was dressed in a black coat and had on light trousers.”222  

The other members of the Ballard family also testified to seeing the man’s clothing and identifying 

him as he ran away. Emma Ballard first described the man as a “dark form” and that she “didn’t know that 

he was a negro then.”223 Emma testified that she saw the man under the light as her sons were chasing him 

and was able to identify him as James by the clothing.224 Homer Ballard similarly recounted seeing the man, 

particularly his light pants and black coat, under the streetlamps.225 Homer testified, “I’m pretty certain that 
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this is the man (pointing to the defendant) who did the deed. His height, build, clothes, and everything about 

him tells me that this is the man.”226 Charles Ballard similarly identified James as the man he had seen on 

the night of his father’s murder.227  

James’ defense focused on evidence that he was drunk on the night of the murder, which would 

have made it difficult for him to outrun the Ballard boys. Several witnesses testified to seeing James 

drinking at the saloon.228 One man, George Wilson, said that James “talked as if he wasn’t right.”229 

Another, Ed White, said James was in his saloon and bought a half pint of whiskey.230 James Cannon saw 

Joe James with several bottles of wine and stated he had six or seven drinks of whiskey.231 And George 

Dade testified that James “looked like he was drunk” when he first came into the saloon and sent Dade out 

for two cans of beer at about 9:00 p.m.232  

Joe James painted a similar picture during his own testimony. He said that he must have left the 

saloon but could not remember because he was drunk.233 James did not remember getting into a fight or 

killing someone.234 While he identified as belonging to him some of the clothes that were taken from him 

when he was arrested, he stated that he did not remember having the black coat.235 James testified that he 

did not have a knife on him on the night of the Fourth.236 Throughout his testimony, James maintained he 

did not remember anything of the night.237  

There were several inconsistences in the State’s case that were never resolved. For example, Homer 

Ballard testified that James’ shoes squeaked as he ran.238 However, Chief Morris testified that James left 

the jail on July 4 with no shoes.239 When the Ballard sons found James, he had no shoes on or near him.240 
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And witnesses described the assailant as having a black coat,241 but James testified he did not own such a 

coat.242 When James was found, he was not wearing a coat; it was placed over his head.243 The prosecution 

introduced into evidence a hat that James identified as his.244 The Ballard sons testified they found the hat 

in the yard of their home,245 but, as Royall pointed out, they could equally have found the hat on James at 

Reservoir Park when they beat him senseless.246 Critically, it was established during trial that no “sharp 

weapon” was found on or near James on the morning of July 5, and none was ever recovered.247 

The State’s Attorney also placed great significance on James’ shirt, which Charles Ballard testified 

was torn by Clergy Ballard during the fight.248 During jury deliberations, the State prompted jurors to 

examine James’ shirt, directing them to a spot that appeared to be blood—“merely a clot”—which upon 

further inspection the jury concluded was “finger marks.”249 The media reported that the jury concluded the 

fingermarks on James’ shirt must have come from Clergy Ballard.250 As one newspaper put it, “[i]t was this 

fact that turned the tide in the jury room and placed the death cap over the head of Joe James.”251 However, 

these “finger marks” were never forensically identified and could have belonged to one of the Ballard boys, 

who beat James when they found him in the park. 

Additionally, Charles Ballard claimed he found the torn piece of the shirt in the Ballards’ yard. 

When James was arrested and his clothing was inspected, officers claimed that the torn piece of shirt fit a 

hole found in James’ shirt. To Assistant State’s Attorney Wines, the piece of torn shirt was a linchpin of 

his case: “If there was no other evidence of the identification of James than this torn shirt, there should be 

no evidence of doubt in the minds of the jurors.” But Ballard could equally have taken it from James when 

he confronted him at Reservoir Park. As defense attorney Royall stated during his closing, “[h]ow easy it 

 
241 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7. 
242 Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, Weekly Edition, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1. 
243 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7. 
244 Id.; Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, Weekly Edition, IL ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1. 
245 Id. 
246 See James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 13. 
247 Review of the Ballard Case: Knife Never Found, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908, at 10. 
248 Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908, at 7. 
249 Joe James Found Guilty of Murder of Clergy A. Ballard and Death Penalty is Fixed, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908, at 1. 
250 Id. 
251 Id. 



 34 

would have been for some one [sic] to snatch a piece of shirt from James as he lay sleeping on the morning 

of the 5th of July at the Reservoir park [sic].”  

As it turns out, Royall may have had good reason to suspect that the “shirt” evidence was more of 

a red herring than a linchpin and may have been fabricated by the Ballards or the police: The police claimed 

they had recovered identical evidence—a torn shirt—when they announced the arrest of George Richardson 

for the rape of Mabel Hallam. 252 When George Richardson was arrested and charged with Mabel Hallam’s 

rape—a crime that we know for a fact never occurred—newspapers reported not only that Hallam had 

identified Richardson as the culprit, but that police claimed Richardson’s coat was torn and that they found 

“a trace of blood” on his coat—facts presented as seemingly vital corroboration of Hallam’s claim that she 

tore her assailant’s coat.253 The fact that a similar accusation was made by the police and the Ballards against 

James and then relied on heavily by the prosecution is too coincidental for comfort. It suggests plainly that 

the police may have engaged in a pattern of fabricating such evidence in both James’ and Richardson’s 

cases in order to strengthen otherwise weak cases. 

 In his closing argument, Assistant State’s Attorney Wines “denounced the crime as coldblooded 

murder” and implored the jury to impose the death penalty on James. “Joe James has forfeited his right to 

live,” Wines told the jury. “What punishment would it be to send this man to the penitentiary where he will 

get food, clothing, and a place to sleep?”254  

 In his closing statement in James’s defense, Attorney Royall tried to persuade the jury that the 

State’s evidence did not prove that James committed the murder, arguing that  “[n]o guilty man in his right 

senses would go six blocks away from where the fatal blow was struck and lie down to pleasant dreams.”255 

To convict James of first-degree murder, Royall reminded the jury, they needed to find that the killing was 

premeditated and committed with “malice.”256 He ended by pointing to a picture of Abraham Lincoln which 
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hung in the courtroom, imploring the jury not to be swayed by public opinion, passion, or prejudice and 

asking them to give “this young colored boy just the same chance they would give a white boy.”257  

In all, the trial lasted four days.258 After seven hours and twenty-three minutes of deliberation, the 

jury returned a verdict of guilty after one vote and rendered a decision to impose the death penalty after ten 

votes.259 In response to the verdict, James appeared expressionless. He stated, “I have told all I know, I have 

nothing further to say.”260 After pronouncing the death sentence, Judge Creighton read a prayer, and James’ 

“eyes filled with tears and one tear drop trickled down the side of his face.”261 “He laid his head on his hand 

only for a moment.”262 

The Ballard family welcomed the verdict, as did most Whites and, in particular, Black residents of 

Sangamon County, who feared additional violence and retaliation. A local newspaper reported that “[t]he 

crowd that heard the verdict appeared satisfied wit hthe [sic] result.”263 Reportedly, other Black families 

had been packed and ready to hurriedly leave their homes behind if James’ life was spared, as they feared 

this would spark another outbreak of violence from those who participated in the Springfield Race Riot the 

month prior.264 Another newspaper wrote: 

If Joe James hangs, as he should in accordance with the finding of the jury, the sacrificing 
of his life as punishment for the murderous taking of another life should not be accepted 
as closing this chapter in Springfield’s history, but should prove a salutary lesson not only 
to the negroes or to white men who may have murder in their hearts, but to the black and 
white men alike who disregard law, to officials who disregard law and to cities where laws 
are disregarded.265 

 

The verdict was thus presented by the press as a fitting end to the violence that had taken place a month 

prior in Springfield. 
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At the return of the conviction and sentence, James’ attorneys moved for a new trial and were 

denied. However, the lawyers indicated that they would not appeal the verdict.266 They had conducted the 

trial without compensation for their services and could not afford to undertake the difficult and time-

consuming effort to appeal the verdict without getting paid.267 They reiterated that James had never 

confessed to them that he had killed Ballard, stating: “At no time has James admitted to us that he 

remembered any of the events of that fatal night from the time he left the down-town [sic] district.”268 A 

newspaper later reported that funds were being raised for a commutation effort269 but this last ditch effort 

before the Pardons Board and the Governor was denied.270 

On the day of his hanging, October 23, 1908, James’ jailers claimed that James wrote a statement.271 

The statement said: “I am sorry for the crime I committed. Drunkenness was the cause of it. In that I have 

grossly sinned against Mr. Ballard, his family and each and every citizen.”272 Some of the newspapers 

interpreted this statement as a confession,273 but others recognized it as ambiguous, reporting that just before 

his execution James had told his mother that he was “an innocent man” but was “guilty of having lived a 

sinful life.”274 

Hundreds came to watch James’ hanging.275 Policemen had to be stationed outside the jail to 

contain the crowds.276 The crowds appeared pleased with the execution.277 Of the two-hundred or so 

witnesses to the execution, only two Blacks were present—James’ lawyer Royall and a Reverend who 

provided spiritual counseling to him in the hours before he was hanged.278 One spectator at the hanging 

commented “that the negro was usurping the place of the white man…[and] that he would like to see a 
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negro try ‘some funny stunts’ with him, and that if he even had to pay his life for it, he would soon fix 

him.”279 After James’ body was removed from the gallows, it was made available to the public for 

inspection.280 Seven thousand spectators came to view his body.281  

 

F. The Trials of the White Murderers, Rioters, and Looters  

 After Joe James’ conviction, Sangamon County State’s Attorney Frank Hatch got down to the 

business of trying the White rioters who he had indicted. He and his assistant William St. Johns Wines 

started with their strongest case, bringing Abraham Raymer, a Jewish peddler of Russian descent, to trial 

first on charges that Raymer was an accomplice to the murder of William Donegan. Raymer had been 

identified by fellow White Springfielders as a ringleader of both nights of the Riot and had been spotted at 

the sacking of Loper’s restaurant and at the scenes of both lynchings.282   

 Before the trial could commence, however, a jury had to be selected, a task that proved to be “one 

of the greatest difficulties encountered in the trial of a criminal case in the county.”283 Before the jury had 

been picked, both sides had exhausted a regular panel, a special venire of fifty, and more than fifty-five 

members of a second special venire of one hundred men.284 Out of the seventy-five men who answered the 

judge’s order for the last venire, fifty-five were rejected, most because they had admitted they were 

prejudiced against negroes. Raymer’s lawyers were emboldened by the delays in seating a jury; they saw it 

as a “sign of hope.”285 Indeed, it would prove to be an ominous sign for the prosecution.  

In his opening statement at Raymer’s trial for the murder of William Donegan, Assistant State’s 

Attorney William St. Johns Wines explained to the jury that Raymer was guilty so long as he had been “in 

the crowd, aiding and abetting in the crime,”286 and Judge Creighton later instructed the jury that it was not 
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necessary to prove “that the defendant actually used the knife, or handled or adjusted the rope” used to hang 

Donegan.287 Rather, the judge stated that “if the defendant did or said anything that in any way aided or 

abetted the killing of Donegan the jury should find him guilty.”288  

Hatch and Wines had every reason to be confident that they could convict Raymer of Donegan’s 

murder. They planned to bring forth a parade of credible witnesses, including police as well as civilian 

witnesses, who had identified Raymer as a leader of the mob that lynched Donegan. Even Raymer himself 

had admitted to military police after the Riot that he had been part of the mob.289  

For Raymer’s murder trial, the prosecution also had an ace up its sleeve. They planned to call  

Walter A. Townsend, the outspoken editor of local newspaper, the Springfield Record, to the stand.290 

Townsend was one of the only White witnesses from Springfield’s business community who was willing 

to testify against Raymer. The mob’s route to Donegan’s home had passed right by The Record’s offices, 

and Townsend positively identified Raymer as a leader of the mob.291 But perhaps the strongest evidence 

came from Donegan’s wife and her niece, who both “positively identified him as the man who called 

Donegan out, knocked him down and called to the mob to take him out.”292   

William St. Johns Wines began his closing argument by explicitly comparing the evidence of 

Raymer’s intent to kill with the evidence the prosecutors had presented against the recently-convicted Joe 

James. Wines reminded jurors that the evidence of intent against Raymer was much stronger than it was in 

James’ case. According to Wines, James “had no intent to murder … James did not go to the Ballard home 

seeking to satiate any lust for blood … but Raymer “started out with no other object in view than murder” 

and “walked for many blocks leading a gang he knew full well was bent on destruction and murder.”  

Raymer knew that the gang he joined was “out on a hunt for ‘niggers’ and he had ‘blood in his eye and 

murder in his heart.’”293 Reminding the jurors that James had been convicted and sentenced to death, Wines 
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pointed to Raymer and asked the jury: “does not this man merit equal punishment?” Wines finished his 

oration with a flourish, arguing that “if ever a man deserved hanging, that man is Abraham Raymer.”294  

Raymer’s attorneys took a different tack during their closing, attacking the credibility of the defense 

witnesses and deriding the police witnesses as “brutes” who had beaten Raymer into confessing.295 But 

Raymer’s attorneys saved their worst venom for Donegan’s wife, Sarah. Sarah, who had witnessed her 

husband’s lynching and had positively identified Raymer as one of the men who led the assault on her 

husband, was a White woman. Raymer’s attorney asked the jury: “What do you think of this woman— a 

white woman—marrying a negro forty years older than herself, when she herself was in the bloom of youth? 

I tell you she started out wrong and she has been erratic ever since.”296 And defense counsel’s direct appeal 

to the racial prejudices of the jury worked. Despite the powerful evidence of Raymer’s guilt, the jury 

acquitted him after only one ballot and a mere three hours of discussion.297  

Raymer’s acquittal of Donegan’s murder shocked the prosecution, the press, and Judge 

Creighton—the same judge who presided over James’ trial and had exclaimed that “[i]n no county in the 

state does so little prejudice exist against the colored race as in the county of Sangamon” in denying James 

a change in venue.298 The Judge and the prosecution believed they had taken great pains to ensure that the 

jury itself was unbiased. The selection process was lengthy and involved dismissing nearly one hundred 

men because they admitted to holding racist views of Black people or had already formed opinions of 

Raymer based on newspaper coverage of the Riot.299 But after Raymer’s acquittal on the murder charges, 

Assistant State’s Attorney William St. Johns Wise realized that these efforts to purge the jury of racists had 

failed, remarking “our jury lists as now composed seldom include that type of citizen who will do his full 

duty no matter what the outcome will be.”300 
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Despite their disappointment, prosecutors did not give up. They next tried Raymer on charges 

relating to property damage and then rioting.301 Again, prosecutors believed these cases were strong as 

many witnesses had seen Raymer participate in the mayhem and property destruction on both nights of the 

Riot.302 During Raymer’s second trial for damaging Loper’s property, prosecutors brought Harry Loper to 

the stand. Loper, whose restaurant was destroyed by the mob because he had assisted the Sheriff in getting 

James and Richardson out of town at the outset of the Riot, recognized Raymer. He had seen Raymer 

throwing bricks at his restaurant for over and hour and even had Raymer in his rifle sights with his finger 

on the trigger. The only reason he did not fire was he was afraid he might kill or wound an innocent.303 But 

despite Loper’s compelling testimony and the testimony of others who saw Raymer destroy Loper’s 

property, Raymer was again acquitted.   

Frustrated at this string of losses, State’s Attorney Hatch geared up for the third trial of Raymer on 

felony rioting charges. This time, he was taking no chances.  He sought to increase his odds by purging the 

old jury list and replacing it with one that included more of Springfield’s elite White citizens in the jury 

pool. Hatch sought to add several “merchants and larger landowners from more rural areas” to the pool, 

probably because he believed they were likely to be more impartial.304 This time, the prosecution also 

brought a dozen or so witnesses to the stand to testify “to having seen Raymer commit some act of 

depredation” at one of the main riot sites.305 It didn’t make any difference; the “reformed” jury still would 

not convict Raymer.306 After Raymer’s third acquittal, the prosecution essentially surrendered, dismissing 

the remaining cases and admitting that “it [would] be impossible to secure a conviction [against the rioters] 

in Sangamon county.”307  
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Ultimately, Raymer was convicted only after his fourth trial and only for petty larceny—for which 

he was sentenced to thirty days in prison and a $25 fine.308 Though a few rioters pleaded guilty to minor 

charges, Judge Creighton gave the lightest of punishments to those who did; one individual who pleaded to 

petty larceny received a $5 fine and five days in prison, while the other paid only $1 and was incarcerated 

for a single day.309 Otherwise, the only rioter who received a substantial punishment was a teenager named 

Roy Young, who boasted in public about burning Black residences and confessed the same to the police.  

For his crimes, Young was sent to the state reformatory before the trials of the other rioters began.310 

While the Springfield press continued to deny that racial hostility could have played a role in the 

failure to convict White rioters, it recognized that threats toward jurors and those jurors’ own fear of reprisal 

likely contributed to the disappointing verdicts. Newspaper articles admitted that “[t]he juror is not faced 

with the excited and angry rioter, but he has before him the recollection of what has occurred” and that a 

juror “knows that if he incur[s] the displeasure of the mob membership he is without assurance of 

protection.”311 For his part in testifying against Raymer, William A. Townsend, the editor of the Springfield 

Record, paid a heavy price. He later admitted to experiencing criticism and harassment, receiving 

threatening letters, and being denounced as a “nigger lover” for his testimony.312  
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IV. REASONS FOR GRANTING A POSTHUMOUS PARDON 

The Petitioner seeks clemency for Joe James because his right to due process was violated when 

he was forced to go to trial before an all-White jury in Springfield so quickly after one of the worst race 

riots in the history of the United States. Although the physical fires of Black homes and businesses had died 

down, Springfielders, both White and Black, still felt fearful that an acquittal of James would reignite the 

passions of the mob and lead to more death and destruction.    

By the time of James’ trial, only one month removed from the terror of the mob, many in Springfield 

blamed James for the Riot. With charges dismissed against George Richardson, another Black man who 

had been falsely accused of raping a White woman, James was the last Black man standing to face the wrath 

of White Springfield. Given the prejudicial pre-trial publicity and evidence of widespread racial animus, 

including acts designed to intimidate jurors prior to trial, Joe James could not have received a fair trial in 

Sangamon County.  

Attempts to intimidate potential witnesses and jurors did not end with James’ conviction. Whites 

called to testify before the grand jury investigating the White rioters’ crimes faced acts of intimidation and 

retribution, too. Juror after juror cited racial prejudice as the reason why they could not sit in judgment of 

the Whites who were charged with lynching Black men, destroying their homes and businesses, and stealing 

their property. The subsequent acquittals of the White rioters, despite the fact that the evidence against the 

defendants was overwhelming, demonstrated that race had to have infected James’ trial and sentencing. For 

this reason, he should be posthumously pardoned.  

There is another compelling reason why Joe James should be posthumously pardoned in 2023. In 

the past decade, in jurisdictions across the country, courts and Governors are revisiting historic racial 

injustices in cases of Black men convicted of harming White victims. While justice delayed can be justice 

denied, there is no statute of limitations on righting convictions which are the result of racism. The Governor 

should pardon Joe James and apologize for the grave wrong that the State of Illinois committed against him 

and his family in 1908. 
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A. Joe James was denied his right to an impartial jury and a fair trial. 

The right to a trial before an impartial jury is a basic requirement of due process.313 An impartial 

jury is a jury that is indifferent and only forms an opinion based on the evidence; it is a jury not subjected 

to pressure or influence that could impair their ability to act freely. Local and state newspapers published 

countless stories about Joe James in the days, weeks, and months after he was arrested, and the city 

experienced brutal rioting partly in response to the murder of Clergy Ballard. Further, Clergy Ballard was 

a prominent and well-known member of the community; his friends and co-workers had expressed a desire 

to avenge his death, and many of those arrested in the wake of the Riot had connections to Ballard. Lastly, 

the racial climate in 1908 was such that animus impermissibly biased the justice system against James and 

any Black man accused of committing a crime against a White man or woman.   

1. The racial animus in Springfield, particularly given the Race Riot, guaranteed that Joe James 
would die for his alleged crimes, whether at the hands of the criminal legal system or by extra-
judicial violence. 
 

Racial prejudice was rampant in Sangamon County even before James came to Springfield. But 

James’ arrest and the pretrial publicity of his alleged crimes, coupled with the Hallam allegations and the 

ensuing Riot, brought this racial prejudice to the surface. William English Walling tapped into  these racist 

attitudes when he interviewed members of Springfield’s White working class on the day after the Riot 

erupted. Some residents of Sangamon County admitted to being prejudiced against James and were excused 

from his jury, but others claimed they could give Joe James a fair trial. This was wishful thinking. At the 

very least, these White Springfielders, most of whom were drawn from the White working class, had 

implicit biases against Black people, biases which were primed by the prejudicial pre-trial publicity about 

James and other Black men.314 At worst, they shared many of the same deep-seated racist attitudes revealed 

by Walling and his wife in their interviews with residents.     
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 Joe James never stood a chance of being acquitted of the charges of murdering Clergy Ballard. 

Although James had been charged with the murder of Clergy Ballard, the incident began with an alleged 

intrusion by a Black man into the bedroom of a young White woman. From the day of his arrest, newspapers 

speculated that James had gone into sixteen-year-old Blanche Ballard’s room in order to “outrage her.” 

These kinds of allegations—which were unsupported by any evidence—were often triggers for mob 

violence and lynching in the United States, and Springfield was no exception. They also activated pre-

existing biases about Black men which were widely shared by Whites. Such biases would have made it 

difficult, if not impossible, for White jurors to fairly evaluate the evidence against Joe James.   

2. The continuing threat of Mob violence contributed to the “legal lynching” of Joe James. 
 
The culture of racialized lynching, carried out by mobs, infected the formal criminal legal system 

in multiple ways. The threat of lynching led judges, prosecutors, and jurors to speed through criminal 

proceedings in order to quickly reach what were, in effect, preordained judgments of conviction. The term 

“legal lynching” is used here to reflect this understanding that judicial processes for Black men accused of 

assaulting White women, including trials exhibiting the trappings of the due process afforded to White 

defendants, often obscured what was, in effect, the law of the lynch mob.315  

Lynching for alleged sexual transgressions by Black men were especially potent and common. 

Between 1889 and 1918, accusations of rape, attempted rape, and murder motivated most of those 

lynchings. Judges, prosecutors, and other public officials often told their communities to leave “justice” in 

the hands of the court system, but the “justice” provided was not justice at all.316 Rather, it was more like 

what took place in James’ case: hurried trials to get to the predetermined outcome of death.317 In James’ 

case, several factors made it clear that he would die for the allegations against him, whether by court order 
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or otherwise. For example, the incident was highly publicized by newspapers318 and, as argued by James’ 

attorneys in their Petition for a Change of Venue, a mob actively sought to lynch James because of their 

prejudice against him and other Black men.319  

James’ trial was a spectacle; White Springfielders packed the courtroom during the trial, exhibiting 

macabre interest in the case.320 The case was also tried with extraordinary haste. As one news commentator 

noted, “the rapidity with which the case was handled was greater than the usual progress in murder trials.”321 

After James was hanged, more than seven hundred Springfield citizens waited in line to see his body. Only 

after viewing James’ body with their own eyes did many of these White Springfielders seem willing to 

leave the violence of the mob behind.  

The allegations of a sexual transgression by a Black man against a White woman were a hallmark 

of lynching cases. Indeed, James’ fate was likely decided as soon as the newspapers suggested that he had 

broken into the Ballards’ home with the intent to rape Clergy Ballard’s daughter and was sealed when 

Clergy Ballard’s sons, who did not witness the attack on their father, identified James in court. At that point, 

neither the significant discrepancies in their testimony and the State’s other evidence, nor James’s own 

testimony, could save him. 

 
3. The desire for vengeance of White working class Springfielders who were familiar with Clergy 

Ballard, coupled with the fear of Springfield’s White and Black communities that anything less 
than a conviction and death sentence would reignite the Mob, ensured that James would be 
convicted.  

 
Before Joe James was convicted of premeditated murder by the jury, he was convicted in the court 

of public opinion. Newspaper coverage saturated the city with ongoing messaging about James and his 

victim, Clergy Ballard, for days after he was arrested.322 The residents of Ballard’s neighborhood were 
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particularly incensed. One newspaper reported that Ballard’s neighbors were “loud in their denunciation of 

the negro” and that they had made “dire threats of summary vengeance.”323 Also fueling the public’s outrage 

was the fact that Clergy Ballard, who had worked as a miner, a railroad man, and a worker at the local 

watch factory, was a well-respected and well-liked member of the community with many friends and 

colleagues among Springfield’s White working class.324 Indeed, of those who were later arrested for their 

role in the Riot, over one-third came from three professions: miners, railroad and street car workers and 

laborers.325 Several had direct connections with Ballard.326 Ballard had worked in two of these professions 

and Earl Hallam, the husband of Mabel Hallam, whose false allegations of rape against Richardson were 

another trigger of the Riot, worked as a street car worker. But Ballard’s reach likely extended beyond his 

neighbors and his work associates. James’ attorney argued in his Petition for Change of Venue that Ballard 

“was a prominent member of a labor organization” of which many residents of the county were members.327  

 Unlike George Richardson, who was born and raised in Springfield, James had no ties to the city. 

He was a young Black man from the Deep South who had only recently arrived in Sangamon County. 

Looking for work, he settled in the Levee, an area of the city populated by many Black-owned businesses, 

including barber shops, grocery stores and not shortage of saloons and pool halls.328 In no time, he had been 

arrested and charged with vagrancy and locked up in the county jail. Indeed, it was during his first taste of 

freedom—when he was entrusted with money to run an errand by his jailers—that James absconded and 

went back to the Levee to begin a night of drinking that allegedly led him to the Ballard’s home. Press 

coverage in the wake of his arrest detailed his night of carousing, feeding into many pre-existing stereotypes 

that White Springfielders had about Black men and the Levee. He had no constituency and no support from 

any segment of the White male population of Sangamon County who would eventually sit on the jury that 

would decide his fate. 
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Moreover, James did not garner the sympathy of many in Springfield’s Black community. By the 

time of his trial, it is likely that they, too, blamed James for the disaster that had befallen them.329 Public 

sentiment against James was running especially high on the eve of his trial. One newspaper even predicted 

that a failure to convict James would result in more violence, stating, “It was feared that any verdict other 

than hanging in the James case would precipitate another outbreak.” In this environment, James’ only 

chance for a fair trial was to move his case out of Sangamon County. The judge’s denial of this motion to 

change venue cemented James’ fate: he would not receive an impartial jury. It was this denial by Judge 

Creighton that ultimately cost him his life. 

 

B. The failed prosecutions of the White rioters demonstrated that it was impossible for Joe 
James, a Black man, to receive a fair trial in the aftermath of the Riot. 

 
Although James’ trial had the trappings of due process, the stark difference between Joe James’ 

treatment and the treatment of White rioters by Sangamon County’s White jurors undermines any illusion 

of fairness or impartiality. Of the nearly 5,000 individuals who participated in the Riot at its height, 190 

rioters were arrested and faced indictments.330 Of those 190 arrestees, only one—a recent Russian–Jewish 

immigrant named Abraham Raymer—was ultimately convicted by a jury, and his conviction was for 

nothing more than petty larceny. Raymer was acquitted of murder despite an abundance of credible 

eyewitness testimony and, given the differences between his trial and that of Joe James, there is no doubt 

that Joe James did not receive—and could never have received—a fair trial in Springfield in the aftermath 

of the Riot.  

One need not speculate that the racial attitudes of White jurors affected the outcome of the rioters’ 

cases. The actions and the words of the State’s Attorneys prove as much.  When Assistant State’s Attorney 

Wines bemoaned the “kind of people” who sit on juries in Sangamon County would never convict the 

rioters, he was speaking of the White working class men who made up the bulk of the jury pool. When 
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State’s Attorney Hatch tried to purge the jury rolls of White working class citizens and to add more 

enlightened and educated White businessman to the jury pool, he was tacitly conceding the same thing. 

Ironically, these statements echoed the exact arguments that Royall had made in his motion for a change of 

venue. Hatch’s decision to drop all of the remaining cases after Raymer’s acquittal on the rioting charges 

put a final point on it: in the aftermath of the Riot, neither Joe James, nor any Black defendant accused of 

a crime against a White person, could count on White jurors to fairly evaluate the evidence.    

While the Springfield press refused to accept that racial hostility could have played a role in the 

miscarriage of justice, it recognized that threats toward jurors and those jurors’ own fear of reprisal likely 

resulted in the failure to convict. Newspaper articles admitted that “[t]he juror is not faced with the excited 

and angry rioter, but he has before him the recollection of what has occurred” and that a juror “knows that 

if he incur[s] the displeasure of the mob membership he is without assurance of protection.”331 William A. 

Townsend, the editor of the Springfield Record who had testified against Raymer in his murder trial, 

admitted to experiencing criticism and harassment, receiving threatening letters, and being denounced as a 

“nigger lover” for his testimony.332  

Whether it was the jurors’ own racist beliefs, the threat of mob retaliation, or both, the failure to 

hold White rioters accountable, including those directly involved in the brutal murder of the elderly 

businessman William Donegan, makes it clear that the judicial proceedings could not be separated from the 

Riot itself. In the aftermath of one of the most destructive race riots the North had ever seen, it was 

impossible that high-profile trials occurring only months afterwards would be unaffected by the devastation 

the town had just experienced, much of it which Springfield’s White populous blamed on Springfield’s 

Black citizens. Joe James’ swift conviction by itself raised substantial questions of impartiality and due 

process, but the failure to convict any of the rioters of anything more than petty larceny is an indictment of 

Springfield’s criminal justice system itself. As someone who was unfairly pinned as the cause of the Riot, 
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Joe James had been convicted by Springfield’s Whites long before the jury announced their verdict in his 

trial; his fate was sealed the day Judge Creighton denied his attorneys’ request for a change in venue.  

 

C. In the past decade, numerous courts and state governors have revisited criminal convictions 
tainted by racism and have either vacated these convictions or granted posthumous pardons. 

 
In the past decade, many criminal convictions, long recognized to have been gross miscarriages of 

justice tainted by racial bias, have been revisited and redressed. Many of these, like the case of Joe James, 

have involved capital cases where Black men were convicted of raping White women or killing White men 

or women. Although most of these convictions have hailed from former Confederate  states such as Florida, 

Alabama, South Carolina, and Virginia, Illinois joined the ranks in 2019 when a Cook County Circuit Court 

judge vacated the conviction of Lee Arthur Hester, a fourteen-year-old boy who had been convicted of 

raping and murdering his school teacher in Chicago in 1962. In many of these cases, courts have vacated 

these convictions in the face of newly developed evidence of actual innocence; but in cases where such 

evidence was no longer available, governors have nonetheless issued posthumous pardons to wrongfully 

convicted defendants. A brief review of these cases supports the intervention of Governor Pritzker in Joe 

James’ case.   

1. Scottsboro Boys—Alabama, 2013 

The Scottsboro Boys were nine young Black men between the ages of 13 and 20 who were accused 

of raping Victoria  Price and Ruby Bates, two White women from Huntsville, Alabama. The rape allegations 

surfaced after a fight broke out between a group of White passengers and a group of Black passengers who 

were riding the rails in search of work on a Southern Railway train from Chattanooga to Memphis in 1931. 

As the train passed through Alabama, the Black passengers succeeded in forcibly ejecting many of the 

White passengers.  Some of the passengers complained to a local Sheriff who organized a posse and ordered 

his officers to “capture every Negro on the train.” When the train was stopped, all nine of the Black men 

were arrested and accused by Bates and Price of being their rapists. Only four of the nine Scottsboro Boys 

knew each other from Chattanooga; the other five were from various parts of Georgia. 



 50 

As word of the alleged rape spread throughout the community, a huge lynch mob of Whites 

gathered outside of the jail where the Scottsboro Boys were held, clamoring for the Sheriff to release the 

men to them.   Their lives were spared only when the Governor of Alabama, B.M. Miller, ordered the state 

militia to Scottsboro to protect the suspects. What followed next was nothing less than a “legal lynching.” 

The young men were quickly indicted and their trials were set for just six days after the indictments. The 

pressure to convict the Scottsboro Boys was extreme. Although the environment was obviously hostile, the 

Circuit Judge Hawkins denied the defendants’ motion for a change of venue. The young men’s appointed 

counsel did little to prepare for the trial, failing to even consult with their clients and declining to cross-

examine witnesses. Eight of the nine were convicted and sentenced to death by all-White juries.333  

Attorneys from the ACLU entered the case and appealed the verdicts and sentences all the way up 

to the United States Supreme Court.  In the landmark decision of Powell v Alabama, the Court reversed the 

convictions, finding that Judge Hawkins had violated the boys’ due process rights under the Sixth and 

Fourteenth Amendments by hurrying the case to trial and failing to allow the defendants, all of whom were 

from out of the state, a reasonable opportunity to secure counsel of their own choice. Although the Court 

did appoint local counsel for the defendants, it did not so in time for counsel to consult with their clients 

and prepare a defense to the charges.334 These appointments did not satisfy due process of law because they 

were made “at such a time or under such circumstances as to preclude the giving of effective aid in the 

preparation and trial of the case.”335  

The saga of the Scottsboro Boys spanned decades even beyond the Supreme Court's reversal in 

Powell. Over the next several years, organizations such as the Scottsboro Defense Committee, which 

included the ACLU, the NAACP, and other organizations, continued to fight for the Scottsboro Boys in 

court, through public campaigns, and in pardon petitions.  On July 24, 1937, Alabama released four of the 

original nine defendants: Olen Montgomery, Roy Wright, Willie Roberson, and Eugene Williams.  

 
333 Douglas O. Linder, The Trials of “The Scottsboro Boys”: An Account, UMKC SCH. OF LAW, https://famous-

trials.com/scottsboroboys/1531-home.  
334 Powell v Alabama, 287 U.S. 45, 58 (1932). 
335 Id. at 71. 
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Prosecutors declared that Roberson and Montgomery were innocent and announced that Wright and 

Williams were shown mercy because they were juveniles. A fifth defendant, Ozzie Powell, was also 

declared innocent but he remained in prison serving out a twenty-year sentence for attacking a guard.  

It took much longer for the remaining Scottsboro Boys to be pardoned. In 1976, the NAACP 

persuaded Alabama Governor George Wallace to pardon Clarence Norris. Norris, then 64 years old, who 

had spent fifteen years behind bars, including five years on death row. At an event in December, 1976, 

Norris was asked how he would change things if he could relive his life. “I would not come back to this life 

at all,” he replied.336 At the time of Norris’s pardon, the remaining defendants who had been convicted – 

Haywood Patterson, Charles Weems, and Andy Wright, were considered ineligible for pardons because 

they were presumed dead.  

In 2013, after the Alabama legislature changed the law to allow for posthumous pardons and the 

Alabama Board of Pardons and Paroles granted posthumous pardons to all of the Scottsboro Boys.337  When 

the final pardons were granted, former Governor Robert J. Bentley stated:  

While we could not take back what happened to the Scottsboro Boys 80 years ago, 
we found a way to make it right moving forward. The pardons granted to the 
Scottsboro Boys today are long overdue. The legislation that led to today's pardons 
was the result of a bipartisan, cooperative effort. I appreciate the Pardons and 
Parole Board for continuing our progress today and officially granting these 
pardons. Today, the Scottsboro Boys have finally received justice.”338 

 
2. Alexander McClay Williams—Pennsylvania, 2022 

  On October 30, 1930, Vida Robare, a White matron at the Glen Mills School for Boys in Delaware 

County, Pennsylvania, was found dead in her bed. Alexander McClay Williams, a sixteen-year-old Black 

boy, was repeatedly interrogated by local authorities until he confessed. Williams was charged with Robare’s 

murder, convicted by an all-White jury and sentenced to death by electrocution. Williams was represented at 

trial by William Ridley, the first Black lawyer who was permitted to practice law in Delaware County. Ridley 

 
336 Ellis Cose, The Saga of the Scottsboro Boys, ACLU, July 27, 2020, https://www.aclu.org/issues/racial-justice/saga-scottsboro-boys. 
337 Alan Blinder, Alabama Pardons 3 'Scottsboro Boys' After 80 Years, N.Y. TIMES, November 21, 

2013, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/22/us/with-last -3-pardons-alabama-hopes-to-put-infamous-scottsboro-boys-case-to-rest.html.  
338 Governor Bentley’s Statement on the Pardoning of the Scottsboro Boys, OFF. OF THE GOV. OF ALABAMA, Nov. 21, 2013, 
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was only given ten dollars to defend Williams and a little over a week to prepare for trial. The trial lasted less 

than a day and the jury was out only four hours before convicting Williams. At just sixteen years old, 

Alexander McClay Williams was executed without an appeal, becoming the youngest person ever to be 

executed in Pennsylvania.339  

  Dr. Samuel Lemon, the great-grandson of William Ridley, first learned of Williams’ case as a child 

during  conversation with his grandmother. As a young adult, he began to research the case, collecting court 

documents and newspaper articles. Over a period of thirty years, Dr. Lemon found inconsistencies in the 

State’s evidence that suggested that Williams may have been innocent. For example, Robare had been stabbed 

forty-seven times with an ice pick and suffered two broken ribs and a skull fracture. Williams, however, had 

no blood on his clothes on the day of her murder. The crime was so brutal that a Delaware County detective 

told a local reporter that “This crime was committed by a full grown and strong man . . . The woman was 

unmistakably athletic, and could have fought off a boy.” A photograph taken of Williams while in police 

custody showed that Williams apparently had a black eye, suggesting that police used physical force in order 

to get the boy to confess. When Williams was sentenced to death, he reportedly shouted that he had been 

promised he would not get the death penalty if he confessed.340   

  After amassing this evidence, Dr. Lemon approached local Delaware County authorities to seek 

justice for Williams.  In light of this evidence, Delaware County Court officials partially expunged Williams’s 

conviction in 2017 and eventually, in 2022, Williams’s conviction was overturned by Judge Kevin Kelly who 

found “numerous fundamental due process violations.”341 After his conviction was overturned, Delaware 

County District Attorney Jack Stollsteimer filed a motion to nolle prosequi the murder charges, stating, 

“Sadly, we cannot undo the past. We cannot rewrite history to erase the egregious wrongs of our forebearers. 

 
339 DEATH PENALTY INFORMATION CENTER, Pennsylvania Teen Exonerated 91 Years After Sham Trial and Execution on Racially 

Motivated Charges that He Had Murdered a White Woman, June 21, 2022, https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/news/pennsylvania-teen-
exonerated-91-years-after-sham-trial-and-execution-on-racially-motivated-charges-that-he-had-murdered-a-white-woman. 
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However, when, as here, justice can be served by publicly acknowledging such a wrong, we must seize that 

opportunity."342  

3. George Stinney—South Carolina, 2014 

One of the most famous cases in which lawyers, journalists, and advocates worked for years to 

correct a prosecution tainted by racism was the case of George Stinney Jr. George Stinney Jr. was only 

fourteen years old in 1944, when he was convicted and executed for the murders of two White girls from 

Alcolu, South Carolina: Betty June Binnicker, age seven, and Mary Emma Thames, age eight. Stinney’s 

trial lawyer did little or nothing to defend Stinney during his trial, which lasted only a couple of hours. 

Within ten minutes after the start of deliberations, the all-White jury convicted Stinney. Stinney was 

sentenced to death and executed by electrocution in June 1944, while he was still only fourteen years old. 

George Stinney Jr. is the youngest person to be sentenced to death and executed in the twentieth century. 

Seventy years later, on December 16, 2014, Circuit Court Judge Carmen Mullen vacated Stinney’s 

conviction. Supported by the research of Northeastern University School of Law’s Civil Rights and 

Restorative Justice Project, attorneys representing Stinney’s family were able to file a petition for 

posthumous exoneration, which Judge Mullen granted after finding that Stinney’s Sixth Amendment rights 

had been violated when he was not given a fair trial and denied the effective assistance of counsel. Judge 

Cullen also held that the Eighth Amendment’s prohibition against “cruel and unusual” punishment had been 

violated when the State of South Carolina executed him as a minor.343 Reading her decision from the bench, 

Judge Mullen began by stating “[f]om time to time  we are called upon to examine our still recent history 

and correct injustice.” 344 Judge Mullen went on to state that “no one can justify a fourteen-year-old child 

charged, tried, convicted and executed in some eighty days,” and determined that South Carolina had 

 
342 DEATH PENALTY INFORMATION CENTER, Pennsylvania Teen Exonerated 91 Years After Sham Trial and Execution on Racially 
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justified this execution only through racism.345 Although Judge Mullen vacated Stinney’s conviction, she 

left open the question of whether Stinney was innocent of the murders.   

4. The Groveland Four—Florida, 2019 

The Groveland Four—Ernest Thomas, Charles Greenlee, Samuel Shepherd, and Walter Irvin—

were a group of young African American men from Groveland, Florida, ages ranging from sixteen to 

twenty-two, who were wrongly convicted of the rape of a White woman named Norma Padgett. Before the 

police could arrest Ernest Thomas, he was gunned down in a lynching by a Sheriff’s posse of one thousand 

White men. The remaining three young men were beaten until two of them falsely confessed to the rape. 

Despite inconclusive evidence that a rape had occurred, as well as evidence that the boys did not know each 

other before their arrests, Greenlee, Shephard, and Irvin were all found guilty by an all-White jury.   

Shepherd and Irvin received death sentences and Greenlee was sentenced to life in prison.  

The NAACP provided representation for them and the head of the legal fund of the Association at 

the time, Thurgood Marshall, argued the boys’ appeals before the United States Supreme Court. Marshall 

was victorious. The Court overturned the young men’s convictions, holding that they did not receive a fair 

trial due to the lack of evidence, excessive adverse publicity, and the fact that blacks had been excluded 

from the jury.    

On remand from the Supreme Court, Marshall represented Irvin in his new trial. Prior to Irvin’s 

trial, Sheriff Willis V. McCall of Lake County shot both Shephard and Irvin, claiming that the two men had 

tried to escape while in custody. Shephard died. Irvin survived and was again convicted and sentenced to 

death.346 His death sentence was later commuted to life.   

In 2017, the Florida House of Representatives passed a resolution to issue posthumous pardons for 

the Groveland Four. Eventually, Governor Ron DeSantis pardoned the boys, saying “Seventy years is a 

long time, and that’s the amount of time four young men have been wrongly written into Florida history for 

 
345 Andrei Tapalaga, Youngest Person To Ever Be Executed Was Found Innocent After 70 Years, Sept. 15, 2022, 
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crimes they did not commit and punishments they did not deserve.”347 In concluding his remarks, Governor 

DeSantis stated that “while this action cannot right the wrong done to them many years ago, I hope that it 

will bring peace to their families and to their communities.”348 The Groveland Four were finally exonerated 

on November 22, 2021, when Judge Heidi Davis granted the State’s motion to posthumously exonerate the 

Groveland Four.349 

5. The Martinsville Seven—Virginia, 2021 

The Martinsville Seven—Fred Hairston, Jr., Booker T. Millner, Howard Lee Hairston, James 

Luther Hairston, John Clayborn Taylor, Francis Desales Grayson, and Joe Henry Hampton—were yet 

another group of young, Black men who were convicted and sentenced to death for a rape of a White woman 

in Martinsville, Virginia in 1949. As in Joe James’ case, the defense counsel for the Martinsville Seven 

sought to move the venue of their trial on the ground that prejudicial pre-trial publicity made it impossible 

for the men to get a fair trial in Martinsville. As in Joe James’s case, their motion was denied.  

 None of the seven defendants received a fair trial. Each of the seven trials lasted no more than a 

day and the seven all-White, all-male juries took from only thirty minutes to two hours to deliberate before 

finding the men guilty and sentencing them to death.350 The NAACP and the Civil Rights Congress took 

up the cause of the Martinsville Seven and attempted several times to appeal their convictions and death 

sentences. However, the appellate courts in Virginia reaffirmed their sentences and the US Supreme Court 

refused to review their cases. The Martinsville Seven were executed in February 1951, for a crime they 

insisted they did not commit.351 
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In 2020, Virginia Governor Ralph Northam posthumously pardoned the Martinsville Seven. In an 

apology on behalf of the state, he stated: “We all deserve a criminal justice system that is fair, equal, and 

gets it right—no matter who you are or what you look like. While we can’t change the past, I hope today’s 

action brings them some small measure of peace.”352 Governor Northam did not pardon the men on account 

of their actual innocence, but due to the fact that they did not receive a fair trial.   

6. Lee Arthur Hester—Illinois, 2019 
 

 In 1961, Lee Arthur Hester, a fourteen-year-old Black boy, was convicted of killing and raping 

Josephine Keane, a White schoolteacher, in a book room located on the grounds of the Lewis Champlin 

middle school in Chicago’s Englewood neighborhood. Mrs. Keane’s murder led many of the school’s White 

teachers to seek transfers out of the school, as well as expediting “White flight” out of Englewood. 

Hester came to the attention of the police when a White teacher identified Hester to them as a 

troublemaker. Chicago police officers seized Hester from his classroom on the day after the murder and, 

after claiming to notice that he had blood and a gray hair on his sweater, took him from the school and 

brought him to a police station for questioning. After the police interrogated Hester outside of the presence 

of his parents and without a lawyer, Hester confessed but soon recanted the confession. His  story did not 

line up with the facts of Mrs. Keane’s murder, and no reliable physical evidence linked Hester to the crime. 

Moreover, Hester’s homeroom teacher, who kept a close watch on Hester because he could be disruptive 

in class, insisted that Hester never left her classroom on the morning of the murder. At the time of his arrest, 

Hester was in the fifth grade and had an IQ of 82.  

In a hotly contested trial in a packed courtroom filled with the “rank overtones of racism,”353 Hester 

was convicted by a Cook County jury of eleven Whites and one Black juror and sentenced to fifty-five 

years in prison. His case was appealed all the way up to the United States Supreme Court, which initially 

accepted his appeal but, after oral argument, dismissed it as “improvidently granted.” 
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 In conjunction with the Cook County State’s Attorney’s Office Conviction Integrity Unit, 

Northwestern’s Center on Wrongful Convictions re-investigated Hester’s case and found significant 

evidence that the crime was committed by a White school engineer, a man who had a history of mental 

health issues and disciplinary problems and who had purportedly confessed to killing Mrs. Keane during 

an arrest for drunk and disorderly conduct within a few weeks of her death.354  Hester’s legal team, which 

had grown to include lawyers from the Skadden Arps law firm, filed a motion to reinstate Hester’s case and 

vacate his conviction based on newly discovered evidence. On May 1, 2019, Judge Leroy Martin, Jr. 

vacated Hester’s conviction—fifty-eight years after his arrest. In January, 2020, Hester was granted a 

certificate of innocence and received compensation from the state for the more than twelve years he spent 

in prison for a crime he did not commit. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
The NAACP, in its own telling of its history, describes the Springfield Race Riot of 1908 as the 

“tipping point that led to the creation of the NAACP.” The Riot convinced prominent African American 

leaders, such as W.E.B Du Bois and Ida B. Wells, to work alongside Northern White liberals like William 

English Walling, the author who visited Springfield only hours after the Riot and was stunned by the racism 

he encountered when he interviewed White Springfielders, to form the NAACP.355 On February 12, 1909, 

the one-hundredth anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln, the NAACP was officially launched.356   

Although the NAACP came too late to aid Joe James, over the years lawyers for its Legal Defense 

Fund fought many battles on behalf of other Black men who were charged with capital crimes.357 While the 

NAACP often fought an uphill battle and lost many of these cases, history has proven that their cause was, 
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and remains, just. Several Black men who were executed for such crimes have recently been posthumously 

pardoned or exonerated. Because Joe James did not receive and could not have received a fair trial in 

Sangamon County in the immediate aftermath of one of the worst race riots in the history of the United 

States, we urge Governor Pritzker to use his broad clemency powers to right this wrong and posthumously 

pardon Joe James. A pardon for Joe James would be a source of healing for Springfield and the entire state 

of Illinois. That is the essence of truth and reconciliation processes: the moral imperative to reckon with 

the past in the interest of the future.



APPENDIX 

 
1. Joe James to Be Tried Here,  ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 11, 1908. 
2. Ballard’s Sons Attack Negro Nearly Killing Him, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908. 
3. Officers Examine the Prisoner, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908. 
4. Joe James, Murderer of Clergy Ballard, Condemned to Death, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 18, 1908. 
5. Joe James to Die on the Gallows at 10 O’Clock This Morning, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 23, 1908. 
6. Story of Joe James’ Life, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908. 
7. Coroner's Jury Say Ballard Was Murdered by Joe James; Asks for a Special Grand Jury, ILL. STATE 

REG., Jul. 7, 1908. 
8. C.A. Ballard Dies of Wounds, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 10, 1908. 
9. Joe James To Hang, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 25, 1908. 
10. Cannot See Son Hanged, DAILY TIMES, Oct. 15, 1908. 
11. Mother Visits James, THE PANTAGRAPH, Oct. 23, 1908. 
12. Burglar Stabs C.A. Ballard, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 5, 1908. 
13. Negro Was in Ballard’s Home: Who Mr. Ballard Was, ILL. STATE REG., Jul. 6, 1908. 
14. Saves Daughter, Killed by Negro, DECATUR HERALD, Jul. 6, 1908. 
15. James Jury Selected; Plea of Self-Defense; Southerners Barred, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908. 
16. Negro Prowler Stabs Man and Makes Escape, SPRINGFIELD SUNDAY J., Jul. 5, 1908. 
17. Story of the Crime, J. OF SPRINGFIELD ILL., Oct. 24, 1908. 
18. Ballard’s Wife and Children Tell of His Murder by James, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908. 
19. Joe James Says He Has No Knowledge of Actions After Midnight, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 18, 1908. 
20. Colored Man was Stabbed, ILL. STATE J., Jul. 6, 1908. 
21. Wounds Inflicted by Negro Intruder Results in Death, ILL. STATE J., Jul. 6, 1908. 
22. Indictment of Joe James, Jul. 17, 1908. 
23. Dragged From Her Bed and Outraged by Negro, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 14, 1908. 
24. Ten True Bills Against Raymer and Inn Keeper, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 21, 1908. 
25. Colored Man Not Guilty, Did Not Assault Her, The White Woman Declares, THE RICHMOND 

PLANET, Sept. 12, 1908. 
26. Mabel Hallam’s Mind Changes, DECATUR HERALD, Sept. 2, 1908. 
27. Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob, Defying the Authorities, Burns and Wrecks, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 

15, 1908. 
28. Riotous Scenes at County Jail, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 15, 1908. 
29. Negro Beaten in His Home, SPRINGFIELD J., Aug. 15, 1908. 
30. Café Furniture Burned in the Street as Rioters Fight Police and Firemen, ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH, 

Aug. 15, 1908. 
31. Shot From Bar-Room Killed Louis Johnson in Riot At Loper’s, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 22, 1908. 
32. Mob Wrecks Loper’s Café During Riot, ILL. STATE J., Aug. 15, 1908. 
33. Eye Witness Tells of Riot, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 22, 1908. 
34. State Troops Stop Rioting, and Order Reigns Over City, SPRINGFIELD SUNDAY J., Aug. 16, 1908. 
35. Bloodthirsty Springfield Mob: Woman Will Recover, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 15, 1908. 
36. Two Negroes are Lynched: Deadly Work of Frenzied Mob Creates Reign of Terror, THE WEEKLY 

REPUBLICAN, Aug. 20, 1908. 
37. Two Regiments on Duty and Third Called from Chicago to Check Mobs, THE ROCK ISLAND ARGUS 

AND DAILY UNION, Aug. 15, 1908. 
38. Barbarous Lynching. Senator Tillman Sowed; Illinois is Reaping, THE RICHMOND PLANET, Aug. 22, 

1908. 
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39. Mob Will Feel the Weight of the Law, CHICAGO DAILY TRIBUNE, Aug. 17, 1908. 
40. Troops Check Riot, Sixth Victim Dies, N.Y. TIMES, Aug. 17, 1908. 
41. William Donnigan Whom Mob Strung Up to Tree Not Dead When Cut Down, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 

16, 1908. 
42. W. Donnegan Lynched Last Night at Corner Spring and Edwards, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 16, 1908. 
43. Mob Lynched Scott Burton, ILL. STATE REG., Aug. 21, 1908. 
44. Gen. Wells A Force for Capital’s Moral Uplift, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 18, 1908. 
45. Springfield Scum Driven to Winds, DECATUR HERALD, Aug. 28, 1908. 
46. Special Grand Jury Held in Ballard Case, ILL. STATE J., Jul. 7, 1908. 
47. Troops Leaving Springfield, Ill., PENSACOLA NEWS J., Aug. 19, 1908. 
48. Leader of Springfield Riots, Mrs. Kate Howard, Takes Poison and Drops Dead, CINCINNATI 

ENQUIRER, Aug. 27, 1908. 
49. Night of Unrest in Springfield, CHICAGO TRIBUNE, Aug. 18, 1908. 
50. Cowards Before Mobs in Street, DECATUR HERALD, Sept. 4, 1908. 
51. Abe Raymer is Sent to Jail, ILL. STATE REG., Dec. 29, 1908. 
52. Given Hours to Leave City, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 16, 1908. 
53. Feeling Shown Against Negroes, DECATUR HERALD, Sept. 16, 1908. 
54. Joe James Found Guilty of Murder of Clergy A. Ballard and Death Penalty is Fixed, ILL. STATE 

REG., Sept. 18, 1908. 
55. Petition for Change of Venue, No. 23155, Sangamon County Circuit Court (Sept. 7, 1908). 
56. Review of the Ballard Case: Knife Never Found, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908. 
57. Joe James to Hang, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 19, 1908. 
58. Hard to Get Jury in Raymer Trial: Negroes Prepared to Leave, DECATUR HERALD, Sept. 19, 1908. 
59. Joe James Will Hang on Friday, October 23 Between 10 A.M. & 2 P.M., ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 20, 

1908. 
60. May Ask for James’ Reprieve, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 15, 1908. 
61. With Prayer Upon His Lips and After a Confession of His Guilt Murderer Joe James is Hanged, ILL. 

STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908. 
62. Crowds Gather Near Jail, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908. 
63. Confession of Joe James, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 30, 1908. 
64. Raymer is Identified, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 25, 1908. 
65. Special Venire in Raymer Case, J. SPRINGFIELD, Sept. 19, 1908. 
66. Jury Secured in Raymer Case, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 20, 1908. 
67. Jury to Try Raymer Chosen, SPRINGFIELD SUNDAY J., Sept. 20, 1908. 
68. The Raymer Verdict, ILL. STATE J., Sept. 25, 1908. 
69. Miscarriage of Justice, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 25, 1908. 
70. Raymer Acquitted of Murder of Donnigan; Jury Took One Ballot, ILL. STATE REG., Sept. 25, 1908. 
71. James Krohe, Jr., Not Guilty! The Trial of Abraham Raymer After the Springfield Race Riots of 1908, 

ILLINOIS TIMES, Aug. 11, 1978. 
72. Abe Raymer is Acquitted, Despite the Very Strong Evidence Against Him, ILL. STATE REG., Oct. 16, 

1908. 

 


