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THE LYNCHING OF 
OLIVER MOORE

Freeman Vines is inspired by the 
raw material of his work. The wood 
decides what it wants to be. Vines 

listens to it. “My ears ain’t like other folks’ 
ears,” he says. “I hear stuff other folks 
don’t.” The wood has a voice that most 
people can’t hear. But Vines hears it. And, 
through his work, we might hear it as well.

Vines frequently turns his unique sense of 
hearing toward the strange and sinister 
silences of the past. He surveys the vast 
acres of farmland that surround him in 
Eastern North Carolina and asks, “Where 
in the world did they bury the slaves?” 
From early colonial days through the Civil 
War, Vines reflects, thousands of black 
men and women lived and worked on 
this land and there “ain’t no cemetery 
around here where they’re buried.”

When Freeman Vines began working with 
wood from a tree that had once been used 
for lynchings, long-silenced voices started 
to emerge. Vines became particularly 
enamored with the story of Oliver Moore.

Bodies, Tintype, 2018, Timothy Duffy

Wood talks to me.
– Freeman Vines   
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We know the story of Oliver Moore’s 
lynching because newspapers all 
over the U.S. reported it. Some 

local papers dedicated several articles and 
editorials to it. These stories are sensationalist 
and provide plenty of gory details. 

Reading them, we can hear in our mind’s ear 
the ominous engine roar of the automobiles 
approaching the jail; the brief eruption of 
murderous gunfire;  the buzzing of the flies 
around the blood-drenched corpse as the sun 
rose.

Looking back on the telling of Oliver Moore’s 
story, however, it is the silences that are more 

striking than the sounds. These silences are 
many. If we trace just a few of them, we can 
see how they reverberate into the present day.

First, Moore himself was silenced. He was 
never allowed  to  tell his side of the story. 

No one spoke on his behalf. No lawyer 
volunteered to take his case.

Then there is his wife. Moore was married. 
Because he was lynched within sight of his own 
house, it is even feasible that she witnessed 
the entire barbarous scene. Yet, no stories 
from the time consider her perspective. No 
one reaches out to her for comment. There is 
no recognition of her possible pain and grief.

Oliver Moore worked as a tenant farmer for a man with two young daughters. When the oldest 
daughter ran into her house crying, claiming that Moore had hurt her while playing a game, the 
girl’s mother accused Moore of rape. The girl’s father called the sheriff. Moore fled.

The Edgecombe County sheriff organized a large search posse. But they did not find Moore.

About one month later, however, a white man spotted Oliver Moore at his brother Chayward 
Moore’s house and took it upon himself to deliver the accused man to the sheriff.

There was a preliminary hearing on Monday, August 18. The judge did not allow Moore to 
speak, nor anyone to speak on his behalf. When the judge called for lawyers to volunteer to 
take Moore’s case, none volunteered. After the hearing, the sheriff took Moore back to jail.

At midnight, approximately 20 vehicles carrying a mob of some 60 to 80 men arrived at the jail. 
They overtook the deputy on duty, pulled Moore from his cell, tied him, threw him in the back 
seat of a car, and headed south. 

They drove about 20 miles to Moore’s own house. They tied a plow line under his arms and 
hoisted him onto a tree limb. As he hung there helpless, the men shot Moore at least 15 times. 
Some reports said 200. 

As the sun rose on Tuesday, August 19, many people—hundreds, according to some 
newspaper reports—showed up to see Moore’s blood-drenched corpse hanging from the tree.

No one was ever charged with any crime in association with this murder.

Oliver Moore was lynched on August 19, 1930, not far from where Freeman Vines currently 
lives. This rural area—where Pitt, Edgecombe, and Wilson counties meet—looks much the 
same today as it did in 1930.  Here is what happened:
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The voices of African American citizens 
in general are not represented in 
reports from the time. For example, 

white people’s expressed opinions are 
quoted at length in the detailed account 
of Moore’s lynching written by sociologist 
and anti-lynching activist Arthur Raper. 
But he represents the opinions of the 
black community in a single summarizing 
sentence: “The Negroes generally  feel 
that Moore was unjustly accused and 
that his mob death was inexcusable.”

Perhaps the most resounding silence is 
that of the community. In this small rural 
area, there were undoubtedly people 
who could have identified some of the 
approximately 80 men in the lynch mob. 

But no one ever did. Even the three police 
officers on duty in the vicinity of the jail 

the night of the abduction claimed to have 
heard nothing. There were a number of 
investigations in the weeks and months 
following the lynching.  But still, no one 
spoke.

Even today, the fear that produced this 
silence is almost palpable. The men who 
perpetrated this crime were terrorists in 
the truest sense. They traumatized an 
entire community, substituting the threat 
of violence for justice.

Although many things changed in Eastern 
North  Carolina between 1930 and the 
second decade of the 21st century, the 
silence around dark events like Oliver 
Moore’s lynching has persisted. With it, a 
collective trauma has been passed through 
generations.

View from the Hanging Tree, Tintype, 2018, Timothy Duffy
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When Freeman Vines began working 
with the hanging tree wood and 
learning the story of Oliver Moore, 

he turned his unique sense of hearing toward 
the silences of the past. Dark skeletal faces 
and creeping black snakes began to emerge 
from the wood as he carved. Some of these 
carvings took the form of guitars, but these 
were not musical instruments in the traditional 
sense. These instruments resounded 
with the tortured spirits of the past; they 
brought forth voices—like Oliver Moore’s—
that had been silenced by the violence 
and trauma of endemic white supremacy. 

Oliver's Spirit in the Hanging Tree, Tintype, 2018, Timothy Duffy

Alvin Moore's Shoe (2018), Tintype, 2018, Timothy Duffy

One of the last carvings Freeman Vines made 
from the hanging tree wood was of an old-
fashioned shoe. “All I did was cut it out, sand 
it down to get the edges off, and there set a 
shoe,” Vines said. What the artist didn’t know 
at the time, but soon found out, was that Oliver 
Moore worked as a shoe shiner in the winters 
when he wasn’t farming. It’s as if a part of 
Oliver Moore’s personality had been trapped 
there in the wood just waiting to be revealed.

“It surprised me,” Vines said, “and a little bit 
scary, too. ‘Cause I ain’t never seen nothing 
work out like that before. Hard for you to 
believe if you ain’t experienced it. Every design 
that came from that wood was already there.”

Freeman Vines’ art is an art of listening to the 
material, paying attention to what is “already 
there” and then working to reveal it. His 
creations invite us to listen more carefully to 
ourselves and to our past; to try and hear the 
voices that we have allowed to be silenced.
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This exhibit historical essay was written by Dr. Will Boone, Lecturer of Music, North Carolina 
State University, Raleigh, NC.

Dr. Will Boone teaches courses on popular music. He received a PhD from UNC-Chapel 
Hill in 2013 with ethnographic research on contemporary black gospel music in a Durham, 
North Carolina church. His publications include academic essays, articles for the Grove 
Encyclopedia of American Music, and the extensive liner notes for Labor of Love, the 2016 
release from Grammy Award-winning blues legend Taj Mahal. He has presented research 
widely at national and international conferences and spoken as an invited guest at events 
such as Moogfest in Durham, NC and the Freight Train Blues concert series in Carrboro, 
NC.

Oliver Moore was murdered in 
1930. Many people would argue 
that we should resign his story to 

history and move on. What can we possibly 
gain by revisiting it almost a century later? 

But the truth is that revisiting stories like 
Moore’s is the only way to move on. The systems 
of thought and action that hold one race to 
be inherently inferior have not disappeared. 
All the acts of violence perpetrated by 
these systems—from enslavement to 
Reconstruction, through Jim Crow, to police 
brutality and mass incarceration—slither 
their way into our present-day reality like 
the black snakes in Freeman Vines’ carvings.

We have so much to gain by revisiting Oliver 
Moore’s story. These gains won’t come from 
assessing blame, or creating some kind of tally 
of guilt and innocence, but from reckoning with 
the forces that allowed such violence to occur. 

We can open ourselves up to all the voices 
silenced by white supremacy. We can try to 
imagine what Oliver Moore’s wife must have 
felt, what his family felt, what those in his 
community felt. We can imagine what it is like 
to live in a community silenced by terror. And 
we can stop and search our own hearts for 
what is hidden—like the shoe in the hanging 
tree wood—and needs to be revealed.

Oliver Moore's Lynching, 1930 newspaper clipping

Freeman Vines’ work invites us to revisit 
Oliver Moore’s story, and to listen to the 
past with new ears so that we might carve a 
different future.
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