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Timeline to a Lynching 

Chatham County North Carolina, 1885 
 

 
This paper consists of clippings from various newspapers reporting on murders that 
occurred in Chatham County, NC and the lynchings that followed. The murder victims, all 
white, and the lynching victims, all Black, were Chatham citizens.  
 
The first murders occurred in December 1883, when two members of the Gunter family, 
Mrs. Olive Gunter and her daughter Jane, were found bludgeoned to death, and Mrs. 
Gunter’s granddaughter severely wounded in their home south of Pittsboro. First accused 
of the murders was a relative, Baxter Gunter, but after many months, the blame shifted to 
John Pattishall. Details about evidence indicating Pattishall’s guilt are not found in the 
clippings provided here.  
 
Three additional murders were committed in July of 1885. Elderly Ned Finch and his sister 
Sally,i along with their hired Negro boy Ephraim Ellington were bludgeoned to death in the 
Finch home in the same neighborhood as the Gunters. Accused were three Black 
neighbors, Jerry and Harriet Finch, and Lee Tyson. The newspapers indicate that Harriet, 
Jerry’s wife, and also his his sister were later “hung up” by unknown assailents in an 
attempt to get them to provide information about the crime, but that despite this torture, 
both continued to claim no knowledge of it.  
 
A grand jury indictment of Jerry and Harriet Finch, and Lee Tyson for the Finch murders 
was made in September of 1885 and their trial scheduled for the next court date. On 28 
Sept 1885, however, disguised men took the three, along with John Pattishall, who had 
been arrested (but not indicted)  for the Gunter murders from the jail in Pittsboro.  A mob 
had already gathered and from there took the four prisoners to a large oak where they 
were hanged. The Chatham Record provides great detail of the event, which was covered 
by papers all over the country. 
 
The clippings provided here describe these ugly events—both the murders and the 
lynchings—as they were covered in real time, providing detail that otherwise would have 
been lost and perspective that shows how the events were viewed at the time they 
occurred.  Little comment is necessary.   
 
Thanks to DigitalNC and NCLive and Newspapers.com for making these pages available 
and searchable. The recent digitization of newspapers allows word search, which allows 
the amateur historian to take a deep look at past events, records of which would have 
been previously buried like so many needles in a haystack. 
 
“Some see the world as a struggle between good and evil; some see the world as a mad 
parade of fear and folly. 
Some see only points of view.” 
      Anonymous   
 
Compiled by Doug Berg, 2022         
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Prelude: Chatham Record, 27 December 1883, p.3 

 

 

A Horrible Murder 
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12/27/83 
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28 December 1883 The Raleigh News and Observer 
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A year and a half later: 

Chatham Record. 9 July 1885,  
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7/9/85 
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Raleigh News and Observer: 07 July 1885 
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7/7/85 

 

Raleigh News and Observer 15 July 1885 
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7/15/85 
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16 Jul 1885 
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7/16/85 
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Daily Review Wilmington, 24 Nov 1884 

About the Oak City Blues 
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16 July 1885 The State Cronicle, Raleigh  
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7/16/85 
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16 July 1885: The Chatham Record 
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23 July 1885: The Chatham Record  

 
 

 

 

Chatham Record 23 July 1885 

 



43 

 

 
 



44 

 
7/23/85 
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23 July 1885: The Chatham Record 
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7/23/85 
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23 July 1885: The Chatham Record 
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26 July 1885: Charlotte Observer 

 
Story picked up and run in numerous newspapers across the 

state. 
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23 July 1885 Wilmington Daily Review 

 
 

 

25 July 1885 Raleigh News and Observer 
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05 November 1885 The Carolina Watchman 

 
05 May 1887 Statesville Record 

 
A complete account of the trial was recorded in the Raleigh News 

and Observer, Sunday, 01 May 1887. Of which a final page does 

not appear to be extant.  
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30 July 1885 
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20 August, the Rockingham Rocket 

 
8/20/85 
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05 September 1885 

 
 

10 Sept 1885: The Chatham Record 
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October 1885: The Chatham Record 
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10/1/85 
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Charlotte Home and Democrat 02 October 

 
 

 

08 October 1885 
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Afterword: 
 
“Oh! where men of Chatham are we drifting? And where will this violence end? Who will be 
the next victim, and whose life is safe?”  

 
Henry A. London’s summation of events cited above is one of the few sure things to be 
derived. Denied trial, the guilt or innocence of  Jerry and Harriet Finch, Lee Tyson, and 
John Pettishall must remain undetermined, therefore they must be presumed innocent.  

 
It’s not hard to imagine that, along with a genuine revultion to mob violence, the editor and 
staff of the Chatham Record must have been dissappointed that the first sensational trial 
scheduled to be held in the newly completed courthouse was not going to happen. Editor 
Henry London’s brother William Lord London had been a partner in the construction of the 
courthouse. The newspaper’s office was right across the road from the courthouse. The 
new courthouse was, as it remains today, the pride of the county. In the ensuing years The 
Chatham Record consumed untold gallons of printers ink in covering the numerous hi-
profile trials that were held in the courthouse, but, thanks to the mob, that first show was 
cancelled.    

 
In these days of “media fueled frenzy,” it is useful to remember that such doings are not 
new; nor is it unusual to see the media wring its hands over the frenzy it helps create. 
Sensational crimes boost sales of newspapers. Horace Greeley, a prominent journalist of 
that era, once said no newspsper was any good unless it had a batch of libel suits pending 
against it. Baxter Gunter won his libel suit against the Raleigh News and Observer; no 
lawyer stepped forward to sue for the lynching victims.  

 
An aroused public may not react in ways editors would approve of; however, an aroused 
public may react in sensational ways that further boost sales. The only way for the media 
to deal with the paradox is to hew as closly as possible to the truth but refrain from 
extraneous matters that might shed an unfavorable light on persons accused of crimes. In 
this it appears that The Chatham Record and Henry London conducted themselves, if not 
well by todays standards, then at least better than some. It’s said that newspapers are 
history’s first draft; in the case of the Finch murders and lynchings, these first drafts are the 
only easily obtainable details of that story.  
 
 

Footnote: 
 

 
i Flashback to 1870  

 

Fifteen years prior to the events of 1885, murder victims Ned and Sally Finch had intervened when Ku-Klux 

Klan terrorists fired their guns repeatedly into the nearby home of Black tennants of the Finch’s. Those 

attacked were: Essex Harris; Harris’s wife, Anna Finch Harris; and their five children. Prior to emancipation, 

Essex had been enslaved on the nearby plantation of G.W. Harris. Anna had been enslaved by the Finches. 

It was reported that during the attack Ned and Sally Finch walked among the attackers, pleading with them to 

stop. Sally told the masked men that she had helped raise Anna. Sally Finch, two years older than Ned, 

would have been about sixty-six years old when this event occurred. 

 

The attackers threatened the Finches and continued shooting. Inside the house Essex was struck several 

times. The others in the house were not. Essex finally returned fire, striking one of the attackers, upon which 
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they left. Essex reported the crime; arrests were made, complete details of which have not come to light. 

Essex later traveled to Washington to give testimony, and that’s how many of these details were preserved. 

 

The details of the attack are reported in an article on the CCHA website: ESSEX HARRIS And the Ku Klux 

Klan in Chatham County. Sources include: The Report of the Joint Select Committee to Inquire into the 

Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrectionary States 42nd Congress 2nd Session House Report 22 vol. 2. 

Also sourced were the Chatham County Superior Court Minutes, newspaper articles, census data, and other 

related sources. A fuller account of the Essex Harris story can be accessed at the link below.   

  

https://chathamhistory.org/resources/Documents/PDFs/ResearchArticles/EssexHarrisandtheKuKluxKlan.pdf 

  

 
 

https://chathamhistory.org/resources/Documents/PDFs/ResearchArticles/EssexHarrisandtheKuKluxKlan.pdf

