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Our human compassion binds us the one to the other -
not in pity or patronizingly, but as human beings who
hawve learnt how to turn our commeon suffering into hope
for the future.

Nelson Mandela
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Memill: A Journey of Privilege

My family arose from a ling that defincs white prnivilege and power, in a place of authonity that has
twisted the lives of many. Over gencrations, my family helped shape the Jim Crow laws in Alabama,
convict the innocent and protect the guilty. They profited from slavery, racial termor, the labor of hired
convicts, the prison lcasing system and took full advantage of all the other perks that go with wealth and
casy access to the powerful,

This is not a story of the past. My distant cousin, John Mermill, is the current Secretary of Stane of
Alabama (20018). He helped craft voter 1D laws to disenfranchise people of color, immigrants and the
poar from their ability 1o vote. You most likely saw him interviewed on national TV-- CNN and FOX
during the special senate campaign of 2017, Thankfully, Doug Jones, the moderate and sane Democrat,
won the vacant senate seat. John Memill had to go on TV and certify the vote.

My great-grandfather was an officer in the cavalry of the Confiederate States of Amenica under General
Jeb Stewart. He fought at the battles of Gettysburg, Yellow Tavern and others. He came to Alabama
after the Civil War, to set up the Pinctucky goldmine and a law practice in Anniston. From this the
family gained influence in politics that has lasted well over 100 years,

My grandfather, Hugh D. Memll was a state judge and once the Licutenant Governor. He was also the
judge in a very famous trial in 1913 that ended with the “legal lynching”™ of an innocent Black solider,

Sergeant Edgar Caldwell.

The trial, a mockery of justice, inspired prominent leaders to call on the Judge and Alabama's Governor
for clemency. W.E.B Dubois, one of the founders of the NAACP, and President Woodrow Wilson wrote
the Alabama Governor directly.  Thousands of others tried to stop this act of racial terror and save the life
of Caldwell.

To no avail, my grandfather (Big Daddy) sentenced him to death in a trial that was a sham, with hardly a
veneer of due process. So that the centurics old practice of violent intimidation might assume the patina of
legality. “legal lvnching™ was simply a more socially acceptable way to enforee the south's cultural of
segregation and white supremacy. Lynching had moved from the sirects and mob to exist as false
judicial procedure dished out under the direction of the Siale.

Bryan Stevenson, Executive Director of the Equal Justice Ininative, has supported the weatise, Lynching
in America; Confronding the Legacy of Racial Terror, EJI has tied the decling in lynching to the
emergence of capital punishment.

The decline of lvnching in the stares relied heavily on the increased nse of capiral
punishment fimposed by court order following an often accelerated irfal, That the deaih
pemaliv’s roots are sunk deep in the legacy of lynching Is evidenced by the facr that
public execuwtions to mollify the mob continned after the praciice was legally banned,

A process that continues today in Alabama and other states, especially those from the old confederacy.

My uncle, long time State House Representative Hugh Merrill, was a friend and close advisor to
Governor George Wallace. (famous for standing in the door of the University of Alabama to
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reunion

| do not remember him at all

he is a bastard

no a real one, a good man in Alabama
with a kind and deep feeling for his family
a good man

| do not remember him

my half-brother

the seed of my father runs in his body

like in mine

that man, our father, who art thou? raised neither of us

hugh merrill









