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Introduction

• My involvement began almost 30 years ago.
• Tell the Rosewood story. 
• How we decided to litigate the claims in the Legislature
• Describe the Claim Bill process.
• How against all odds we  passed “the most controversial claim bill 

ever considered by the Florida Legislature.”
• Scope of the win.
• Rosewood’s enduring legacy.
• Close with a few personal vignettes.



A Brief History

• First two decades of 20th century marked by racial violence.
• 1915- The Birth of a Nation based on the book, The 

Clansmen is released, spurring revival of the Ku Klux Klan.

• 1918-1927-“The Lynching Era”- 47 black lives lost.
• November 1920- Election Day in Ocoee, FL – 2 black citizens 

attempt to vote.
• December 1922- White school teacher in Perry, FL is 

murdered by escaped black convict.
• New Years Eve 1922- Tensions explode in Rosewood.



A Chronology of Events
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 

churches, and a Masonic Lodge.
• 02/12/1921- A black man in Wauchula is lynched for an alleged attack on a white woman
• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
• 12/31/1922- On New Year’s Eve, a large Ku Klux Klan Parade is held in Gainesville.
• 01/01/1923- Early morning- Fannie Taylor reports an attack by an unidentified black man.  Monday Afternoon- Aaron Carrier is apprehended by a 

posse and spirited out of the area by Sheriff Walker.  Late Afternoon- A posse of white vigilantes apprehend and kill Sam Carter, a black man.
• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
Sheriff Walker.  James Carrier is murdered.

• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
• 02/11/1923- A Grand Jury convenes in Bronston to investigate the Rosewood Riot.
• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



Rosewood
• Located near Cedar Key and Gainesville, FL, 

Rosewood was a small, independent African 
American community with approximately 
120 residents.

• Most residents owned their own homes.
• Rosewood was a vibrant community with 3 

Churches, a School, a General Store, and a 
Masonic Lodge.

• Residents made their livings farming and 
hunting, as well as working in Sumner.

• There was no history of racial tension.  
Rosewood and Sumner peacefully coexisted.



Rosewood

• “Well, Rosewood to me was a good time and
place for the black people because each
person had their own whatever they needed.
Whether it was church, whether it was a large
school, whatever it was, we had everything
we needed right then. We had our own farm,
we had our own sugar mill, we had our own
grit mill, cane mill, so we didn’t need
nothing… everybody would help everybody
else. All we needed was God and God was all
around us.”

--Wilson Hall, then 78, describing the 
Rosewood of his childhood.



A Chronology of Events – 1920-1923
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 

churches, and a Masonic Lodge.
• 02/12/1921- A black man in Wauchula is lynched for an alleged attack on a white woman
• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
• 12/31/1922- On New Year’s Eve, a large Ku Klux Klan Parade is held in Gainesville.
• 01/01/1923- Early morning- Fannie Taylor reports an attack by an unidentified black man.  Monday Afternoon- Aaron Carrier is apprehended by a 

posse and spirited out of the area by Sheriff Walker.  Late Afternoon- A posse of white vigilantes apprehend and kill Sam Carter, a black man.
• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
Sheriff Walker.  James Carrier is murdered.

• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
• 02/11/1923- A Grand Jury convenes in Bronston to investigate the Rosewood Riot.
• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



January 1, 1923

• Fannie Taylor, a young, white housewife, alleges she was 
attacked by a black man while her husband was at work at the 
sawmill.

• An opposing story circulates around the black community.
• A posse of white vigilantes is formed in Sumner, FL, looking for 

perpetrator.
• Tensions escalate dramatically.
• African American blacksmith, Sam Carter, is murdered by lynch 

mob.  A Deputy Sheriff is in earshot of the killing.



An Eyewitness to Murder

• “When I caught up with the group, they had him 
strung up on a tree there, and trying to make him 
tell them where he put this fellow out of the wagon.  
His tiptoes were still on the ground.  They were 
choking him, and somebody let him down.  He fell to 
the ground.  This one particular man had a hold of 
the rope and was holding a double barrel shotgun.  
He said if the blood hounds didn’t pick up the trail, 
he would shoot him.  Well, the fellow took them to 
where he thought he put the man out and the blood 
hound didn’t pick it up, so the fellow was shot…”

--Ernest Parham, a 19 year old white man 
was an eyewitness to Sam Carter’s murder.



A Chronology of Events 1920-1923
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 

churches, and a Masonic Lodge.
• 02/12/1921- A black man in Wauchula is lynched for an alleged attack on a white woman
• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
• 12/31/1922- On New Year’s Eve, a large Ku Klux Klan Parade is held in Gainesville.
• 01/01/1923- Early morning- Fannie Taylor reports an attack by an unidentified black man.  Monday Afternoon- Aaron Carrier is apprehended by a 

posse and spirited out of the area by Sheriff Walker.  Late Afternoon- A posse of white vigilantes apprehend and kill Sam Carter, a black man.
• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
Sheriff Walker.  James Carrier is murdered.

• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
• 02/11/1923- A Grand Jury convenes in Bronston to investigate the Rosewood Riot.
• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



January 2 -3 Armed whites gather in Sumner

• Coroner’s Inquest finds Sam Carter killed by Unknown Party.
• Large numbers of armed whites from surrounding areas 

gather in Sumner.
• KKK members coming from New Year’s parade in Gainesville 

are likely in the mob.
• Rumors swirl that Sylvester Carrier is protecting the fugitive 

in Rosewood.



 



 



A Chronology of Events
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 

churches, and a Masonic Lodge.
• 02/12/1921- A black man in Wauchula is lynched for an alleged attack on a white woman
• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
• 12/31/1922- On New Year’s Eve, a large Ku Klux Klan Parade is held in Gainesville.
• 01/01/1923- Early morning- Fannie Taylor reports an attack by an unidentified black man.  Monday Afternoon- Aaron Carrier is apprehended by a 

posse and spirited out of the area by Sheriff Walker.  Late Afternoon- A posse of white vigilantes apprehend and kill Sam Carter, a black man.
• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
Sheriff Walker.  James Carrier is murdered.

• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
• 02/11/1923- A Grand Jury convenes in Bronston to investigate the Rosewood Riot.
• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



January 4 - Intense Violence
• The mob surrounds the home of Sarah 

Carrier in Rosewood, demanding that 
Sylvester come out and turn over  the 
fugitive.

• Sylvester kills 2 of the men in the posse, 
Poly Wilkerson and Henry Andrews, 
when they kick down the door to his 
mother’s house.

• The Carrier House is burned. Sarah 
Carrier and Sylvester are found dead 
inside and others wounded.

Sarah Carrier, Sylvester Carrier, Willie Carrier



A Chronology of Events
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 

churches, and a Masonic Lodge.
• 02/12/1921- A black man in Wauchula is lynched for an alleged attack on a white woman
• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
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• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
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• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
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• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



Revenge- January 5, 1923
• Seeking justice for Fannie Taylor was 

replaced with a desire for revenge in 
deaths of 2 white men.  Wholesale violence 
erupts.

• 3 more Rosewood residents are murdered-
Lexie Gordon, James Carrier and Mingo 
Williams. Official Death Toll was now 6 
blacks and 2 whites.

• Governor Hardee is notified, and  the 
Sheriff reports he fears “no further 
disturbance.”

• Children sheltered at the Carrier home 
escape into the bitter cold swamp.

Governor Hardee (Center)



A Chronology of Events
• 08/05/1920- Four black men in McClenny are removed from the local jail and lynched for the alleged rape of a white woman.
• 11/02/1920- Two whites and 5 blacks are killed in Ocoee in a dispute over voting rights.  The black community of Ocoee is destroyed, 25 homes, 2 
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• 12/09/1921- A black man in Perry is burned at the stake accused of the murder of a white school teacher.  A black church, school, Masonic Lodge, 

and meeting hall are burned.
• 12/31/1922- On New Year’s Eve, a large Ku Klux Klan Parade is held in Gainesville.
• 01/01/1923- Early morning- Fannie Taylor reports an attack by an unidentified black man.  Monday Afternoon- Aaron Carrier is apprehended by a 

posse and spirited out of the area by Sheriff Walker.  Late Afternoon- A posse of white vigilantes apprehend and kill Sam Carter, a black man.
• 01/02/1923- Armed whites begin gathering in Sumner.
• 01/04/1923- Late Evening- White vigilantes attack the Carrier House.  Two white men are killed, and several others wounded.  A black woman, 

Sarah Carrier, is killed and others inside the Carrier house are either killed or wounded.  Rosewood’s black residents flee into the swamps.  One 
black church is burned, and several unprotected homes.  Lexie Gordon is murdered

• 01/05/1923- Approximately 200-300 whites from surrounding areas begin to converge on Rosewood.  Mingo Williams is murdered.  Governor 
Cary Hardee is notified, and Sheriff Walker reports that he fears “no further disorder.”  The Sheriff of Alachua County arrives in Rosewood to assist 
Sheriff Walker.  James Carrier is murdered.

• 01/06/1923- A train evacuates refugees to Gainesville.
• 01/07/1923- A mob of 100-150 whites return to Rosewood and burn the remaining structures.
• 01/17/1923- A black man in Newberry is convicted of stealing cattle.  He is removed from his cell and lynched by whites.
• 02/11/1923- A Grand Jury convenes in Bronston to investigate the Rosewood Riot.
• 02/15/1923- The Grand Jury finds “insufficient evidence” to prosecute.



Revenge – January 6-7, 1923
• Remaining Rosewood residents are

evacuated, never to return.
• Some moved North, others relocated

to cities in Florida, and many settled in
the small community of Lacoochee.

• A mob of 100- 150 whites return to
Rosewood and burn all remaining
structures other than the home of
John Wright, the white owner of the
general store.



New York Times Article

 



Rosewood Cabin Burning

 



The Ruins of Rosewood

 



The Last House Remaining- The John Wright House



After the violence
• February 1923, a Grand Jury was 

convened but found “insufficient 
evidence” to prosecute.

• No state or local law enforcement 
officials ever investigated the incident.  
No one was ever held accountable for 
deaths, destruction, and loss of property.

• Today, all that remains on the site is an 
official green Rosewood road sign, a 
historical marker, and  the John Wright 
house.



Road sign on S.R. 24



1923 - 1982

• For the next 60 years, the survivors
and descendants still fearing for their
lives kept a “Vow of Silence.”

• Many kept the secret from their
children.

• Rosewood fades into history and our
collective amnesia.



1982-1983

• Investigative Journalist, Gary Moore,
publishes article in St. Petersburg Times.

• Article prompts a “60 Minutes” report by
Ed. Bradley.

• Survivors start to speak out.
• Another decade passes before Holland &

Knight becomes involved.



St. Petersburg Times Article

     



1992- Holland & Knight meets 
Minnie Lee Langley

• Minnie Lee Langley and Ruth Davis
become Holland & Knight’s first
clients.

• Arnett Doctor, Philomena Goins's
son, reaches out identifying other
survivors.

• Doctor spends the rest of his life
seeking justice for Rosewood.



Holland & Knight

• Clients wanted 2 things from the State - an
apology and atonement.

• Threshold question was where to file
claims.

• Time was a legal and practical problem.
• Records were incomplete or non-existent.
• Statue of Limitations and laches.
• Judicial Branch vs. Legislative Branch.



House Bill 591, An Act Relating to Rosewood
• House and Senate bills were filed as

claim bills on January 4, 1994, 71 years
almost to the day after the destruction
of Rosewood.

• Representatives Miguel De Grandy, Al
Lawson and Senator Darrell Jones were
responsible for sponsoring the bill.

• Supporters brought together factions
often at odds.

• Sought $7.2 Million for damages
resulting from the 1923 destruction of
Rosewood.

• Opening a Pandora’s Box?



What is a Claim Bill?
• Claim bills are a purely legislative process that provide a 

forum for those who have been injured by an act or omission 
of the state to seek compensation.

• 2 types of claims:  excess judgement and “moral” obligation.
• Hearings before a special master to gather evidence are 

required.
• Mini trial in the state house, rather than the courthouse.
• At conclusion of hearings, findings of fact and conclusions 

are issued as well as specific recommendations to the 
legislature on whether the bill should be supported.

• Those recommendations proved critical to our success.



The Hearings
• Special Master Hearings began on March 4 and continued 

until March 18. 
• Hearings were standing room only with extensive national 

and international media coverage.
• Claimants traveled to the Florida Capitol to tell their story.
• There was not a dry eye in the room.
• Our case was not centered on the reckless acts of mob, but 

on the government officials who did nothing to stop it.



The Hearings
• Arnett Goins, then 79, and Minnie Lee 

Langley, then 80, described how as 
children they were hidden upstairs in the 
Carrier house.

• They recalled seeing the bodies of the 
white men.

• They told how they and other children hid 
in the swamps dressed only in night 
clothes.

Arnett Goins



Minnie Lee Langley testifying at hearing.

  



The Hearings

• “Cuz’ Syl grabbed me, come here baby, let me save
you….and this old sheriff come in there. He called
Aunt Sarah, Sarah, come out here. Aunt Sarah
wouldn’t go…. he had done killed her. He shot in
through the window first and that killed her. This
old cracker comes looking. Come on out of there.
Syl got up under the wood bin, put the gun on my
shoulder, told me to lean this way. I leaned over,
and then Poly Wilkerson, he kicked down the door.
When he kicked the door down, Cuz’ Syl let him
have it…. he killed him right in that door.”

--Minnie Lee Langley, then 80, telling how her cousin 
Sylvester pulled her to safety when she ventured 

downstairs to find her mother.



The Hearings

• The State admitted the “sad” facts of the case were true. 
• “Make no mistake about it…this is a claim about a societal 

wrong, one of too many…I admit this is a sorry damn period 
in Florida’s history.  We should be ashamed of that.  We are.”

• The State asserted there was no legal basis for the claims, 
and that any claims were barred by statue of limitations.

• After 2 weeks, the hearings concluded. 
• Special Masters Final Report was filed with the Legislature on 

March 30.



“Hope Prevails” painting depicting Rosewood survivors.



Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law
• The evidence compelled the conclusion that a moral 

obligation existed on the part of the State.
• Distinguished the claim bill process from a judicial 

proceeding and found, as a matter of law, that any 
consideration of our claims in the later would have been 
precluded by the rules of evidentiary hearsay and statue of 
limitations.

• An equitable basis existed for the Legislature to consider the 
survivors claim bill, and that as a matter of law, laches and 
other evidentiary rules did not stop its consideration of 
those claims.  

• There was no clear remedy for the emotional and mental 
anguish damages and there was no “taking.”



Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law
• The responsibility for emotional suffering and property related 

damages stemmed from the State’s failure to act.
• Recommended that the bill be reported favorably by the 

Legislature, and include:
• $150,000 in direct compensation for each of the elderly 

survivors;
• Creation of two funds, one to compensate Rosewood families 

for property loses and another to establish a state university 
scholarship for descendants of Rosewood; and 

• Require law enforcement officials to conduct a complete 
investigation to determine if any criminal proceedings could 
still be pursued.

• CS/HB 591, as passed, mirrored these recommendations.



 



The Rosewood Claim Bill was passed by Florida Legislature on April 9 and signed by Governor Lawton Chiles on May 4, 1994.

 



Rosewood Survivors

 



“Now because of the strength and commitment of these
survivors and their families, the long silence has finally been
broken and the shadow has been lifted… instead of being
forgotten, because of their testimony, the Rosewood story is
known across our state and across our nation. The Legislation
assures that the tragedy of Rosewood will never be forgotten by
generations to come.”

--Former Governor Lawton Chiles on Rosewood



Rosewood - 2021
• Historic in 1994 and more so today.
• Impact on the nine living survivors.  Most tithed before spending a 

penny.
• Money is not the only way to make injured people whole. 
• First time Florida or any state had taken responsibility for its failure to 

protect its citizens because of their race.
• Reparations- what is owed.
• First time in modern U.S. history that a government not only 

acknowledged its role in systemic racism, but also compensated the 
victims for it.

• Created ways other than direct cash payments.
• Scholarship fund established for Survivors.

• At least 297 descendants have received financial support for 
education.



The Rosewood Legacy

• Model for other states. Recent example of “Bruce’s Beach.”
• Highlighted the role of legislatures in addressing claims

related racial prejudice.
o2020 claim bill related to Ocoee incident in 1920.
o2021 bill to remove barriers to compensation for the

wrongfully convicted.
oHB 30, filed by Congressman John Conyers, proposing a

federal reparations committee.



Current Events

• Rosewood did not begin in 1923 and it did not end in 1994. 
• In the second decade of the twenty first century current 

events make it seem like we are reliving a modern version of 
the tensions and violence that marked the second decade of 
the twentieth century.

• Black Lives Matter, Anti-riot bills, climate gentrification, 
critical race theory, and more

• Mirror to some extent the environment that led to an Ocoee 
or a Tulsa or a Rosewood.



Centennial Commemoration

• 2023 marks the 100th anniversary of the Rosewood Massacre
• Steve Hanlon and I hope to attend.
• We will then be the same ages as our “elderly” clients were 

30 years ago.



Rosewood Descendants

 



Rosewood Descendants

 



Rosewood Descendants

 



Rosewood Descendants

 



A Personal Vignette
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