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Help Me See the Strange Fruit 
 
Take a good long look at this photo. What feelings and emotions do these images evoke in you? Give 
yourself a few moments to identify and articulate your feelings and emotions. Go ahead—say out loud 
what you are feeling and what is happening in your heart right now. 
 

 
Lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, Marion, Indiana, August 7, 1930 

Detail of photo by Lawrence Beitler, Fair use image 
 
On August 7, 1930, a mob of ten to fifteen thousand whites abducted three young black men from the jail 
in Marion, Indiana, lynching Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith. Sixteen-year-old James Cameron narrowly 
survived after being beaten by the mob. Lawrence Beitler’s photograph of the two victims’ hanging 
bodies is regarded as one of the most iconic images of an American lynching. 
 
The night before the lynching, Claude Deeter, a 23-year-old white man, was shot and taken to the 
hospital, where he died the next day. His fiancée, nineteen-year-old Mary Ball, reported that the men 
who shot Deeter had raped her; however, she later recanted her claim. Police arrested Shipp, Smith, and 
Cameron, charging them with murdering Deeter and raping Ball. 
 
While Claude Deeter lay dying in the hospital and the three accused men awaited trial in jail, news of the 
crime, along with the planned lynching of the alleged perpetrators, spread across Indiana. After Deeter 
passed away in the afternoon, whites arrived by the thousands from out of town and joined local 
residents outside the jail. The mob demanded that the three imprisoned men be turned over to them. 
When the sheriff refused, several young men in the crowd broke into the jail using sledgehammers. 
 
Thomas Shipp was pulled out first; the mob beat him and hanged him from the window bars of the jail. 
The crowd then dragged Abram Smith down the street to the courthouse and prepared to hang him from 
a large tree. When he tried to remove the noose from his neck, the mob stabbed him and broke his arms 
before finally hanging him. Once the mob had brought Shipp’s lifeless corpse over to hang next to Smith, 
local photographer Lawrence Beitler was called over to take a photo of the crowd and the two hanged 
men. 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/17/107
https://www.blackpast.org/wp-content/uploads/1547739360-3749-ion--Indiana-Lynchings--1930.jpg


 
Finally, the mob returned to jail and abducted James Cameron, beating him and taking him to be hanged 
next to the other two men. However, a voice from the crowd suddenly rang out, proclaiming Cameron’s 
innocence, and the crowd calmed down. The police took him to another jail out of town; later, he was 
convicted of accessory to Claude Deeter’s murder and served four years in jail. Despite photographic 
evidence and eyewitness testimony, no one in the lynch mob was ever arrested. 
 
One of Billie Holiday's most iconic songs is "Strange Fruit," a haunting protest against the inhumanity of 
racism. Many people know that the man who wrote the song was inspired by a photograph of a lynching.  
 
The man behind "Strange Fruit" is New York City's Abel Meeropol, and he really has two stories. They 
both begin at Dewitt Clinton High School, a public high school in the Bronx that has an astonishing 
number of famous people in its alumni. James Baldwin went there. So did Countee Cullen, Richard 
Rodgers, Burt Lancaster, Stan Lee, Neil Simon, Richard Avedon and Ralph Lauren. 
 
Meeropol graduated from Dewitt Clinton in 1921; he went on to teach English there for 17 years. He was 
also a poet and a social activist, says Gerard Pelisson, who wrote a book about the school. 
 
In the late 1930s, Pellison says, Meeropol "was very disturbed at the continuation of racism in America, 
and seeing a photograph of a lynching sort of put him over the edge." Meeropol once said the 
photograph "haunted" him "for days."  
 
So he wrote a poem about it, which was then printed in a teachers union publication. An amateur 
composer, Meeropol also set his words to music. He played it for a New York club owner — who 
ultimately gave it to Billie Holiday. When Holiday decided to sing "Strange Fruit," the song reached 
millions of people. While the lyrics never mention lynching, the metaphor is painfully clear: 
 

 

Southern trees bear a strange fruit, 
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root, 
Black body swinging in the Southern breeze, 
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees. 
Pastoral scene of the gallant South, 
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth, 
Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh, 
And the sudden smell of burning flesh! 
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck, 
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck, 
For the sun to rot, for a tree to drop, 
Here is a strange and bitter crop. 

 
 
The line Pastoral scene of the gallant South is meant to be a highly ironic criticism of the gap between 
the South's perception of its own culture and the reality of that culture. This poem is about lynching. 
Lynching was the practice of killing black men through mob violence. 
 
We must never attempt to re-write history, or pretend these horrific things didn’t happen. Photos like this 
are riveting and alarming. But we need to see them, because they are reminders of the sins that were 
committed against humanity. 
 
 

Jesus, Help Me See the Strange Fruit! 
 



Today, we have our own shocking images. 
 

 
Grand Rapids riot.  
Police cars burn in downtown Grand Rapids during a riot following a protest over national police brutality issues 
 
What are your reactions? What are your perceptions? What feelings and emotions do these images 
evoke? What poems and songs could be written today about the gaps between our perception of our 
culture and the reality of our culture? 
 
I don’t have the answers. I am wrestling with the questions. I am looking for my blind spots. I am 
connecting with people I know and trust who have insights, experience, perspective, and perceptions that 
are different from mine with a sincere desire to learn from them.  
 
Please allow me to offer a word of caution to those who want to do something now. If you haven’t 
previously established friendships and relationships with brothers and sisters who live and serve in the 
urban sections of your city, this is probably not a good time to try. If you didn’t care enough to get to 
know them and build a friendship with them before the crisis, right after the crisis is not a good time. 
There is a strong possibility that you won’t be trusted and your motives won’t be respected. 
 
I’m not here to tell anyone what to do or what not to do. I’m simply going to say what I am going to 
continuing doing. I am checking in with my friends and asking them to continue educating me and 
informing me of things I need to learn, and things that need to change in our cities. We need more than 
nice words. We need more than flowery prayers. We need more than symbols and gestures. We need 
changes in policies, procedures, practices, structures, and laws. I don’t have the power to make all the 
needed changes. But I do have the opportunity to listen and seek to deepen my understanding. 
 
There is one powerful lesson I have learned while serving in 
ministry for over forty years—there is always more to the story. 



 
Sue, Addison, & Sarah, enjoying the beauty and the promise of God’s rainbow over our house and the PastorCare office! 

   
Grandma with Liam and Grandpa with Nolan (Andrew & Elise’s boys) 

 

 

Angela Denison, Chief Inspiration Officer 
     Cell: 616-304-3890 
     Email: adenison@pastorcarewm.org 
 
John & Sue Smith, Chief Encouragement Officers 
     Cell: 616-304-8543 
     Email: jsmith@pastorcarewm.org 

 

Thank you for your prayers and financial support! 
Checks payable to: PastorCare West Michigan 8056 Burlingame Ave. SW Bryon Center, MI  49315.   
There are instructions on the PastorCare West Michigan website donation page for Zelle® and PayPal. 
www.pastorcarewm.org 
 


