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The killing of Florida physician Clifford LeRoy Adam's Jr. by his P fTiCan.
American mistress Ruby McCollum was one of tbe signal crimeg of the
Jate Jim Crow era. McCollum, a well-off hou‘s‘ew1'fe V,\’rhose husbapg Iap
a federally licensed numbers game known as “bolita,” had already given
birth to one child by Dr. Adams, and was pregnant with anothe, Whep
she confronted him in his office on the morning of August 3, 195, Theiy
ensuing altercation ended when McCollum shot him four times ip the
back. Despite widespread rumors of scandal, Adams—a powerfy] fig
ure in the community who had just been elected to the state Senate—
was eulogized in the local press as a virtual saint, while McCollum Was
denounced as a vicious “Negress” who had murdered him in a dispute
over an unpaid bill for six dollars. The other African-American Citizens
of Suwannee County, a Ku Klux Klan stronghold, found it prudent to
adhere, in public at least, to the official line.

At McCollum’s trial in October 1952 the judge disallowed all miti-
gating testimony that might expose the racist status quo—a system in
which, among other holdovers from the days of slavery, powerful white
men continued to exert a droit de seigneur over black women. Covering
the trial for the Pittsburgh Courier, a nationally distributed African-
American newspaper, was the novelist and anthropologist Zora Neale
Hurston (1891-1960), who wrote 20 stories on the case between October
11, 1952, and May 3, 1953. Refused permission to interview McCollum,
Hurston enlisted the help of Southern journalist William Bradford
Huie, who later incorporated an edited version of her typewritten ac-
count of the trial into his 1956 book Ruby McCollum: Woman in the
Suwannee Jail.

Found guilty by an all-white, all-male jury, McCollum was sentenced
to die in the electric chair, but her conviction was overturned by the
Florida Supreme Court. In a subsequent trial, she was declared mentally
Incompetent and committed to a state mental hospital, where she spent

the next 20 years. She was released in 1974 and died 18 years later atthe
age of 82,

512

Scanned with CamScanner



The Trial of Ruby McCollum
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that they were play-acting in their savage denunciat%on f)f Ruby, The
sprig of hyssop was in their han.ds, and they were sprinkling the blood
of the paschal lamb around their doorways so that the Ange] of Death
would pass over them. This, never you forget, was West Florida,
Inside the courthouse on the December day of the trial, 5 couple
came up the stairs to the galleries reserved for Negro Spectators, and
took seats next to me. The woman murmured for my benefit, “Dop
be surprised what might come off here.” They looked down the row of

seats and the man said, “I hope no fool don’t go and block up that
aisle.”

ryin’ to get you well And Ruby had (, B0 ang ki
il

n

“But you wouldn’t run off and leave me, honey, if something wasto
take place, would you?”

“Not if you can keep up, baby”
The whites felt no such timidity about violence. But they were
afraid. They were afraid of “outsiders”—what the outside world might

learn and say. So the white judge refused to let any reporter talk with
Ruby.

“She has killed a white man—the most prominent white man inthe
county. She ought to die for that, and she’s gonna die. We don't want
thes? newspapermen coming in here and printing lies about us- She
Zislj:ls tfull o’ meanness, shooting the doctor rather than pay herh™

a
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chops and s!

thy for Ruby;” he said. “Shewouldn’tevenwipe gﬁﬂm
T sml‘iia uZ If she had to have herself an outside man, ',rj o
her ft:etl(;f1 “z‘:(;i); kir?d sile wanted right inside her own race. That's
::eect(l):ng:lfout our race, we’re just 1i¥<e a flower gargen, yfot.l can get 8
any color from coal-scuttle blond to pink-toed w?nte. (This is a com- f
mon boast when Negroes rail against miscegenation. They don’t seem o
to realize that by it they are endorsing the very action which is being ik
denounced, for obviously if there had been no miscegenation, there 12l
could be nothing but dark individuals among us.) “Naw, she had to go
and have that white man, and when she knows so well how these white
men don't allow us no chance at all with their women. Colored women
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But in the enraged silence the slattern too) bac
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“You better say Joe’"cause you don’t know?” 5 man growled. “ "Tajn’t
2 thing to the bear but his curly hair. Don’t you stand there and te]]
that lie that a white man can do with a woman what 5 Colored man can
do. Sho’, some of these trashy nigger women who is after money will
lay up under ’em, like Ruby done, and moan and squall and cry and
make ’em think they’re done comin’ to Jesus, but that’s only because of
the spendin’ change the white man puts out. But everybody knows
that a white man ain’t no trouble, not a damn bit, and any old nappy
head that tells me they is in my hearing is gonna get a righteous head-
Stogg lf:gi;ale accepted the challenge, so the men beat their breasts ir} a
vimful “reading.” They poured out all the resentment of the. Cel:urgl:
since 1619, when the first batch of Negro slaves were lande.d in tGZH o
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jams and Ruby had been in her favor. But the sey}, 0
‘.\\ anms ‘

 the
ped off, and it oozed blood afresh, °ld Sore

was $Cra

| talked several times with !udgc Adams. He is q Man Possesg, q
many substances marketable in the humal.l baz‘aar. I foung 0 fy
with‘the broad, black Stctsoin. the bléck String tie of the Past cepy,,
the chewing tobacco, the efforts at wit, or yet the mouthfy] of SOUth,
ern idioms. To me these are externals and need not indicate , tury 0;
mind. How he conducted the trial was my yardstick.

1 was disappointed when he denied me permission ¢,
Ruby. But he was not curt or harsh. He said that the natyre
mad'e it advisable to deny the press access to the defendant
want the case tried in the newspapers.

I concluded that Judge Adams was contributing the POWer of hjg
position toward the establishment of the local dogma as to Mmotive, By
I pondered this question: Was such action on his part native to the
judge’s spirit, or was he a captive of geographical emotion ang
tradition?

All of us who love the South know that there is precedent for this
query: the case of Robert E. Lee. The great-souled general hated slav-
ery, had freed his slaves, and reverenced the Union. Yet when struggle

came, he had to stand with his “folks.” Many latter-day Southernersare
caught in this same old web.

of

interview
of the Case
- He didny

Because of this question, Judge Adams, to me, was the most inter-
esting figure at the trial. The slaying had been admitted by the defen-
dant; only the degree of her guilt was left to be decided. So the real
drama was in Judge Adams, in how far he would allow Ruby to goin
explaining extenuating circumstance. We have a Southern saying: A
manain’t got no business pulling on britches until he’s got guts enough

tohold ’em up.” The judge had on the britches; did he have guts enough
to let the truth come out?

From my seqt i the
agood view

oy d
balcony on the east side of the building! :i:s
of the courtroom. It was clean and comfortable enoug™
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The Trial of Ruby McCollum + 519

s 80 provision had been made for custom and comfort
(r o) , " $ 1 A ‘ , '
" 1d snuff-dipping are common enough in the arca

. y aree
so spittoons were handy, particularly to the

e a0 jury: -
o al building had been constructed before drinking

. qubstanti
5 became €0 n such places, so the janitor presently

the center ais

mmon i
Je toting a bucket of ice water which he balanced

e of the railing enclosing the court officers. A glance told
had bought the bucket and dipper: the bucket was white
while the dipper was white enamel with a blue
en that they matched. The janitor
nd to the jury, and also to court
up and get a drink. Under the
a similar bucket for the Negro

foumain

:15 thata man i
: ename] witha red rim,
- pndle. A women would have s€
assed the pucket and the dipper arou
officers, but white spectators could go
separate-but-equal doctrine there was

galleries.

The room filled up rapidly,
he trial. The uprising wou
he lower floor.

Judge Adams passed down the aisle, ex-
friends in the audience and behind the rail.
occupied seats inside the

and it was plain that no on¢ doubted
the conclusion of t 1d be put down. Emotion
| roselikea fume from t
I As the hour drew nean
changing pleasantries with
Visiting lawyers, including a
railing on the right of the bench.

k There was State Attorney Keith

wards, Black is a short, plump man in @
spot on top of his head so perfectly round that it might be the tonsure

| ofamonk, He is not impressive in appearance, but a Negro behind me
:‘lurmu,,ed: “Don’t let that sleepy look fool you- He's just playing PO
hi::' H'C’S, gonna burn Ruby. That Black is a ‘getting fool. 1 done secn

atit” Edwards did little mixing around. He appeared t0 be preoc-

| c“‘:f:’ﬂl:whaps dedicated; his look was grim. ;
boywhe }? annon made his entrance like a Sta% He was the homebre
ead of thfld made good in the big city- He is possessed of a challengin®
. Suntap ick, wavy white hair; he has handsome profile; a'l')ecom‘mg
‘ sand tall, graceful, he wears clothes of good quality gmiling voices

n ex- gOVCI‘l’lOl’,

Black and his assistant 0. 0. Ed-
rumpled blue suit, with a bald

s e
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called out to Cannon. Hands were extendeq H
cession down the aisle.

Court sat at last, and when Ruby was leg in by 5 State [ )
place really came alive. She had been given the o rtllnityoope" e |
herself with some care. Her hair was presseq and L ging loto Brogy, | f
her shoulders, confined loosely by a net. 1t Was parteq eag Mg boy, w I
side, and since it was December, she wore 3 coat, 3 bright gl:n the ley
hair over a pale yellow wool dress. Her smaj] feet were in 011 Camygy,
black pumps. She is little, and she looked almosgt childigy i

She walked in briskly with an expressionlesg face anq took £
beside Cannon. In the course of the sanity hearings, the balke: Seat /
trial, and the real trial, I have striven to enclose my impression ofR?,m
McCollum in a sentence, but I have failed. She is attractiye but g |
beautiful. Sort of chestnut-brown in color, with the breadth of fe] {4
think of as feline, though I could discern nothing sly o CalClllating. 1
Even under her terrible strain she appeared to be possesseq of dignipy,

She seemed to set herself in a resolved position, Her right elboy Tested
on the arm of the chair, her head on her hand lightly inclined ¢, the
right. I had the impression that every muscle in

sciously set and locked in place lest she betray her i

ewaSaOn "‘

her body Was cop-

her right hand at fu]] length and examine it in de
the fingers and regard them studiously,
Palm and back as if it were something ne
it was the hand that had wielded the
garding it as having a Separate existen
having acted without her knowledge

tail, flex and extend
turn the hand and regard it
w and interesting to her. Since
gun, I thought she might be re-
ce, a life and will of its own, and

or consent. ;
There was one Poignant moment while Ruby was on the stand. She

maintained her shut-in, expressionless mask through the quesnoﬂ“:1
by State angd her own counsel until one felt that she was a wom i
without neryes. Then came the moment, as Cannon led her thro'usie
the story of the actual slaying_ Ruby did not break down and we:g;up‘
did not Scream out jp an agony of memory; but there was an

R 4
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er restimony as emotion gushed up from the deeps of her soul
inh ed her face. I saw 1t: the quintessence of human agony. I

BE . pabi
.dge anguisP LY
# g the S8 Isawt
m the world th

hours, perhaps the days and weeks which pre-

he awful emotions of the resolve to slay, to
at which she had come to know. I saw the
he hand upon the gun. And I saw memo-

ch tightened t
n deep in barred cavities in the cellar of

u
NS Whi i
: ::it all, which Jived dow.
- oul ;
et ‘;‘; 12w in the eyes of Ruby McCollum in that instant when she
Jinto silence when the agony of her memories robbed her of the
Eof speech, may God never permit me to behold again. In that
f the human mind, mother of monsters

1d the infinity o
dI comprehended the ineffable glory and horror of its

and angels, a1
;ﬁ c[eﬂﬁons' .
[ That Jluminated moment was the life of the trial for me. Now I
rtroom was nothing

hat was transpiring in the cou
k; that the real action existed on the other side of
dant had admitted the slaying; she was in the hands
o reason for the legal machinery of the

ept to fix the degree of guilt. This
the defendant’s

| could see that W
" more than a mas
. gilence. The defen
of the law; thus there was n
tate of Florida to be operating exc
could be done, in justice, only by hearing and weighing
own explanation of her motives.

Ruby was allowed to describe how,
absence of her husband, she had, in her home, submitted to the doc-

tor, She was allowed to state that her youngest child was his. Yet thirty-
dﬁh‘ times Frank Cannon attempted to proceed from this point;
thirty-eight times he attempted to create the opportunity for Ruby to
:;lilr?er 'Whole‘ story and thus explain what to her were her motives;
Adan);-:lght f‘mes the State objected; and thirty-eight times Judge
ams sustained these objections.

cm:lntzour ?lffg ‘sexual relationship wi
fear for ;’zu, 4 lel‘he ever strike you?” “Did you have any ,fe‘fls?n to
acknowledur llfe? ‘.Did you love him?” «pid he love you? Did he

ge his child?” “Was he proud of it?” “How much of the

about 1948, during an extended

th Dr. Adams, Ruby, was he
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bolita money was he extracting from Youand g,
you decide to kill him?” These were questiong whic s
answered. But there were the objections of the State, e
rote, by Black or Edwards:;

“We object to that because it is shown that the Quesy;
for the purpose of obtaining testimony a5 ¢4 a -
matter which can constitute no defense to this charge 1, i8 ey, 2 a q
mony which is entirely irrelevant and immaterial, an e
timony back at an uncertain time which could h,
issue of the case. It is shown that the question i Topoung
purpose of obtaining testimony to confyse the issye that s :d for g,
tried in this case, and it is clearly shown that su sy i0
testimony that is improper and inadmissible jp, this trig)» s Seeking

“Objection sustained!”

I'had begun the trial with some faith in Jyq and 1)
looking at him confidently and saying, almost audibly, “N €pt
Adams will never allow this. He will never send 3 humap
death without permitting the jury to hear her side of
won’t!” But then | watched the judge 8rowangry anq threaten Can

> Ruby?h «

Chaqu

I'heard Cannon’s words, uttered with resignation: “May God forgive

You, Judge Adams, for robbing a human being of life in such a fashion,
I'would not want i on my conscience

Race had nothing to do with my disillusionment, Haq Judge Adams

Mmate terms, so jt seemed hardly Possible that he did not know all that
Ruby had to te]]. Yet Black, for the State of Florida, even denied at the
top of his voice that , Sexual relationship exsited between Ruby and
the doctor, “[t j Preposterous! It is unthinkable!” he shouted. d
One tiny incident Jet the whole cat oyt of the State’s bag. A CO]O;:
nurse for py. Adam;, Thelma Curry, was called by the State. She
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¢ for sending out bills—as she had obvi-
) sff‘bc led and ¢ d to do. But she ventured further: she
: peen hout 3 quarrel she had overheard between the doctor and
410" gays before the murder. Summarily, she was jerked from
al"  the Staté and Judge Adams growled at her: “Get down

stal” | where YU came from!”
tired 3 d cmbittercd by the ti
wfg to say- She replied simply: “Id
lWhen  killed Dr- Adams.”
ornot ¥ was as if [ walked in 2 dream as 1 listened to judge Adams

Ruby McCollum, guilty of murder

t the time O designated the said

degree - -« *
ent of State prison or one of his authorized deputies shall
a current of electricity of sufficient

in
su erint
; S through your body
shall continue applica-

diate death and
u are dead. And may God have mercy

rocedur

oache

me Ruby was asked if she had
o not know whether I did right

use your imme

infuriated over 2

he good doctor - - - the friend of the
ose only rule had been the Golden Rule. And
i eye and

now the poor men would have their justice:

tooth for a tooth.
The Community
Wwilliam Bradford Huie,

will had been done.
Ruby McCollum: Woman in the Suwannee Jail, 1956
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