
the philadelphia lawyer   Summer 2019 27

The Lynching Memorial
By Albert S. Dandridge III

His mother insisted that his mutilated body lie in an open cas-
ket so the world could see “what they did to my baby.”  I no longer 
raced through the magazine to find the sepia beauties.

I put that image out of my mind until I was a teenager.  I joined 
the Marines right after high school.  After boot camp, infantry 
training and leave at home, I flew to Pensacola, Florida for special-
ized top-secret training.  It was my first extended time south of the 
Mason-Dixon Line.  I have some vivid memories of Pensacola that 
stick with me till this day.  The segregated part of town, the segre-
gated beaches, Mary Archer, the pretty girl that I dated in Pensacola 
crying because I refused to go on a date in the segregated balcony 
of the local movie theatre.  I finally acquiesced.  I am still a sucker 
for pretty girls.

However, my two most vivid memories that trouble me to this 
day resurfaced again when reading about the new Lynching Memo-
rial in Montgomery, Alabama, dedicated to the more than 4,400 Af-
rican American men and women lynched during the Jim Crow era.   

One Saturday morning in the summer of 1963, I, along with 
others, was taking a lazy day off hanging around the barracks.  One 
of our buddies, a white Marine, asked a bunch of us if we wanted to 
take a ride up to Alabama (Pensacola is really southern Alabama).  
He had driven his car down from Ohio at the beginning of our train-
ing session, but it had broken down in Wetumpka, Alabama.  It was 
fixed and ready to be picked up.  Another white Marine also had 
his car and was going to take our buddy up to Wetumpka.  Hav-

ing nothing else to do, six of us hopped in 
the car for a ride—four white Marines, me 
and my Marine buddy, John Moffett.  John, 
who was also black, was from Pensacola and 
his parent’s house was my home away from 
home.  It was an uneventful ride until we 
reached the gas station in Wetumpka.  Less 
than two minutes after we arrived to pick up 
the other car, the local sheriff and his depu-
ties pulled up to the station.  I, a teenager 
from West Philadelphia, had no idea as to 
what was happening.  But John quickly shot 
me a look that said “Keep your West Philly 
mouth shut.”  

“What brings you boys here?” were 
the first menacing words out of the sheriff’s 
mouth.  The Marine whose car broke down 
started to explain that we were here to pick 

up his car.  John was even smoother.  As more deputies and others 
started gathering around the gas station, John was quick to further 
explain that we were Marines.  We came up from Pensacola and 
would be leaving as soon as we got the car keys from the mechanic.

As I stood there taking it all in, I could not help but notice my 
surroundings in downtown Wetumpka.  Although there were paved 
sidewalks, nobody black walked on them.  They all walked in the 
street as they passed by.  I would see cars coming up and down the 
street driven by white women, with the black women who would 
be doing “a day’s work” by cleaning the white women’s houses, 
riding in the back.  Reality hit me like a sledgehammer in the chest.  
I was not in West Philadelphia.  I was not in Pensacola, as bad as 
that was.  To me, this place was dark, foreboding and outside of my 
conception of reality.  I was hoping that the spirit of Emmett Till 
was watching over me.

Once the sheriff realized that we were Marines and not “Free-
dom Riders,” and that we were getting out of town just as soon as 
we could, the tension broke.  

Three of us each hopped into the two vehicles and got out of 
Wetumpka.  However, it took me a long time for the chill of the 
moment to dissipate.

Later that winter, I had completed my training and finished at 
the top of the class.  I was given a promotion.  Before spending my 
travel money on airfare to go home to Philadelphia, on leave before 
heading to Okinawa, Japan, I knew that three of my white Marine 
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I remember as a child that my family would receive in the mail 

the weekly edition of JET magazine and the monthly edition of 

EBONY magazine.  As a young boy, I would immediately open 

to the center pages of JET to see the beautiful black women in swimsuits, 

which was the staple of the inside center page.  I also remember as a young 

boy in my haste to get to the centerfold, I came across a picture that made 

me want to vomit.  It was the picture of Emmett Till, the 14-year-old black 

boy from Chicago who was lynched in Mississippi in 1955 for allegedly 

whistling at a white woman.  



buddies were going to carpool up to New York.  They asked if I 
would join them helping to pay for gas and tolls, and save some 
travel money.  Absolutely!  They were all headed for upstate Penn-
sylvania and New York.  

It was on a Friday afternoon when we left Pensacola and 
worked our way north, me with my new promotion outranking the 
other three Marines.   In the early evening, we stopped at a gas 
station in Georgia to make a fuel stop, rest stop and to grab some 
snacks and sandwiches.  We did not say a word to each other, but 
we all knew that I couldn’t get out of the car.  They seamlessly and 
protectively asked what goodies they could bring back to the car 
for me.  

We followed the same routine at the next pit stop.  I was not 
angry, just frustrated with the situation.  However, my anger ar-
rived around midnight.  We had the radio on in the car and the sta-
tions would change as we kept travelling north.  One local station 
as we were driving through the Carolinas had a news flash.  The 
announcer came on to state that an 18-year-old black boy had just 
been executed at a local prison for raping a white woman.  Again, 
I wanted to vomit.  My three buddies, who were all laughing and 
joking with me, immediately became silent.  They all felt and un-

derstood my pain.  I could not get Emmett Till out of my head.
We arrived at Washington, D.C. in the early morning, and, 

finally, I got a chance to go to the restroom.  Good thing I was 
young.  I obviously would not be able to do that today.

We arrived in Philadelphia that Saturday afternoon.  We pulled 
up to my house, and my mother, father and siblings came out to 
greet us.

My Marine buddies wanted to push on, but my mother and fa-
ther would not hear any of that.  They had to come into our home, 
refresh themselves, get fed and take pictures.  I still have a picture 
of the four of us that my father took.  I will keep it for the rest of 
my life.  In addition, I will keep the picture of Emmett Till in my 
head for the rest of my life.
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