
The following lesson is intended for secondary stu-
dents (grades 9-12), and should help them explore the 
complex issues surrounding the Leo Frank case.  Stu-
dents will develop an understanding of how anti-
semitism, racism, and other social forces affected life 
in the post-Reconstruction, Jim Crow South.

THE LYNCHING OF 
LEO FRANK
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Designed by Jeff Smith



THE CASE
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GALLERY 1.1 Murder notes found at the 
scene of the crime

People and PlacesIn the early morning of April 27th, 1913, 
the body of Mary Phagan was found stran-
gled to death in the basement of an Atlanta, 
GA pencil factory.  Next to her body the po-
lice discovered two semiliterate notes that 
seemed at first to have been written by her 
(“i wright while play with me,” read one) but 
were plainly the work of someone else.

The investigation focused on two sus-
pects: Jim Conley, the factory’s black janitor 
who was arrested after he was seen wash-
ing out a bloody shirt a few days after the 
murder, and Leo M. Frank, the factory’s Jew-
ish supervisor and the last man to admit to 
seeing Mary Phagan alive.

After intensive interrogation, Conley 
claimed Frank committed the murder when 
the girl rejected his sexual advances. Con-
ley added that Frank dictated the notes to 
him in an effort to pin the crime on another 
black employee.

Frank and Conley were both arrested, 
and the ensuing trial captivated the entire 
city of Atlanta.  The case also brought to the 
forefront the ugly realities of bigotry, preju-
dice, and hatred in the South.

The trial of Leo Frank began in a brutal 
heat wave the summer of 1913.  A massive 
crowd gathered and people clung to roof-
tops and light poles to catch a glimpse of 
the trial. The proceedings were highly irregu-
lar, full of hearsay testimony, lurid details, 
shoddy police work and contradictory state-
ments on the witness stand.

Frank’s own nervous and rambling testi-

mony did nothing to help his case. Despite 
Conley’s conflicting statements and the lack 
of any physical evidence linking Frank to the 
murder, the all-white jurors accepted the 
word of the Southern black janitor over that 
of the Northern Jewish factory superinten-
dent. Leo Frank was pronounced guilty and 
sentenced to death.



THE HATRED
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The deep-seated racism toward blacks 
in the Jim Crow South is well docu-
mented.  Rampant lynchings and wide-
spread institutional prejudice made daily 
life a treacherous affair for most African 
Americans.  Their very survival depended 
on staying subservient to local white citi-
zens.

At the turn of the century, the South 
was still reeling from the after-effects of 
the Civil War, and had endured a difficult 
era of Reconstruction.  Traditionally, the 
south had been an agrarian economy, 
and many people struggled with the transi-
tion to industrialization that accompanied 
reconstruction.

“Carpetbaggers” from the north had 
descended on the south to take advan-
tage of business opportunities, and resent-

ment spread toward these outsiders.  Leo 
Frank was a Cornell-educated New Yorker 
who had married into a wealthy Atlanta 
family.  His arrest fanned the flames of re-
sentment toward invading “Yankees,” and 
a swell of hatred built up around the case.

Much of the vitriol centered on Frank’s 
Jewish faith, showing bigotry in the South 
wasn’t just reserved for blacks.  Some his-
torians argue that prejudice against Afri-

can Americans shielded Jews in the 
South from discrimination. Certainly this is 
the case in comparison to European out-
breaks against the Jews culminating in 
the Holocaust. Yet Jews and blacks have 
been linked ambiguously in the South 
since the mid-nineteenth century, and the 
periods of greatest racism coincide with 
rises in anti-Semitism.

Images of Hatred in the Jim Crow South

Lynching Culture in the South
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In the early 20th century, daily newspa-
pers were still the dominant source for dis-
seminating information to the public.  At 
the time of the Mary Phagan incident, At-
lanta featured three prominent newspa-
pers:  The Atlanta Constitution, The Atlanta 
Journal, and the upstart Atlanta Georgian. 

The Georgian had recently purchased 
by noted newspaper tycoon William Ran-
dolph Hearst, who had added the paper 
to his national network.  His business tac-
tics had changed the industry, with much 
of his success coming from employing the 
practices of “yellow journalism.”

This type of writing featured exaggera-
tions of news events, scandal-mongering, 

and sensationalism, and proved effective 
when breaking into established markets 
and stealing readers.  Where traditional 
journalism called for an unbiased presenta-
tion of the facts, Hearst encouraged strik-
ing and emotionally charged headlines.

These tactics he brought to the Atlanta 
Georgian, and, faced with dwindling read-
ership, the established Atlanta papers 
were forced to follow suit.

The three galleries below feature front 
pages of the three major Atlanta newspa-
pers covering events in the Leo Frank 
case.  Peruse the documents and reflect 
on the following questions as you read:

• What similarities or differences are 
there between the coverage of the three 
papers?
• What elements of the case are being 

sensationalized?
• How does each paper depict Leo 

Frank?
• What kind of emotions are the papers 

trying to evoke?
• Identify examples of bias (going be-

yond just the facts)

NEWSPAPER COVERAGE

The Atlanta Constitution The Atlanta Journal The Atlanta Georgian



Following the highly unorthodox trial of Leo Frank, sev-
eral parties were unsettled with the result and began efforts 
to rectify the situation.  Judge Leonard Roan, who presided 
over the case, himself said, “After many months of contin-
ued deliberation, I am still uncertain of Frank’s guilt.”  He 
relied on the jury’s decision to assuage his conscience, but 
several lawyers involved in the case began sifting deeper 
through the evidence.

In particular, several oddities in the murder notes be-
came clear in light of the testimony of Jim Conley.  Key to 
the prosecution’s case was the notion that no “ignorant ne-
gro” could have composed the notes, arguing the use of 
“did” was a sign the author was white as most blacks 
would have used “done”.  However, in his testimony Conley 
used “did” correctly several times, as was also featured in love 
letters he was discovered to have written.

Also, in his testimony Conley frequently used compound adjectives (“long, tall, lean, 
black man”), something featured prominently in the murder notes.  There was also mention 
of the “night witch,” a spirit of the voodoo-folk faiths common among the black populations 
of the time who was said to strangle children in the dead of the night.  It is highly unlikely 
Leo Frank was aware of this fable, which 
casted doubt on Conley’s testimony that 
Frank had dictated the notes to him.

GOVERNOR JOHN SLATON
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Despite this new evidence, Leo Frank’s appeals to the 
courts were rejected, and the Supreme Court seemingly 
put the question to rest, ruling 7-2 against Frank.  The last 
hope for Frank’s life lay with Georgia’s Governor, John M. 
Slaton, who had the power to commute his sentence to life 
in prison.

Slaton was deeply troubled by the case, and had un-
earthed evidence against Conley of his own.  In his testi-
mony, Conley had besmirched Leo Frank’s character by 
giving detailed descriptions of liaisons Frank had in his of-
fice with prostitutes.  Conley described very particular sex-
ual fantasies, and Slaton was shocked to read the same 
fantasies in Conley’s love letters.  To Slaton, this was a 
case of “transference,” meaning Conley had ascribed his 
own perversions onto Frank, and called into question the 
entirety of Conley’s testimony.

The governor decided he had no choice and com-
muted Frank’s sentence to life in prison on the final day of 
his term as governor.

Murder notes found at the scene of the 
crime

Text of Gov. Slaton’s statement

“[T]he performance of my duty under the Consti-
tution is a matter of my conscience. The responsi-
bility rests where the power is reposed. Judge 
Roan, with that awful sense of responsibility, 
which probably came over him as he thought of 
that Judge before whom he would shortly ap-
pear, calls to me from another world to request 
that I do that which he should have done. I can 
endure misconstruction, abuse and condemna-
tion, but I cannot stand the constant companion-

Gov. John Marshall Slaton 
and his wife, Sarah "Sally" 
Frances Grant.



Slaton’s action fueled the fires of hatred once again, and the media 
responded with impassioned opinions.  The actions of the court 
around the Leo Frank case generated national attention, and papers 
from across the country began making their voices heard.  In Atlanta, 
still reeling from the effects of the Civil War, these articles were seen as 
intrusive affronts to the honor of the South, especially those from the 
“Yankee” papers from the North.

The following documents were written by two prominent figures of 
the time:  Tom Watson, who would later become a U.S. Senator from 
the state of Georgia, and Adolph Ochs, a Jewish American and pub-
lisher of the New York Times.

Peruse the documents and reflect on these questions as you read:

• What similarities and differences can you identify between the two 
pieces?

• What sorts of inflammatory language is used?
• What reasoning does each author employ to support their opinions?
• How do the authors refer to the facts of the case or the ideas commu-

nicated by Gov. Slaton?

GALLERY 1.3 Adolph Ochs - New York Times

PASSIONS FLARE

GALLERY 1.2 Tom Watson - The Jeffersonian

Watson vs New York Times

http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/thomas-e-watson-1856-1922
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/thomas-e-watson-1856-1922
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/bday/0312.html
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/bday/0312.html


Just a few days after Gov. Slaton com-
muted Leo Frank’s sentence, people en-
raged by his decision began plotting to 
exercise their own form of justice.  
Among the conspirators were a judge, 
solicitor general, and an ex-governor; 
the elite of Georgian society.

On August 16th, 1915, in the dead of 
night, 25 armed men kidnapped Leo 
Frank from prison.  They wore no masks 
and didn’t fire a shot, yet were able to 
get Frank out of a state prison in ten min-
utes.  They drove him over a hundred 
miles to Marietta, Georgia, Mary Pha-
gan’s home town. Underneath an oak 
tree across from Mary’s home, the Judge 
among them delivered the court’s death 
sentence, and Leo Frank was hanged.

THE LYNCHING
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The Abduction and Lynching 
of Leo Frank

Images of the Hanging
Perhaps even more troubling than the 

lynching itself was the reaction of the com-
munity.  As news spread of the hanging, a 
crowd began to gather around the body.  
In fact, a party of sorts began in Mari-
etta’s town square, where more than a 
thousand people gathered to celebrate 
the occasion.

Souvenirs from the scene were also 
collected. The rope was cut into pieces 
and sold off, and photos of the scene be-
came prized mementos and were promi-
nently displayed in general stores and 
other public places. 

At Leo Frank’s funeral more than 
15,000 people filed by to see the body.  
How many came to pay their respects is 
another matter entirely.



ALONZO MANN
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In 1982, at 82 years of age, Alonzo Mann 
couldn’t take it any more.  After years of silence, 
he began confiding in his friends the events he 
saw on the night of Mary Phagan’s murder.  
Mann had been Leo Frank’s office boy at the 
pencil factory when he was just 13 years old, 
running errands and filing papers for $8 a day.  
That fateful night, he witnessed Jim Conley car-
rying the girl’s lifeless body down to the cellar.  
Conley threatened the young boy, and Alonzo’s 
mother urged him to remain silent throughout 
the affair.

Mann’s story was picked up by the Nashville 
Tennessean, and soon after his sworn affidavit 
was the key evidence in a new appeal trial for 
Leo Frank. ''Many times I wanted to get it out of 
my heart,'' Mr. Mann said in an interview. ''I'm 
glad I've told it all. I've been living with it for a 
long time. I feel a certain amount of freedom 
now. I just hope it does some good.''

In 1986, the state Board of Pardons and Pa-
roles admitted that officials failed to protect 

Frank and prosecute the members of the lynch 
mob that killed him.  However, the board 
avoided the issue of Frank’s guilt or innocence.

The state Board of Pardons and Paroles ad-
mitted in 1986 that Georgia officials failed to pro-
tect Frank and prosecute his suspected killers, 
a lynch mob that included many of Marietta’s 
elite. But it sidestepped the issue of his guilt or 
innocence.

This dark chapter in the history of the South 
is still alive today.  The Atlanta Journal and the 
Atlanta Constitution became co-owned in 1950, 
officially merging in 2001 as The Atlanta Journal 
Constitution.  100 years later, the paper contin-
ues to publish articles about the case, and re-
cently printed an opinion calling for Leo Frank’s 
official pardon:

Atlanta Journal Constitution Article

Source

Alonzo Mann’s account (from NYT article):

Alonzo was working with Mr. Frank in 
the office that Saturday morning. He had 
encountered Mr. Conley early that day 
when the burly black janitor asked to bor-
row a dime for beer. Mr. Mann, who is 
white, did not lend him the money.

He worked until about 11:30 A.M., 

Alonzo Mann

Gov. Slaton and Alonzo Mann faced diffi-
cult choices as the Leo Frank affair un-
folded.  Slaton had the courage to correct 
the injustice he perceived, while Mann took 
70 years to face up to his conscience.

• What would you have done if you were 
in their situations?
• Would events have played out differ-

ently?
• How might the world be different today?
 
Your assignment is to write a 2-3 page es-

say answering these question and reflecting 
on courage in your own life.  Your paper 
should include:

• A discussion of the courage of Gov. Sla-
ton, Alonzo Mann, and in the Leo Frank 
case in general.
• An example of a hard decision you’ve 

had to face in your own life, and the cour-
age you showed (or didn’t show!).
• A discussion of how the courage of indi-

viduals can affect the lives of others.  Ei-
ther draw from historical examples or dis-
cuss your own example.

THE ASSIGNMENT

http://politics.blog.ajc.com/2015/08/18/roy-barnes-its-time-to-pardon-leo-frank/
http://politics.blog.ajc.com/2015/08/18/roy-barnes-its-time-to-pardon-leo-frank/


SOURCES
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All video clips are from the film: The People vs. Leo Frank website

Photos in The Case: Mary Phagan, Leo Frank, Jim Conley, Pencil 
factory, Crime Scene diagram, Courtroom scene, Frank in court

Photos in The Hatred: Anti-semitic cartoon, Graph of lynchings

Photos in Newspaper Coverage:  Constitution, Journal, Georgian

Photos in Governor John Slaton:  Slaton and wife

Photos in Passions Flare: Tom Watson, Jeffersonian article, Ad-
olph Ochs, NYT article

Photos in The Lynching: Lynching photos, Marietta celebration

Photos in Alonzo Mann: Young and old, headline, illustration, at 
Rich’s dept store

As I began thinking of topics for our document-
based lessons, my mind immediately went to a 
topic with a strong family connection.  My 
great-grandfather, William Smith, was one of 
the lawyers involved in the trial of Leo Frank. 

However, this dark chapter in the history of At-
lanta, Georgia and the Jim Crow South is 
heavy material, dealing with racism, bigotry, 
prejudice and lynching.  All are certainly impor-
tant issues worthy of a lesson, but the incident is 
not the most light-hearted affair.  I thought I 
might prefer to investigate in-depth a more ap-
proachable topic, but my family ties made the 
subject too attractive to ignore.

I was indeed correct in the difficulty of the mate-
rial, and, as I dug deeper, ugliness after ugli-
ness bubbled to the surface.  The topic also be-
gan to touch on a broad range of issues in the 
South, and focusing my lesson on specific docu-
ments and skills became an problem.  I decided 
to focus on media coverage of the event, com-
paring the coverage of competing local papers 
and the unseemly journalism that was practiced.

The most frustrating part of my research experi-
ence stemmed from the controversial nature of 
the topic.  As I google-searched various people 

REFLECTION BY JEFF SMITH

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F9fRs2xd890
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F9fRs2xd890
http://leofrankfilm.com/
http://leofrankfilm.com/
http://murderpedia.org/male.F/f/frank-leo-photos.htm
http://murderpedia.org/male.F/f/frank-leo-photos.htm
http://interactive.wxxi.org/highlights/2009/10/people-v-leo-frank
http://interactive.wxxi.org/highlights/2009/10/people-v-leo-frank
http://theamericanmercury.org/2013/08/the-leo-frank-trial-week-two/
http://theamericanmercury.org/2013/08/the-leo-frank-trial-week-two/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
http://www.leofrank.org/solution/national-pencil-company/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leo_Frank#/media/File:Frank's_trial.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leo_Frank#/media/File:Frank's_trial.jpg
http://georgiainfo.galileo.usg.edu/topics/history/article/progressive-era-world-war-ii-1901-1945/the-leo-frank-case
http://georgiainfo.galileo.usg.edu/topics/history/article/progressive-era-world-war-ii-1901-1945/the-leo-frank-case
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_antisemitism#/media/File:18960415_antisemitic_political_cartoon_in_Sound_Money.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_antisemitism#/media/File:18960415_antisemitic_political_cartoon_in_Sound_Money.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Migration_(African_American)#/media/File:Linchamientos.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Migration_(African_American)#/media/File:Linchamientos.png
https://archive.org/download/LeoFrankCaseInTheAtlantaConstitutionNewspaper1913To1915
https://archive.org/download/LeoFrankCaseInTheAtlantaConstitutionNewspaper1913To1915
https://archive.org/details/AtlantaJournalApril281913toAugust311913
https://archive.org/details/AtlantaJournalApril281913toAugust311913
https://archive.org/details/AtlantaGeorgianNewspaperAprilToAugust1913
https://archive.org/details/AtlantaGeorgianNewspaperAprilToAugust1913
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_M._Slaton#/media/File:John_Slaton_and_wife.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_M._Slaton#/media/File:John_Slaton_and_wife.jpg
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/thomas-e-watson-1856-1922
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/thomas-e-watson-1856-1922
http://www.adl.org/assets/pdf/education-outreach/People-v-Leo-Frank-Teacher-s-Guide-ADL.pdf
http://www.adl.org/assets/pdf/education-outreach/People-v-Leo-Frank-Teacher-s-Guide-ADL.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolph_Ochs#/media/File:CAB_1918_Ochs_Adolph_S.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolph_Ochs#/media/File:CAB_1918_Ochs_Adolph_S.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolph_Ochs#/media/File:CAB_1918_Ochs_Adolph_S.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolph_Ochs#/media/File:CAB_1918_Ochs_Adolph_S.jpg
http://www.adl.org/assets/pdf/education-outreach/People-v-Leo-Frank-Teacher-s-Guide-ADL.pdf
http://www.adl.org/assets/pdf/education-outreach/People-v-Leo-Frank-Teacher-s-Guide-ADL.pdf
http://murderpedia.org/male.F/f/frank-leo-photos.htm
http://murderpedia.org/male.F/f/frank-leo-photos.htm
http://specialprojects.myajc.com/leo-frank-case/
http://specialprojects.myajc.com/leo-frank-case/
http://www.apple.com/
http://www.apple.com/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/
http://theamericanmercury.org/2015/09/the-astounding-alonzo-mann-hoax/
http://theamericanmercury.org/2015/09/the-astounding-alonzo-mann-hoax/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/
http://www.leofrank.org/image-gallery/alonzo-mann-newspaper/


Available free at iTunes

FROM EXPLORING 
HISTORY: VOL III

https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/exploring-history-vol-iii/id1067609807?ls=1&mt=11
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/exploring-history-vol-iii/id1067609807?ls=1&mt=11
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