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The Effect of the Duluth Lynchings in Minnesota 

Read the following passage about the horrific unfolding of events in Duluth, Minnesota, 

and answer the questions that follow.  

 

 The circus was in town, and Elias Clayton, Elmer Jackson, and Isaac McGhie were a 

few of the circus workers that travelled along with it. On June 14th, 1920, the circus was 

performing in Duluth, Minnesota, for the evening. The next morning, a man reported to 

the police that after his son and his son’s girlfriend, Irene Tusken, had seen the circus in 

Duluth, six black men had attacked Irene Tusken. Despite a lack of evidence, Clayton, 

Jackson, McGhie, and three other black circus workers were arrested and held in the 

Duluth city jail.  

News broke fast via the local newspapers, and people were enraged. That night, on 

June 15th, 1920, an angry mob of people broke into the Duluth jail and pulled the six 

black men out of the cells. As opposed to a real and fair trial in the courts, the mob held 

a mock trial for the men—quickly pretending to be the judge and jury members. The trial 

was a farce—the mob had already decided that Clayton, Jackson, and McGhie were guilty 

of the crime against Irene. The three men were beaten and then lynched one block away 

from the police station. Lynching is when someone is killed, usually by hanging, without a 

court trial. Early the next morning, the US National Guard came into Duluth to calm the 

chaos, secure the city, and protect the remaining black suspects that had been held for 

this crime in Duluth’s jail. 
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 Trying to hold the people in the mob accountable for their criminal actions proved 

challenging: Who was the leader? Who just followed along with the mob? A grand jury 

issued thirty-seven charges accusing mob members of crimes, twelve of which were for 

murder. But only eight of the mob members were ever tried in court. Of those, four of the 

cases were acquitted, meaning the mob members were found not guilty, one jury was 

unable to reach a verdict, and three of the members were convicted—of rioting. Not one 

person was convicted of murder in the Duluth lynchings. The three men convicted of 

rioting were sentenced to five years in prison. However, each of them only served one 

year in jail and were then discharged on parole, meaning they had to agree to certain 

conditions of good behavior.  

 After the lynchings, many black residents left Duluth. Those who remained started 

a local branch of the National Association of the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP). The horrifying events that unfolded in Duluth sparked the campaign for an anti-

lynching bill which was signed into Minnesota state law on April 21, 1921. This bill and 

the NAACP further propelled the Civil Rights Movement and the fight for equality.  

 

 

 

 

[Source: Minnesota Historical Society website, “Duluth lynchings: background and historical documents 

relating to the tragic events of June 15, 1920.” http://www.mnhs.org/duluthlynchings/index.php] 
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Answer the following questions about the events in Duluth: 

1. Why were the men who were lynched being held in jail in the first place? 
 

 

 

 

 

2. What events occurred after the lynchings? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. After the lynchings, did any mob members go to jail for murder? Did any of them 
go to jail for other reasons? 
 

 

 

 

 


