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The peaceful citizens of the quiet town of Versailles were aroused from their slumbers at
an early hour Wednesday morning with the startling news that one of the most terrible
tragedies of modern times had taken place within her borders. The awful news spread like
fire and the horrid specter of five human beings, hanging cold in death to the same tree
met the gaze of all who cared to look. Mob law had done its work...*

Over an hour away from any major city, in the southeast corner of Indiana, lies the small
town of Versailles. With a population barely exceeding 2,100, Versailles is a quiet farm town
where Friday nights are spent cheering for the high school basketball team, and Saturdays are
enjoyed at the local drive-in theater. Although the town has grown in both population and area
since its founding and selection as Ripley County seat in 1818, its spirit has remained
unchanged.? This continuity makes it all the more curious why the night of September 15th,

1897, was so dramatically different.

One hundred and thirty years later, the concept of mob law has largely faded into
obscurity. The phenomenon, however uncommon, was once a prevalent reality. During the late
191 and early 20" centuries, vigilante justice consumed the United States, claiming the lives of
an unknown number of victims, many—if not most—of whom were innocent of the crimes of
which they were accused. Indiana was no exception to these events; in fact, it became so
infamous for mob violence that, at one point, it was used as justification by a southern governor
for lynchings in his own state.® With several dozen documented cases of lynchings, beatings, and
tortures in the postbellum era, Indiana became well known for its mob law. The crucial matter

lay in the isolation of swaths of southern Indiana, generated by the lack of rail lines, functional

1 “Wholesale Hanging: Five Men Are Speedily Sent into Eternity,” The Versailles Republican, September 15, 1897.
2 “About Our Town,” Town of Versailles, accessed October 21, 2024.
3 James H. Madison, Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana, (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2014).



roadways, and telegram communication. This isolation created a fragmented state that, when
combined with economic hardships and struggles for modernization, fostered an environment

where vigilante justice was seen as a tolerated and, at times, necessary evil.

Indiana has long been known as the “Crossroads of America.” With major highways,
railroads, and waterways crisscrossing the state, billions of dollars, and countless travelers
flowing through it each year, the title is well-earned. However, in its formative years, specifically
in the late 19th century, these transportation networks were centered in and around population-
dense cities, namely Indianapolis, Lafayette, and Fort Wayne. Unsurprisingly, telegraph service
followed the same pattern. While telegraph lines ran throughout the state, the offices required to

send telegrams were concentrated in urban areas.*

The following research has significant implications in allowing us to better understand
the motivations behind the actions of past Hoosiers. By understanding why the people of
Versailles and Ripley County felt so desperate for justice that they resorted to murder, we can
apply that knowledge to other cases of lynchings across the state and country. It is also important
to note that, no matter how infrequent vigilante justice may be in the 21st century, it still
occurs—most notably in the actions of online hacking groups such as Anonymous.
Understanding why vigilantism occurred in the past could go a long way toward helping us

comprehend why, regardless of its rarity, it continues to happen in contemporary societies.

Amid rising tensions and economic challenges that plagued southern Indiana in the late
19th century, a single act of desperation and crime ignited a chain of events culminating in one

of the region’s most infamous examples of extralegal violence. On the night of September 12,

4 Edmund Russell and Lauren Winkler, “Uniting the States with Telegraphs, 1844-1862,” Carnegie Mellon
University Libraries, accessed December 16, 2024.



1897, four men prepared to break into and rob the Wooly Brothers store in the nearby town of
Correct. While Bert Andrews kept watch, Clifford Gordon wedged open the store’s cellar door
and descended the stairs, where he was ambushed by Ripley County Sheriff Henry Bushing.
Meanwhile, Lyle Levi and William Jenkins were stationed on the other side of the store when
several dozen shots rang out, prompting them to flee. Clifford and Andrews, however, were not
as fortunate. Engaged in a firefight, both men sustained severe wounds before managing to
escape to one of their fellow robbers’ homes. The next morning, they were captured and taken to
the Versailles jailhouse, after which time warrants were issued for Levi and Jenkins. The latter
two were apprehended shortly thereafter and charged with being “accessories before the fact,”
and awaited trial alongside Clifford and Andrews.® The fifth and final man in this story, Henry
Shuter (Schuter), was already in the jailhouse, awaiting trial under suspicion of burglarizing a

barbershop and residence several days earlier.®

All five men were set to stand trial at the next meeting of the Circuit Court; however,
they would never see that day. In the early hours of Wednesday, September 15, a mob of up to
300 masked men stormed the jailhouse. Forcing the keys from the live-in jailer, the mob quickly
entered the cells of Levi, Shuter, and Jenkins. The three men were Killed in their cells for
resisting: Levi was shot twice in the upper torso, Shuter was clubbed to death, and Jenkins
suffered a crushed skull.” Residing on the second floor of the jail, Clifford and Gordon,
weakened from their injuries, were unable to resist the mob. Any reprieve this may have offered
them was short-lived as nooses were placed around their necks and they were dragged out of the
jail. Outside they were met with the bodies of their fellow inmates. The five men, dead and alive,

were hauled to an elm tree and lynched. Their bodies were removed the following morning, but

5 “Bloody Fight Takes Place at Correct Saturday Night,” The Versailles Republican, September 15, 1897.
6 “Burglars Again Make Their Appearance in Osgood,” The Versailles Republican, September 8, 1897.
7 Versailles Death Records, 1895-1900.



not before hundreds of curious spectators had gathered and treasure hunters had made off with

not only the ropes used to hang the men, but also the entire tree.®

As news of the killings spread, the state government was quick to respond, denouncing
the murders and launching an investigation into those behind the mob. Governor James Mount
promised a swift and actionable investigation and sent his attorney general, William Ketcham, to
Ripley County to uncover further details. Simultaneously, a grand jury was convened to aid in
the identification of the guilty parties. Their success was limited, however, and they were
dismissed without charges being filed. It seems that this verdict was unsatisfactory to Governor
Mount as evidenced by the February 1898 gathering of a second grand jury, where, once again,
they returned with zero indictments.® Nevertheless, Mount and Ketcham were not deterred, and
by late February 1898, they had charged local man, Hezekiah Hughes, with the murder of Henry

Shuter.

Hughes’s trial took place shortly thereafter in the town of Cross Plains, less than ten
miles from where the alleged crime was committed. In total, 82 witnesses were subpoenaed, and
an additional two dozen individuals were arrested for murder or conspiracy to murder.° It
remains unclear what became of these individuals; if they were brought to trial, which was
unlikely, it was not reported on. Hughes’s trial, however, garnered widespread attention in the
state’s newspapers. Eventually, on March 2, 1898, Hughes was found not guilty of Shuter's

murder and was released.*! In a bizarre turn of events following the verdict, Attorney General

8 “The Lynching: Full Details and Further Developments in the Awful Affair,” The Versailles Republican,
September 22, 1897.

9 “Recalls Lynching in Ripley County,” Indianapolis Star, April 30, 1911.

10 “Sensational Arrest of Superintendent Hez. Hughes, of the County Infirmary, Charging Him with Murder of
Henry Shuter,” The Versailles Republican, February 23, 1898.

11 “Not Guilty! According to the Evidence,” Osgood Journal, March 3, 1898.



Ketcham, the lead prosecutor, stated in a final report to Governor Mount regarding one of the

hanged men:

That Lyle Levi, having been incarcerated in the jail, and not being satisfied with his
surroundings of associates, and knowing that Wilder Levi’s revolver was at McCoy’s
store in Osgood, broke jail...and went to Osgood...he broke into McCoy’s store, stole
Wilder Levi’s revolver, returned to Versailles, broke back into jail...returned to his cell,
shot himself, then killed Schuter and Jenkins, and with a rope that he got hold of
somehow...hung the dead bodies of Schuter and Jenkins to the tree. Put the finishing
touches to his crime by hanging Andrews and Gordon, and then, in order that suspicion
might rest against innocent men, finally hung himself...Levi, and Levi alone, was guilty
of the killing. 2

Any cases against the lynchers ended with this unusual report, and no one was ever held

accountable for the crimes committed on September 15, 1897.

Whether justified or not, vigilante justice posed a constant threat to criminals and
innocent individuals alike. Scholarship has primarily focused on formal groups, such as the
Jackson County Vigilante Committee or the Anti-Horse Thief Society, examining how these
organizations maintained their visions of social control, as well as the many aspects in which
race influenced mob violence. However, this emphasis has left gaps in the research regarding
groups that were not formally organized but rather short-lived, often spontaneous amalgamations
of local citizens. Within the study of these fleeting groups, significant literature exists concerning
their motivations, specifically when discussing race and racism, yet there remains a break in
scholarship addressing random assemblages whose motivations were not racially driven. In the
extensive literature on vigilantism, some historians argue that extralegal justice was the result of

years of political and economic turmoil, while others attribute it to the breakdown of social

12 “Writ Sarkasticul: Attorney-General Ketcham Files His Report in the Ripley County Lynching Case,” New
Albany Public Press, March 9, 1898.



cohesion following the Civil War'3, This research aims to further scholarly conversation by
synthesizing these interpretations to create a more comprehensive understanding of why southern

Indiana experienced so many instances of mob violence.

The coverage of the 1897 lynchings was widespread and varied greatly across different
newspapers, reflecting contrasting perspectives on the events and the community’s responses. In
the days and weeks following the lynchings, the gruesome details spread throughout Indiana and
the rest of the country, making dozens of headlines from New York to Californial®. Examining
different papers within Indiana begins to illuminate just how varied the reactions to the lynchings
were. Just a day after the crime, The Lafayette Daily Call published an article entitled “Indiana’s
Disgrace.” In the article, it condemned the actions of Ripley County’s citizens stating that the
“deed in Ripley County surpasses all other in the magnitude of its disgrace to American
institutions.”*®> Governor Mount was similarly critical, The Indianapolis News quoted him as
saying, “here is a crime so atrocious in character that the whole power of the state must be
exercised in securing the punishment of the men.”¢ These comments made by the Lafayette
Daily Call and Governor Mount represent just two of the several dozen extremely damning
observations made by various publications across the state. Such reactions likely reflect a
prevailing sentiment among central and northern Indiana residents, who unequivocally faulted
the actions of the Versailles mob. Regardless of the alleged crimes committed by the murdered

men, the mob’s actions were widely seen as unjustifiable by critics in other parts of the state.

13 James Madison, Hoosiers; Richard Franklin Nation, At home in the Hoosier hills: Agriculture, politics, and
religion in southern Indiana, 1810-1870, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005).

14 “The Versailles Lynching,” Evening Sentinel, September 28, 2897; “Five Lynched in Indiana: Wholesale Killing
by a Mob of Men Suspected of Numerous Robberies,” The New York Times, September 16, 1897.

15 ”Indiana’s Disgrace,” The Lafayette Daily Call, September 16, 1897.

16 “To Punish the Lynchers,” The Indianapolis News, September 25, 1897.



These sentiments, | believe, can be partially attributed to the geographic and economic
difference between the cities and towns. Lafayette, Indiana, located just north of Indianapolis,
was a hub for manufacturing and transportation, boasting a population of around 18,000.1” By
1897, Lafayette had already been connected to multiple railroad lines for nearly 50 years. These
railways linked the city to major destinations like Chicago, Indianapolis, and Louisville,
facilitating its integration with larger economic and social networks. Transportation and
manufacturing connections made it much easier not only for the inhabitants of Lafayette, but also
for other parts of Indiana that had them to engage with effective law enforcement, connect with
outside communities, and share information, technology, and ideas. It also would have made it
far easier for law enforcement to connect with other agencies in the spread of information and

pursuit of criminals.

In contrast, newspapers like The Versailles Republican, published articles that were not
explicitly critical of the lynchings, although they used many of the same negative adjectives—
such as “awful affair” or “terrible tragedies,”—to describe the events.'® The articles coming out
of Versailles and surrounding villages specifically avoided making comments like those in The
Lafayette Daily Call, as they did not reflect the local public's opinion. That is not to say that
everyone in the county supported lynching; however, this was a group of people who was facing
a rash of robberies, assaults, and break-ins, with little help from local law enforcement, which
consisted of just one sheriff, a couple of deputy sheriffs, and, at times, a posse of local men.*® A
sense of just how exhausted the people of Ripley County were can be seen in the September 8,

1897, issue of The Versailles Republican where, it very succinctly states “this is the third time

17 “Indiana City/Town Census Counts, 1900 to 2020,” City and Town Census Counts: STATS Indiana, accessed
December 11, 2024.

18 “Wholesale Hanging,” The Versailles Republican, September 15, 1897.

19 “Bloody Fight,” The Versailles Republican, September 15, 1897.



[robbery]...bloodhounds have been here and there and there has never been an arrest.”?° With
sentiments like these, it is no wonder newspapers, such as The Versailles Republican and the
Osgood Journal, were not overtly upset about the lynchings, at least not in the same ways

northern Indiana publications were.

The differences between the newspapers of northern versus southern Indiana comport
with Elizabeth Macdowell’s theory about internal and external fragmentation. Fragmentation,
according to Macdowell, is the idea that state institutions are made up of several micro and
macrosystems that, although functioning at the same time, are not functioning together.?! This
results in an environment that is rife with indecision, legal inaccessibility, bias, and
marginalization. The lynchings in Versailles, are albeit extreme, examples of what can happen

within both an externally and internally fragmented society.

External fragmentation is the breakdown in coordination, alignments, or communication
between bigger networks within a society, such as the courts or law enforcement. However,
when related to this case, external fragmentation can be seen as the breakdown between southern
Indiana and the rest of the state, namely through the disconnect between state and local law
enforcement, but also through the extreme disproportionalities in transportation, communication
methods, and cultures. It is exemplified in the major differences between how northern and
southern newspapers reacted to the lynchings. In other words, there was a breakdown between
state publications. This type of fragmentation effectively cut off the region from broader
networks of trade, industry, and government, creating an area that saw vigilante justice as a

feasible option.

20 “Burglars Again Make Their Appearance in Osgood.” The Versailles Republican, September 8, 1897.
21 Elizabeth MacDowell, “Vulnerability, Access to Justice, and the Fragmented State,” Michigan Journal of Race &
Law, no. 23.1 (2018): 51-104.
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Internal fragmentation is the further breakdown of a single institution, like the ones
mentioned previously, where the roles, ideologies, etc., are misaligned or function in isolation.
At the time of Hezekiah Hughes’s trial, the Indiana Constitution stated that “the accused shall
have the right to a public trial, by an impartial jury, in the county in which the offense shall have
been committed...”22 Meaning that Hughes’s trial had to take place within Ripley County,
specifically at Cross Plains, less than 10 miles away from the scene of Shuter’s death and the rest
of the lynchings. Although there is no mention of the jury or its members in newspaper sources,
it is not farfetched to assume that judge and jury were anything but impartial, which is in direct
contrast to the mandate of the state constitution and inherently an example of internal
fragmentation. An issue of the Osgood Journal, published just outside of Versailles, even went
so far as to insinuate that, at least some, members of both the jury and original grand juries were
“either members of the lynching party or their relatives.”? In this case, the bias that would have
been potentially exhibited by the judge and jury created a fragmentation of the county’s legal
process. The suggestion that jury members were potentially a part of the lynch mob hints at a
legal process where justice was influenced by social divisions and personal biases. This
intertwining of social biases with the justice system reflected broader disparities that extended

beyond the court room and into areas like agriculture and regional development.

Scholars like Barbra Steinson and James Madison express that not only were
topographical patterns unbalanced, but agricultural advancements were equally, if not more
skewed. This served to exacerbate the already prevalent divisions between the rest of the state
and its south. To give an example, in 1900, Clinton and Ripley Counties were home to nearly

3,000 farms. The 1900 agricultural census reported that Clinton County farms were, on average,

22 “Article 1 - Bill of Rights,” Indiana Historical Bureau, December 15, 2020.
23 “Not Guilty! According to the Evidence,” Osgood Journal, March 3, 1898.
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7.8 acres smaller than Ripley County’s, yet they managed over a quarter of a million dollars
more farm machinery. Additionally, the same census, under their land and improvements
category, cites Clinton County as being valued at almost 11.7 million dollars. In contrast, Ripley
County was valued at a measly 4.2 million dollars.?* These counties are similar in so many
aspects that they even have kindred soil types. Their only difference, besides population, is their
locations. Ripley County being located in the hilly, less well-connected south of Indiana,
whereas Clinton County sat just north of Indianapolis and was intersected by four different

railroads.

Ripley County was not the only one to face these circumstances; Washington, Owen,
Johnson, and a number of other southern Indiana counties showed remarkably similar
characteristics. The people of southern Indiana were not only struggling to compete with their
neighbors to the north, who had easier access to more advanced farm equipment, such as the
South Bend Chilled Plow Company who, at one point, was a premier manufacturer and
distributor of steel plows.?® They also had access to much easier and more fertile land to work,
and were infinitely better connected, while southern Hoosiers were struggling to keep up. In his
book, Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana, James Madison highlights the disparities between
southern Indiana and the rest of the state, citing the hilly terrain of the region, the lack of
railroads and cities, and the inhabitant's unwillingness to leave behind traditional farming
practices.?® This struggle with modernity is something that fellow scholars, like Richard F.

Nation, have also pointed to as a reason for southern Indiana’s vigilantism boom.

24 Agricultural Census, 1900.
25 “South Bend Chilled Plow Company,” The History Museum, accessed December 11, 2024,
26 Madison, Hoosiers, 180.
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The tension between resisting change and addressing immediate concerns created a
volatile environment where fear and frustration could easily escalate into acts of extralegal
violence. A possible increase in crime rates in the years and months leading up to the lynchings
may have also played a role in not only compounding the differences between southern Indiana
and the rest of the state but also caused the residents of Ripley County to act sooner and harsher
in response to the reported robberies. The Versailles Republican reported on at least one robbery
of some form in almost every month of 1896, the year leading up to the lynchings.?” There were
also at least three additional robberies reported in and around Versailles from January to

September 1897, two of which name individuals, who were later lynched, as the suspects?®.

Nation would attribute frequent robberies and other crimes to the Civil War which
created a breakdown in neighborly trust.?® "Regulator activity,” as Nation terms it, was
acceptable to southern Hoosiers because they viewed it as a means to maintaining order and
preserving their communities, something that the Civil War had grossly undermined. Those who
fell outside of the maintenance of order, namely, Levi, Shuter, Jenkins, Gordon, and Andrews,
were subject to whatever actions regulators were willing to take. While most vigilante activity
ended with only threats of violence, the Versailles lynchings took regulatory activity to a whole
new level. It is evident from the 1897 New Year’s Day issue of The Versailles Republican that,
“Nothing disturbed our monotony during the holidays, but a number of robberies, which are

becoming so numerous no attention is paid to them.”3° This suggests that the citizens of

27 “Daring Robbery: A Jewelry Salesman’s Valice Stolen at Osgood,” The Versailles Republican, March 11, 1896;
“Masked Men Rob Albert Rineking Near Osgood,” The Versailles Republican, February 26, 1896; “Osgood.” The
Versailles Republican, January 1, 1896.

28 “Burglars Again Make Their Appearance in Osgood,” The Versailles Republican, September 8, 1897; “Robbery
of Jack Bain Which Recently Occurred at Osgood Leads to the Arrest of Henry Shutter and Lew Wilson,” The
Versailles Republican, January 6, 1897; “Kamman Robbery,” The Versailles Republican, July 28, 1897.

29 Richard Nation, At home in the Hoosier hills.

80 “Osgood,” The Versailles Republican, January 1, 1896.
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Versailles and surrounding towns were both accustomed to and frustrated by frequent assaults

and robberies.

In the eyes of Ripley County citizens, the lynchings, despite their violence, were a
necessary step they needed to take in order to preserve the community and its values. Nation has
decidedly determined that vigilantism was a method Hoosiers used to bring their communities
into modernity by way of eliminating threats to the area’s social ideals and moral standards.3! As
seen by previously mentioned farming statistics, Ripley County and southern Indiana were
struggling to keep up with their northern neighbors. They were falling behind industrially, with
transportation, and crop yield. This struggle for modernity, combined with the disintegration of
social cohesion following the war, created an environment where extralegal measures seemed

not only necessary but also a strange form of progress.

31 Richard Nation, At home in the Hoosier hills, 222-225.
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Figure 1. Topographic Map of Indiana, Indiana Department of Geology and Natural Resources

We can see through Figure 1 that southern Indiana was anything but consistent, flat land
featuring several elevation changes within Ripley County itself, let alone in the rest of Indiana’s
southern region. Compared to the rest of the state, southern Indiana’s terrain was, and is, a karst
area, meaning that through time the limestone that permeates the region has eroded and formed
sinkholes, sinking streams, caves, and other features.®? These features combined with the rolling

hills of the area made it exceedingly difficult and extremely expensive for rail companies to

32 “Karst Landscapes,” National Parks Service, accessed December 11, 2024.



15

extend their railroads into the state’s southern third. Northern and central Indiana, with flatter,
less hazardous geographies, were ideal landscapes for rail systems and allowed rail companies to
lay hundreds of miles worth of track. This can be seen through figure 2, which, when compared
to figure 1, shows a correlation between areas with less elevation variation and more railroad
tracks. On the other hand, areas that contain several different elevations, namely south of

Indianapolis, have far fewer railroad lines.
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Figure 2. Railroad map of Indiana, Indiana State Board of Tax Commissioners

Seen above is a map of the railway systems as of 1896. As seen in the figure, there are
railroads in southern Indiana, however, when compared to the rest of the state, there are
significantly fewer with significantly larger gaps between tracks and stations. Access to railroads
in the 19th century was essential to maintaining and growing an economy, as it allowed for

extremely cheap import and export of goods and labor. We can see this with places like
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Indianapolis, whose growth was almost entirely dependent on the railroads that intersected it.
Inaccessible railroads were a real struggle for rural Hoosiers, especially farmers, who made up a
substantial portion of Ripley County’s population. As seen in figure 2, there is only one rail line
that served the majority of the county, this created the ability for railroad owners to monopolize
the shipping industry in the area and raise prices.®® This made it even more difficult and
expensive for producers, particularly in Ripley County and the rest of southern Indiana, to ship

their goods and collect a profit.

Compared to northern and central Indiana’s several hubs of intersecting tracks, south of
Indianapolis, there are only three major points of intersection; Madison, Evansville, and
Vincennes, all of which sit on major waterways that the towns took advantage of to grow into
bigger population centers and areas of industrialization. These waterways, the Ohio and Wabash
Rivers, were major assets in the early formation of Indiana. They played crucial roles in bringing
lumber and other goods to and from the major shipping ports in New Orleans, Louisiana and
Quebec, Canada for almost 200 years. When river travel became inconsequential with the
railroad's adoption, it removed focus from the areas bordering the rivers. In an 1808 report, the
Secretary of the Treasury observed that “[present circumstance] does not, except in the vicinity
of the seaports, admit that extensive commercial intercourse within short distances...forms the
principal support of artificial roads and canals.”** Despite being almost 90 years old by the time
of the lynchings, this report still seemed relevant to southern Indiana where transportation

infrastructure remained inadequate. There are several reports of bad roads in The Versailles

33 Hoosiers and the American story Chapter 5, accessed December 11, 2024.
34 Secretary of the Treasury, Report on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals, Made in Pursuance of a Resolution
of the Senate, of March 2, 1807, Washington: R.C. Weightman, 1808.
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Republican alone, one said, “complaints about the bad roads are heard on every hand,” showing

just how prevalent of an issue those roads were.®

The economic implications of relying on a monopolized railroad, harsh roads, and
outdated farm equipment were felt harder in the 1890s than ever previously before. In 1893 a
banking panic led to bank runs, bankruptcies, and overall economic hardship. The crisis began
when the United States Treasury’s gold reserves lost nearly 90 million dollars which raised
concerns about the U.S.’s ability to convert gold to notes and prompted depositors to do the
opposite, withdraw their money to convert to gold. It was exacerbated by a lull in economic
activity which subsequently caused loan rates to rise and panicked men and women to withdraw
their money from banks completely.3® The Indiana State Sentinel described the panic as the
result of overtrading high tariffs, people living beyond their means, and a distrust between
bankers and depositors.3” This led to bank runs and closures across the country, including in

Indiana, as well as several hundred business failures and loan faults.38

The lynchings in Versailles, Indiana, on September 15, 1897, stand as a grim testament to
the volatile intersection of social, economic, and industrial disparities in southern Indiana during
the late 19th century. Rooted in frustration over ineffective law enforcement and deepening
isolation from modernizing forces, the acts of mob violence were not isolated incidents but part
of a broader pattern of vigilantism that reflected both the community’s desperation and the

fragmented nature of the state’s institutions.

35 “Local News,” The Versailles Republican, March 25, 1896.

36 Gary Richardson and Tim Sablik, “Banking Panics of the Gilded Age,” Federal Reserve History, 2015.

37 “Panics and Tariffs,” Indiana State Sentinel, August 23, 1893.

38 New York Reform Club, Sound Currency, 1895-1896: A Compendium of Accurate and Timely Information on
Currency Questions Intended for Writers, Speakers and Students, vol. 2 (New York: Reform Club Sound Currency
Committee, 1896), 338-356.
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This event, like other instances of extralegal justice, underscores the profound
consequences of fragmentation—both external, in the disconnect between state and local
systems, and internal, in the breakdown within institutions like the judiciary. The contrasting
responses of northern and southern Indiana highlight the extent to which geography,
infrastructure, and economic disparities shaped not only public opinion but also the execution of

justice.

Studying such episodes of violence offers critical insights into the ways communities
respond to perceived crises when formal institutions fail them. While the Versailles lynchings are
now over a century in the past, their lessons resonate today. Understanding the conditions that
fostered extralegal violence can inform contemporary discussions on social cohesion, trust in
institutions, and even the digital-age parallels of vigilantism, where the court of public opinion
often wields a disproportionate power. The deaths of Levi, Shuter, Andrews, Gordon, and
Jenkins on September 15, 1897, will forever mark a dark day in Ripley County history.
However, by examining the historical and socio-political context of southern Indiana, this
research emphasizes the ongoing discourse on the dynamics of vigilantism, offering a refined
perspective that combines regional disparities, historical context, and human behavior. The
exploration of this event and its circumstances encourages further reflection on how local

histories shape collective action and societal responses to injustice.
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