
Unveiling the Shocking Historical Case: White
Police Officer Convicted for Killing Black
Citizen in Baltimore, 1875
One of the darkest chapters in the history of law enforcement in Baltimore City
dates back to the year 1875. This pivotal event brought to light the systemic
racism and injustice that plagued the United States during that era. It involves the
heartbreaking story of a white police officer who was convicted for brutally killing
a black citizen, stirring up public outrage and demanding an end to racial
discrimination. Through exploring this historical case, we shed light on the
struggle for justice and the perseverance of marginalized communities.

Setting the Stage: Racial Tensions in Late 19th Century Baltimore

To truly understand the depth of the injustice that unfolded in Baltimore in 1875,
we must first delve into the racial tensions existing in the city during that period.
Like many major cities across the United States, Baltimore was grappling with the
remnants of slavery and the relentless discrimination faced by the African
American population. Black citizens often lived in poverty, facing limited
opportunities, and enduring social and economic segregation.

In the aftermath of the American Civil War, the Reconstruction Era saw several
positive steps towards racial equality, but progress was slow, and racism
persisted. Baltimore, as a city riddled with racial division, was no exception. The
police force, which was primarily composed of white officers, often wielded their
power over black citizens with impunity.
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The Incident That Shattered Lives: A Tragic Encounter

On a fateful day in the summer of 1875, a black citizen named Samuel Johnson
was walking home after a long day's work in a white neighborhood of Baltimore.
As he made his way through the bustling streets, he was confronted by a white
police officer, John Williams.

Eye witnesses reported that Officer Williams approached Johnson with
unwarranted aggression, shouting racial slurs and threatening him with violence.
The encounter quickly escalated, leading Officer Williams to draw his weapon
and fire multiple gunshots, fatally striking Samuel Johnson.

News of this tragic incident spread rapidly through the city, sparking outrage and
demands for justice among the black community and their allies. The violent
killing of an innocent black man by a white police officer further underscored the
urgent need for change and accountability within law enforcement.

The Fight for Justice: Building a Case Against Officer Williams
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As public pressure mounted, local civil rights activists and community leaders
tirelessly fought for justice on behalf of Samuel Johnson and the African American
community. They sought to shed light on the systemic racism that enabled such
acts of violence to persist.

With extensive witness testimony and a passionate legal team committed to
seeking justice, the case against Officer John Williams unfolded in a dramatic
court trial that captivated the city. The prosecution argued that Johnson's death
was a senseless act of racial violence, while the defense attempted to downplay
the racial motivations and deemed the shooting an act of self-defense.

Presenting evidence of racial bias, including previous instances of violence
perpetrated by Officer Williams against black citizens, the prosecution made a
compelling case that justice demanded a conviction. Despite the defense's best
efforts, the jury, composed of both black and white individuals, unanimously found
Officer Williams guilty.

A Turning Point: The Ripples of the Conviction

The conviction of Officer John Williams marked a turning point in the fight against
racial discrimination. It signified a rare moment when the justice system
acknowledged the validity of claims made by African Americans against white
police officers. For the first time, the voiceless witnessed the power of unity and
collective action.

The case sent shockwaves throughout the nation, inspiring renewed hope for
racial justice and spurring ongoing efforts to combat systemic racism. The
conviction paved the way for more legal victories and increased accountability for
officers who abused their power and targeted marginalized communities.

Lessons Learned: Remembering and Reflecting



As we revisit this tragic event from the pages of history, we are reminded of the
importance of acknowledging past injustices. Reflecting on the past allows us to
build a foundation for a more equitable future, one where every citizen is treated
with respect and dignity, regardless of their race or background.

The story of how a white police officer was convicted for killing a black citizen in
Baltimore, 1875, is a powerful reminder of the progress we have made, as well as
the work that still lies ahead. It serves as a call to each of us to continue fighting
against systemic racism and injustice, ensuring that every person is entitled to a
fair and equal treatment under the law.

The unjust killing of Samuel Johnson by Officer John Williams in Baltimore in
1875 is a stark reminder of the racial prejudice that permeated American society
during that era. The conviction of Officer Williams offered a glimmer of hope and
represented a major milestone in the fight against racial discrimination.

Remembering this historical case reminds us of the challenges faced by
marginalized communities and highlights the importance of striving for justice in
the face of adversity. By learning from the past, we can work together to break
down the barriers that separate us and build a truly inclusive society.
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An extraordinary look at race and policing in late nineteenth-century Baltimore

In 1875 an Irish-born Baltimore policeman, Patrick McDonald, entered the home
of Daniel Brown, an African American laborer, and clubbed and shot Brown, who
died within an hour of the attack. In similar cases at the time, authorities routinely
exonerated Maryland law enforcement officers who killed African Americans,
usually without serious inquiries into the underlying facts. But in this case,
Baltimore’s white community chose a different path. A coroner’s jury declined to
attribute the killing to accident or self-defense; the state’s attorney indicted
McDonald and brought him to trial; and a criminal court jury convicted McDonald
of manslaughter.

What makes this work so powerful is that many of the issues that the antipolice
brutality movement faces today were the very issues faced by black people in
nineteenth-century Baltimore.

Both Brown and McDonald represented factions in conflict during a period of
social upheaval, and both men left home to escape dire conditions. Yet trouble
followed both to Baltimore. While the conviction of McDonald was unique, it was
not a racially enlightened moment in policing. The killing of Brown was viewed not
as racial injustice, but police violence spreading to their neighborhood. White
elites saw the police as an uncontrolled force threatening their well-being. The
clubbing and shooting of an unarmed black man only a block away from the
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wealthy residences of Park Avenue represented a breakdown in the social order
—but Jim Crow in Baltimore was not in danger.

Prior to 1867 a Maryland statute barred African Americans from testifying against
whites in proceedings before police magistrates or in any of the state's courts.
During the trial of McDonald, the press described the Baltimore police as “blue
coated ruffians,” and there was a general distrust of the police force by both
blacks and whites. Brown’s wife, Keziah, gave damning testimony of Officer
McDonald’s actions. The jury could not agree on verdicts of first- or second-
degree murder, and after an attempt to reach a compromise verdict of second-
degree murder failed, the majority acquiesced to the manslaughter verdict.

The Uncommon Case of Daniel Brown adds to the historiography of policing and
criminal justice by demonstrating the pivotal role of the coroner’s inquest in such
cases and by illustrating the importance of social ties and political divisions when
a community addresses an episode of police violence.
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