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JIM WILSON OF CAROLINE COUNTY: 

LYNCHING VICTIM REUNITED  

WITH HIS FAMILY 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

By Malissa Ruffner, JD, MLS, CG
® 

lavery, and later Jim Crow segregation laws, subjected African 
Americans to centuries of legal, political, and social 

oppression, vestiges of which continue today. But in the darkest 
times, they were victims of extreme brutality. Racial terror 
lynching is defined as the “unlawful killing of an African American 
by white mob violence, often with the apparent complicity of state 
and local officials, intended to incite racial terror and subservience 
to white supremacy.”1 It is difficult to determine an exact count, 
but studies place the number of lynchings in the United States well 
above 4,000.2 In the past twenty years, efforts to shed light on 
these murders have been undertaken by scholars, journalists, and 
civil rights organizations across the country.3  

While lynching is often thought of as a Deep South phenomenon, 
Maryland was no stranger to its horrors. To date, 42 racially 
motivated lynchings have been identified between the years 1854 
and 1933, representing 17 of Maryland’s 24 jurisdictions.4 In 2019, 
the Maryland Lynching Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
was established to research racially motivated lynchings, engage 
with family and community members impacted by these killings, 
and make recommendations to address past wrongs.5 
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On 8 May 2021, at the installation of a memorial to Howard 
Cooper in Baltimore County, Governor Larry Hogan pardoned 
Cooper and another 33 Maryland lynching victims for the criminal 
offenses of which they were accused.6 Hogan’s action, the first of 
its kind in the United States, did not shed light on underlying 
innocence or guilt, but acknowledged that the extrajudicial killings 
“violated fundamental rights to due process and equal protection 
of the law.”7  

James “Jim” Wilson, lynched in Caroline County on 1 or 2 
November 1862, was one of those pardoned.8 Jim, a young free 
man of color, had been accused of sexually assaulting and killing 
Edgar Plummer’s eight-year-old daughter, whose body had been 
found on the morning of Thursday, October 30. Contem-
poraneous news accounts reported that Jim had “at once” and 
“frankly acknowledged” the crime, but two decades later, a 
conflicting report emerged.9 By its reckoning, Jim confessed only 
after being “swung up by the thumbs to a tree limb” for an hour; 
many in the community remained convinced that “he was too 
terrified to know what he was saying.”10  

Jim was arrested and taken to a jail in Greensborough on 
Thursday and moved later that same day to the Denton Jail.  
Emma Plummer’s funeral was held on Friday from the family 
home; “the scenes there naturally intensified the already fearfully 
excited public mind.”11 On Saturday night, a mob armed with 
guns, pistols, and knives gathered outside the jail, easily 
overpowering the sheriff and deputies standing guard.12 “In less 
time than it takes to tell it,” a noose was placed around Jim’s neck 
and he was hanged from a large sycamore outside the jail. Some 
in the crowd shot at his body with muskets and pistols. It was cut 
down, dragged through town, and tied to a tree outside an African 
American church. The crowd considered placing Jim’s body in the 
church and setting it on fire, but instead took it to the banks of 
the Choptank River, cut it into pieces, and burned them, “a large 
fire having been kindled for that purpose.”13 His charred and 
headless body was buried at Second Street by the Choptank, near 
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the remains of David Thomas, who had been lynched eight years 
earlier.14  

After Jim’s arrest, the Baltimore Sun expressed mildly that it was 
“doubtless best for the law to take its course,” but held out little 
hope that would be allowed to happen as “people in the 
neighborhood were naturally much excited.”15 The American Union 
of Denton opined that no one would have objected had Jim been 
hanged right away, but the passage of three days should have 
allowed cooler heads to prevail. No excuse could be summoned 
for the “brutal and inhuman manner” in which his body was 
treated.16 It was not the killing of Jim but the aftermath that 
shocked the conscience of the community and the entire state. 

The act of racial terror undoubtedly left a wake of trauma in the 
African American community, both free and enslaved. As to the 
white community, the editors of the American Union lamented that 
Jim had been brought to Denton and that its citizens would be 
blamed.17 But there would be no accountability. The coroner’s 
inquest, held on Sunday morning, ruled that Jim’s was a “death by 
violence, at the hands of a mob.” A man from Talbot County was 
singled out for blame, but his identity was “unascertained.”18 

The turmoil of the Civil War likely played a role. Less than six 
weeks before Jim’s arrest, President Abraham Lincoln signed the 
Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, declaring that, as of 1 
January 1863, persons held as slaves in states that were in rebellion 
shall be free.19 While the proclamation did not affect the legal 
status of those enslaved in Maryland, it would have been felt as a 
direct threat by many white Marylanders. On the day before his 
murder, Jim reportedly expressed awareness of the forces swirling 
around him, telling several visitors that “there was a good deal of 
talk among some of the colored people in his neighborhood 
respecting the present and prospective position of his race, 
growing out of the present condition of national affairs.”20 While 
the attribution to Jim of detached historical analysis merits much 
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skepticism, it is clear that the white writer viewed the events 
unfolding against a larger historical context. 

While we will never know whether Jim Wilson was guilty of the 
murder of Emma Plummer, we do know that his humanity was 
denied by an uncontrolled white mob that refused to abide by the 
rule of law. One way to restore that humanity is to follow the clues 
that place him squarely within a family and community in which 
he was raised, loved, and trusted, prior to the horrific events of 
1862. 

WHO WERE THE PARENTS OF JIM WILSON? 

In contemporaneous news articles, Jim, occasionally referred to as 
James, was identified as a free mulatto man.21 Several articles used 
the term “negro.”22 He was further described as a 28-year-old 
single man, who “resided with his father, who is also a free man, 
and is said to own six or seven thousand dollars worth of 
property.”23 His last name was spelled “Willson” in one account, 
a common alternative spelling in Caroline County, for both Black 
and white families.24 

The Denton Journal, reporting in 1883 on the lingering effects of 
the lynching on the community, described Jim as a bright mulatto 
man of twenty-three, the “foreman and trusted protector of two 
maiden ladies who lived on a small farm in the neighborhood [of 
Greensborough where the victim lived], and had always been held 
in high esteem for politeness, industry and fidelity.”25   

In 1895, when another lynching brought the earlier events to 
mind, it was again recorded that Jim Wilson was, before the crime 
and lynching, “always regarded as one of the best Negroes in the 
county.”26  

Lynching victims were often young men with few ties to the 
community and no one to speak up on their behalf.27 This was not 
true of Jim Wilson. The ongoing recognition of Jim’s character 
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suggests that he, and likely his family, had established themselves 
in the community long before 1862 and that his family was still 
present. 

The key attributes of Jim’s father were his status as a free colored 
man and his ownership of valuable real property nearby.  

THREE POSSIBLE CANDIDATES 

Two years before the lynching, only three free men of color named 
Wilson in Caroline County, Maryland, were identified in the 1860 
census as landowners. The three men were: 

• John H. Wilson lived near the Templeville Post Office, 
located in District 1, approximately ten miles by modern 
roads from the Greensborough Post Office. John was 45, 
Harriet was 40, and their presumed daughter Eliza was the 
oldest child at 18.28 The family was identified as Black; his 
combined (real and personal property) assets were valued 
at $1,100.   
 
Ten years earlier, in the 1850 census enumeration, Eliza 
was six; the sole older sibling was Sarah, two years older 
than her sister. There was no young James in the 
household.29   
 

• Sherry Wilson, Black blacksmith, age 31, owned real estate 
valued at $150, near the Denton Post Office, in District 3. 
He was too young to be James’s father.30   
 

• Solomon Willson, age 60, lived near the Greensborough 
Post Office, located in District 2, where the murder and 
lynching took place.31 The value of Solomon’s real estate 
holdings in 1860 was estimated at $1,600, his personal 
estate at $550.32 Living in the household with Solomon 
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were his presumed wife Nancy, whom he married in 1820,33 
and presumed children, ranging in age from 13 to 30:  William, 
John, Mary, Robert, and Thomas. They are all identified as 
mulatto.  
 
Solomon had purchased 200 acres of land from James and 
Araminta Carter on 9 November 1847 for $612.50.34 In 1850, 
he was the only landholding free man of color named Wilson 
enumerated in Caroline County, Maryland.35 The 1850 
household included Nancy, and the same children, plus two 
more sons named James and Solomon [Jr.]: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

James’s age, 12, suggests a birth date for him of 1838. 
 

The 1840 federal census names only heads of household; 
others are represented by tick marks. Solomon Wilson, free 
colored man, aged 36–55, was enumerated in adjacent Queen 
Anne’s County, with one female aged 24–36, three males 
under 10, and one female under 10, the same family 
composition represented in the 1850 census.36 

Solomon Wilson, based on family composition, racial identity, 
geographic location, and real estate holdings, is the only viable 
candidate to be the father of “Jim” Wilson. 

 

Solomon Wilson 58 

Nancy 45 

William 28 

John 19 

James 12 

Mary 11 

Solomon  8 

Robert  7 

Thomas  5 
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RECORDS OF JAMES WILSON 

Only one James Wilson of color was enumerated in the 1860 
federal census in Caroline County, near the Greensborough Post 
Office, the same area where Solomon [Sr.] lived. He was a 25-
year-old mulatto, working as a farm hand for Henry Cooper, a 
white farmer.37  

James’s age in 1850 was recorded as 12, suggesting he would be 
closer to 22 in 1860, 24 in 1862. The articles published in 1862 
referred to him as 28, more consistent with the 1860 census age 
of 25. The 1883 article reported him as a 23-year-old in 1862, 20 
years after his death.38 These age discrepancies are relatively minor 
and not uncommon. One of his brothers (John) was reported as 
19 in both the 1850 and 1860 censuses, and another (William) 
gained only two years in a decade. His father Solomon is listed as 
58 in 1850, and 60 ten years later.39 The death certificate of 
Solomon [Jr.] reports his birth year as 1840, yet he is listed as eight 
years old in 1850. Census enumerators often relied on nearby 
neighbors if family members couldn’t be located when they made 
their circuit. County birth records would not be kept in Maryland 
counties until 1898. 

Although newspapers reported that Jim Wilson was living with his 
father in 1862, his employment and residence at a nearby farm in 
1860 is not inconsistent with a return to the family household, 
where most of his siblings remained. When James was enumerated 
at the home of Cooper, it may have been a short, harvest-related 
stay. The 1883 article reported subsequent employment for “two 
maiden ladies” that involved greater responsibility. 

Most notably, James Wilson disappears from records after 1862, 
when the lynching occurred:  

• No James Wilson of color registered for the Civil War 
draft in Caroline County, Maryland. Solomon [Jr.], age 24, 
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registered on 31 August 1863; he was listed as a married 
laborer and resident of Greensborough.40 

• Solomon Wilson [Sr.] drafted his will on 22 March 1866. 
In it, he named his wife, Nancy, his surviving sons Robert, 
Thomas, William H., and Solomon [Jr.], his daughter Mary 
A. Fountain, and four grandchildren, children of his 
deceased son John.41   

• James does not appear in the 1870 or subsequent federal 
censuses in Caroline County, where most of his family 
continued to live.42 

• James was not named as a sibling by Solomon [Jr.] in his 
1874 Freedman’s Bank account record; only Robert, 
William, Thomas, and Mary Ann are listed.43  

CONCLUSION 

Given the personal details reported in contemporaneous 
newspapers (age, race, marital status, residence, material status of 
family of origin), the timeline of records before and the lack of 
records after the lynching, and elimination of other paternal 
candidates, Solomon Wilson and his wife Nancy (Grinnage) are 
identified as the parents of James “Jim” Wilson.44 His siblings 
were William, John, Mary Ann, Solomon [Jr.], Robert, and 
Thomas. 

GENEALOGICAL SUMMARY 

1.  SOLOMON WILSON was born about 1795 in Maryland;45 
died before 10 April 1866 when his will, drafted on 22 March 
1866, was presented for probate.46  

Solomon Wilson and NANCY GRINNAGE, born about 1805, 
obtained a marriage license on 12 June 1820 in Caroline County, 
Maryland.47 Nancy died between 16 July 1872, when she filed a 
court petition, and 17 February 1874, when her husband’s estate 
was distributed.48 
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Their first known child, William H., was born two years after their 
marriage, but the next child to live to adulthood was born roughly 
a decade later.49 The couple likely lost several infants in the 
intervening years. The family was not found in the 1830 census, 
but they were likely the free colored Solomon Wilson family living  
in Centreville, Queen Anne’s County, in 1840, with three sons and 
one daughter under the age of 10.50   

In 1847, Solomon purchased 200 acres of land from James and 
Araminta Carter for $612.50.51 Three years later, his land was 
valued roughly the same. He and his sons William and John were 
working the land.52 By 1860, the land had risen in value to $1,600.  
Sons William and John were again listed as farmhands.53 John was 
enumerated twice that year, both with his parents and living 
nearby with his wife and four children, confirming that he was still 
associated closely with the family farm.54 In both 1850 and 1860, 
the family was identified as mulatto. 

One can scarcely imagine the pain of the Wilson family after the 
violent and public death of their son and brother in early 
November of 1862. But Solomon and Nancy had other family-
related heartaches.  

Solomon, “being sick and weak in body,” detailed his final wishes 
in his will drafted a few weeks before his death. His two youngest 
sons—Robert and Thomas—were singled out for disobeying “my 
orders and in my declining years, when the afflictions and 
infirmities of age pressed me down, having, as it were, discarded 
me, leaving me in my old age to suffer for the want of their 
personal attentions.” They received $1 each. He left the corn in 
the granary, the bacon, and the “crop of wheat now seeded on the 
farm,” to his wife Nancy. He directed that, at her death, the estate 
be sold and the proceeds divided among his three dutiful 
children—William H. Wilson, Mary A. Fountain, and Solomon 
Wilson—and his four grandchildren by his deceased son John: 
John, Linford, William, and Emily Wilson.55 His personal goods 
and chattels—primarily livestock and farming tools—were valued 
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at $1,013.56 Once expenses were paid, the estate was worth $832. 
The final account shows that Solomon was treated by two doctors 
in his last illness; he was buried in a $30 walnut coffin.57  

Six years later, Nancy, given the discretion to manage her 
husband’s estate, petitioned the court for permission to sell her 
husband’s personal property and invest the proceeds for her 
benefit.58 The final distribution of Solomon Wilson’s personal 
estate took place in 1874, after Nancy died.59 William H. Wilson, 
his oldest son and executor, sold Solomon’s real estate on 24 
January 1877, in accordance with the terms of his will.60  

Solomon Wilson and Nancy Grinnage had the following children, 
born in either Queen Anne’s or Caroline County, Maryland: 

 i. WILLIAM H. WILSON, born April 1822; married 
LOUISA BLACK on 16 May 1872;61 died 29 
December 1909, Greensboro, Caroline County, 
Maryland.62 The couple had no children together; her 
daughter, Zenie Black, married William’s nephew 
John T. Wilson on 7 February 1882.63 They lived with 
the younger couple in 1900.64  

ii.  JOHN WILSON, born about 1832;65 he and 
ELIZABETH MATTHEWS, were granted a 
Caroline County marriage license on 28 March 1853.66 
John died before 22 March 1866, when his father 
Solomon drafted a will and provided for John’s four 
surviving children:67 (1) John T., born about 1856, 
died 15 July 1909;68 (2) Linford, born about 1856,69 
possibly living in Chicago, Illinois, in 1900;70 (3) 
William, born about 1858; and (4) Emily, born in April 
of 1860.71 In 1870, only John and Linford can be 
found in the federal census, living with their uncle, 
William H., and widowed grandmother, Nancy.72 All 
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  four were named in court records in February of 1874, 
when their grandfather’s estate was distributed.73  

 iii. JAMES “JIM” WILSON was born about 1835–
1838 in Maryland; died on 1 or 2 November 1862.74   

 iv. MARY ANN WILSON, born about 1839, possibly 
30 May;75 married BENJAMIN FOUNTAIN, 2 
January 1862, in Kent County, Delaware;76 died 1 June 
1923, Wilmington, New Castle County, Delaware.77 
Eight children were born to the marriage, seven of 
whom are known.78 All were born in Delaware, except 
possibly Willmina: (1) John Wesley Fountain, born 1 
June 1862, died 1 December 1923, Wilmington;79 (2) 
Willmina Fountain, born about 1864 in either 
Maryland or Delaware;80 (3) Anna L. Fountain, born 
about 10 February 1866, died 23 March 1933, in 
Farmhurst, New Castle County, Delaware;81 (4) 
Josephine Fountain, born about 1868;82 (5) 
Clementine Fountain, born 14 April 1870, died 11 
February 1924;83 (6) Nancy Jane Fountain, born about 
1873, likely died 9 February 1895;84 and (7) Thomas 
Edward Fountain, born 1 October 1879, died 6 
February 1965.85 Mary Ann and Benjamin also 
adopted a daughter, Gertrude Watkins, born about 
1875.86 

 v. SOLOMON WILSON [JR], born 17 August 
1840;87 married MARY AUGUSTA CARTER about 
1861;88 died 23 April 1918, Greensboro, Caroline 
County, Maryland.89 The couple had 11 children, six 
of whom are known; only four were living by 1900:90 
(1) William Elwood Wilson, born 8 September 1865, 
died 19 January 1938;91 (2) Almira Wilson, born 23 
May 1868,92 died 6 April 1930, in Wilmington, 
Delaware;93 (3) Mary Augusta Wilson, born about 
1873; (4) Ormond Wilson, born about 1879;94 (5) 
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Robert B. Wilson, born April 188295 or 24 September 
188396 and died after 1930;97 and (6) Howard Clifton 
Wilson, born February 1887, died 24 May 1950 in 
Cheswold, Kent County, Delaware.98  

 vi. ROBERT WILSON, born about 1844;99 married 
ADELINE THOMAS, about 1862.100 Robert and 
Adeline had five children: (1) Harriett Ann Wilson, 
born about 1862;101 (2) Jetty Wilson, born 1867, died 
22 August 1937;102 (3) Emma Wilson, born about 
1867; (4) Emily Etta born about 1868;103 and (5) 
Linford Wilson, born about 1869, died 20 February 
1917 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.104 

 vii. THOMAS WILSON, born in May 1846. Although 
cut out of his father’s will, he maintained close ties to 
other family members. In 1870, he resided with his 
older brother William and his widowed mother 
Nancy.105 In 1900, he was living in the Wilmington 
household of his sister and brother-in-law, Mary and 
Benjamin Fountain.106  Thomas died on 27 May 
1906.107   
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