
The Gripping Trials of James Collins Johnson:
From False Accusations to a Landmark Case
for Justice
One man's fight for justice in the face of prejudice and adversity can sometimes
change the course of history. The trials of James Collins Johnson were not just a
personal struggle, but a symbol of the systemic racism that permeated society
during the late 19th century. His story is a testament to the power of resilience
and the human spirit.

In the small town of Braidwood, Illinois, in 1896, James Collins Johnson, an
African American man, found himself at the center of a racially charged trial that
captivated the nation. He was accused of raping a white woman, Martha
Thompson, who claimed to have been attacked by an unknown assailant.
Johnson vehemently denied the allegations, but in an era marked by deep racial
prejudices, his protests fell on deaf ears.

Johnson's arrest sparked outrage within the African American community, and
they quickly rallied together to support him. Newspaper headlines screamed
about the alleged crime, fueling public anger and fueling racial tension in the
town. The case became a lightning rod for wider debates on race relations and
the unequal treatment of African Americans in the legal system.
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As Johnson awaited trial, his legal team, led by renowned civil rights lawyer
Frederick S. Scott, prepared to mount a robust defense against the accusations.
Scott, known for his unwavering dedication to fighting for justice in the face of
racial prejudice, saw the Johnson case as a landmark opportunity to challenge
the existing racial biases in the criminal justice system.

The courtroom drama unfolded over several months, with testimonies that would
expose the flaws in the prosecution's case. Witnesses from both sides provided
conflicting statements, raising doubts about the credibility of the alleged victim's
account. The defense team meticulously dissected the evidence and presented a
compelling argument that Johnson was innocent.

At the heart of the trial was the issue of racial bias. In the late 19th century,
African Americans faced widespread discrimination, and the justice system often
failed them. Johnson's case highlighted the urgent need for change, as the
defense team argued that he was being unfairly targeted because of his race.

Despite the overwhelming evidence in favor of Johnson's innocence, the trial was
a battleground between hope and fear. The prosecution made every effort to
paint Johnson as a dangerous criminal, playing up racist stereotypes to sway the
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jury's opinion. The outcome of the trial seemed uncertain, and the nation held its
breath as the final verdict drew near.

In a stunning turn of events, the jury deliberated for an unusually extended
period. The lengthy deliberation seemed to indicate a deep struggle within the
jury, torn between societal prejudices and the pursuit of justice. Finally, after days
of tense waiting, a verdict was reached.

James Collins Johnson was found not guilty.

The courtroom erupted in applause and cheers, as the African American
community and their allies celebrated a hard-fought victory against racism and
injustice. The trial of James Collins Johnson became a watershed moment in the
fight for civil rights, setting a precedent for future cases and paving the way for
progress.

The aftermath of the trial brought significant changes to Braidwood and the wider
nation. The case sparked a national debate on racial inequality, leading to calls
for reforms in the criminal justice system and a heightened awareness of
systemic racism. Johnson's victory served as a catalyst for further civil rights
actions and inspired countless individuals to speak out against injustice.

Today, the trials of James Collins Johnson remain a poignant reminder of the
struggles faced by African Americans throughout history. It symbolizes the power
of collective action, the importance of fair and impartial justice, and the resilience
of individuals fighting against deep-rooted prejudice.

James Collins Johnson's name may not be as well-known as those of other civil
rights icons, but his story represents the countless untold narratives of those who
fought for justice in the face of overwhelming odds. His trials serve as a



testament to the ongoing struggle for equality and the need for continued
vigilance against discrimination.

As we reflect on this momentous chapter in history, let us honor the courage and
determination of James Collins Johnson and continue the fight for a just and
equitable society for all.
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A study of the life of a Maryland slave, his escape to freedom in New Jersey, and
the trials that ensued.

James Collins Johnson made his name by escaping slavery in Maryland and
fleeing to Princeton, New Jersey, where he built a life in a bustling community of
African Americans working at what is now Princeton University. After only four
years, he was recognized by a student from Maryland, arrested, and subjected to
a trial for extradition under the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act. On the eve of his
rendition, after attempts to free Johnson by force had failed, a local aristocratic
white woman purchased Johnson’s freedom, allowing him to avoid re-
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enslavement. The Princeton Fugitive Slave reconstructs James Collins Johnson’s
life, from birth and enslaved life in Maryland to his daring escape, sensational trial
for re-enslavement, and last-minute change of fortune, and through to the end of
his life in Princeton, where he remained a figure of local fascination.

Stories of Johnson’s life in Princeton often describe him as a contented, jovial
soul, beloved on campus and memorialized on his gravestone as “The Students
Friend.” But these familiar accounts come from student writings and sentimental
recollections in alumni reports—stories from elite, predominantly white, often
southern sources whose relationships with Johnson were hopelessly distorted by
differences in race and social standing. In interrogating these stories against
archival records, newspaper accounts, courtroom narratives, photographs, and
family histories, author Lolita Buckner Inniss builds a picture of Johnson on his
own terms, piecing together the sparse evidence and disaggregating him from the
other black vendors with whom he was sometimes confused.

By telling Johnson’s story and examining the relationship between antebellum
Princeton’s Black residents and the economic engine that supported their
community, the book questions the distinction between employment and
servitude that shrinks and threatens to disappear when an individual’s freedom is
circumscribed by immobility, lack of opportunity, and contingency on local
interpretations of a hotly contested body of law.

Praise for The Princeton Fugitive Slave

“Fascinating historical detective work . . . Deeply researched, the book overturns
any lingering idea that Princeton was a haven from the broader society. Johnson
had to cope with the casual racism of students, occasional eruptions of racial
violence in town and the ubiquitous use of the N-word by even the supposedly
educated. This book contributes to our understanding of slavery’s legacy today.”



—Shane White, author of Prince of Darkness: The Untold Story of Jeremiah G.
Hamilton, Wall Street's First Black Millionaire

“Collectively, Inniss’s work provides an exciting model for future scholars of
slavery and labor. Perhaps most importantly, Inniss skillfully and compassionately
restores Johnson's voice to his own historical narrative.” —G. Patrick O'Brien, H-
Slavery
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