
New Hanover County

This is a brief account of Wilmington’s shameful history 122 years ago.  In recent years, several 
books have been written documenting these events as well as a well-done documentary film called 
“Wilmington of Fire” by Christopher Everett.  This film has been shown in St. Mark’s Episcopal 
Church on two occasions and at other venues. 

At the end of the 19th Century, Wilmington was majority black, racially integrated, and the largest 
City in North Carolina.  On November 10, 1898, white supremacist staged a coup which over-
threw the legally elected local Fusionist government.  They threatened and removed opposition 
black and white political leaders from their positions in office.  Historians consider this the only 
successful coup d’état in the history of the United States.  This armed mob of whites also killed 
an estimated 60 to 300 black citizens and destroyed their property and businesses. This includ-
ed burning the state’s only African American owned daily newspaper, The Record, and running 
the owner and publisher out of town.  This coincided with a larger effort across the state, and the 
South white supremacists were working to reverse the advances made by former slaves.

The 1898 Memorial Park on north 3rd Street in Wilmington is shown in the photo below.  It has 
an inscription describing the events in November of 1898.

In addition to the coup d’état, the murder black residents of Wilmington and others who were 
chased out of Wilmington, the properties of many black residents were taken and given to whites.

I can only imagine the fear of the black citizens in these neighborhoods as they were chased and 
had to hide in swamps along the river, or in Pine Forest Cemetery near 16th and Red Cross Streets. 

Written by Kenneth Chestnut, Sr. 
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We can better understand what an angry, charged up mob can look like based on the insurrection 
that we saw at the Capitol on January 6, 2021.  This provides some insight into what the black cit-
izens of Wilmington faced on November 10, 1898.  This is particularly significant to me because 
this area where most of the killing and burning took place was on the north side of the City where 
I grew up, including Red Cross Street and the area where St. Mark’s was then, and is currently 
located.

However, growing up and attending school here in New Hanover County, neither my classmates 
nor I knew anything about the massacre and coup.  It was kept quiet, and people did not want to 
talk about it at all.  Why is it essential for everyone to know about this dark period of history in 
Wilmington and other cities during this period?  We should all be aware of our past so that it will 
not be repeated. 

We also need to know this history, so we have a better understanding of why some things are the 
way they are today.  What we do know is that this scar on Wilmington has had a severe impact on 
the City.  In 1898, Wilmington was the largest city in the state and had a black population in the 
majority.  Today, Wilmington’s black population is less than 20% and it is the 8th largest North 
Carolina city.  These changes, as well as others, still impact the City of Wilmington even today.

Everyone should also be aware of this history because if there is going to healing and reconcilia-
tion, this story must be told.  The band-aid must be removed entirely so that healing and recon-
ciliation can take place.  I consider November 10, 1898, to be Wilmington’s Good Friday, and we 
know that we cannot have Easter Sunday without knowing  of Good Friday.

This effort towards reconciliation started in 1998 when a biracial 1898 Commission was estab-
lished, and a park and monument was built near downtown.  See the attached photo.  In addition, 
the NC Office of Archives and History placed an historical marker recognizing the Wilmington 
Coup that was unveiled on November 8, 2019. It is located on Market Street in front of the old 
armory building where the white mob gathered before going into the black communities on the 
north side of town.  See the attached photo.  

One example of this healing that I witnessed was when “Wilmington of Fire” was shown at St. 
Mark’s the second time.  Descendants of the white mob attended and apologized to the African 
American Community for what their ancestors had done in 1898.  This was a very emotional and 
moving moment. Below is a photo of that event at St. Mark’s.

I recommend that everyone read the books on this history and see the documentary film I referred 
to earlier to learn more about this event. We should also look at pathways for healing and 
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reconciliation in this Community.  I believe another pathway event occurred in 2019 when Wilm-
ington City Council agreed to dedicate Third Street as Major General Joseph McNeil Way in hon-
or of an African American Wilmington native who was one of the Greensboro Four that sparked 
the integration of lunch counters and eating establishments across the Country.  Finally. I believe 
our own Presiding Bishop Michael Curry gives us some pathways to reconciliation in his current 
book “Love is the Way.”


