
The Ocoee Election Day Massacre of 1920  
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Includes: Historical background overview, primary source analysis, experiential learning activities, all 
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Summary: 

This lesson plan is presented by the Orange County Regional History Center in conjunction with our 

temporary run exhibition Yesterday This Was Home: The Ocoee Massacre of 1920. Utilizing primary 

sources, students will explore the Ocoee Massacre of 1920 as a case study for understanding racial 

discrimination and civil rights advocacy within the broader historical context of post-WWI America. 

Students will draw conclusions regarding the importance of equitable access to civic and political 

participation. 

This lesson plan reinforces existing Florida state standards for Social Studies in the areas of American 

History and Civics and Government. Revisions will be forthcoming in compliance with House Bill 1213 as 

specific guidelines and/or objectives are made available. 



Ocoee Election Day Massacre of 1920 – Lesson Plan 

Historical Overview: 

The presidential election of 1920, which was the first following World War I and the first in 

which women had the universal right to vote, gave rise to the most significant incidence of voting day 

violence in American history. In the decades following the Civil War, racism was a familiar and persistent 

part of the American social landscape. Increased political and economic tensions arising from WWI 

further exacerbated a climate that had always been fraught with violence and injustice towards Black 

Americans. In Orange County, Florida, an instance of voter suppression, which escalated into mob 

violence and lynching, is only one in a spate of events of racially driven violence in America in the five 

years following the war. The Ocoee Massacre of 1920 offers a case study for how systemic racism acts as 

a powder keg ready to erupt into a violent altercation when provided the right spark.  

On November 2, 1920, that spark was lit when Mose Norman, a prominent Black resident of 

Ocoee, went to the polls to exercise his legal right to vote. The events that ensued resulted in the 

lynching of Norman’s friend, July Perry, a night of terror at the hands of a white mob, and the 

decimation of Ocoee’s Black community who soon left, or were driven out, never to return as residents. 

For half a century following the incident, Ocoee was virtually void of Black residents, and concerted 

effort was made to erase the incident from public memory and the historical record.1  In recent years, 

historians and community members have been working to shed light on the event, a task that has been 

complicated by decades of silence and an incomplete and frequently contradictory historical record. This 

lesson will examine the events of the Ocoee Massacre to understand them within the broader historical 

context of post-World War I America and its consequences and legacy within Florida history. 

The end of World War I acted as a flashpoint in the struggle against systems of oppression. It 

was not that Black Americans had not resisted social subjugation and political and economic 

disenfranchisement prior to the war, but rather, their resistance took a new tenor when viewed in 

conjunction with their organized effort to mobilize in support of the war and the fight for democracy 

abroad. Black Americans, active in fighting oppression abroad, came home incited to realize that same 

promise. Instead, the Jim Crow system continued to impose both legal and social discrimination.2 While 

many practices in Florida were enforced by societal customs and expectation–such as those limiting or 

prohibiting access to public spaces like lunch counters, or requiring use of back or side door entrances to 

businesses–other were spelled out by law. The Constitution of the State of Florida drafted in 1885 made 

segregation of schools compulsory, legalized poll taxes, which suppressed Black voters access, and 

prohibited marriage between white and Black people.3 
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In addition to combating the Jim Crow system, Black Americans also faced a major increase of 

racially motivated violence. In 1915, amid the chaos and uncertainty of America on the brink of war, 

D.W. Griffith’s film, The Birth of a Nation, which portrayed the Civil War-era Ku Klux Klan (KKK) as valiant 

knights protecting America, played on existing racial prejudices and fears for the world in turmoil. The 

film soon inspired the founding of a new iteration of the Klan. Economic instability further exacerbated 

racial tension and the KKK grew rapidly, routinely using violence and intimidation to reinforce the status 

quo of Black subjugation and disenfranchisement throughout the country, especially in the South. By 

1920, several chapters had been established throughout Florida, including a West Orange branch, which 

included Orlando, Ocoee, and Winter Garden.4 

Much of the terror enacted by the KKK in Central Florida was in reaction to the Black 

community’s movement to register voters. With renewed ambition to combat economic and social 

oppression, Black Americans understood that political enfranchisement and voting were key to 

achieving equality. White Republicans in the South worked with Black community leaders to navigate 

obstacles specifically in place to suppress the Black vote.5 Violence and intimidation had been used to 

ensure the dominance of the Democratic Party, as Black citizens overwhelmingly voted Republican. The 

issue was further exacerbated when women were granted suffrage in 1920 by the ratification of the 19th 

Amendment. There was a general fear that Black women might be more inclined to exercise their newly 

earned right than conservative southern white women. This anxiety on behalf of the Democratic Party 

was evident as local Democrats made public appeals to white women to vote, fearing that the Black vote 

would overwhelm their party’s chances of retaining power.6 Despite continued threats from the KKK, 

including their holding a parade designed to intimidate Black voters in Orlando three days prior to the 

election, Black Americans across Florida persisted in the movement to register voters by holding 

educational meetings, staging marches, and vowing to pay the poll tax so as to not be impeded come 

Election Day. 7  

The end of the War had also created a nation-wide labor crisis, which in turn amplified racial 

tensions. During the war increased manufacturing for wartime production lead to a shortage of laborers 

in the North. Thousands of Southern Black workers migrated to northern cities hoping for better wages 

and a life less hindered by systemic discrimination. When the white labor force returned and wartime 

production had ended, competition for scarce jobs sowed intense discontent, which often erupted into 

violent altercations. In the summer of 1919 alone, large-scale race riots broke out in Chicago, 

Washington D.C., and Omaha. The labor crisis affected Florida conversely, as the northern migration of 

Black Floridians caused a shortage of laborers throughout the state, exacerbating existing social and 
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political tensions as white employers’ desperation for cheap labor grew.8 Declining economic 

circumstances increased white resentment of Black community members who were prospering. In 

Ocoee, many Black residents were faring well. The January 1920 Federal Census records show at least 

255 Black residents in approximately 78 family units living in Ocoee. Of these, an estimated 23% of 

families or individuals owned at least one residence, property, or farm, while others rented. July Perry 

and Mose Norman were especially prosperous among this community. Both owned citrus groves, which 

was one of the few crops still doing well during the economic slump, and Norman could often be seen 

driving around town in his new automobile. Additionally, both Norman and Perry were also labor 

brokers and controlled the Black labor market in Ocoee–a position of significant power in the midst of a 

severe labor shortage. For these reasons, and because of their insistence on exercising their legal right 

to vote, they were targeted during the Ocoee Massacre.9 

Events in the days leading up to Election Day certainly could have foretold that an attempt 

would be made to suppress the Black vote in Orange County. In addition to the Ku Klux Klan parade 

through Orlando the weekend prior, the Grand Master of the KKK in Florida had also written a 

threatening letter to two white Orlando Republicans, William O’Neal and John Cheney, who were 

believed to have been encouraging voter registration among the Black community. In the letter, he 

stated, “we shall always enjoy WHITE SUPREMACY in this country and he who interferes must face the 

consequences.”10 It is therefore unsurprising that when Mose Norman ventured to the polls in Ocoee to 

cast his vote on November 2, 1920, he was turned away for having supposedly failed to pay his poll tax. 

It is hard to know exactly what happened following Norman’s rejection at the polls as accounts 

vary widely and the historical record is incomplete and frequently contradictory. The essential facts that 

are verifiable through corroboration with reliable historical sources are as follows.  

Having been turned away from the polls without placing his vote, Mose Norman left. Later that 

night, a group of armed white men arrived at July Perry’s home where a gunfight broke out between the 

white mob and those inside Perry’s home. In the aftermath of the fight, two men from the white mob 

were dead, Perry had sustained injury from the gunfire, and Mose Norman had fled town, never to 

return. Badly wounded, Perry was soon captured by members of the mob and taken into custody. After 

receiving medical attention, Perry was left in a cell at the Orange County Jail in downtown Orlando and 

was later taken from his cell by a white lynch mob who brutalized him and hanged his body in public 

view. In addition to Perry’s murder, homes and buildings in the Black areas of Ocoee were set on fire 

and Black community members fled, some never to return. Able-bodied ex-servicemen were called from 

across the region to come to Ocoee and create a perimeter to make sure the event did not continue, 

and in so doing blocked some Black residents from returning to their homes. Reports on the number of 

deaths and injuries resulting from the massacre vary widely, but the undertaker’s memorandum from 
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Carey Hand Funeral Home does verify the death of at least three Black residents- who burned to death - 

in addition to July Perry. Other sources reported deaths numbering as high as 60 persons, however, 

given the wildly contradictory nature of the contemporary accounts, it has been difficult for historians to 

make a definitive determination in this regard.11 

Following the Ocoee Massacre, ongoing incidents of violence against Black residents in Ocoee 

continued, which resulted in driving out any who remained within just a few years. For a half of a 

century, no Black people lived in Ocoee. Residents recall Ocoee in these years as a “sundown town,” or a 

town in which Black people were not welcomed, and would even be in danger, after sundown. While 

Black activism continued unceasingly, the next decades were wrought with racial strife in America as the 

KKK grew in both numbers and influence. In Florida, large incidents of violence broke out in Perry in 

1922 and Rosewood in 1923. The work of Black activists would not see significant gains until the 

decades following World War II with another drive towards increased activism at home, which ushered 

in the era of the civil rights movement. This was a period characterized by significant change through 

social and legal victories against oppression of Black American citizens–especially the 1954 Brown v. 

Board of Education Supreme Court decision which ruled that school segregation was unconstitutional, 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which outlawed discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national 

origin, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 which expressly prohibited discriminatory voting practices such 

as those which happened in Ocoee, Florida. 
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Activity 1: Primary Source Exploration 

1a – Assessing Bias and Reliability in Primary Sources 

Objective: Students will analyze primary sources from two different perspectives to identify the 

authors’ purpose and recognize potential bias. Students will identify possible agendas and 

explain how agenda and bias in a source impacts its reliability. Students will assess how best to 

use these sources to broaden our understanding of the past. 

 Time: 40 minutes 

 Materials/Resources: 

 Primary source newspaper article from The Chicago Defender, November 6, 1920.  

 Primary source newspaper article from The Orlando Sentinel, November 4, 1920. 

Background: 

As early as 1827, Black Americans began publishing newspapers for Black audiences as an outlet 

for public expression in a time when the mainstream press failed to fairly represent, and 

frequently openly denigrated, Black citizens. Comparing the same incident as reported in Black 

newspapers to reporting in white-owned newspapers can be instructive in understanding the 

thoughts, feelings, and perspectives of the contemporary Black community. While both sources 

may include biases, agendas, and misinformation, reading both sources together can help 

historians more fully understand the context in which the event occurred and its outcomes.  

Note: both articles used for this activity contain factual errors. Refer to the Historical Overview 

section of this lesson plan for clarification on the sequence of events during the Ocoee Massacre. 

 Procedure: 

1. Have students read one article at a time.  

2. Facilitate a discussion for each article individually: 

a. What is the originating source of the article (who wrote the article)? 

b. Who is the intended audience for the article? 

c. According to the article, how can the events of November 2 and 3, 1920 be 

summarized? 

d. Given the known historical context, what information in the article is 

misreported?  

e. Is any key information left out? If so, what? 

f. In your opinion, what is the author’s purpose? 

3. Facilitate a discussion for both articles examined together: 



a. Having considered each article individually, how do the events reported in each 

compare? 

b. Is there information included in one article and left out of the other? If so, 

what? How might this affect the reader’s perception of the events? 

c. How would you describe the tone and language used in each article? How might 

this affect the reader’s perception of the events? 

d. Having compared the articles, do you perceive any bias in either or both 

articles? Explain. 

e. In your opinion, how reliable is each article for understanding the events of the 

Ocoee Massacre? 

f. In your opinion, how reliable is each article for understanding the community 

impact or community response to the Ocoee Massacre? 

g. As a historian, how would you best use each of these articles as a source for 

understanding the Ocoee Massacre? 

h. As a historian, in what ways should you be cautious of using these articles as a 

source for understanding the Ocoee Massacre? 

Activity 2: The Experience of Voter Suppression  

Objective: Students will take a literacy test similar to those used to create obstacles for Black 

citizens exercising their right to vote. Through this firsthand experience, students will assess if 

literacy tests and other methods of voter suppression were just practices.  

 Time: 30 minutes 

 Materials/Resources: 

 Example Alabama 1965 Voter Literacy Test 

 Background:  

Ratified in 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution prohibited the denial of 

voting rights to all male U.S. citizens based on their “race, color, or previous condition of 

servitude.” However, this amendment did not prevent scores of legal obstacles from being put 

in place in many states to prevent Black Americans from exercising their right to vote. Examples 

of this include imposing a poll tax, which was claimed to have been the reason Mose Norman 

was denied his right to vote, requiring Black voters to have a white sponsor in order to register, 

and grandfather clauses, which sometimes required a new voter to be related to an existing 

voter or which exempted new voters from other registration requirements if they had a 

registered relative.  

One of the most common requirements for new voter registration were literacy tests, which 

required the voter to demonstrate a certain level of literacy and knowledge of the government 

in order to register. Literacy tests varied by state, but they were nearly always subjective, with 



the registrar making a determination as to the level of difficulty given to each voter registrant 

and whether or not the answers given were satisfactory to pass. Often, white voters were given 

easy tests, whereas much stricter standards were impressed upon Black voters. Finally, if a Black 

voter happened to successfully register despite all obstacles, they were still frequently 

prevented from exercising their right by intimidation and outright violence. It was not 

uncommon for polling places to be patrolled by armed citizens (or sometimes even law 

enforcement) who were there to turn Black voters away from the polls, by force if necessary. 

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was one of the most significant successes of the civil rights era. 

This landmark federal legislation prohibited any practices imposed on individuals that impeded 

free and equal access to voting. While this act drastically broadened voting access, there are still 

examples of voter suppression today, albeit more subtle. For example, states can remove polling 

places at their discretion, making it more difficult for people who live in certain areas to get to 

the polls. Another example is the purging of voter rolls, which is the practice of removing a 

registered voter from the rolls if they have not voted within a certain period of time in the past. 

For this reason, it is important for all citizens to remain informed as to their state’s election 

practices, and always check on their voting status and polling location well ahead of election 

dates. 

 Procedure: 

To better understand the experience of voter suppression and to see how difficult it often was 

for Black voters to register in certain states, students will take a voter literacy test. This example 

is replicated from a 1965 voter literacy test used in Alabama. All questions would have needed 

to be answered correctly and to the registrar’s satisfaction in order to pass. 

Note: Literacy tests were not utilized in Florida, but were a common form of voter suppression in 

other states throughout the South. 

1. Have students take the Alabama 1965 Voter Literacy Test.  

2. Following test, review correct answers.  

3. Facilitate discussion: 

a. Did anyone answer all questions correctly? 

b. Do you feel that all questions on the test are relevant to a citizen’s ability to 

make an informed decision when voting? Why or why not? 

c. Do you feel that the practice of requiring this type of test would be fairly 

administered to all voters? Why or why not? 

Literacy Test Answers: 

“B”  

1. No 

2. Collection of Income Taxes 



3. Senate 

4. William Barr 

“C” 

1. Two 

2. Ten 

3. Promoting progress 

4. Impeachment 

Activity 3: Constitution of the State of Florida, 1885 – Erasure Poem  

Objective: Students will read Article VI of the Constitution of the State of Florida, 1885–which 

revised suffrage and eligibility and made the imposition of a poll tax legal–to assess the impact 

that this document had on equal access to voting in the state of Florida. Students will then use 

the document to create an erasure poem–which is created by deleting sections of an existing 

document, strategically choosing which words remain–to demonstrate their analysis of the 

document and act as the student’s own commentary on legal discrimination, 

disenfranchisement, voter suppression, etc.  

Time: 30 minutes 

 Materials/Resources: 

 Transcription of Article VI–Suffrage and Eligibility of Constitution of the State of Florida, 

1885 

 Background: 

Following the Civil War, in order to be readmitted to the Union, defeated Confederate states 

were required to draft new state constitutions which recognized the end slavery. Florida called a 

constitutional convention with Black, white, Republican, and Democrat delegates to draft theirs 

in 1868. This document was greatly influenced by Northern Republicans and the 

enfranchisement of Black men for the first time. However, when Reconstruction ended in 1877, 

Florida soon returned to the control of Southern Democrats, who drafted a new state 

constitution in 1885, reversing some of the former constitution’s more liberal provisions. Under 

the 1885 Constitution, segregation of public schools was compulsory, the imposition of poll 

taxes became legal, and marriage between white and Black citizens was prohibited. This 

constitution and the end of Reconstruction spelled the end of Black enfranchisement and 

representation in the Florida government for many decades. The 1885 constitution allowed the 

legislature to make payment of a poll tax a requirement to vote, but the legislature did not fully 

enact this until 1889, providing a substantial obstacle to voting access for Black, and often poor 

white Floridians.  

Procedure: 



As an exercise in both analysis and extrapolation, students will read Article VI of the Florida 1885 

Constitution, and interpret the document creatively by making an erasure poem.  

1. Have students read the transcription of Article VI–Suffrage and Eligibility of Constitution 

of the State of Florida 1885. 

2. Ask students to consider the document in relation to the events of the Ocoee Massacre 

and known methods of voter suppression, both historically and today. 

3. Have students create an erasure poem by redacting sections of the document to leave 

words that act as their own commentary on the events of the Ocoee Massacre, 

historical voter suppression, or contemporary voter suppression.  

 

 

Extension: Visit Yesterday, This Was Home: The Ocoee Massacre of 1920 at the Orange County 

Regional History Center 

The Orange County Regional History Center’s exhibition Yesterday This Was Home: The Ocoee Massacre 

of 1920 will run from October 3, 2020 – February 14, 2021. The content of this exhibition encourages 

reflection on a century of social transformation, the power of perspective, and the importance of 

exercising the right to vote, and will ask what lessons history can inspire for moving forward. All OCPS 



high school students and educators are greatly encouraged to visit the exhibition in conjunction with 

this lesson plan.  

Standards: 

American History 

SS.912.A.1.2 Utilize a variety of primary and secondary sources to identify author, historical significance, 

audience, and authenticity to understand a historical period. 

SS.9.12.A.1.6 Use case studies to explore social, political, legal, and economic relationships in history. 

SS.912.A.2.4 Distinguish the freedoms guaranteed to African Americans and other groups with the 13th, 

14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution. 

SS.912.A.2.5 Assess how Jim Crow Laws influenced life for African Americans and other racial/ethnic 

minority groups. 

SS.912.A.5.7 Examine the freedom movements that advocated civil rights for African Americans, Latinos, 

Asians, and women. 

SS.912.A.5.9 Explain why support for the Ku Klux Klan varied in the 1920s with respect to issues such as 

anti-immigration, anti-African American, anti-Catholic, anti-Jewish, anti-women, and anti-union ideas. 

SS.912.A.5.10 Analyze support for and resistance to civil rights for women, African Americans, Native 

Americans, and other minorities. 

SS.912.A.5.12 Examine key events and people in Florida history as they relate to United States history. 

Civics and Government 

SS.912.C.2.2 Evaluate the importance of political participation and civic participation. 

SS.912.C.2.8 Analyze the impact of citizen participation as a means of achieving political and social 

change.  

SS.912.C.2.9 Identify the expansion of civil rights and liberties by examining the principles contained in 

primary documents. 

 

 

 


