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I wish I had known Andrew Bryson.

A native of Commerce, Bryson led an eventful life that 

saw him transcend the Jim Crow restrictions of his youth to 

become an accomplished member of the military, a scientist, 

and an educator.

You	can	read	Mr.	Bryson’s	fascinating	obituary	elsewhere	
in this issue and on our website.

Although	he	had	long	ago	moved	
away from Commerce, he has numer-

ous family members in the area. His 

family roots run deep in Commerce’s 

Johntown	community	where	he	grew	
up.

Mr.	Bryson’s	daughter,	Donna,	is	a	
noted	international	journalist.	Last	year,	
Donna	Bryson	came	to	Commerce	and	
wrote	a	lengthy	first-person	story	for	
Reuters about her family’s history and 

about how it weaves into the debates 

about race relations in our own era.

In	her	story,	she	profiled	her	father	and	wrote	about	a	tragic	
incident from her family’s past that happened in Commerce 

in	the	1930s.
Her story contains a lot of information about her father’s 

life	of	growing	up	in	an	era	when	black	citizens	faced	perva-
sive discrimination and abuse.

•••

As a 10-year-old, Andrew Bryson had a part-time job help-

ing	a	local	white	man	deliver	sodas	around	North	Georgia	for	
a	Commerce	drug	store,	Donna	wrote	in	her	story.
In	the	summer	of	1946,	Andrew	and	the	man	he	worked	

for	were	delivering	outside	Monroe	when	they	came	across	
the	infamous	lynchings	at	Moore’s	Ford	Bridge.	The	man	
pushed	the	young	Andrew	down	in	the	truck	and	raced	back	
to	Commerce,	Donna	wrote.
But	that	wasn’t	the	only	violent	abuse	of	black	citizens	An-

drew	Bryson	knew	about.	He	grew	up	hearing	stories	about	
his	own	grandfather,	G.G.	Bryson,	also	of	Commerce,	who	
was a victim of a white mob.

G.G. Bryson had a store in Johntown next to Mount Cal-

vary	Baptist	Church	on	what	is	today	Homer	Highway.	G.G.	
Bryson helped build the church and his name is carved on a 

stone	at	the	church,	Donna	wrote.
According	to	the	Bryson	family,	in	1937,	a	group	of	white	

men	dragged	G.G.	Bryson	from	his	store	and	tarred	and	
feathered him. He died from the attack.

•••

It	was	that	incident	that	drew	Donna	Bryson	to	Commerce	
last	year	in	a	bid	to	find	out	more	about	what	had	happened	to	
her	great-grandfather.
But	she	wrote	that	she	didn’t	find	much	when	looking	

through	old	newspapers	of	the	era,	a	time	when	the	death	of	
black	citizens	was	often	ignored	by	white-owned	newspa-
pers.

That doesn’t surprise me too much.

In	earlier	years,	local	newspapers	did	write	about	lynchings	
and	beatings.	But	by	the	1930s,	that	seems	to	have	changed.
From	around	1890-1925,	newspapers	seemed	to	be	a	little	

more	focused	about	such	killings	and	abuses.	I’ve	found	a	
number	of	such	stories	in	old	newspapers,	including	the	one	
documented	lynching	that	happened	in	Jackson	County	in	
1898.	That	lynching	took	place	on	Christmas	night	when	a	
mob	took	Jeff	Bolden	to	a	tree	near	Woods	Bridge	on	the	
Oconee	River	near	Commerce	and	hanged	him.	Bolden	had	
allegedly	attempted	to	kill	a	white	farmer	in	the	communi-
ty.	He	was	taken	from	law	officers	as	they	transported	him	
toward Jefferson to be jailed.

In	1899	in	nearby	Homer,	a	black	man	was	hanged	in	front	
of	the	courthouse	after	having	shot	a	local	white	man	during	a	
dispute. A mob reportedly took him from the jail and did the 

hanging.
In	1922,	there	was	a	lynching	in	Barrow	County;	in	1936,	

Lent	Shaw	was	lynched	by	a	mob	in	Madison	County.
All	of	those	lynching	were	in	this	area	and	are	only	a	frac-

tion of the total number that took place in the state.

There were other violent racial incidents in the area as 

well	during	those	years:	In	1912,	white	gangs	tried	to	run	
out	black	citizens	from	Jackson	County,	the	same	year	black	
citizens	were	successfully	chased	out	of	Forsyth	County;	in	
1916, a white man shot two black men in Jackson County 

in	what	was	ruled	self-defense;	that	same	year,	the	jail	in	
Nicholson	burned	down	with	a	black	man	inside;	in	1918,	
an unarmed black Army deserter from Jackson County was 

shot	by	a	posse	that	included	his	former	employer;	another	
posse	shot	a	black	man	in	Maysville	in	1920;	in	1923,	a	white	
man shot a black man in Jackson County under questionable 

circumstances	and	was	found	not	guilty;	in	1927,	a	black	man	
was	flogged	in	Jackson	County	but	survived	and	later	sued	
those	who	had	kidnapped	and	whipped	him;	and	in	1935,	the	
National	Guard	set	up	machine	guns	on	the	grounds	of	the	
Jackson County courthouse to protect a black man on trial 

from a mob.

All	of	that	to	point	out	that	during	the	Jim	Crow	era,	it	was	
dangerous	to	be	a	black	man	in	the	South.	Racial	animosity	
was real and it was woven deep into the fabric of Southern 

institutions and culture.

That G.G. Bryson in Commerce was tarred and feathered 

in	1937	would	not	have	been	too	shocking	at	the	time	and	it	
may have been covered up by local newspaper editors who, 

by that era, probably didn’t want their community embar-

rassed by such violence.

Another possibility is that the incident may not have been 

reported	to	local	authorities	in	1937	to	prevent	even	more	
trouble.

As of now, the details of that incident remain a mystery.

•••

In	addition	to	that	painful	history,	Donna	Bryson	also	wrote	
about	her	grandmother	in	Commerce,	Julia	Downs	Bryson	
Rollins.	Her	grandmother	was	a	school	teacher	at	a	local	
black	school	back	when	schools	were	still	segregated.
Because	her	grandmother	was	educated	and	had	studied	

library	science	in	college,	she	was	the	only	black	resident	in	
Commerce allowed into the otherwise all-white city library.

Another	story	Donna	Bryson	writes	about	is	how	her	
grandmother	and	grandfather,	Mim	Bryson,	would	speak	
French	at	home	when	they	wanted	to	have	a	private	conver-
sation.	Her	grandmother	had	learned	French	in	school	and	her	
grandfather	learned	French	while	serving	in	WWI	in	France.

•••

Andrew Bryson went to Commerce’s Johntown school 

while	growing	up,	a	school	that	had	a	reputation	of	being	the	
best	black	school	in	the	county	in	the	1940s	and	1950s.
Donna	Bryson	wrote	that	her	father	told	her	about	how	the	

school	got	hand-me-down	history	books	leftover	from	the	
local	white	schools,	but	the	pages	about	the	post	Civil	War	
Reconstruction era had been torn out.

That	didn’t	stop	the	teaching	of	the	full	history	to	black	
children. Black school teachers, like Andrew Bryson’s moth-

er,	found	ways	to	“fill	in	the	gaps”	with	other	books.
Another	part	of	what	Donna	Bryson	wrote	about	is	how	

some	politicians	now	want	to	whitewash	the	difficult	parts	
of	America’s	racial	history	by	suppressing	what	is	taught	in	
classrooms.

But what happened, happened. Politicians cannot rewrite 

the	past,	nor	can	they	sanitize	its	uglier	truths.	Such	efforts	are	
akin	to	those	who	ripped	the	pages	from	Andrew	Bryson’s	
textbooks	in	the	Jim	Crow	1950s	—	the	facts	are	what	they	
are and can’t be silenced.

“For	the	grace	of	God,	we’ve	managed	to	move	through	
this,	not	necessarily	past	it,”	Donna	Bryson	quotes	her	father	
as	saying.

The nation needs more of that kind of wisdom.

 Mike Buffington is co-publisher of Mainstreet Newspa-
pers. He can be reached at mike@mainstreetnews.com.

An	hour	of	mindlessly	browsing	through	Facebook	posts	is	as	
maddening	as	it	is	entertaining.
Do	you	use	Facebook	(FB)	or,	do	you,	like	so	many	(mostly	

men,	it	seems)	dislike
Social	Media	altogether?
Are	you	one	of	the	3	billion	Facebook	users?	Dataportal.

com	says	that	means	“…37.2%	of	all	the	people	on	Earth	use	
Facebook.”	Are	you	sure	you	don’t	want	to	
sign-up?
As	part	of	that	37%,	I’m	looking	through	

Facebook	right	now,	pausing	occasionally	
to	make	notes,	and	I	see	a	lot	of	great	things	
(and	a	few	not-so-great)	that	Facebook	
offers:

My	FB	friend,	Tom,	caught	a	record	
brown	trout	in	the	Chattahoochee	(yes,	I	get	
‘fishing’	alerts,	don’t	judge).
In	my	“Bird	Lovers	of	Georgia”	group,	a	

bird	photo	just	posted	of	Cedar	Waxwings	
in Marietta. Why don’t these birds visit Bra-

selton?	I	can’t	find	a	Cedar	Wax	Wing	or	a	
Baltimore	Oriole	anywhere—despite	these	orange	peels	and	bird-
tasty	raisin	suet—which	the	other	birds	devour,	although	my	wife	
is	not	wild	about	me	putting	the	suet	on	Amazon	auto-delivery).

Up next, a post from Joni Mitchell’s site, this time an old 

artwork	album	cover,	(takes	me	back	to	my	college	days,	and	did	
you	know	what	a	great	artist	she	is?).	Facebook	allow	us	to	con-

nect	with	celebrities	(entertainers,	athletes,	clergy,	scientists,	etc.).
One	after	another,	the	posts	update:	here’s	a	video	with	Grizzly	

bears	catching	trout	at	a	waterfall	(definitely	a	“like”).
Oops,	hang	on…there’s	our	granddaughter	Evie	trying	to	call	

us	on	Facetime/Messenger—I’ll	be	right	back	(yes,	we	always	
take	the	calls	from	the	grands—and	often	from	their	parents).
Uh	oh,	talk	about	going	from	precious	to	atrocious:	after	

hanging	up	with	little	Evie,	I	got	another	solicitation	text	from	a	
presidential	campaign	(sorry,	folks,	not	this	time!).	I	love	respond-

ing	to	political	texts	with	the	word	“STOP”.	Don’t	you?	Facebook	
gives	us	a	choice.
In	comes	another	post	from	a	proud	Mom:	our	5-year-old	

neighbor	lost	another	tooth!	Good	for	you,	Parker!	Facebook	
lets	us	know	what’s	going	on	next	door—in	this	case	so	we	can	
respond	with	a	Birthday	Cake	emoji	(if	you	hate	emojis,	get	some	
help).
It	never	stops:	another	Friend	Request	came	in—this	one	is	

a	friend	of	a	friend	of	a	friend,	so	I’ll	pass	(Rule	#47	on	Face-
book—don’t	say	“yes”	to	all	friend	requests).
Hey,	can	you	guess	the	country	with	the	largest	number	of	FB	

users?	No,	it’s	not	the	United	States.	India	leads	the	pack	with	
370	million	users,	while	the	U.S.	was	a	distant	second	with	186	
million	users.	(Aren’t	you	glad	to	know	this—maybe	it	will	come	
up	at	your	next	Trivia	Night).	Facebook	provides	fun	facts.
Another	FB	post,	this	one	a	link	to	a	news	item	about	FB’s	

parent	company,	META.	It	seems	FB	founder	Mark	Zuckerberg	
paid $187 million for 1,600 acres of land in Hawaii, but he’s not 

building	a	resort.	According	to	Yahoo.com,	“…he	is	reportedly	
building	a	massive,	self-sustaining	apocalypse	bunker.”	Folks,	we	
shouldn’t	expect	an	invitation,	as	it’s	not	for	FB	friends,	only	FB	
brass.	Facebook	informs	us,	even	(sometimes)	about	themselves.
Another	post	quickly	appeared	from	a	neighbor	who	went	back	

to	visit	her	childhood	home,	and	a	wonderful	photo	of	her	being	
hugged	by	the	neighbor-woman	across	the	street—who	knew	our	
friend	when	she	was	a	child.	Facebook,	at	its	best,	connects	us	
with our past.

Memory	triggered:	I	remember	when	we	took	our	(now)	grown	
daughters	to	my	childhood	home	in	Ohio	and	it	was	unforgetta-
ble.	Standing	next	to	our	old	duplex	on	Lakeview	Avenue	($89	
a	month	while	Dad	went	to	night	school	at	Ohio	State),	my	arms	
were	now	around	our	three	young	daughters,	overlooking	a	public	
park	where	my	brother	Jim	and	I	spent	many	hours	playing	base-
ball	and	fishing	in	the	Olentangy	River,	some	60	years	ago.
Hey,	here’s	a	good	neighborhood	post	that	just	surfaced:	“Does	

anyone	have	any	sourdough	starter	they	will	share?”.	Facebook	
strikes	again—this	time	with	recipes!
Yikes,	another	FB	solicitation!	This	time	from	“Fanatics”—

wanting	to	know	if	I	wanted	to	buy	a	Jelly	Roll	T-shirt!	I	had	
never heard of Jelly Roll until this past New Year’s Eve with Ryan 

Secrest	(Jelly	Roll’s	story	is	impressive).	The	only	New	Year’s	
Eve	act	I	knew	this	time	around	was	Green	Day	(who	still	rocks).	
I’ll pass on the Jelly Roll shirt.

Okay,	if	you	are	bored	reading	this,	I	apologize,	but	on	a	morn-

ing	when	I	was	going	to	be	fishing	and	a	39-degree	rain	and	East	
wind	shut	me	down	(“wind	out	of	the	east,	fish	bite	the	least”),	FB	
seemed like a safer, dryer choice.

Before	the	next	post	shows	up,	just	remember	this:	Facebook,	
at	its	core,	can	be	very	entertaining.	It	does,	after	all,	even	with	
its downsides, keeps all of us connected. And, in this chaotic and 

polarized	world,	that’s	a	“like”	for	me.
Can	you	believe	it?	Another	Facebook	ad	just	popped	up	for	

Bass Pro Shops.

Sorry folks, the plastic worms are on sale. Gotta run.

David R. Altman, an unapologetic Facebook user, lives in 
Hoschton with his wife, Lisa. He is a former Georgia Author 
of the Year nominee and a member of the American Academy 
of Poets. He can be reached at www.davidraltman.com, or on 
Facebook.

An hour on FacebookRemembering Andrew Bryson

Mike 

Buffington

Georgia’s	municipal	
leaders united at the Geor-

gia	Capitol	(Jan.	29).	Our	
Representatives and Sena-

tors joined us in conference 

meetings	and	listened	to	
municipal issues.

Items	high	on	the	agenda	
are local control, public 

safety	(the	DA	Oversight	
bill was the main topic of 

the	day),	school	choice	and	
taxes.

There is an intentional 

effort	to	continue	reducing	
Georgia’s	income	tax	rate.	
There is much discussion 

about better processes for 

managing	property	taxes.	
There	are	ongoing	conver-
sations	about	the	benefits	
of sales tax as well as the 

possibility for inconsistency.

On the school choice 

front,	Lt.	Gov.	Burt	Jones	
continues to support 

Georgia’s	efforts	for	school	
choice and Braselton’s spe-

cific	effort	for	school	choice	
—	Four	Points	Preparatory	
Academy	(FPPA).	After	
drafting	a	support	letter	on	
Aug.	14,	2023	for	FPPA,	the	
Lt.	Gov.	saw	me	today	and	
followed up with questions. 

Chairman of Education 

(Senate)	Clint	Dixon	&	
Leader	Chuck	Efstration	
(House),	who	also	offered	
letters	in	support	of	FPPA,	
also asked questions about 

our	progress.	These	men	

sincerely care about oppor-

tunities to educate children 

in and around Braselton.

For	a	brief	update	on	the	
school’s	progress,	the	land	
for	the	school	is	pending	
before Jackson County for 

re-zoning.	If	approved,	
progress	on	the	building	
could	begin	thereafter.	
There	are	many	other	ongo-

ing	efforts	on	the	school’s	
administrative responsibil-

ities.

Along	with	Efstration	
and	Dixon,	Rep.	Derrick	
McCollum and Sen. Shelly 

Echols remain attentive to 

Braselton’s waste-water 

treatment	/	infrastructure	
needs to support the hospi-

tal, the other 800+ commer-

cial businesses in Braselton, 

and	our	neighborhoods.	
Both McCollum & Echols 

took time today to follow 

up,	asking	questions	about	
Braselton’s	progress	and	
asking	how	each	could	help.
Other	leaders	(Rep.	

Emory	Dunahoo,	Rep.	Holt	
Persinger,	Rep.	Houston	
Gaines,	Rep.	Rob	Leverett,	
Sen.	Frank	Ginn,	Sen.	Bo	
Hatchett)	were	also	specifi-

cally	pausing	their	day	and	

asking	about	our	Town.	
We are blessed with effec-

tive leaders under the Gold 

Dome	that	want	to	support	
our community.

Georgia	is	a	great	State,	
and Braselton is one of its 

many	outstanding	munici-
palities. This weekend and 

Monday	(Jan.	29)	allowed	
me to witness the hard 

work and meet some of 

the people that make this 

possible.

Kurt Ward

Braselton mayor

LETTER: Braselton mayor provides 
update from the Capitol
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Pictured are (L to R) Sen. Clint Dixon, Georgia Lt. Gov. Burt Jones, Braselton 

Mayor Kurt Ward and Sen. Shelly Echols.
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Altman


