
The Trial of Ruby McCollum the Consequences of Trauma: Segregation Stress
Syndrome
Ruth Thompson-Miller*

Department of Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work, University of Dayton, Ohio, USA
*Corresponding author: Ruth Thompson-Miller, RN, PhD, FAAN, Department of Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work, University of Dayton, 300 College Park,
Dayton, OH 45469-1442, USA, Tel: 937-229-2083; E-mail: rthompsonmiller1@udayton.edu

Received date: June 30, 2017; Accepted date: July 21, 2017; Published date: July 24, 2017

Copyright: © 2017 Miller RT. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

Abstract

In this chapter, I use trial transcripts, books, documentaries, and newspaper articles to examine the case of Ruby
McCollum (a wealthy African American woman who spent two years in prison and 20 years in a mental institution for
killing her rapist-Doctor Adams). Ruby McCollum is one of an incalculable number of African American women who
were systematically raped during the totalitarian era of Jim Crow. Ruby McCollum’s story reveals vivid details about
her experience with rape, physical and mental abuse, being drugged, and conceiving two children from her rapist.
The Jim Crow south-similar to slavery was based on systemic racism that includes a broad range of attitudes,
emotions, habits, actions, and racist ideologies supported by white-dominated social institutions and which Feagin
calls the white racial frame. The white racial frame includes the attitudes and actions, stereotypes, prejudices,
images, emotions, and narratives that contribute to a persisting system of systemic racism. This includes white men
acting upon racist ideologies and stereotypes about the bodies and behaviors of Black women (i.e. promiscuous,
hypersexual, jezebels, and morally deficit) as their justification for rape. Then, protected by the laws, practices, and
policies of the state, these white men didn’t fear prosecution for the collective rapes. These men, working from the
white racial frame, felt justified in their action knowing that their ‘morality’ wouldn’t be questioned. The white men
were rarely prosecuted; African American women, their husbands, and their families had no recourse but to accept
the benign neglect of the state to not prosecute. In this article, I will discuss systemic racism, the white racial frame,
collective rape, and segregation stress syndrome, which is a collective form of PTSD.
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Introduction
In the field of sociology the focus of empirical research is to shed

light on broader societal issues (i.e. poverty, homelessness, mass
incarceration, obesity). The macro examination of a social issue allows
a sociologist to substantiate an argument with the support of strong
empirical evidence. However, throughout social history, the case study
has been used as micro evidence to make strong arguments about
larger societal issues. For example, the case of Emmett Till exposed the
atrocities of lynching and the brutalization of young Black men in the
south; the church burning in Montgomery where four little girls lost
their lives exposed the violence of church bombings and the brutality
of the Ku Klux Klan [1-3]. In 1923, the racial violence in the town of
Rosewood, Florida, exposed the history of racial cleansing and the
frequency of entire African American communities being driven from
their land, homes, and businesses. These expulsions created an
uncalculable loss of wealth and economic resources for generations of
African Americans [4,5]. In 1991, the case of Rodney King revealed the
brutality practiced by police officers throughout the United States; a
history that is still unfolding in 2017 with several cases of men of color
losing their lives at the hands of police [6]. Indeed, these events show
that one case, coupled with media attention and outcry from the
community can expose the social injustices that occur every day and
go unnoticed and unpunished. The common thread that connects each
of these individual cases is the history of systemic racism in this
country.

In this article, I use the case of Ruby McCollum to examine the
experiences of African American women who were raped and sexually
assaulted in the Jim Crow south utilizing the often-silenced voice of a
victim who resisted. I shed light on the realities of living in a total
institution through Ruby McCollum’s story in her own words. I
contextualize the trial transcripts of her testimony to describe her rape
and underscore an array of social injustices. The history of systemic
racism and the white racial frame has contributed to societal
acceptance of the collective rape of African American women.
Utilizing trial transcripts and other documentation, I reveal the
psychological long-term consequences that rape (a weapon of terror,
power, and social control) had on African American women. These
consequences were compounded by the women’s inability to secure
justice through the legal system [7-9]. Lastly, I use the testimonies of
Ruby McCollum, her family and friends to show that she was suffering
from symptoms related to segregation stress syndrome (a collective
form of PTSD).

Contextual Literature

Jim Crow: A total institution
Today some believe that during the totalitarian the total institution

of the Jim Crow era (1869-1970’s), the only differences in the lives of
whites and blacks were “separate but equal” public accommodations.
In reality, some scholars, like Joe Feagin, have described Jim Crow as
an example of Goffman’s “total institution.” A total institution
consumes and controls every aspect of a group of individual lives,
similar to being institutionalized in prison. According to Feagin [10],
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“some of the characteristics of such a total institution include
controlling a person’s language, regularly humiliating a person, and
denying acknowledgment of a person’s real name. A total institution
also usually entails a rigid hierarchy, extensive economic control, a loss
of personal safety, forced deference, sexual and other assaults, an
inability to protect loved ones, constant surveillance, and suppression
of feelings” (2015: 8). In the total institution of the Jim Crow era, the
main objective was utilizing racial violence and the threat of racial
violence to keep African Americans in their place as second-class
citizens. The techniques to induce fear and social control included
torture, lynchings, sexual assaults and rape, murder, beatings, and
other inhumane treatment (2015: 9). In order for systemic racism and
the white racial frame to be fundamental to society the total institution
is necessary.

Systemic racism and the white racial frame
According to Joe Feagin, “systemic racism involves key societal

features: (1) a complex array of oppressive racial practices
implemented by whites, (2) the unjustly gained privileges and power of
white Americans that result from this oppression, (3) the substantial,
well-institutionalized, and unjust impoverishment inflicted by this
oppression on African Americans, and (4) the extensive white racial
frame that has been used for centuries to rationalize and maintain
white privilege and power over the oppressed.

In the era of Jim Crow, African Americans’ basic human rights were
denied the right to protect family members against white intruders, the
right to work, the right to own property, and the right to walk free of
random acts of racial violence. On a daily basis African Americans
faced the fear of unanticipated physical violence, terrorism, and racial
trauma under the yoke of the attitude of white superiority supported
by the federal government policies and state practices that were
working from the white racial framing of society [11,12].

Indeed, as systemic racism was the thread that connected the cases
mentioned earlier, it was systemic racism and the white racial frame
that sanctioned and implemented laws and policies that led to the
historical practice of disregarding the humanity of African American
women and men.

Systemic racism: “paramour rights”
In his book, Zora Hurston and The Strange Case of Ruby

McCollum, C. Arthur Ellis coined the term “paramour rights”. This
unwritten law gave white men the right to a Black woman’s body
regardless of her age or marital status with no consequence, a practice
that had been around since the days of slavery. It is also important to
note that white judges were operating within the white racial frame (a
deep-seated pro-white positive placement of whites and negative
placement of people of color) and from a system of maintaining the
social institution of systemic racism that had been in place for
hundreds of years. One of their unspoken objectives was protecting the
“paramour rights” of white men while working from the white racial
frame belief that accentuates white superiority, virtue, and moral
goodness.

Systemic racism: Destruction of the black family and black
masculinity

Systemic racism fundamentally contributed to the emasculation of
Black men’s ability to protect their female family members, the
fracturing of African American marriages, and the stereotyping of

Black families as dysfunctional. In most instances, these were
circumstances created by power elites invested in systemic racism;
these elites also had access to and, thus, control of the bodies of Black
women.

During the Jim Crow era, Black men were forced to decide whether
they would stay with their wives or leave after the apparent rape by a
white man. Typically, the birth of a bi-racial child forced families to
deal with the reality. In many instances a black woman would tell her
black husband that the white man forced her against her will. In some
instances, men stayed and cared for the children who were not theirs
biologically. After all, the Black community knew collective rapes were
happening. However, some men left, unable to deal with the reality of
the evidence a biracial child.

The white racial frame: Images, identity, and emotions
Feagin’s white racial frame includes how whites organize the ideas of

who is moral and who is not which includes all people of color. It
includes emotions and the inclination to act on the violence that is an
integral aspect of the white racial frame and systemic racism. The white
racial frame’s focus is on the ideology that whiteness is synonymous
with superiority and fuels the notion of unjust impoverishment for
people of color and unjust enrichment for whites. The notion of unjust
impoverishment includes the raping of young women and girls, who
are impregnated, and are not awarded a conviction or retribution for
the offense. The white racial frame historically has been used to justify
the actions of whites throughout history. The unjust enrichment
includes white ideology that the acts that would otherwise be
considered crimes are justified because of their whiteness. The unjust
enrichment includes the taking of land, profits from businesses that are
owned by Blacks, and the taking of the black body of women and girls.

Segregation Stress Syndrome

Causes of segregation stress syndrome: Racial traumatic
events

For the purpose of this paper, a racial traumatic event is one in
which the individual fears that their life could be in grave danger due
to the actions of one or more members of the dominant group [13].
The probability that they could be badly injured and/or their loved one
could be injured or killed is crucial to the definition. The risk of
developing segregation stress syndrome depends on the severity and
length of the trauma and distress. Along with my examination of Ruby
McCollum’s symptoms of PTSD (segregation stress syndrome) I will
also examine the tenets of the white racial frame and Jim Crow, and the
utilization of systemic racism to ensure continuation of its policies,
practices, and attitudes of superiority. Traditionally, studies on PTSD
often focus on the experience of one individual. However, for this
article I will use Ruby McCollum as a representative voice of a
collective group of women who have been sexually assaulted, raped,
and invisible to the larger society.

Symptoms of segregation stress syndrome
The literature on the causes of posttraumatic stress syndrome

(PTSD) and symptoms are extensive. PTSD has been studied in
returning veterans, Holocaust survivors, rape victims, and others
victims of trauma. With the exception of Holocaust survivors, PTSD
usually focuses on the experiences of one individual [14]. Segregation
stress syndrome is the result of the long-lasting racial violence that
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occurred during the Jim Crow era and thus focuses on African
Americans as a collective group. Preliminary research indicates that
experiencing, witnessing, or hearing about a traumatic event can
trigger symptoms of PTSD.

The symptoms of segregation stress syndrome include prolonged
states of fear and avoidance, which is manifested in an inability to be
around the individuals that perpetuated the trauma. In addition,
symptoms include anxiety, individual and collective forgetting of the
event, denial that the traumatic event occurred (forgetting), rage,
shame, being emotionally upset when you recall the event or the
memory of it invades your thoughts, and hyper-vigilance in regards to
the individuals who carried out the traumatic event. Historically, the
notion of hyper-vigilance has been called “paranoia” in reference to
African American communities. However, segregation stress syndrome
involves the individual and/or collective group becoming hyper-
vigilant due to the uncertainty as to when another traumatic event will
occur.

Methodology
The historical case study of Ruby McCollum required an extensive

review of books, magazine articles, newspaper clippings, and trial
transcripts. I analyzed and cross-analyzed many documents to
accurately represent the experience of Ruby McCollum from distinct
but integrated perspectives including her own words during the era of
Jim Crow. In addition, I utilized the documents that included
interviews with family members and friends who knew Ruby
McCollum before the rapes began and who witnessed the dramatic
change in her after the rapes and during her trial. The newspaper
articles (Jet Magazine, Ocala Star-Banner, Pittsburgh Courier,
Suwannee Democrat, and Daytona Beach Morning Journal) included
the actual words of Ruby McCollum, family, and friends. In addition,
individuals in the above articles provided detailed information
describing Ruby’s physical appearance, demeanor, and behavior before,
during, and after the trial. After the events of August 3rd and the
ensuing trial, we only get to hear Ruby McCollum speak in her own
words twice: through interviews with Jet Magazine in 1958 and The
Ocala Star-Banner in 1980. Ruby McCollum in both instances insists
that she doesn’t remember anything about the events of August 3rd,
exhibiting the symptoms of collective forgetting and/or denial that are
characteristic of segregation stress syndrome. The information in the
article relies on the notes and letters published in several books, trial
transcripts, newspaper articles, documentaries, and magazines. Ruby’s
McCollum’s story is compelling and offers the larger society an
opportunity to glimpse the horrific experience of collective rape
sanctioned by the law of African American women during Jim Crow.

The rape of ruby McCollum
Ruby McCollum was a well-to-do, married African American

woman in Lived Oak, Florida. Her husband, Sam, ran an insurance
agency and an illegal bolita (numbers) operation that involved paying
off many of the town’s leaders. One of the town’s doctors, Doc Adams,
who treated the McCollum family as patients, began raping Ruby in
1948.

Systemic racism: Details of the rape
According to Ruby’s trial transcript and the authors of the book, The

Trial of Ruby McCollum, the first time Doc Adams raped Ruby was in
her home in 1948 (Ellis and Ellis 2003:439). At the trial, during the

course of answering the prosecution’s questions Ruby revealed details
about the rapes. Ruby revealed that Doc Adams continued to rape her
at both her home and his office until his death on August 3, 1952. She
stated that there weren’t any set times or dates:

Well, he [Doc Adams] told me this way: He said, “When I call you,
if I can come out there you say, Yes, I need you’ or ‘someone is sick,’
and if I call you and someone there that would hinder me from doing
what I want to do, you say, “No, I didn’t call you; that was a mistake.”

Doc Adams had derived a scheme to determine if Ruby’s husband or
other members of her family or friends were present. If Sam, Ruby’s
husband, picked up the phone the doctor would hang up. Ruby’s
husband, Sam, was a self-made wealthy man who ran a lucrative bolita
business in Live Oak, with the assistance of Ruby. Indeed, wealth didn’t
shield Ruby and Sam McCollum from the traumatic events that
occurred in Black communities during Jim Crow. Before the rape, Doc
Adams was Ruby’s family doctor, he delivered her second child, and
treated her for colds and other illnesses.

However, in 1948, in Ruby’s home, in the bed she shared with her
husband Sam, this doctor violated all ethnical, moral, and state laws. In
the Jim Crow south the raping of Black women by white men, in most
instances, went on with impunity. Ruby McCollum was a college-
educated bookkeeper with impeccable style, upstanding morals, and
substantial wealth. However, this social standing didn’t protect Ruby or
her family from the traumatic events that would impact them for years
to come. In a Florida courtroom under oath Ruby states:

Dr. Adams came out to my house that afternoon before the morning
of the beginning of this sexual relationship and he told me that
afternoon, “I will be back in the morning as soon as I finished all of my
work, I will be back and I will show you what I was talking about and
he came back out there [the house the] next morning about nine-thirty
and took me upstairs and laid me down on the bed and began the
intercourse, and when it was finished he left, and he said, “I will be
back some other time. You call me some other time.” I said, “Yes, I
will.” I didn’t call him directly or in three or four days, and so he came
out to the house and I wasn’t there; when I got back he was out there,
and I said, “I didn’t know you were coming to my house today.” And he
said, “You didn’t call me but I came back out her[e] for the same thing I
had before.” I said, “Yes, OK.” And he said, “I want you to understand
this now. I am not up for any foolishness and you are not green, and if I
ever have to tell you about it again you will be sorry of it.

Clearly, the wording that Ruby utilizes to describe the rape sounds
almost mechanical, “he took me upstairs,” “he laid me down on the
bed,” “began the intercourse,” and “when it was finished he left.” In
most instances, one of the places where individuals feel the safest is in
the privacy of their own home. However, Doc Adams took that sense
of security away from Ruby by raping her and then threatening her life.
Doc Adams was clear in his warning to Ruby; she was a strong woman
who came face to face with Doc Adams and she knew what the
warning meant for her and her family. In the book, Jim Crow’s Legacy,
nearly 100 older African American respondents were interviewed;
several of the respondents mentioned that if a man saw a woman they
wanted they just took her [10]. We see in Ruby’s statement that Doc
Adams didn’t fear the police, prosecution, or Ruby’s husband, Sam. He
felt he had the right to stop by her house, at any time of the day, and
rape her. In the quote, the idea of the metaphor that Ruby wasn’t green
is questionable green in terms of money or green in terms of her
understanding of what paramour rights were in the Jim Crow south.
This statement could have implied that she was not a virgin and
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understood that in a society that has a foundation of systemic racism
that she knew that she had no choice but to allow Doc Adams to do
whatever he wanted to do with her body and that there would be
severe consequences for her and her family if she didn’t comply.

Systemic racism: Black women pregnant with rapist’s child
Ruby’s testimony about the pregnancy exemplifies the historical

foundation of systemic racism. Throughout history Black women have
given birth to the child of their rapist. In the testimony Ruby recalls the
circumstances of the birth of her first child with Doc Adams:

I became pregnant in 1951 in October. She was born July 15, 1950.
No, this was in 1950, and the baby was born in 1951. Now she is a year
old. Maybe fifteen months old. He [Dr. Adams] told me to go to
Valdosta to Dr. Saunders at Little-Griffin Hospital. I went there and the
baby was born there. I stayed three days and came back to Live Oak.
They [Dr. Saunders and Dr. Adams] were first cousins; I understood
him to say. He [Doc Adams] came out the next morning after I came
home that afternoon and begun treating me and until the tenth or
twelfth day was up he came out pretty near, practically, every day, and
he treated the baby and me; he took care of the baby and he took care
of me until I got up. [Did you ask Dr. Adams for the birth certificate?]
Yes, I did I told him that I had not received a birth certificate for my
baby yet, and I was supposed to receive a certificate around a month
after the baby was born, and I asked him if he would get it for me, and
he told me, “Why, I have it, and I am going to keep it until you tell me,
until you do as I say do. He told me that the baby’s name was made in
his last name.

We see that Ruby had no control over her body, her child, or her
future; Doc Adams made all decisions about what was happening with
Ruby during and after the birth. Indeed there were some
contradictions in Ruby’s testimony and her interview with Jet
Magazine; this is symptomatic of segregation stress syndrome. In the
case of Ruby McCollum, Doc Adam was clearly threatening her life.
She understood that systemic racism allowed Doc Adams to
understand that he didn’t have to fear the police, the legal system, or
retaliation from Ruby’s husband. Her fear is legitimate in that she had
no protection. According to a local neighbor, “He (Doc Adams) felt
comfortable to stop by her house anytime of the day to rape her” [15].
Ruby continues her recollection of the incident with Doc Adams:

Doc Adams continued, “I am not afraid and I don’t want you to be
afraid of it. No one is going to bother me. That is definite. I told him,
“ok.” And that made me begin to be afraid of him. In other words, I just
was so worried, I had to either yield or maybe die I suppose that was
what would happen, so I couldn’t tell him no; any time he came out to
my house it was all right, and he continued this for about quite a while.
In 50’s was when I spoke to him this way; I said, “I am almost afraid.”
And he said, “Afraid of what?” And I said, “Well you know what I will
be afraid of.” He said, “That doesn’t make any difference.” And I said,
“Why not use one of those things?” and he said, “What is that?” and I
said, “Use a diaphragm.” He told me, “To hell with a diaphragm. I don’t
use such things as that.” Then later on, along about October to
November, around November it was I spoke to him and told him what
had happened. He said, “I know it. I knew it to start with. You don’t
have anything to worry about.”

The rape and the subsequent pregnancy are the events that triggers
segregation stress syndrome. In addition, Ruby is fearful that Doc
Adams might kill her if she refuses him. In the total institution of Jim
Crow white men didn’t concern themselves with the repercussions

from the husband and male members of the family. The family
understood (from experience) intervention could lead to the death of
everyone.

A society that has a foundation of systemic racism allowed Doc
Adams the freedom of not fearing any reprisal from either Ruby’s
husband or the criminal justice system he had paramour rights.
Although many in the town were aware of the relationship, nothing
was said or done about it. As African Americans, Ruby and Sam would
have been at risk of lynching if they accused the white doctor. One of
Sam’s friends was quoted, “Sam was broken up, and he couldn’t believe
Ruby would do this to him” (Jet Magazine 1958: 53). Indeed, here we
see that the burden of the rape and subsequent pregnancies are placed
at the feet of Black women rather than the powerful white men
committing them or the state sanctioning them. The state sanction of
rapes and the long-term consequences of rape, pregnancies by the
rapist, and no support from the law can take its toll on Black families
and it took its toll on Ruby’s mental stability.

During the period of the ongoing rapes, Ruby suffered from mental
illness and was twice hospitalized for nervous symptoms. It was also
believed that Doc Adams was giving her drugs. In addition, Doctor
Adams’s fathered Ruby’s fourth child, Loretta, A year later she was
again pregnant by Doc Adams which lead her to go to his office on
August 3, 1952, and shoot him four times and kill him. Ruby
McCollum was arrested for the murder of Doc Adams and the day
after the shooting of Doc Adam’s Sam reportedly died of a heart attack.

Ruby McCollum: The murder and the trial
On a hot and humid Sunday morning, in Live Oak, Florida, in

August 1952, shots rang out that broke the usual quiet Sunday
morning church services. On this Sunday morning, as Sam McCollum
accompanied his oldest daughter to church services, his wife, Ruby
McCollum, a well-educated prominent 37-year old African American
woman, left her home, with daughters Sonja, 7, and Loretta, 1. The
speculation in the community was that Loretta (her biracial child) was
the child of Doc Adams. Ruby McCollum was considered one of the
most financially successful and powerful women in Live Oak and was
well known for dressing well, caring for her appearance, and
purchasing the best that money could buy. On this hot summer day,
Ruby stepped out of her blue Chrysler car wearing a brown dress and
matching brown sandals. She brought her children to Doc Adams’
office because she didn’t have a babysitter. She left her two children in
the car. Ruby reported that when she entered Doc Adams’ office that
morning they were on the best of terms.

Courtroom setting
At her trial in Live Oak, Florida, Ruby McCollum testifies in detail

about the first time Doc Adams raped her. On August 21, 1952, Ruby
McCollum, a small framed, modestly dressed, 5’2” tall, Black woman,
sat in a hard wooden chair, with her hair pulled back in a tiny ponytail.
She was, reportedly, visibly suffering from stress and fear. The
courtroom was warm; Ruby sat slouched over in a hard wooden chair
scanning the courtroom in which she was surrounded by a white
judge, an all-white male jury, and a community of white citizens, many
of whom were patients of Doc Adams. The only Black face she was able
to see was that of her attorney, John Cogdill. In 1952, at the height of
Jim Crow, Blacks were legally segregated and forced to sit in the
upstairs balcony where they were unable to make eye contact or show
Ruby support.
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It is not surprising that Ruby McCollum’s trial drew national
attention: a wealthy African American woman had shot and killed a
white doctor and elected political official. It was not only Ruby who
was on trial, but also the entire system of Jim Crow practices in Live
Oak, Florida and beyond, and it all unfolded as the nation watched.
The respondents in the interview project mentioned earlier believe that
there wasn’t anything (including money) that Sam and Ruby
McCollum could have done to protect their family and business. It was
always going to come to this point where a choice would have to be
made in terms of Doc Adams. Ruby’s life was full of agony, pain, and
shame. Doc Adams, the man Ruby is accused of killing, was someone
she trusted to both heal her and deliver her second child, Sonja. In the
documentary, “You Belong to Me,” this author stated:

They (whites) didn’t want to think that Doc Adams was a man that
would sleep with a Black woman, would rape a Black woman over and
over again, would beat her, harass her, torment her, terrorize her, drug
her without her consent. I mean what type of person would do that?
Doctor Adams was that Kinda Guy.

During the era of Jim Crow, powerful white men could rape women
with impunity from the law and, in most instances, from the spouses,
fathers, and male figures in a woman’s family.

Ruby’s testimony: Doc Adam’s office
According to trial transcripts, Ruby McCollum recalled the events of

August 3rd after she got out of her car and entered Doc Adams’ office:

I went to the doctor’s office, and when I first got there it was full of
people. I left my two children in the car. Since it was full of people I
stayed in the car with the children for a while. Later on I went back to
the office and went in and sit down. I sat there for a while? and talked
with some more of the people that was waiting there until the doctor
came out and when he came to the door he told me to, “Come on in,
Ruby,” and I said, “OK” I said, “Are you folks ahead of me?” and he
said, “That is all right, you can come on in.” I walked in and I told the
doctor that I had a pain in my right shoulder or arm; that I couldn’t
hardly get in and out of my clothes when I first get up in the morning.
He gave me a shot of penicillin. Then I asked him: “Doctor, I owe you
for two calls don’t I?” and he said, “Yes, and this one will make three.” I
said, “that will make three.” I gave him ten dollars and he gave me back
one dollar, and I put the money in my bag. Then I thought about the
bill. When he came back I said, “Dr. Adams, a bill came out to the
house for Sam for a hundred and sixteen dollars. Doc Adams asked,
“Who is Sam?” Ruby replied, “My husband.”

Ruby is still required to pay her bills to Doc Adams in spite of the
fact that he has been violating her human rights by raping her without
consent or freedom of choice. In addition, he appears to not know the
name of Ruby’s husband who had been caring for his daughter and
raising the child as his own.

Doc Adams said, “Yes, I am going to get my money too if I have to
turn him over to the County Judge.” So I said, “I have a hundred dollar
bill I will pay on it. May I peep and see who made that bill?” and he
said to see Thelma about that. I said that is all right just give me a
receipt for it, please. I said, “Then I will owe you how much?” And he
said, “Ten dollars” and I said, “OK” I said, “I will bring it back
sometime when I come in next week,” and he said that would be all
right. Where we were at that time I was leaning on that table in the
back.

Ruby’s inquiries into the bill don’t appear to be the main emphasis of
this exchange between Doc Adams and Ruby. It was reported that Doc
Adams was receiving kickbacks from Sam’s bolita business (Evan) Ruby
continues explaining what happened in Doc Adams’s office after she
got the signed receipt:

He [Doc Adams] told me to get on the table. I told him well can I
wait until another time and he said no, he said, “I want you to get up
there now.” I said, “Well, maybe I can’t get up there today.” He said,
“Yes, you can get up there today.” Then I told him why, and he ran in to
me and grabbed me and starting pounding me and he began hitting on
me and beating on me with his fist, and he told me that I don’t ever
intend to do anything else he asked me to do: and I told him, “I do
whatever I can when I can.” And he continue hitting me and then he
turned around and grabbed the gun and stuck it in my stomach and I
pulled it away from him and he snatched it back, and I grabbed it again
and the gun went off, and it went off again, when he fell, and it went off
again, and he makes out of the room and went and stood up in the
door that entered into this room where the chairs are. He stood there a
while and gradually he went down to the floor and he laid there flat
out. He laid something like that. Anyway, when I started out by him he
grabbed the gun out of my hand. When he grabbed the gun out of my
hand I asked him to give me that gun, please, and he wouldn’t give it
back to me right then. After a while I asked him for it again and I
caught his arm that way, and I don’t know anything else that happened.

In addition, while in jail, Ruby miscarried and there were
suggestions that she was given something to terminate the pregnancy.
An all-white male jury tried ruby, and the judge blocked most of her
testimony about the rapes and her biracial child. The judge also placed
a gag order on her that prevented her from giving any interviews. She
was found guilty of murder and sentenced to execution. Her attorney
filed numerous appeals and in 19xx the Florida Supreme Court
overturned the verdict on a technicality and ordered a new trial. By
this time Ruby’s mental health had broken down, and her attorney
successfully argued that she was mentally unfit to stand trial. The judge
committed her to a state mental institution where she remained for 20
years.

Segregation stress syndrome
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, segregation stress syndrome is

the result of the long-lasting racial violence that occurred during the
Jim Crow era and thus focuses on African Americans as a collective
group. Preliminary research indicates that experiencing, witnessing, or
hearing about a traumatic event can trigger symptoms of PTSD.

Rape: High probability of segregation stress syndrome
The traumatic event of rape has the highest probability for the

victim to develop symptoms of individual PTSD and collective PTSD
(segregation stress syndrome) [16-21]. In addition, fear of the
individual and/or the individuals that belong to the perpetrator’s group
is a common symptom. Indeed, Ruby is fearful that Doc Adams might
kill her if she refuses him. Also, Ruby is afraid and anxious that she
might get pregnant as a result of the rapes and suggests that Doc Adam
use protection. His response, “to hell with a diaphragm,” clearly shows
that he is not afraid of what will happen if Ruby gets pregnant. Ruby
states, “[I]n along about October to November, around November it
was I spoke to him and told him what had happened [22-30].” Ruby
was pregnant. On July 15, 1951, she gave birth to Doc Adams child,
Loretta. It was no secret to the citizens of Live Oak that the baby was
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the “biracial” child of Doc Adams and Ruby. Due to systemic racism,
African American men during Jim Crow understood that resisting the
will of white men came at a cost; possibly the death of the man and his
family, lynching, his house being burned to the ground, and more.
These traumatic events coupled with the inability to assist your love
ones leads to rage, shame, and sadness, all symptoms of segregation
stress syndrome.

Consequences of racial traumatic events: Ruby’s mental state
The consequence of racial traumatic events is segregation stress

syndrome and the symptoms include denial, shame, rage, anxiety, and
collective forgetting. During Ruby’s testimony she mentions, “I was
frightened and I don’t remember all that stuff.” Ruby never did recall
details of the event that happened on August 3, 1952. In spite of Ruby’s
continuous inability to ‘recall’ the details of the events of August 3,
1952, she was deemed mentally fit to stand trial by Dr. William
McCullagh who had been treating her for years. Dr. McCullagh was
ordered by the court to examine Ruby and gives this contradictory
testimony about Ruby’s mental stability states:

As authorized in the court order dated September 29, 1952, I have
made a neuropsychiatric examination of Ruby McCollum, and report
that Ruby McCollum is not psychotic (not insane) at the present time.
It is my opinion that she was not psychotic (not insane) at the time of
the alleged offense [31-36]. I have been treating this patient for a
nervous disorder classified as a psychoneurosis depressive and
hypochondria being the predominating symptoms I treat this patient
for a nervous disorder, and the name of the nervous disorder I said was
psychoneurosis depression and hypochondria being the predominant
symptoms. I treated her and put her in the hospital in Jacksonville,
January, February, and May all in 1952 (Trial Transcript 1 1952:24)

Note, Dr. McCullagh stated that he had been treating Ruby for years
for depression and a nervous condition. He felt that her condition was
serious enough that on two different occasions before the killing of Dr.
Adams, Ruby had been hospitalized for her mental conditions. The
doctor continues his testimony by explaining the depression and
hypochondria diagnosis for Ruby. The doctor states:

I can tell you what I meant by depression and hypochondria. By
depression I meant she was emotionally despondent or blue and
worrying, and by hypochondria I mean that she was preoccupied with
feelings that she was having. For example, she was complaining of
discomfort of her chest, but X-rays of her chest and examination of her
heart and lungs and blood pressure was made and noting was found.
She was also complaining of pain in her back and lower abdomen and
we made studies of that area and many X-rays of that area which were
interpreted to be normal. [And that is what you meant by
psychoneurosis and hypochondria?] Yes, Sir. (Trial Transcript 1
1952:25).

Ruby McCollum explains in her trial testimony that Doc Adams
frequently physically abused her if he didn’t get his way. It is not
unreasonable to deduce that some of her symptoms were the result of
those beatings from Doc Adams. The judge decided that based on the
information Ruby McCollum was in full possession of her mental
faculties and therefore was ordered by the judge to stand trial for the
charge of murder in the first degree [37-40]. Here we see the
criminalization of the victim and no mention about the unlawful acts
of Doctor Adams. In addition, Ruby’s loss of memory is a symptom of
segregation stress syndrome. According to Marita Sturken states, “the
prevelant notion of forgetting as a form of illness, a loss of self, and a

threat to subjectivity” (Evans 2006:117). The nature of cultural and
collective forgetting is a mechanism for coping with the experiences of
trauma during Jim Crow.

Ruby’s interview: Jet magazine
In 1958, Ruby McCollum agreed to an interview with Jet Magazine

under the watchful eyes of the Florida State Hospital for the criminally
insane where she had spent the last five years. Ruby reportedly
apologized for her lack of makeup. In the article, Jet Magazine
reported:

Ruby confided in her Negro attorney, Releford McGriff, she had lost
Sam back in 1948 when she bore Dr. Adams a daughter [41-45]. She
lost him (though they continued to live together) (Jet Magazine p. 53)

As shown in the trial transcripts, Ruby didn’t mention this at all
while testifying. Furthermore, the children and grandchildren of
survivors are at heightened risk of developing symptoms due to the
intergenerational transmission of segregation stress syndrome. The
intergenerational transmission of trauma to the children and
grandchildren has been well researched and documented with
survivors of the Holocaust and their families. According to Jet
magazine, Ruby stated:

The morning Dr. Adams delivered Loretta, [he] called Sam into the
bedroom and told him: “Sam, I love all my children niggers and white
and this is my baby. I want you to treat it right and see that it gets
proper care. And I don’t want you bothering Ruby, do you
understand?”

In the Jet Magazine article, there are gaps between Ruby’s testimony
at the trial and the interview she gave to Jet Magazine. However, the
interview with Jet Magazine presented some gaps or at minimum
discrepancies with Ruby’s official testimony. Ruby testified that Dr.
Adams delivered Sonja, not Loretta. In addition, Ruby didn’t mention
the conversation between Sam and Doc Adams after returning home.
Indeed, the conversation might have taken place but with nearly 30
objections and warnings by the judge there was no record of this in the
testimony [46-52]. In fact, forgetting, denial, and the inability to recall
details of the traumatic event are symptomatic of segregation stress
syndrome.

According to Jet Magazine, “Sam, king of the Suwanee County
numbers racket and a shrewd businessman who had parlayed nothing
into more than $300.000 300,000? died the next day. From a “heart
attack.” The magazine went on to discuss a conversation with Ruby
McCollum and family members. According to the Jet Magazine
reporter, Ruby states:

The oldest and youngest girls are living with my sister in New Jersey.
They write to me often. I want to see them and be with them so bad, I
just don’t know what to do. The middle girl lives in Osceola, Fla., with
my brother. And Sam Jr. still lives in Live Oak. When I get out of here I’
going back to Live Oak to live. Isn’t it a nice place? I’ve been to
Chicago, Detroit, and I’ve lived in Poughkeepsie, N.Y. but I love Live
Oak better than any place I’ve been.

Here we see Ruby reminiscing about her life before the traumatic
events began at the hands of Doc Adams. The reporter for Jet Magazine
wrote that Sam Jr. had no reservations to accepting the dwindling
family wealth [53-61]. According to Jet Magazine Sam Jr. states:

I hope I never hear the name McCollum again. You don’t know what
it’s like to be pointed out everywhere you go. I have to carry this name
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to the grave. My mother’s up there and leaver her be” (Jet Magazine,
page 52-53).

Sam Jr. was not alone in his wishes to be separated from the family.
According to Jet, Ruby’s brother had the same sentiment, “I love my
sister, but I don’t want to see her. I’m trying to pick up the pieces of my
life now and go on living. A man can only stand so much without
cracking up (Jet Magazine pg. 53).

According to Jet Magazine, Sam Jr. shared what Ruby was like in the
last year. Sam Jr. candidly speaks about the change in his mother. He
states, Ruby went ‘stir crazy,” she cursed her jailor daily and she also
cursed Matthew and tormented him, accused him of trying to poison
her. Matthew had to sample all food and drink in her presence.

We see the fracture that has permanently impacted the business, the
family, and Ruby’s freedom. All of these events are connected to the
actions of Dr. Adams who raped, drugged, and abused Ruby
McCollum [62-65]. In 1980, Ruby agreed to be interviewed by the
Ocala Sun-Banner. The two interviews were the only times, other than
at the trial itself, when Ruby was able to speak publicly about her
experiences. Her attorney secured her release in 1974 on the grounds
that she was not a danger to herself or others. She lived another 18
years without any further discussion of the incidents that led to her
shooting Dr. Adams.

Conclusion
In the Jim Crow South the aftermath of the murder for the Black

and White communities in Live Oak was volatile and fragile. The trial
in which an all-white male jury found Ruby guilty (a foregone
conclusion), and sentenced her to be executed in the electric chair was
not surprising. The African American community was surprised she
had a trial. The eyes of the country were on Live Oak and the system of
Jim Crow; instead of death Ruby McCollum spent over 20 years in the
Black section of Chattahoochee, Florida’s State Mental Institution for
the criminally insane, which has a history of horrific treatment of its
patients. In this article we have discussed paramour rights, rape, the
dismantling of the black family, and segregation stress syndrome. In
this article, one of the many symptoms of segregation stress syndrome
is denial and collective forgetting. Ruby recalled many of the details of
the event that happened on August 3, 1952. In addition, we have some
testimony about what happened in Doc Adams office on that day.
However, another symptom of collective PTSD (segregation stress
syndrome) is a lapse in memory (denial and forgetting). Ruby’s
memory and the details of the events of August 3rd will never be fully
known. On May 23, 1992 at the age of 82 Ruby McCollum passed away
(Evans 2006:131). The child that she had with Doc Adams has moved
from Florida and lives in upstate NY. Loretta has not discussed and
continues to refuse to talk about the events that led to her birth, the
death of her father, and the institutionalization of her mother. She has
instructed her daughters to do the same. In 2014, two film producers
came face to face with Loretta’s daughters and Ruby’s granddaughters.
The two young women had one comment, “we are respecting the
wishes of our mother and we will not discuss anything” (private
communication with Jude and Hillary).
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