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			Praise for A Few Days of Trouble

			 

			
				“The murder of Emmett Till is an inflection point in the story of America—a moment of particular and of universal significance. In this moving and important book, the Reverend Wheeler Parker Jr. and Christopher Benson give us a unique window onto the anguished search for justice in a case whose implications shape us still…. A vital and absorbing book.”

				—Jon Meacham,
Pulitzer Prize–winning author of And There Was Light

				“Everyone should read this compelling account to understand why we must continue to fight for justice on all levels.”

				—Carlotta Walls LaNier,
author of A Mighty Long Way: My Journey to Justie at Little Rock Central High School

				“Emmett Till’s murder changed the course of American history. Like so much of our history, the truth of it has been shrouded and distorted, but Reverend Parker’s riveting book reveals new details about Till’s life and community, as well as shocking twists in the decades-long quest for justice. It’s a precious contribution to our shared history, and I am grateful for it.”

				—Heather McGhee,
New York Times bestselling author of The Sum of Us

				“A critical piece of a story that has haunted America for more than sixty-five years is finally revealed—it is in this book that we begin to understand the core components of the movement we know as Black Lives Matter.”

				—Alicia Garza,
author of The Purpose of Power and co-creator of #BlackLivesMatter
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					“And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”

					—John 8:32
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				Introduction

				 

				July 12, 2018. Breaking news. The Associated Press was first with the story, which moved across the media and into public attention like wildfire. “US Reopens Emmett Till Investigation, Almost 63 Years After His Murder.”[1]

				According to this story and the others that followed, the FBI had reopened the Emmett Till murder investigation—an investigation conducted between 2004 and 2006 looking into a grisly lynching that had occurred in 1955. There was no conviction in the 1955 murder trial. No indictments handed down by a Mississippi grand jury in 2007, after that part of the FBI investigation. No more hope for justice. The cold case had grown even colder, and it seemed like nobody ever would answer for Emmett.

				Now in July 2018, according to the news, things were heating up all over again. Reportedly, renewed government interest in the case was connected to new information, most likely a revelation published in a book by Duke University senior scholar Timothy Tyson.

				The book claimed that Carolyn Bryant Donham now admitted she told a lie on Emmett Till—a lie that had cost him his life on August 28, 1955.[2]

				The quality of the reporting now was different from the reporting I had endured for nearly sixty-three years—reporting that had carried mistakes, misinterpretation, misrepresentation, and very often seemed to validate her lie if only by repeating so much of it. The horrible loss of my cousin, my best friend, had been made all the more painful because of the distorted narratives I had been forced to read and hear over the course of three generations. Now there would be new action, according to stories reported with greater care and context by the AP, The Washington Post, The New York Times, and echoed by so many other conversations. And we, the family of Emmett Till, responded for the record.

				“It’s a prayer come true for her to recant,” I told The Washington Post.[3]

				What I knew at the time of the July 2018 reports, however, was what only a few other people knew. Four things, really. First, the Emmett Till case launched by the federal government in 2004 never had been closed—not completely, anyway. Several years of research, interviews, document analysis, an autopsy, and a grand jury inquiry, and no conclusion. So the dormant case—at least the FBI investigation—really hadn’t been reopened in 2018 as reported. Maybe just reawakened, nudged a little.

				Second, while this latest phase of the investigation was news in the summer of 2018, the information presented by the stories actually had been revealed in a federal report earlier and published on the US Department of Justice website that year, in March, four months before the media reports were published. There it was on page 17 in part 2 of the DOJ report following references to two other cases the department had opened: “The Department has re-opened In re Emmett Till, a case which had been listed as closed on prior Reports, after receiving new information.”[4] This boring bureaucratic blurb had gone unnoticed at first, as it was just a routine checklist item resting there in a quiet space halfway through the report. Now, four months later, it was reported as breaking news. But even more, that March announcement came a year after several surviving Till family members and I had attended a meeting with government officials in Oxford, Mississippi—a meeting to discuss the case, to consider a way forward. And in that meeting, federal and state officials told the family elders what they planned to do, after hearing what we wanted them to do. So, this was hardly news to us. “This came as no surprise to members of the family,” cousin Airickca Gordon-Taylor told The Washington Post.

				Third, the July 2018 media reports pointed to the investigation’s potential focus on Carolyn Bryant Donham, who, years earlier as Carolyn Bryant, had been at the center of it all—the lies that led to Emmett’s brutal lynching, the lies that framed him and provided the justification for his murder in the racist culture of the Mississippi Delta. Still, she only represented half of the equation. For quite some time, I had known about the other half—a revelation hidden inside a revelation—and had promised to keep quiet while the government investigators and lawyers looked into every aspect of it. Not even all our family members could know that other part, given concerns that any leak could affect the outcome.

				Fourth, the way forward in this latest phase of the investigation—the reawakening, the nudging—was what some people might call ironic. I prefer to call it divine intervention. You see, in a very important way, it all was made possible by Emmett Till. His death inspired the law that gave new life to the murder investigation—the Emmett Till Unsolved Civil Rights Crime Act.

				This book is about all that—all that and then some. It presents a multidimensional search for justice stretching back to Emmett’s murder. It presents my personal story, that of a survivor of the night of terror—August 28, 1955—when Emmett Till, our beloved “Bobo,” was taken from us. It presents an emotional experience, one I’ve spent sixty-seven years suppressing. And it presents a process toward healing, one I share with so many family survivors of horrific spectacles—the photographed lynchings of the last century by criminals in hoods, and today’s video-recorded murders executed by criminals with badges.

				I have come to recognize that the story of Emmett Till is larger than Emmett Till himself. Larger and longer lasting than even our family’s cries for justice. It is the story of power, and the way that power is used to put Black people in our place in society. The way it is used to keep us there. The way it is used to punish us when we step out of our assigned place. Bird-watching in Central Park.[5] Jogging in Georgia.[6] Standing our ground, protecting our home, our castle, in Louisville.[7] Playing with a toy gun in a public park in Cleveland.[8] Walking through a gated community at night.[9] Or yes, this too, pulling a childish prank at a tiny store in Money, Mississippi.

				The story of Emmett Till, today, is also about power over the story itself—the way the story is told and who gets to tell it. Sadly, so many storytellers have seemed more interested in appropriating the story, making it their own, and elevating themselves as heroes somehow just for telling it. I am taking back the power to define it, to tell it, to preserve it as best I can. After all these years, Bobo’s truth has not been told—not completely, anyway. This book is an attempt to accomplish that. And in that, to achieve some measure of justice, if only because we clear the record of so many errors and out-and-out lies in a number of the stories about Bobo—the Emmett Till I knew so well.

				His mother tried to take back his story, just before she died in 2003. She wrote in her book published after her death that when many people wanted to tell the story, they would use her name, Emmett’s name, and then write about themselves. She wanted us to know her son. She wanted us to know what was taken from her with his murder and what was taken from all of us in the absence of justice for his murder. She remembered her son in loving ways. Of course a mother is going to see her child in that way—a good way, the best way. That’s her job. That’s the truth that beats in the heart of a mother. I want the same thing she wanted. And maybe even more. While I feel like I was handed the baton in this long-distance journey to justice, there are parts of this story Mamie couldn’t possibly know because, sadly, she didn’t live long enough to experience them. And then, too, there are parts of Bobo’s story she lived and didn’t know. Let’s just say that, as one of the boys on the block, I might have a unique perspective on Bobo. In that way, I might have known him—a big part of him—even better than his mama did. At least I knew him differently. After all, his mama knew the Emmett who wanted to go out and play. I knew the Bobo who played his mama. But that is all part of showing the fully developed person, the human being who wasn’t recognized or respected as a human being by the men who took his life, and so much of our lives, too. In a way, it is that humanity that has been missed over the years by writers who really don’t realize how their race affects their view of the world and the people in it. They are not racists. But they have biases they don’t even see. And that’s a problem. A big one when it comes to seeking and telling the truth. Especially our truth.

				There is more still. Recent protests against abuse of power and demands for action show that America is getting awakened—once again. But this national conversation is only just beginning. There still is a need to put it all in context—historical context, as well as social context. Emmett Till should have been the beginning and the end of this conversation on racism and racial violence. But we still are talking about it. We still are experiencing it. That is why we see the resurrection of Emmett Till—at least his name—every time another African American life is taken by someone whose power over the Black body seems to include the power to destroy it, and to get away with it. We saw it in 2012 with the slaying of Trayvon Martin and the beginning of the Black Lives Matter Movement. To know Emmett Till is to know Trayvon Martin. And Michael Brown. And Tamir Rice. And Eric Garner. And Philando Castile, Laquan McDonald, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd. And on and on and on. Emmett Till was the first Black Lives Matter story.

				That is the story I live every day. The story I tell here in this book. You see, I was there at the house, the house of my grandparents, my uncles, their house on the plantation in the Mississippi Delta, on that night of terror when White supremacists exerted their power over us—their power to take one of us away. I have been carried back to that house repeatedly over the past sixty-seven years, carried back by the memory of something I once wanted so much to forget. I am a witness, a truth-bearer, the last authentic voice on this story.

				And now you will be there with me as it all unfolds—bearing witness to the witnessing. Everything I learned over the years since we lost Bobo: the things I learned about racism, about politics, about all the people who wanted to own the memory of Emmett Till or make themselves part of this powerful story, if only because they were retelling the story. Sad to say that, in too many cases, people obviously were retelling the story for the wrong reasons. To make money, yes, but also to remake themselves.

				For so many years, I never really wanted any part of it. There was no reason for me to try to elbow everybody out of the way, like too many other people have done, to take exclusive ownership of the memory of Emmett Till in public. I was content to remember Bobo in my own way, until one headline after another kept turning up the volume in the quiet space of my memories. One after another, the news stories were heating up this cold-case story, people began to ask questions, and other people began to speak to those questions. With all the wrong answers.

				I have known the truth; I was there back in Argo, Illinois, where I met Bobo when he was only five years old. Back on those Southside streets of Chicago where we hung out. Back at that store in Money, Mississippi, one fateful summer evening. Back at our family home. In the Delta. In the dead of night.

				I have known the truth. I became a minister in the years after they took Bobo away from us, a pastor of the very church that had been built by his grandmother Alma. I have known the truth. The wonderful truth you enjoy with your closest friend. The horrible truth you endure when that friend is taken from you in the most vicious, violent way.

				I have known the truth, all right. When you quietly say your prayers, you hear the truth. When you fulfill your ministry, you live the truth. When you stand at the pulpit, you speak the truth. And, when you are a man of the cloth—as I am—you always stand in the pulpit, no matter where you are.

				So, finally, I had to stand up for the truth I knew, whenever the Emmett Till story started churning again. Beginning in 1985 with the thirtieth anniversary of Bobo’s lynching, when Rich Samuels of the Chicago NBC station, WMAQ, came calling. And I’ve been standing up every time a new story would break since then and many times in between: at conferences and commemorations and colleges, talking to young people all across the country, helping them understand their debt to our history, urging them to affirm their dedication to our future.

				That is why I decided to tell the story. The whole story. The true story. Here, in this book, where I can share with you how a personal tragedy can lead to a great public responsibility—a duty, an obligation to make a difference. I survived a night of terror for a reason, a purpose. I feel blessed that my purpose was revealed to me, even as it was through the pain and suffering of tragic loss. Now I feel challenged by that purpose every waking moment of my life. And I am determined to live on purpose.

				This work did not come easily and I did not come easily to it. Much of the credit is due to my wife of more than fifty-five years, Dr. Marvel Parker, a member of the Summit, Illinois, Board of Trustees. A super-talented grant writer, who contributed mightily to the development of our community, she has had the discipline to keep me focused on sitting down to tell this story even while managing our hectic professional and personal lives. We were joined by Chris Benson, a journalist and lawyer I met in 2002 when he was working with Mamie on her book. We have kept in touch over the years and even participated in a number of public events together. He agreed to help us put this book together and even to serve as our attorney in navigating the bumpy road we have traveled in making it happen.

				What you will read here is one part personal memoir and one part FBI investigation. They are connected, these two things. The investigation drives the memory; the memory informs the investigation—two themes that play out on parallel tracks. On one level of this journey, you are in the “room” where it happens—sometimes in meetings, sometimes by way of phone and email briefings—as I do my best to assist the FBI, the Department of Justice, the US attorney for the Northern District of Mississippi and the district attorney for the Fourth Circuit Court of Mississippi. You’ll get an insider’s view of the process of FBI cold-case investigations—what crime reporters taking overnight notes from the back seat of a police squad car like to call a ride-along. On the second level of this journey, you are there in the intimate space of my own reflections, as I am compelled to relive my personal experience hanging out with Bobo—doing what boys do when their mamas aren’t looking—even while I resurrect the trauma. Emmett Till’s fateful kidnapping. The sight of his mutilated remains. Called upon now by government investigators and lawyers to reexamine the circumstances surrounding Bobo’s death, a painful drilling of traumatic memory for anything that might be used to move a case.

				There also is a tension that quickens the pulse—as well as the pace—of this narrative. A political drama playing out in today’s Washington, DC, that in some ways echoes the politics of 1955 and raises concerns about whether the current investigation might be limited somehow by a racial project that has moved from the indifference of the administration of Dwight D. Eisenhower to the outright hostility of the administration of Donald J. Trump. This concern becomes all the more compelling with personnel shifts in the nation’s capital and beyond, the people we come to trust with the course of this probe—the career people—who wind up leaving the government, leaving us to worry about the course of events to follow. What meaning can we draw from these departures? Will the conclusions of this investigation be left at the mercy of the politicians at the top, as we have seen in other cases? Even as I began to write this, there was uncertainty about who ultimately might be in power to draw it all to a conclusion. Just what might that conclusion be? What might the motivation be? Legal? Social? Political? At the beginning of the journey that unfolds here, these were the kinds of questions that could keep you up at night.

				They also are the compelling questions that have driven my journey: Ultimately, what does justice mean in the resolution of a sixty-seven-year-old cold case? What does justice require? In the end, what do we take from this story that might move us forward through protest and policy?

				As we consider answers, we have to recognize that the story of Emmett Till is not just an African American story. It is an American story. You cannot begin to understand the history of the United States in the last half of the twentieth century without understanding the Civil Rights Movement. You can’t understand the Civil Rights Movement without understanding the story of Emmett Till—the way we were, the way we are, the way we need to be in order to move forward into a new experience of shared power. And if we have observed anything in recent years, it is that Black people are not the only ones who experience abuse of power. We truly are all in this together now.

				Following the 2020 killings of Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, some young activists were heard saying, “This is our Emmett Till moment.”[10] In his last essay published in The New York Times after his death, Representative John Lewis flipped the script when he wrote that Emmett Till was his George Floyd.[11] Many other civil rights and Black Power activists have said that the slaying of Emmett Till marked the beginning of their activism. But what does all this mean? We can’t even begin to answer that question without setting the record straight, and taking away a deeper understanding of the Emmett Till moment I lived through and continue to live through every day I live.

				This is my story. The story of an investigation that was reawakened in 2017. The story of my participation and my process in that participation. Raising questions. Answering the questions. Questioning the answers. This is the story of my search for answers and the revelations along the way of a nearly four-year journey that took a lifetime to understand.
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			White Lies

			The year 2017 started off with a lie and a confession.

			First, the lie. It was told by Donald Trump—a small thing, really, but a big deal to him. He claimed that the crowd attending his January 20 presidential inauguration was the biggest ever, even though the entire nation saw a different picture in an aerial photo showing vast empty spaces on the Capitol Mall where the inaugural crowd stood. That was just the first of more than thirty thousand false or misleading statements by Trump that would be documented by The Washington Post over the next four years.[1]

			It was the confession revealed that January, though, that wound up dominating the attention of so many of us. At the center of it was a much bigger lie than the one Trump told. It was the lie that had cost the life of Emmett Till in August 1955, the lie that forever changed the lives of all the rest of us: Bobo’s family, friends, other African Americans, people all across the country who were not related but were connected anyway by race and the threat of racial violence. This lie changed the course of our history.

			The confession was published in news stories about the soon-to-be-released book The Blood of Emmett Till, written by Duke University senior scholar Timothy Tyson. Right there in chapter 1, on page 6, first paragraph, last line, was a four-word revelation by Carolyn Bryant Donham: “That part’s not true.”[2]

			The part that’s “not true,” Tyson told us in the book, is the part a twenty-one-year-old Carolyn Bryant testified to under oath in the 1955 murder trial of her husband, Roy Bryant, and her brother-in-law J. W. Milam. The part about how she claimed Bobo accosted her in Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market in Money, Mississippi, how she swore he grabbed her and propositioned her.[3] The story she must have practiced for several weeks before she told it and acted it out in a white-hot Tallahatchie County courtroom in the Mississippi Delta on September 22, 1955.

			“This nigger man came in the store and he stopped there at the candy case,” she said from the wicker witness chair back then. With coaxing by Sidney Carlton, one of the five defense attorneys representing her husband and his half brother, nudging her through her story, she went on from there. After this “man” picked out his candy, she said, she held out her hand for the money. “He caught my hand,” she said, with a “strong grip.” While he was holding on to her hand and before she “jerked it loose,” he said, “How about a date, baby?” Frightened, she swore in her courtroom testimony that she ran toward the back of the store and “he caught me at the cash register” where “he put his left hand on my waist, and he put his other hand over on the other side.” That’s when she claimed he spoke again. “What’s the matter, baby. Can’t you take it?” And, after freeing herself, “You needn’t be afraid of me.” And then, he boasted to her that he had had sex “with white women before,” although she claimed he used an unprintable word to describe “sex.” That’s when “this other nigger came in the store and got him by the arm.” He turned around and said, “Goodbye.” She said she ran from the store to get her pistol from the car outside.

			That’s when it happened. The one thing all the stories about this moment have in common. Emmett Till whistled. The wolf whistle that echoed for years in the many stories that were told about her story and about Bobo.

			Hers was a lie that was meant to justify the brutal ritualistic torture and lynching of a fourteen-year-old—as if anything possibly could justify that. Fortunately, Judge Curtis Swango dismissed the jury before she told this story. Unfortunately, he did not dismiss the angry capacity crowd of White spectators, who got the word to the jurors. According to the Tyson book, what she was saying now was that what she said back then in a court of law was “not true.”[4]

			That revelation came as a shock, but not as a surprise. The shock was that she finally was telling the truth. But we were not surprised by the truth she told. We’d all known it to be true for so many years—those of us who were there standing around on the porch outside the store, who knew what didn’t happen in that store on that day or any other day. Those of us who knew Bobo had a severe stutter and couldn’t say all those words. And yet even though we always believed the truth would be told one day, we still were shocked by the telling on the day it finally was told.

			The public reaction was exactly what you might expect. And what you might never expect.

			For my part, there was great joy, satisfaction that the true story finally was being told, that Emmett Till had been exonerated. He had done no wrong. From then on, when I would go out to tell the story, I would not be confronted by people suggesting that my cousin got what he deserved. Yeah, people actually have said that, or suggested it with their skeptical expressions. One such experience happened at my own high school when I was invited to talk about the story and my personal connection to it. One male student asked, “Why are we here? Till misbehaved.” That kind of reaction is so disturbing to me, for obvious reasons that go beyond my own personal relationship. First, the facts had been distorted. Second, even if you believed that Bobo had been out of line, what about due process? Some process that might investigate claims and decide on the appropriate punishment. Instead, dismissing Bobo as a wrongdoer who deserved what he got basically is a way of supporting people who take the law into their own hands. In my experience as a public speaker, there are many people out there who seem to accept that idea.

			That is part of the reason why I had been suffering on multiple levels for so long, trying to convince people that I was the one telling the truth. That even though the media kept repeating the story Carolyn Bryant had told, that didn’t mean it was true. So I felt a deep sense of relief that Timothy Tyson finally had gotten this woman to admit that she had lied. Even so, while there was great joy in the revelation, there was great sorrow just because of the reminder of the injustice. The reaction to that injustice is what led to the position taken by so many others after hearing the news, including members of our extended family. As you might expect, there were calls to go after Carolyn. Investigate. Prosecute. Lock her up. No doubt about it, I definitely wanted justice, too. I mean, no one should get away with murder, or with playing a role in a murder. Any role at all. Anybody at all. No matter how old they might have become. But what did justice require at that point in 2017, some sixty-two years after Emmett Till was murdered? What did justice mean for the survivors, the family members, who have lived with the unbearable grief of loss every day since? How does our system compensate for something like that?

			What about others who have come to learn about their own place in our society—their lower status—by way of the Emmett Till story? So many others over the years limited their options for fear they’d be punished for stepping out of their assigned place, for simply trying to behave as equals.

			Would locking up Carolyn Bryant Donham—in the court of public opinion, if not a court of law—balance the scales, make it all even out somehow? As far as I was concerned, there was a certain amount of justice even in that.

			The full spectrum of these views was covered by the news media. As you might expect, members of my family were asked for our reaction. “I was hoping that one day she would admit it, so it matters to me that she did, and it gives me some satisfaction,” I told The New York Times.[5] My interview with WTTW, the PBS station in Chicago, went even further. Brandis Friedman, host and correspondent for the station’s Chicago Tonight, spent quite a bit of time going deeper with our family, as she had a couple of years earlier during her coverage of the sixtieth anniversary of Bobo’s lynching.

			Among other things, I talked about the power of the lie that gave Bobo’s killers “the justification” to do what they did, since that lie fed into the racist narrative of African American men “portrayed as rapists,” I said. “So now my cousin can be painted in a different light.”[6]

			Cousin Ollie Gordon talked about how the enduring pain of our family mirrors the pain of so many other Black families. “Each time a book comes out, or the story of a movie comes out, wounds are reopened in our family,” she said, fighting back the tears. “Subconscious grief comes back. Sure his mother’s gone, but her spirit lives within me,” she continued, referring to Emmett’s late mother, Mamie Till-Mobley. “I don’t think a day went by that she didn’t cry.”[7]

			That last point really hit me. It resurrected so much of what had been buried deep inside me. You see, for so many years, I couldn’t cry. But in recent years, it seemed, I couldn’t stop crying. Clearly, the pressure had been mounting—the pressure of convincing people of the truth when they had been so influenced by the lies, the pressure now to see where this revelation might lead us. Was legal justice even a possibility?

			Chris Benson talked about that in his interview with Brandis Friedman. What might the authorities make of this new information? Carolyn had been interviewed by the FBI in 2005 during a two-year-long investigation into Bobo’s murder. During several sessions, she pretty much stuck to the original story she told in court fifty years earlier.[8] So if she was saying now that the courtroom testimony was “not true,” then she had committed perjury in 1955. If she repeated that lie to the FBI in 2005, it was another act of something like perjury; giving false information to the FBI is its own crime. In each case, though, the statute of limitations had expired by the time the Tyson book was published in 2017. If the FBI had been provided information earlier, information about what Tyson included in his book, information he got back in 2008 when he interviewed Donham, the government could have pursued a federal case in time for Carolyn to face some punishment for lying. Sadly, now it was too late. But there was another possibility for the federal government to step in on the basis of this recantation and investigate to see if there were other things that might be revealed—other things that connected Carolyn as an accomplice to some aspect of the murder of Emmett Till. And since murder has no statute of limitations, there could be action taken by the State of Mississippi.

			“To have someone convicted at this point would send a message to the larger population that, no matter how long it takes, no matter how old you get, if you’ve committed a horrible crime, or participated in a horrible crime like this, you will pay eventually,” Chris told Brandis.[9]

			The calls for a new investigation started right away. Congressman Bobby Rush of Illinois and Congressman Bennie Thompson of Mississippi sent letters to US Attorney General Jeff Sessions calling for the Department of Justice to step in.

			While I supported the call for a new probe, and really appreciated that Tyson had made the call for an investigation possible, something else was troubling me, deeply. And it began to surface with the increasing revelations about Carolyn’s confession in this new book, The Blood of Emmett Till. First, the interviews Tyson had with Carolyn reportedly had occurred nearly ten years before the book was published. That would mean most likely 2008. If what was reported was true, that would mean Tyson had Carolyn Bryant’s confession no more than three years after she had repeated her lies to the FBI in 2005—within the five-year statute of limitations on perjury, the deadline for her to be charged.

			“What really angered me was that this man, Timothy Tyson, received this confession of sorts ten years ago, and he had just now released it,” cousin Airickca Gordon-Taylor told Brandis Friedman in that WTTW interview. Airickca, Ollie’s daughter, was an activist and the founder and executive director of the Mamie Till Mobley Memorial Foundation. “And it could have been very essential to the reopening of the case at the time he received the information. It could have helped our family with our plight to get justice for Emmett.”[10]

			She was right about all of that. I had to put aside my gratitude for Tyson’s revelation about Carolyn to consider the value of the published confession now as opposed to its higher value at the time it was made. What was the purpose of holding it for nearly ten years for his book when it might have made an important historical difference to reveal the recantation to the public when she made it? A partial answer already had landed in the in-box.

			On February 22, 2017, the day before the WTTW segment aired, we got an email. Actually, it was my wife, Dr. Marvel Parker, who got the email. She’ll tell you in a minute that I don’t do email, don’t do text messages, don’t do tweets—don’t know how to do any of those things. I was still using a flip phone when all this news was breaking. That should tell you everything you need to know about my technical skills. That’s why Marvel takes the important calls and makes the important appointments for me to speak, or preach, or travel. And that’s why she gets all the emails, like the one that came that day in February from Timothy Tyson. It actually was a short 184-word note greeting me as “Reverend Wheeler” and transmitting a much longer 2,325-word note he had sent to Brandis Friedman the day before, on February 21.

			That note to Brandis was a response to harsh criticism he had received from other members of our family whose basic message was that The Blood of Emmett Till represented more than just the title of Tyson’s book since, it was argued, he and Carolyn Bryant Donham now were profiting off the blood of Emmett Till. In his note—the one to Brandis, not the one to me—he went to great lengths to clarify that Carolyn did not get paid for her interviews (interviews she and her daughter-in-law Marsha Bryant had requested of him, he wrote), and she did not earn anything from the proceeds of the book. In fact, he wrote, “a good deal of the profits are going to the North Carolina NAACP,” since he is a member of the state executive board, works closely with Bishop William Barber, and has lived “a life in the struggle.”[11]

			While it was curious to me that he was quite concerned about his public profile, it was even more striking to me that he didn’t see the Carolyn Bryant Donham confession quote as all that important. “Did anyone with any relationship to or familiarity with this story actually believe that Carolyn Bryant told the truth in court? I did not consider this a big revelation,” he wrote to Brandis. “I am a historian and I do not operate in the 24-hour cable news cycle or the popular press, and so the news value of the interview was not my concern.”[12]

			As I read these words, I kept thinking about the fact that all the promotion for the book, all the headlines caused by that promotion, all the buzz of people reading those headlines focused on that one line, that one revelation by Carolyn Bryant Donham that he now was dismissing as unimportant.

			“I regret that the interview with Carolyn is all that the sensationalist media has chosen to report, since they are interested only in titillating stories that focus on the drama of the white conscience, which is not the object of my historical interest nor the subject of my book,” he wrote.[13]

			There was even more that I found concerning about this note. It was Tyson’s explanation about why he had not contacted a single Till family member in the course of the ten years of research he claimed he had done for the book. “I did not bother Emmett Till’s family for interviews because many others have already done so and repeated versions of their accounts were available to me in many other ways.”[14]

			Early on, when the news broke, I had great respect for what Tyson had accomplished and deep gratitude for his work in getting the confession of Carolyn Bryant Donham. While I still appreciated that fact because of the path it had created for me to continue telling the Emmett Till truth, I was becoming concerned with what I was learning about Tyson’s approach to the whole thing. He wrote that he didn’t want to bother us—never considering that we, too (not just Carolyn), might have new information, or a fresh perspective to provide, after living with this story and its pain for all these years. It troubled me to think that the pain and suffering of the Black survivors, the victims of a horrendous act of White racial violence and terror, were not worth as much as the time he had spent on capturing the story of a White woman—one of the persons involved in that victimization. Interestingly, while he criticized the “sensationalist press,” he also relied on it heavily for his research, the “other ways” he had gotten our family stories, or what the press had claimed were our stories.

			It seems to me that this is a critical part of the problem we are facing in struggling against the weight of historical racism in this country. Too often, the media have been complicit in storytelling that tends to value White over Black, even if only subconsciously in the way the stories are framed. Until recently, there has been an assumption that the White person, whether a cop or civilian, is telling the truth and the Black person, whether a victim or suspect, is not telling the truth.

			I have something to say about this story, whether Tyson relied on my truth or not. After all, I lived through it. There is not a day that has gone by over the past sixty-seven years when I haven’t relived some portion of this experience, starting with the day Bobo walked into that store.

			

			—

			It was Wednesday, August 24, 1955, and just as we had done since that Monday—the beginning of cotton-picking season—we had been picking cotton all morning on the Grover Frederick Plantation. Just half a day. That’s all anybody could take no matter how much money we might stand to make. It had been in the nineties all afternoon. Somehow, nineties in Mississippi is a whole lot hotter than nineties just about anywhere else. Much hotter than Chicago, where I had been living for the past eight years. Bobo couldn’t take it, even for half a day. He had thought it was going to be fun and found out it was work. Work was not fun, and fun was about all he was used to having. Never a dull moment in his life, except for picking cotton, row after row, boll after boll. Backbreaking, hand-blistering, sun-burning work—not much breeze to speak of and a ton of humidity weighing you down. For my part, it had all been good since my nine-foot sack weighed in heavy enough to mean a pretty decent payday. Bobo’s, not so much, actually only about half as much. My little twelve-year-old uncle Simeon even shamed me, pulling in just about twice as much as I did. Yeah, well, he was used to it and I had lost my touch.

			About midday, my uncles, Maurice, Robert, Simmie, my grandfather Moses Wright (“Papa”), and I joined Gramma in the house for dinner. Bobo already was there, had been for quite a bit. He preferred chores inside the house. After dinner (what we called lunch), we all had gone swimming in the lake across the road. Darfield Road. I thought that’s what it was called, although up to this point, we called it Dark Ferry Road just as much. In the future, I would hear another name that fit even more than the others did, one that would tell more about this story than the others could.

			Later that day, my uncle Maurice drove my grandparents to service at the tiny cinder-block East Money Church of God in Christ, the church where Papa used to preach, when he still was preaching. We were going to keep the car and drive around for a while. But since Maurice didn’t have his license, Gramma told him not to drive too far. I only wish we had listened. Instead, we all piled into the car—Bobo, Simmie, Roosevelt Crawford, his niece Ruth, and me—and we went too far, definitely too far: three miles into Money.

			Uptown is what we called it. We parked at Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market, where mostly Black croppers came to buy everything from shoes to fatback. And there was other stuff inside—soda pop, candy, and ice cream—that could attract a car full of teenagers on a hot, muggy Mississippi evening. What got Maurice’s attention, though, was not inside the store, but outside on the porch. A game. Seemed like there always was a game on the porch. Somebody always playing something: dominoes, checkers. No checker pieces, though. Just bottle caps: Coca-Cola, Orange Crush. In the Delta, folks made do, made a way. Maurice sat down to the checker game. The rest of us just stood around for a while, playing a different game. Trash talking with the other kids who were there before we arrived. Somebody always playing something on the porch. Bobo played center in this game. Somehow, he always wound up in that position, the center of attention, bragging about something or other. This evening, it was how different things were in Chicago: big city, big deal, different from here. He even went to school with White kids in Argo. That sure got everybody’s attention. After all, this was the summer Brown v. Board of Education was decided—the second Brown decision, the one that picked up on the first one (the one that had declared “separate but equal” was unconstitutional) and ordered an end to racial segregation in schools “with all deliberate speed.” White folks in the South were up in arms about that. The kids on the porch knew that even talking about it could mean trouble. In fact, Black kids from Chicago could mean trouble. Black kids who talked about going to school with White kids. That might encourage Black kids here in the Delta to want to do the same thing. The thing the Supreme Court said they finally could do and White folks warned they would fight to the death to keep them from doing.

			I took a break and went into the store to get some soda pop. The woman inside didn’t look too much older than me. She was a White woman, though, so I knew to be careful with what I said, what I did, and even how I looked at her. In fact, I knew not to look at her—not directly, anyway. I knew this place and my place in this place. I had lived near this place, first seven years of my life. I knew that a sixteen-year-old Black boy like me could get lynched just for reckless eyeballing. So I didn’t look at her. More like looking in her general direction but not exactly at her when I was paying for my soft drink, wondering how much of the porch talk she could hear through the screen door. That’s when Bobo came in. It made me nervous, him being there. Nervous about him having his “Yes ma’ams” and “No ma’ams” in order. If he didn’t, there could be trouble. I reacted without thinking much about it, knowing how rambunctious he could be. I left with my bottle of soda pop.

			As soon as I came out, Maurice sent Simmie in to be with Bobo because, despite the drill his mother had taken him through before he left Chicago, Bobo still didn’t seem to know the ways of the South. We were relieved when it didn’t take too long before they came out. Bobo hadn’t been in there nearly long enough to have said all that Carolyn said he did, even in a normal conversation let alone with his severe stutter. The way he got stuck on the kind of words she swore he said, we would still be waiting for him right now to finish saying all that. So Simmie and Bobo came out and we were relieved. Then Carolyn came to the door. She stepped outside and was looking around at us, like she was curious about all the talking and laughing. Almost like she didn’t want to be left out. Nothing unusual about something like that back in Chicago, or even Argo, I guess. But I was on edge here in the Delta. For some reason, it seemed like something was about to happen, the way everything gets real calm just before a big storm hits. So I was waiting. And that’s when everything happened. Bobo whistled. That wolf whistle that we all heard.

			Carolyn started moving toward a car parked alongside the store. It was a determined move, an aggressive one. Somebody said she was going for a gun. That’s when we all broke and ran to our car. Now Bobo knew he had done something wrong—very wrong. Inside the car, he kept shouting at Maurice to get moving. But somebody had dropped a cigarette on the floor and Maurice was not about to drive off until we found it. Bobo kept shouting at him until finally, we found the cigarette and took off down Darfield or Dark Ferry—or whatever it was called—to make the three-mile drive back home.

			A short way down the road, just as we were starting to breathe easy thinking we had made a clean getaway, somebody spotted some headlights trailing us. Panic set in. We were sure they were coming after us. We all shouted at Maurice to pick up speed. But that old ’49 Ford was doing the best it could just holding it together. It had no first gear, and the rest of the gears seemed to be ready to give out on us. Meanwhile, the headlights on the dark road behind us kept getting closer and closer, gaining on us, until Maurice decided to pull over to the side of the road. Now we were really scared. What was he doing that for? Didn’t take long for us to get the answer, as he jumped out and started running into the deep cover of the cotton field next to the road. Right away, the rest of us jumped out after him. Except for little Simmie, who just lay down across the back seat.

			As we ran, the ripe cotton bolls knocked against our legs so hard that Bobo finally fell down. All at once, we fell to the ground with him, to protect him against whatever was about to happen. From that position, we watched that mysterious car get closer and closer and closer to our car until we realized that it was not slowing down. It just kept on going down Darfield Road, a road that was beginning to take on its new frightening identity. One that would seem to change with the telling of the many stories people recalled in that place. Stories that might have started out like this one did, but ended up differently. Stories about Black people who were driven down that road before they were killed and dumped in the river.

			In the deep Delta drawl, Darfield Road easily slid on the tongue to sound more like Dark Ferry Road and ultimately like what we would hear later. Dark Fear Road.

			

			—

			After reading the February 22, 2017, email from Timothy Tyson, I was left to puzzle over the truth he had revealed, over the lie that we always had said was a lie but now was validated only because a White researcher had revealed it. I considered what that original lie had cost us and whether the value of the long-overdue confession was enough to compensate for that.

			Over my eighty-three years, I have learned a lot about lies. White lies, we’re told as kids, are the little ones, the harmless ones. Because of what I have experienced in my time on this planet, I know now that the White lies are the big ones, the ones that do the most harm. I’m talking about the lies that support Whiteness, like the one told by the Trump administration, about the “largest audience ever to witness a presidential inaugural, period.”[15] Much bigger, much better than the Black predecessor’s inauguration turnout. White lies can look like truth beyond a reasonable doubt. A White lie can set a 911 call from Central Park far past the nearest New York police precinct to orbit around the world. “I’m going to tell them there’s an African American man threatening me.”[16] A White lie can send an innocent Black man to prison and set a killer cop free. A White lie can set a lynch mob on an innocent Black man. Or a Black boy. A fourteen-year-old Black boy. Barely fourteen. Just three weeks fourteen. A White lie can turn a murderer into a victim and a childish prank—a whistle—into a capital offense.

			

			—

			I don’t accept that lie.

			In his note to me, Timothy Tyson suggested that we perhaps meet on a trip to the Chicago area he might be able to arrange in promoting his new book. He wanted to talk.

			At this point, I had no interest in talking to him about why he had no interest in talking to me all the years he had been working on his book. I didn’t accept the invitation.

		

	
		
		
			2

			 

			What Is Life?

			When the Carolyn Bryant Donham confession story broke in January 2017, FBI Special Agent Walter Henry knew what he had to do. In his twenty-three years with the bureau, his natural curiosity had been refined and focused into sharp investigative skills. They had served him well in his work—not only in important civil rights investigations in Mississippi from his post at the bureau’s state field office in Oxford, but also in federal civil rights investigations halfway across the country.

			Special Agent Henry had been assigned to investigate the choke-hold death of Eric Garner, working with DOJ civil rights attorney Kristy Parker and others from “Main Justice” out of Washington, DC. The 2014 case first came to national attention with the viral video of Garner being restrained in a choke hold by New York police officer Daniel Pantaleo. As just about everybody knows by now, Garner was heard on the video saying eleven times “I can’t breathe,” before he finally died in what the medical examiner ruled a homicide. A homicide caused by a choke hold.

			In October 2016, US Attorney General Loretta Lynch had shaken up the federal civil rights investigation into Garner’s death.[1] The case against Pantaleo had been stalled. There had been no local grand jury indictment. There was a dispute between the US Attorney’s Office of the Eastern District of New York and the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice on whether a federal civil rights case should be filed.[2] It seems that Attorney General Lynch felt a case could be made. After all, she had been US attorney in the Eastern District of New York before becoming attorney general and was there in New York when Garner was killed.[3] The decision was made to bring in an experienced civil rights team from outside New York. That is why Henry and Parker got the nod.

			Now, even with the Garner investigation still under way, it seemed that Henry would have another high-profile matter to consider with the published recantation of Carolyn Bryant Donham.

			He definitely had his work cut out for him. Just reviewing the Emmett Till file was a huge undertaking. Some eight thousand pages of documents had been put together between 2004 and 2006 and reviewed by the Mississippi district attorney and grand jury for another year. Among these documents was the transcript of the murder trial of J. W. Milam and Roy Bryant, along with extensive research and interviews.

			I know something about the challenge he faced, since I am one of the twenty-four “Persons Involved” listed in the report. Some living, some dead. Some witnesses, some victims. Some named, some redacted. I was positioned to watch it all unfold in 2004, nearly fifty years after the crime was committed and two killers were acquitted. It’d been nearly fifty years since President Dwight D. Eisenhower ignored the pleas of Emmett’s mother, Mamie, to intervene. It’d been nearly fifty years since FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover questioned whether Mamie was being influenced by Communists in seeking justice for the death of her son.

			When this massive file was compiled in 2004, a federal investigation was stepping up—a little over fourteen months after Mamie’s death, five months after the publication of her book, Death of Innocence: The Story of the Hate Crime That Changed America, three months after her congressman, Chicago Democrat Bobby Rush, became the first member of Congress to call for a federal investigation by way of a congressional resolution he introduced,[4] and just a week before Mamie’s book was honored with a Robert F. Kennedy Book Award. Finally, it came. A federal investigation into the 1955 murder of Emmett Till.

			“The Emmett Till case stands at the heart of the American civil rights movement,” according to a May 10, 2004, statement released by R. Alexander Acosta, assistant attorney general for the Civil Rights Division at DOJ in announcing the national government intervention.[5] “This brutal murder and grotesque miscarriage of justice outraged a nation and helped galvanize support for the modern American civil rights movement. We owe it to Emmett Till, and we owe it to ourselves, to see whether after all these years, some additional measure of justice remains possible.”[6]

			Of course, any measure of justice at all would have been “additional” at that point, since there never had been any justice for Bobo in the first place. After all, his killers had gotten away with it and his family was left to endure the lies about him that were repeated each time his story was told.

			Acosta’s statement made it clear that, if any justice would come from this federal investigation, it would not be from a federal indictment. The five-year statute of limitations on any possible federal claim on a civil rights violation had passed years earlier. Instead, the federal government would put its resources to work searching for evidence that could be used by the State of Mississippi in handing down murder indictments against anyone who might have been involved in Emmett’s death.[7] There is no statute of limitations on state murder charges, or on manslaughter charges.

			We all were excited about this news, even though some skeptics in the family wondered whether this action by Acosta and the DOJ might just be a ploy by the George W. Bush administration to divert the country’s attention. (There had been a great deal of media coverage of the Abu Ghraib scandal involving allegations of abuse of Iraqi prisoners by US forces in the Middle East.[8]) So, even as we all rejoiced in the announcement, some family members continued to keep a watchful eye on the developments—developments that would lead to rising tensions and factionalism in the family.

			On the positive side, at least things were starting off a whole lot differently than they had back in 1955. In 2004, there seemed to be a spirit of cooperation between the state and the feds, between Democrats and Republicans, between the office of District Attorney Joyce Chiles (a Democrat and the first African American elected to serve as prosecutor for the Fourth Judicial District of Mississippi) and Jim M. Greenlee, US attorney for the Northern District of Mississippi (a Republican and a Bush appointee). Greenlee’s office would preside over the FBI investigation and then hand over the file to Chiles for a Mississippi grand jury to consider.

			As Special Agent Henry worked his way through the case file in January 2017, it was clear this 2004 collaboration was not the beginning of the story, and the latest revelation by Carolyn Bryant Donham meant that it would continue. There was plenty to go through—much more than you ever will find in an FBI case file. Even one as extensive as this one.

			

			—

			During the 2002 holiday season after Christmas, just before the New Year, Mamie Till-Mobley got a call from somebody she had never heard of. Getting a call from a stranger was no big deal—her number was listed, she was easy to find. But what the caller said to her was a big deal—a very big deal. He wanted to help start an investigation into the death of her son.

			At eighty-one, Mamie had been hit with quite a few offers, pitches, assurances, and scams. People would say just about anything to get close to her and her story. As she said once, people suggested producing versions of her story that would use her name, use Emmett’s name, and then make up the rest. One celebrated Black journalist, the late George Curry, had helped to get a book contract with her and then never wrote a single chapter. (She had to return the book advance to keep from getting sued by the publisher, according to her attorney, Lester Barclay.) Some people would promise to help her seek justice, only to help themselves to her files and keepsakes—things that never were returned. By this time, she felt a certain urgency about everything, about clearing up the loose ends of her life, much closer now to her death. She was in desperately poor health. Failing eyesight, heart problems, kidney failure. She was on dialysis three times a week. The clock was ticking on what would wind up being the last two weeks of her life. She seemed to know she would not have much time left to set things in motion. To finish the book she had been working on for the six months leading up to this moment. To seek justice for her son after nearly fifty years. So, even though she was wary at first of this mystery call, she was moved by the passion she heard coming through the phone and the vital need she felt to get something started, something she most likely would wind up leaving behind. Emmett was an only child. She was an only child. What else did she have to leave the world but her story and some sense of triumph over racial injustice? She agreed to meet with the mystery caller and learned that he already was on his way, driving to Chicago from Kansas City, Missouri.

			Immediately, Mamie called Chris Benson, who had been working with her on her book and running interference during moments like this one. Chris would be there to meet this person, to ask the questions Mamie might not consider, to calm her anxiety, help her evaluate. Help her avoid another scam. This was important. There was no time to waste. The clock was still ticking.

			After that intense moment of soul searching, the appearance of the man on her doorstep was not a great confidence-builder. Alvin Sykes, an activist from Kansas City, was threadbare, unpolished, unschooled. But as he and his professional partner, Don Burger, sat with Mamie in her dining room, photos of Bobo looking over her shoulder, Chris taking copious notes, there was a special quality that emerged. It was spiritual. Sykes was a Buddhist, with an aura that connected with Mamie, a devout Christian. It set a context for the credentials he laid out for her in explaining how he, along with Burger, would develop a plan for an investigation into Bobo’s murder.

			Sykes had a record of success in reaching just outcomes in other matters, campaigning in Kansas City to desegregate schools, lobbying lawmakers to lower the age of jurors serving in Missouri from twenty-one to eighteen, and getting the Justice Department involved in a couple of civil rights cases. His most celebrated case rose from the beating death of musician Steve Harvey in a public park restroom. Laying the groundwork in that case involved an intense period of study at the public library for Sykes, a high school dropout. He found a federal law that protected people’s use of public spaces, and the Justice Department was able to use that research to help mount a successful case in convicting Harvey’s killer.[9]

			What she heard, what she observed was how Sykes would turn his energy, his Zen-like focus to the Till case. Sykes wanted to contact both the federal and state authorities to share with them his proposal to open an investigation. And he wanted to be sure he had Mamie’s blessing before attempting to convince the authorities that there still were issues to be investigated in connection with Bobo’s lynching. If nothing else came from his efforts, she reasoned, it would at least serve as another chapter—likely the final chapter—of the book she was writing. Along with her blessing, Mamie gave him a contact: Keith Beauchamp.

			A little more than three years earlier, she had welcomed Beauchamp, a young amateur filmmaker, into her home because he had provided a very persuasive and unique reference letter—from his mother. In her letter, according to attorney Barclay, Beauchamp’s mother asked Mamie to give her son a chance—a chance he had not been given by others due to his youth and inexperience. Mamie was moved by another mother’s plea, and she gave him that chance—sitting for video-recorded interviews with him. Beauchamp had talked about turning his recordings into a documentary and submitted a detailed, structured contract to Barclay for Mamie to sign. The contract with Beauchamp’s Big Baby Films provided for various uses of those recordings—television, cable, movie theaters—at various levels of compensation. But rather than sign this exclusive contract with Beauchamp—concerned it would have kept her from making other deals—she wound up signing with acclaimed documentarian Stanley Nelson for an American Experience documentary to air on PBS stations. Even so, she continued to talk with Beauchamp, who had told Mamie about the sources he had developed in his work.

			There had been all kinds of stories and names floating around the Delta for years after Bobo’s death. In Mississippi, tales could grow tall in the summer heat and the fertile ground of people’s imagination—just like cotton, spun into narrative yarn. Whether legend, or lore, or lies, Beauchamp took note of these tales, and somehow they got repeated and reported, but never proven.

			His first sources were University of Alabama history professor David Beito and his wife, Stillman College associate professor Linda Royster Beito, chair of Stillman’s Department of Social Sciences. The Beitos had collected a great deal of documented facts about Bobo’s murder during their years of research on the work of Mississippi civil rights activist Dr. T.R.M. Howard, who, along with Medgar Evers, had taken an active role in the Emmett Till murder case.[10] The Beitos’ research was not based on legend or lore or lies, but on documentation, and it included at least two key witnesses in the case.

			On January 6, 2003, Mamie was supposed to talk with Keith Beauchamp and Alvin Sykes. She was anxious at the time, preparing for an accelerated dialysis session so that she could travel to Atlanta the following day. It was the beginning of the extended celebration of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday, and she was scheduled to deliver a keynote address at King’s Ebenezer Baptist Church. Apparently, Alvin had convinced Beauchamp that he could build a case, and the two of them had convinced Mamie to support Sykes in forming the Emmett Till Justice Campaign.[11] That January 6 follow-up call never took place. Mamie suffered a massive heart attack. She died that day.[12]

			Following Mamie’s death, Alvin continued to work to fulfill the commitment he had made to her. To keep the promise he had made in that first conversation he had in her home, and the last call he ever would have with her on the phone after that. Known for his tenacity, he somehow was able to arrange a meeting with US Attorney Jim Greenlee and others in the Oxford, Mississippi, office. He shared a copy of Stanley Nelson’s powerful documentary, which had aired on PBS stations that January before going on to win Peabody, Emmy, and Sundance awards. Alvin also would introduce authorities in Oxford to my uncle Simeon Wright, whose personal story was gripping. Simmie’s narrative was emotional. It was powerful. He humanized the story about the kidnapping and murder of our cousin, and the acquittal of the confessed murderers. And yet Simmie’s impassioned plea and the scope of injustice set out in Nelson’s documentary would not amount to much if there was no legal basis to investigate. And there could be no investigation if there was no chance of prosecuting somebody. The feds were not going to investigate just for the sake of doing it, no matter how moving the story might be.

			Alvin had an answer for that. It was one that had emerged in his hours and days in the Kansas City Public Library, his careful reading of law books, and his persistent follow-up questioning of lawyers. One of those lawyers was Richard Roberts, a former DOJ Civil Rights Division attorney, who went on to become chief judge of the federal district court for the District of Columbia, and a mentor of Sykes.[13] For Sykes, this intensive research was like digging for something precious. Finally, he hit it—struck gold with a big assist from Judge Roberts. And he explained it all to Chris Benson for a Chicago Tribune commentary.

			In 1976, Antonin Scalia was an assistant attorney general in the Office of Legal Counsel at the Department of Justice when he was given a special assignment. He was challenged to find a legal justification
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In August 1955 the body of Emmett Till,
a l4-year-old black youth from Chicago,

was found in the Tallahatchie River. On
September 23, in a five day trial held in
this courthouse, an all-white jury
acquitted two white men, Roy Bryant and
J. W. Milam, of the murder. Both later
confessed to the murder in a magazine
interview. Tills murder, coupled with
the trial and acquittal of these two
men, drew international attention and
galvanized the Civil Rights Movement
in Mississippi and the nation. -
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