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Praise for The Barn

‘Haunting … The Barn is part investigative journalism, part  catharsis … The story meanders like the myriad tributaries of  the Mississippi. The writing is often breathtaking, brutality  amplified through perfectly crafted prose.’
Gerard DeGroot, The Times

‘With a passion for truth and justice, and a fierce determination  to dig for the secrets, Wright Thompson has produced an  incredible history of a crime that changed America.’
John Grisham

‘Extraordinary … Not only an intimate history of the tragedy, but also a deep meditation on Mississippi and America … The Barn is serious  history and skillful journalism, but with the nuance and wallop of  a finely wrought novel … Describes not just the poison of silence  and lies, but also the dignity of courage and truth.’
Washington Post 

‘It literally changed my outlook on the world … incredible.’
Shonda Rhimes

‘To say Wright Thompson’s latest book is about Emmett Till’s murder would be to undersell its scope and the author’s ambition … Thompson spent years reporting and building relationships with Till’s surviving relatives and friends, and interspersed throughout the narrative are  his own reckonings with growing up white in the Mississippi  Delta … A sensitive, deeply reported book that will make  you reconsider everything you thought you knew about   Till’s lynching and its place in American history.’
Books of the Year, TIME

‘A gut-punch of a book … Foregoing the harrowing photos  that emphasize Till’s martyrdom, Thompson dives instead into  family trees, court transcripts, witness memoirs and more to  unearth the enormous human tragedy we forget at our peril.’
LA Times 

‘This wild, deranged country I live in only made partial sense to me until I read Wright Thompson’s new book, The Barn … Till’s murder is the sin  America can’t get past, and the honest conversation we can’t have.’
Taffy Brodesser-Akner, Books of the Year, Observer

‘Seven decades on, Wright Thompson casts new light on the brutal night that sparked the civil rights movement … The original casket in which young Till was buried is now on display at the Smithsonian Institution’s  Museum of African American History and Culture. Lines are long. Mainly because people stay a moment to pay tribute but also because many are not familiar with what happened. Perhaps The Barn will bring the nation back to the understanding of the words of the founding director of the museum, Lonnie Bunch III. This is not just  African-American history, this is “American History”.’
Financial Times 

‘Powerfully pieces together the true story of a horrific  murder in the Mississippi Delta in 1955.’
Books of the Month, Independent

‘Every generation you get a few writers with the engine of a 747 and the skill of a wizard. We see it in Ward, Wright, Faulkner and Trethewey. And that finely crafted motor is on full display in this work by Wright Thompson. The Barn is the new standard in research and book-making.’
Kiese Laymon, author of Heavy: An American Memoir

‘Powerful and unflinching … What’s unforgettable by the end of Thompson’s book is just how thoroughly this country was built on a belief that some people were worthless and expendable because of  the colour of their skin … Books like The Barn offer some  hope that America can heal its oldest and deepest wound.’
Associated Press

‘A diligently researched, and beautifully rendered story … The  land, the people, and circumstance are vivid on every page.   With integrity, and soul … Thompson teaches us that history  is the most important ghost story there is to tell, and that  we – the haunted – must be healed.’
Imani Perry, Professor in African and African   American Studies, Harvard University

‘This book is not only a retelling of the crime … He brings a  local’s intensity to the project: the book is as much about his  neighbors, and even his kin, as it is about his country.’
New Yorker 

‘Terrifying and humbling, The Barn is a chilling examination  of the American strain of a nasty human disorder: the slow  immolation that some communities initiate when they choose  enabling mythologies, deceit, silence, injustice, and willed  ignorance as their moral orders.’
 Boston Globe 

‘Thompson writes with a tone of relentless urgency at once  tempered by a deep reflection on what becomes, ultimately, a  seemingly unavoidable trajectory, a cataclysmic inevitability – the consequences of material greed and cruel disregard.’
Natasha Trethewey, former United States Poet Laureate  and winner of the Pulitzer Prize in Poetry

‘A gripping, thoroughly researched account of the night   Till was murdered – in a barn just over 20 miles from   Thompson’s family farm – and the cover up that  followed (and continues to this day).’
LitHub 

‘When an all-white jury found Emmett Till’s killers not  guilty of murder, the story became an international scandal,  and in this riveting investigation Wright Thompson  uses it to frame a devastating history of racism  in the American South.’
Books of the Year, Sunday Times

‘In this arresting, insightful book, Wright Thompson takes a  deep dive into the historical record to guide us on a compelling, thousand-year international journey of power, greed, corruption  and injustice, leading inevitably to the lynching of Emmett Till.’
Christopher Benson, Associate Professor, Medill School of   Journalism and co-author of A Few Days Full of Trouble:   Revelations on the Journey to Justice for My Cousin and   Best Friend, Emmett Till 

‘Thompson’s expertly integrated narrative takes in both the  sweeping saga of land and race in Mississippi and individual  stories … The Barn is a book about memory, its fragility  and its resilience, and its intimate but often invisible  connection to the ground we stand on.’
Books of the Year, Slate

‘A profoundly affecting, brilliantly narrated story of both an  infamous murder and its unexpected consequences.’
Kirkus Reviews 

‘This book combines serious journalism and reporting with  nuanced writing to look in depth at the brutal murder of Emmett  Till. The book dives into the how and the why, focusing on the  state of Mississippi itself and the role of property,  money, power, and white supremacy.’
Buzzfeed 

‘You’ll almost be able to feel the gumbo mud … The   Barn is a tale that’s hard to read, but also one you  can’t look away from.’
Philadelphia Tribune 

‘The Barn is the perfect combination of suspense, history,  and truth … Through meticulous research and a gripping  narrative, Thompson reckons with the complexities  surrounding this case and the systemic corruption that  relentlessly works to bury the truth.’
SheReads
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I



THE BARN




Willie Reed awoke early Sunday morning to the sound of mockingbirds. Mosquitoes hovered and darted on the bayou behind his house. The cypress floorboards creaked beneath his feet as he stepped outside into a wall of humidity. Local kids like Willie had a name for the little riffles rising from the dirt: heat monkeys, animated like a living thing. A Mississippi Delta sunrise is feral and predatory; even at 6:00 a.m., the air feels hot on the way in and stagnant on the way out. Daylight had broken an hour before Reed started his short walk to Patterson’s country store,1 one of the many little places out in the country that sold rag bologna and hoop cheese. It was August 28, 1955. His grandfather wanted fresh meat to cook for breakfast. Willie was eighteen years old, with a boyish face that made him look at least three or four years younger. Delicate lashes framed his almond-shaped eyes. His girlfriend, Ella Mae,2 lived a few miles south on Roy Clark’s plantation.

Late August meant they were a week into cotton-picking season. In a few hours, after church ended, hundreds of men, women, and children would be pulling nine-foot sacks through the rows of cotton on the other side of the road. The past few growing seasons had been hard on everyone but for the first time in two or three years the price looked good enough for farmers to clear a little profit, depending on the whim of the landlord.3 Reed and his family worked for Clint Shurden,4 one of eighteen siblings who’d all left sharecropping behind to form a little empire around the Delta town of Drew. The Reeds usually made money for a year of work, and Clint also paid Willie three dollars a day to help him out around the place.

The people on the other side of the narrow dirt road never made a dime working for their landlord, Leslie Milam, who’d moved into the old Kimbriel place a few years back. Milam was the first member of his hardscrabble family to gain a toehold in the cloistered world of Delta landowners. Bald like his brother J.W., with sagging jowls and a double chin, Leslie was renting to own5 from the kind of family his had aspired for generations to become, the Ivy League–educated Sturdivants, whose empire included at least twelve thousand acres and a sizable investment in a three-year-old business named Holiday Inn. Leslie’s thick brows rose in a perpetual look of surprise above his eyes, which were just a little too close together.

The Black folks who lived in the country between Ruleville and Drew had quickly come to hate Leslie. They had a word for men like him, a whispered sarcastic curse. Leslie Milam was a striver. The year before he’d told Alonzo and Amanda Bradley that they owed him eleven dollars, which he’d forgive if they stayed another season. They’d also learned to recognize6 the mean, cigar-chewing J. W. Milam, who came around from time to time.

When old Dr. Kimbriel had farmed the place, the local sharecropper kids7 like Willie’s uncle James would play in the long, narrow cypress barn just off from the white gabled house. Willie had been inside it once, too. The neighborhood children liked to chase the pigeons that flew through the cobwebbed rafters. Nobody chased pigeons once Leslie moved in.

That Sunday morning Willie turned left on the dirt road mirroring Dougherty Bayou and its knobby bald cypress trees. Five million years ago the range of these trees had stretched far to the north of Mississippi, but the Ice Age had reduced them to a narrow band around the Gulf of Mexico. Cypresses, sequoias, and redwoods are some of the oldest trees on the planet. Reed walked past the trees, down to the New Hope Missionary Baptist Church, which sat between the road and the bayou.

Dougherty Bayou was the name of the water that drained this part of the Delta into the Sunflower River. Mostly the bayou was known locally for its connection to the Confederate cavalry general Nathan Bedford Forrest, whose postwar extracurriculars included a turn as the first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, which had originally been led by his former staff officers. The old white folks loved to talk about the Wizard of the Saddle, about how he led his cavalry along the Dougherty Bayou as he moved quietly toward Yazoo City. Forrest Trail, they called8 the old Indian hunting path that would become the Drew-Cleveland Road, which would later be renamed the Drew-Ruleville Road, which had originally been built in the first place by General Forrest’s brother. The Confederate army once moved down this road to the beat of horse hooves and animal breath. Reed walked the same ground with the quiet shuffle of shoe soles on dirt. The sun had been up for an hour already, and the outline of rows emerged from the darkness.

Abandoned shacks dotted the countryside around Reed’s home. There weren’t as many people around as there had been just a few years before. Many of his neighbors had already left the Mississippi Delta. These were the last days of a way of life. With each passing year more and more sharecropper houses sat empty as machines replaced people. Modern civilization spun just a few hours north, connected by family ties and railroads and telephones but separated by what Black expats in Chicago called the Cotton Curtain.9 Local high schools would soon start scheduling reunions in Chicago, since that’s where all the graduates were living anyway.

Reed took a left to cut through Leslie Milam’s farm, aiming to cross over the dark, slow-moving Dougherty Bayou, full of crappie and bream the perfect size for a cast-iron skillet. That’s when he heard the pickup truck.10 He turned and looked down the road and saw a two-tone Chevrolet kicking up dirt. A white cab with a green body. The truck turned directly in front of him. The driver pulled up to the long cypress barn. Four white men sat shoulder to shoulder in the cab. In the back, three Black men11 sat with a terrified Black child.

The child was fourteen-year-old Emmett Till. He had two terrible hours left to live.

I FIRST HEARD ABOUT THE BARN four years ago. A community organizer named Patrick Weems said we needed to take a drive through the Mississippi Delta during one of those endless days of the early pandemic. I’d been driving a lot during lockdown. My response to the world ending was to go home. I am from Clarksdale, Mississippi, one of those faded Delta farm towns built to support the sharecropper South that emerged after the Civil War. My family farms the same land we farmed in 1913, just twenty-three miles northwest of the barn Weems insisted I see. I’d been almost completely separated from the agricultural part of my history as a child. My family’s farm had seemed like a past I wanted to leave behind. Then being back home forced me to consider where and how I’d grown up. What I found as I drove was that all that running hadn’t really taken me anywhere at all. I remained a child of the Delta. I’d stop on the levee, a bandanna tight around my mouth and nose to keep out the trailing wake of dust, looking out at the land. I’d let the red dirt settle and I’d stare out at the endless, flat farms. This was some of the most fertile ground in the world—an alluvial plain and not an actual river delta—made rich from nutrients deposited by a million years of flooding rivers. If you could fly into the air like one of the extinct songbirds that once called this land home, you would see fingers of water stretching out like a hand from the wide, violent Mississippi into the flatland, rivers like the Yazoo, Sunflower, and Tallahatchie, bayous like Dougherty and Hushpuckena and the Bogue Phalia. Black citizens called the Tallahatchie the Singing River12 because of all the lynching victims who’d been thrown into its dark water. Their souls sang out from the water, a wellspring of Black death and white wealth.

Farming at its essence is just the practice of getting water onto land and then getting it off again, and the eighteen-county teardrop of the Mississippi Delta does this as well as anywhere on earth. On the eastern boundary between the flatland and hill country a series of reservoirs trapped the runoff and on the western edge levees kept the big river from flooding out crops and people. Humans had stopped the natural order of things, halting the patterns that created their fertile home, working with puritanical resolve to harvest the bounty that had taken a million years to create. Nothing about the physical appearance or ecosystem of the Delta carries any of the Creator’s fingerprints. This land is man-made. Not until learning about the barn had I considered the idea that removing God’s dominion from his creation might also remove his protection, leaving this corner of the world undefended from the impulses and desires of man, and the demands of commerce.

When I was growing up, the seasons still dominated life. Little towns came alive with planting and harvest festivals. The romantic smell of my childhood world is that sweet, decaying blanket of defoliant that still settles on my hometown in the last days of summer. Little yellow airplanes streak across the sky leaving wakes of billowing poison. My mother walks into our front yard when picking season begins and breathes deeply. She’s a child again and her father is coming home for dinner, the big midday meal, hanging his fedora by the front door and talking with pride about his stand of cotton. The house is alive again with the shuffle of cards and the pop of grease and understated Methodist prayers for themselves and their neighbors. Her dad got his ship shot out from beneath him in the Pacific Ocean during World War II and every morning when he drank his glass of cold milk he quietly went back to the rattling thirst he felt holding on to a piece of decking and looking to the blinding horizon for help. Every Sunday he’d take his family for a drive around the farm, steering his station wagon through the fields, proud there were no weeds around his cotton plants. My grandmother and mother loved to make fun of his meticulousness. He’d been a dentist before the war, and they joked that Doc McKenzie wanted more than anything to floss his rows.

I can draw from memory a detailed road map of the Delta. At Tutwiler, Highway 49 forks, the west route going near where Willie Reed walked in 1955 and the east route cutting down to Greenwood, where Reed was born. Highway 1 follows the river, through Gunnison, and runs parallel to Highway 61. Highway 61, where Bob Dylan sang about God wanting his killing done, connects Clarksdale and Cleveland. Little dying farm communities cling to the roadside between the two old railroad towns. Shelby, home of my family, where my grandparents are buried on the outskirts of town. Winstonville, where Ray Charles and B. B. King played to sharecropper crowds at the Harlem Inn, which fire took down to a grassy spot on the east side of the road. Mound Bayou, the famous all-Black town founded by freed enslaved people. And Merigold, ten miles west of the land Willie Reed and his family farmed. All of these places, and the history buried around them, aren’t disparate dots on a map but threads in a tapestry, woven together, so that the defining idea of the Delta is to me one of overlap, of echo, from the graves of bluesmen to the famous highways. Many times I’ve sketched these mother roads on a bar napkin. Which is to say that the Delta is my home, my family’s home, for generations now. I know it well, and I’d never heard about the barn until Patrick Weems told me I needed to take a ride, just as I had somehow never heard the story of Emmett Till until I went to college out of state.

The barn where Till was murdered, Patrick said, was just some guy’s barn, full of decorative Christmas angels and duck-hunting gear, sitting there in Sunflower County without a marker or any sort of memorial, hiding in plain sight, haunting the land. The current owner was a dentist. He grew up around the barn. When he bought it, he didn’t know its history. Till’s murder, a brutal window into the truth of a place and its people, had been pushed almost completely from the local collective memory, not unlike the floodwaters kept at bay by carefully engineered reservoirs and levee walls.

PATRICK WEEMS RUNS THE Emmett Till Interpretative Center, or ETIC, in Sumner, Mississippi. His job is to make sure people never forget about Emmett Till’s murder. We set a time to spend a day following the Till trail that his organization was working to establish and protect; it is his goal to preserve all the places associated with Emmett’s murder, with the hope that these places might teach future generations to be better than their ancestors. Weems is skinny, with hair nearly to his shoulders and a dark sense of humor. A local Black political leader said he decided to trust Weems because only progressive white boys13 wore their hair like that. Patrick climbed into the passenger seat of my truck holding his breakfast: an ice-cold can of Coca-Cola.

We agreed to start in Money.

Money, Mississippi, was once home to the Money Planting Company, owned by Charles Merrill of Merrill Lynch,14 whose grandsons now donate to Weems’s ETIC, perhaps in hopes of settling some cosmic debt. Follow Grand Boulevard in Greenwood past all the cotton mansions,15 and cross over the Yalobusha River bridge, and the boulevard name changes to Money Road. That’s the road where Emmett Till whistled at Carolyn Bryant and three days later got kidnapped and murdered by her husband and his brothers.

“I just can’t imagine the dark of night being in the back of that truck,” Weems says quietly. “He just turned fourteen.”

Till’s murder gave powerful fuel to the civil rights movement in 1955, and his symbolic importance has only grown since. When Americans gather to protest racial violence, someone almost certainly carries his picture, held high like a cross, no name needed. His innocent, hopeful face delivers the message. But the way Till exists in the firmament of American history stands in startling opposition to the gaps in what we know about his killing. No one knows for certain how many people were involved. Most historians think at least six were present. There’s a small orbit of researchers who have made this murder their life’s work, filmmakers like Keith Beauchamp and Fatima Curry, authors like Devery Anderson and Chris Benson, retired law enforcement officers like Dale Killinger, journalists like Jerry Mitchell, academics like Dave Tell at Kansas and Davis Houck at Florida State. These folks mostly agree on all the details but argue over how many people were present at the barn. After four years of reporting, I think the number is probably eight.

Following the trial, protected by double-jeopardy laws, the acquitted killers got paid to give a confession to a national magazine—a heavily fictionalized account written by their lawyers and author William Bradford Huie—and Leslie Milam and his barn were written out of the story for his protection. That story allowed Leslie Milam and several others to get away with murder. Huie’s phony history did its job. Ask most people where Emmett Till died and they’ll say Money, the town where he whistled. The Equal Justice Initiative in Montgomery says Money. Wikipedia does, too. The Library of Congress website skips entirely over the barn, which is located just outside Drew, hometown of musician Pops Staples and football star Archie Manning. “If you go through Drew,” Weems says, “and stop and ask somebody, ‘Do you know where Emmett Till was murdered?’ I think nine out of ten people will say, ‘What are you talking about?’”

What does it matter whether there were two people or eight on hand for the torture and murder of a child in Mississippi in 1955, or whether it took place in Sunflower County or the next county over? I’ve come to believe these details mean everything. There are many well-known facts about the murder, confirmed by multiple sources over decades, but still there remains a deep vein of mystery. This book is my attempt to go beyond what is known and explore the unknown registers of a killing that, when seen clearly, illuminates the true history of our country. The covering up of Till’s murder was not something that was perpetrated by a few bad apples. It couldn’t have been. The erasure was a collective effort, one that continues to this day. This isn’t comfortable history to face. The more I looked at the story of the barn and came to understand the forces that moved everyone involved into the Mississippi Delta in 1955, the more I understood that the tragedy of humankind isn’t that sometimes a few depraved individuals do what the rest of us could never do. It’s that the rest of us hide those hateful things from view, never learning the lesson that hate grows stronger and more resistant when it’s pushed underground. There lies the true horror of Emmett Till’s murder and the undeserved gift of his martyrdom. Empathy only lives at the intersection of facts and imagination, and once you know his story, you can’t unknow it. Once you connect all the dots, there’s almost nowhere they don’t lead. Which is why so many have fought literally and figuratively for so long to keep the reality from view.

That’s Weems’s job, then, to help the ETIC board find and broadcast the truth about an actual human being whose name has become so symbolic. It’s unpopular work in certain corners of the Delta. As we drove, I asked Patrick if he was armed.

“I’m naive enough to not carry a gun,” he said.

He laughed and said not all of his team agreed.

We talked as we drove down into the flatlands. The dividing line between the Hills and the Delta is stark, marked by an actual descent. The landscape changes, quickly and dramatically, and the horizon feels unreachable. Following Highway 6 toward Clarksdale, we took the left at Marks, a town Martin Luther King Jr. visited the spring he was assassinated in Memphis. He’d chosen the Delta as the best place to launch his efforts to unite poor white and poor Black people. That terrified the men who worked the levers of capitalism. My friend Curtis Wilkie, a celebrated journalist, was with King in Marks that day. Curtis walked out of a local church and saw King sitting in a running car. The window was rolled down and they chatted. King ate a piece of cold fried chicken.16 He had two weeks to live. Curtis asked him if he was afraid. “No,” King told him.

Weems and I left Marks in the rearview mirror and cut south on Highway 3, through Lambert and then Vance, the birthplace of John Lee Hooker. This land remains some of the most valuable in the world, snapped up at eight thousand dollars an acre by private wealth managers and pension funds. Bill Gates is the third-largest17 landowner in the state of Mississippi. But collapsed houses and barns, too many to count, mark the Delta roadside. About the only way to tell which houses are occupied and which are empty is by looking for a satellite dish. We drove past the shell of an abandoned elementary school. Trees and vines grew inside the building, nature reclaiming it season by season. Graffiti in the entrance hall read “You’re already dead.”

Not long ago I walked into an abandoned house on a farm and found the calendar still turned to some distant past harvest. Vinyl records were scattered in the other room. The O’Jays’ Identify Yourself and In the Mood with Tyrone Davis. Pay stubs. An overdue bill from Ferretti’s hardware store in Shelby with a handwritten note on the bottom, almost apologizing for the ask, the fraying ends of a working community. I tried hard to find the people who’d lived here. They had vanished. I sat down and flipped through old notebooks marked with page after page of addition, subtraction, long division, a family trying to make the math change a finite and insufficient amount of money. Phone numbers for Clara in Chicago and Julia in Indianapolis had been scribbled in the margins. A shopping list: Half a pint of E&J. Two six-packs of Southpaw. One bottle of Wild Irish Rose. One pack of menthol cigarettes. Shorts. A speeding ticket. An unopened summons.

“This is a dying region,” Weems said. “It’s been dying since August 28, 1955.”

WILLIE REED HID BETWEEN the road and the barn as he heard Emmett Till cry out in pain. Emmett didn’t make words, just noises, grunts, wild cries. Reed saw the green-and-white truck parked in front of the barn, which was also painted green.18 He listened. Then, helpless, he kept walking to the store. But he stopped at the sharecropper house a hundred yards away. Family friends Alonzo and Amanda Bradley lived there.19 They were the people Leslie Milam said owed him eleven dollars after a whole year of work. Amanda was awake and working on breakfast.

“Mandy,” Reed asked,20 “who they beating to death down there?”

She looked out the window21 toward the barn but didn’t leave the house. It was nearing 7:00 a.m. She had a sharecropper named Frank Young22 visiting her. He worked on the nearby Zama plantation.23 Amanda grabbed a bucket and told Willie and Frank to go back to the well near the barn and fill it with water. They got there and started the task. They could still hear the beating inside the barn. Willie and Frank tried to stay out of sight behind the pump.

A child’s voice called out in pain, “Lord have mercy!”

“Get down, you Black bastard!”24 a deeper voice yelled.

The autopsy report would identify a broken skull, broken wrist bones, and a broken femur. An FBI investigator said it presented like a pistol-whipping.25

“Mama, save me!”26 the child’s voice cried again.

Willie Reed and Frank Young remained behind the well. J. W. Milam came out to the pump.27 He wore a green nylon shirt and khaki pants and a U.S. Army .45 on a holster strapped to his hip. After taking a drink of cold water, he went back inside. Willie strained to hear. The screams had turned to whimpers and by the time the water bucket was full, the sounds stopped entirely.28 The sun was overhead and the farmhands were getting ready for church. Willie still needed to get changed. He and Frank took the water to the Bradley house. Willie went on to the store. The white men pulled a tractor out of the center of the barn and drove the green-and-white pickup truck in. They covered the back with a tarp.29

Willie shopped and paid and turned back. When he passed the barn again on his way back home, the pickup truck was gone. Roughly three hours had passed since Willie first saw the truck arrive at Leslie Milam’s farm. The morning was still. The blood on the floor of the barn was covered in cottonseed,30 soaking up the proof.

PATRICK AND I SPENT HOURS driving through the Delta. Long car rides are central to life here. When I was a child my parents thought nothing of a hundred-mile drive to eat dinner. People weren’t from individual farms or towns so much as they were from the Delta. The drives inevitably became time travel. Respected elders always seemed to narrate: this was the old Buchanan place, and this is where I painted propane tanks one hot summer, and this is where Muddy Waters lived, and of course all the solemn nods to the sites of terrible violence. I know the exact spot on the highway where a high school classmate31 drunkenly ran over and killed a young Black woman; I also know that a local judge determined that his only punishment should be probation and a requirement that he graduate from college. Patrick had mapped out a specific route through space and time. We were saving the barn for last. Once he took a group from the Kellogg Foundation there and half the people refused to get out of the van.

Patrick directed me toward a river bend near Glendora. I shifted into four-wheel drive. We stopped at the latest historical marker32 his group had erected on the banks of the Tallahatchie River, reachable only by a farm road. It was the fourth sign they’d bought, fashioned from half-inch-thick AR500 steel, the same material used in military body armor, only twice as thick, covered with a replaceable polycarbonate plate. That’s all a fancy way of saying bulletproof. They had to install a bulletproof sign to remember Emmett Till on the banks of the Tallahatchie River. The first sign, paid for by Morgan Freeman, was stolen and thrown in the river six months after being erected. The second sign got shot 317 times in eight years, so riddled with bullets that the Smithsonian has approached Weems about displaying it. The third sign made it thirty-five days before it allegedly got shot by three Ole Miss frat boys.33 The ETIC launched what it called the Emmett Till Memory Project. A tug-of-war emerged, each side acting in the shadows, with some people trying to preserve a memory and others trying, with guns, to erase it. A fourth sign went up, the bulletproof one, and two weeks later a group of white nationalists34 gathered on the site to film a recruitment video.

Next we went to the ruins of Bryant’s Grocery, which is almost invisible behind the fungal ivy and vegetation growing over its collapsed husk. Weems wants to buy it but the current owners want four million dollars. They are the children and grandchildren of Ray Tribble, one of the jurors who freed Till’s killers. The store remains the most visited Till site, in tension with the barn: decaying versus preserved, known versus invisible. The roof is gone and the walls are crumbling.

Emmett had come to Mississippi in 1955 to stay with his great-uncle Moses Wright and his cousin Simeon, who like everybody else called Emmett “Bobo.”35 Simeon Wright didn’t even know the name Emmett until the newspapers started using it. Simeon had stood outside the Money store and heard Bobo whistle at Carolyn Bryant. Emmett saw the look of horror and fear36 on Simeon’s face, and he knew he’d made a mistake. He begged Simeon not to tell Moses what he’d done. He didn’t want to get in trouble. For the rest of his life, Simeon would regret not saying anything. His silence didn’t matter in the end; Moses and his wife, Elizabeth Wright, both heard the rumors37 about what had happened at the store.

The night Bobo died, he and Simeon shared a small bed. Simeon heard talking in his room and woke up to Moses standing over the bed38 next to half brothers Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam. Milam held his pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other. Simeon heard the fear in his mother’s voice as she begged the men not to take the boy. Elizabeth Wright offered what little money she had. Simeon huddled beneath the covers and pretended to sleep. He’d never forget how long it took Bobo to get his shoes on. Moses followed them outside. He heard a woman say they’d gotten the right kid. Simeon’s mom ran to ask their white neighbor for help. The husband refused. Moses just stood outside staring toward the town of Money, long after the dusty trail disappeared. People prayed. Simeon’s mom swore she’d never sleep in that house another night,39 and she didn’t. She immediately moved to Chicago. Simeon and Moses Wright soon followed.

As an old man, Simeon came down to Mississippi over and over. He’d drive from the spot where he’d lived in 1955 to the East Money Church of God in Christ and measure the exact distance:40 nine tenths of a mile. Then he’d go drive from where he lived to the railroad tracks in Money. Three miles exactly. Other folks on the road who saw the distinguished-looking Black man with a white mustache driving a Honda couldn’t know they were watching a man measuring his past down to the tenth of a mile. Later in life Simeon Wright became a good golfer and kept his clubs in the trunk of his car.41 Next to them he kept his cotton-picking sack, just to remind himself how far he’d come and all he’d outrun. He saw the alpha and omega every time he reached for his sticks. It made him smile.

He and Weems got to be friendly. Once they stood together with a group of activists outside the store in Money, a place heavy with the lingering vapors of menace. Simeon didn’t feel good there but he was willing to go if his presence helped Emmett’s story be told. But his willingness to absorb pain42 for a larger good had limits. The next stop on that day’s agenda was the barn. One of the people asked Simeon if he wanted to ride over with them.

“I’m not ready,” he said.

SIMEON WRIGHT HATED ALL white people43 for a long time after his cousin’s murder. The killing forced him into exile and curdled his beautiful childhood memories, like the smell of honeysuckle, which forever after made him remember the sleepless summer night when Emmett got marched out of the tiny bed they shared. He remembered how J. W. Milam’s breath smelled. He remembered the sound of boots on the old wooden floor. But the older he got, the more he believed that hate only destroys the hater. “He finally got to a point that he said, ‘I can’t keep doing this forever,’” Weems told me. “He enjoyed teaching people about Emmett Till.”

He got involved with white people he trusted, like Weems, and with white people he didn’t trust, if it helped the cause. On one trip back to Mississippi, he agreed to meet with the Tribble family, who owned the store in Money. Years after serving on the jury, Tribble basically bought the whole town in the 1980s. There’s something odd about buying in the Delta that late, especially for a family with such deep roots in the hill villages on the ridges around the small town of Charleston, looking down into the flat floodplain of rich black dirt. A New York Times reporter found him in 1995 and asked him about the jury verdict.44 Tribble explained that the corpse had chest hair and everyone knew Black people didn’t grow chest hair until they were “about thirty” and so it could not have been Emmett Till. He believed that a vast conspiracy, cooked up by the NAACP, planted the body as a way to make Mississippi look bad and further a communist agenda hell-bent on tearing down freedom.

IN THE YEARS before Simeon’s death, he would return many times to the spot where he heard his cousin whistle and all their lives broke into before and after.

“What was it like here with Simeon?” I asked Weems.

“You just don’t talk,” Weems says. “You just sit there. I mean, Simeon is whisked away, you know, he’s twelve in 1955 and then the next day he’s gone to Chicago. His cousin Wheeler is still alive.”

That was a new name for me.

“Who’s that?”

“The cousin who came down on the train with Emmett.”

WHEELER PARKER JR. was Emmett’s best friend, next-door neighbor, and cousin. They rode bikes and fished together. Before Mamie Till-Mobley died, she asked Wheeler to be one of the people who would keep her son’s memory alive. Though Wheeler struggles sometimes with the attention, he does his best to keep his word. Not long ago he released an essential memoir, A Few Days Full of Trouble. He’s a minister in Argo, Illinois, the pastor of the church Emmett’s grandmother founded. Lots of people call themselves “the Till family,” and cable news producers don’t seem to have any mechanism for vetting, but Wheeler is the only person officially designated by Mamie’s estate to speak for the family. He carries the ghosts of Simeon and Emmett with him. Weems told me Parker was coming south soon to work on plans to memorialize his friend.

“Where all is he going to go?” I asked.

“That’s the question mark,” Weems said. “He’s never been to the barn.”

There is a limit to how far Wheeler Parker is willing to follow Emmett into the darkness.

“River site, no problem being at the river site. Bryant’s Grocery, no problem. The only site that I’ve seen him kind of be shaken was at the church in Chicago and he wouldn’t come in. We all went into the main sanctuary and he wouldn’t go in there. It took him like thirty minutes to enter.”

Weems and I took Sunny Side Road across the Little Tallahatchie River away from what’s left of Money. We talked about the abandoned and overgrown store. An activist once described the Delta to me as the picture of Dorian Gray: a place that wore its sins on its surface. We cut across back roads until we got on Highway 442 headed west to Schlater, pronounced “slaughter,” the little town where Wheeler Parker was born before his family migrated north to Chicago. We passed a wheelchair and a rocking chair on the front porch of a house that looked abandoned. A corner store sold catfish and chicken and hot dogs. We kept on through town. A few miles later we stopped at the exact spot, the intersection of 442 and the Quiver River,45 where Wheeler Parker was born.

We turned north toward Drew. If we’d kept going on 442 for a few more miles we would have driven through the Eastland plantation, formerly the property of segregationist U.S. senator James O. Eastland, whose home sits 14.5 miles south of the barn. He took office in 1941, a proud white supremacist, and died in 1986. In 1984, my dad, a liberal Democratic fundraiser, needed to quickly collect a large amount of money for the fighter pilot and astronaut hero John Glenn, who was running for president. Someone said my dad needed to go kiss the Eastland ring, so he drove to Doddsville, down this same road, and he and the senator drank whiskey on the front porch. Eastland made a call. A steady stream of pickup trucks pulled into his driveway to drop off checks. When he and my dad finished their whiskey, Senator Glenn had his money. That’s the kind of power “Big Jim” wielded in the Delta for half a century.

Weems and I left the main roads somewhere near Drew and navigated through turnrows and around the edges of fields. Not many farmers had cotton planted. That commodity chain has mostly moved on. For the most part we saw nothing but soybeans and corn. We were close to the barn. Long rolls of plastic poly pipe ran the length of landformed fields. Soybeans grew on the spot of the Patterson store. Corn grew on the site of Amanda Bradley’s house. We’d been driving for a long time today and it didn’t escape our attention that it was about the same length of time Emmett Till spent held hostage in the bed of a truck. He got kidnapped around 2:00 a.m. and Willie Reed didn’t see him until after sunrise, four hours later.

After a little jog around a bean field, there it was.

“Here we are,” Weems said softly. “Ground zero.”

WILLIE REED FELT SCARED to tell the truth about what he’d seen, to challenge the dominant power structure, and he hoped silence might render that fear powerless. Then he opened a local newspaper to find a story about a missing child from Chicago. That was the first time Reed ever heard the name Emmett Till. A photograph of Till accompanied the story. Willie turned to his grandparents.

“That’s him!”

He knew then that people would come looking for him.46 Rumors and whispers dominated life in the plantations. In the fields, on the gin yard, down at the country store. People talked. Reed just waited. Soon an armed J. W. Milam appeared in the field where he worked.

“Boy, did you see anything?” Milam asked.

“No, sir,” Reed said.

“Boy, did you hear anything?”

“No, sir.”

AFTER THE BODY WAS FOUND, Frank Young, who’d helped47 Willie Reed fill up the bucket at Leslie Milam’s well, felt compelled to tell someone. Young, like Reed, knew that the story the lawyers and cops were repeating over in the Sumner courthouse and in the papers wasn’t the whole truth. So he got himself to Mound Bayou and found the house of Dr. T.R.M. Howard, a civil rights leader and prominent Black businessman. Everyone knew Howard was leading the charge for justice. Something about the killing of this one particular child, in a place where white folks had been killing Black folks for centuries, had sent him into a rage.48

Howard lived on hundreds of acres. Armed guards patrolled the grounds and checked any cars coming onto his property. Young found a war room49 and safe house inside the compound, a protected place for Black witnesses, activists, and journalists. This is where Michigan congressman Charles Diggs would stay during the trial, so he could represent his many Detroit constituents with Delta roots while also ensuring his safety at night. Howard slept with two pistols by his head and a Thompson submachine gun at his feet. His home bristled with weapons and men who looked willing to use them.

Young knocked on his door.

He told Dr. Howard the story. About Willie Reed and Amanda Bradley, and the green-and-white truck, and the barn. The screams and the silence. Howard called a white reporter he knew he could trust, Clark Porteous,50 from the Memphis Press-Scimitar.

Dr. Howard set up a meeting51 with the sheriffs of Sunflower and Leflore Counties and all the witnesses they’d found. The plan was to gather at 8:00 p.m. in the Drew office of a local attorney, Pascal Townsend. When the appointed hour arrived, none of the witnesses showed. The sheriffs went out and investigated. They found “some white men”52 had made the rounds of the plantations on Willie Reed’s road, intimidating witnesses into silence.53

Howard and the team started looking. Nobody planned on getting much sleep.

Meanwhile journalists looked for the Black men who’d been with Milam and Bryant during the murder. They’d vanished, too. Years later, a graduate student54 at Florida State would get law enforcement officials to admit that the men had been arrested under false names and kept away from the prosecutors in the Charleston jail.

While Howard was out searching plantations, a car pulled up to the law office. Inside was Frank Young,55 who’d come to repeat the story he’d told in Mound Bayou. The driver was his plantation owner, a widow named Ella Zama. Her husband, a child of Italian immigrants56 and a World War I veteran, had died two years before. Ella grew up in a social class that taught her how to write neatly in ballpoint pen with big, identical loops on her number threes. She and Frank Young waited hours for Howard to return before they gave up and disappeared into the night. After 1955, nobody connected to the case ever saw Frank Young again.

Leflore County sheriff George Smith led the search57 for the missing witnesses that night. A ruddy man, Sheriff Smith felt happiest hunting in the woods with a rifle on his shoulder. He, nearly alone among his tribe, tried to do the right thing about the murder. He arrested and charged Milam and Bryant almost immediately. The trial might have turned out differently had he run the case and not the cartoonishly racist58 Tallahatchie County sheriff Henry Clarence Strider. Smith knew right from wrong but didn’t forcefully make his case; Strider also knew right from wrong but just didn’t care. Sheriff Strider, as much a mob boss as a law enforcement official, ran his own plantation in Tallahatchie County. Locals joked that he got 100 percent of the crop-duster vote because he spelled out the letters of his name on seven sharecropper shacks lined up on the farm: S-T-R-I-D-E-R. Strider fought to claim jurisdiction over the case,59 which made him a hero to his constituents.

Smith, meanwhile, had caught hell when he said he’d join the NAACP activists and journalists who were trying to investigate. He violated a code simply by trying to do his job. As the search mission began he’d told reporters, “These witnesses have a story to tell. We’ve got to find them if it takes all night.”60

Only twelve hours remained to get these men and women into the courtroom.

They needed to find Willie Reed.

THE JOURNALISTS WHO HELPED the local law enforcement officers search were a group of brave men, reporters who’d fought in wars and covered them, too, and who’d spend the next decade and a half risking their lives to cover the civil rights movement.

Black reporter Simeon Booker had been with Jet magazine only a year. Almost everything history books tell you about the killing of Emmett Till is known because Booker reported it. He got to the story first, sitting with Mamie Till in a South Side Chicago funeral home, taking notes about her tears and her resolve. When she looked down at her son’s body and tried to find a part of him to recognize, Booker was there, recording her words. He wrote: “Her face wet with tears, she leaned over the body, just removed from a rubber bag in a Chicago funeral home, and cried out, ‘Darling, you have not died in vain. Your life has been sacrificed for something.’”

There was Moses Newson, who is still alive and a legend in the journalism world. He was the civil rights correspondent for Memphis’s Tri-State Defender and faced danger with the frequency of a second lieutenant in an infantry company. Clark Porteous, the white reporter61 trusted by the Black community, followed, too. Twenty-two years later he’d write the hometown paper’s obituary for Elvis. The headline stretched across page A1: A LONELY LIFE ENDS ON ELVIS PRESLEY BOULEVARD. Jim Featherston, of the Jackson Daily News, had won a Pulitzer Prize the year before. His colleague, W. C. Shoemaker, had survived the Korean War. Eight years later he’d be one of the last people to see Medgar Evers alive.

And there was James Hicks, editor of the Amsterdam News and later The New York Voice, whose accounts of these terrifying weeks in American history still resonate today. He was the first Black reporter to cover the war in Korea and the first Black American credentialed by the United Nations, and wherever the great national original sin reared its head in the culture, whether a school in Little Rock or a barn in the Mississippi Delta, Hicks was on the ground. His beat, if it can be described so reductively, was to find American heroes risking their lives to make the country live up to its ideals. The cops and reporters rode over the dark plantation roads surrounding the barn, traveling in a caravan, seventy miles an hour62 on the straightaways, racing the clock.

HEADLIGHTS FLASHED OFF BAYOUS and cypress trees. They had until morning. Everyone knew by now that witnesses put the murder in Sunflower County, not Tallahatchie County, which would give prosecutors a much greater chance of convicting Milam and Bryant.

Sheriff Strider was working to uphold the system. Sheriff Smith was working that long night to uphold the law.

The plan was to send Black reporters to plead with people to testify. Smith promised not to issue63 warrants or drag anyone from their home. He was going to let each man or woman decide. That felt like the empathetic thing to do. Smith understood what he was asking. A few hours remained before court reconvened. The Black reporters dressed in the simple clothes of the sharecroppers.64 The cars turned into Leslie Milam’s place and found Amanda Bradley’s home near the barn. The search party begged her for ten minutes to open her door and let them in. She refused and at first denied even knowing about the killing. The back-and-forth continued until a local Black pastor65 finally convinced her to open the door. Ultimately she agreed to testify, a decision she’d come to regret.

An hour later they found Willie Reed66 down the road.

They parked on Clint Shurden’s place, in the shadow of Dougherty Bayou and Leslie Milam’s barn, and knocked on the door of Add Reed, Willie’s grandfather. They asked to come inside. Imagine Willie Reed in that moment. The radio stations had been filling the air with talk of the dead boy. The people he trusted most in the world told him not to say a word about what he’d seen. But Willie Reed thought about the cries he’d heard coming from the barn, thought about how impotent he’d felt hiding behind the well, weighed the cost of talking against the cost of his silence. If he’d have kept quiet, Emmett’s final hours would have been forever expunged from the American story.

He agreed to tell the jury what he’d seen and heard.

JEFF ANDREWS OWNS the barn now.

His voice sounded real country on the phone. We set a time to meet at his house a few miles outside Drew, where he keeps his dental office. The road into Drew is lined with abandoned and rusted cotton gins. The potholes in town are six inches deep and twice as wide. In Drew, waiting on Andrews, I pulled up on a gray-haired country gentleman shoveling sand into a pothole in the middle of a city street. “It’s hell on an old man,” he said and then looked away.

I headed west out of town, past the spot where Clint Shurden’s house once stood, and felt the road turn from blacktop to gravel beneath my tires. Behind me in the rearview hung a familiar cloud of brownish-red dust. A johnboat floated in the Dougherty Bayou, a fisherman pulling out crappie and bream and the newly introduced bass. The slow water, sliding around the gnarled open palms of the cypress tree knobs, looked delicate and peaceful. Jeff Andrews’s manicured lawn swooped up toward a little hillock where his house stood. He had built it. Leslie Milam’s old house was gone. It burned on Easter Sunday, 1994,67 not long after Andrews bought the place, according to land records.

The dentist was a few minutes late, so I looked around at his swimming pool with an outdoor fireplace and covered patio. A pergola of vines and flowers fought a losing battle against the sun. The air felt thick like sludge. A northern mockingbird sang in the cypress trees as the dentist’s truck came into view. His tires kicked up a wake of dust when he turned off the Drew-Ruleville Road and headed across the bayou and up toward his house. He got out of the truck, still wearing his scrubs, and with a smile extended his hand.

Bird songs echoed across the flat Mississippi Delta countryside. Sounds here carry and distort how a person processes basic things like distance and time. The mockingbird, with no song of its own, threw out the calls of the wren and the chickadee. In between the cornfield and the house was a garden, with tin-wire tomato columns covered in vines waiting to flower and fruit. Andrews told me he rarely eats a store-bought tomato.

He’s the fourth owner of the barn since Leslie Milam. I asked him what happened to the old house, the one that burned. He smiled. It cost a lot of money to haul boards and wires and pipes away, so when his contractors dug the foundation for his new home, he had them push all the wreckage into the hole and cover it. The ruins of the Milam house were literally beneath our feet.

The gravel crunched as he walked to the barn, which is long and narrow with sliding doors in the middle. Nobody knows when it was built exactly but its cypress-board walls were already weathered in the summer of 1955.

Andrews rolled up the firehouse-style garage door he’d installed.

Our eyes adjusted to the darkness.

His Christmas decorations leaned up against the left wall. Within reach lay a lawn mower and a Johnson 9.9-horsepower outboard motor. Gnarled Mississippi River driftwood was stacked in a corner. Dirt covered the spot where Emmett Till died. Jeff had ripped up the floorboards a few years back and hadn’t yet installed anything else in their place. He pointed to the central wooden rafter beam with a notch worn in the center.

“That right there is where he was hung at,” he said.

CLINT SHURDEN DROVE a terrified but determined Willie Reed to the Sumner courthouse and stayed there, to signal to folks that an attack on Reed would be an attack on Clint and his powerful family. He looked intimidating with a crew-cut receding hairline atop his rectangle-shaped, jowly head. It was a short drive to Sumner. Strider limited the number of Black citizens who could attend but people still flooded the town square. Vendors sold ham sandwiches and Cokes.

Judge Curtis Swango invited Reed into his chambers.68 Willie declined to sit. The judge asked what he’d seen and Reed told him about the truck and the beating in the barn, and how J. W. Milam walked to get a drink of water before going back to beat the child some more. As he talked, the two defendants propped their feet up on the judge’s desk. When Willie finished, the judge approved him as a witness.

Mamie Till testified first.69 Her interrogators questioned her with casual cruelty. She fought back tears when a lawyer shoved a photograph of her tortured son in her face. The defense argued she couldn’t recognize her own son and that the body found in the Tallahatchie River had been planted by the NAACP. That’s the closest the true pathology of my home gets to the surface, when something insane feels easier to believe than a grieving mother’s tears. The defense attorneys insinuated she’d hidden her son to cash in on an insurance policy, and that he was alive and well in Chicago or Detroit. She kept her composure and stepped down from the witness box.

Back at her seat she cooled herself with a black fan dotted with red roses.

Willie Reed went next.70 He felt afraid but seeing Congressman Diggs sitting in the audience calmed him. He looked at Mamie and knew he had to tell the truth. Only four years separated him and Emmett. He knew it could have been his body found in the Tallahatchie—a local man casually, and almost gleefully, told a national reporter, “The river’s full of n——s”—and so he stood there and told the truth. The prosecutor asked him to identify the man he saw drinking water from the well. He did as he was asked.

Milam stared back at him and smiled.71

WILLIE REED RODE HOME72 from court with Clint Shurden. The Shurdens had come to own most of the land around the barn by 1955. They’d come from Ireland73 before the Revolutionary War. The family passed down the story of how they arrived in a cattle boat, which may or may not be true. The Shurdens had been mule traders in the old country. Three of Clint’s great-uncles died in the Civil War but his grandfather survived. He came to Mississippi and couldn’t read or write. Clint’s father, George Shurden, was born fourteen months before Fort Sumter and died ten months before Pearl Harbor. Clint and his many siblings fed off the family garden: huge cabbages, butter beans, collards, string beans, bunch beans, tomatoes, turnips. His mother picked fruit from the peach and apple trees to make tarts. His dad raised hogs, cattle, and sheep.

Their father eventually moved from the Hills down into the Delta, chasing his fortune. That chase is what put his sons in Drew, Mississippi, in the summer of 1955. They started as sharecroppers and rose up through the post–World War I boom to escape the gravitational pull of one social class and enter another, briefly reaching even higher still. The Shurdens were in between rednecks like the Milams and the aristocratic Sturdivants,74 or the Dockerys, who lived just over the river from the barn.

They got close to the levers of power, real power, and learned about the ambivalence rooted in the true nature of that power: how it made people split in two, unable to do the right thing when the rewards they wanted were there for the taking. Clint’s brother Otha became close with Senator Eastland. They went into the cattle business together along with oil titans D. A. Biglane and Bunker Hunt, a major funder of the John Birch Society whose brother created the Super Bowl and whose nephew owns the Kansas City Chiefs. On August 9, 1968, a Friday,75 the White House diary of President Johnson’s day at his ranch in Texas includes a notation for 4:05 p.m., when LBJ went back to the main house to meet “Senator James Eastland, Mr. W. O. Shurden, Mr. D. A. Biglane.”

The three men had been on a private jet to look at cattle in Mexico. They stopped for customs in San Antonio and Eastland figured he’d better make a courtesy call to the president.

“You’re coming out here,” Johnson told Eastland. “I’ll have Lady Bird meet you at the Johnson City airport.”

They got back on the plane and made the short hop. Lady Bird and the Secret Service drove them to the ranch. The president gave his guests a tour. Johnson showed his guests where he was born and then took them to a small cemetery. A tremor shook his voice.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “right over there is where I’m going to be buried, and I don’t think it will be very long.”

Otha thought the president looked sad. He praised Johnson’s tenure as president, told him about the great standard of living they enjoyed. Johnson perked up.

“And yet, Mr. President,” Otha said, “there are some things we don’t like.”

Johnson smiled.

“Well, let me have it,” he said. “My skin is thick.”

Otha told him that the federal guidelines for integrating the public schools—this was fourteen years after Brown v. Board and the schools were still segregated—were unfair and that Mississippi should have the right to determine if white children and Black children shared classrooms. The president radioed the Secret Service to bring him some scotch. The men started drinking and went to Lady Bird’s favorite place on the ranch, an oak tree on a bluff overlooking the Pedernales River flowing down below.

Johnson insisted on sending the men home on his plane, Air Force One, not the smaller jet that had brought them in. Otha went back to Drew.

JEFF ANDREWS AND I walked past the old well over to his swimming pool and sat down to talk. He wore scrubs. We heard the mockingbirds. They start early in the morning, right around sunrise. I wanted to know how he could swim and flip burgers and drink Bud Light so close to the site of such violence and death.

I kept looking back at the barn. He knew what I was doing.

“We don’t think about it,” he said.

Andrews understands the historical value of his barn, and the emotional power it holds for the Till family members he welcomes onto his land, and he winces a little bit when he sees people noticing his Christmas decorations. “I hate to have to show people this,” he said one day, “cause I got so much shit in here.”

There’s buckshot mud in the distance, a sign of mediocre land, not the sandy, loamy black dirt the most expensive farms enjoy. Nobody wants to talk about it but the Delta soil requires more and more chemicals and fertilizers to hit yield numbers that make the effort worth it. The barn, though, looks like it might stand another hundred years. Architects who have examined it76 say it shouldn’t still be upright. Something to do with how the interior struts are designed. It’s a bit of a miracle that a big wind hasn’t just knocked it down.

Sitting in the shade by his pool, Jeff pointed behind him.

“My parents’ house is on the Drew-Merigold Road,” he said.

His family is from this tiny patch of land and those roots mean something to him. A professor who studies Till once asked him if he’d be willing to sell the barn. Jeff just shrugged.

“I like my shed,” he replied finally.

He told me they’d had a lot of rain.

“What did that do to your yields?” I asked later.

He sighed. “Probably about ten bushels to an acre less.”

“What are you normally? Sixty-seven? Seventy?”

“Yeah, usually sixty-five, sixty-three, sixty-five, something like that.”

His daily life is occupied with his current crop. He almost never looks into the past, an inherited habit. His father told him about the barn’s history only after he’d signed the papers to buy it.

“I didn’t even know,” he said. “Really and truly. I didn’t even know about the damn history of the place when I purchased it …. I didn’t find out about that until afterwards. I know my dad knew I was gonna buy that but he never said anything about it. He was around, and hell, he was two miles down the road, so you know damn well he knew all about it. I think he even knew Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam.”

He’d been on a call earlier in the day with preservationists talking about his barn. I started to ask him about the call and he interrupted me.

“They’re all still blown away that this isn’t a big deal to us. It’s in the past. I mean, why would we talk about it on a daily basis? We’re so stigmatized by what everybody else thinks Mississippi is, but it’s like I told them today. I said, ‘I promise you,’ I said, ‘I can take you into the elementary school—like the first grade through sixth grade and we can poll all them damn kids who Emmett Till is,’ and I said, ‘I bet you ninety-five percent of them won’t even know who Emmett Till is.’”

There’s a bitterness that lives close to the surface even now, a feeling of white victimhood that bleeds into nearly every political and social urge.

“It’s everybody from up north and shit that keep, you know, I mean, they still think of us as Mississippi Burning,” he said. “And that’s what chaps my ass, you know, hell, I mean, you grew up in the Mississippi Delta, too.”

His dad never told him about the history of the barn even though they drove past it thousands of times. Never. Not even once, in passing, after a long day in the cab of a pickup truck. This omertà, even between fathers and sons, perhaps especially between fathers and sons, is the way the white people in the Delta have forged their lives in the years after the civil rights era.

“It’s in the past,” Andrews said.

His yellow lab rolled in the hot grass near the cornfields. Her name is Dixie.

ONE DAY MY PHONE RANG and it was Stafford Shurden, the grandson of Reg, who bought the barn after Leslie Milam moved out in late 1955 six weeks after the
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