Getting Away With Murder DRTA
The Story of Emmett Till

Name_________________________________________
Directions: Read the following passages and respond to the questions posed on the right side of the page.
“The Boy Who Triggered the Civil Rights Movement”
In August 1955, a group of white men murdered a fourteen-year-old Black boy in the Mississippi Delta.  News of the murder and the trial that followed it outraged Black and sympathetic white Americans across the nation, and reaction to the famous murder case played an important role as a catalyst for the civil rights movement.  This is a true account of the people and events connected to the murder of Emmett Till.
Sunday, August 25, 1955, a few miles outside Money, Mississippi
It was after 2:00AM when the killers’ car, its headlights off, coasted to a stop on the gravel road about fifty feet from the darkened sharecropper’s shack…Shadows from the persimmon and cedar trees in the yard cloaked two white men as they emerged from the sedan and spoke to a man and a woman in the backseat.  When they finished their brief conversation, Roy Bryant and his half-brother, J.W. Milam, walked boldly toward the shack with vengeance on their minds.  Milam, the bigger of the two, carried a long flashlight in one hand and an Army-issue .45 pistol in the other.
The brothers walked through the screened front porch of the cotton field shack and stopped at the door, ready for action.
Bryant pounded on the door.
The shack remained silent.
He pounded again and shouted, “Preacher!  Preacher, get up and open this door!”
Someone moved inside the darkened house, and soon a voice called out, “Who’s that?”
“This is Mr. Bryant, Preacher.  From Money.”
“All right, suh.”  The door slowly swung open, and a thin Black man, sixty-four year old Mose “Preacher” Wright, stepped out on the porch.
Milam shined the flashlight into Wright’s face and pointed his gun at the old man.  “You got two boys from Chicago here?”
“Yessuh.”  He nodded back into the house.  “They’s sleeping.”






How did the Emmett Till case help the Civil Rights Movement?________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Milam stepped closer.  “I want the one who done the talkin’ in Money.  Is he here?”
“Yessuh.”  The old man’s voice trembled.
Bryant nodded.  “Well, then, we need to talk to him.”
With the flashlight casting eerie shadows through the dark shack, Wright led the two white men to a back bedroom where fourteen-year-old Emmett “Bobo” Till slept with three of his cousins.
Bryant shook Emmett Till awake while Milam shined the flashlight in the boy’s face.  When he awoke, Milam asked, “Are you the boy who did the talking?”
“Yeah,” replied Emmett.
“Don’t say ‘yeah’ to me, nigger,” snarled Milam.  “I’ll blow your head off.  Now get up and get your clothes on.”
Emmett sat up on the bed and began dressing while his great-uncle, Mose, pleaded for him.  “He ain’t got good sense because he was raised up in Chicago.  The boy didn’t know what he was doing.  Don’t take him.”
By now the commotion had brought Emmett’s great-aunt, Elizabeth Wright, into the room, and she begged the white men to leave Emmett alone.  “Listen, we’ll pay you whatever you want to charge; we’ll pay you if you’ll release him.”
“You’d best get yourself back in that bed of yours, girl,” snapped Milam.  “Do it now—I want to hear those springs.”
With tears in her eyes, Elizabeth Wright left the room.
Emmett continued to dress, oblivious to the danger that was unfolding around him.  He reached for his socks and Milam stopped him.
“Just the shoes, boy.  We got to hurry.”
“I don’t wear shoes without socks,” said Emmett.”  His kidnappers cursed him for making them wait while he pulled on his socks and then a pair of canvas shoes with thick crepe soles.
When the boy was dressed, Milam and Bryant pushed him through the house and out to the porch.  Mose Wright tried one more time to save his nephew.  “Just take him out in the yard and whip him, and I’ll be satisfied.”  But the two men ignored his plea.
Before they stepped into the yard, Milam turned and asked Wright if he recognized them.
“Nosuh, I don’t know you.”
“Good, Preacher.  How old are you?”
“Sixty-four.”
How do you think Mose felt? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Why did Mose let the men in his house? _____________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________What is your reaction to how the men spoke to Elizabeth?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What does Mose mean by saying this? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



“Well, if you decide later that you do know any of us here tonight, you’ll never live to be sixty-five.”
“But where are you taking him?” asked Wright.
“Nowhere if he’s not the right one,” said Milam.
Mose Wright and his wife watched from the porch while the two men walked Emmett to their car.  Bryant forced Emmett close to the back window and asked, “Is this the boy?”
“Yes,” said the woman from the backseat.
Bryant shoved Emmett into the front seat, sat next to him, and pulled the door closed.  Milam got behind the wheel, and the car, its lights still off, moved into the dark, taking the boy from Chicago with them.
His naked and mutilated body would be found by a fisherman three days later in the Tallahatchie River.

…After leaving Wright’s home, the men dropped off the woman who had been in the car, probably Carolyn Bryant, and drove around the Tallahatchie County hoping to scare and intimidate Emmett.  At dawn on Sunday, they drove to a shed on the plantation owned by one of Milam’s brothers.  Willie Reed, the son of a sharecropper, testified in court that he saw Emmett sitting in the back of a pickup truck carrying two other Blacks and four white men, one of whom Reed identified as J.W. Milam.  Reed said later that morning, he heard sounds of a beating and cries of “Mama, Lord have mercy.  Lord have mercy!” coming from inside the shed, and saw Milam, carrying a pistol, leave the shed to draw water from a well.  Three other white men were with him.
After the cries stopped, Reed watched as the truck backed up to the shed and three Black men helped the white men load something wrapped in a tarp into the truck.  Later that day, he saw the Black workers hosing blood out of the pickup’s bed.
It’s not known if Emmett was dead or alive when they left the shed.  According to Bryant and Milam, after beating Emmett, they took him to the Tallahatchie River and ordered him to strip. Milam claimed that even after the beatings, Emmett showed no remorse for what he had done at Bryant’s Market.  That’s when Milam “decided it was time a few people got put on notice,” and he made up his mind to kill Emmett, “just so everybody could know how me and my folks stand.”  When their evil deed was finished, Bryant, Milam, and whoever else was involved returned to the plantation, burned Emmett’s clothes and shoes, and then went home to bed.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________How do you think Emmett felt walking to the car?
_____________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________Write down the pieces of evidence that support that Bryant and Milam are guilty of murdering Emmett.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Wednesday morning, August 31, three days after the arrest of Bryant and Milam, a seventeen-year-old white boy, Robert Hodges, fishing on the Tallahatchie River saw a pair of knees sticking out of shallow water.  Not sure what he had found, Hodges contacted the Tallahatchie County sheriff’s office, and soon deputies arrived on scene to retrieve the body.  They brought Mose Wright to the river with them to identify the badly mutilated and decomposed corpse.
The body had swollen to almost twice its normal size; the head had been severely beaten, “torture, horrible beating,” said one deputy.  One side of the victim’s forehead was crushed, an eye had been gorged out, and the skull had a bullet hole just above the right ear.  The neck had been ripped raw by the barbed wire wrapped around it.  The beatings and three days in the river had turned the face and head into a monstrous mess of stinking flesh.  The remains were so grotesque and mangled that deputies could only determine that it was a young Black male.  Closer examination produced the only clear marks of identification on the body: a silver ring with the inscription May 25, 1943, L.T.  Mose Wright recognized it as the ring of Louis Till, Emmett’s father, a ring Emmett had worn…
[On Tuesday, September 6, a grand jury in Tallahatchie County indicted Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam for the murder of Emmett Till.]
…Though everyone involved in the trial already knew the guilt of the defendants, the prosecution, led by District Attorney Gerald Chatham, worked diligently to present a strong case.  A number of eyewitnesses testified against the killers, including Emmett’s great-uncle.  In a spectacularly intense moment, Mose Wright stood at the witness stand, pointed at Milam and Bryant, and stated that they were the ones who had come into his home to kidnap Emmett.  Wright’s act of courage marked one of the first times an African-American accused a white of a crime in a Mississippi court of law.  Fearing for his life, he had to leave the state immediately after the trial.
Despite the many testimonies, the clear evidence (including Milam’s and Bryant’s confession to kidnapping), and Chatham’s eloquent closing argument, after deliberating for barely an hour, the all-white jury declared the defendants not guilty.



What would have happened if the fisherman hadn’t seen Emmett’s legs sticking out of the water? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is your reaction to how Emmett looked? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________How did Mose Wright demonstrate bravery?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is your reaction to the not guilty verdict? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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