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ABSTRACT

It has been argued that the death of Emmett Till was the catalyst to
the Civil Rights Movement of the late 1950s through the late 1960s.
Despite the numerous times the lynching of Emmett Till has been
analyzed and evaluated, there is little information that points to the
importance of the actions of his mother, Mamie Till Mobley. This
research aims to prove that although Emmett Till's murder was an
important push towards the Civil Rights Movement, it was in fact
the actions of his mother following his death that led the country
toward a reckoning with their brutal treatment of African Ameri-
cans, especially in the Deep South.

Keywords: Mamie Till Mobley, lynching, lynching in Mississippi,
Civil Rights Movement, Emmett Till, NAACP

Mamie Till Mobley: un héroe anénimo
del movimiento de derechos civiles

RESUMEN

Se ha argumentado que la muerte de Emmett Till fue el cataliza-
dor del Movimiento de Derechos Civiles de finales de la década de
1950 hasta finales de la de 1960. A pesar de las numerosas veces
que se ha analizado y evaluado el linchamiento de Emmett Till,
hay poca informacion que apunte a la importancia de las acciones
de su madre, Mamie Till Mobley. Esta investigacion tiene como
objetivo demostrar que aunque el asesinato de Emmett Till fue un
impulso importante hacia el Movimiento por los Derechos Civiles,
fueron de hecho las acciones de su madre después de su muerte las
que llevaron al pais a un ajuste de cuentas con el trato brutal de los
afroamericanos, especialmente en el Sur profundo.

Palabras clave: Mamie Till Mobley, linchamiento, linchamiento en
Mississippi, Movimiento de Derechos Civiles, Emmett Till, NAACP
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There are a handful of names that
are synonymous with the Civil
Rights Movement. Images of Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr., Medgar Evers,
Rosa Parks, John Lewis, and Malcolm
X are conjured when discussing lead-
ers in the fight for justice and equality
for Black Americans. The lynching of
fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in Au-
gust 1955 has been called the catalyst to
the Civil Rights Movement. There is lit-
tle doubt about the impact of this trag-
edy on the movement. However, the
actions of Mamie Till Mobley, Emmet
Till's mother, following the death of her
son, should be recognized as the true
push towards the Civil Rights Move-
ment. Her decision to have an open
casket and to be present at the murder
trial, her push for justice for Emmett,
and her subsequent work as an activist,
sparked actions in the South that were
felt around the world.
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The historiography on the mur-
der of Emmett Till can be described as
mutually expansive and lacking. Em-
mett Till's lynching is mentioned in
most works on the Civil Rights Move-
ment, however, it is often mentioned
just briefly. Mamie Till Mobley’s actions
are mentioned with even less frequency,
if at all. In 1962, journalist Ralph Ginz-
burg published 100 Years of Lynchings,
the first edition of his compilation of
news articles that reported lynchings
from the previous hundred years. 100
Years of Lynchings contains three news
articles written about the murder of
Emmett Till. The first, published in the
Washington Post-Times-Herald on Sep-
tember 1, 1955, describes the lynching
and what allegedly led to Till's kidnap-
ping and killing. The other two articles,
published by two other newspapers, de-
scribe the arrests and trials of Roy Bry-
ant and J.W. Milam, both of whom were
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charged with the crimes in connection
with Till's death.

In 1990, filmmaker Henry
Hampton and writer Steve Fayer, in
their work Voices of Freedom: An Oral
History of the Civil Rights Movement
from the 1950s through the 1980s, dis-
cussed Emmett Till's murder with a
combination of interviews with several
people who had firsthand knowledge of
the incident and their own writings on
Emmet’s case. What this work provides
is the intimate thoughts of those that
knew Emmett or those that participat-
ed in seeking justice for the teen. Till's
mother, Mamie Till Mobley, is one of
the voices featured in this narrative. It
is apparent that the intent of these au-
thors is to allow the voices of those who
were there to tell the story. However,
they failed in their attempt to highlight
the importance of Mamie Till Mobley’s
actions.

John Lewis, in his book Walking
with the Wind: A Memoir of the Move-
ment, briefly discusses the lynching
of Emmett Till. However, his point is
to make a comparison to himself. He
writes, “As for me, I was shaken to the
core by the killing of Emmett Till. I was
fifteen, black, and at the edge of my own
manhood just like him. He could have
been me. That could have been me,
beaten, tortured, dead at the bottom of
a river.”’! While powerful, this also does
little to highlight any importance on
Mamie Till Mobley’s impact on the Civ-
il Rights Movement.

Not surprisingly, the most com-
plete account of Emmett’s lynching and
his mother’s actions was written by Ma-
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mie Till Mobley herself. In Death of In-
nocence: The Story of the Hate Crime in
America, Mamie Till Mobley discusses
Emmett’s slaying and her own actions
in great detail. This work allows for a
more complete analysis on the impact
her actions had on the movement as
whole. Furthermore, this work allows
us to examine her thought process and
how she arrived at the decision to, as
she described it, “Let the world see what
I've seen”> However, she stops short of
identifying how her own actions shaped
the Civil Rights Movement.

In 2017, Timothy B. Tyson pub-
lished his book, The Blood of Emmett
Till. 'This work seems to be another
more complete account of the lynch-
ing of Emmett Till. Furthermore, Ty-
son uses the only known interview
with Carolyn Bryant, the woman that
accused Emmett of whistling at her,
which ultimately led to his murder. Ty-
son discusses Mamie Till Mobley more
extensively than any other author, offer-
ing a better-rounded source of informa-
tion on her. In terms of peer-reviewed
articles on Mamie Till Mobley, there is
a severe lack of scholarship.

The sources available show two
things. First, most authorities on the
Emmett Till case agree on its impor-
tance to the Civil Rights Movement.
Second, and most importantly, they
show a seemingly unintentional disre-
gard for the role that Mamie Till Mob-
ley played in the aftermath of the death
of her son. Mamie Till Mobley allowed
her son’s racially motivated murder to
do something few others had been ca-
pable of doing up until that point, and
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that is grab the attention of the entire
world.

Violence against Blacks in Amer-
ica did not begin with the case of Em-
mett Till. The brutalization of Blacks
began congruently with their forced
arrival in the Americas at the start of
the slave trade. The violence bestowed
upon them did not end with slavery.
More alarmingly, violence against them
increased during the Reconstruction
period following the end of the Civil
War. This violence has carried on into
the twenty-first century.

The increase in cruelty against
Black Americans following the Civil
War is both well-documented and se-
verely underreported. White South-
erners were angry. They had lost the
Civil War and to them, along with it,
their way of life. Those that owned
slaves struggled to move forward with-
out their labor system. This created an
environment and a culture of hostility
towards the newly freed slaves. While
former slaveowners seemingly had no
other choice but to accept the fact that
slavery was over, they did not have to
accept the idea that Blacks were equal
to them. Thus began a long history of
racially motivated intimidation and vi-
olence toward and often murder of the
Black population.

In an article that focuses on race
riots, Melinda Meek Hennessey de-
scribes the overall causes of some of
the race riots in the South during Re-
construction. She notes, “fifty-five per-
cent of the riots began with an attempt
by whites to break up a black political
meeting or to keep blacks from vot-
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ing” Many Southern Whites viewed
the disenfranchisement of the Black
population as a successful method of
keeping them relegated to second-class
citizenship.

The period of Reconstruction
also ushered in an era of terror which
can be credited to the emergence of
the Ku Klux Klan. According to Julian
Bond of the Southern Poverty Law
Center, “The Klan itself has had three
periods of significant strength in Amer-
ican history—in the late 19th century,
in the 1920s, and during the 1950s and
early 1960s when the civil rights move-
ment was at its height”* The Klan’s main
purpose was to incite fear and to assist
in maintaining control over the Black
population in their respective towns.

In a letter published on Decem-
ber 3, 1868, a witness wrote about some
Klan activities, “About a week ago Satur-
day night the Ku Klux came into town to
regulate matters ... five hundred in all.
They shot one very bad negro.... They
also hung three or four negroes nearly
dead, and whipped several others in or-
der to make them tell them about their
nightly meetings, and what their ob-
ject was in holding the same; also as to
who their leaders were”> Much like the
restriction on enslaved persons meet-
ing in groups during the antebellum
years, white Southerners were fearful of
Blacks meeting in groups as well. Since
there were no laws forbidding the con-
gregation of Blacks in the South follow-
ing the abolishment of slavery, it was
the opinion of groups like the KKK that
Black people should be regulated and
prevented from meeting.
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Due to the severe violence, rac-
ism, and Jim Crow laws in the South,
many Blacks migrated to Northern cit-
ies like Detroit and Chicago. The move-
ment of Blacks to the North occurred
between 1916 and 1970 and is often
called The Great Migration. Mamie Till
Mobley’s family was no different.

Mamie Till Mobley was born
in Mississippi on November 23, 1921.
Her family emigrated to a small town
outside of Chicago the following year.
When Mamie was eighteen years old she
married a man named Louis Till. Lou-
is worked at the Corn Products Plant
in Argo, Illinois. She became pregnant
right away and Emmett Louis Till was
born on July 25, 1941. Although Mamie
was incredibly happy in motherhood,
her relationship with her husband had
soured and Louis Till became violent.
In their final altercation, Mamie threw
hot boiling water on him after he had
attacked her. In the end, she was able to

take out a restraining order against her
husband.®

Mamie raised Emmett with the
help of her mother. In an interview, Ma-
mie describes her relationship with Em-
mett as being like brother and sister. She
said, “We never did much fighting until
he and I moved alone, and it would be-
come necessary to discipline him every
so often.”” Like many Black mothers in
the North, Mamie had to work in order
to provide for herself and Emmett, so
she relied on her mother often, creating
a close bond between Emmett and his
grandmother, who became more like
mother and son in many instances.
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At fourteen years old, Emmett
had never been far from his mother and
grandmother. In August 1955, when his
great Uncle Mose arrived in Chicago for
the funeral of a relative, Emmett, enam-
ored with stories of the South, begged
his mother to let him return to Money;,
Mississippi with his uncle. According to
Mamie, “The answer was no. Absolute-
ly not. I was against it, my mother was
against it.”® It took a great deal of con-
vincing both Mamie and her mother
to let Emmett go to Mississippi to visit,
and even when they agreed, they did so
reluctantly.’

The North was not untouched
by racism during that time; however,
it was incomparable to the extent and
danger of the racism that existed in the
Deep South. Mamie Till Mobley had to
have a talk with Emmett. It was a talk
that most Black mothers and fathers
had with their children throughout Jim
Crow South. Educating their children
on how to behave around and toward
the white people they might encounter
was often a matter of life or death.

Mamie recalled the conversa-
tion she had with him, “Chicago and
Mississippi were two different places,
and white people down South could be
very mean ... even to black kids.” She
recalled telling him, “If you're walking
down the street and a white woman is
walking toward you, step off the side-
walk, lower your head. Don't look her
in the eye. Wait until she passes by, then
get back on the sidewalk, keep going,
don't look back™® Considering the fate
of Emmett Till, that piece of advice is
the most chilling.
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In a manner typical among teen-
agers, Emmett did not take his mother
too seriously, even brushed her off a lit-
tle. However, he made sure to reassure
her that she had raised him well and
that he knew how to act."! On August
20, 1955 Mamie took Emmett to the
train station, where he hurriedly kissed
her goodbye. That was the last time that
Mamie Till Mobley saw her son Em-
mett alive.'?

This was the first time he had
truly been away from home, away from
his mother and grandmother, and away
from what would ultimately prove to
be the safety of the North. He had only
been in Mississippi for a few days when
he would make a mistake that would
cost him his life and change the tra-
jectory of the Civil Rights Movement.
The accounts of what happened, what
Emmett did or did not do, vary slightly
depending on who is asked. However,
the foundation of the story remains the
same.

On August 24, 1955, Emmett, his cous-
in, and some friends met outside of
Bryants Grocery Store. Some of the
boys that were with Emmett that day re-
called that Emmett was showing off pic-
tures in his wallet and had been brag-
ging that he had a white girlfriend back
home in Chicago. One of the boys told
Emmett that there was a white woman
working inside the grocery store and
dared him to go inside and speak to her.
Emmett went inside of the store to pur-
chase some candy and as he walked out,
he allegedly said, “Bye baby,” to Carolyn
Bryant.
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As Emmett and the boys stood
outside of the grocery store, Carolyn
Bryant came outside to her car and it
was then that Emmett wolf-whistled at
her. This seemingly insignificant action
scared the boys with Emmett so much
that they grabbed him, jumped in their
car, and sped off. The boys were so
scared that they did not want to tell Un-
cle Mose what happened. As with most
small towns, news travelled quickly,
and somehow Emmett’s uncle heard
about the incident anyway. It seemed
that many people in the town had heard
about the boy from Chicago that had
made a pass at a white woman in town.

When Carolyn Bryant’s husband
found out about what had allegedly tak-
en place, he was furious. Together with
his brother J.W. Milam, he decided that
they would teach Emmett a lesson. On
August 28, 1955, around three oclock
in the morning, Roy Bryant and J.W.
Milam arrived at Mose Wright's home
and demanded to speak to the boy from
Chicago. They woke Emmett up and
forced him out of the house. Even if his
uncle had wanted to try to protect him,
he knew that he could be creating an
even greater danger if he defied those
men. Milam and Bryant told Mose
Wright that they were just going to talk
to Emmett about what happened and
that they would bring him back when
they were finished.

Although Mose Wright stayed
up waiting for Emmett to be returned,
he never was, and the next time he saw
Emmett, he was dead. During the tri-
al, the prosecution asked Mose Wright
when he next saw Emmett. He replied,
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“I saw him when he was taken out of the
River. He was in a boat then.... He was
dead”"® Mose Wright was able to identi-
fy Emmett’s badly mangled body by the
ring he was wearing. It was a ring that
belonged to his father, engraved with
the letters L. T. His mother had given it
to him just before he left Chicago.

By this time, Mamie Till Mobley
had already been notified that Emmett
had gone missing and she was notified
when Emmetts body had been found.
Emmett’s body had been brutalized and
had a cotton gin fan tied to him, pre-
sumably to help the body sink in the
river. The Sherift who was responsible
for the case decided that Emmett’s body
should be buried immediately, “And so
someone notified a few of Till's Missis-
sippi family members that the body was
to be buried right away and that they
might want to be present”* Author
Timothy B. Tyson makes the following
observation: “That they immediately
complied probably illustrates the ex-
tent to which it was not safe for African
Americans to challenge white men in
1950s Mississippi”*

Mamie had no plans to let her
son’s body be buried in Mississippi.
Against the wishes of the Sherift, Ma-
mie was able to get one of her family
members to secure the coffin to be sent
to Chicago with the agreement that the
coffin would never be opened. Howev-
er, Mamie had no intention of keeping
her sorrow and grief to herself. Media
outlets in Chicago “were already start-
ing to cover the lynching”'®

When Emmetts body arrived in
Chicago, Mamie Till Mobley was de-
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termined to identify his body herself,
even if that meant she had to open the
coffin herself. The funeral director there
agreed to open the coffin and to call Ma-
mie Till Mobley to come back once he
got it open and was able to remove Em-
mett’s body. When Mamie received the
call to return to view Emmetts body,
she described the smell that met her
about two blocks away from the funer-
al home, “At first, I thought about the
stockyards, where hey slaughtered hogs
and cattle.... This was much worse. This
was overpowering.... It was the smell of
death and it was everywhere” She con-
tinued, “I will ever forget that smell. It

was Emmett”"”

In her book, Mamie goes on to
describe how she examined every inch
of Emmett’s body. She said, “Step by
step, as methodically as his killers had
mutilated my baby, I was putting him
back together again, but only to iden-
tify the body”*® One of Emmett’s eyes
was hanging out of the socket, the oth-
er seemed to be missing. All but two of
his teeth were missing. The bridge of
his nose had been chopped. It looked as
though someone had taken a hatchet to
the top of his head and sliced it from ear
to ear, “The back of his head was loose
from the front part of his face” Final-
ly, Mamie saw the bullet hole, “That’s
when I had to stop... With all the grisly
things I had just witnessed in silence,
it was that one bullet hole that finally
caused me to speak, ‘Did they have to
shoot him?’ I mean, he had to be dead
by then”

After Mamie finished her thor-
ough, and obviously heartbreaking,
examination of Emmett she made the
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most selfless decision she could have
made. She decided that she would have
an open casket. The funeral director
offered to try to fix up Emmetts body
as best he could. Mamie refused, stat-
ing simply, “No, let the people see what
I've seen. I want the world to see this,
because there is no way I can tell this
story and give them the visual picture
of what my son looked like”* And so,
the world saw.

Although Ralph Ginzburg had
compiled a 252-page book of news sto-
ries reporting the lynchings of Black
Americans, not one of those stories up
until that point received the nation-
al and international attention that the
lynching of fourteen year-old Emmett
Till received. The United States was no
longer able to keep its dirty little secret
of the American South contained. Ma-
mie was determined for the South to
have to reckon with its history of bru-
tality against Black Americans. She was
equally determined to get justice for
her son.

In an interview, Reverend Al
Sharpton noted, “The easiest thing
would have been to say, ‘No, close the
casket. I can't bear it; but she some-
where found the strength to say, Tl
bear my pain to save some other moth-
er from having to go through this;
and because she put the picture of this
young man’s body on the conscience of
America, she might have saved thou-
sands of young black men and young
black women’s lives”* According to
the Chicago Tribune, more than 40,000
people viewed Emmett Till's body.* Jet
Magazine also published the photos of

Emmett Till's brutally mangled body
for the world to see.

If anyone thought Mamie’s forc-
ing of America to face the world for
its history of racism and violence to-
wards Blacks was enough, she was not
finished. Following Emmett’s public
funeral and burial, Mamie Till Mobley
shifted her focus on the upcoming trial
of Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam. While
she was encouraged not to attend the
trial on the grounds of it being too dan-
gerous for her and her family, Mamie
would not hear of it. She was going to
be present for the trial of the men that
murdered her son. Up until that point,
Mamie had been outspoken about what
had happened to her son and her family
had received threats.

Mamie’s mother recalled, “A
number of letters and many telephone
calls... they threaten us with words
like n-----s, savage, or uncivilized peo-
ple, people that want to be ornery...
they threaten that our house will be
bombed.”* These threats did not make
a difference to Mamie. She was going to
face the entire town for what they al-
lowed to happen to her son.

Mamie travelled to Mississippi,
and with the help of the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), was able to secure
witnesses to testify for the prosecution.
The presence of the NAACP was an ir-
ritant to Sheriff H. C. Strider, “Td like
for the NAACP, any colored organiza-
tion anywhere to know that we are here
giving all parties a free trial and intend
to give a fair and impartial trial and
we don't need the help of the NAACP
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and we don't intend for them to help.
We never have any trouble until some
of our Southern n-----s go up north
and the NAACP talks to them and they
come back home”** At the time, Med-
gar Evers was quietly conducting an in-
vestigation with the help of other activ-
ists to get people to testify and then to
help them get to safety if they did.

Emmett Till's great uncle Moses
Wright was the first to testify. It was a
moment that those who were there to
witness would never forget. The danger
he put himself and his family in to see
that justice was served is astounding.
Not only did he give witness about the
night that Emmett was taken from his
home, but he stood up and positively
identified both Roy Bryant and J.W. Mi-
lam as the men who arrived at his house
to kidnap Emmett.

Mamie Till Mobley also bravely
gave her testimony. She discussed how
she had told Emmett to behave when he

was in the South. She walked the jury
and the courtroom through how she
found out that Emmett had been kid-
napped and subsequently found in the
river. Finally, she discussed how she
examined his body. The lawyer for the
defense attempted to indicate that per-
haps Emmett’s murder was staged in an
attempt for Mamie to collect on a life
insurance policy, but Mamie stood firm
that she had yet to receive any money
and that the money was not important
to her. When it was time for Carolyn
Bryant to testify, Mamie was escorted
out of the courtroom. At the conclusion
of the trial, Mamie decided to leave. She
knew that both Roy Bryant and J.W. Mi-
lam were going to be found not guilty
for the murder of Emmett and she did
not need to hear the jury say it.

Following their trial, Roy Bry-
ant and JW. Milam agreed to be in-
terviewed by William Bradford Huie
for Look Magazine. Due to the double
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jeopardy rule, where a person cannot
be tried again for a crime they had been
found not guilty for, Bryant and Mi-
lam were not fearful of any retribution
for telling their version of the truth.
In their accounting of what happened,
Emmett was smart-mouthed and did
not seem to know his place. Milam was
determined to show him. None of what
Milam and Bryant describe explains the
brutality of Emmett’s injuries, beyond
being shot and a cotton gin fan tied to
him. "The youth turned to catch that
big, expanding bullet at his right ear. He
dropped. They barb-wired the gin fan
to his neck, rolled him into 20 feet of
water.’*

The impact of Mamie Till Mo-
bley’s decisions following the death of
Emmett were about to have an even
greater impact. Back home in Chicago,
Mamie Till Mobley became an activist
for the Civil Rights Movement. She be-
gan to travel the country speaking out
about the injustices Black Americans
faced in the South and in the country as
a whole. When Rosa Parks refused to get
up from her set on a bus in Montgomery;,
Alabama, Emmett Till was on her mind.
She had seen his picture in Jet Maga-
zine and had written to a friend, “This
case could be multiplied many times
in the South, not only Miss. [sic], but
Ala, Georgia, Fla’*® Rosa Parks’ refusal
to give up her seat to a white passenger
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sparked the Montgomery Bus Boycott,
led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Certainly, Emmett Till's lynching
was a tragedy of historic proportions.
However, had Mamie Till Mobley not
forced the world to see what had been
done to her son, his story would proba-
blyhave justbeen another entryin Ralph
Ginzburg’s collection of news reports of
lynchings. According to the NAACP,
“From 1882-1968, 4,743 lynchings oc-
curred in the United States. Of these
people that were lynched 3,446 were
black. The blacks lynched accounted
for 72.7% of the people lynched. These
numbers seem large, but it is known
that not all of the lynchings were ever
recorded.””’

According to these statistics,
thousands of men and women had been
lynched in the years leading up to Au-
gust 1955. While all are unexplainable
tragedies, the lynching of Emmett Till
had one notable difference: Mamie Till
Mobley. Her strength, will, and determi-
nation ensured that her wish came true.
“As much as my son had to die, that I
don’t want his death to be a vain thing, if
it can further the cause of freedom, then
I will say that he died a hero”*® Emmett
Till's murder will always remain at the
forefront of any conversation about the
Civil Rights Movement and it is because
of Mamie Till Mobley that the country
entered an era of change.
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