
The Mississippi Writers Trail official-
ly launched with the unveiling of two
historical marker prototypes, honoring
Eudora Welty and Jesmyn Ward, as part
of the Mississippi Book Festival opening
on Aug. 18. C-SPAN broadcasted the un-
veilings in the State Capitol Building be-
fore a live national audience.

There’s no better time to highlight
Mississippi’s writers, literary heritage
and bright future. The Mississippi Book 

See WRITERS TRAIL, Page 2C

If it weren’t for a Mississippi Free-
dom Trail marker, you might not know
that a section of Jackson’s Capitol Street
was once the scene of a significant civil
rights protest, Woolworth’s sit-in. If it
weren’t for a Mississippi Blues Trail
marker, you might not know that Club
Ebony in Indianola was once owned by

B.B. King and showcased legendary acts
such as Ray Charles, Little Milton and
B.B. King himself. These trail markers
help our state tell its story, adding depth
and richness to places of note.

It’s only fitting that we now begin to
honor our greatest storytellers through
the Mississippi Writers Trail. Our state’s
newest trail will build upon the success
of other cultural trails, drawing visitors
from out-of-state and even out-of-
country, serving as a source of civic
pride. 
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 MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

IS IT TIME FOR 
AN OVERHAUL?

Appointing transportation commissioners would 

take agency down a more traveled road

Chances are good that next year will be the
last time Mississippians elect their three
transportation commissioners.

Talk of overhauling the Mississippi Depart-
ment of Transportation’s governance is not
new, but it appears to be growing momentum,
similar to the recent decades-in-the-making
change from elected to appointed school su-
perintendents.

I’m told by several sources that MDOT re-
structuring was a key issue in House-Senate
negotiations that delayed the recent special
legislative session on infrastructure funding.

At one point, Lt. Gov. Tate Reeves and the
Senate leadership were calling for a full reor-

How are other Southern
states set up?
❚ Alabama: director is appointed by gover-
nor; 14-member joint legislative commit-
tee approves long-range highway plans 

❚ Arkansas: Governor appoints commis-
sioners; senators can remove any commis-
sioner with a majority vote 

❚ Georgia: 13-member board elected by
majority vote of Legislature; governor
appoints director of planning for the agen-
cy 

❚ Louisiana: Secretary appointed by gov-
ernor, who also appoints various assistant
secretaries 

❚ North Carolina: 19-member board ap-
pointed by governor; five at-large mem-
bers must meet expertise criteria 

❚ South Carolina: Six of seven board mem-
bers elected by legislators plus an at-large
member appointed by the governor.

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures
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When Carolyn Bryant testified at
the Emmett Till murder trial on Sept.
22, 1955, she did so out of earshot of 12
white male jurors. Judge Curtis Swan-
go wanted to know if her salacious sto-
ry was in fact admissible evidence.

Why? Prosecutors had wisely start-
ed their case, not at the Bryant Grocery
& Meat Market in Money, Mississippi,
where Till allegedly flirted and whis-
tled at the 21-year-old mother and
shopkeeper, but at the residence of
Mose and Elizabeth Wright.

The three men trying the state’s
case, District Attorney Gerald Chat-
ham, Special Prosecutor Robert Smith
III and County Attorney Hamilton
Caldwell well understood the perilous

consequences of begin-
ning the state’s case
with the whiff of inter-
racial sex — especially
in the white-hot climate
created by the U.S. Su-
preme Court’s May 1954
Brown verdict, which
effectively outlawed

separate but equal public schools.
Black boys going to school with white
girls, many fevered white Mississippi-
ans imagined, would lead to one and
only one thing.

When the FBI finally discovered the
long-missing trial transcript of the Till
murder case in 2005, many of us in the
scholarly community celebrated. We
no longer had to rely on media reports
to reconstruct one of the 20th centu-
ry’s most important and consequen-
tial trials. Thanks to the FBI’s intrepid
digging, we finally had the real and un-
filtered thing — all 354 pages of it, and
made available for free download on
its website.

Interestingly, many in the media
then and now focused on two things:
Mose Wright’s remarkable testimony
in which he dramatically identified
both Milam and Bryant as the men
who took Till from his home in the
early morning hours of Aug. 28, 1955;
and second, the fact the half-brothers
were acquitted in just 67 minutes, al-
legedly because the body could not be
convincingly identified as Till’s — de-
spite his mother’s unequivocal testi-
mony, among several others.

But in my examination of the trial
transcript, far more interesting and re-
vealing is where the prosecution and
the defense started their cases — the
former at the Wright residence and the
latter at the Bryant store. Both strate-
gies speak rather directly to each other.

While the prosecution tried desper-
ately to identify the “Chicago boy” kid-
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Online
Aug. 28 marked the 63rd anniversary
of Emmett Till’s death. See the Clarion
Ledger’s special series, Emmett Till:
The Legacy beyond the Lies, at clari-
onledger.com.
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ganization of the MDOT setup in ex-
change for considering Speaker Philip
Gunn and the House’s proposal to swap
income tax cuts for fuel tax increases to
pay for road work. Both ideas were ta-
bled for now but likely to come back up —
not during next year’s statewide elec-
tion-year session, but early in the next
term.

Mississippi is the only state that still
elects transportation/highway commis-
sioners by popular vote. Many legislative
leaders and the occasional governor
have talked of changing this for many
years. But it has proved to be an uphill
road, full of political potholes (see what I
just did there?).

Their reasoning:
❚ Moving to an appointed system of

commissioners would remove politics
from state highway work, or at least
ameliorate it.

❚ Appointed commissioners could be
chosen for expertise and experience, in-
stead of popularity in the voting booth,
which in times past has appeared mutu-
ally exclusive. As with the argument for
appointed vs. elected school superin-
tendents, proponents say it would in-
crease the “gene pool.”

❚ The elected governor and Legisla-
ture should have more authority over
such a fundamental facet of government
as infrastructure.

❚ If every other state in the Union
does it differently than Mississippi,
might they be on to something? 

But Mississippians like to elect their
government leaders, judges, coroners,
regulators, dog catchers ... and they
have never cottoned much to appointed
bureaucracy. And, I don’t know if you’ve

noticed this, but Mississippi has never
been accused of being quick to change
anything. The Magnolia State tends to
debate things for at least a few decades
before doing anything rash.

There are arguments against, and
obstacles to, changing from the elected
transportation commissioner system. 

One is that moving transportation
authority and oversight to a governor —

and particularly the Legislature —
would not reduce but simply shift and
perhaps increase the politics in road
building. 

“Mississippians like to elect their
people and I feel you would be taking
away a right of the people,” said South-
ern District Transportation Commis-
sioner Tom King, a former state Senator.
“If a commission is appointed, it would
be much more political ... Whoever the
governor is, the road money would go
wherever the governor wanted it to be ...
Our elected commission has more ac-
countability.”

King said that when he meets with
transportation officials from other
states, “they envy our system, because
in theirs, the commissioners are not
running things, the bureaucracy is run-
ning it.”

King said the Legislature already has
the power of the purse strings with
MDOT’s budget and that the agency is
closely monitored by lawmakers and
auditors and “I think we are more trans-
parent with this commission and this
team than ever before.”

“In this position you are accountable
to the people who put you in office, and
if they are not happy with you, they will
replace you,” King said.

Rep. Gary Chism, R-Columbus, last
year unsuccessfully pushed a bill to re-
organize MDOT under a board appoint-
ed by the governor. It didn’t catch, but
Chism said he believes the idea’s time is
coming soon.

“Maybe not next year — we probably
wouldn’t do that during an election year
— but I think this might be the last four-
year term for elected highway commis-
sioners,” Chism said. “... It’s exactly the
same as elected superintendents. We
weren’t electing necessarily the most
qualified, but the most popular. A gover-
nor is going to appoint people who know
what they’re doing.”

Reeves — the presumptive Republi-
can candidate for governor next year —
has been a frequent critic of MDOT. He’s
recently been ensnarled in an issue with
the agency over a now-halted project to
build a state funded road to his
neighborhood. Reeves this year unsuc-
cessfully pushed an infrastructure
funding plan that would have stripped
MDOT of much of its spending author-
ity and given it to the governor.

But elected commissioners and
MDOT’s administrator have said much
of the criticism from lawmakers and
others about the agency stems from lack
of funding, not a systemic issue with
MDOT structure or governance. They’ve
also said shifting to a more bureaucratic
operating system would “cripple” the
agency, making it less efficient.

Overhaul
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Rep. Gary Chism, R-Columbus, last year unsuccessfully pushed a bill to
reorganize MDOT under an appointed board. It didn’t catch, but Chism said he
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From left, Dick Hall, Mike Tagert and
Tom King are Mississippi’s
transportation commissioners.

napped from the Wright home as Till,
and that the gruesome and mutilated
body pulled from the muddy Tallahatch-
ie River on Aug. 31 belonged to Till, by
dint of his father’s silver signet ring, the
defense had other plans. At least initia-
lly.

That is, the five defense lawyers,
comprising the entirety of the Sumner
bar, clearly thought their most persua-
sive case was a justifiable homicide de-
fense. To my knowledge, I am the first to
advance this claim, a claim easy to over-
look once Carolyn Bryant’s testimony —
the defense team’s Plan A — was ruled
inadmissible by Judge Swango.

Stated differently, an unidentifiable
corpse claim was forced on the defense
only after the judge blocked her testimo-
ny from the jury’s ears.

Those present in the Sumner court-
room heard Carolyn Bryant’s testimony
on the steamy afternoon of Sept. 22. De-
fense attorney J. J. Breland carefully
walked the petite wife and mother
through the events of the evening of
Aug. 24. On her narration, Bryant was
threatened and nearly raped by the ma-
rauding 5-foot-6, 150-pound “n-----”
with the “Northern brogue” who clearly
wanted far more than some bubble gum.
Quoting from the trial transcript:

Breland: “Just tell the Court what
happened there at the time, please,
ma’am.” 

Carolyn Bryant: “This n----- man
came in the store and he stopped there
at the counter. . . . He caught my hand. . . .
He said ‘How about a date, baby?’. . . . he
put his left hand on my waist, and he put
his other hand over on the other side. . . .
He said, ‘What’s the matter, baby? Can’t
you take it? . . . . You needn’t be afraid of
me.’” Bryant next testified that the man
used “an unprintable word” — presum-
ably the f-word — and said, he’d been
‘with white women before.’”

Carolyn Bryant lied on the witness
stand. Many make this claim because of
Tim Tyson’s bestselling book "The Blood
of Emmett Till," in which the Duke Uni-
versity professor interviewed Bryant in

2008. (A statement her family denied
she made to Tyson.)

In the first and only interview she has
ever granted to someone not from law
enforcement, Bryant admitted she had
perjured herself on Sept. 22. Her admis-
sion, as reported by Tyson, exploded in
the national media once the book was
published in 2017. Bryant’s recantation
also serves today as the source of the
federal government’s renewed interest
in the case. After all, only Carolyn Bryant
is still alive among the principals direct-
ly involved in Till’s kidnap and murder.

But Bryant’s admission is not new.
Ever since researchers discovered a
statement she gave to an attorney on
Sept. 2, two days after Till's partially
submerged body had been discovered
by a local fisherman and hauled out of
the Tallahatchie River, we have known
her courtroom testimony was nothing
but a series of exaggerations and lies
that transformed an innocent, if cocky
and obstreperous, 14-year-old Chicago
child into a “n-----” adult rapist.

Tucked away in the William Bradford
Huie papers at Ohio State University is

one of the smoking guns of the Till case:
two-pages of handwritten notes docu-
menting one of Carolyn Bryant’s earliest
verbal account of the facts. She’s quoted
as saying, “boy came to candy counter
(and) I waited on him (and) when I went
to take (his) money he grabbed my hand
and said ‘how about a date’ and I walked
away from him and he said ‘What’s the
matter baby can’t you take it? ‘He went
out door and said ‘Goodbye.’”

So we’re left with this question: given
what Carolyn Bryant said to an attorney
on Sept. 2, and given what she testified
to in court less than three weeks later on
Sept. 22, why the new story, why the
lies?

Why did she feel the need to misrep-
resent what happened in the store on
Aug. 24? There’s only one logical expla-
nation: The five attorneys figured their
most persuasive defense, in the post-
Brown racial fever infecting Mississippi
and the Deep South, was in fact justifi-
able homicide. 

Why would the defense lead off their
case with Carolyn Bryant’s lies about be-
ing sexually assaulted — if they were

also going to argue that the corpse
couldn’t be identified as Till’s? They
wouldn’t; those two defenses are con-
tradictory: Till can’t be both a would-be
rapist and simultaneously an unidenti-
fied and mutilated body. But if the de-
fense sought to portray Till as a potential
rapist to white male jurors who simply
wouldn’t cotton to such a violation of the
racial code, then they would need to
have their star witness exaggerate. Or,
yes, lie.

A near-rape by a black man could jus-
tify kidnap, murder and thus an acquit-
tal; whistling and flirting by a visiting
black boy could not — at least in a 1955
Mississippi court of law.

The prosecution was so fearful of this
defense, so aware of the overweening fe-
ver of interracial sex, that they couldn’t
begin their case in Money, at the Bryant
store. No, to start there would imperil
their case from the very first witness.
Little wonder, then, that Till's great-un-
cle began the state’s case against Milam
and Bryant three miles east of the store
and four days later, at the Wright resi-
dence. 

On Wright’s account, the kidnapping
was largely without motive; the two
armed half-brothers appeared in the
dead of night and demanded the “Chi-
cago boy” who’d “done the talking at
Money.” It was on these very grounds —
where the prosecution started its case —
that Judge Swango later disallowed ju-
rors from hearing Carolyn Bryant’s ex-
plosive — and perjured — testimony. In
other words, Carolyn Bryant’s testimony
was beside the point; the prosecution
was not attempting to establish motive
for Till's kidnap and murder.

Fifty-three years after she lied in
court, the then 74-year-old grandmoth-
er, long divorced from her abusive hus-
band Roy Bryant, made a most revealing
tell to Tyson: “Nothing that boy did
could ever justify what happened to
him.” Her lawyers indeed had asked 21-
year-old Carolyn Bryant to “justify” Till’s
kidnap and murder in order to free her
husband and brother-in-law.

Living with that decision has been
her special burden. It’s a burden our
country still shoulders.

Davis W. Houck is the co-author of
"Emmett Till and the Mississippi Press."

Killers
Continued from Page 1C

J.W. Milam and Roy Bryant celebrate their acquittal by an all-white jury. Months
later, they admitted to Look magazine they had indeed killed Emmett Till.
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Festival, only in its fourth year, has al-
ready grown to attract 7,600 attendees,
240 authors and such speakers and
panelists as Salman Rushdie, John
Meacham as well as Mississippi natives
Jesmyn Ward, John Grisham, Julia Reed
and Richard Ford. The festival’s success
signals that Mississippians are proud of
their literary heritage and embracing a
growing set of distinguished contempo-
rary writers hailing from the state.

On Monday, the first permanent Mis-
sissippi Writers Trail marker honoring
Eudora Welty will be placed at the Eud-
ora Welty House and Garden in Jack-
son. The Welty marker will pave the way
for many more, which will be placed in

the coming years as funding allows.
Writers honored with a trail marker and
the order in which they will be placed
will be determined based on scholar
recommendations.

The Mississippi Writers Trail is an
initiative of the Mississippi Arts Com-
mission, in partnership with the Com-
munity Foundation for Mississippi,
Mississippi Book Festival, Mississippi
Humanities Council, Mississippi Devel-
opment Authority, Mississippi Depart-
ment of Archives and History and the
Mississippi Library Commission.

It is our vision that, eventually, these
markers, resembling an open book, will
span the entirety of the state, adding a
few more lines to Mississippi’s story
with each one.

Malcolm White is the executive direc-
tor of the Mississippi Arts Commission.
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Author Jesmyn Ward and her family look at a Mississippi Writers Trail markers
honoring her during the Mississippi Book Festival in Jackson Aug. 18. AP


