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This extraordinary New York Times bestseller reexamines a pivotal event of the
civil rights movement—the 1955 lynching of Emmett Till—“and demands that
we do the one vital thing we aren’t often enough asked to do with history: learn
from it” (The Atlantic).

In 1955, white men in the Mississippi Delta lynched a fourteen-year-old from
Chicago named Emmett Till. His murder was part of a wave of white terrorism in
the wake of the 1954 Supreme Court decision that declared public school
segregation unconstitutional. Only weeks later, Rosa Parks thought about young
Emmett as she refused to move to the back of a city bus in Montgomery,
Alabama. Five years later, Black students who called themselves “the Emmett
Till generation” launched sit-in campaigns that turned the struggle for civil rights
into a mass movement. Till’s lynching became the most notorious hate crime in
American history.

But what actually happened to Emmett Till—not the icon of injustice, but the
flesh-and-blood boy? Part detective story, part political history, The Blood of
Emmett Till “unfolds like a movie” (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution), drawing
on a wealth of new evidence, including a shocking admission of Till’s innocence
from the woman in whose name he was killed. “Jolting and powerful” (The
Washington Post), the book “provides fresh insight into the way race has
informed and deformed our democratic institutions” (Diane McWhorter, Pulitzer
Prize–winning author of Carry Me Home) and “calls us to the cause of justice
today” (Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II, president of the North Carolina NAACP).
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Editorial Review

Review
“An insightful, revealing and important new inquiry into the tragedy that mobilized and energized a
generation of Americans to stand and fight against racial bigotry.”
  (Bryan Stevenson, New York Times bestselling author of Just Mercy)

“A jolting and powerful book.... Swift-flying and meticulously researched.”  (The Washington Post)

“The Blood of Emmett Till unfolds like a movie, moving from scene to reconstructed scene, panning out to
help the reader understand the racism and bigotry that crafted the citadel of white supremacy and focusing in
on intimate exchanges imbued with meaning....”  (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution)

“What sets Tyson's book apart is the wide-angle lens he uses to examine the lynching, and the ugly parallels
between past and present… A terrific writer and storyteller, Tyson compels a closer look at a heinous crime
and the consequential decisions, large and small, that made it a national issue.” (Minneapolis Star Tribune)

“A critical book... [that] manages to turn the past into prophecy and demands that we do the one vital thing
we aren’t often enough asked to do with history: learn from it.” (The Atlantic)

“Tim Tyson’s profound eloquence and groundbreaking evidence capture the cries of Emmett Till and the rise
of a movement, and will call us to the cause of justice today.” (Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II, president of
the North Carolina NAACP and author of The Third Reconstruction: Moral Mondays, Fusion Politics, and
the Rise of a New Social Justice Movement)

“An account of absorbing and sometimes horrific detail. Comprehensive in scope....”   (The New York Times)

“Eloquent and outraged.... A stunning success essential for our times.”
  (Nell Irvin Painter, author of The History of White People)

“From one of our finest civil rights historians comes this harrowing, brilliant, and crucial book. The full story
of Emmett Till has never before been told. It will terrify you; it should. It will inspire you; it must.”
  (Jeff Sharlet, New York Times bestselling author of The Family)

“Astonishingly relevant.... At once thrilling and agonizing.”  (Jezebel)

“I couldn’t stop reading Timothy Tyson’s The Blood of Emmett Till. It is civil rights history that captivates
the reader like a mystery novel....” (Patricia Bell-Scott, author of The Firebrand and the First Lady)

“[A] powerful, moving book.... [Tyson] has expertly unearthed and synthesized... to give a fuller picture than
we’ve ever had of the minute-by-minute details of the crime, and of what people were saying and thinking
about the Emmett Till case as it unfolded. It will certainly be the definitive account of this crucial catalyst for
the civil rights struggle.”   (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette)

“Elegant and sophisticated .... Tyson successfully connects the dots, and without actually saying so (he
worked on the book for years prior to Nov. 8, 2016), draws a resolute if symbolic line between Emmett Till...
and the white supremacist foreground of this country.”  (Los Angeles Times)



“Tyson’s powerful narrative sheds new light on the circumstances that led to the murder, makes the case that
its influence stretches from the Montgomery bus boycott to the angry protests in Ferguson, Missouri – and
argues that the country hasn’t yet come to grips with the roots of any of the above.” (Raleigh News &
Observer)

“Tim Tyson has universalized the Emmett Till story to make it an American tragedy. His bracing, granular
narrative provides fresh insight into the way race has informed and deformed our democratic institutions.”
(Diane McWhorter, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Carry Me Home)

 “Emotional and electric.” (Toronto Star)

“Tyson’s book celebrates courage: most notably, that of the Rev. Moses Wright, the black man from whose
house Emmett was kidnapped by his killers.” (Richmond Times-Dispatch)

“[Tyson’s] analysis of the big national moment does not upstage his attention to the Till family’s
unimaginable personal loss. He writes movingly of what Emmett’s life might have been....”  (Los Angeles
Review of Books)

“More than simply a retelling of the story of Till’s death and the subsequent trial, the book incorporates new
sources into the narrative… In the course of telling this story, Tyson explores larger, more important lessons
about America’s long, bitter struggle with race.”  (Greensboro News & Record)

“Groundbreaking new evidence and Tyson’s masterful prose make The Blood of Emmett Till a devastating
indictment of America, both past and present.”
  (Danielle McGuire, author of At the Dark End of the Street)

“A scathing re-examination.... [Tyson] makes it all new and relevant.”  (Winston-Salem Journal)

“The Blood of Emmett Till is less concerned with the historical cowardice of Bryant and the white men who
effectively lynched Till, and much more invested in the bravery of Emmett Till’s mother, Mamie, and of the
courage of the black activists who worked for voting rights and justice amidst the violent horror of life in
Mississippi....” (Yes! Weekly)

“Tyson gives us a history that challenges everything we thought we knew about Emmett Till.”
  (Crystal Feimster, author of Southern Horrors)

 “Stark and devastating.”  (Santa Fe New Mexican)

“Tyson’s meticulous and absorbing retelling of the events leading up to the horrific lynching in 1955
includes an admission from Till’s accuser that some of her testimony was false.” (New York Times Book
Review)

“A shocking revelation…. For Tyson, this confession reveals the workings of a racial caste system that
insured the murderers would be acquitted, and which, even decades later, makes it possible for young black
men to be killed with impunity.”  (The New Yorker)

“Tyson’s remarkable achievement is that each thread is explored in detail, backstories as well as main
events, while he maintains a page-turning readability for what might seem a familiar tale. Cinematically
engaging, harrowing, and poignant, Tyson’s monumental work illuminates Emmett Till’s murder and serves



as a powerful reminder that certain stories in history merit frequent retelling.” (Publishers Weekly (starred
review))

“In many ways, Timothy Tyson is the ideal author to explore new details surrounding the lynching death of
Emmett Till....”  (Winston-Salem Chronicle)

“Neither lurid tale nor political iconography.... Tyson is best with intimacies, when he writes about local
people and their relationship to one another and to place. He takes special care with mise en scene, providing
a rich portrait of the world of Emmett Till.” (Chapter 16)

“Apply[s] diligent research, scrupulous perspective and a vigorous aptitude for weaving pertinent public and
intimate details.”   (USA Today)

“Skillfully tells the story of the gruesome murder and its still-resonant aftermath.” (Tampa Bay Times)

 “Ripe for optioning.” (Hollywood Reporter)

“Rip-roaring.... Tyson has produced a brief, sharp re-evaluation of the case, reminding us that a murder 61
years ago still has resonance.” (Star News)

“This highly readable book is likely to remain the final account of the Till murder and trial and its impact in
the United States and abroad. It will appeal to anyone interested in African American history and the judicial
process.”   (Library Journal)

“Till’s memory burns brighter with each passing year and remains a touchstone for understanding white
violence against black men today.” (William Ferris, co-editor of The Encyclopedia of Southern Culture)

“Such a powerful sweep of history.... With a tone at once measured and urgent, Tyson calls us to action,
prods us to create a radically different future by making good on, and learning from, the past.” (Pacific
Standard)

“Bolstered by prodigious research... the well-presented details... add atmosphere. In addition, Tyson is
masterful at explaining how the Till murder became a major cause of the civil rights movement. Especially
resonant today is the author's focus on obtaining voting rights for blacks in Southern states that denied those
rights before the Till murder.... Tyson skillfully demonstrates how, in our allegedly post-racial country, a
"national racial caste system" remains in place.” (Kirkus Reviews)

“Clear, concise and well-documented.”  (Florida Times-Union)

“Tyson brings in a rich tapestry that pieces together a more detailed story.”  (Comics Grinder)

“A riveting, richly detailed account of the crime that ignited the civil rights movement.” (Bookpage)

“Compelling.... With Tyson’s new book, and Carolyn Bryant Donham’s remarks, we have reason to revisit a
period in our history when bigotry, blood, and sacrifice became a call to action. “ (Vanity Fair)

“Drawing on Bryant’s only interview, Tyson reexamines the crime that launched the civil rights movement.”
(AARP)



“Tyson does an admirable job of condensing and updating information about the case, using a 2006 FBI
report on Till’s murder to weave together a historical tapestry.”  (Austin American-Statesman)

“An insightful addition to the tragedy that energized many American citizens to fight against racism.” 
(Missourian)

“[A] powerful new book.... Tyson’s profound conclusion moves the Emmett Till tragedy into the present
time.”  (Counter Punch)

About the Author
Timothy B. Tyson is Senior Research Scholar at the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University,
Visiting Professor of American Christianity and Southern Culture at Duke Divinity School, and adjunct
professor of American Studies at the University of North Carolina. He is the author of The Blood of Emmett
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The Blood of Emmett Till

1

NOTHING THAT BOY DID

The older woman sipped her coffee. “I have thought and thought about everything about Emmett Till, the
killing and the trial, telling who did what to who,” she said.1 Back when she was twenty-one and her name
was Carolyn Bryant, the French newspaper Aurore dubbed the dark-haired young woman from the
Mississippi Delta “a crossroads Marilyn Monroe.”2 News reporters from Detroit to Dakar never failed to
sprinkle their stories about l’affaire Till with words like “comely” and “fetching” to describe her. William
Bradford Huie, the Southern journalist and dealer in tales of the Till lynching, called her “one of the prettiest
black-haired Irish women I ever saw in my life.”3 Almost eighty and still handsome, her hair now silver, the
former Mrs. Roy Bryant served me a slice of pound cake, hesitated a little, and then murmured, seeming to
speak to herself more than to me, “They’re all dead now anyway.” She placed her cup on the low glass table
between us, and I waited.

For one epic moment half a century earlier, Carolyn Bryant’s face had been familiar across the globe, forever
attached to a crime of historic notoriety and symbolic power. The murder of Emmett Till was reported in one
of the very first banner headlines of the civil rights era and launched the national coalition that fueled the
modern civil rights movement. But she had never opened her door to a journalist or historian, let alone
invited one for cake and coffee. Now she looked me in the eyes, trying hard to distinguish between fact and
remembrance, and told me a story that I did not know.

The story I thought I knew began in 1955, fifty years earlier, when Carolyn Bryant was twenty-one and a
fourteen-year-old black boy from Chicago walked into the Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market in a rural



Mississippi Delta hamlet and offended her. Perhaps on a dare, the boy touched or even squeezed her hand
when he exchanged money for candy, asked her for a date, and said goodbye when he left the store, tugged
along by an older cousin. Few news writers who told the story of the black boy and the backwoods beauty
failed to mention the “wolf whistle” that came next: when an angry Carolyn walked out to a car to retrieve
the pistol under the seat, Till supposedly whistled at her.

The world knew this story only because of what happened a few days later: Carolyn’s kinsmen, allegedly
just her husband and brother-in-law, kidnapped and killed the boy and threw his body in the Tallahatchie
River. That was supposed to be the end of it. Lesson taught. But a young fisherman found Till’s corpse in the
water, and a month later the world watched Roy Bryant and J. W. “Big” Milam stand trial for his murder.

I knew the painful territory well because when I was eleven years old in the small tobacco market town of
Oxford, North Carolina, a friend’s father and brothers beat and shot a young black man to death. His name
was Henry Marrow, and the events leading up to his death had something in common with Till’s. My father,
a white Methodist minister, got mixed up in efforts to bring peace and justice to the community. We moved
away that summer. But Oxford burned on in my memory, and I later went back and interviewed the man
most responsible for Marrow’s death. He told me, “That nigger committed suicide, coming in my store and
wanting to four-letter-word my daughter-in-law.” I also talked with many of those who had protested the
murder by setting fire to the huge tobacco warehouses in downtown Oxford, as well as witnesses to the
killing, townspeople, attorneys, and others. Seeking to understand what had happened in my own hometown
made me a historian. I researched the case for years, on my way to a PhD in American history, and in 2004
published a book about Marrow’s murder, what it meant for my hometown and my family, and how it
revealed the workings of race in American history.4 Carolyn Bryant Donham had read the book, which was
why she decided to contact me and talk with me about the lynching of Emmett Till.

The killing of Henry Marrow occurred in 1970, fifteen years after the Till lynching, but unlike the Till case it
never entered national or international awareness, even though many of the same themes were present. Like
Till, Marrow had allegedly made a flirtatious remark to a young white woman at her family’s small rural
store. In Oxford, though, the town erupted into arson and violence, the fires visible for miles. An all-white
jury, acting on what they doubtless perceived to be the values of the white community, acquitted both of the
men charged in the case, even though the murder had occurred in public. What happened in Oxford in 1970
was a late-model lynching, in which white men killed a black man in the service of white supremacy. The
all-white jury ratified the murder as a gesture of protest against public school integration, which had finally
begun in Oxford, and underlying much of the white protest was fear and rage at the prospect of white and
black children going to school together, which whites feared would lead to other forms of “race-mixing,”
even “miscegenation.”

As in the Marrow case, many white people believed Till had violated this race-and-sex taboo and therefore
had it coming. Many news reports asserted that Till had erred—in judgment, in behavior, in deed, and
perhaps in thought. Without justifying the murder, a number of Southern newspapers argued that the boy was
at least partially at fault. The most influential account of the lynching, Huie’s 1956 presumptive tell-all,
depicted a black boy who virtually committed suicide with his arrogant responses to his assailants. “Boastful,
brash,” Huie described Till. He “had a white girl’s picture in his pocket and boasted of having screwed her,”
not just to friends, not just to Carolyn Bryant, but also to his killers: “That is why they took him out and
killed him.”5 The story was told and retold in many ways, but a great many of them, from the virulently
defensive accounts of Mississippi and its customs to the self-righteous screeds of Northern critics, noted that
Till had been at the wrong place at the wrong time and made the wrong choices.

Until recently historians did not even have a transcript of the 1955 trial. It went missing soon after the trial



ended, turning up briefly in the early 1960s but then destroyed in a basement flood. In September 2004 FBI
agents located a faded “copy of a copy of a copy” in a private home in Biloxi, Mississippi. It took weeks for
two clerks to transcribe the entire document, except for one missing page.6 The transcript, finally released in
2007, allows us to compare the later recollections of witnesses and defendants with what they said fifty years
earlier. It also reveals that Carolyn Bryant told an even harder-edged story in the courtroom, one that was
difficult to square with the gentle woman sitting across from me at the coffee table.

Half a century earlier, above the witness stand in the Tallahatchie County Courthouse, two ceiling fans
slowly churned the cigarette smoke. This was the stage on which the winner of beauty contests at two high
schools starred as the fairest flower of Southern womanhood. She testified that Till had grabbed her hand
forcefully across the candy counter, letting go only when she snatched it away. He asked her for a date, she
said, chased her down the counter, blocked her path, and clutched her narrow waist tightly with both hands.

She told the court he said, “You needn’t be afraid of me. [I’ve], well, ——with white women before.”
According to the transcript, the delicate young woman refused to utter the verb or even tell the court what
letter of the alphabet it started with. She escaped Till’s forceful grasp only with great difficulty, she said.7 A
month later one Mississippi newspaper insisted that the case should never have been called the “wolf whistle
case.” Instead, said the editors, it should have been called “an ‘attempted rape’ case.”8

“Then this other nigger came in from the store and got him by the arm,” Carolyn testified. “And he told him
to come on and let’s go. He had him by the arm and led him out.” Then came an odd note in her tale, a note
discordant with the claim of aborted assault: Till stopped in the doorway, “turned around and said,
‘Goodbye.’?”9

The defendants sat on the court’s cane-bottom chairs in a room packed with more than two hundred white
men and fifty or sixty African Americans who had been crowded into the last two rows and the small,
segregated black press table. In his closing statement, John W. Whitten, counsel for the defendants, told the
all-white, all-male jury, “I’m sure that every last Anglo-Saxon one of you has the courage to free these men,
despite this [outside] pressure.”10

Mamie Bradley,I Till’s mother, was responsible for a good deal of that outside pressure on Mississippi’s
court system. Her brave decision to hold an open-casket funeral for her battered son touched off news stories
across the globe. The resultant international outrage compelled the U.S. State Department to lament “the real
and continuing damage to American foreign policy from such tragedies as the Emmett Till case.”11 Her
willingness to travel anywhere to speak about the tragedy helped to fuel a huge protest movement that pulled
together the elements of a national civil rights movement, beginning with the political and cultural power of
black Chicago. The movement became the most important legacy of the story.12 Her memoir of the case,
Death of Innocence, published almost fifty years after her son’s murder, lets us see him as a human being,
not merely the victim of one of the most notorious hate crimes in history.13

•  •  •

As I sat drinking her coffee and eating her pound cake, Carolyn Bryant Donham handed me a copy of the
trial transcript and the manuscript of her unpublished memoir, “More than a Wolf Whistle: The Story of
Carolyn Bryant Donham.” I promised to deliver our interview and these documents to the appropriate
archive, where future scholars would be able to use them. In her memoir she recounts the story she told at the
trial using imagery from the classic Southern racist horror movie of the “Black Beast” rapist.14 But about
her testimony that Till had grabbed her around the waist and uttered obscenities, she now told me, “That
part’s not true.”



A son of the South and the son of a minister, I have sat in countless such living rooms that had been cleaned
for guests, Sunday clothes on, an unspoken deference running young to old, men to women, and, very often,
dark skin to light. As a historian I have collected a lot of oral histories in the South and across all manner of
social lines. Manners matter a great deal, and the personal questions that oral history requires are sometimes
delicate. I was comfortable with the setting but rattled by her revelation, and I struggled to phrase my next
question. If that part was not true, I asked, what did happen that evening decades earlier?

“I want to tell you,” she said. “Honestly, I just don’t remember. It was fifty years ago. You tell these stories
for so long that they seem true, but that part is not true.” Historians have long known about the complex
reliability of oral history—of virtually all historical sources, for that matter—and the malleability of human
memory, and her confession was in part a reflection of that. What does it mean when you remember
something that you know never happened? She had pondered that question for many years, but never aloud
in public or in an interview. When she finally told me the story of her life and starkly different and much
larger tales of Emmett Till’s death, it was the first time in half a century that she had uttered his name outside
her family.

Not long afterward I had lunch in Jackson, Mississippi, with Jerry Mitchell, the brilliant journalist at the
Clarion-Ledger whose sleuthing has solved several cold case civil rights–era murders. I talked with him
about my efforts to write about the Till case, and he shared some thoughts of his own. A few days after our
lunch a manila envelope with a Mississippi return address brought hard proof that “that part,” as Carolyn had
called the alleged assault, had never been true.

Mitchell had sent me copies of the handwritten notes of what Carolyn Bryant told her attorney on the day
after Roy and J.W. were arrested in 1955. In this earliest recorded version of events, she charged only that
Till had “insulted” her, not grabbed her, and certainly not attempted to rape her. The documents prove that
there was a time when she did seem to know what had happened, and a time soon afterward when she
became the mouthpiece of a monstrous lie.15

Now, half a century later, Carolyn offered up another truth, an unyielding truth about which her tragic
counterpart, Mamie, was also adamant: “Nothing that boy did could ever justify what happened to him.”

I. Mamie Carthan became Mamie Till after her marriage to Louis Till in 1940, which ended with his death in
1945. Mamie Till became Mamie Mallory after a brief remarriage in 1946. Her name changed to Bradley
after another marriage in 1951. She was Mamie Bradley during most of the years covered by this book. She
married one last time in 1957, becoming Mamie Till-Mobley, under which name she published her 2004
memoir. To avoid confusion, and also to depict her as a human being rather than an icon, I generally refer to
her by her first name. No disrespect is intended. The same is true of Emmett Till and Carolyn Bryant.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Ruth Aguilar:

The book The Blood of Emmett Till make you feel enjoy for your spare time. You should use to make your
capable a lot more increase. Book can being your best friend when you getting tension or having big problem
with your subject. If you can make looking at a book The Blood of Emmett Till for being your habit, you can
get far more advantages, like add your personal capable, increase your knowledge about a few or all subjects.
You can know everything if you like open and read a publication The Blood of Emmett Till. Kinds of book
are several. It means that, science publication or encyclopedia or other people. So , how do you think about



this publication?

Terry Crabtree:

Typically the book The Blood of Emmett Till has a lot of information on it. So when you check out this book
you can get a lot of help. The book was compiled by the very famous author. The writer makes some
research just before write this book. This kind of book very easy to read you will get the point easily after
scanning this book.

James Garza:

As a student exactly feel bored to help reading. If their teacher inquired them to go to the library in order to
make summary for some reserve, they are complained. Just little students that has reading's internal or real
their interest. They just do what the teacher want, like asked to go to the library. They go to generally there
but nothing reading seriously. Any students feel that looking at is not important, boring and can't see colorful
photographs on there. Yeah, it is to get complicated. Book is very important to suit your needs. As we know
that on this time, many ways to get whatever we want. Likewise word says, ways to reach Chinese's country.
Therefore , this The Blood of Emmett Till can make you really feel more interested to read.

William Hill:

What is your hobby? Have you heard that will question when you got learners? We believe that that problem
was given by teacher with their students. Many kinds of hobby, All people has different hobby. And you also
know that little person like reading or as examining become their hobby. You must know that reading is very
important and book as to be the matter. Book is important thing to increase you knowledge, except your own
teacher or lecturer. You get good news or update with regards to something by book. Amount types of books
that can you choose to use be your object. One of them is this The Blood of Emmett Till.
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