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Tragic events followed the arrival of Emmett “Bobo” Till at the Bry-
ant Grocery and Meat Market in Money, Mississippi on 24 August 1955. 
Four days later, Till, a fourteen year-old African American youth from 
Chicago, was kidnapped and murdered because he allegedly whistled 
at, or otherwise flirted with the woman behind the counter, twenty-one 
year-old Carolyn Bryant. Within a month, the woman’s husband, Roy 
Bryant, and his half brother, J.W. Milam, were tried and acquitted in a 
Tallahatchie County courtroom.

Emmett Till had just arrived in Mississippi four days earlier with a 
cousin, Wheeler Parker Jr. They had accompanied Till’s uncle (and Parker’s 
grandfather), Moses Wright, back to Wright’s home on a cotton plantation 
in Leflore County for a two-week visit. Till, described as a fun-loving 
prankster, lacked any real understanding about segregation, Jim Crow 
laws, and the southern caste system that kept blacks “in their place.”

On that fateful Wednesday evening, Till and several others piled 
into Moses Wright’s 1946 Ford and drove three miles west, to Money, a 
whistle-stop town with only a few stores and a cotton gin. The earliest 
sources say those with Till were Maurice Wright, 16, the driver; Wright’s 
brother Simeon, 12; Wheeler Parker, 16; and Parker’s cousin, local teen-
ager Thelton “Pete” Parker, 19; neighbor Roosevelt Crawford, 12, and 
his niece, Ruth Crawford, 18.1

Just what happened while Emmett Till was at the store that evening 
has been the subject of much debate, faulty memory, and even wishful 
thinking. Therefore, an examination of the earliest sources is crucial. Most 
are newspaper stories based on interviews with some of Till’s cousins 
who were with him that night. Others come from interviews with Till’s 
uncle Moses Wright and local law officers. Most were published within 
days of the incident.

Later, in January 1956, Look magazine published an account of Till’s 
murder, written by journalist William Bradford Huie, based on Huie’s 
interviews with Milam and Bryant, by then acquitted and protected 
from further prosecution. In the same interview, Carolyn Bryant told 
Huie her version of the encounter with Till inside the store, an account 
that matched her court testimony.2 Huie also details Till’s actions before 
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he went inside. Not until he published a fuller account in his book, Wolf 
Whistle, in 1959, however, does Huie reveal that his sources for what 
happened before Till went into the store were Till’s cousins.3 Huie, 
author of numerous books that sold millions, had a reputation, described 
by David Halberstam, as a “roguish journalist” who was “considered 
more talented than respectable by many of his peers.”4 Huie’s honesty 
in reporting the Till case has been called into question by two of Till’s 
cousins, Simeon Wright (Moses Wright’s youngest son), and Wheeler 
Parker, who say Huie never talked with them.5 Huie’s story is not the 
only one that witnesses dispute. Others say Emmett Till’s conduct was 
misunderstood. What does the evidence show?

Why did Emmett Till and his companions go to Bryant’s store in 
Money?

Wheeler Parker returned to Chicago on 29 August, one day after Till 
was kidnapped.6 Upon his arrival, he began speaking to the press, and 
over the next several days talked separately to reporters from the Chicago 
Daily Tribune, the Chicago American (a large daily that folded in 1974), 
and the black weekly, the Chicago Defender. Not only do Parker’s com-
ments establish certain aspects of Till’s behavior at the store, they also 
provide a gauge as to the credibility of Huie’s account.

Parker told the Chicago American on 1 September that when the 
group drove to Money at around 8:00 P.M. they tried to visit a café, only 
to discover that it was closed. As they began to head back home, Mau-
rice Wright noticed a game of checkers going on outside of the Bryant 
Grocery, and stopped to join in.7

When questioned in 2007, Parker and Simeon Wright do not 
remember that there was a café in Money in 1955; however, Ruth 
Crawford does.8 Parker’s account in the Chicago American is the only 
mention of the group’s intended stop, until Huie’s book, Wolf Whistle. 
Says Huie: “The boys remembered the scene at the store. They were in 
the ’46 Ford going to a ‘jook’. But the ‘jook’ wasn’t open yet, so they 
stopped in front of Bryant’s.”9 Whether the intended destination was 
a café or a jook (a jook was primarily a dance club but traditionally 
did sell food), both stories are consistent that the group was headed to 
another establishment in Money but found it was closed; as a second 
choice, they went to Bryant’s. This information could have only come 
from someone who was in the car with Till the night they drove into 
Money, and gives independent evidence that Huie did, in fact, speak 
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with at least some of Till’s cousins in Chicago. If so, Huie’s account 
becomes crucial in understanding the events of that night.

Was Emmett Till acting on a “dare”?
Huie’s 1956 account in Look gives the first detailed version of what 

allegedly happened before Till went into the Bryant store:

Bobo bragged about his white girl. He showed the boys 
a picture of a white girl in his wallet; and to their jeers of 
disbelief, he boasted of his success with her.
“You talkin’ mighty big, Bo,” one youth said. “There’s 
a pretty little white woman in the store. Since you know 
how to handle white girls, let’s see you go in and get a 
date with her?”
“You ain’t chicken, are yuh, Bo?” another youth taunted 
him.10

When he expanded the account three years later in Wolf Whistle, Huie 
provided more details about his conversation with Till’s cousins, which 
became the basis for the above narrative. Huie claims that the boys, six 
in number, met him in a vacant lot, “within earshot” of Jack Star, Look 
magazine’s Chicago correspondent. “They told me how – with everybody 
horsing around in front of the store – Bobo displayed his white girl’s 
picture and was dared to ‘try to get a date’ with Carolyn Bryant,” Huie 
wrote. “‘I told him not to go in there’,” an older boy said. ‘We watched 
him, and when he jumped in front o’ Mrs. Bryant I run in and got him. 
He didn’t mean no harm, but he didn’t know where he was’.”11

Simeon Wright disputes this, saying in 2004: “We didn’t put him 
[Till] up to it. Many of the books and stories said that we dared him to 
do it. But that’s not the truth. He did it on his own, and we had no idea 
why.”12 This has been the position of Wright, and Parker, when publicly 
speaking about the case since 1985.

Although Huie’s account is the first that has Till showing off a 
picture of a white girlfriend, it was not the first to claim that someone 
urged Till to go in the store to look at the lady. Again, the earliest 
source for this is Wheeler Parker in his Chicago Tribune interview, 
published on 30 August 1955. Quoting Parker, the article reads: “One 
of the other boys told Emmett there was a pretty lady in the store and 
that he should go in and see her.”13 Simeon Wright denies even this 
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toned down version, insisting that it “didn’t even cross our mind” to 
say anything to Till about Bryant.14 It is hardly possible that Parker was 
misquoted, however, as evidenced by two articles that followed, each 
from different reporters who also interviewed him. In the 1 September 
Chicago American, reporter George Murray summarized what Parker 
told him. After Maurice Wright began playing checkers in front of the 
store, “[s]omebody mentioned the pretty storekeeper, Mrs. Bryant. Till 
entered the store to see if she was as pretty as they said.”15 Then, in the 
10 September issue of the Chicago Defender, reporters Mattie Smith 
Colin and Robert Elliott write: “According to Wheeler Parker, 16, of 
Argo, Ill., Bo’s cousin … Bo had gone into the store at the urging of one 
of several companions to ‘look at the pretty lady’ behind the counter and 
to buy some bubble gum.” The Defender report added: “According to 
Parker’s description of the incident at the store, Bo went in at the urging 
of an older boy.”16

Later recollections by others agree with Parker, and even Huie, but 
they need explaining. One is as problematic as it is helpful. Curtis Jones, 
a cousin of Till, interviewed for the PBS series, Eyes on the Prize (1986), 
provided what he said was a first-hand account of the store incident. 
According to Jones, Till showed off pictures of white students that he 
attended school with, claiming one was his girlfriend. “Hey! There’s a 
girl in that store there,” one of the boys then said to Till, “I bet you won’t 
go in there and talk to her.”17

Jones however was not at the store that night, despite what he claimed 
on camera. Like Till and Parker, he came down from Chicago to visit the 
Wrights, but he did not arrive in Mississippi until a week later, just hours 
before Till was kidnapped, and three days after Till’s encounter at the 
store. However, because Jones was present when Till was taken away, and 
remained in Mississippi for five more days, he certainly would have heard 
details of Till’s conduct in Money. His explanation of why Till went into 
the store is nearly identical to Parker’s. In a separate interview published in 
August 1985 in the Jackson, Mississippi, Clarion Ledger, Jones admitted 
that he was not yet in Mississippi the night Till went into the Bryant store, 
but he reaffirmed the details as he would have heard them from others: 
“The boys had dared him. He was trying to show them that he wasn’t 
afraid. He wasn’t the type that scared easily.” Jones also told the Clarion 
Ledger that Till had pictures of two white girls in his wallet.18

Roosevelt Crawford, who was present at the store, talked with the 
FBI during the course of its 2004-2006 investigation into the Till case. 
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He said there were several local blacks outside of the store when they 
arrived, that Till did show them a photograph of a white girl that he kept 
in his wallet, and that “several of the group” dared Till to say something 
to the woman inside.19

Parker’s story that another boy told Till to look at the “pretty 
woman” inside the store begs the question: What prompted that dare? 
Because it is clear, based on Parker’s repeated testimony that Till was 
urged inside, it is possible – even likely – that this challenge to look at 
Bryant was in response to something Till had said. Parker’s account 
sets the context for Huie’s, which has Till boasting, and showing off the 
photograph, something that Jones’s second-hand, and Crawford’s first-
hand accounts also claim. Although their later memory could have been 
influenced by what they eventually read in Huie, neither repeats Huie’s 
claim that someone dared Till to “get a date with” Bryant. Interestingly, 
Till’s mother, Mamie Till-Mobley, tried to defend her son for having a 
white girl’s photo, insisting it came with the wallet, and was a picture of 
actress Heddy Lamar.20

What happened when Emmett Till was inside the store?
After Till went into the store, he and Carolyn Bryant were alone for 

a few moments. Bryant would later testify that in the small apartment 
behind the store, her sister-in-law, Juanita Milam, was tending to both 
her and Bryant’s children.21

Reports are somewhat contradictory about what happened next. Some 
accounts suggest Till acted out of line but are silent as to what he did. 
A report published on 29 August 1955 says Till was acting “rowdy.”22 
Wheeler Parker said in a 1 September article that “I never went in the 
store. But when I heard there was trouble, I sent one of the other boys 
in to get Emmett.”23 Parker did not identify who that other boy was, but 
at least one reporter tried to. William Sorrels, writing twelve days later 
in the Memphis Commercial Appeal said the boy was twenty year-old 
Albert Johnson Jr., of nearby Schlater. According to Sorrels, Johnson 
entered the store, “grabbed Till by the shoulder and made him come 
out.”24 This is the only time that Johnson’s name surfaces in any source. 
When questioned about Johnson in 2007, Wheeler Parker said he could 
not recall if he (Johnson) was there but remembers him as a cousin of 
Thelton Parker.25 Sorrels had learned of Johnson’s possible role in the 
drama when talking to Maurice Wright, which makes Johnson an intrigu-
ing yet elusive player in the events of the evening.
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Parker, interviewed numerous times since the mid-1980s, maintains 
that he (Parker) did go into the store to make a purchase, and since 1985, 
Simeon Wright has said publicly that he (Wright) was the one who went 
in to check on Till. This, he says, he did at the behest of Maurice Wright, 
not Parker.26 Parker has forgotten some of the details of that night, and 
Wright contradicts Parker’s earliest accounts, as evidenced in an exchange 
between the two men in February 2007:

Parker: We [Emmett Till and Parker] were in there to-
gether. And he came in while I was there and we were 
in there together for awhile. I went out. Did you come in 
with him?

Wright: No, after you went in, Maurice sent me in.

Parker: OK, was I still in there when you came in?

Wright: No, you were coming out as I was going in. 

Parker: OK, so we kind of passed each other?

Wright: Right.

Parker: OK.27

Other accounts provided just after the incident insist that Parker sent 
the boy in to retrieve Till in order to avoid trouble, not end it. Parker was 
vague on that point in the 1 September 1955 Chicago American story: 
“After Emmett went in I became worried and I sent another boy to call 
him out.” Yet Leflore County deputy sheriff John Ed Cothran said that 
after Till entered the store, “[o]ne of the other boys was worried about him 
being in there, and went in to get him.” The concern was that “Till would 
say ‘yeah’ and ‘no’ to [the woman] and not say ‘ma’am’.”28 Cothran’s 
statement is the most supportive of the idea that the step to remove Till 
from the store was a precautionary one.

Carolyn Bryant’s court testimony about her moments alone with Till 
were told on the stand, but away from the jury, and she later repeated 
her version to Huie. She claims that when she held out her hand for Till 
to pay for his purchase, he grabbed it firmly and asked, “How about a 
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date, baby?” She jerked her hand free, turned to go to the back of the 
store, and Till caught her by the cash register, placing his hands on her 
waist. “What’s the matter, baby? Can’t you take it? You needn’t be afraid 
of me.” Till then bragged that he had been “with white women before.” 
Then, said Bryant, “this other nigger came in the store and got him by 
the arm … then he told him to come on and let’s go.”29

This testimony has been called into question from the moment Bryant 
gave it. While she is consistent with Maurice Wright’s account to reporter 
Sorrels that another boy went into the store, grabbed Till and made him 
leave, no one present mentions the aggressive actions that Carolyn Bry-
ant attributes to Till before that. Neither does her husband or Milam at 
the time of their arrests. Just before Leflore County sheriff George Smith 
booked Roy Bryant on kidnapping charges on Sunday, 28 August, Bryant 
admitted taking a boy from the Wright home, but said he let him go after 
his wife said he was not the right one.30 Milam made a similar admission 
to Smith’s deputy, John Ed Cothran, at the time of his (Milam’s) arrest 
the following day.31 Both officers spoke to the press almost immediately. 
Because neither officer talked with Carolyn Bryant, any information they 
got from the Bryant’s side came from the men. One report, based on an 
interview with Sheriff Smith two days after Bryant’s arrest, noted: “The 
Bryants were said to have become offended when young Till waved to 
the woman and said ‘goodbye’ when he left the store.”32 Two days after 
that, Smith said that “Bryant and Milam said they thought Till made an 
ugly remark to Mrs. Bryant.”33 According to Moses Wright, when the men 
came to the Wright home and kidnapped Till, Milam said he wanted the 
boy who did the “talking” at Money. Even Huie notes that no mention 
was made then of Till accosting Carolyn Bryant.34

What happened next occurred outside, in front of several witnesses.

Did Emmett Till whistle at Carolyn Bryant?
Maurice Wright, quoted directly, echoes Sheriff Smith that as Till 

left the store, he waved and said “goodbye” to Carolyn Bryant (not 
“goodbye ma’am”). She then walked out of the store and toward her car. 
In that instant, said Maurice, Till emitted “what some people call a wolf 
whistle.” Someone else yelled out that Bryant was going to get a gun.35 
“After he whistled and the lady got mad, some of the local boys told us 
we’d better get out of town fast,” said Parker to the Chicago American. 
Emmett Till and the others then jumped into the car and left.36 Maurice 
Wright confirmed to William Sorrels of the Commercial Appeal that “I 

Devery S. Anderson1� 



was outside and I heard him [Till] whistle at the lady (Mrs. Bryant). It 
was a wolf whistle. When he came out of the store I told him, ‘Boy, you 
know better than that,’ and he just laughed.”37 Wright’s brother, Simeon, 
talking with reporter Clark Porteous, said Bryant followed Till to the 
door, and that Till gave a “wolf whistle,” which Simeon demonstrated 
for Porteous.38 Parker told a Chicago reporter just after Till’s body was 
found: “I guess Emmett was killed because of the wolf call he whistled 
at a pretty 27-year-old [sic] white lady in a store last Wednesday.”39

Certainly, Till’s conduct was consistent with the personality for 
which he was known. “He had a habit of whistling and hollering at girls,” 
Moses Wright admitted in an interview, “but he only did it for fun. He 
didn’t mean any harm … He didn’t mean any harm not saying ‘ma’am’ 
and ‘sir’ to white folks.”40 Deputy Sheriff Cothran told the New York 
Post that as Till left the store, “the Till boy said goodbye to Mrs. Bryant. 
Then, after he got outside, she saw him turn around in the direction of 
the store and give a whistle. She called it a wolf whistle.”41 Cothran 
attributes this description to Carolyn Bryant, which officers would have 
heard from her husband. As with all of the sources used in piecing the 
story together, this too, came just days after the incident. Three weeks 
later, Bryant herself recalled the whistle while on the witness stand 
during her husband’s murder trial.42

Public contradictions to those first reports have come in since the 
mid-1980s, but one early one was published soon after the event. Although 
it was well known that Till had a childhood bout with polio, leaving him 
with a severe stutter, the Baltimore Afro American, a popular weekly 
black paper, reported in its 10 September edition that “the boy made a 
whistling sound in his effort to pronounce words. This sound, appar-
ently, was misinterpreted by Mrs. Bryant, who thought he was giving 
her a ‘wolf’ whistle of admiration.” The source for this alternate story, 
surprisingly, was Maurice Wright, who, contradicting what he had told 
reporters earlier, “steadfastly denied that his cousin had either spoken 
insolently or whistled at Mrs. Bryant.”43

There is no explanation why young Wright suddenly changed his 
story, but it seemed to die quickly, as evidenced by what his father, 
Moses, summarized for a reporter a month later: “Simmy [Simeon] said 
after Bo bought the bubble gum from the lady he said goodbye.” Bryant 
then went to get her gun from the car. “When she came back Bobo was 
standing there. Simmy said Bobo whistled twice. That’s all was said 
and done. They called it a wolf whistle.”44 Yet thirty years later, Till’s 
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mother, who was not present to witness the store incident, would resur-
rect Maurice Wright’s mysterious explanation that Till’s whistle was 
only an attempt to stop his stutter. She would maintain this theory until 
her death in 2003.45

Roosevelt Crawford, interviewed for The Untold Story of Emmett 
Louis Till (2005), and later, by the FBI, said Till whistled, but insisted 
it was aimed at a bad move someone made on the checker board.46 Al-
though that part of Crawford’s story was cut from the final version of 
Beauchamp’s film, Crawford continues to espouse this explanation.47 
Nevertheless, Wheeler Parker and Simeon Wright have maintained since 
1955 that Till intentionally whistled at Carolyn Bryant. “He knew he had 
done something wrong, because he begged us not to tell daddy,” insisted 
Wright in 2007. Parker agreed. “Everyone knew a wrong had been com-
mitted.” In light of all of the many eye-witness accounts of Till’s whistle, 
neither Till-Mobley’s nor Crawford’s explanation is credible.48

From the various sources cited above, a very probable scenario 
emerges that helps re-enact much of Emmett Till’s experience at the 
Bryant store. Clearly, one of the boys present urged Emmett Till to go 
into the store to look at, and perhaps talk to Carolyn Bryant, and that boy, 
whoever he was, did so in response to some boasting by Till. Although 
what Till said or did inside the store is not certain, Wheeler Parker be-
came worried enough to send another boy in, and that boy brought Till 
outside. Upset by something Till said or did, Carolyn Bryant followed 
him to the door. Once outside, Till waved, said “goodbye” to Bryant, and 
Bryant then went toward her car. At that point, Till emitted the two notes 
of a wolf-whistle. Any contradictory telling of the story needs to deal 
seriously with the sources cited above, and not simply dismiss them, as 
many have done, for too long.

By Simeon Wright’s estimate, the seven youths spent about twenty 
minutes at the Bryant store that August night.49 It is not surprising 
that with so many witnesses, some details of the incident vary. What 
is surprising, even disturbing, however, is that later recollections have 
been conditioned to sanitize Till’s conduct, in whole or in part, while 
at the same time, denying that anyone present urged Till to act. The 
apparent belief is that if any of the youths outside of the store acted out 
of line, they become villains in the story. Simeon Wright said in 2007: 
“If we had put Emmett up to that, we’d be no better than Milam and 
Bryant.”50 Certainly that is not the case. Huie, talking nearly twenty 
years after his original treatment of the Till story, said: “I presented 
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him as he was, which to me made him a very tragic, highly sympathetic 
figure, because it didn’t justify his death.” However, Huie continues, 
“there are so many people in the United States who want to see things 
in blacks and whites. To me he was a sympathetic character; but to so 
many others, if you’re going to have a sympathetic character, he can’t 
do things that you don’t like.”51

By denying that Till, or those with him, could engage in a harmless, 
childish act, such as talking fresh to a girl, whistling, or even asking for 
a date, plays into the idea that the southern caste system was legitimate. 
Had racial taboos not been in force, Till’s conduct toward Bryant – 
only three years out of her teens – would likely have gone unnoticed. 
Although Till paid a horrific price for showing off, he, and those with 
him that night, challenged an abhorrent caste system in a very real way. 
For that, they are all tragic characters.
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