2. “Coming of Age in Mississippi”
Anne Moody

The murder of Emmett Till, and the Justice-mocking trial afterward,
made a dramatic impact on an entire generation of African-Americans.
Anne Moody was fourteen years old when Till was killed. This excerpt
is from her 1968 autobiography, Coming of Age in Mississippi.

- - - I was now working for one of the meanest white women in
town, and a week before school started Emmett Till was killed.

Up until his death, I had heard of Negroes found floating in a
river or dead somewhere with their bodies riddled with bullets.
But I didn’t know the mystery behind these killings then.

That evening when 1 stopped off at the house on my way to Mrs.
Burke’s, Mama was singing. . . . I wondered if she knew about
Emmett Till. The way she was singing she had something on her
mind and it wasn’t pleasant either.

Ralph, the baby, started crying, and she went in the bedroom to
give him his bottle. I got up and followed her. »

“Mama, did you hear about that fourteen-year-old Negro boy
who was killed a little over a week ago by some white men?” 1
asked her.

“Where did you hear that?” she said angrily.

“Boy, everybody really thinks I am dumb or deaf or something:
I heard Eddie them talking about it this evening coming from
school.”

“Eddie them better watch how ‘they go around here talking.



These white folks git a hold of it they gonna be in trouble,” she

id.

Sa“What are they gonna be in trouble about, Mama? People got
a right to talk, ain’t they?”

“You go on to work before you is late. And don’t you let on
like you know nothing about that boy being killed before Miss
Burke them. Just do your work like you don’t know npthmg,” she
said. “That boy’s a lot better off in heaven than he is here,” she
continued and then started singing again.

On my way to Mrs. Burke’s that evening, Mama-’s words kep’t
running through my mind. “Just do your work like you don’t
know nothing.” “Why is Mama acting so scared?” I thought. “And
what if Mrs. Burke knew we knew? Why must 1 pretend I don’t
know? Why are these people killing Negroes? What did Emmett
Till do besides whistle at that woman?”

By the time I got to work, I had worked up my nerves some. I
was shaking as I walked up on the porch. “Do your work like you
don’t know nothing.” But once I got inside, I couldn’t have acted
normal if Mrs. Burke were paying me to be myself.

When they had finished [dinner] and gone into the living room
as usual to watch TV, Mrs. Burke called me to eat. I took a clean
plate out of the cabinet and sat down. Just as I was putting the
first forkful of food in my mouth, Mrs. Burke entered the kitchen.

“Essie, did you hear about that fourteen-year-old boy who was
killed in Greenwood?” she asked me, sitting down in one of the

chairs opposite me. '
“No, 1 didn't hear that” I answered, almost choking on the

food. '
“Do you know why he was killed?” she asked and I didn’t

answer.

“He was killed because he got out of his place with a white
woman. A boy from Mississippi would have known better than
that. This boy was from Chicago. Negroes up quth have‘ no
respect for people. They think they can get away w1th' any.thmg.
He just came to Mississippi and put a whole lot of notions in the

boys’ heads here and stirred up a lot of trouble,” she said-

passionately.

“How old are you, Essie?” she asked me after a pause.

“Fourteen, I will soon be fifteen though,” I said.

“See, that boy was just fourteen too. It’s a shame he had to die
so soon.” She was red in the face, she looked as if she was on fire.

When she left the kitchen I sat there with my mouth open and
my food untouched. I couldn’t have eaten now if I were starving.
“Just do your work like you don’t know nothing” ran through my
mind again and I began washing the dishes.

I went home shaking like a leaf on a tree. For the first time out
of all her trying, Mrs. Burke had made me feel like rotten garbage.
Many times she had tried to instill fear within me and subdue me
and had given up. But when she talked about Emmett Till there
was something in her voice that sent chills and fear all over me.

Before Emmett Till's murder, I had known the fear of hunger,
hell, and the Devil. But now there was a new fear known to me—
the fear of being killed just because I was black. This was the
worst of my fears. I knew once I got food, the fear of starving to
death would leave. I also was told that if I were a good girl, 1
wouldn’t have to fear the Devil or hell. But I didn’t know what
one had to do or not do as a Negro not to be killed. Probably just
being a Negro period was enough, I thought.

I was fifteen years old when I began to hate people. I hated the
white men who murdered Emmett Till and I hated all the other
whites who were responsible for the countless murders Mrs. Rice
[my homeroom teacher] had told me about and those I vaguely
remembered from childhood. But I also hated Negroes. I hated
them for not standing up and doing something about the murders.
In fact, I think I had a stronger resentment toward Negroes for
letting the whites kill them than toward the whites. Anyway, it
was at this stage in my life that I began to look upon Negro men
as cowards. 1 could not respect them for smiling in a white man’s
face, addressing him as Mr. So-and-So, saying yessuh and nossuh
when after they were home behind closed doors that same white
man was a son of a bitch, a bastard, or any other name more
suitable than mister. -



