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HO:  tape cuts on…..2005 here in Cleveland.  We are here in Indywood here in Cleveland interviewing Mrs. T.D. Lee regarding her memories of the Emmett Till trial which she attended.  Mrs. Lee we are ready to go and let me just, just open up with a question or two.  One, how long have you lived in Cleveland, Mississippi?  Are you a native of Cleveland?

HL:  About 55 years.  Long enough.

HO:  Where was home?

HL:  Home is out at Carthage, Mississippi. 

HO:  Oh really, um hmm.

HL:  Between Jackson and Philadelphia.

HO:  Where did you meet Mr. T.D.?

HL:  I met him up at Kosciusko. 

HO:  Um hmm.

HL:   I was teaching school in a rural community and he was in that community and he threw something in to my career.  (laughs)

HO:  So ya’ll got married, where, there?

HL:  We got married – I can’t even remember where we got married.  

HO:  Well that’s okay.

HL:  We got married out near Edinburg.  

HO:  Really?

HL:  That’s where I was from.  Edinburg and Carthage.  Then we lived in Carthage and I commuted to the school where I taught.

HO:  Okay.  We’d like to talk a little bit about this Emmett Till trial.  If you would try to lead up to that.  Why did you go?  Where were you living at the time?  Who did you go with?  If you would just tell us how that happened.  How it happened that you went to the trial?

HL:  Well we were, I guess you would say, more curious than anything else.  Neither of us had ever sat through a trial.  

HO:  Now when you say us, are you talking about…?

HL:  That’s a friend.  Louise Hodges and I went.  We both lived here in Cleveland.  And we sat through about three days of it.  We would come home at night and then we would go back the next day.  Like I say, I don’t know why we were so interested in it.  I guess we just mainly wanted to see what a court procedure was like.  And the way he died and the people that it involved made us even more curious.  

HO:  It was a very high profile trial.  There were reporters there from all over the world. 

HL:  Yeah it was.

HO:  So ya’ll attended how many days?

HL:  About three.  Did you say awhile ago that it lasted five days?

HO:  Five days.

HL:  Well see I don’t remember that.  I can’t tell you a thing real outstanding about the trial.  I just know we were there.

BL:  What was the mood or the feeling?  Did you feel at any way uneasy?
HL:  No we didn’t.  Maybe we should have with the men that killed him there.  But of course that wasn’t any danger in that.

HO:  Do you remember how hot it was?

HL:  Oh….hottest weather that I think I have ever been through.  

HO:  Yeah.

HL:  We would just nearly scorch when we stepped outside.

HO:  Was the courtroom packed?

HL:  NO.  Not really, about half way I would say.

HO:  Was there a balcony there in that courtroom?  Is there a balcony there?

HL:  I don’t think so.

HO:  There’s not one there now but someone told me that there was a balcony up there.

HL:  I don’t remember that.

HO:  Do you remember any black citizens being there at the trial.

HL:  Yeah. There were a lot of blacks.

BL:  Were they mainly outside or inside?

HL:  Many blacks – inside or outside?  Both.  You saw blacks inside and out.  And whites the same way.

HO:  Mrs. Lee were you there when they announced the verdict?

HL:  Hm Hm.  (the negative)

HO:  That was another day.

HL:  Yeah.  You said the fifth day I guess.

HO:  Right.

HL:  No, we weren’t there that day.

HO:  What was the mood around Cleveland about those times – about that case?  Do you remember anything about that, I mean, how people reacted to the case?

HL:  Well it was just like anything else that happens now.  There was a lot of talking going around and something that nobody could do anything about.  It was done.  Course everybody believed that the two white men killed him.  Then and I guess they do now.  I believe that.  Of course both of them are dead now.

HO:  Right.  You know they confessed about a year later in a Look Magazine article.  Did you read that?

HL:  I think I did.
HO:  I thought it was interesting that they got off free at court and then confessed later on.

HL:  They ought to have tried them again after they confessed. (laughs)

HO:  Well, did you know any of that family?  You know the family lived around here – some of them did.

HL:  No.  I just - knew one of the wives, I don’t know if it was the one that Emmett whistled at or not.  She was a hairdresser here later on.  Do you remember that?

HO:  Well that was, I think you may be talking about Frances.

HL:  Frances Milan?

HO:  Frances Milan.

HL:  Was she not a wife?

HO:  She was the wife of Lexie Milan.

HL:  Okay.

HO:  Did you know Frances pretty well?

HL:  I just knew she was here.

HO:  She was married to one of the brothers, that’s what it was.  You know the FBI has reopened that case?  Any thoughts on that?  

HL:  No, except what I read in the paper, I thought that is just a lot of good money wasted?  Isn’t this the second time that they have opened the case?

HO:  No this is the first time that they’ve opened the case.  There have been other cases that they have reopened.  Civil rights cases.

HL:  We have just gone through one of those.

HO:  Just gone through one of those.  So it will be interesting to see what happens to this case fifty years later.  So ya’ll would drive back and forth every day?

HL:  Yeah.  Come home and sleep and get up and go again.  Our husbands thought we were crazy.

HO:  Bootsie you have anything?

BL:  Did the people in Cleveland ask you what was going on over there or did they just ….?

HL:  We didn’t talk about it too much you know to other people.  Even after we came home.
BL:  Now why do you think that was?

HL:  I don’t, I don’t really know.  Maybe we thought that nobody else was interested in it.

HO:  Had you been a trial before, a murder trial?

HL:  I think that was the first murder trial that either of us had ever been to.

BL:  Do you remember anything about the family?  A lot I read said the little boys were running around the courtroom.  The two little boys that belonged to the Bryant’s?  A lot of the newspaper pictures those children were in it.

HL:  See I told you I didn’t remember.  I don’t really remember a thing that would be outstanding when I really put my head to it.  I was disappointed but I guess there’s been too many years.

HO:  Yeah.  A lot of years.  What about the attorneys when they would question various witnesses?  Do you remember anything about that, the mood of that, or how the questions went, or anything like that?
HL:   No.  I can’t (inaudible) in my mind.
HO:  Okay.  Well do you think things have changed since then Mrs. Lee?

HL:  Well yeah.  But I doubt that they have changed for the better.  It’s real ironic, I was sitting here reading this Billy Graham magazine.  The condition of the world – it is really ironic that you would ask me that question.

HO:  Bootsie, anything else?

BL:  No.  I can’t think – I’m just glad that you remembered that you did go.  That you were interested.  

HL:  Well I hope it helped some.

BL:   Well you were there.  It’s becoming more difficult to find people that were actually there.
HO:  Yeah.  That was a long time ago.  Well, what about your friend, is she still living?

HL:  No she’s been dead, I don’t know how many years, a good many though.  She had Alzheimer’s.  
HO:  Now who was she?

HL:  Louise Hodges.

HO:  And she was from Cleveland?

HL:  Um hmm.  Her husband worked at Kamien Shoe Department.  

BL:  Oh, I’ve probably bought shoes from him.

HL:  I’m sure you have. I did too.

BL:   Well, I’m glad that you mentioned to me that you went cause we are glad to find people that were actually there.

HO:  Yeah we have had a lot of people identifying people that were just actually at the trial.  How many did we interview Bootsie that were actually at the trial?

BL:  The man that you talked to was…..

HO:  Right.  Mr. Yawn.

BL:  Pearson, Mrs. Lee.

HO:  Right.  So three.

BL:  That were actually at the trial.

HO:  And there is a state senator from Greenwood, David Jordan.  He was at the trial.  He was a college student at the time.  And so he was there.  So not many.

HL:  I am trying my best to remember the Bryant’s little boys that ran around in the courtroom.  Why did they allow that?  

BL:  I don’t know.

HL:  It does not stand out in my mind.  

BL:  A lot of the newspaper accounts talked about that.  And ran pictures of it.

HL:  I know it seems like I would have remembered that.  Cause I can’t stand naughty children.  (laughs)

BL:  Well, who knows why they were there.

HL:  To score some point I am sure.

BL:  Do you remember what Mrs. Bryant or the two men looked like?

HL:  Yeah.  I remember the Milan man.  The Bryant man was a very nice looking man and his wife was too.  But the Milan man didn’t strike me as being very – well he certainly wasn’t a nice looking man. 

BL:  All the accounts say of Mrs. Bryant say that she was very attractive.
HO:  And she is still living.

HL:  Oh she is?

HO:  Yes.  Lives in Greenville.  Have you read much about the case over the years?
HL:  Nothing except what was in the Bolivar Commercial.

HO:  Right. There have been several books written about that case.

BL:  It might be interesting to read.  Might bring some memories.

HL:  It might do it.  

BL:  Well, I think that is about it.

HO:  Okay.  Well, thank you so much, you’ve been very kind to do this.

(tape cuts off)
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