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LYNCHING STORIES

Family and community memory in the
Mississippi Delta

Kim Lacy Rogers

In 1996, Mrs Myltree Adams, a native of Coahoma County in the Mississippi
Delta, recalled her childhood in an African-American farming family near
the small town of Coahoma. Her parents and grandparents told her caution-
ary stories about the prevalent white supremacy of the Souch, and the racial
segregation that was a fact of life in the 1930s and 1940s. One story Adams
remembered ‘quite vividly”: her father’s brother ‘was mobbed and killed by
white people, and that stayed with us a long time’.!
Why had the mob done this?

My father'’s brother’s wife was a maid, chief cook and bottle washer
in {a white] man’s house, and somehow or another they started a
[sexual] relationship. They [the whites] first told her husband that
he had to leave. My uncle and aunt had two children already, and
he'd slip back to see them. They conceived another child, and when
he came home to see the youngest girl, the whites mobbed him and
shot him up. They said there wasn’t a place on him big as your hand
that didn’t have a bullet hole in it. The men were on horses, and they
just ran him down and shot him down like a dog.

(Adams 1996)
The shooting was traumatic for Adams’ family:

As a result of that, my father didn’t allow white people in our
house. He didn't allow no white man near us, and we could not
even work for white people. My daddy didn’t allow white men to
come in our house, in our yard. He didn’t like no peddlers,
nobody to get around us.

(Ibid.)
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Mylctree Adams’ interview is part of the Delta Oral History Project
(DOHP), which tape recorded 116 oral interviews with African-American
community leaders in Bolivar, Coahoma, Sunflower, and Washington coun-
ties of the Mississippi Delta between 1995 and 1997. These counties had
majority black populations for most of their histories, and were developed as
cotton planting regions in the late 19th century. All of these counties pro-
duced strong civil rights movements in the 1960s, and have also experienced
the mechanization of cotton agriculture, a decline in farm tenancy and share-
cropping, and massive out-migrations of African-Americans since the 1940s
{Cobb 1992).

Myltree Adams’ interview contains several themes that are emblematic in
the narratives of Delta activists. Her story features a contrast between the
brutality of the past, a participation in protest and political activities in the
1960s, and personal achievement in the post-movement years. Adams’ story
also features an element that was chillingly commonplace in the Delta: white
violence could strike any African-American male, it seemed, with suddenness
and fury.

Adams' family was fortunate and extremely unusual: her father owned a
200-acre farm, and could remain relatively independent of white people, as
sharecroppers and tenant farmers — who worked shares on white planters’
lands — could not.2 Mylcree Adams herself finished high school in Coahoma,
married, and had three children. After she and her husband divorced, she
moved back to her parents’ farm to help with the crops, and worked part-
time as a cook, seamstress, and hairdresser to support her children. She also
became involved with Dr Aaron Henry's historic efforts to organize and
sustain a local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) in Coahoma County. During the 1960s, Henry,
Adams, and other black activists organized their communities in an effort to
register black voters and to overcome the fear that African-Americans in che
Delta felt about challenging white supremacy.

Organizing black voters in Mississippi in these decades was a sometimes
fatal effort. Adams’ family received death threats, her phone was tapped, and
NAACP members escorted her home ‘many a night". The treats and harass-
ment ‘kept my daddy and mama and family kind of afraid, and my orher
kinfolk, because I kept doing it. You know, somebody had to die.” In fact, a
number of black Mississippians did die in terrorist murders and bombings in
the 1950s and 1960s. The most famous murders made their way to the
national and sometimes international news: Emmett Till in 1955; Medgar
Evers in 1963; George Lee of Belzoni in 1955; Vernon Dahmer of
Hactiesburg in 1966; and James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael
Schwerner in 1964 (Dittmer 1994; Payne 1995). Many other African-
Americans had their homes bombed and their livelihoods threatened, or were
forced to leave the state for attempting to vote, for participating in demon-
strations, or for acquiring too much money or property.
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Even though her parents and extended family were frightened of white
reprisals for her work, Myltree Adams contended that she:

was not scared. .. . 1 guess 1 thought I could help bring about
change, and 1 wanted to see a change. I knew it couldn't stay that
way forever. Nothing remains the same. And you would run across
some people who wanted to change, who were willing to change.

(Adams 1996)

Adams continued her NAACP and voter registration activities, became
active in the coordinated efforts of the Council of Federated Organizations
(COFO) in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, and began working for
Project Head Start in Coahoma County in that decade. As a community
service worker for the agency, she persuaded parents to register to vote while
she recruited toddlers for the educational program. In these efforts, she was
supported by Henry and the NAACP, and also by the very few enlightened
leaders of the white community, like planter Andrew Carr.

Through her work with the NAACP, COFO, Head Start, and other com-
munity organizations, Myltree Adams became a power in Democratic Party
politics in Coahoma County between the 1970s and 1990s. In 1996, she
worked as an administrator in Head Start, maintained personal contact with
voters and organizations throughout the county, and considered running for
a position on the Coahoma County Board of Supervisors when she retired.
Her story, though dramatic, is one that she shares with a number of African-
American women community leaders in the Mississippi: a movement from
voter registration and civil rights activism to Head Start employment to pol-
itics.> Yet her narrative also links her journey of change and growth to the
dark and bloody history of Mississippi’'s past — a history written in the blood
of lynching victims.

Myltree Adams’ narrative links two stories that are prevalent in interviews
conducted with African-American activists and community leaders in the
Mississippi Delea by researchers from the Delta Oral History Project
(DOHP). The first story is a community, and sometimes family, trauma nar-
rative: the lynching story. As an example of the extremity, the arbitrariness,
and the violence inherent in the system of racial segregation and white
supremacy, the lynching story has achieved a central place in African-
American literature, and has come to represent the joined spectres of racist
evil and savagery in African-American history and folklore.

Yet this story of terror, humiliation, and destruction — and its communal
memory — are most frequently linked by our narrators to life stories that
emphasize family resourcefulness, self-sufficiency, sacrifice, and personal
agency. The Delta narrators link the narratives of community and family
trauma to longer and more comprehensive dramas of family and personal
self-assertion and efficacy.’
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