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Carolyn Bryant in 1955 and present day 
 
This assignment is for 10th to 12th grade students enrolled in American History II or American 
Government classes. This is a critical thinking assignment that can be covered in 2-3 classroom 
periods.  Though Emmett Till was murdered 62 years ago, his legacy lives on.  
 
A 15 minute film clip of the Emmett Till story from “David Halberstam’s, The Fifties,” will be 
viewed in class prior to this assignment. Students will then read the following New York Times 
article in class:  
 
Perez-Pena, Richard. “Woman Linked to 1955 Emmett Till Murder Tells Historian Her Claims 
Were False,” New York Times, Jan. 27, 2017. 
 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/27/us/emmett-till-lynching-carolyn-bryant-donham.html 

 
Carolyn Bryant, was a 21 year old woman when she testified in September, 1955 that Emmett 
Till grabbed her hand, and after she pulled away, followed her behind the counter, clasped her 
waist, and using vulgar language, told her that he had been with white women before. In the 
only interview she has given to a historian or journalist since shortly after the events, Bryant, 
now 81, spoke to Timothy Tyson author of “The Blood of Emmett Till.”  In the interview, she 
admitted a crucial piece of her testimony in court was fabricated.  Till “never grabbed me 
around the waist and uttered obscenities,” as she had avowed on the witness stand. “You tell 
these stories for so long that they seem to be true, but that part is not true... Nothing that boy 
did could ever justify what happened to him.” 
 
Students will be put in small groups (2-3) and discuss the following essential questions.  
 

1. What impact did Bryant’s testimony have on the verdict? 
2. Should there statutes of limitations for reopening this case and/or prosecuting Bryant? 
3. Why did Carolyn Bryant recant her story?                                                                                            

  



This small group exercise will conclude with a class discussion in which students will have an 
opportunity to articulate/debate their points of view. 
 


