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'We gave so much': Reflections on Mississippi Civil Rights Museum

Sarah Fowler |  Clarion Ledger
Published 4:19 p.m. UTC Dec 3, 2017

Flonzie Brown Wright of Canton was 12 years old when two of her cousins were brutally killed by a "truck

full of white men."

The cousins, ages 15 and 17, were visiting Thomastown for the summer and walking down a gravel road

toward a store when the men pulled up and asked if they wanted a ride. 

Flonzie Brown Wright was on the front lines of the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi. With the

opening of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Wright reflected on what the museum means to her.

Justin Sellers/The Clarion-Ledger

"Those men took my two cousins out in the woods, beat them and chained them to their truck and drug

them until they were just decapitated ... we found the first cousin, the 17-year-old, already dead but his

head was just severed from his body. The second cousin was still alive but was just torn up, his intestines

were just torn up because they had been drug on a gravel road.

"I just remember my mother and daddy going in the back room and I just remember hearing my mother

scream. I mean a scream like you've never heard before in trying to identify these two young men."

Death threats. Lynchings. Burning crosses.  

More: Mississippi made a lot of history in 200 years

Later, eventually, a reckoning.

The civil rights era, officially listed as 1954 to 1968, changed the landscape of a nation. Countless

Mississippians were on the front lines of the movement, giving themselves to the cause of equal rights
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that was slow to repay their efforts.

More than 600 people were lynched in Mississippi before and during the civil rights movement, more

than in any other state — and those are just the documented cases. 

Now, with the opening of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum on Saturday, the ones who lived — who

fought not only for equality but for their very lives and the lives of those who would come after them —

reflect on that period and what the museum means for them, their legacy and future generations. 

These are their stories. 

Flonzie Brown Wright

Before Martin Luther King Jr. came to Canton for a voting rights march in June 1966, he called Flonzie

Brown Wright. King asked if Wright if she could handle providing food and a place to sleep for 3,000

people. Without hesitating, Wright said yes. 

Wright jumped into the movement when Mississippi NAACP Field Secretary Medgar Evers was

assassinated in 1963. She started in her hometown of Canton. Of 10,000 African-Americans who could

be registered to vote in Madison County, "only about 100 were," she said.

While he was in Canton, King ate off plates that belonged to Wright's mother. Those plates will be on

display in the new museum, she said. 

Before she was instrumental in getting African-Americans to register to vote in Canton, Wright had a long

history with the impact of racism. But, in her words, she didn't know just how deeply racism had tainted

her life and the life of her family members until years later. 

When her young cousins were killed, "I did not even equate that with the ugliness of racism, I really

didn't. I just knew my cousins had been killed by some white men. I was too young to process that, and

we didn't talk about that."

Now, more than 50 years later, Wright said "our history will officially be cataloged" with the museum

opening. 

"The struggles, the victories, will be officially placed in a place where people from around the world can

come and see, and I'm a part of that ... It will be a wonderful representation, it will tell the story through

pictures, through videos, through tours. It will acknowledge that we were in a battle. It will acknowledge

the inequalities of Mississippi toward blacks. It acknowledges that and it puts it in a place that it can be

viewed."

Rims Barber

A Presbyterian minister from Iowa, Barber moved to the state during Freedom Summer in 1964. He

worked in Canton in 1965 and 1966 as an organizer before eventually getting into legal work and helping

a Jackson attorney "represent the unrepresented."

"Gutsy, local Mississippians made things happen that changed this state forever, we hope, and made

possible even broader changes," Barber said. 


