
The rally at the Old Missis-
sippi Capitol carried the weight 
of history. For many gathered 
there, it felt like returning to 
the crime scene, standing on the 
same ground where lawmakers 
once used the power of govern-
ment to strip Black Mississip-
pians of their rights and silence 
their voices at the ballot box.

The Capitol remains a symbol 
of decisions rooted in racism, 
where elected offi  cials once de-
signed laws meant to push Black 
citizens out of democracy. Now, 
generations later, hundreds re-
turned to that same place with 
a diff erent message, Mississippi 
will not go backward.

Voices echoed across the Cap-
itol grounds as speakers warned 
that new eff orts to redraw vot-
ing lines threaten to repeat 
the injustices of the past. The 
crowd carried a common theme 
throughout the morning, “We 
are not going back.” Organizers 
and community leaders said at-
tempts to dilute the Black vote 
through unfair district maps can-
not be allowed to happen again. 
They argued that every person in 
Mississippi deserves fair repre-
sentation and that racially drawn 
maps only keep communities 
divided.

Speaker after speaker remind-
ed the crowd that the people are 
paying attention. What once 
happened quietly behind closed 
doors is now being challenged 
publicly by citizens determined 
to protect the right to vote. Many 
described the gathering as both 
a warning and a declaration, a 
refusal to allow history to repeat 
itself in the same halls where 
Black political power was once 

When the Rev. Otis Dion 
Culliver, pastor of Taber-
nacle Baptist Church, got 
the request to host the mass 
meeting for a national day of 
action to mobilize a new vot-
ing rights era, he knew the 
church had to heed the call. 

In 1963, the historic church 
was the site of the fi rst mass 
meeting of the Selma voting 
rights movement. 

On Saturday, May 16, more 
than 60 years later, the church 
was the launch space for “All 
Roads Lead to the South,” 
a campaign for thousands 
of people to return to Ala-
bama’s battleground cities 
of the historic voting rights 
movement as a clarion call to 
protest Republican-led states’ 
eff orts to redraw redistricting 
maps in a way opponents say 
will weaken the power of the 
Black vote.  The eff ort called 
for attendees to march across 
the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 
Selma, followed by a rally in 
Montgomery at the Alabama 
State House. 

“So many national organi-
zations felt the summoning 
in their souls to do something 
about what’s going on in our 
country,” said Culliver. “And 
of course, coming to Selma is 
symbolic, but it’s also inspi-
rational. And Tabernacle has 
a special place in history in 
the movement. So we were 
honored.” 

Organizers and parishio-
ners rallied together to work 
down to the wire overnight 
on May 15 to prepare the 
church and get details in or-
der. Saturday morning, the 
area outside the church was a 
groundswell. Buses and cars 
pulled into the surrounding 
parking lots as mass meet-
ing attendees made their way 
to the side doors.  Wearing 
white shirts with the phrase 
“history started here,” Taber-
nacle Baptist Church parish-
ioners stood on the church 
steps and passed out water 
bottles as temperatures began 
to rise. 

Outside the church, parish-
ioners Verdell Lett Dawson 
and Margaret Broadnax sat 
behind a table, greeting at-
tendees and inviting them to 
take coff ee, donuts, and wa-

ter. 
“It’s a part of the mission 

of our church to off er hos-
pitality to people who come 
here,” said Dawson. “This 
church is where the voting 
rights movement started with 
the fi rst mass meeting in 1963 
that Dr. Bernard Lafayette 
and Mrs. Amelia Boynton 
co-organized. It was also a 
memorial tribute to her hus-
band, Samuel Boynton, upon 
his passing.” 

Broadnax was a senior at 
R.B. Hudson High School 
when Selma’s marches for 
voting rights started. She 
says she attended school with 
LeRoy Morton, the 19-year 
old activist who was riding 
in the passenger seat with fel-
low civil rights Viola Liuz-
zo when she was shot dead 
on March 25, 1965 by mem-
bers of the Ku Klux Klan af-
ter shuttling fellow demon-
strators between cities after 
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History Started Here’
A new Voting 

Rights Movement 
rises in Selma and 

Montgomery 

Returning to the Crime Scene: 
Black Mississippians and others 

rise again for voting rights

 By Othor Cain
Contributing Writer

 By Shauna Stuart 
For the Birmingham Times
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March attendees walk across the Edmund Pettus Bridge on 
Saturday, May 16. MARIKA N. JOHNSON, FOR THE BIRMINGHAM TIMES

The Rev. Otis Dion Culliver, 
pastor of Tabernacle Baptist 
Church, speaks from the pulpit 
during the mass meeting on 
Saturday, May 16. MARIKA N. 
JOHNSON, FOR THE BIRMINGHAM 
TIMES

Civil Rights activist Annie Pearl 
Avery sits outside of Taber-
nacle Baptist Church after the 
mass meeting. SHAUNA STUART, 
FOR THE BIRMINGHAM TIMES

PHOTOS BY JAY JOHNSON AND CHRISTOPHER YOUNG



Since the days of his youth, 
Wesley G. Williams, II has been 
fascinated with speech choirs. 
Under the direction of Malena 
Dow and Dr. I.D. Thompson,  
Williams stated he was privi-
leged to participate in what he 
describes as the ‘College Hill 
Baptist Church Speech Choir.’   

Dr. Hymethia Thompson 
(Williams’ high school honors 
English teacher at the magnet 
high school in Jackson Public 
Schools) introduced Williams 
and his classmates to the speech 
choir artform and prepared them 
for competition in a speech choir 
tournament. Williams recollect-
ed that the year was 1988, he was 
a junior, and they won fi rst place. 

As time progressed, Wil-
liams recognized that his love 
for speech choirs had grown far 
beyond his imagination. “After 
graduating from high school, 
I continued to participate in 
speech choir performances as 
a student at the W.E.B. Dubois 
Honor’s College at Jackson State 
University under the direction 
of Professor Dr. Janice K. Neal. 
During my years as an English 
Literature teacher, I established 
speech choirs at each school 
where I taught: Nichols Middle 
School in Canton and Powell 
Middle School in Jackson.” 

Looking back at his speech 
choir experiences, Williams at-
tested that the above directors 
inspired him deeply to appreciate 

the artform and to share it nation-
wide. “Their chorally arranged 
selections inspired me to learn 
how to listen to human voices 
and hear the beauty of the tones: 
light tones, medium tones, and 
deep tones. Hearing these tones 
inform how you chorally arrange 
a selection once you write it,” 
said the messenger. 

Williams has been directing 
speech choirs for 15 years. “I 
thoroughly enjoy and cherish the 
process of working with a group 
of multiple speaking voices, bal-
anced by vocal groups (light, 
medium, and deep) and work-
ing together to discover the spirit 
and rhythm of the piece that I 
have been inspired to write and 
chorally arrange. A believer of 
co-creation, the director un-
derscores the process of speech 
choir spirit: working together to 
discover the rhythm and spirit 
of each selection during intense, 
focused rehearsals. Emphasizing 
the need to work in vocal groups 
during the fi rst two to three re-

hearsals, he maintains that “we 
can discover the power of sound-
ing like one voice as light voices, 
one voice as medium voices, and 
one voice as deep voices.” 

The exercise paves the way 
for the speech choir members to 
come back together as a group 
and repetitiously journey through 
the piece. Such repetition creates 
thought and refl ection that sparks 
discussion. Said Williams, “The 
power of intentional repetition is 
essential.” From there, Williams 
engages in the spirit and rhythm 
of the selection by recording the 
read through for all to “listen and 
refl ect on another level because 
we can hear ourselves and share 
constructive feedback based on 
that recording.” The director as-
serted that the recordings from 
each rehearsal are essential for the 
speech choir to “witness and ex-
perience our iterative process and 
progress in discovering the spirit 
and rhythm of the selection.” 

In late June of 2023, Williams 
left Columbus, Ohio and returned 

to his hometown of Jackson, MS 
to care for his mother. Through 
the Music Ministry at Anderson 
United Methodist Church (6205 
Hanging Moss Rd, Jackson, MS 
39206) he became a member of 
the choir and shared eventually 
with Minister of Music Sondra 
Bell his desire to start an adult 
speech choir. The idea was ap-
proved, and choir members vol-
unteered to join.  

Williams has written, chorally 
arranged, and directed literary 
selections at AUMC that can be 
seen online. The author’s fi rst 
premiere performance was on 
February 25, 2024. Earlier this 
year (February 22,2026), he di-
rected the Anderson UMC Adult 
Speech Choir in a selection he 
wrote and chorally arranged en-
titled “A 21st Century Response 
to For My People by Dr. Mar-
garet Walker Alexander.” “My 
selection refl ected the following 
written fl ow: (a) special video 
introduction honoring Dr. Alex-
ander and a dramatic reader of 

her poem “I Want to Write;” (b) 
choral arrangement and reading 
of Dr. Alexander’s “For My Peo-
ple;” and (c) choral arrangement 
and reading of Response to “For 
My People.”  

Williams asserts that Alexan-
der’s “For My People” “is a lament 
and song of sorrow of the dehu-
manization of Blacks during Mid-
dle Passage, 250 years of slavery, 
and Jim Crow. It celebrates daily 
living that details our resilience, 
courage, strength, ability to ex-
perience joy with family, friends, 
and congregants despite sorrow 
and pain. It describes our own im-
perfections, greed, selfi shness as 
humans and how we can be, do, 
and engage in a collaborative pro-
cess as a community to improve 
every aspect of our communities 
so that all can thrive profession-
ally, creatively, and personally. 
Lastly, it refl ects that we are not a 
monolithic people.” 

People who have seen the An-
derson UMC Adult Speech Choir 
in action have poured out their 
views overwhelmingly. Acco-
lades come in a variety of forms. 
Standing ovations, face-to-face 
sentiments of gratitude, and per-
sonal text messages have gener-
ated some of these comments. 

How is Williams motivated to 
write? Said the creative, “When 
I am inspired to write anything 
new, usually, I am awakened in 
the early morning hours to write. 
I have learned to get up and write 
immediately when I am inspired. 
My writing is an iterative process.  

Williams considers speech 
choirs essential in today’s society. 
Accordingly, they create a sense 
of community to youth, children, 
or adults who are committed to 
expressing and making power-
ful, thought-provoking, relevant, 
and inspirational words, phrases, 
sentences, and ideas come to life 
through the human voice(s). Fur-
ther, they inspire and challenge 
the listeners and audience to act 
by using their own sphere of in-
fl uence to engage in the multiple 
forms of humanizing activism in 
their respective communities. 

Wesley G. Williams, II, is a 
Senior Research Director II at 
NORC at the University of Chica-
go. He will be honored to work in 
partnership with a congregation 
interested in developing this art-
form as a ministry at their church 
by serving as a coach and cus-
tomizing a learning workshop in 
preparation for the newly formed 
speech choir’s fi rst performance. 
He also desires to serve as an ex-
ecutive artistic coach to support 
churches. “In the 21st century, we 
must choose to build community 
and actively participate and con-
tribute to multiple communities 
in humanizing, loving, and cul-
turally responsive ways so that 
ultimately, we can infl uence how 
humans can thrive professionally, 
personally, and creatively. Now 
that’s good and beautiful living,” 
he said. For further inquiry, Wil-
liams can be contacted via email 
at genevalor@gmail.com or 614-
940-0662.
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Women for Progress of MS, 
Inc., in partnership with the Two 
Mississippi Museums, will host 
the city’s annual Kwanzaa Cel-
ebration at the Two Museums,  
Friday, December 26, 2025, at 
5:30 p.m. 

The event is free and open to 
the public and will bring togeth-
er local communities to honor 
African American heritage and 
the principles.  

Jackson Mayor John Horhn 
will serve as the 2025 Kwan-

zaa Griot. Griots are guides for 
Kwanzaa, and their roles are root-
ed in respect for them as commu-
nity storytellers, historians, and 
cultural keepers who preserve 
and share heritage through spo-
ken word and music. 

“For more than four decades, 
Kwanzaa has been a cornerstone 
of our work,” said Willie Jones, 
President of Women for Progress 
of MS, Inc. “Partnering with the 
Two Mississippi Museums al-
lows us to celebrate culture in a 
space that honors our past and 

strengthens our future through 
community connection.” 

The program will also hon-
or Dr. Mark G. Henderson, 
founder of MADDRAMA, 
a nationally recognized cre-
ative troupe founded at Jackson 
State University and is known 
for its powerful use of artistic 
expression to educate, inspire, 
and engage audiences across the 
country. 

The evening will feature live 
cultural performances, food, and 
interactive activities for all ages.  

As the end-of-the-year holi-
days approach, Jackson-Med-
gar Wiley Evers International 
Airport (JAN) is preparing for 
what is expected to be a very 
busy two-week travel period. 
Peak travel is set to begin Fri-
day, December 19th, and con-
tinue through Sunday, January 
4th.  

“At JMAA, our great part-
ners at TSA and FAA, along 
with experienced JMAA staff, 
strive to make travelers com-
fortable knowing that their safe 
and effi cient travel is of para-
mount importance at JAN,” 
said Rosa Beckett, CEO at the 
Jackson Municipal Airport Au-
thority. “We endeavor each day 
to deliver exceptional travel 
experiences for all guests and 
will continue to ensure your 
journey through JAN is as 
seamless as possible. We wish 
all our Mississippi travelers 
and visitors a great holiday sea-
son and 2026.” 

To ensure a smooth travel 
experience during this busy 
holiday period, the Jackson 
Municipal Airport Authority 
(JMAA) encourages all pas-
sengers to arrive at least two 
(2) hours before their fl ight 
departures. This allows ample 
time for parking and security 

procedures and permits travel-
ers to grab a bite to eat, enjoy 
a beverage, or pick up any last-
minute travel essentials on both 
the East and West concourses. 
JAN boasts several nationally 
recognized concession loca-
tions, including Dunkin’ and 
Sam Adams.  

JAN’s world-class airlines, 
including American, Delta, 
Southwest, and United, still 
have some seats remaining for 
any last-minute travelers. So, 
don’t hesitate to contact them 
or your favorite travel planning 
professionals for trip options. 
To get the latest travel informa-
tion and updates, passengers 
can follow Jackson-Medgar 
Wiley Evers International Air-
port on social media channels 
@JacksonAirports or visit 
www.iFlyJackson.com. For 
inquiries regarding permitted 
holiday items and Transporta-
tion Security Administration 
checkpoint rules, please visit 
www.TSA.gov. 

Jackson-Medgar Wiley 
Evers International Airport of-
fers a wide range of convenient 
parking options to meet pas-
sengers’ needs, including: 

 • Garage parking: $19 per 
day (at the terminal) 

 • Surface lot: $17 per day (a 
short few minutes’ walk into 
the terminal) 

• Long-term lot: $13 per day 
(with free shuttle service) 

 • Complimentary 10-minute 
parking in any lot; hourly fees 
begin at 11 minutes  

For added convenience, JAN 
continues to provide free Cell 
Phone parking as visitors await 
arriving passengers. This loca-
tion is accessible by turning 
left on Cross Street, just before 
International Drive splits at the 
surface lot. The Parking De-
partment at JAN can be reached 
directly for real-time holiday 
availability and additional in-
formation at 601.360.8690. 

 Happy Holidays to all and 
thanks for fl ying JAN!  
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Kwanzaa celebration invites 
communities to an evening 

of culture and connection in 
the Capital City 

JMAA expects a busy end-of-
the-year holiday travel period 

for Jackson-Medgar Wiley Evers 
International Airport (JAN)
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Wesley G. Williams, II – Artistic Speech Choir Director - 
calls for perseverance, having learned from the best

Director Wesley Williams II (Left) and Anderson UMC Adult Speech 
Choir Feb. 22, 2026,  during a Celebration of Black History Month in 
honor of  Dr. Margaret Walker   PHOTOS COURTESY OF WESLEY G. WILLIAMS

Wesley G. Williams, II  founded 
and directs the Anderson UMC 
Adult Speech Choir

By Janice K. Neal-Vincent, Ph.D.
Contributing Writer



HOPE CEO makes the case for HBCUs as a 
necessary investment at Global Finance Conference 

the third march from  Selma and Montgomery. 
“I never thought that I would see this day,” said Broadnax. “I 

thought that we were moving forward. Now, all the gains that we 
made since the Civil Rights Movement in ‘65 are starting to be 
eroded. It’s a dark day. It is really a dark day.” 

“It moved so quickly,” said Brenda Brown, referring to the states 
that immediately pivoted to reassess voting maps after the April 29 
Louisiana vs. Callais decision struck down a landmark civil rights 
law that increased minority representation in Congress– a move 
that politicians and voting rights activists say guts Section 2 of the 
Voting Rights Act. 

Brown, a 20-year member of the church, says she was taken 
aback. “Our ancestors… everything they fought so hard for. (Now) 
they’re trying to reverse everything.” 

Inside of the church, people filled the pews and lined the walls as 
they listened to faith leaders from around the country offer prayers 
to protect attendees who had gathered in the sacred house of wor-
ship and condemn the dismantling of voting rights protections that 
foot soldiers fought and died  for more than 60 years ago. 

During his impassioned speech from the pulpit, Rev. Leodis 
Strong, the pastor of the historic Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church in 
Selma, recalled voter intimidation tactics in the Jim Crow South, 
including jellybean tests, where voting officials would ask Black 
people to count the number of jellybeans in a jar in order to register 
to vote. 

“When they saw our collective power. They were afraid!” said 
Strong. “Now, there are no more jellybeans in jars, but jello and jel-
ly in the spines of Congressmen who refuse to pass the John Lewis 

Voting Rights Act.” 
“In the battle for the right to vote, the Black church has never 

been a spectator,” said U.S. Rep. Terri Sewell, who said efforts to 
erase fair voting maps take the country “back to the age of Jim 
Crow.” 

To close the mass meeting, faith leaders offered a final benedic-
tion and prayer of protection as attendees prepared to march a mile 
from the church to the Edmund Pettus Bridge. 

Outside of the church, Annie Pearl Avery sat in a wheelchair 
holding a sign with her fist raised high. Avery decided to get in-
volved in the civil rights movement in 1961 after the Freedom Rid-
ers were attacked in Birmingham. She participated in sit-ins and 
marches, including the  Bloody Sunday march across the Edmund 
Pettus Bridge on March 7, 1965. 
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With nearly $200 million in-
vested in Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities across 
the Deep South, Bill Bynum, 
CEO of HOPE, brought the case 
for HBCU investment to the 
2026 Milken Institute Global 
Conference in Beverly Hills, 
California.  

Bynum joined national lead-
ers in finance, higher education 
and community development for 
the featured panel discussion, 
“Built to Last: Investing in the 
Resiliency of HBCUs.”  

“If you’re an investor, you 
look for undervalued assets,” 
Bynum told the audience. “HB-
CUs are woefully undervalued, 

but the return is immense.”  
Bynum said the return on in-

vestment is tied to the growing 
diversity of the nation’s work-
force and consumer economy, 
noting that HBCUs remain 
among the most underinvested 
institutions preparing students 
for that future. Panelists also 
discussed why HBCUs repre-
sent significant long-term in-
vestment opportunities because 
of their role as major employers, 
research institutions, landown-
ers, workforce pipelines and 
economic drivers within sur-
rounding communities.  

“When HBCUs get the re-
sources, they actually do more. 
They overperform. They out-

perform their peers,” Bynum 
said.  

HOPE’s investments in Mis-
sissippi and across the region 
have supported research infra-
structure, institutional finan-
cial stability, housing and com-
munity development at partner 
HBCUs. In Mississippi, those 
partners include Tougaloo Col-
lege, Jackson State University 
and Alcorn State University. 
Bynum also discussed a joint 
investment with Liberty Bank 
and Trust supporting a medi-
cal research project involving 
Xavier University of Louisiana 
and Ochsner Health, which he 
said demonstrates how mission-
driven financial institutions can 

collaborate on co 
Collaborate on complex, high-

impact investments.  
The panel, moderated by 

Ayesha Rascoe, host of NPR’s 
Weekend Edition Sunday, 
also featured Melissa Bradley, 
founder and managing partner 
of New Majority Ventures; Bob-
bie Knight, president of Miles 
College; and Todd O. McDon-
ald, president of Liberty Bank 
and Trust Co. During the dis-
cussion, Knight acknowledged 
HOPE’s partnership with Miles 
College. “Proud to be a partner 
with HOPE Credit Union, with 
Mr. Bill Bynum, and we appre-
ciate all of the support,” Knight 
said.  

The conversation also ad-
dressed expanding research 
capacity, strengthening HBCU 
balance sheets, developing land 
assets, building workforce pipe-
lines and increasing public-pri-
vate investment partnerships.  

The 2026 Milken Institute 
Global Conference brought to-
gether the world’s brightest 
minds to address the most ur-
gent challenges and unlock the 
most promising opportunities 
of our time. This premier event 
connected individuals with the 
capital and influence to drive 
change with experts and innova-
tors transforming health, finance, 
business, technology, philanthro-
py, industry, and society.  

You can watch the full panel 
discussion at www.milkeninsti-
tute.org.  

About HOPE HOPE (Hope 
Enterprise Corporation, Hope 
Credit Union and Hope Policy 
Institute) provides financial 
services; leverages resources; 
and engages in advocacy that 
strengthens the financial health 
of people in under-resourced 
communities in Alabama, Ar-
kansas, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Tennessee. 
Since 1994, these efforts have 
benefitted more than three mil-
lion people across the Deep 
South and influenced billions in 
investments for persistent pov-
erty communities nationwide. 

Selma
Continued from page A1

intentionally erased. “We cannot allow this to happen,” said Marga-
ret Smith from Greenville, Mississippi. “I woke up the other morn-
ing and thought it was 1926 instead of 2026.”

As the rally continued, the message became larger than politics 
alone. Participants framed the fight for voting rights as a moral is-
sue tied to dignity, equality, and justice. “Mississippi belongs to all 
of God’s people,” declared CJ Rhodes, pastor of the historic Mt. 
Helm church in Jackson, to applause from the crowd. And with that 
came the promise repeated throughout the morning, “We shall not 
go back.”

The crowd swelled at the 11:15 gathering, transforming what be-
gan as a town hall into what felt like a national stage. The conven-
tion center filled with energy as the Native Land podcast hosted 
a town hall-style event featuring Congressman Bennie Thompson 
and Congressman Jonathan Jackson of Illinois.

For some attendees, the program felt performative at times and 
lacking in substance. But Congressman Bennie Thompson cut 
through that perception with a direct reminder of the stakes facing 
Mississippi’s 2nd Congressional District.

“I can show you what terror looks like,” Thompson said. “We are 
not going anywhere.” Thompson’s comment was in direct response 
to a social media post made by Governor Tate Reeves.

His [Thompson] words reframed the moment, grounding the con-
versation in the reality of voter suppression and the ongoing attacks 
on Black political power.

Outside of the planned program, young people marched from the 
Old Capitol and interrupted the town hall. For many in attendance, 
it was a necessary interruption, a reminder that urgency cannot al-
ways be scripted or moderated.

NAACP President Derrick Johnson emphasized unity and collec-
tive responsibility, telling the crowd:

“We are all that we need if we lean into each other.”
Thompson also underscored what he believes is at the heart of 

the current political fight, “We have an opportunity to level set what 
is happening in this country. They are trying to say the hands that 
picked cotton can’t pick our representatives or elected officials.”

The gathering ultimately became more than a podcast event. It 
reflected frustration, resistance, organizing, and the continuing de-
bate over what meaningful political action should look like in this 
moment.

Voting rights
Continued from page A1
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Todd O. McDonald, president of Liberty Bank and Trust Co.; Common, 
rapper and actor; Bobbie Knight, president of Miles College; Melissa 
Bradley, founder and managing partner of New Majority Ventures; 
Ayesha Rascoe, host of NPR’s Weekend Edition Sunday; Bill Bynum, 
founding CEO of HOPE; and Melanie Schwartz, associate director of 
Inclusive Capitalism at the Milken Institute Panel for Built to Last: Investing in the Resiliency of HBCUs Melissa Bradley and Bill Bynum 
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It was at the age of sixteen 
when Benjamin Brown, along 
with his peers,  protested the 
arrest of Freedom Riders and 
helped to organize an eco-
nomic boycott of downtown 
Jackson businesses, when he 
became a target of police ha-
rassment and surveillance. And 
it  was almost 60 years ago 
when students at then Jackson 
State College started a protest 
against  the involvement of city 
police on campus. The demon-
stration started May 10, 1967, 
and  continued into the next 
day leading to the involvement 
of state highway patrol and the 
National Guard. 

Brown, along with a friend 
arrived on Lynch Street to buy 
food and as they exited the  
Kon-Tiki Café, the police sud-
denly opened fire on the crowd 
of protesters and an officer shot 
Brown in the leg, back, and 
head. He died the next morning 
at the age of twenty-two. 

A  Mississippi Freedom 
Trail marker was unveiled in 
Brown’s honor  May 14, 2026,  
during the annual Gibbs-Green 
Commemoration. The  ceremo-
ny recognizes Phillip Lafayette 

Gibbs who was a 21-year-old 
Jackson State student , and 
James Earl Green, who was a 
17-year-old high school student 
who were shot to death during 
a 1970 protest on the campus.   

The unveiling began at 4:00 
PM at the Jackson State Uni-
versity Gibbs-Green Memorial 
Plaza. It was a very warm day, 
but organizers made certain 
everyone had hand-held fans as 

they witnessed a moving and 
emotional event.  

 Director of the Margaret 
Walker Center, Robert Luckett, 
PhD served as program guide. 
He stated that the maker would 
be permanently installed near  
COFO Center  on J. R. Lynch 
Street where Ben Brown lost 
his life in 1967. 

JSU President Denise Jones 
Gregory, PhD and MS State 
Rep.,  Zakia Summers House 
District 68 brought greet-
ings.  President Gregory said 
this annual event is designed 
to keep the spirits of not only 
Gibbs and Green alive, but also 
James “Lap” Baker, who was 
a student at JSU and survived 
the 1970 shooting.  Baker died 
at the age of seventy-seven on 
January 30, 2026.   

President Gregory said, “We 
promise to speak their names 
and tell their stories here at JSU 
and beyond.”   Summers stated 
Baker was a bridge between 
generations where he spent 
a lifetime keeping the tragic 

memories of Gibbs and Green 
alive. 

Summers presented a plaque 
to Renae Baker and D’Angelo 
Baker, sister, and nephew of 
James ‘Lap’ Baker, who sang 
a very moving duet, “Someday 
We’ll All Be Free,” by Donny 
Hathaway. 

A Gibbs-Green Memorial 
Wreath Laying was done by 
Quilly Turner, Gailya Porter, 
and Lee Benard   who were stu-
dents of JSU  at the time of  this 
tragedy  followed the unveiling 
ceremony.   

Porter who was at the dorm 
when the shooting started told 
The Mississippi Link, “The 
fear of the Gibbs-Green mas-
sacre could occur again if we 
don’t study our history and 
learn how to prevent a similar 
disaster.” 

After laying the wreath, Rev. 
Charles Holbrook gave the 
benediction that was followed 
by a reception in the Johnson 
Art Gallery at Jackson State. 

Mississippi Freedom Trail unveiling of marker in 
honor of civil rights protester Benjamin Brown    
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