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Teen’s death more than just a
mystery
Wells’ case in Mississippi raises ‘unhealed history’

N’dea Yancey-Bragg
USA TODAY

When Mississippi teenager Nolan Wells disappeared a2er a Fourth
of July boat trip, questions immediately began to swirl about what
happened to him and why.

Three weeks a2er his body was found, many of those questions
remain unanswered.

Parallel investigations into his death have revealed little publicly so
far. Wells’ family fears his death will be written oD as an accidental
drowning, citing conEicting witness accounts and unusual cell
phone activity. The mysterious death has attracted speculation from
the public nationwide and attention from major true-crime Hgures
like Nancy Grace.

But the death of a young Black man a2er an outing with a
predominantly White group of friends has also dredged up fears
among Black Americans that they aren’t safe in such environments
and that the justice system won’t handle their cases properly if
something goes wrong, according to Nadine Smith, president and
CEO of online civil rights organization Color of Change.

Wells’ family has launched their own independent investigation,
citing that lack of trust in law enforcement in a state with a long



history of racist violence. OQcials in Jackson County, Mississippi,
have said they have not found signs of foul play but are continuing
to investigate.

'There are two stories unfolding here. One is the mystery of what
happened to him, and the other is that it has surfaced in the
American consciousness, especially among Black Americans, some
familiar anxieties,' Smith said. 'It is really a story of the unhealed
history and lived pattern recognition in Black America.'

OQcials said Wells traveled with friends to Horn Island, about 10
miles oD the coast of Mississippi, to celebrate the Fourth of July.
According to the National Park Service, the island is only accessible
via private boat and 'there is no staD, drinking water, shelter,
facilities, or communication on the island.'

GPS data obtained by CBS News from the Mississippi Department
of Marine Resources showed the boat reportedly arrived around
11:14 a.m. and le2 at 4:31 p.m. Family attorney Ben Crump has said
Wells’ friends reported they last saw him around 3 p.m.

Christine Wonsley, Wells’ mother, said a friend of Wells contacted
her around 11 p.m. that night, setting oD a frantic search. Wonsley
said the family met with law enforcement around midnight and
were eventually able to track down Wells’ phone and his car, which
were at diDerent locations.

The Jackson County SheriD’s OQce led a land and water search on
July 5 and 6 assisted by the Mississippi Department of Marine
Resources, National Park Service employees, the United Cajun Navy
and other volunteers. The search ended July 6 a2er the United
Cajun Navy announced a body was discovered on the northwest end



of the island. The body was later identiHed as Wells.

An independent autopsy, which was conducted by forensic
pathologist Dr. Roger Mitchell, could not determine the cause or
manner of Wells’ death, Crump announced July 22.

Bailey C. Martin, a spokesperson for the Mississippi Department of
Public Safety, conHrmed in a July 22 statement to USA TODAY that
the state medical examiner completed an initial autopsy on Wells on
July 7 at 8:30 a.m., and the investigation is 'active and ongoing.'

Crump said there were 'glaring contradictions' in the accounts given
by the last people to see Wells alive. The people Wells arrived with
said he was talking to a young woman, chose to stay behind and
planned to ride back with someone else, according to oQcials.

'The young woman says that he went and got back on the boat with
the boys,' Crump said. 'The boys say, ‘No, he said he was going to
stay with her.’ And that’s a conEict.'

The family and their supporters have said the notion that Wells
chose to stay behind on the island without his cell phone or keys
doesn’t make sense. Crump also questioned how Wells, who knew
how to swim, could have drowned without anyone seeing him
struggling.

Jackson County Coroner Bruce Lynd told CNN the currents can be
strong on the barrier islands and there have been drownings 'many
times over the years.' Experts have said drowning can be fast, silent
and look diDerent than one might expect.

'It is very, very easy to drown and have nobody recognize that,' said



Andrea Zaferes, a medicolegal death investigator who trains law
enforcement on aquatic death and homicide investigations.

Zaferes said there are three major questions investigators need to
answer when a body is found in or near water: Does it make sense
the body was found in that water at that time? Does the location,
position, posture and state of the victim and the people who
reported the death make sense? And does it make sense the victim
is dead?

Too o2en, she said, uncovering what really happened when a
person dies in these circumstances becomes incredibly challenging
because 'everybody has the opportunity to make assumptions that
cause of death is drowning.'

Though it’s not yet clear what happened to Wells, Smith said the
circumstances surrounding his death shed a spotlight on the
common experience of being the only Black person in a
predominantly White group. Smith, who grew up in the Florida
Panhandle, recalled her own experience being one of just two Black
girls on her high school so2ball team. She said the dynamic can be
not only isolating but dangerous.

'You can’t think about these stories without thinking about the
things that our parents taught us, that we have taught our children,'
Smith said. 'Even in the most integrated communities, you can’t do
what your White friends do. You can’t go all of the places they can
go without being very vigilant about your safety, because it has been
true in our lives.'

The Rev. Al Sharpton has said advocates are not deHnitively linking
Wells’ death to racism, but they’re not discounting it as a factor yet



either.

'So, to tell us, ‘Don’t rush to judgment saying it was racist’ is Hne. But
then I’m telling you, don’t rush to judgment saying it was not
racism, because we do not know,' Sharpton said.
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Christine Wonsley, Nolan Wells’ mother, speaks while being consoled by attorney
Ben Crump, left; Wells’ father, Elmore Wonsley; and the Rev. Al Sharpton during
Wells’ funeral at Center Pointe Church in Ocean Springs, Mississippi, on July 20.
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