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44, of Webb, on a charge 

of possession of metham-

phetamine. 

    Circuit Judge Smith 

Murphey V told prospec-

tive jurors that they were 

part of something historic 

and important. ñJury trials 

are the bedrock of our de-

mocracy.ò He explained 

that they were called to 

service because courts 

canôt shut down.  

    Winters, as all accused, 

had the right to ña public 

trial by an impartial jury,ò 

Article 3, Section 26 of the 

Mississippi Constitution. 

Article 3, Section 24 of the 

Mississippi Constitution 

reads, ñAll courts shall be 

open . . . .ò 

    The Supreme Court  

granted trial judges author-

ity to continue cases de-

pendent upon local cir-

cumstances during the 

pandemic. The emergency 

administrative orders ad-

vised courts to fulfill con-

stitutional and statutory 

duties to keep courts open, 

while limiting the aggrega-

tion of participants in legal 

proceedings. Emergency 

Administrative Order 2, 

issued March 15, author-

ized judges to postpone 

jury trials until mid-May. 

    What is believed to be 

the last trial conducted in 

the state got underway on 

March 16 in Clay County 

Circuit Court.   Circuit 

Judge James Kitchens  

denied Shundray John-

sonôs  motion for continu-

ance on March 17, and the 

Supreme Court rejected his 

motion for continuance on 

March 18. Johnson on 

March 18 pleaded guilty to 

two counts of first degree 

murder and was sentenced 

to two consecutive life 

terms. 

    The Supreme Court, in 

consultation with state 

health officers, examined 

epidemiological data in its 

efforts to ensure that all 

courts remained open and 

all citizensô constitutional 

rights were protected. As 

more empirical data was 

made available, the Su-

preme Court permitted 

local authorities to begin 

summoning jurors.  Emer-

gency Administrative Or-

der 11, issued by the Su-

preme Court on May 7, 

authorized courts in 41 

counties with one or fewer 

COVID-19 deaths per 

month to summons jurors 

to report on or after May 

18. Panola County at that 

time had two reported 

deaths. A third death was 

reported in Panola County 

later in May. The Missis-

sippi State Department of 

Health had identified  84 

COVID-19 cases in Panola 

County as of June 2. 

    Meek-Phelps told pro-

spective jurors,  ñWe real-

ly appreciate all of your 

being here. Itôs an incon-

venience, but itôs the most 

important civic duty you 

will perform.ò 

    Judge Murphey told 

jurors, ñYour safety is par-

amount. Your time is pre-

cious. We appreciate your 

being here.ò  He reassured 
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   The Batesville Civic 

Center in Panola County 

became a courtroom June 

1 and 2 as the first felony 

criminal jury trial was 

completed in the state 

since the COVID-19 pan-

demic caused trial delays. 

    The Panola County 

Board of Supervisors on 

June 1 declared the Civic 

Center as the courthouse 

for the Second Judicial 

District of Panola County. 

The City of Batesville 

owns the Civic Center. 

    COVID-19 forced relo-

cation of court to the 3,000 

seat Civic Center to ac-

commodate jurors with 

space for social distancing. 

Prospective jurors were 

spaced out with five empty 

seats between them and 

alternating empty rows. 

    On June 1, 102 prospec-

tive jurors appeared in 

court, said Panola County 

Circuit Clerk Melissa 

Meek-Phelps.  

   From that pool, a jury 

was selected to hear the 

trial of Clinton Winters, 


