







Praise for Curtis Wilkie’s Reporting

“Curt Wilkie is a hell of a good reporter. Curt Wilkie is not just a fact reporter. You get the flavor of Curt Wilkie every time he writes a dispatch.”—Theodore H. White, interview with Boston Globe, 1984

“Today, among the syndicated columnists, network correspondents and writers from the big city dailies and news services who comprise the elite of Washington’s press corps, [Wilkie] is regarded as one of its best-connected and perceptive members.”—Washington Journalism Review, July 1984

For His Book Dixie

“The legendary yet factual Curtis Wilkie has been the right man in the right place at an uncanny number of extraordinary times.”—Roy Blount Jr.

“In ‘Dixie,’ Curtis Wilkie, a native son and one of the nation’s most distinguished journalists, tells of Mississippi’s slow, violent, and often agonizing path back to becoming part of the Union. This is, in the best sense, the personal memoir as living history.”—David Halberstam

“Curtis Wilkie, one of the very best journalists of our generation, has written a heartfelt and insightful tale of his journey from the red soil of Mississippi to the great news events of his time and back again.”—Tom Brokaw

“Over the past four decades no reporter has critiqued the American South with such evocative sensitivity and bedrock honesty as Curtis Wilkie.”—Douglas Brinkley

(Shortly before he died, in anticipation of the book Dixie, Willie Morris wrote: “I can think of no one more qualified to write about the modern South than Curtis Wilkie.”)

For His Book The Fall of the House of Zeus

“Wilkie knows precisely where the skeletons, the cash boxes, and the daggers are buried along the Mississippi backroads. And he knows, ruefully—which is why this book demands a wide audience—that the South, no matter its looney sense of exceptionalism, is pretty much just like the rest of the planet.”—Richard Ford

“Wilkie has produced a page-turning masterpiece that explores power, greed, hubris and the human condition.”—Alan Dershowitz

From Reviews of Books Written by Curtis Wilkie

Of Arkansas Mischief with Jim McDougal, published by Henry Holt, 1998

“[Wilkie] seems to have caught every nuance and thrust of the late great raconteur’s voice from the grave . . . All the usual hilarious catastrophes are interlaced with some redeeming anecdotes that needed to be preserved in print before they were lost to coming generations. Thank you, Mr. Wilkie, since Jim McDougal would never have got all this written down.”—Paul Greenberg, Arkansas Democrat-Gazette

Of Dixie, published by Scribner, 2001

“Wilkie’s tale ends on a grace note, not merely reconciliation with his native South, but a grateful return to it.”—Jonathan Yardley, Washington Post

“Limber prose, self-deprecating wit, and firsthand knowledge of southern politics and society make ‘Dixie’ a gratifying book.”—Michael A. Ross, Times-Picayune

Of The Fall of the House of Zeus published by Crown, 2010

“Reads like a John Grisham novel . . . An epic tale of backbiting, shady deal-making and greed . . . Masterful.”—Wall Street Journal

“Fascinating, breath-holding action . . .”—Clyde Edgerton, Garden & Gun
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Foreword

Hank Klibanoff

Inside the Boston Globe newsroom, an artifact that was passed off as an innovation in the 1970s was “the blower,” a recording machine into which far-flung reporters in overnight time zones or on breaking news could dictate their stories. The dispatches would be transcribed by staff assistants and sent to the national desk, foreign desk, sports desk, or metro.

Some reporters were dutiful to a fault. They painstakingly spelled every P-as-in-Paul, B-as-in-boy name and challenging word. They articulated every open double quote, open single quote, closed single quote, closed double quote. They inserted every period, comma, and, if they were truly artful writers, semi-colon. These reporters were beloved by the news assistants who were assigned to listen and transcribe their top-of-the head assemblies of words, often on deadline. Their stories sailed into the newspaper clean.

But the blower was not everyone’s friend. Curtis Wilkie was certainly dutiful enough in dictating his stories. The problem was that no news assistant—oh hell, let’s just go ahead and say it about our good friend—nobody could understand a word he was saying, especially in New England. The challenge was not simply Curtis’s slow Mississippi drawl. Nor was it the combination of the drawl and Curtis’s basso profundo that led baffled listeners to lean in close. It was both of those audial anomalies and the guttural yet gentle, molasses-soaked-marshmallows-in-the-mouth, rumbling, mumbling, rattling, tattling reverberation that accentuated the accent. Once when Curtis was speaking to a group of reporters, Boston Globe colleague Tom Oliphant stood beside him, interpreting Curtis in faux sign language. Another writer likened Curtis’s voice to the sound of a “Mississippi Delta mudslide.”

Curtis’s problem with the blower came to a head when he was covering the 1980 presidential caucuses in Iowa. He covered a live debate on farm policy and raced to the phone to dictate his story into the blower. Soon after Curtis finished, a news assistant got off one call, slipped on the headphones, transcribed Curtis’s tape-recorded story, and shipped it to the national desk.

It did not turn out well. The next day, in a pre-Internet world where there was no instant access to published stories, word slowly reached Iowa that while the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, the Des Moines Register, NBC, ABC, CBS, and every other news organization in the galaxy had written about the candidates’ debate over farm policy, Curtis’s story in the Boston Globe said the candidates had held a debate over foreign policy.

Curtis got deputy national editor Steve Erlanger on the phone to express his apoplexy and embarrassment. Curtis’s voice came from depths previously unknown to humankind. It actually got deeper as it rose. “Stuyv, ah dint say fawrn policy,” Curtis bellowed over the phone. “Ah said fawrm policy!” Even to Erlanger’s ears, the words were indistinguishable.

But whatever difficulties Curtis faced in making himself understood when he opened his mouth to speak were overcome a thousandfold when he sat down to write.

Now, through this collection of Curtis’s work over the past fifty years, some of it published before the Internet could make it universally available, we have the opportunity to read back in time and see why Curtis, early in his career, was identified as a unique reporter whose instincts and independent streak took him where others feared to tread, whose keen senses heard and saw what others missed, and whose clarity and coherence as a writer made him a master storyteller.

Curtis, of course, is one of the original Boys on the Bus, literally. As a reporter for the News-Journal of Wilmington, Delaware, Curtis caught the attention of Tim Crouse, author of that searing critique of the reporters who were covering the 1972 presidential campaign. The first time Crouse met Curtis, he had no reason to think Curtis was different from all the other reporters whose co-dependent herd instincts Crouse so decried. He described Curtis as “a thirtyish dark-haired reporter wearing a Palm Beach suit and a drooping moustache, who looked too hung over to object to my presence.”

But Curtis, willing to trust his own judgment, willing to parry with editors who didn’t want reporters straying from the low-risk coverage of the wire services, emerges from the pack in Crouse’s book. Editors who questioned Curtis’s stories when they didn’t see similar accounts coming from the wires “didn’t drive him back to the safety of the pack,” Crouse observed. “He continued to trust his own judgment and write about whatever he himself thought was important.”

Curtis got off the bus, was named an associate editor of the News-Journal, and the next month displayed the ultimate trust in his own judgment when he joined two other editors in walking out of the newsroom in protest of “intolerable intrusion into the integrity of the newsroom” by members of the board of directors who were associated with the DuPont Chemical Co.

Curtis landed at the Boston Globe at a remarkable time when editor Tom Winship was assembling a first-rate staff that could match, and often exceeded, his great ambitions for intense and sometimes obsessive political coverage, tough investigative reporting, freewheeling sports coverage, and bold writing. Curtis, as much as anyone, came to symbolize everything Winship wanted the newspaper to be.

For twenty-six years at the Globe, Curtis was constantly on the move as a national and foreign correspondent. He may be most closely identified with political writing from the Washington bureau, but his collection of datelines and his accumulated work shows a much broader portfolio from his assignments covering the life and times of this nation—from the road. Curtis’s work, which brings you up close to people, which lets you see their distinguishing features, and almost lets you touch them, reminds me of the work of the great Life magazine photographer Charles Moore, who used only short-range lenses, forcing himself into the middle of the action.

There is a tilt toward the South in this book, not surprisingly. And it takes you to some of the most fascinating characters the South has produced. But it is not the hagiography you might expect or that many Southerners might want. Curtis’s independence showed itself again and again. President Jimmy Carter and his band of Bubbas learned the hard way that Curtis, while hopeful that Carter would break stereotypes about Southerners, was not going to clear the path for them. President Bill Clinton and his Dixie coterie learned the same lesson. And just when it seemed that Curtis risked being typecast as the Southern reporter building his career on the Southernization of America, he moved to Jerusalem to open the Globe’s Middle East bureau and lived there for nearly four years before moving back to Boston, then New Orleans and, now, Oxford, Mississippi.

For Curtis, there is some risk in this book. We have the benefit of reading these stories retrospectively, from a perspective that allows us to measure Curtis’s judgments, his insights, and his wisdom. What you will find is how astute he was when reporting, in the moment, stories whose outcomes might not be known for many years.

Curtis was there as these stories, these histories, unfolded in real time. But he did far more than provide a conventional, stenographic rendering of what he saw. He cast a precise and penetrating eye on the events, on the people, on the circumstances, and on the history, then told his stories—explained them, interpreted them—in ways that took readers to the stories behind the stories, the people behind the scenes, the circumstances no one else saw, and the history that gave everything else definition.

Hop on the bus. Curtis is behind the wheel. Enjoy the ride.
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Introduction

Among the rewards from a life in journalism are the fascinating stories, the interesting characters, and the exotic territories that we explore. I’ve been writing for publication for more than fifty years, and as I’ve often said, it beats working.

As a newspaper reporter for nearly four of those decades, many of my most treasured stories were set in the Deep South. Though I covered eight presidential campaigns, lived overseas, and followed a number of conflicts abroad, my interests kept turning me home. Perhaps I’m biased by my Mississippi background, but the state seems to have an inexhaustible supply of tales full of drama, poignance, and humor. It is a place where great literature somehow blossomed in a field of vast illiteracy, where we grew up reading Faulkner and Welty, Richard Wright and Tennessee Williams. When I began writing, Mississippi represented for me a veritable garden of rogues and racists, colorful personalities and outlandish politicians who managed to thrive among people otherwise kind and generous.

My career started in 1963 in the Mississippi Delta, working as a young reporter for the Clarksdale Press Register. A lot of journalists keep their first job for a couple of years, then move on. Because the civil rights movement dominated the news in our area, I found I was covering the biggest story in the country, day in and day out, albeit for a small daily. I stayed there for almost seven years.

But like Willie Morris, I felt pulled “North Toward Home.” I went to Washington on a Congressional Fellowship, then found a job with the News-Journal papers in Wilmington, Delaware. My work for the News-Journal during the 1972 presidential campaign attracted the interest of Timothy Crouse, who wound up writing about the political press corps in one of the most famous books about American journalism in the twentieth century, The Boys on the Bus. When the book came out, I was astonished—but pleased—to find myself “on the bus” with the heavyweights. (One friend brought me down a notch by calling it “gilt by association.”) I suppose I got notice because Tim and I were younger and more irreverent than many of the reporters, and he liked my impressionistic style of writing. Still, it served as a major breakthrough for me; I’m sure it was a big reason that the Boston Globe hired me.

Most of the pieces in this collection come from my twenty-six years with the Globe. Since I was a rare Southerner on their staff, I was often assigned to cover breaking news events in the region during the last quarter of the twentieth century, stories of racial struggles and reconciliation as well as the campaigns of Jimmy Carter of Georgia and Bill Clinton of Arkansas.

It’s an odd juxtaposition, but the Middle East was the other region where my work seemed to be concentrated. I lived in Jerusalem for roughly four years, and for a decade the Middle East was part of my beat—from the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 through the first Gulf War in 1991.

I retired from the Globe at the end of the 2000 election, but I didn’t stop writing. I enjoy it too much to quit. After discovering I had the discipline to write a book with Jim McDougal, Arkansas Mischief, in 1998, I’ve had two more books published and contributed chapters for other books and occasional pieces for magazines.

Since 2002 I’ve been teaching journalism at my alma mater, Ole Miss, where I encourage students to develop their stories carefully, with deep reporting, rich anecdotes and quotes, descriptive detail, and relevant background information. In the stories included in this collection, I hope the same standards were applied.

In an effort to put these stories in perspective, I’ve added a short introduction to each—a bit of back story or an explanation of developments that took place following its publication. Virtually all of the pieces appear as they were originally published. In a very few cases, I’ve cut some passages or changed words for clarification.

Rather than presenting the stories in chronological order, I’ve arranged them in sections, starting with a set that deals with the repudiation in Mississippi of the segregated society I covered in the 1960s. Stories from that early part of my career make up the second section.

Other pieces are divided into categories. Jimmy Carter’s victorious campaign in 1976 was another professional breakthrough for me; for a year I followed the winning candidate for a major newspaper and wound up as a White House correspondent. I’ve included stories from that period as well as a section dealing with another successful Southern candidate, Bill Clinton.

In “Middle East Interlude,” I offer a few pieces where I tried to capture the frustration and despair that characterizes the conflict in the region, followed by a several profiles of prominent writers—ranging from three brilliant Israeli novelists to the infamous Hunter S. Thompson.

Of all the assignments I’ve gotten over the years, the most challenging involve profiles. I try to avoid pop psychology; who really knows what lurks in the minds of my subjects? But a profile invariably becomes a character study. I’ve included a few of these, including a couple where Trent Lott and Dexter King refused to cooperate, and I had to draw upon my previous contact with them. Another is a posthumous “appreciation” of a PLO leader I knew, Abu Jihad, who was assassinated by an Israeli commando team.

My closing section, which I call “Southern Gothic,” comes from the 1990s, after I moved to New Orleans to use the South as my base as a national reporter for the Globe. It was wonderful to be back, to be at play again in the garden of rogues and to harvest their bizarre stories. 


Part I

Redemption


“God Says Kill Them”

(Boston Globe, January 16, 1994)

The third trial of Byron De La Beckwith was the first major story I covered after persuading the Globe to let me live and work out of New Orleans. The case held special interest for me because, as a young reporter, among my earliest assignments were civil rights rallies where I met Medgar Evers.

My set-up piece before the trial was originally intended to address the question of whether Beckwith’s due process rights were being disregarded, but his own venomous remarks—in an interview with me—about the justification of killing blacks and Jews changed the tone of the article.

JACKSON, Miss.—As state prosecutors prepare to bring Byron De La Beckwith, an aging, unrepentant white supremacist, back to trial for the murder of NAACP leader Medgar Evers thirty-one years ago, the case is reopening a dark period of Mississippi history and raising questions of whether the notorious defendant is being denied due process of law.

The 73-year-old Beckwith is still an unreconstructed warrior on the race issue, but when jury selection begins Tuesday, he will be confronted with attitudes that have changed dramatically in the state. Hailed as a hero in segregationist circles after his first two trials ended with hung juries in 1964, Beckwith today is a virtual pariah.

The case, driven by a clamor for justice by Jackson’s black community, has resurrected demons that once haunted Mississippi. As much as any living man, the defendant is a symbol of the days when the Ku Klux Klan held the state in a vise of terror.

But protections guaranteed under the Bill of Rights are being lost in the zeal to punish a man seen as a menace to society, several legal sources here say.

A former judge who knows the case well characterized Beckwith the other day as an “evil, vicious racist.” Yet the source, who asked not to be identified, said he is troubled that Beckwith was deprived of his Sixth Amendment rights to a speedy trial by the thirty-year interval in prosecutions for the same crime.

“It makes you wonder what kind of rights we would have denied Hitler,” he said.

No one in the state’s judicial system, he said, “wants to stand up and take flak for stopping the prosecution. The black community would come down real hard on anybody who would do it.” Half of Jackson’s population is black.

Beckwith is free on bond in Signal Mountain, Tenn., where he has lived for the past ten years. He said in a telephone interview that he still has the support of the Mississippi establishment. “Country-club Mississippi is tired of this crap the Jews, niggers, and Orientals are stirring up,” he said.

Beckwith, who is called by a middle name pronounced “delay,” said he had been told by his lawyers not to talk about his case. But he was not reluctant to discuss his racial views. He denounced Jews as “Babylonian Talmudists, a set of dogs. If you’ll read in the King James Version of the Bible, a dog is a male whore . . . and God says kill them.” Racial mixing, he said, “is a capital crime, like murder is a capital crime. But the Bible doesn’t say ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ it says, ‘Thou shall do no murder.’”

Beckwith has pleaded not guilty in the murder of Medgar Evers.

Days after Evers was shot to death in front of his home in Jackson in 1963, a high-powered rifle left in bushes near the civil rights leader’s home was traced to Beckwith. Authorities said his fingerprint was also found on the rifle’s telescopic sight. But after police officers in his hometown of Greenwood testified that they saw Beckwith 100 miles from Jackson on the night of the murder, all-white, all-male juries failed to reach verdicts in two separate trials. The case was formally dropped in 1969.

A member of a Mississippi Delta family with faded fortunes, Beckwith was originally represented by a team of politically connected attorneys and supported by a “White Citizens Legal Fund” set up by the segregationist Citizens Councils.

But there is little sympathy for him in modern Mississippi. The American Civil Liberties Union has not intervened in the case, even though there are parallels to the organization’s decision to defend the right of neo-Nazis to march in Skokie, Ill., where half the population was Jewish, sixteen years ago.

“It’s difficult to raise constitutional questions in this case. People want to see racists punished,” said Isaac Byrd, a black trial lawyer and member of the ACLU board here. “I don’t think the black community is geared to see the serious constitutional question. But we have to put these things in a larger context. I’m troubled about what kind of precedent this will set in the future for criminal defendants, 80 percent who are going to be black.”

Citing due process rights as well as double jeopardy, Beckwith appealed the new 1990 indictment to the Mississippi Supreme Court.

“Our biggest problem is the time element,” said Merrida Coxwell Jr., one of Beckwith’s court-appointed lawyers. “Trying to locate witnesses and follow up on leads is almost impossible. Witnesses are dead. Documents are lost. And Mr. Beckwith doesn’t have good recollection any more.”

The Supreme Court denied the appeal, but Chief Justice Roy Noble Lee, in a sharp dissent, called the opinion “an egregious miscarriage of justice” and “the worst pronouncement of the law during my tenure on the Mississippi Supreme Court bench.”

The case has inflamed passions for years. While the Ku Klux Klan carried out a campaign of church burnings, bombings, and intimidation that culminated in the murder of three civil rights workers in Neshoba County in 1964, the victim’s brother, Charles Evers, acknowledged that he considered forming a “Mississippi Mau Mau” vigilante unit to retaliate against reactionary whites.

Portrait of a Racist, a damaging biography of Beckwith written by his nephew, Reed Massengill, will be published next month. In the book, the defendant is described as a misfit consumed by racial hatred. The late Mary Louise Williams, Beckwith’s former wife, is quoted: “I believe De La’s the only one capable of killing Medgar Evers.”

Beckwith dismissed the credibility of his former wife, whom he married and divorced three times. “She died. I reckon Reed ran her crazy.” The author, Beckwith said, “has been working for the Babylonian Talmudists. They gave him some money and he wrote this little book.”

Beckwith was actually implicated in the Evers murder years earlier in an obscure book called Klandestine, which described the activities of an FBI informer, Delmar Dennis, inside the Klan. The book quotes Beckwith as telling a Klan audience: “Killing that nigger gave me no more inner discomfort than our wives endure when they give birth to our children.” Dennis has been called as a witness in the trial.

After he spent ten months in custody while undergoing the two trials in 1964, Beckwith joined the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, a faction that led the violence in Mississippi that summer. He also ran for lieutenant governor in 1967, finishing fifth, with 34,000 votes, in a field of six candidates.

In 1973 Beckwith was arrested as he drove into New Orleans with a time bomb in his car. Police had been tipped that he was on a mission to blow up the home of A. I. Botnick, a leader of the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith.

Beckwith was convicted in state court by a five-member jury. He described the members of the jury as “five nigger bitches.” He served three years in solitary confinement at the Louisiana State Penitentiary. The small jury was later declared unconstitutional, and the conviction has been expunged from Beckwith’s record.

Beckwith remarried, moved to Tennessee, and dropped from sight. But he could not resist taunting William Waller, the district attorney who prosecuted him in 1964 and went on to be elected governor. When Waller appeared at a political rally in Mississippi in 1987, Beckwith materialized by Waller’s side to shake his hand. “It got in the papers,” Waller said. “I thought he was a little nutty.”

Beckwith’s appearance revived talk of renewing the Evers case. Ed Peters, the Hinds County district attorney, discouraged the move. “There is no way under any stretch of the law that this case could be tried again. Anyone having the first class in law school ought to know that,” Peters said at the time.

But two years later, a Jackson newspaper, the Clarion-Ledger, obtained records from the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, a defunct state agency that promoted segregation. The newspaper reported the agency had screened the jury panel for the defense in Beckwith’s second trial.

An ambitious assistant district attorney, Bobby DeLaughter, investigated the hints of jury tampering and eventually won a new indictment in December 1990. The prosecutors are believed to have at least two witnesses prepared to testify that after the 1964 mistrials Beckwith boasted of killing Evers.

DeLaughter’s friends say he is a conscientious prosecutor who has taken a personal interest in the case. Skeptics say he wants to run for judge.

DeLaughter has maintained that it was not politics that motivated him to pursue Beckwith, but a simple desire to see justice done.

Beckwith, meanwhile, seems to revel in the spotlight. He said he was “full of enthusiasm and adventure. I’m proud of my enemies. They’re every color but white, every creed but Christian.”


30 Years Later, “Justice Has Been Done”

(Boston Globe, February 6, 1994)

Reporters are expected to be impartial and unemotional, even when following events of high drama. But sitting for days in the courtroom balcony reserved for the press, it was difficult for me not to be rooting for the prosecution. When the guilty verdict was announced, and shouts of celebration resounded in the marble hallways of the courthouse, I could sense goose bumps on my own arms.

Beckwith died in prison in 2001.

JACKSON, Miss.—A Mississippi jury of eight blacks and four whites reached across a painful gulf of time and turmoil yesterday to convict Byron De La Beckwith of the 1963 murder of civil rights leader Medgar Evers.

When the verdict was announced at 10:35 a.m. on the second day of deliberation, there was a burst of cheers from a pocket of spectators surrounding the widow, Myrlie Evers. Within seconds, as word that Beckwith had been found guilty passed from the courtroom, cheering echoed through the halls of the Hinds County Courthouse where others were standing vigil.

The 73-year-old Beckwith was immediately sentenced to life imprisonment and led away by two deputy sheriffs. He said nothing, but waved feebly while members of his family tried to comfort his wife, Thelma, who was weeping in a front-row seat.

In the emotional aftermath, District Attorney Ed Peters said, “I think justice has been done. I’m sorry it took so long.”

Beckwith was originally arrested in June 1963, days after Evers was shot in the back by a sniper lurking in a thicket of sweet gum trees and honeysuckle near the victim’s home.

Beckwith, an outspoken exponent of white supremacy, was tried twice in 1964. Both trials wound up with hung juries and Beckwith was eventually released, but the case haunted Mississippi for three decades. In recent years, as prosecutors closed in on Beckwith with new evidence, the case represented a catharsis for a state with its long history of racial conflict.

Although some Mississippians disliked the idea of reopening the nightmarish period, Bobby DeLaughter, a white assistant district attorney, pursued the case relentlessly. “This case can become a focus that all races will come together to work for the betterment of our communities and our state,” DeLaughter said yesterday.

Members of the Evers family and their friends, crying with joy and thanksgiving, embraced the prosecutors at the conclusion.

When the jury failed to reach a decision after five hours of deliberation Friday, Myrlie Evers expressed fears that the jury would be deadlocked. But she said yesterday that a thought had come to her in the night that “even if there was not a verdict of guilty we still would have won” merely by forcing a third trial.

After being sequestered overnight, the jury quickly came in with its verdict in the morning.

The climax came nearly twenty-four hours after DeLaughter had appealed to the jury to deliver a new version of “Mississippi justice.” In his closing argument, DeLaughter said that Evers’s slaying had “left a gaping wound” in the state’s society and argued that a conviction was a way “to do the right thing” after all the years. “Lord knows,” he said, “it’s just time.”

The prosecutor said that Beckwith had been undone by “his mouth. He thought he had beaten the system thirty years ago and he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.”

The state presented six witnesses—including two who came forward during the course of the trial—who testified that Beckwith had bragged about killing Evers after the two 1964 murder trials.

Old political statements by Beckwith were also used against him. DeLaughter cited Beckwith’s comparison of blacks to boll weevils and his assertion that “they must be destroyed and their remains burned.”

Beckwith’s defense team attempted to minimize his racial views. “This trial is not about racial and political matters,” attorney Jim Kitchens told the jury shortly before they began deliberations.

Beckwith’s defenders tried to raise “reasonable doubts” about the murder scenario depicted by the prosecution. Referring to an alibi witness, Kitchens told the jury they could not disregard this testimony simply “because you don’t like Byron De La Beckwith.” The alibi was provided by a former Greenwood policeman who testified that he saw Beckwith in the Delta city nearly 100 miles from Jackson within minutes of the shooting.

But after thirty years, the defense case was weakened. Witnesses from the earlier trials had died and evidence was lost. Beckwith, who took the stand in both of the 1964 trials, did not testify this time.

Peters, the district attorney, said he “had at least two days of cross-examination” waiting for Beckwith.

James Holley, the most prominent defense witness, was subjected to a withering cross-examination. He admitted that even though he was a police officer, he withheld his claim that he had seen Beckwith on the night of the murder until the time of the first trial.

Prosecutors planted the suggestion that Holley and other Greenwood policemen conspired to produce favorable testimony for Beckwith. In the 1960s, the Greenwood police force was allied with the segregationist leadership of the city.

Evers, the field secretary for the NAACP, was a leading figure in Mississippi in the early days of the civil rights movement. His assassination came a few months after a bloody insurrection at the University of Mississippi that left two dead and hundreds wounded.

Beckwith has remained one of the most enduring symbols of the state’s violent resistance to desegregation. He even ran for lieutenant governor in 1967, finishing fifth in a field of six.

But yesterday he was back in jail. His attorneys intend to appeal. There was speculation that he might be sent to the infamous Mississippi state prison farm at Parchman, where most of the inmates are black. Hinds County Sheriff Malcolm E. McMillin said state prison authorities may find a special cell for him “if it is determined that he has enemies in the general population of the prison.”


“Your Day Of Judgment Soon Will Be Nigh”

(Boston Globe, July 10, 1998)

More than five years after Beckwith’s conviction, the man who had orchestrated many of the Ku Klux Klan murders in Mississippi was still free. Although an investigation had resulted in the indictment of Sam Bowers, the imperial wizard of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, for the fatal firebombing of Vernon Dahmer in 1966, a new and potentially critical witness feared that prosecutors were discounting the value of his testimony. Bob Stringer, who overheard the order to kill Dahmer when he was a young man working for Bowers, wanted desperately to make his story public as part of his twelve-step recovery program for gambling addiction, a step that required him to make amends to those who had suffered because of his inaction. Stringer asked Jerry Himelstein, the director of the New Orleans office of the Anti-Defamation League, for help, and Jerry, a friend of mine, called me.

We drove to the Mississippi Gulf Coast to meet with Stringer, and the anguished man laid out his remarkable tale. After several days of follow-up interviews and research, the Globe broke the story. Weeks later, Stringer became a key witness against Bowers.

HATTIESBURG, Miss.—For three decades, Bob Stringer has lived with the memory of a conversation he overheard in the back booth of John’s Cafe, a Hopperesque hangout of the Ku Klux Klan in Laurel, Miss.

It was the winter of 1966, and Sam Bowers, a jukebox operator who moonlighted as the imperial wizard of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, was voicing his frustration that Klan elements in neighboring Forrest County had been unable to suppress the voting registration efforts of the local NAACP leader, Vernon Dahmer Sr.

Stringer, in an interview, recalled the exchange the other day, “Sam said: ‘Something’s got to be done about that Dahmer nigger down south,’ and he slapped the counter. Then Henry deBoxtel said: ‘We need to put a Code Four on him.’”

In the parlance of the Klan, Code Four called for death.

Within hours, Dahmer was dead.

Bowers and his band were quickly rounded up and charged with the killing, but the prosecution of the case was inconclusive and resulted in few convictions. Bowers himself went free after two mistrials.

Authorities, at the Dahmer family’s request, reopened an investigation several years ago into what remains one of Mississippi’s most infamous civil rights murders. But the case lay stalled until Stringer felt his conscience jarred after seeing the Dahmer family appeal for fresh information on local television in 1994.

At the time, Stringer was enrolled in a twelve-step program of recovery for gambling addicts, and step nine called for him to make “direct amends” to those whom he had caused suffering if it was possible to do so without causing injury to others.

“It was a tough decision,” Stringer said. “I wanted to make amends to the Dahmer family, but on the other hand, I didn’t want to injure my old friends” from the days of the Klan’s campaign of terror.

After agonizing over his knowledge, Stringer drove to Hattiesburg, the county seat of Forrest County, looked up the name of Vernon Dahmer Jr. in a telephone directory, and used a pay phone to call the son of the man killed when his house was firebombed in 1966. Stringer shared little that he knew in that first, veiled conversation, but he told Dahmer he had once been affiliated with the Klan and wanted to help.

The call led to a series of telephone talks and clandestine meetings over a four-year period that culminated May 28 with the arrest of the 73-year-old Bowers and two of his associates, Charles R. Noble and Devours Nix. Bowers and Noble are charged with murder and arson; Nix is charged with arson.

With Bowers’s trial approaching next month, Stringer, the Klan leader’s onetime protege, agreed to talk publicly for the first time about his role in the case. In several conversations over the past ten days, he laid out an extraordinary tale, the expressions of a 52-year-old Mississippian wrestling with guilt, redemption, and racial reconciliation.

“I just want to do right,” said Stringer, who operates a landscaping business in a south Mississippi community. When he was a teenager, he worked for Bowers, typing Klan manifestos and distributing leaflets. “I never took the oath, but I considered myself part of the Klan,” he said. “I never went out on missions with them, but they never asked me. If they had asked me, I probably would have gone.”

Although unwilling to identify the secret witness in the case, Forrest County District Attorney Lindsey Carter confirmed yesterday that a new informant was “important because he’s new evidence. He’s instrumental in this case.”

In a separate interview, Vernon Dahmer Jr. said Stringer provided the breakthrough in his family’s long ordeal. “Bob’s coming forward was the catalyst in giving us hope,” he said. “He was valuable in the sense that he was the first informant who had been affiliated with the Klan who agreed to come forward and tell what he knew.”

The attack on the Dahmers’ farm home, on a night when the pastures were covered in frost, is a legendary chapter in the ugliest part of the state’s history, and the recollections of Dahmer’s widow, Ellie Dahmer, are as vivid as Stringer’s own memories after thirty-two years.

“We had been gettin’ threats over the phone,” she said this week as she retold the story in her comfortable brick ranchhouse, built on the site of the home that was burned. “We knew the Klan was active. They would put up signs on the trees, and when Vernon would drive by, he’d stop and tear them down. They would call and ask for Vernon.” The anonymous callers accused him of “wanting to be white,” she said. “Then they would use the N-word and tell him he was going to get killed.”

Nightriders burned down a shed full of hay on the Dahmer place, but it did not deter him from advising blacks on how to register to vote at his grocery store next door to his home. Windows were knocked out of the store several times, Ellie Dahmer said.

For several years, the couple slept in shifts to protect their home. Dahmer kept a shotgun and a pistol by his bed. But with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, their fears ebbed.

“We had started going to bed like ordinary people,” she said, when their sleep was interrupted on the night of Jan. 10, 1966, by the sound of gunfire and crashing glass. “I told Vernon, ‘I believe they got us this time.’ There were two carloads of them. One stopped by the grocery, the other by the house. They shot out the plate glass window of our house and the display window of the grocery.” The raiders flung gallon jugs filled with gasoline to drench the roofs and interiors of the two buildings, then they used burning rags as torches.

While Dahmer fired several loads of buckshot at the nightriders, his wife escaped from the burning house by bundling their 10-year-old daughter, Bettie, in a coat, breaking through a back window, and falling safely to the ground. Two other children and an elderly relative who had been living in the rear of the grocery also retreated to sanctuary in a barn. After the raiders fled, Dahmer stumbled outside, but his lungs had been seared by the flames. He died twelve hours later.

Dahmer’s death, which followed the assassination of Medgar Evers and the murder of three civil rights workers in Neshoba County, triggered outrage in Mississippi. Dozens of FBI officers and state investigators swarmed into the area and traced a dropped pistol to a Klansman named Billy Roy Pitts. One of the cars used in the raid was abandoned with a flat tire, and it produced more clues.

Bowers, the founder of the most dreaded unit of the Ku Klux Klan, was quickly rounded up along with more than a dozen confederates. Although thirteen men were indicted on murder and arson charges in state court, and federal charges of conspiracy and intimidation resulted in fifteen indictments, there were few convictions.

Three men were sentenced to life but none served more than ten years. Another defendant served less than two years of a ten-year term for arson after then Governor John Bell Williams, a darling of the radical right, commuted his sentence in 1970.

In exchange for his testimony against his fellow Klansmen, Pitts was given a brief federal sentence and was allowed to disappear without serving a day on his life term on state charges. But as the Dahmer case intensified recently, Pitts was found in Louisiana and is now being held in the Forrest County jail here. He is expected to again testify against the Klansmen, and law enforcement sources say Mississippi Governor Kirk Fordice has privately agreed to Pitts’s release if he cooperates with the prosecution.

Meanwhile, deBoxtel, whom Stringer heard suggest a “Code Four,” died after a mistrial was declared in his case. Bowers survived two mistrials in the Dahmer case, but spent six years in prison following his conviction on federal charges growing out of the Neshoba County murders. He has long been considered the kingpin of the Klan and is believed to have directed much of the violent opposition to integration that once terrorized the state.

Although he has been a free man for more than twenty years, Bowers was never forgotten by Dahmer’s family.

“All we wanted out of this was justice,” said Vernon Dahmer Jr.

The Dahmer case gained renewed interest following the 1994 conviction in Mississippi of Byron de la Beckwith for the murder of Evers, the state’s leading NAACP official, thirty years earlier.

Encouraged, the Dahmers pressed the county district attorney’s office and the state for action, and the Legislature responded by appropriating funds for a new investigation. During the 1995 election, the Dahmers asked each district attorney candidate for a commitment to pursue the case. They wound up supporting a Democrat who promised a vigorous reexamination. Carter, a Republican, was elected. But he, too, had pledged, “If it can be done, it will be done.”

Unknown to the newly elected district attorney, talks between Stringer and Vernon Dahmer Jr. were already underway.

In their telephone chats, Stringer was unwilling to give his name, but a relationship of trust was growing. “We talked about his affiliation with the Klan, what he knew, and how he felt about trying to help us,” Dahmer said. “These conversations continued for two years, but we never met face to face.”

Then in late 1996, an intermediary for Stringer contacted Dahmer and said Stringer was willing to meet privately if his safety could be ensured.

In April 1997, six men gathered in a motel room in Diamondhead, a Gulf Coast resort: Stringer and a friend known only as “Frank,” Vernon Dahmer Jr. and his brother, Dennis Dahmer, Jerry Himelstein, the director of the New Orleans office of the Anti-Defamation League, and Jerry Mitchell, a reporter for the Clarion-Ledger newspaper in Jackson, Miss., whose stories had helped revive the case against Beckwith.

Stringer, a towering man with graying hair and a moustache, was identified only as “Bob.” He spent most of the day talking about his experiences as an “errand boy” for Sam Bowers.

Despite his reputation as a racial terrorist, Bowers was an erudite man, the grandson of a congressman. Bowers’s favorite book was George Orwell’s anticommunist allegory Animal Farm. He ran his affairs from Sambo Amusement Co., a business that distributed juke boxes and pinball machines throughout tough, gritty Jones County.

When Stringer was 14, living with his grandparents and holding down two jobs, he met Bowers. “Sam took me in like a son,” he said. He handled small tasks, helped install amusement machines, and when it was discovered Stringer could type, he was enlisted to put Klan messages on paper. One of the “Klan Ledgers” carried the lines:

“Now listen, you COMMUNIST and NIGGERS and JEWS.

Tell all your buddies to spread the news.

Your day of judgment will soon be nigh,

As the Lord in his wisdom looks down from on high.

Will this battle be lost? NEVER! I say,

For the KU KLUX KLAN is here to stay!!!”

Young Stringer distributed the leaflets around Jones County. He also ferried packages. “I didn’t know what I was hauling. It could have been dynamite or guns,” he said. He attended Klan rallies, where Bowers always appeared in a seersucker suit. As Bowers’s acolyte, Stringer was able to move with confidence among the Klansmen at John’s Cafe, where he heard the discussion of the strike against Vernon Dahmer Sr.

While he discussed his past at the Diamondhead meeting, Stringer told the group about his fears for his future. After losing his job and $30,000 gambling at Mississippi’s new casinos, he was trying to come back from the bottom. He and his son had taken lawn mowers and rakes and begun knocking on doors to build up a business. He had controlled his gambling addiction through group therapy. But Stringer felt he might jeopardize his family if he agreed to become a witness against the Klan.

Himelstein assured Stringer that the ADL could help him relocate, to start over with a new job in a new state.

Stringer agreed to come to a second meeting, a month later, which included an investigator from the district attorney’s office, Ray Howell.

“At that meeting,” Dahmer said, “Bob said he was willing to cooperate by wearing a wire and talking with the Klansmen.”

A few days later, Stringer met with Carter, the district attorney, and Howell at a cafe in the south Mississippi town of Wiggins, where Stringer offered the authorities more information.

At times, the attempt to ensnare Bowers veered into a Keystone Kops routine. The county investigator gave Stringer a bulky tape recorder to wear. If someone asked about the protrusion in his clothes, Stringer said, he was supposed to explain that it was the aftermath of surgery.

During one conversation with a member of the Klan’s women’s auxiliary, who was unwittingly implicating the Klansmen, the tape recorder clicked off loudly. Stringer was relieved when the state attorney general’s office joined the investigation and wired him with more sophisticated equipment.

He had lengthy talks with Roy Wilson, Bowers’s friend who ran a truck stop in Laurel. According to Stringer, Wilson told him that Bowers had given him his memoirs, titled “Rifle in the Bush,” to hold for safekeeping. “I was told it was all about Medgar Evers’s killing, Martin Luther King’s killing,” Stringer said, and it was not to be revealed until after Bowers’s death.

Stringer secretly taped two conversations with Bowers—one at the truck stop, another as they rode around Jones County in Stringer’s pickup. Stringer said he asked Bowers why he had never given him a more important role in the Klan.

“Sam said: ‘Because you were too young. You were needed to type up the propaganda while I was busy fighting the revolution. You were important because your propaganda caused more revolution for me to fight.’”

After their second meeting last summer, Bowers grew suspicious and broke off further contact. Stringer said he is convinced Bowers knows he has become an informant; as a result, Stringer said he was willing to be identified in this news story.

In their last meeting, Stringer said, Bowers gave him a final accolade. “He called me ‘a great patriot and a good disciple.’”


“An Evil Genius” Is Convicted

(Boston Globe, August 22, 1998)

Bowers died in prison in 2006.

HATTIESBURG, Miss.—Sam Bowers, an imperial wizard of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan and reputedly the mastermind behind a campaign of terror across Mississippi three decades ago, was convicted yesterday for a 1966 civil rights murder, after three previous prosecutions had failed.

Bowers, who reached his 74th birthday this month, was then sentenced to life imprisonment. Three black deputy sheriffs led him from the courtroom.

The verdict, reached in three and a half hours by a jury composed of six whites, five blacks, and an Asian American, climaxed a long crusade to win a conviction in the murder of Vernon Dahmer, leader of the Hattiesburg chapter of the NAACP.

When the verdict was announced, members of the Dahmer family bowed their heads in blessing and wept quietly in a balcony overlooking the Bowers defense table. Bowers, who seemed to have been anticipating immediate imprisonment, had begun emptying his pockets of belongings moments before the jury filed back into the courtroom.

He was stoic when pronounced guilty, and had no comment before he received his sentence.

Afterward, outside the courthouse, the victim’s widow, Ellie Dahmer, said: “I’m just filled with joy. The tears I’m shedding are for Vernon, because I know he’s watching.”

Her son, Dennis Dahmer, who survived the Klan attack with his mother, brother, and sister, spoke for the family: “Thirty-two years ago, Mr. Bowers and his fellow Klansmen started something. Thirty-two years later, we hope to bring some closure to this. . . . I hope today’s verdict reflects that we’re living in a new South and a new Mississippi.”

The revival of charges against Bowers was a joint effort by the local civil rights community and by white prosecutors, and there was a celebration in the court after Bowers was led away. Attorney General Mike Moore embraced the members of the prosecuting team, as well as the Dahmer family, as they departed the courthouse.

Robert Helfrich, the assistant district attorney who led the prosecution, was weeping. “This is the Dahmers’ day,” he said. “They waited too long for it.”

A lawyer for Bowers, Travis Buckley, said he would seek a new trial. “I can’t say I was surprised,” he added.

Bowers was accused of commanding his compatriots to eliminate Dahmer in the winter of 1966 to stifle Dahmer’s civil rights activity in Forrest County and to send a message to Washington that the South would violently resist efforts to integrate the society here.

Dahmer died from burns fourteen hours after a firebombing on his farmhouse near here, at 2 a.m. on Jan. 10, 1966. He had been leading a voter registration drive.

According to prosecution witnesses, Bowers ordered his followers in a Klan unit in Jones County to execute a “Code Four” on Dahmer because the Forrest County Klansmen had been unable to subdue Dahmer. In a Klan structure, where Code One called for a cross-burning, Code Two a whipping, and Code Three an arson attack, the extreme penalty was Code Four—death.

In his instructions to the jury, Circuit Judge Richard McKenzie pointed out that a murder conviction was warranted if it could be proved that someone had commanded the murder even if not present at the crime. “It is as if his own hand committed the offense,” McKenzie said.

Bowers, who was arrested with more than a dozen other Klansmen shortly after the attack, withstood three trials in state court in the 1960s. Each ended in a mistrial. However, he was convicted of conspiracy in federal court in connection with the murder of three civil rights workers in Neshoba County, and he spent six years in federal prison.

Federal investigators said Bowers was responsible for deploying teams of bombers and nightriders across the state in a period of violence that claimed many lives and intimidated many citizens.

A clamor to revive the Dahmer case began after authorities closed in on Byron de la Beckwith, an associate of Bowers who was convicted in 1994 for the assassination of Mississippi’s NAACP leader Medgar Evers thirty years earlier. Beckwith’s two trials in the 1960s had also ended in mistrials.

In the past few years, local and state prosecutors were able to produce two new witnesses to augment the testimony of three former Klansmen who testified against Bowers in the earlier trials.

Bob Stringer, an errand boy for Bowers in 1966, came forward to testify this week that he overheard Bowers and other Klansmen discussing a Code Four for Dahmer two or three days before the raid.

Cathy Lucy, the former wife of a Ku Klux Klan leader in Jackson, also provided new testimony that Bowers appeared at her home shortly after the murder with a newspaper story of Dahmer’s death. “Did you see what a good job my boys did?” she reported that Bowers said, and she described his mood as “jubilant.”

In his closing argument, Buckley, the Bowers lawyer, said that the case had been “worked up by political expediency and someone in the press” and charged that his client was “being offered up on their altar to be sacrificed to the media and to private, political ambition.”

After the case languished for three decades, Buckley said, “along comes an attorney general who seeks political advancement,” and he suggested that Bowers was being prosecuted “to appeal to racial prejudices and the bias of voters.”

Moore, who lent personnel from the attorney general’s office to help develop the case against Bowers, is pondering a run next year for governor in a state where one third of the voters are black.

“We brought this case at the request of the Dahmer family,” Moore said. “I’m proud we were able to turn up new witnesses and stronger evidence to see that justice was done.” Moore called Buckley a “Klan lawyer” and said his remarks about politics “did not warrant comment.”

In his final remarks before the jury retired to deliberate, Buckley also compared the prosecution to the work of an “evil genius,” Adolf Hitler, charging that prosecutors had orchestrated a drumbeat of propaganda to make Bowers the “scapegoat,” just as Hitler had targeted Jews in Germany.

After Buckley completed his rambling remarks, Helfrich, the prosecutor, turned the Hitler analogy on Bowers.

“Let’s talk about an evil genius, sitting right there,” Helfrich said, pointing at Bowers. The people who killed Dahmer, he said, “were nightriders and henchmen who attacked a sleeping family, and they did it because one person told them to do so.”

Recalling that Billy Roy Pitts, one of the key prosecution witnesses, had testified that he heard the voice of a man “in distress” inside the burning Dahmer home on the night of the raid, Helfrich suggested that Dahmer’s “voice is in distress because Sam Bowers is still walking the street.”
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