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Introduction

He is not a George Wallace. He is beyond that. He is truly a type that one
would find in the 1930s in Germany. He sees himself as this Messiah, that he’s

going to save the white race.

BETH RICKEY, in the New York Times, Nov. 10, 1991

The Far Right didn’t come out of nowhere in the United States; in fact, it
came from Louisiana.

The voters, “Yankees” and foreign observers who were surprised by the
Proud Boys, Donald Trump, the Oath Keepers, and the “Stop the Steal” rally
must have overlooked the Pelican State’s politics over the previous century
and aright-wing uprising seeded there and throughout the South. Beginning a
century ago, the glitz and glamor of the Roaring Twenties clashed with awid-
ening income inequality, alternately inspiring and enraging middle class and
poor folks, although those blocs initially surged toward a left-wing populism
to even the score. Louisiana governor and US senator Huey Long emerged
from the crackling, volatile Great Depression a towering figure of unfathom-
able popularity despite exhibiting unprecedented delusions of grandeur, as
befitting of the title of his self-penned theme song, “Every Man a King.” He
once told writer James Thurber, “I've saved the lives of little children, I've
sent men through college, I've lifted communities from the mud, I've cured
insane people.”> Long, though, was more accurately the political equivalent
of a raging drunk in a bar, held back by both arms, purplish and seething,
growling that his target was lucky he couldn’t reach. Though 5' 10", his con-
temporaries described him as a “scrappy, portly little feller.” Long emerged
as a litigant against the state’s domineering oil monopolies, kicking and
screaming his way into the hearts of underdogs in every parish, including the
“coloreds.” In an era beset by sixteen senators, sixty congressmen, and eleven
governors who were known Klansmen, Long broke new ground in the South
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by refusing to race bait, focusing instead on “the social and economic prob-
lems of the present,” as biographer T. Harry Williams suggested, including
after the murder of two anti-Klan activists.’ The “Kingfish” threatened a Klan
Imperial Wizard, saying he would go “toes up” if he “dared” visit Louisiana,
and when asked about his plans for black people, Long said firmly that he
would “treat them just the same as anybody else, give them an opportunity
to make a living, and to get an education.”

Buoyed by his election to the US Senate while still in the Governor’s
Mansion, Long immediately threatened to challenge Franklin Delano
Roosevelt for the presidency—a move backed by the nation’s most popular
radio broadcaster—if FDR refused to enact socialist economic programs
like wealth redistribution.® Long likely planned to challenge President
Roosevelt from a third-party platform and either split the left-wing vote or
slip through the cracks to win in 1936. Instead, before he could run in ear-
nest, he was felled at the state capitol by an assassin’s pistol. Eyewitnesses
claimed his last words were, “Oh God, don’t let me die. I have so much left
to do.”® No Louisiana politician seriously threatened for the presidency
again until the rise of David Duke.”

The meteoric ascension of a Louisiana Democrat not named Long has simi-
lar parallels. From the first months of the 1970s to the early 1990s, when
conservatives finally achieved power and squeezed out the last remnants
of liberal welfare programs and civil rights initiatives, Edwin Washington
Edwards, a sharecropper’s son born shortly before Long’s first victory,
served as Kingfish under a similar moniker: “the Cajun Prince.” He had
other nicknames, too, like Fast Eddie (he won $15,000 playing craps on a
campaign-related trip to Monaco?®), the Silver Fox (his slicked-back graying
hair caused screams when it was sighted emerging from a limo, even at age
sixty-four), and the Crook, but the Cajun Prince stuck. Like Huey Long, he
embraced labels, for whether laudatory or derogatory, they were free pub-
licity. A dry-witted, handsome card player but a teetotaler and a nonsmoker,
Edwards built his awe-inspiring million-plus-voter following through what
LSU professor Wayne Parent called “Made-For-TV Longism,” crushing sleepy
opponents like Republican Dave Treen, of whom Edwards famously said, “It
takes him an hour and a half to watch ‘6o Minutes.’” Like his contemporary
Bill Clinton, Edwards’s magnetism and ability to connect one on one with
voters helped him remain undefeated in sixteen consecutive elections, but
being seemingly unbeatable didn’t render him impervious to self-inflicted
wounds, and those wounds eventually doomed him.



Introduction [3]

In tandem with the decline of a progressive national Democratic party in
the post-Roosevelt era, Louisiana moved further right. Divisive social issues
festered to the point that, following a 1980s Supreme Court ruling allowing
states to set restrictions on abortions, Louisiana made pregnancy termi-
nation illegal even in cases of rape or incest and set an astonishingly high
sales tax rate, a consequence of conservative officials fearing any income
tax increase would alienate their IRS-obsessed base."

Into Louisiana’s declining economy and social unrest plunged the
youngest-ever Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. With his trademark crisp
gray suit, megawatt smile, soft-spoken voice, and the political smarts to
focus on campus and youth recruiting, David Duke oversaw a stunning
revitalization of the KKK. Born after World War II and having embraced
the Third Reich as a teenager, Duke headed a growing anti-government,
separate-but-equal and anti-racial-tolerance protest movement;" that it
positioned itself firmly on the country’s pro-business, anti-communist
wing gave the capitalist establishment something to work itself into a froth
debating: do we accept a candidate who thinks like us but is politically toxic?
Duke made local headlines for blaming the state’s economic ills on wel-
fare “giveaways” and rising crime rates on affirmative action initiatives."
He built a personal brand of the Long variety, a demagogical organiza-
tion through which he could actually sell political propaganda like yard
signs, hats, or buttons emblazoned with his last name, contrary to his
opponents, who often resorted to begging supporters to take swag gratis.
And despite mockery in the press for being a supposed “also-ran yahoo,”
Duke eventually tapped into a growing conservative movement that prized
“aw shucks” personas and tough-love family values (Ronald Reagan) over
substantive debate and progress (Michael Dukakis) or peacenik liberal-
ism (Jimmy Carter). Moreover, Duke had a secret weapon. Unlike Edwin
Edwards, a legendary but increasingly unwelcome figure in the political
scene in the eighties, Duke’s support base was largely composed of enthu-
siastic voters. Rabidly enthusiastic voters.

Following the ballot count in his 1991 race, Duke’s message continued
to spread to the point that it became clear he had been ahead of his time,
not so much a product of it. Terrorist attacks, right-wing rhetoric, and the
Klan’s popularity online in the nineties indicated, or led to, a radical realign-
ment of the country’s two political parties. The white nationalist movement,
behind the Oklahoma City and Atlanta Olympics bombings, also rose in
power.” It all pointed back to one campaign, one election, one candidate.
While the runoff drew consecutive front-page stories in major newspapers,
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there is another, even more compelling tale from 1991, one mostly kept
out of the panic-stricken op-eds and self-congratulatory postmortems:
little-known Republican Beth Rickey, through her relentless pursuit of the
truth about Duke, almost single-handedly turned the tide in the 1991 gov-
ernor’s race, the most controversial and widely watched local election in
American history."* Her story, never thoroughly investigated or reported in
full, is a prime example of the adage “country over party” and a blueprint
for antifascist efforts today.

The final téte-a-téte involving Duke and Edwards, held on November 17,
1991, would mark the end of “the New South” and the birth of a darker yet
more invigorated political era, one that ripples through our politics three
decades later in ways both mysterious and deeply disturbing. But for a month
that autumn, while brilliant fall foliage lit up Kisatchie National Forest, crisp
peppers, collards, and turnip greens lined grocery aisles, and football fever
swept weekend campuses, two self-proclaimed “wizards” put their radical
beliefs on hold and let activists on both sides create the fireworks. And then,
having slain the most towering dragon of them all, Louisiana’s left-leaning
coalition patted itself on the back, unaware the movement had won a bat-
tle, not the war. This was the unnoticed Lexington and Concord, the first
firefights in the larger political struggle that led to Trumpism.

As Huey Long once said: “I used to get things done by saying please. Now
I dynamite ’em out of my path.””



Prologue
October 19, 1991

If you're not from the South, you really don’t understand us.

BUDDY ROEMER

It was election night, and the governor of Louisiana was bored out of his
skull.

Program options for Charles “Buddy” Roemer III boiled down to two
choices: the first game of the World Series or the live news updates on his
race. Neither offered riveting footage, especially so soon after polls closed.

Buddy adjusted his La-Z-Boy and tried to concentrate on the public-
television commentators discussing his primary race, but the Twins and
Braves beckoned from the Baton Rouge CBS affiliate. He hovered his thumb
above the up and down channel buttons and waited for a commercial break.
At any moment, he knew, a reporter would break in and read the results
sealing Roemer’s first-place showing and spot in the runoff election. In the
interim, however, he brooded over the surprising resilience of his opponents,
Edwin Edwards, an ex-governor and Roemer’s mentor, and David Duke, for-
mer Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan and now essentially a political neo-
phyte. At worst, the good people of Louisiana imagined Duke would finish a
strong third in the primary. A handful of insiders considered the possibility
that Duke might stumble his way into second—a distant second—behind
Buddy, but even that seemed too doom-and-gloom for most to stomach.
Regardless, the superstitious governor decided to wait to savor his victory
until after the results were ironclad; in the interim, Roemer dialed a dozing
aide, who had waited two hours for Buddy to come out to the idling state
police cruiser and zoom across town to celebrate at the Baton Rouge event.
Roemer considered asking for someone to join him in a game of poker.

[5]
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The TV, however, would be too interruptive. Besides, were he to lose—the
election—he wouldn’t have a salary to gamble with. He instead gave him-
self a shot of insulin and picked up a book.!

With hard data remaining sparse, the lone local broadcast following
the returns stalled for time. One newscaster, seemingly impressed, noted
that Roemer’s organization had put together three simultaneous election
night parties. Roemer, of course, wasn’t in attendance at any of them, which
the station declined to mention. Showing up could only jinx it. (He’d sta-
tioned his campaign staffers at an event at the Sheraton Hotel, two hun-
dred miles away, that had welcomed the hometown hero in ’87 and been
booked a second time for kismet’s sake.?) The celebrants included busi-
ness leaders in oversized aviators, devout buttoned-up Christians in short
sleeves, old school conservatives dabbing at their foreheads and stirring
gin and tonics with miniature straws. To mitigate the suspense, attendees
dipped into the champagne before it reached room temperature. Most had
seen the polls, which, after months of Roemer leads, had suddenly shown
the three primetime players essentially tied.* No matter who led going
into the runoff, though, the sitting governor would likely be one of two to
qualify, and, as the first or second choice of the majority of voters, would
crush Candidate TBD.* Roemer, a onetime campaign strategist, knew he
needed only to outpace half a dozen perennial losers and also-rans across
a single day’s voting in his rural northern Louisiana strongholds. Heck,
he had done it before under more trying circumstances. As a congress-
man and dark horse candidate four years earlier, Buddy Roemer blew past
Edwards, the incumbent dogged by corruption allegations; a rematch in
this year’s two-candidate runoff would make for a landslide in Roemer’s
favor.” There was just one problem: the governor couldn’t decide whether
he wanted to win reelection or quit politics forever. (Danny Walker, a child-
hood pal and close confidante, confessed he rooted for Buddy’s elimina-
tion, explaining, “If he loses, he wins.”®) Roemer’s wife had divorced him
after a brief separation, taking their adolescent son and hiding out at a
small-town Colorado motel.” The governor’s major proposals had died
in the legislature and again in the voting booth when voters shot them
down as ballot initiatives. He had abandoned the Democrats for the GOP,
which thanked him by instead nominating a little-known congressman
for governor over their own incumbent. Roemer rarely ventured out of the
mansion regardless. He had kicked off his campaign only after the legis-
lative session ended a few weeks earlier and appeared in a mere handful
of ads and live debates, yet, he promised aides, momentum remained on
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his side. “Forgive me,” he kept asking voters on the trail, and so far, judg-
ing by exit polling, they had.

Reclined on the La-Z-Boy in a tan suit, arm resting on a slim volume by
Descartes, Buddy held the remote in front of him like a taunt.® He betrayed
no outward emotion, and his bodyguards and campaign team didn’t get any
answers when they tried to check in. They ducked back out of the office with
the “HONOR” plaque on the door and resumed their silent vigil. Roemer
flicked over to check the score of the more interesting contest and tried to
getjazzed about how the Atlanta Braves were doing. Georgia, after all, might
be a swing state in the 1996 presidential election.’

When his nerves got the best of him and he flipped back, his instincts
appeared to have been correct. Though the folks—because that’s who sup-
ported Buddy Roemer, “just us folks” types—strained to hear the radio or
make out the totals flashing on the monitors in the three hotel ballrooms,
they were boogying. If they had looked closely, however, as Roemer and
all three major campaigns were doing in their green rooms, these part-
ners would have noticed movement afoot in rural areas, Buddy’s supposed
stronghold. There, once-sleepy precincts were reporting snaking lines and
record-breaking turnout, which translated into a surge of support for David
Duke. Pollsters had predicted Duke would finish third in the gubernatorial,
all-party primary with 12 percent and thus be eliminated.' Duke, a subur-
ban Republican, came to national prominence in the 1990 US Senate race,
doubling his final poll numbers and shaking the establishment until its
collective knees knocked together." That he was allegedly a former Nazi
and KKK Grand Wizard should have kept Duke in the basement, consid-
ering a majority of those polled professed discomfort with the prospect
of a neo-Nazi at the helm of state government.” As an outsider running
against the Republican nominee, the Republican incumbent, and Demo-
crat Edwin Edwards—a dominant force in Louisiana politics since the early
seventies—Duke should not have had a shot at the November runoff, and
with ten percent of the vote in and Roemer comfortably ahead, he didn’t.

Later, the governor would claim he didn’t see David Duke coming.

Atabout the same time Atlanta’s Terry Pendleton grounded into a double
play on WAFB, Roemer watched as another cluster of ballots streamed in
to the public TV studios.” The corner of the screen now showed 14 percent
counted. Roemer’s maxed-out contributors, retirees/full-time volunteers,
and campaign staff fell into a choking hush. Duke had vaulted into first place.
Impossible, they told themselves. It must be a suburban pocket. Through the
next half-hour, the race stayed tight, Roemer, Duke, and Edwards clinging
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to one-quarter of the vote each, with Edwards taking a narrow lead and not
quite losing it. If the numbers held, Duke would end up missing the runoff
by a few hundred votes, leaving Roemer to face the corrupt Edwards." But
then a flood of votes came in from Roemer’s supposed stronghold of north-
ern Louisiana and Democratic New Orleans, and the Sheraton plunged into
silence, as if the pope had lifted a hand.

By eleven o’clock, the networks had called it. The live feed cut to the
stately Pontchartrain Center ballroom in Kenner, Duke Country Central,
where one thousand white working-class folks in striped button-downs
slapped blue-and-white Duke stickers across their hearts and pumped their
fists in the air.”® One man, bearing tattoos of a swastika and the Confed-
erate flag on either arm, was giving a TV interview and shouted above the
din, “It don’t mean nothing, my family’s German.” Another told a Texas
reporter that he had switched his support from Roemer because the
governor “borrowed a billion dollars to balance the budget—from the
Jew banks.”*® The anti-Semite had to raise his voice to be heard over
the operatic performance of “Dixie.” There were few dry eyes among the
assembled, and Duke stalwarts even placed their hands over their hearts
for their preferred national anthem. “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,”
increasingly co-opted by white nationalists, followed and served as an
introduction for a fiery-voiced pastor. This penultimate speaker gestured
for silence and, with head bowed, asked the Lord for “a special blessing
upon this assembly.”"

When the network cut back to Roemer’s rally, the governor took in the
visual of his own supporters, faces blanched, mouths widening, and tears
mixing with eyeliner. Had his numbers held, he had his shoes nearby and
could have scampered out to the idling limo and been basking in the hosan-
nas in minutes. Instead, the sitting governor said nothing and did not rise
from the La-Z-Boy. He had gambled and lost cataclysmically, and the only
consolation was that he missed nothing substantial during the World Series.
The Twins preserved their lead with a scoreless ninth inning. Buddy did
not want to dwell on surprise victories and stunning losses, either in his
political career or following pointless athletic contests.

Roemer changed the channel swiftly enough to avoid witnessing David
Duke in the role of beaming, prideful victor. The numbers were on his
side now and proved his chances, as he’d warned the media for years, had
been grossly underestimated. “He strikes a chord in people,” said a woman
from Morehouse Parish. “He has this populist appeal we haven’t seen since
Roosevelt.”®
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“With every minute, ladies and gentlemen,” Duke intoned solemnly, “it
appears that we will be in a runoff for the governorship of Louisiana.” The
roar drowned out the rest of his pronouncement.”

Waiting, soaking it up, and receiving their full attention again, Duke went
on: “My thanks goes first to the force in my life, that’s giving me strength,
then helps me withstand a lot and continue to stand up for you, and that’s
Jesus Christ. Ladies and gentlemen, that’s the force of my life—” Once more,
the roars drowned him out. He spoke of the state’s demons: illegal immi-
gration and welfare queens. The attendees applauded his catchphrases,
as if personally affected by these, the most important issues in the state.?

Roemer confidante Ray Strother spent the night drinking martinis and
ignoring the news, convinced of defeat. In the morning, he bumped into
the lame duck in the Governor’s Mansion kitchen while stockpiling milk
and cookies.

“You sure needed a better candidate,” said Roemer.

“Buddy,” Strother replied, “we just needed a better plan.”*

Under hotlights, Roemer would subsequently tell reporters, “The voters
said, ‘Buddy, thanks, but you didn’t do enough. That’s fair.”*

The governor strongly hinted that he thought the employees who worked
under him in the state government didn’t deserve to worry about losing
their jobs under a new administration. Strother averted his eyes; many of
those staffers supported David Duke.

After his victory speech, Duke had another grey suit cut to his specifi-
cations; then he got to work. Over the next few weeks, he lined up the sup-
port of the state’s conservative policymakers, including GOP careerists on
Roemer’s staff, making them offers they might refuse but would not.” As
Republican strategist Eddie Mahe confessed to the New York Times, “I think
we’ve got ourselves into a very difficult one.”* One defector would spend the
last month of the campaign pounding the phones for Duke; she and most
others were unworried that their assistance might help a Nazi achieve politi-
cal power. Rather, they expressed horror—not that Roemer had lost or that
the conservative, conciliatory, and suddenly terribly real David Duke might
getinto the Governor’s Mansion—but that Edwin Edwards, a known crook,
might be back in charge. The governor’s staffers weren’t the only ones who
thought a Duke victory in the runoff practically inevitable. Of Edwards, the
incumbent said, “His negatives are so high he has little credibility.” Fifty
percent of voters reportedly disliked the Democrat.” Duke won more par-
ishes, was only behind in the popular vote by about thirty thousand, and
would no longer have to split votes among fellow Republicans.?
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The rest of the country, however, ignited in an uproar. The anointment of
David Duke ran counter to the narrative that the nation’s civil rights strug-
gles were dead and buried. Beth Rickey could have warned these people.
The thirty-five-year-old Lafayette-born Ronald Reagan acolyte (when she
was ten, the California governor dropped by her parents’ house for a visit),
who followed her construction magnate war hero father onto the Repub-
lican State Committee, had been trying to warn conservatives about Duke
and his festering base for years. She had secretly co-founded the Louisiana
Coalition against Racism and Nazism eighteen months earlier with a sin-
gular, specific mission statement: to crush political aspirant David Duke.
With a ragtag handful of minor politicos, including a Baton Rouge clergy-
man, Rickey had been working—with minimal effect—behind the scenes
to expose Duke’s past associations with terrorists, a move that had earned
her death threats from Duke supporters. Former Roemer campaign strat-
egist Mark McKinnon watched in disbelief from Texas. “I thought Roemer
was so talented that he could survive,” he recalls, but Beth Rickey and her
anti-racist cabal knew better.”” And if people didn’t realize the Duke cam-
paign had become a virus, they were about to learn the hard way.

As Duke surged in the weeks leading up to the gubernatorial runoff,
ex-governor Edwards trotted out old strategies in the hope lightning might
strike for him for a fourth time, and Beth Rickey debated whether to go
deeper into the muck. In many respects, her position after the primary
became more tenuous. Had Duke been eliminated, it’s likely she would
have been embraced by Roemer’s fragile coalition and possibly become a
major political player. Instead, defeating Duke now meant repudiating the
Republican candidate and implicitly supporting the Democratic Dragon.
She wondered if it would be worth sacrificing her exalted position in the
party, the one her family put her on track for and toward which she had been
working as a post-grad. She could just let David Duke second-line into the
Governor’s Mansion and all her personal strife would go away. But Rickey
believed “Duke’s real aim is a white Christian nation of men and women
of pure blood” and she couldn’t stomach it.*

Before she decided, she wanted to peek again at David Duke’s Pandora’s
box.? More than a dozen boxes, in fact, and all coincidentally housed at
Rickey’s school, Tulane University. On her initial pilgrimage two years earlier
as a doctoral student in political science and under cover of anonymity, evi-
dence of his skewed worldview had overwhelmed her. There were newsletters
under Duke’s byline warning of conspiratorial Jewish bankers and small-
brained “Blacks [who] can see as well as Whites but can’t think as well.”** At
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the time, that material had seemed sufficient to tank Duke’s State House
candidacy, and she had stopped a few pages into her reading.

Butwhen she rose to speak against Duke at a Republican state committee
meeting, Rickey opened her mouth and found that her jaw trembled uncon-
trollably. Only a croak eked out. Rickey, an activist since age fifteen, imag-
ined her monotone voice echoing through the riveted State House chamber
and everyone staring at her homely face. A colleague—a man—spoke up
instead. Regardless, only eight out of 128 committee members voted to cen-
sure the state senator, even after a tape recording emerged in which Duke
could be heard blaming Jews for causing World War II and for an Alabama
church bombing long believed to be KKK-related.* But how would the GOP
feel now, with Duke presumably using the local race as a springboard for a
run against the incumbent Republican president?

Rickey, alone in her Lower Garden District duplex, went through her
papers again. Alone, again. A bunch of Polaroids, a few newspaper clippings,
a monthly mailer to fellow travelers, notes in cursive on a speech about the
“rising welfare underclass.” When the telephone shrieked out in her silent
apartment, Rickey signed a letter, “Yours, from the Twilight Zone,” tossed
her pen onto the pile and stood up.* The ringing phone had long been a
source of unease for her, even before the threats.

On awalk around the block, holding an umbrella aloft, she went over the
inventory in her head. Newspaper clippings? Blurry Polaroids? She couldn’t
go back to the state committee or the media with that third-grade book
report. David Duke was her party leader. Realizing she was back in front of
the gated entrance to her building, she glanced across Coliseum and Race
Streets to see a smoker hovering near a park bench, his features obscured
beneath matching umbrella and fingers to lips. He sported a plaid jacket,
virtual suicide in New Orleans humidity, still somewhat inexplicable in
autumn. Few people hung out in Coliseum Square Park; during the day, it
served mostly as a jogging track or dog run and was always deserted at this
hour.* Beth forced herself not to glare back but couldn’t shake the suspi-
cion that ignoring his presence would enrage him.

Turning back toward Third Street, she decided she needed outside help.
Not just the anti-racist coalition and its Democrats and bishops or her fel-
low Never Duke Republicans. Beth might, God forbid, need to help Edwin
Edwards help himself.
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CHAPTER 1

The Squeaker

In life, politics and hunting, I play by the rules, but I take all

the advantages the rules allow.

EDWIN EDWARDS

He couldn’t help himself. Edwin Edwards could never stop blowing on the
dice and throwing it onto a craps table, or resist the urge to slap a stack of $100
bills atop the roulette’s green turf, smirking as the croupier’s eyes popped
out of their damn head.! Short of cash, he would gesture for more credit to
try to reroute his streak skyward. Edwin Washington Edwards was a gambler.
Sue him. (They wouldn’t have dared.)

“Gambling is pretty well accepted in the French-Catholic tradition of
South Louisiana,” said Rev. Michael Jarrell, associate pastor of Edwards’
original stomping grounds, the St. Michael’s Catholic Church. “South
Louisiana is culturally different from the rest of the South.”? It wasn’t about
the money, though, or so he claimed. As a senior citizen, in the company
of his twenty-seven-year-old girlfriend, Edwards threw dice onto the craps
table and intoned, “This one’s for mom and the kids.” Who did he think
he was fooling? Edwards did it all for personal glory, and regardless of who
objected.

Strongly told not to compete in his first congressional primary, he quali-
fied for the race anyway and won. Told his name meant mud, he entered the
gubernatorial jungle primary for an unprecedented fourth term. Encouraged
to plead guilty to corruption charges in two criminal trials, he ignored the
advice of experts and took his case to the jury. In some ways, this inability
to stop himself made his career.

Life wasn’t always so smooth for the slick “Fast Eddie,” however. Edwin
Edwards descended from a family of French expats, who migrated from

[15]



[16] WIZARDS

Kentucky in the mid-nineteenth century and starting digging into the land
in the parish that came to be called Avoyelles.* The nearest town, Marks-
ville, smack-dab in the center of Louisiana, brewed a steady melting pot
of Catholics and Evangelical Protestants, making the Edwardses among
the original French Creoles.” Agnes Brouillette, Edwin’s mother, was the
French Catholic daughter of a blacksmith, surrounded by Protestants and
their ilk.® Agnes zeroed in on Clarence “Boboy” Edwards, despite his back-
ground, lack of formal education, and comparative youth. Clarence was
a third-grade dropout who had taken to laboring on a sharecropper farm
after his father’s death.” Described by Edwin and others as a quiet and
hard father, Boboy was secretly very proud of everything his lawyer-turned-
politician offspring accomplished, including Edwin’s being named to the
LSU Dean’s List, and his legislative triumphs, even if Boboy preferred FDR’s
smooth style to the brash Long ways Edwin mimicked.®

The month Agnes bore Edwin in a town along the Red River in 1927,
the Great Flood finally dissipated amid a summer heatwave. Between 250
and 300 million dollars-worth of damage had been done to the Missis-
sippi Delta, especially in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana, but the
federal government rode to the rescue and spent approximately one-third
of the year’s budget on cleanup, rescues, relocations, and whatever citi-
zens needed.’ The Edwards family, like most Southern sharecroppers, lived
literally hand to mouth. “I know what it is to see people without food,”
he would say of that time. “I grew up in that type of environment. I don’t
want it to happen to anybody.””® When he joined friends at the local bak-
ery, he would skip ordering and instead sit waiting for discarded bread
crusts to come his way.

Edwin was the middle of five children; Marion, the finance chair in
Edwin’s later campaigns, was less than a year younger, and Nolan, who
also became a lawyer, was only two years younger than he. Together, the
Edwards children spent their first through fourth grades in the nearby one-
room schoolhouse, where each student sat through the same general knowl-
edge lessons for four years running. “Air conditioning then was called win-
dows,” Edwin joked."

“With his round, red cheeks, and clever eyes, the boy had the look of
a Cajun Dennis the Menace, but it was impossible to stay mad at him,”
cousin Frenchy Brouillette wrote in a sensationalized autobiography. “In
school, they used to say that little Edwin would flirt his way out of school-
work, and even his dowdiest teachers would be competing with the young
girls for his attention.””
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When a repeat of the Great Flood threatened again less than a decade
later, nine-year-old Edwin literally carried water on behalf of a paying
Depression-era government program, helping hydrate the workers on the
newly formed levees. As he noted in an apocryphal reminiscence years
later, his weekly pay came in cash, tucked in an envelope.” That 1936 gig
completed, he jumped on the rural electrification train. He told a TV inter-
viewer eight decades later, “I got books out of the school library and got a
basic education in wiring and wired my father’s house. People in the area
were amazed and wanted me to wire their houses,” but, he added with a
chuckle, “they wanted to wait a while to see if [ours] burned down.”"

While not ashamed of the family’s poverty, neither did Edwin intend to
drift back into it. He and Marion picked cotton for their father—but got
whipped when Boboy caught them stealing from his stockpile to pad theirs.”
In another tale, he claimed to have impaled a finger during an adolescent
fishing expedition, after which Boboy offered him two dollars to let him
remove it, versus paying a doctor do it.

While Edwards could not recall much of the initial catastrophe, the recov-
ery, and fallout, the Great Flood and Depression of the twenties and thir-
ties must have left a deep personal impression on him. Watching neigh-
bors lose their savings inspired Boboy and thus his sons to trust greenbacks
and greenbacks only for the rest of their lives. The Great Flood of 1927, too,
rejiggered Louisiana’s political scene. A year after “a tragedy that made the
state ripe for populist appeals to the have-nots,” as one observer later noted,
Huey Pierce Long became governor.*®

The Edwards family rode a line of political neutrality, which isn’t to say
they were nonpartisan. The family kept out of political squabbles; the Civil
War had scarred their ancestors, even though none had joined the fight.
Edwin’s paternal great-grandfather, William Edwards, died in a strange
guerrilla action in June of 1862 in which he and his two sons confronted a
Confederate splinter group that had orders to burn the area’s cotton crop."”
William, brandishing arifle, marched to where a Federal marshal was being
held for demanding a halt to the operation and asked for him to be released.
The Confederates began firing, killing William instantly and wounding two
others, including William’s son.'

Edwin, while he too tried to find the neutral position in local politics,
grew up in a parish that shined on colorful and somewhat unhinged poli-
ticians, brash women supporters and detractors, and a hard-drinking life-
style. The prodigal son of Marksville, however, famously didn’t indulge in
liquor or beer and was often seen with a glass of juice. “My father was a
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very stern Presbyterian,” Edwin would later say. “He disliked three things.
Alcohol, tobacco and gambling. I gave him two out of three.”*” Why, observ-
ers wondered, did Edwards become a gambler but refrain from booze and
smokes? One suspects that, for him, indulging in the latter two vices would
lead to a loss of control, whereas when Edwards cradled dice in his palm,
he controlled his destiny.

The second Kingfish of Louisiana got his start not at the card table or the
union picket line but at the pulpit, circa age fourteen. The pulpit belonged
to Marksville’s Nazarene Church, the house of worship preferred by his
mother. The minister would allow Edwin to serve as an unofficial youth
preacher and to stand facing the congregation in his early teen years, where-
upon the pious, fervent young man proselytized in a dry, stubborn way that
didn’t immediately resonate. He hesitated. He hemmed. The congregation
fanned itself or waved listlessly at mosquitoes.”*® He was a reserved Cajun
country teenager, a bit ashamed of his accent perhaps, or of his hesitancy
switching from English to Cajun French and back again. “Cajun people
were frowned upon by other sections of the state,” he recalled. “We were a
different category of people.” After a few tired sermons, though, he found
his tone. By the time he met Elaine, his future wife, Edwin Edwards had
developed the style that would cause generations to swoon. He was short
but affected a swagger that came to feel natural, and he mixed deadpan
humor with a confidence that recalled one famous forebearer: Governor
Huey Long. (They differed substantially in tone and oratorial volume, how-
ever.) “Every now and then,” he reflected, “I like to say things to try and be
funny and try and get attention.”” That endeared him to parishioners, but
not as much to conservative clergy with seniority.

“He’s not relaxed like the normal Frenchman,” his brother-in-law told the
New York Times in an interview with Edwin’s family. “Maybe that’s because
he’s ambitious,” his mother-in-law shot back. His father-in-law, the owner
of the town’s grocery store, explained, “He’s not the type of politician that
gets up and waves his arms and raises hell, like Huey and Earl Long.”*
Edwin did wave and raise his arms as a communicant, although eventually
he patented a deadeye stare into the nothingness, one that somehow made
his humor punchier, a Jack Benny-style comic.

Despite his early success and ability to wake up the drowsy faithful
with dry wit, he was not destined to become a church leader. He had eaten
too many bread crusts and not enough loaves. During the Depression, he
watched as the church raked in cash week over week but could show no
proof that it did anything to alleviate the parish’s daily deprivations. Edwin
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was already girl crazy too. (He wanted to marry his high school sweetheart,
Elaine, whom he’d met playing Spin the Bottle.*) Besides, he didn’t have
the temperament to behave not only on Sunday mornings but the other six
days. The poor son of a sharecropper had told his mother mid-scolding that
she would have to think twice about disciplining and yelling at him when
he was governor. He was all of six at the time.*

To get there, he would need a lot more than pizzazz and a few ribald
jokes. He had the looks, certainly, and the reputation to make the Crowley
City Council, which he did after Louisiana State University’s law school,
an incomplete cadet training to fly yellow N3N-3 aircraft for the Navy, and
several years as a lawyer.” He won that first race, he said, because “I had a
good education and also spoke French, which helped in the early years.”*
He claimed he might have made a fortune (an even larger one) as a corpo-
rate attorney in rice-rich Crowley, but stuck with the political thing, knocked
on doors, made telephone calls (his folks didn’t own a phone), and shook
handswithin awide radius of his firm en route to victory in 1954.” He would
win every election for the next three decades.

American power isn’t activated through legislative victories or name recog-
nition. It’s earned through campaigning. Edwin Edwards had seen this. In
1960, he watched as John F. Kennedy, a charismatic, tanned, youthful sena-
tor, edged out the number two man in the nation, Republican Richard M.
Nixon, through television and powers of personal persuasion. In the fall
of 1972, now president himself, Nixon, a hard-right Republican, would
win a historic landslide reelection; the Democrats were about to have
their worst campaign ever and Edwards had no coattails to ride on. And
despite three terms in Congress and a prominent role prior to that as
the outgoing governor’s floor leader in the State Senate, Edwards had
reason to expect defeat in his first gubernatorial try. He was caught not
only between the warring factions on civil rights but also in the gener-
ation gap brought on by the controversy surrounding the Vietnam War.
During President Nixon’s first term, Edwards had publicly weighed in
on an antiwar demonstration held in front of the White House that had
descended into chaos: “Gunfire was not only justified but required,” he
was overheard telling DC police.”® Not exactly a liberal Democrat, but then
again Nixon, who had escalated the war by bombing Cambodia and Laos
and launched himself to fame with a Communist witch hunt that kick-
started McCarthyism and harnessed right-wing anger, was headed for a
two-thirds majority of Louisiana.”
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By the late sixties, the Democrats had maintained a stranglehold on
Louisiana politics for more than a century, since the post-Civil War Recon-
struction era. Republicans were considered the party of the Yankees, their
gloating betters in the War for Southern Independence. Republicans were
the ones sending troops to try to quell mobs attacking black voter regis-
trants or elected officials. Calvin Coolidge tried to block help for the areas
battered by the Great Flood; the president, of course, belonged to the GOP.*
They had been the party of big business interests, which, in 1940, nomi-
nated Wendell Willkie, most notable for suing to prevent the formation of
the Tennessee Valley Authority, which, undeterred, ultimately gave mouth-
to-mouth resuscitation to Southern states during the Depression.* The
GOP, originally launched to crush the slave states in the 1850s and ’60s
presidential elections, had a muddled position on “the blacks” a century
later. The Dixiecrat faction of the Democratic Party, personified by senators
Richard B. Russell and Strom Thurmond, held filibusters and whipped up
their voting base to stop anti-lynching, pro-voting, pro-civil rights bills in
the Senate, but following the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Thurmond angrily
jumped ship for the “super minority” GOP, giving them firmly one-third
of Senate seats.* At the time, even the Republicans didn’t seem to know
what to make of this event, which proved to be an important bellwether in
American political history.

Democrat Edwards, then in his first term in the US House of Represen-
tatives, held a salivated finger up to the wind. President Johnson expected
their party’s pro-black bills would cost the Democrats the South “for a gen-
eration” and Edwards represented a white district in a segregated state.
Edwards abstained from voting on Johnson’s 1966 civil rights bill, one of
three Louisiana congressmen (all Democrats) to skip out.® The bill died
in the Senate, dealing a blow to Johnson’s standing in Congress and his
chances at reelection.

Edwards, however, hadn’t turned his back on marginalized black people.
Growing up, he reflected, “everyone talked about fairness and equality but
when it came to Negroes, no one talked about [that]. Farmers needing farm
labor came in stake trucks to our side and drove them to the other side to
work. But they were required to get them back before dark. Those of us who
were poor whites got along with blacks but contact was limited to daylight
hours and we did not go into each other’s houses.”*

His mother, Agnes, became a midwife during the Depression, deliver-
ing dozens or possibly hundreds of black babies.” Those kids were now
grown and many remembered the Edwards family. Congresspersons could
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appoint the local postmaster in their districts, and in 1969, when an open-
ing cropped up in Palmetto, Louisiana, Edwin told confidantes he would
name Henry “Huey” Fontenot to the post—not remotely newsworthy,
even in a sleepy village like Palmetto, unless you factored in the color of
Fontenot’s skin. Edwards quoted Fontenot, saying, “What am I going to
tell my three boys about going to school to better themselves, if every time
something comes up for them to have a chance, they’re knocked down
because they’re black?” Edwards’ constituents wrote him pleading letters,
suggesting Fontenot would taint each parcel by his mere touch. The let-
ters went mostly ignored.*

The fallout from Fontenot’s hiring was immediate. The White Citizen’s
Council threatened a boycott of the state’s Cotton Festival if organizers
insisted on honoring Edwards. The letters about the “contaminated” mail
shifted; now, the same residents were threatening Edwards’s life.*” Tem-
pers were further inflamed when Edwards shooed away a mob of constit-
uents up in almost-literal arms over a federal judge’s recent ruling forcing
the integration of two local school systems. A gunshot ripped a hole in the
Crowley campaign office and almost killed a secretary.®® A man carrying a
handgun, silencer, and three books about the Mafia, including The God-
father,was arrested at the Baton Rouge airport with Edwin Edwards’ name
and hotel room number on a piece of paper tucked beneath the books.*
At the Louisiana Yambilee in Opelousas, an annual pageant, parade, and
epic festival held to celebrate—of all things—the sweet potato, Edwards and
bodyguards in matching gingham suits and sunglasses fanned out along the
parade route.* Edwards and his wife, Elaine, were all smiles, reaching out
for the offered hands of farmers, black women and children, white ladies in
horn-rimmed glasses and bonnets. Looming in the background, however,
were police deputies with sniper rifles, perched atop two-story department
stores and banks, enlisted for one reason: to protect civil rights Congress-
man Edwin Edwards.

Some also recalled his first racial controversy. The Crowley City Council
allowed predominantly-black Ross High School to send its marching band
to the local Christmas parade, but some of the city’s leaders and parents
threatened to withdraw their white student marchers. Edwards told the kids
to decide for themselves. Here, walking the streets, was the man respon-
sible for that grave offense. They recognized him not as the congressman
who had voted “nay” on Johnson’s 1968 civil rights bill, but as the one who
voted “yea” on the 1966 renewal of the Voting Rights Act, among the few
Southern Democrats to do so, and for which some had sent death threats.*
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Then, across a four-day span in April of 1970, bombs exploded at the
Baton Rouge Country Club and the Louisiana State Senate. No one was
killed, although the Senate president’s desk and an air conditioner at the
country club were rather unlucky. The timing of the attacks was suspicious—
only non-white workers were present at either scene, no paying country
club members or politicos. “A person of that nature has got to be a revolu-
tionary or a man who is not completely sane—one or the other,” growled
Governor John McKeithen. Soon after, a bundle of dynamite turned up at
the same country club. Then someone apparently shot a black arrow into
the State-Times newspaper drop slot in Baton Rouge and warned that addi-
tional lynchings and injustices toward black people would be met by fur-
ther action. Police, however, told the Shreveport Times an organized labor
“crank” had likely framed the Black Panthers or a similar group to cover
his tracks and that the bombings were retaliation for ongoing oil industry
strikes. But, as with the Edwards votes, the horror ended up deeply embed-
ded in voters’ minds.*

Edwards believed the worst battles of segregation were behind Louisi-
ana, that the “Negro question” had long been resolved. As his biographer
Leo Honeycutt put it, the state had narrowly but firmly avoided the vio-
lence of Selma, Alabama, and Mississippi’s Klan murders, and “Edwin took
that as an indication his state led the new south and was ready for a col-
orblind leader.”* While the civil rights debate is what many people con-
nected to Edwards at the dawn of the seventies and was one of his biggest
“drawbacks” in his first run for governor, in another sense, it served as a
bona fide. He wouldn’t get the segregationist bloc in a crowded primary
anyway—there were far too many rabid right-wing competitors. The state
had begun registering black voters, mainly Democrats, following the Civil
Rights and Voting Rights Acts and, by 1970, the majority of Orleans Parish’s
voters were women, who tended to support integration in more substantial
numbers.* The black vote could shift hard to Edwin Edwards, especially in
New Orleans. It all depended on whether he could get the word out to them.

Edwards mulled all of this over and entered the most competitive cluster-
fuck of modern Southern politics: a seventeen-candidate slugfest for the
Louisiana Governor’s Mansion.” The cast of characters could give any voter
a headache: Lieutenant Governor Taddy Aycock jumped into the race early,
aiming to fill his term-limited boss’s shoes. Two Longs—Gillis and Speedy,
canceled each other out. Jimmie Davis, the two-term ex-governor and author
of “You Are My Sunshine” for his previous campaign, returned after several
terms out of the spotlight. John G. Schwegmann, owner of the eponymous
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grocery store chain, qualified for the primary, presumably hoping to cap-
ture the business kingpin vote. Bennett Johnson, an obscure state senator,
threw his name into the proverbial hat and was not expected to make the
general.*® A. Roswell Thompson, an Imperial Wizard of his own made-up
branch of the Ku Klux Klan, figured what the hell.*” And then David Treen,
an honest-to-God Republican, made the ballot. David C. Treen, a two-time
loser from the New Orleans suburbs, had run against Hale Boggs, the US
House majority whip, in 1968 and had come within four thousand votes
of upsetting him, a near tie and one of the closest Louisiana elections on
record. Amid this sea of competition, one dropout explained to Edwards:
“Boy, you got to be crazy” to think an unknown Democratic congressman
could fight Treen on the Right, and Jimmie Davis and two Longs on the Left.*

Davis, meanwhile, seemed “inevitable” based on his popularity in rural
areas, statewide name recognition, and the acumen that made him a two-
term governor in the first place. Louisiana State University dubbed him a
true “man of the people”—white people. In his comeback race of 1959-60,
Davis ran to the right of fellow segregationists and squeaked past them.*
In 1968, he had almost been George Wallace’s vice president on the Ameri-
can Independent Party ticket.*® Davis, too, made moves in 1971. He pointed
out that he and Edwards shared a commonality: “We’re both the sons of
sharecroppers,” he said.” Of course, it was meant as a dig—he’s a hot shot
lawyer in tailored suits, and I'm an “aw shucks” man of the people, and still the
son of a sharecropper. And, just to make sure Edwards couldn’t win, Davis
pinched Edmund Reggie. The state party strategist, instrumental in JFK
breaking through to the Southern electorate and, most importantly, a close
friend of Edwards, defected to Edwin’s chief rival. Reggie saw the former
two-time governor as a repeat favorite, and the betrayal severed the close
personal relationship between the Edwardses and Reggies, who would not
speak again for years.>

Jimmie Davis, however, had a chink in his armor, unnoticed by Reggie
and all but a few, including Edwin Edwards, who remembered Davis spend-
ing several months of his first term—when Edwin was still at LSU Law—in
California performing “You Are My Sunshine” and other hits for Hollywood
musicals and “horse operas.” Louisianans did not forgive that neglect. It
left a berth for fresh blood—and someone who could capture newly regis-
tered voters.

Edwards needed to stand out somehow, but found himself lost in the
seventeen-candidate shuffle, under criticism from all sides, including from
the outgoing governor, John McKeithen, for whom he had once been floor



[24] WIZARDS

leader in the State Senate before running for Congress. He fueled the fire
by making cocky public pronouncements like, “Two out of ten women will
go to bed with you, but you’ve got to ask the other eight.”** A popular 1971
bumper sticker read: “Vote Against Edwards. The Wife You Save May Be
Your Own.”* Gubernatorial longshot Warren J. Moity, aka “Puggy,” tried the
opposite tactic, referring to Edwards as “Tweety Bird” in speeches and insin-
uating the congressman was a homosexual. At a debate, Edwards marched
onto the stage and planted a kiss on Moity’s cheek, stunning the crowd,
which burst into applause and laughter.” At least this Cajun congressman is
entertaining, his rivals grumbled.

As Davis slipped in the polls, Edwards stayed high. He had been proven
rightall along about the dynamics of the election. “The more thatI got” into
the race, he told Leo Honeycutt, “the better I felt. . .. I had a heavy, solid
bloc of support [but] the more the votes in the rest of the state were diced
by a number of candidates, the better chance I had to make the runoff.”*

The attacks on Edwards backfired. On November 6, 1971, Jimmie Davis
watched his reelection go down in flames. He and his wife tried to one-up
each other in expressing their unbridled joy over his finishing fourth.””

That night, Elaine and Edwin watched local election reports on a bank
of TVs in suite 1545 of “Louisiana’s Hotel,” the New Orleans Monteleone on
Royal Street.” Surrounded by only their closest aides and family, the “party”
took on the feel of defeat, or at least of campaigns of the pre-television and
radio era. (Back then, candidates often turned in for the night and were
awoken by telegram or, sometimes days later, by a horseback rider.) Elaine
shook her head in wonder as the networks recycled footage of long lines
and her husband waving to the flashbulbs. Johnston took the lead early on,
with the northern, more conservative areas of the state reporting first, while
the southern precincts, including New Orleans, took hours.

But that night, Edwin Edwards stunned the establishment. He came in
first in the field of seventeen, leading J. Bennett Johnston and Gillis Long
by five and nine points, respectively. “Louisiana voters, like the rest of the
South, were looking for a new face and the new image for their state,” said
Edwards in his victory speech. Johnston, cocky in distant second, told report-
ers: “Idon’t regard it as an upset. . . . The political prognosticators weren’t
talking to the people.””

When the smoke cleared, the runoff began. Edwards had six more weeks
till the general against Johnston and two more races to win to achieve his
dream in 1972. Johnston made quick moves. The State Senator went after
eighteen-year-olds newly allowed to register under a Federal constitutional
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amendment.® Crucially, he also earned Lieutenant Governor Aycock’s sup-
port, shoring up the hard-right vote. It didn’t help that Edwin’s entreaties
to “the blacks” and his refusal to promise to keep taxes low had the state’s
businessmen wary. Johnston, meanwhile, had opposed the busing program
for integrating schools, which the voters of Shreveport would remember and
reward him for.® In previous victories, Davis and McKeithen had gone hard
after the white vote, all but literally drawing lines in the sand between them-
selves and the African American community—and the candidates promis-
ing to help it. This strategy typically paid off; their opponents often got only
the black vote. Edwards was betting on breaking the cycle through rural
outreach and pure magnetism. Getting ahead of himself, one Huey Long
biographer wrote that “it appears the state is coming of age. Racism may
well be dead in its traditional form in Louisiana.”®

Itwas during the 1971 campaign, Edwards’ cousin Frenchy Brouillette sug-
gested, that Edwards realized the media and festival crowds would help him
seduce the voting public. “It was just a high school popularity contest, and,
as he did back in Marksville, Edwin used his style and wit to make himself
the coolest bad boy in school. He knew that the ultimate candidate would
be the man whom every woman wanted and every man wanted to be.”®

Edwards, late in the race, struck back on a new front. “Iwould have to say
that the major philosophical difference is in our awareness of the problems
of the poor,” he told a reporter. “I don’t think he has been in contact with
it. I think he’s unsympathetic to it.”** At their one and only debate, live on
WDSU-TV in New Orleans, the Edwards campaign was blindsided by a new
revelation. While Edwards had focused on the rural vote, Johnston had lined
up endorsements by the Black Louisiana Action Committee, better known
as BLAC, and BOLD, the Black Organization for Leadership Development.
The damage was catastrophic. Edwin tried to spin it, saying there would be
blowback for Johnston, seen as the more “white-friendly” candidate, but
Congressman Edwards couldn’t afford to hemorrhage even a few thousand
runoff voters. He lined up black representative Dorothy Mae Taylor to try
to draw Taylor’s New Orleans support, but that couldn’t compete with two
black organizations and their get-out-the-vote operations for Johnston.*
Edwards learned a pivotal lesson about who to cultivate for future races.

The runoff between Johnston and Edwards turned out nearly the same
1.18 million voters a week before Christmas as in the seventeen-candidate
primary a month earlier. This time, the margin would be perilously thin,
statistically one of the closest in Louisiana history, in fact. Edwards, parked
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in suite 1545 of the Monteleone with the same family members and cohorts
from the primary, kept telling people a “coon-ass” governor was decades
overdue, but truthfully, the early returns looked brutal. At ten p.m., Johnston
took the lead and sat there for hours, at one point running up the score to a
comfortable four-point margin. The black vote was seemingly divided; when
votes from New Orleans came in, they were almost evenly split.*

Later, observers realized a new political organization had been working
harder than anyone in the southeast. SOUL, or the Southern Organization
for Unified Leadership, spent election day knocking on doors, passing out
flyers at polling sites, and remaining visible for their endorsed candidate,
Edwin Edwards. They were in New Orleans and, more importantly, they
were from the African American community. With their bloc and landslide
wins in little-noticed Terrebonne, Lafourche and St. Martin parishes, the
candidates were running almost exactly 50/50.%”

It lasted until the first minutes of December 19, 1971. Out of 1,164,036
votes cast, Edwards squeaked by with a four thousand vote margin, roughly
one vote per precinct. Johnston increased his primary vote by nearly one-
third, while Edwards increased his by barely one quarter. “For every par-
ish Johnston carried in the north, Edwards matched it in the south,” the
Associated Press noted.®® Edwards had overestimated his black turnout
and Johnston won the cities, stunning even his own campaign, which had
expected the black and more liberal votes to pick the civil rights congress-
man, but Edwin had outperformed his previous races in Acadia and other
rural areas where farmers voted on economic ideas, not civil rights, and
it proved decisive.*

Democrat Edwin Edwards crushed Republican Dave Treen in a general
election matchup and moved on to his transition planning.” As governor,
Edwards knew he could unite the African American community behind
him. He could run the state as a liberal on taxes and a centrist on business
interests, a civil rights leader, a populist comedian, and preacher-turned-
politician, and get re-elected. All he had to do was pick up the dice, blow
on them a little, say the lucky, magic words, and throw.



CHAPTER 2

Fast Eddie

In the civil rights years and throughout the early Edwards era, white
Louisianans who stood against segregation were targets of the Ku Klux
Klan. If a newspaper editorial board wrote an article blaming the KKK for
a church bombing or for violently attacking peaceful protestors, that edi-
torial board might itself become the target of terrorist attacks. In his post-
humous memoir, Bogalusa Daily News editor Lou Major wrote of a 1960s
boycott from John Birch Society members, as well as crosses burned on
his lawn, tires slashed in his driveway, and threats against his family, none
of which slowed him down. “The newspaper and Major personally were
viciously insulted in the ‘Midnight Mail,’ the flyers published by the Klan
and tossed late on Saturday nights onto the sidewalks and driveways of
many Bogalusa homes.”

“They need to be exposed to the light of day and shamed for their hei-
nous actions,” Major explained to his newspaper readership. “But more
than despised, these people need to be pitied. They have not kept up with
civilization. They are throwbacks to a day when rash emotionalism ruled
over reason.”’

But when the Watts riots broke out in Los Angeles, Louisiana governor
John McKeithen warned that he wouldn’t tolerate such behavior in his state,
no matter if the KKK had provoked it, and funneled money to white suprem-
acists through the Louisiana State Sovereignty Commission, a detail that
did not emerge until 2016.% Joe Biden, a soon-to-be Delaware senator, railed
against busing black children into white-heavy school districts to undo some
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of the damage of segregation.* His fellow Democrats (and Republicans, as
well as a majority of black people polled), including McKeithen, joined the
fray on the anti-immigration front.

Not everyone tried to shoot the messenger or kill Klansmen with kind-
ness. A league called Deacons for Defense and Justice armed themselves
and saddled up to go after the KKK. They soon had their hands full. On
August 30, 1971, shortly before Labor Day and the start of the school year in
Pontiac, Michigan, when “a court-ordered plan to bus children across town
to achieve racial Integration went into effect,” Klansmen in Clint Eastwood
and James Dean haircuts and white t-shirts set ten bombs on empty school
buses.” Destroying the buses, in their minds, would halt the integration
order and free white children of the tyranny of going to school with black
kids. It didn’t work. Five defendants were found guilty of conspiracy and of
the bombings, thanks to a paid FBI informant, Jerome Lauinger, who had
infiltrated the Rangers, what the New York Times called a “supermilitant”
wing of the KKK. The anti-busing positions of McKeithen and other right-
wing Democrats suddenly appeared tenuous.

But the Klan had tapped into something. When black and poor people
rioted in Watts or were blamed for fires and violence mainly caused by police
in Newark, the KKK could point to the headlines and say, “Told you so.” Now
the male white supremacists shifted their focus—they asked white moms
to stand up. “The slender mother of three alternatively goaded, rallied,
calmed and steadied her followers through a long morning of active pro-
test against pupil busing,” as a Michigan local wrote the following month.
“Thousands of admirers—all of them white, most of them women, and all
of them angry—followed Mrs. McCabe by protesting at the schools, chain-
ing themselves to fences, blocking buses and defying arrest.”®

Irene McCabe, the youthful, dyed-blond housewife, kept getting her face
in the paper. It helped that she did not belong to the Klan. She had the
Oakland County prosecutor on her team and palled around with cops and
their spouses. She could’ve been in Ira Levin’s book The Stepford Wives, only
she would have volunteered to be replaced by a robot. Her beautiful blond
face helped sell a Republican congressional campaign.” When the national
news networks aimed cameras her way, McCabe would open her jacket and
stick her chest forward, revealing her homemade t-shirt: “Bus Judges Not
Children!” Mary Bacon, dubbed “the Klansman’s Jane Fonda,” also spoke
on behalf of the KKK, introducing David Duke at a rally at the New Orleans
Fair Grounds racecourse in the 1970s. “We are not just a bunch of illiter-
ate Southern n***-killers,” she said angrily. “We are good, white, Christian
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people working for a white America. When one of your wives or one of your
sisters gets raped by a n***, maybe you’ll get smart and join the Klan.” In
later elections, she would say, “How would you like your sister to be raped
by one of them?,” to which some might retort, I wouldn’t like it, regardless
of who did the raping.® “Women are the same as men in our organization,”
Duke told the Times. “We don’t have any prohibitions or constitutional lim-
itations regarding them. In fact, some of our best members are women.””

This is the melee that Edwin Edwards plunged headlong into in the spring
of 1972, when he became Louisiana’s fiftieth governor and the first from the
southern part of the state since 1940."° Days before general election votes
were cast, a “race riot” ended with a WBRZ-TV cameraman beaten and par-
alyzed by a reported mob. It threatened to overshadow the harmony of the
first Edwards administration. Gone was the slick charmer who expressed
confidence and affected unconcern about every new insult and degradation
from the Democrats who were supposed to be rewarding him for his help.
Before taking office, he went hard at McKeithen, his chief critic, for leaving
a $30,000,000 deficit and not wanting “the new administration to do well”
because “it’ll make him look bad.”" But the three elections had sapped his
strength for the four-year fight ahead. It was as if, having achieved the office
he’d dreamed of since he was barely old enough to talk, Edwin Edwards
could no longer find the motivation.

In the spring of 1972, a gas tax he needed to fill a budget hole failed by
six votes. Edwards’ biographer wrote of the legislative battle over the tax,
“Given enough alcohol, church-going lawmakers would agree to just about
anything, which explained Louisiana’s many bizarre, poorly written laws.”
As he watched control of the agenda slip away, Edwards uncharacteristically
railed against his fellow politicians. “The problem is going to be resisting
the temptation to increase the tax by two cents instead of one.” Hint, hint."”

Edwards let the gas tax issue settle for a bit. He approached the predom-
inantly black Louisiana Council on Human Relations, telling them that,
under his administration, African Americans “have the right and obliga-
tion to push for the kind of involvement in government you are looking
for” He soon announced the hiring of what was probably “the only black
woman press secretary in any state government.”" The State-Times inter-
preted this in a headline: “Edwards Vows to Reward Blacks for Their Sup-
port.” The article that followed didn’t help either. “He has also told black
leaders that blacks had better qualify with civil service, ‘because this is
the only way anyone can obtain certain jobs.’”** Regardless of the accu-
racy of that incendiary quote, anyone reading it understood but one way
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to interpret it. Reconstruction never ended. Black people who supported him
were considered qualified, while conservatives who hadn’t suddenly found
themselves out of the network. “There are three kinds of people to hire,”
Edwards later said. “Qualified friends, unqualified friends, and enemies.
I've never exhausted the first category.”

If it appeared that Edwards was implementing a corrupt scheme, his
other actions seemed to balance it out for the public. Elaine had to spend
the Edwards family’s money on Mansion renovations—*“I'd like to stay
eight years to get my money’s worth,” she cracked—and hired an all-new
kitchen staff: incarcerated men, a dozen of whom were convicted mur-
derers.” Edwards also bucked conservatives and the oil industry on other
fronts, helping the environment by signing eight bills further protecting it
at roughly the same time the Feds were creating the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency. The environment didn’t have a powerful voting bloc, although
opponents of these bills did, so no one could say Edwards signed those bills
because of some pay-to-play deal. Also—and crucially it would turn out—he
signed an order repealing the last of the state’s unenforced Jim Crow-era
segregation laws. When Senator Alan J. Ellender died, Edwards and Nixon
conferred about appointing a replacement for the three months prior to the
next election. But the president couldn’t come up with a name palatable to
the Democrat governor. Edwards was surprised Nixon didn’t immediately
suggest a Republican moderate, perhaps even Treen, someone who could
then pivot to running for the seat properly, but perhaps Nixon saw the same
red flags he did. When a governor appointed someone, a dozen rivals, ene-
mies, and even supporters would lash out at him for not naming them. In
the end, Edwin Edwards went with the most surprising but perhaps the
simplest pick: he chose Elaine Edwards.'

With everyone talking about the surprise new US senator, Edwards had
an inspiration, this time with his strategy of “wait for them to forget.” After
months of stalling, the legislature revisited the gasoline tax and passed it by
large margins. He followed this crucial victory by appointing a black woman
to the judge’s bench for the first time in state history, balanced the budget,
eliminated state agencies, and revised the old-school patronage system that
would’ve required him to personally select hundreds or thousands of often
total strangers for obscure state positions. He presided over a constitutional
convention and new constitution that is still in effect today, stayed out of
the five-way race to fill the seat of missing and presumed dead plane-crash
victim Hale Boggs, the House Majority Leader, and, as if anyone thought
Edwards did it all for power, started a rumor he wouldn’t run again in 1975."”



Fast Eddie [31]

Of course, he did run. He’d scratched and kicked his way to his dream
job—there was no plausible scenario in which he wouldn’t be a candidate.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, it ended up being the biggest cakewalk of his
career.” Running on the coattails of a nine-figure budget surplus, Edwards
pummeled five other Democrats, including Addison Roswell Thompson,
the self-proclaimed one-man Klan, in the primary, and ran unopposed in
the general. Two opposing candidates were so humiliated, they promptly
switched to the Republican Party, perhaps hoping the state would be not
only sick of Edwards by the time his term expired but of Democrats in gen-
eral. Although these moves and Edwards’ commanding 62 percent of the
vote caused much guffawing at the time, it’s clear now that the 1975 election
was a major turning point in Southern and national politics. In some ways,
the years immediately after Watergate and Nixon’s resignation brought in
liberal reformers, many of whom, like Jimmy Carter, were more interested
in morality and good government than effecting good legislative and cam-
paign strategies, which opened the door for ambitious, big-business con-
servatives. The national Democrats needed go-getter populists like Edwin
Edwards. Instead, from then on, they dug trenches and played defense.”

It may be difficult to imagine, but the Mafia had a stranglehold in the
Louisiana business world and politics from the post-WWII years until the
1990s.” Gangster Carlos Marcello allegedly ran a criminal enterprise on
behalf of Frank Costello and the Genovese family of New York, bringing
slot machines to New Orleans. Marcello is best known for bragging about
“masterminding” the Kennedy assassination on his deathbed, although his
confession followed a series of strokes.” There is no question, however, that
he was involved in criminal activities, allegedly as Edwin’s “official politi-
cal fixer,” funneling bribes from business leaders to the governor’s brother
Nolan, a lawyer. Marcello was the culprit in a major scandal during the sec-
ond Edwards administration, which went undetected for several years. It
involved a political player named Charles E. Roemer II, a.k.a. “Budgie.”*
Charlie Roemer didn’t start out as some small-time hood or a corrupt
friend of some politicians. Despite his white skin, he helped lead outreach
to the black community for Edwards’ first gubernatorial run. Along with
his son, nicknamed “Buddy” to distinguish him from his towering father,
Budgie Roemer directed an innovative computer firm and developed its key
software program, the likes of which few had seen in the 1970s, to crunch
numbers for the Edwards campaign.* Innovative Data Systems’ software
zeroed in on key issues, voters, and political figures as tipping points that



[32] WIZARDS

could turn the tide for Edwin Edwards. The Roemers later boasted that their
software polled issues in real time and sent potentially persuadable voters
telegrams two days before an election. Having proved the system worked,
Charlie was rewarded with the job of Commissioner of Administration under
Governor Edwards, a high-echelon position similar to that of a budget direc-
tor.* But Roemer wasn’t content with that title—or its salary, apparently.

Carlos Marcello and four other men, including Charlie Roemer, were hit
with racketeering, bribery, and fraud charges after a sting where “under-
cover FBI agents posed as crooked insurance executives . . . taking partina
scheme to win a multimillion-dollar state group insurance contract through
bribery.”” Roemer and Marcello each did several years in prison, although
their convictions were later overturned on a technicality.” By then, Budgie
Roemer’s son Buddy had taken office as Louisiana’s fifty-second governor.

Although he emerged relatively unscathed from Charles Roemer’s Mafia
scandal, Edwin Edwards unquestionably came out tainted from “Koreagate.”
North Korean-born lobbyist Tongsun Park was a true rags to riches to story,
even earning the moniker “the Asian Great Gatsby.””” But his true career
path seemed to be buying influence for the South Koreans and keeping their
country in rice money. He admitted to bribing ten congressmen in order to
keep rice exports. Also, he just so happened to be working as an agent with
South Korean Central Intelligence.” Once he received immunity, Park saw
little risk in exposing everyone involved. The Washington Post snarled about
Park’s “charmed life in the scandal, his affection for big bucks, and his pro-
clivity for American ways.”? He paid no attention, and the biggest scandal to
hit DC since the Watergate burglary was underway. Louisiana’s Democratic
congressman Otto Passman, the chairman of the House Appropriations Com-
mittee, stood trial on charges he’d received hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars from Park, tax evasion, and that he’d engineered rice deals between the
two countries. Park claimed to have given Passman $5,000 on a 1972 Hong
Kong junket and told him there was more where that came from.* Also on
a junket to meet with Koreans that year? Edwin W. Edwards.

Shockingly, Edwards confessed. Only he didn’t call it a bribe and he didn’t
say he’d accepted it. On October 25, 1976, not even a year into his second
term, Edwards held a news conference and said that he hadn’t taken “one
nickel from any agent of any foreign country” but that his wife, Elaine, had
accepted an envelope with $10,000 as a gift from a harmless family friend.
This could not have helped the Edwards’ marriage, which was strained
already.” But what Edwards said next defies explanation.

“Will it make you feel better if I told you what happened?
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“All right. When I was running for governor, Park visited me in New Or-
leans and that was the time we had a conversation in which I got the impres-
sion he was going to make me an offer of a contribution.

“I'was concerned about accepting it because I was a member of Congress.
I told him, ‘No, my campaign is going well’ even though he never specifi-
cally said he wanted to contribute.

“He went downstairs and had coffee with Elaine, who has been a friend
of his, just like my children have been friends of his, since going back to
1969 or 1968.

“In the course of the conversation—and this all was developed in L.R.S.
hearings—he said: ‘Look, it doesn’t look like Edwin wants to accept any
help from me in the campaign, and I understand that, but I want to do
something for you and Vicki and Anna,” and he gave her an envelope and
said, “Take this and spend it for you and your daughters but don’t tell Edwin
about it because I don’t think he would let you keep it So, my wife, being
prudent as she is, did exactly what he told her.”*

When this quote appeared in the New York Times, Edwards came under
heavy fire. But although his approval rating plummeted, miraculously, he did
not even have to appear before the grand jury in the Koreagate trial. Elaine
wasn’t charged, either, perhaps because the gift had been accepted prior to
her Senate tenure. There were other financial scandals or at least hints of
impropriety in the press, such as the time a reporter dug through a trash
can and discovered notes from a meeting at which “Edwards sold powerful
state jobs for campaign contributions. Edwards said he made promises and
took $130,000 to keep the money from going to other candidates, but never
meant to keep the promises and returned the money after the election.”*
After Edwards’ former bodyguard Clyde Vidrine told the press the meeting
notes were accurate and that Edwards had indeed sold state jobs for contri-
butions, a two-year investigation began. A federal grand jury discovered “that
a quasi-governmental organization called the Family Health Foundation gave
Edwards airplane trips and campaign contributions,” but didn’t prosecute
the governor. Instead, Edwards’ old State Highway Board chairman, Lewis
Johnson, ended up in the penitentiary for making illegal contributions to
the 1971 Edwards campaign. “Edwards says that although it was illegal for
Johnson to make the contributions, it was legal for him to accept them.”*

While all of this built up, the governor’s old friend Clyde Vidrine put
the finishing touches on a book. just Takin’ Orders, published in 1977 and
reprinted in a substantially expanded edition in 1985, torpedoed Edwards’
presidential or vice presidential prospects. With salacious revelations on
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every page, should the reader believe them, Just Takin’ Orders is awild, erratic
read. Vidrine, the tanned, blond, double-chinned bodyguard who called him-
self Edwards’ right hand, had been arice farmer in Ville Platte when he began
palling around with the young congressman.* Vidrine reportedly arranged
for a mortgage for his farm to fund the first Edwards gubernatorial campaign.
He spirited the candidate between events in a black car and stood between
his boy and fawning women or nosy reporters and their microphones. In
the book, Edwards comes off as a double-dealer, publicly boosting black
workers while secretly meeting with the Klan to tell them he won’t particu-
larly shine on minorities. Edwards apparently slept with up to five girls per
night on twice-per-month trips to Las Vegas, sometimes bringing each to
Vidrine’s door to prove his own “durability.”* The governor would, accord-
ing to Just Takin’ Orders, set aside several thousand dollars to be left behind
before each Vegas jaunt, so he could present it to Elaine as proof of his suc-
cess at the craps tables. Significantly, the tell-all also revealed Edwards to
have allegedly built up a $500,000 slush fund with “campaign contributions”
from which he siphoned to cover gambling debts in Las Vegas.”

Louisianans cackled about the allegations and gave their governor a
new nickname: “Fast Eddie,” a reference to the pool shark character in the
book and movie “The Hustler.”* (“I deserved it,” he would later admit.) And
while few actually read the gossipy memoir itself, its revelations would dog
Edwards in the newspapers until well after he left office.*

Why did Edwards try to appear straight until he became governor, after
which it all quickly seemed to fall apart? Perhaps it was there all along,
only he didn’t start getting caught for alleged crimes until then. Maybe he
genuinely behaved with dignity and ethical considerations in mind until
he inadvertently blew a chunk of his pathetic annual salary on a gambling
junket and then needed to take bribes to cover his debts. But it’s more likely
there were two facets to Edwin Washington Edwards: the ambitious politico
with the strategic instincts to check his impulses to gamble and philander,
and the Edwards who couldn’t resist temptation.

“If you want to give me the opportunity,” Edwards told a reporter, “I can
be just as sinful in Baton Rouge as any place else in the world. It’s alot easier.
I know more people here. Whatever my faults are, I'm not a hypocrite.”° No,
he wasn’t. For the first time in what would be a storied career of doing so,
he embraced the infamy.

Edwards was term-limited in the 1979 gubernatorial election. A decade and
a half after president Lyndon Johnson predicted the Democrats would lose
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the South for “a generation” over civil rights, it is here that cracks began to
appear in Louisiana.*

Much of what happened can be traced back to the inevitable letdown and
resulting anger from African Americans, who saw that the party talked tough
on civil rights but neglected them or took their support for granted. When
white students or veterans protested the Vietnam War, which finally ended
in 1975, the media treated it as a “movement.” When black people tried to
point out discrimination in housing, school administration, and the work-
force, they were met with unequal force, including by Democratic officials.

On November 16, 1972, two black Southern University students were killed
by police in Baton Rouge. In protest of “aracist curriculum,” which included
poor living and working conditions for SUNO employees, an estimated one
thousand students had taken over the administration building on campus.
That night, they allegedly ignored a demand to vacate immediately. Whether
they refused to comply, could not hear the order, or simply did not have
enough time to leave has been subject to decades of debate. In the result-
ing riot, two students were killed “either by buckshot or by shrapnel from
exploding grenades or bombs.” The deputy sheriff confirmed his men used
hand-grenade simulators, shotguns, and riot guns. In a statement following
the violence, the protestors claimed, “the progressive forces of Jackson State,
Kent State, Attica, and now Southern University have seen their basic right
to life snuffed out by a racist political structure.” The students met Gover-
nor Edwards with a raucous reception, and not in a good way. When he left
campus, having implored them to stand down, the students cracked wise.
One said the governor had “the brains of a gnat” and suggested campaign-
ing to make sure his first term would be the only one “for the little Cajun.”

Dr. Clyde Smith, a SUNO professor, told the media that there had been
“atrocities and barbarous acts perpetrated on black students,” and called
Edwards responsible for the violence.* Critics believed that the governor
had used the events to his advantage and suggested that Edwards needed
to look like he wasn’t letting black people get away with “violent crimes”
for the racist white electorate.*

Inresponse, Edwards shut down the campus. His action, as well as order-
ing a reported one hundred National Guardsmen to SUNO, with several
hundreds on call at a nearby Air Force base, riled up the students again.
They set fire to the school cafeteria, causing a reported $50,000 worth of
damage. There was a rumor a faction had formed with the express purpose
of assassinating the governor. “The students spoke in very vile language
and said they would not move,” Edwards told a reporter.* He claimed that
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he’d been attacked from the Right for letting the student takeover happen
without using force, and he pointed out the “damned if you do” irony of the
situation. As for the murder plot, he claimed such threats were on the reg-
ular for him. (Of course, he didn’t mention that they used to come almost
exclusively from white racists.)

In response, a Black Panther and ex-Navy man gunned down two New
Orleans police officers, one an African American cadet, on New Year’s Eve.
A week later, he wounded the white owner of a grocery store in a predomi-
nantly black neighborhood, broke into the downtown Howard Johnson hotel
through a fire exit, and told a terrified employee, “Don’t worry, sister. We’re
only shooting whites today.” He executed two Virginia honeymooners in their
suite, then gunned down a pair of high-level hotel employees, including
the general manager, and three police officers responding to the distress
call. With the murderer now sniping on the hotel’s roof and cops pinned
down on surrounding rooftops, a lieutenant colonel in the Marines piloted
a helicopter without clearance and he and several other Marines exchanged
gunfire with the sniper for several straight hours. The tide seemed to turn
in the serial killer’s favor, however, when he hit the helicopter’s transmis-
sion, threatening to cause a secondary, afternoon-rush-hour catastrophe.
Instead, the sniper got cocky and, as he climbed out of hiding to hit the
helicopter again, he was hit over two hundred times by bullets from the
Marines and police snipers.*

The prospect of black student takeovers and riots, sniper killings, and
mob violence led to increased Klan membership in the 1970s. In Dearborn,
Michigan, a Klan offshoot casually suggested doing “some killing [to] cut
off, root and branch, the satanic Jews and all their lackeys who are stirring
up the n***s against us.”*® In his 1982 memoir, My Life in the Klan, former
undercover FBI agent Jerry Thompson detailed the rise of KKK activity,
including Klan presence on campuses in Los Angeles, Nashville, and Chapel
Hill, which in 1975 booked the twenty-four-year-old David Duke to speak.*”
Historian John Drabble wrote that there were more Nazis in America in the
seventies than at any point since World War II, and that the FBI suspected a
tidal wave was coming, but they were stretched thin with attacks and hate-
ful rhetoric in every corner of the country.*

They certainly didn’t seem prepared on November 3, 1979, when the KKK
and purported Nazis joined forces to break up a left-wing worker’s march in
Greensboro, North Carolina. The Greensboro Police Department knew what
was coming but neglected to inform the FBI or the targets of the planned
violence. When the march started out from one of the city’s predominantly
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black housing projects, organizers spotted sneering white men in plaid shirts
and blue jean jackets tailing them. Insults were exchanged and the Klans-
men and Nazis bounded out of their vehicles with shotguns and clubs. The
protestors scattered but their pursuers laid down fire into the throngs. The
melee, which lasted under ninety seconds, claimed the lives of five protes-
tors, several shotgunned to death. Among the wounded—a kindergartner.*

Both the funerals of the victims and trials of the perpetrators we