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Byron De La Beckwith

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Byron De La Beckwith, Jr. (November 9, 1920 —
January 21, 2001) was an American white Byron De La Beckwith
supremacist and Klansman from Greenwood,
Mississippi, who was convicted in the 1994 state trial
of assassinating the civil rights leader Medgar Evers
on June 12, 1963. Two previous trials in 1964 on this
charge had resulted in hung juries.
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g Ilflcl’;fhs er reading Born November 9, 1920
10 External links Colusa, California
Died January 21, 2001 (aged 80)
Jackson, Mississippi
Early life Nationality =~ American

Known for Assassin of Medgar Evers
De La Beckwith was born in Colusa, California,!'l the — -
son of Susan Southworth Yerger and Byron De La Beckwith, Sr., the town postmaster. His father died
of pneumonia when he was five years 0ld.””! One year later, De La Beckwith and his mother settled in
Greenwood, Mississippi, to be near family. His mother died of lung cancer when he was 12 years old,
and he was raised by his uncle William Greene Yerger and his wife thereafter.”!

[3]

Military service

In January 1942, De La Beckwith enlisted in the United States Marine Corps and served as a machine
gunner in the Pacific theater of World War 11. He fought at the Battle of Guadalcanal and was shot in the

waist during the Battle of Tarawa.'Y De La Beckwith was honorably discharged in August 1945.
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Marriage and family

After serving in the Marine Corps, Beckwith moved to Providence, Rhode Island, where he married
Mary Louise Williams."! The couple settled in his hometown of Greenwood, Mississippi, and had a son
together. Their son, Delay De La Beckwith is prominently featured in Paul Saltzman's documentary The
Last White Night (2012) about his and his father's life."!

De La Beckwith married Thelma Lindsay Neff after his divorce from Williams.!"!
Career

De La Beckwith worked as a salesman for most of his life, selling tobacco, fertilizer, wood stoves and a
variety of other goods.!"! He attended the Greenwood Episcopal Church of the Nativity and became a
member of the White Citizens' Council in 1954.!"

White supremacist activities

The White Citizens' Council was founded in 1954 following the United States Supreme Court's ruling in
Brown v. Board of Education that school segregation was unconstitutional. Begun in Mississippi,
chapters arose in towns across the South, where sometimes prominent citizens used a variety of
economic tactics to suppress black activists and sustain segregation; they applied pressure through
boycotts, denial of loans and credit, ending jobs and other means, and in Mississippi prevented school
integration until 1964.1°!

De La Beckwith became a member; however, he thought more direct action was needed. On June 12,
1963, he assassinated NAACP civil rights leader Medgar Evers outside Evers' home in Jackson.

The state twice prosecuted De La Beckwith for murder in 1964, but both trials ended with hung juries.
The jurors were all male and all white. Mississippi had effectively disfranchised black voters since 1890,
and they were thus prevented from serving as jurors, who were limited to voters. During the second trial,
the former Governor Ross Barnett interrupted the trial to shake hands with Beckwith while Myrlie
Evers, the widow of the activist, was testifying.!"! In the 1980s, the Jackson Clarion Ledger published
reports of its investigation of the trial, which found that the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission,
supported by residents' taxes, had assisted De La Beckwith's attorneys in his second trial by using state
resources to investigate members of the jury pool during voir dire. (el

In January 1966, De La Beckwith, along with a number of other members of the White Knights of the
Ku Klux Klan, was subpoenaed by the House Un-American Activities Committee to testify about Klan
activities. Although De La Beckwith gave his name when asked by the committee (unlike other
witnesses, such as Sam Bowers, who invoked the Fifth Amendment in response to that question), he
answered no other substantive questionus..[21 In the following years, Beckwith became a leader in the
segregationist Phineas Priesthood, an offshoot of the white supremacist Christia1'1 Identity Mf)vement.
The group was known for its hostility towards African Americans, Jews, Catholics, and foreigners.
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According to Delmar Dennis, who acted as a key witness for the prosecution at the 1994 trial, De La
Beckwith boasted of his role in the death of Medgar Evers at several KKK rallies and similar gatherings
in the years following his mistrials. In 1967, he unsuccessfully sought the Democratic Party's
nomination for Lieutenant Governor of Mississippi.!*!

In 1973, informants alerted the Federal Bureau of Investigation of Beckwith's plans to murder A.I.
Botnick, director of the New Orleans-based B'nai B'rith Anti-Defamation League, for comments Botnick
had made about white southerners and race relations. Following several days of surveillance, Beckwith's
car was stopped by New Orleans Police Department officers as he crossed over the Lake Pontchartrain
Causeway Bridge. Among the contents of his vehicle were several loaded firearms, a map with
directions to Botnick's house highlighted, and a dynamite time bomb. On August 1, 1975, Beckwith was
convicted of conspiracy to commit murder; he served nearly three years in the Angola Prison in
Louisiana from May 1977 until his parole in January 1980.”*) Just before entering prison to serve his
sentence, Beckwith was ordained by Rev. Dewey "Buddy" Tucker as a minister of the Temple Memorial
Baptist Church; a Christian Identity congregation in Knoxville, Tennessee.!”!

1994 trial for Evers murder

In the 1980s, the reporting of the Jackson Clarion Ledger of the Beckwith trials stimulated a new
investigation by the state and ultimately a third prosecution, based on new evidence.!"! By this point, De
La Beckwith was living in Signal Mountain, Tennessee, and was extradited to Mississippi for his trial at
the Hinds County Courthouse in Jackson. The 1994 state trial was held before a jury of eight black and
four white jurors; it ended with De La Beckwith's conviction of first-degree murder for killing Medgar
Evers. New evidence included testimony of his having boasted of the murder at a Klan rally and to
others over the three decades after the crime. The physical evidence was essentially the same as was

used during the first two trials.!"

He appealed the guilty verdict, but the Mississippi Supreme Court upheld the conviction in 1997. The
court said the 31-year lapse between the murder and De La Beckwith's conviction did not deny him a
fair trial. He was sentenced to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole for first-degree
murder. Although Mississippi had a death penalty in 1963, it was unavailable because it and other death
penalty laws in force at the time had been declared unconstitutional by the United States Supreme Court
in the case of Furman v. Georgia. Beckwith sought review in the United States Supreme Court, but that

Court denied certiorari.®l

On January 21,2001, De La Beckwith died at the University of Mississippi Medical Center in Jackson,
Mississippi. He was 80 years old. He had suffered from heart disease, high blood pressure and other

ailments. !

Representation in other media

"Where Is the Voice Coming From?" (1963), a short story by the notable wr.itcr Eudora Welty, is
considered one of the most significant works related to De La Beckwith's crime. Welty was from

Jackson, Mississippi, and she said later:
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"Whoever the murderer is, I know him: not his identity, but his coming about, in this time
and place. That is, I ought to have learned by now, from here, what such a man, intent on
such a deed, had going on in his mind. I wrote his story--my fiction--in the first person:
about that character's point of view."!

Welty's story was published in The New Yorker (July 6, 1963) soon after De La Beckwith's arrest. So
accurate was her portrayal that the magazine changed several details in the story before publication, for
legal reasons.'”]

Byron De La Beckwith was the subject of the 1963 Bob Dylan song "Only a Pawn in Their Game",
which deplores Evers' murder and the racial environment of the South.

In 1991, the murder of Evers and first trials of Beckwith were the basis of the episode entitled "Sweet,
Sweet Blues", written by author William James Royce for the NBC television series In the Heat of the
Night. In the episode, actor James Best plays a character based on De La Beckwith, an aging Klansman
who appears to have gotten away with murder.

The 1996 film Ghosts of Mississippi tells the story of the murder and 1994 trial. James Woods portrayed
De La Beckwith in an Academy Award-nominated performance. The prosecution lawyer Robert
DeLaughter was played by Alec Baldwin. Myrlie Evers was portrayed by Whoopi Goldberg.

In 2001, Bobby DeLaughter published his memoir of the case and trial, Never Too Late: A Prosecutor’s
Story of Justice in the Medger Evers T rial. ']
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DAVID R. BOWEN

20 DISTRICT, MIssISsIPP

cmc

Congress of the United States

Bouse of Repregentatives
Washington, B.C. 20515

COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE

CHAIRMAN, SUBCOMMITTEE oN CoTToN
SuBcoMMITTEE oN OlLseEsDs AND Rice
SUBCOMMITTEE ON FORESTS

COMMITTEE ON MERCHANT
MARINE AND FISHERIES
SUBCOMMITTEE oM FISHERIES AND

WiLpLiFE CoNSERVATION AND
THE EMNVIRONMENT

SUBCOMMITTEE ON MERCHANT MARINE
SUBCOMMITTEE ON THE PANAMA CANAL

April 20, 1978

Captain James E. Kneale, Director
Navy/Marine Corps House Liaison
B324 Rayburn

Re: Byron De La Beckwith
337948

Dear Captain Kneale:

WASHINGTOM OFFICE:
116 Cannon House OFFICE BUILDING
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20515
(202) 225-3a76

DISTRICT OFFICES
GOLDEN TRIAMNGLE REGIoNAL AlRPORT
CoLumeus, Mississippl 39701
(601) 327-2766

101 SouTH CouRT STREET
CLevELAND, MississiPPl 38732
(601) 846-1801

FEDERAL BuiLDING
ABERDEEN, Mississipei 39730
(601) 369-4973

Enclosed is a request which I have received

from Mr. De La Beckwith in regard to his I.Q.

score while in the Marines.

I would certainly appreciate your assistance

in researching Mr. Beckwith's records in order

to find his I.Q. score.

Thank you, and please let me know if there
is any way in which I can be of further assistance

Sincerely, - / é

in this matter.

DAVID R. BOWEN

Member of Congress *

Enclosure

APR 2 1 1978
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12 MAY 1978

The Honorable David R. Eowen
House of

Representatives
Washington, D«C. 20515

Dear Mr. Bowent

Mum!w:ﬂyﬁummuxa
20 April 1978 regarding Mr, Byron Dela BECKWITH,
former member of the U. 8. Harine Corps, 33 79 48.

The I.0. test is not administered by the Marine

It is believed Mr. Beckwith is referring to the
General Classification test. He was administered
this _tnﬁean 18 April 1944 and attained a score
of III.106.

it is a pleasure to be of service to you.
Sincerely,

B ik mrﬂ%

Lisutenant Colonel, U. S. Marine Corps
Head, Recards Eranch, Personnel Services Division
By direction of the Commandant of mmmmp
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U. S. MARINE CORPS REPORT OF SEPARATION ;« 7 = j :
4 3
NAVMC 78-FD. . %
e - — CODE COLUMMN
1. LAST NAME FIRST MAME - J .. IDDLE NAMES 2. RAMNK 3. PAY GRADE 4. SERIAL NUMBER
[ Aela St.ESgt
5. PERMANENT ADDRESS FOR MAILING PURPOSES E 6. RACE| 7. SEX | 8. CITIZEMN 9. DATE OF BIRTH

YES NO
aenwond . Wiss., W M1 x 9 Nov 20
HSOM WILL SEEK EMPLOYMENT 11. MARRIED 12. Ko. oF DEP. 13. PLACE OF BIRTH
YES NO
306 George St., Greenwood, Miss, x| 1 Sacremento, Calif,
RECORD OF MARINE CORPS SERVICE
SELECTIVE 14, REGISTERED 15. ADDRESS AT TIME OF EMTRY INTO SERVICE 16. SEL., SER. BD. NO.| 17. COUNTY & STATE
SERVICE P»| vEs | wo
DETA | 306 George St., Greerwood, Miss. o - e, e ol A o A
18. MEANS OF ENTRY 18. PLACE OF ENTRY INTO ACTIVE SERVICE 20. DATE OF ENTRY | 21. COMPONENT
ENLISTED INDUCGTED | cOMMISSIONED REG. RES.
| DHS Jackson, Miss. 5Jdan k2 | ¥
22, YES NO 23. PLACE OF SEPARATION FROM ACTIVE SERVICE 24. DATE OF SEPARATION | 25, ORG. AT SEPARATION

PEMNSION CLAIM

FILED = MCAS Cherry P(}inil N. G-. 4 Jan 4 ABG=

26. TYPE OF DISCHARGE GER‘!’. 27. LERGTH OF FOREIGH mu,’on EEA YEARS

MOS. DAYS

&m&l& EERVICE ——————————3 l o X

28. MILITARY SPECIALTIES

Military Police (677)3 Mech Air (7474); Mech Gunner {604); Amphibious Tractor

22. SERVICE SCHOCLS ATTENDED COURSES WEEKS

None None -

30. PRINCIFAL MILITARY DUTY

Mech Gunner (604); Amphibious tractor

EMPLOYMENT AND NON-SERVICE EDUCATIONAL DATA
31. CIVILIAN OCCUPATION (TITLE) D.D.T. NUMBER NO. YRS. LAST EMPLOYED

Manager 0-72 10/12 1Jank2

somsummary  Sunerwised the work of eight employes engaged in mixing beverafjes
of soft drinks - made out sales reports — kept production recerds and handles
advertising - took inventories.

82. SECONDARY OCCUPATION (TITLE) D.0.T. NUMBER NO. YRS, LAST EMPLOYED
338. LAST EMPLOYER BEFORE ENTRY INTO SERVICE DATE LEFT 34. JoB AID DESIRED
. YES NO
I 1
Pepsi Cola Cok, Greenwood, Hiss. LJank2
35. EDUCATION IN YEARS 36. MAJOR COURSES
GRAMMAR 1 HIGH SCHOOL ‘ COLLEGE DEGREE
g = S - - Acad .
37. TRADE COURSES 38. COURSES OF GREATEST INTEREST 39. LAST SCHOOL ATTENDED

English Greermood High School
. Leonomice Greemwood, Miss. 1939

PREFERENCES

40 PREFERENCE FOR ADDITIOMNAL TRAINING

41, JOB F-.‘REFERkECE REASCMN ’
i 1d Misng highway daept.

42, LOCALITY PREFERENCE REASON

—Higsigaipnl

1 certify that all information on this form pertaining to the
Noavrel Service of the above named individual is in accord-
ance wilh the records of the U. S. Marine Corps and that
a copy of this form has besn delivered to him in person.

REDIFORM—PATD.—AMERICAN SALES BOOK €O, IHC, ,NiAGARA FALLS H.¥.

" T0: HEADQUARTERS MARINE CORPS
Washingion 25, D, Cs
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N.M.C.321: A &T

oA O0along
UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS 337948

I ,/(F xi?:;?‘i; {Middien:!-\::e e (BECKW ITH S, desiring to enlist in
ame, if an Surname, in capitals J
the UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS for a periodof f—cz2Z __(L)years, do declare
that Twasborn ... 9 November 1920 »7  at, Sacrgmenta
in the State of California ; that T have §{ et ot } : that there is

nobody dependent upon me for support beyond my ability to contribute from the pay of a private;

know of nothing wrong with my health or body that the doctor did not find when }Ife 3)-:;x31111111;)&\(1 me; E}ﬁg }
am of good habits and character; that no judge or jury has ever found me guilty of a crime; that I have
never deserted from the _Umted_Sta.tes Army, Navy, Marine Corps, or Coast Guard, and have never been
discharged therefrom with a dishonorable, bad-conduct, undesirable, or inaptitude discharge, or for dis-
ability, and that I have never served therein except as stated to the recruiting officer and recorded on
the reverse side of this contract; and that I am a citizen of the United States. I agree to accept from
the United States such bounty, pay, rations, and clothing as are or may be established by law.

Given at . DHS,, Jackson, Mississippl _  this__ _5th day of __January  19_A42
(Show first place of acceptance) A ¥ ) 4 : '-.{. ke
*Accepted and signature witnessed: g T S D N N
¢ S0 g SEOF e
y . (Signature of applicant, jn full) ~ Y )
31;,,,»5?‘; S. M. CR.
Date and nature of any waiver: . ... . Nene =
Acceptance approved, 2 J_é.nu@._;'y _______ ey 1942“, at __DHS., Jackson, Mississippi _
and transferred, 5 January ,1942 | to ;IRD _MCB., San Diego, Calif.

SCHU,L%S./ M. C.{ lj?ecmit@'wg Officer.

I, Bryon Dela " BECKWITH - , DO HEREBY ACKNOWLEDGE
to have voluntarily eplisted as a PRIVATE for general service in the UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS,

for a period of 1)%5 L)- years, unless sooner discharged by proper authority, and that no promise
or assurance of any kind has been made to me concerning assignment to any particular duty or promo-
tion during my enlistment. And I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will bear true faith and allegi-
ance to the United States of America; that I will serve them honestly and faithfully against all their
enemies whomsoever; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the United States, and the
orders of the officers appointed over me, according to the Rules-and Articles for the Government of the
Army, Navy, and Marine Corps of the United States. And I do furtheJr svt;ar (or affirm) that albsta Y

L

ments made by me, as now given in this record, are correct. .~ 2 g iy A e AT
\ : " _; 75%{/% A2 %C);{:ﬁng/ L7 K/

(Signaturé of reeruit, in full)

77, o
Qubseribed and duly sworn te before-fiie at _-.DH_S_L,L_;IQ-&}E_S_Q;}.,_Mi_s_ﬁiﬁ.ﬁiyp,i__..__.._.-._...-..._m-_)

this _ 5th day of __._January : L, A.D. 1942  ang

I CERTIFY that I minutely inspected the above-named man previous to his enlistment, and that he was
entirely sober when enlisted ; that, to the best of my judgment and belief, he fulfills all legal requirements;
that, after fully informing him of the nature of the service he is to perform, I have enlisted him into the
service of the United States under this contract of enlistment as duly qualified to perform the duties of an
able-bodied marine, and in doing so have strictly observed the regulations which govern the recruiting
service; also. that the prior service as shown on the reverse side hag been verified by me personally from

the man’s discharge certificates, and that I am satisfied th tatus as to citizenship is + . Ua Sa .

EE%@%L_SE?%’M CR Recruiting Officer.

Notation of any special

first assignment:

# To be signed by the efficer er honcommissioned-officer first -accepting the applicant. 16—15308
% Native born, use initials U. S. ; naturalized, N. U. 5. e
* Period of enlistment to be inserted by applicant in own handwriting.

§ Strike out words not applicable.



//f;ffx‘ PERSONAL DESCRIPTION

-

£

Name, Byron Dela BECKWITH shorn;=~9 November _____ 19.20
1 CERTIFY that I have this 5the day of Janusry ,1942.
at —-DHB... . Jackson,-Migegs—m carefully examined the above-named man in acoorda,nce

with the Regulations of the Navy; that he has stated to me that he has no disease, and in my opinion he
is free from all bodily defects and mental infirmities which would in any way disqualify him from per-
forming the duties of a marine, and that his personal description is as follows:

Brown eyes, BrovIn

hair, Ruddy complexion ; height 68% inches,

" s 2 .
weight ... 198 _____ pounds, mean circumference ...O% inches, expansion sondili. inches,

vision (Snellen) right .20 /20 , left 20/20 , indelible or permanent marks upon his person:
ANT: 8 5" rt.Lower Abdomins Inguinal; V8 1ft.Deltoid; BMK 1ft.Lower

POSTs ~BMK rt.Arm. il M A

W "/ 7P\ =
/ STTRLING 8. McNAIR,

Lt. MC-V(S), USNR.

, (M. C.), U. S. Navy.

Legal residence: 006 Georpge 5t., Greenwood, LeFlore Co. . Migsisseippl

(Street address and city or town) (State)

Name and address of person to be notified in case of emergency, giving d;agree of relationship; if friend, so state:
Mr, Willlam G. YERGER, 3068 George S%., Greenwood, Mise. Uncle

(Name) (Address, including name of street and number of house) (Relationship)

DATES OF FORMER ENLISTMENTS AND DISCHARGES
(A1l prior naval or military service, including Reserves, must be entered below at time of enlistment)

ENLISTED . DISCHARGED BRANCH OF SERVICE, RANK, TIME LOST, ETC. . CHARACTER

= 5
LT

Space below is for use in Adjutant and Inspector’s Department

Date Rec'd .JP-.'\I 8 1(_}5(}
Strengt{gan kﬁi

Recrultmg ______ﬁ_ . ;
Carded

Compared

16—16308 U. 5. GOYERNMENT PRINTING OFF ICE

bt



NAME: BEGKWI’I‘H Byron De la
b:;.\:r JA&.T & _,:—T,.

Thi43 12 J%N 42 J
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HONORABLE DISCHARGE,
UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS.

SERIES A.
A458803

USMCAS, CHERRY PO:NT, N. G.

(fﬂ;‘?mw of slertion.)

%KW, & A Y 4

(Nirinee of entisted mman./

J 3&.—7‘ =2 A T / ;? 7‘ et
/ 7 (Date of cilistment,)

2
T

/ Perr z/!:jérf e

Ao discharye,) (Serial siember)

£ b 3 %y /7 4L

’ cﬁ;-/ {Date of drgttio /e/

USMCAS, CHERRY PO:NT, N. G

(Place of discharge.)

(Rant: vest guatificd to 1ill,)

| HDButton o
| ededivered, Vex oo, /

Qaé

L é e1elilresss

oyt perimontie at discharge, = = _f _/_tta_?d_.—

Peered 0 firdl et dischearge, - — = = ﬁf{ 1.22,.{[.3_
™

Gomaseitnding Officer:

Naite—Stles to be firroardedes bovnd o Headaqrarters,
U8, Murine Gorpsiohern U discharges in the ook

Soerie et KRR,
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i R Sacramento, .Calif. . .. ..
ENLISTED:......._.. 5 danuary 1942 ...
WP e i) *I%E%%EQ.T}. .....Ml?.%‘. ..........................

"rmro "
F,.,,lm R APR-41942

gy g CUEN S 1992

Tmutu; B -

_Speclallst .6-,_(2!_3;&.39\;9&@!5. (7)JUN ______ = 11942

o e TR SR T L T L 1 A
lennou - :
LINE .
ﬁ%ﬁgﬁq&:".:.'.'.:.'J.:;-'u;;;'""""""“"""""“"'H_&EB":"I"I%‘
e ase . fiwg  SEP 141043

T e i

TEMPORARY MAR 1 1944
_CORPORAL.... - ';"E
Tq Co Tr eni ity
J‘?:._Q}!%‘}fﬂ.E‘.‘.ﬁ....-ﬁtlg..ﬁmm‘im.ﬂ.@m’i.- DEG / olgm .

CasCo #1 nD. US.N.H.
Jé  Qaklagnd. Colif. .. Vig, odebice

NOY 20 1943 __Wounded in actio

TEMPORARY
CORPORAL AVIATION capecw.; . JUL 19 1944
MB. NT S-»._ Tep.

Tek —~Clearil uxu Utah

I o OUT 11944

PRROEANT ..o 5 :;.JIW

&
id, MarAvnDet,NAS, Memphis, Tenn. MAY / 194____
TEMPORARY  aviamion RN 16 1945

WSTARE QT MECHAWIGAL tuer o DEC -4 1944
! WingServB8q 7 .. EME....... MARSS.._.1845
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Id. . digwing 8. DL ¥ uNE . MAR /6 1340
J Aircraft Engr. Sq. 4 #
Jd. USMCAS, Chenry Pt, N. G, MAY /24 1845

Hororable Dis
—ono e S Btafisgt

JAN 7 1
346 YSMCAS, Cherry Pt, N, C




