Curtis Flowers

“The past is never dead.
It’s not even past.” William
Faulkner, 1951

On June 7, 2010, Curtis
Flowers will become the first
capital defendant in
American history to go to
trial six times on the same
evidence.

On the morning of July 16, 1996, four
people were brutally murdered at Tardy
Furniture Store in Winona, Mississippi.

The victims were proprietor Bertha Tardy, aged 59, two white
employees, Carmen Rigby, 45 and Bobo Stewart, 16, and a
black employee, Robert Golden, 42.

The victims were killed execution-style by a bullet to
the back of the head fired at close range.

A popular gospel singer in Winona, Flowers worked for
Tardy Furniture for three days in July of 1996. When he
grew dissatisfied with working for minimum wage, he
moved to Irving, Texas to live with his sister and work at
Albertsons. In January of 1997, the 26 year-old Flowers
was charged with four counts of first-degree murder.

Prosecutors suggest that
Flowers was enraged when the
$82 cost of damaged
merchandise was deducted
from his pay check.

There is no fingerprint or DNA evidence in the case linking
Flowers to the crime. The murder weapon was never
recovered. The state argues that Curtis stole the gun from
the glove compartment of a car parked at a local garment
factory. No one has ever explained how Curtis knew where
to find the gun.

The state’s only meaningful piece of physical evidence is a bloody footprint
found at the scene of the crime. State witnesses have tied the print to a
Grant Hill Fila, size 10-11. A shoe box for a 10.5 pair of Grant Hill Filas was
discovered in the closet of Curtis Flowers’ girlfriend, Connie Mae Moore.
She says the shoes were purchased for her 12 year-old son, Marcus.
Marcus says he went to live with his father shortly after getting the Filas
and threw them away when they got too small. Marcus had size 12 feet by
the time of the first trial.

Only two witnesses can shed light
on the footprint. Sam Jones
discovered the bodies between
9:30 and 9:45 am. He insists that,
when he first encountered the
crime scene, the footprint wasn’t
there. Minutes after Jones rushed
up the street to call the police, a
motorist named Porky Collins saw
two black men arguing in front of
Tardy furniture store. Porky
arrived shortly after 10:00 am;
long after the crime was
committed. There is only one
theory that squares the testimony
of Jones and Collins: Innocent
would-be customers entered the
building and stepped in the blood.

The state’s case is riddled with problems. How could a single gunman murder
four victims execution-style without an accomplice? There were no signs of
struggle or attempted flight inside the furniture store. The murders have all the
markings of a hired hit or a random crime committed by pathological thrill
seekers. Between May and August of 1996, two deranged adolescents in the
Birmingham area committed eight robberies using the same gun used in
Winona. The last two crimes ended in execution-style murders captured by
surveillance cameras. In both cases, one gunman did the shooting while an
accomplice controlled the other victims. Linked by Hwy 82, Birmingham and
Winona are 200 miles apart. There is no evidence that DA Doug Evans
considered a killer from outside Montgomery County.

According to the state’s theory of the crime, Curtis Flowers walked to
the garment factors to steal the gun, returned home, then walked a
mile to Tardy furniture, did the foul deed, and walked home. Why did
it take nine months for witnesses to place him in the vicinity of the
crime scene? Why is there no overlap in the physical descriptions the
various witnesses gave police? (One woman had the defendant
wearing a jacket on one of the hottest, most humid days of the year). I
walked half of the route Curtis allegedly walked. I was passed by three
police cars and was seen by over 100 people.

The Tardy murders were committed by a hardened criminal with a violent past. Curtis
Flowers, a devout young man with no criminal record, simply doesn’t fit the profile. This
explains why few African Americans in Winona believe Curtis Flowers could have
committed such a terrible crime. A prison guard who worked with Curtis for several years
put it this way: “I’ve worked in this jail a long time,” a prison guard told me, “and I can tell
you one thing, Curtis doesn’t belong in here. He is kind, compassionate, helpful, and
always respectful. A lot of these guys talk like they’re all innocent, but watch them long
enough and they’ll give themselves away. A person who is violent on the streets will get
violent in here too. It’s just a matter of time. Now Curtis Flowers just isn’t that kind of
person. I’ve never seen him violent or even disagreeable. In my opinion, Curtis is the
finest young man that ever put on a pair of pants.”

When eyewitnesses didn’t come forward
voluntarily, a $30,000 reward was offered
for evidence leading to a final conviction.
When this failed, investigators canvassed
the black side of town showing residents
a picture of Curtis Flowers and flogging
the reward.

Without exception, the men and women who say
they saw Curtis on the fateful morning come from the
poorest parts of Winona’s black community.

The two witnesses claiming to have seen Flower near the crime
scene are an aunt and her niece who signed statements
between 7 and 9 months after the crime. Both women have
signaled a desire to recant their testimony, but are afraid they
would be charged with perjury.

Only two of the 105
interviews conducted
in the Tardy
investigation were
videotaped. The
investigative work
product for most
interviews consists of
sketchy notes on a
yellow pad.

Curtis Flowers has been incarcerated
for fourteen years without a single
disciplinary write-up. Curtis sang in
his father’s gospel group prior to
arrest and has led the singing at prison
worship services at the notorious
Parchman prison in the Delta and at
county jails in Carroll and Leflore
counties.

In mid-April, 2010, Curtis Flowers was transferred to the Leflore County Jail
and placed on lockdown. In an April hearing in Winona, DA Doug Evans
accused Flowers of illegal use of a cell phone, having an intimate relationship
with a prison guard and generally “having the run of the place”. A recent
article in the Winona Times revealed that none of these well-publicized
accusations were corroborated by prison officials or the Carroll County Sheriff.

Curtis Flowers was tried in Tupelo in 1997, in Gulfport
1999, and in Winona in 2004, 2007 and 2008.

Convictions in the
first two Flowers
trials were
overturned
because of
prosecutorial
misconduct.

During voir dire in the third trial, prosecutor
Doug Evans used all fifteen strikes to eliminate
African-American’s from the jury pool. The
state Supreme Court called this racial bias and
vacated the conviction.

In the fourth trial, five black jurors voted to acquit while seven
white jurors voted to convict. Disregarding this clear signal, DA
Doug Evans started getting ready for trial number five.

"The judge got real loud, and he said
'you are lying, you committed perjury'. I
was disappointed, all these years you do
all these things for the community, then
you are called a liar like that out in the
public. It was degrading."

James Bibbs, the retired
school teacher, football
referee and Vietnam
veteran who held out for
an acquittal in trial five,
was charged with perjury.
When the judge and
prosecutor were recused
from the case, the
Attorney General’s office
dropped the charges on
Mr. Bibbs due to lack of
evidence.

In the wake of the fourth trial in 2007, Winona Times
editor Amanda Sexton argued that “Based on what
happened in the last trial, the only way to prevent
another mistrial due to a hung jury is to move the trial.”

Under Mississippi law, only defense counsel can request a
change of trial venue. The defense team believes that a local
jury should try this case.

A bill that would enable the court to select a jury from a
multi-county judicial district has been introduced in the
last two sessions of the MS legislature. White legislators
endorse the bill while black politicians oppose it.

Sponsors of “the Flowers bill” in the House and Senate are members of the
Council of Conservative Citizens, a self-proclaimed “pro-white” organization.
Trent Lott’s career was endangered by his close association with the this group
and the Southern Poverty Law Center has identified the CofCC as a hate group
because it endorses a return to segregation and regards African Americans as
inferior to whites.

State Senator, Lydia Chassaniol

State Representative, Bobby Howell

We believe the United States is a European country and that
Americans are part of the European people. We believe that the
United States derives from and is an integral part of European
civilization and the European people and that the American
people and government should remain European in their
composition and character. We therefore oppose the massive
immigration of non-European and non-Western peoples into the
United States that threatens to transform our nation into a nonEuropean majority in our lifetime. . . . We also oppose all efforts
to mix the races of mankind, to promote non-white races over the
European-American people through so-called “affirmative action”
and similar measures, to destroy or denigrate the EuropeanAmerican heritage, including the heritage of the Southern people,
and to force the integration of the races.
An excerpt from the Council of Conservative Citizens’ Statement of Principles

In 1991, Doug Evans addressed the Council
of Conservative Citizens while running for
District Attorney. The following year Evans
shared the podium at a CCC event with
Robert Patterson, the father of the White
Citizens’ Council movement.

Each trial has left the loved ones
of the victims and the defendant
emotionally drained. The racially
divided community is desperate
for closure, but a resolution that
silences half the community is
unacceptable.

Friends and family of Curtis Flowers

Winona, the county seat of Montgomery County, is
50% white and 50% black. Yet in the third trial,
only one African juror was seated on Curtis
Flowers’ jury.

In 1963, Fannie Lou Hamer
and several other civil rights
activists were brutally beaten
by police officers in Winona
when they attempted to eat
at a white-only cafe.

Fannie Lou Hamer
When Hamer and her fellow activists
filed charges, not a single District
Attorney in Mississippi would prosecute.
The case was tried in federal court in
1964, but an all-white, all-male jury
acquitted the officers despite clear
evidence of guilt.

“The past is never dead.
It’s not even past.”
William Faulkner, 1951

In 1964, the criminal justice system was as closed to African Americans as
any all-white restaurant. How much had changed when Curtis Flowers
was arrested thirty-two years later? When a district attorney with close
ties to a notorious hate group works overtime to seat an all-white jury,
legitimate questions arise. When politicians who flaunt their
membership in the same organization introduce legislation designed to
move the Flowers trial into a whiter region of the state, concern grows.
When the media refuses to ask the hard questions someone else has to
step up. That is why Friends of Justice is doing everything in our power to
bring this case to public attention. We are issuing a call to friends of
justice across the nation to join us in Winona, in person or in spirit.

The outcome of the Curtis Flowers trial is uncertain. It
may prove impossible to seat a jury. More likely, the trial
will end in another racially divided verdict. If enough
black residents are excluded from the jury, a conviction is
not out of the question.

Ultimately, this case will only be resolved when it is
taken out of the hands of Doug Evans and turned over
to a special prosecutor with the Mississippi Attorney
General’s Office. Should a man who has already been
found guilty of prosecutorial misconduct three times
be allowed to try the same case indefinitely?

Friends of Justice is confident that
if any other prosecutor takes a
fresh look at the evidence the
charges against Curtis Flowers will
be dropped.

“To understand the world,
you must first understand a
place like Mississippi.”

