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			Deer Creek Drive is, fundamentally, a story about the attitudes, behavior, and language of Mississippi in the 1950s. This was the decade of Brown v. Board of Education, of Emmett Till, and of the beginning of the end for Jim Crow. While this material is often difficult, my aim was always to illuminate and reckon with the reality of living and growing up in that section of the state we called the Delta during this time. As such, the book uses a number of primary sources—documents, court testimony, newspaper articles—as well as a reliance on memory, much of which reflects the demeaning and problematic language that was used so freely and unsparingly at the time. It is both my story and the story of an unreconstructed South and how both of us were destined to change.

			Beverly Lowry
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			The Crime
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					Known as State’s Exhibit No. 1, this is the architectural rendering of Idella Thompson’s home in 1948, which was presented to the jury on the first day of the trial by the district attorney, Stanny Sanders. It is the only exhibit included in the digitized transcript of the trial and as such provides a kind of map to the crime and its aftermath, showing how big the rooms were and where they were located, how close the bathroom was to the back porch, how far the front door was from the crime scene, and other crucial details. It was reprinted in newspapers and in the tabloid magazine Tragedy-of-the-Month and is the kind of site-setting evidence lawyers like to come up with before anything else.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			Looking Back

			You’d think by now people would have forgotten or perhaps decided simply to let go of the memory of what happened in the Mississippi Delta town of Leland in the early afternoon of November 17, 1948. But nobody has. Even people too young to remember know about it. They’ve seen clippings pasted in old scrapbooks or heard the story (which did not, by the way, end that year or the next but went on and on, one of those stories that because people love to tell it keeps starting over). Although some local residents still refuse to engage, even briefly, in a discussion of the matter, there are those who would—if you went to Leland—gladly point out the house where it happened—still standing, freshly painted perfectly white, lawn exquisitely maintained. They might even be willing to tell you exactly where in the house the sixty-eight-year-old “society matron” was attacked, first in the enclosed back porch, and then dragged on a small rug into her own bathroom, where she, or, more than likely, her body, ended up: facedown, her daughter said, in her own blood soup, the crown of her head against the tub, beside which sat an ordinary three-legged wooden stool. And between the stool and her head, the gleaming nightmare weapon washed and wiped clean of prints and gore.

			That it happened was shocking enough on its own. But there? In that neighborhood?

			Until that year, both of these women, the society-matron mother and the socialite daughter, had lived pretty much their whole lives on this street, which—it is important to note—was and still is the most desirable in town, the street about which locals say, “If you want to get to heaven, you have to live on Deer Creek Drive.”

			Or, as some would say, simply “the Drive.”

			If by happenstance you did find yourself in Leland standing before the murder house, you might then want to check out the house where the dead woman’s daughter lived with her cotton broker husband and two young daughters: a mere three houses away down the Drive, north toward Stoneville. You could walk there in minutes, noting as you went, thanks in great measure to the Leland Garden Club, the beauty of the surroundings: the meandering creek to your left and on its high, sloping banks the oak and sycamore trees, the occasional surviving sweet gum, the crepe myrtle and pecan, the azalea and rosebushes, the park benches, the well-fed families of proprietary ducks.

			That the two women’s homes were situated on what some Leland families consider the “wrong” side of the creek should also be noted. It is, of course, a measure of small-town snobbery that there exists, to some, a bad side of the best street in town, but the distinction is also significant in terms of current property values. Houses on South Deer Creek Drive, according to a longtime realtor and lifelong resident, command a higher price. Asked why this was, she answered with a sigh, as if the reason should have been obvious. Because, she said, “Black people live on the south side.”

			Close to? Or on?

			These days? Both.

			It was 2018. I’d returned to the Delta to participate in the annual Hot Tamale Festival, which took place in downtown Greenville. The realtor was driving me around Leland, pointing out places of historical interest, including a museum devoted to Kermit the Frog and his creator, the puppeteer Jim Henson, surely Leland’s best-known resident, more famous even than the bluesmen James “Son” Thomas and Johnny Winter. She’d promised to get me into the murder house, which she’d personally sold five times since the killing, but when we drove there and she went inside to ask, the current residents told her no way.

			Without a doubt, anybody who knows how and where, on the very day she’d been released from a weeklong stay in the hospital, Idella Stovall Long Thompson was murdered—anybody, that is, willing to remember and say so—could also let you in on the most important part of the story: the identity of the person who was eventually arrested, tried on a first-degree murder charge, convicted, and sent to Parchman, Mississippi’s infamous state prison, for life. This particular detail is why a lot of Leland people want to keep the story under wraps. And while some of those who refuse to talk are relatives of the two women or members of the same social class, not all are. A furniture salesman told a friend of mine that if I was hoping to hear what people had to say about that, I “might as well go on back home.” Because, he said, “we’re not going to talk about it,” with no indication who he specifically meant by “we.” Leland’s small enough—its population barely five thousand in 1948, less than that now—to come together like that, to automatically clam up, close ranks, do the zipper thing, running pinched thumb and index finger across their lips as if to lock the information inside.

			I know the story, they’re saying, but I’m not telling. Especially not to an outsider like you.

			Greenville, where I grew up, is only nine miles away, but I’d left years before and had never lived in Leland, and so there were lifelong residents who felt justified, if not obliged, to tell me to go on back to Texas and leave this thing alone. And then shut the door in my face.

			

			….

			At the time of the murder, however, the news spread fast. Leland was practically a suburb of Greenville, and telephone service still depended on the “Number, please” request of the switchboard operators, the working women whose job was to put calls through and who, as a consequence, often heard important news first. And sometimes they repeated what they’d eavesdropped on, and maybe the person or persons they shared the news with then phoned somebody else, and so on. Also, once the Leland police chief followed through on his sworn duty and called the Washington County sheriff over in Greenville to let him know what had happened within his jurisdiction, the sheriff had to make calls of his own before heading east on Mississippi State Highway 82 to the crime scene.

			One “Number, please” led to the next. And so we all found out one way or another, if not that afternoon then certainly by the next morning when the November 18 issue of the Greenville Delta Democrat-Times arrived, bearing what, in retrospect, seems an oddly worded banner headline: “Search Continues in Leland Slaying.” As if the murder itself had become old news. And in some ways it had because we already knew about it, including who the victim was, who’d been at the crime scene, and who the eyewitness said had done it. Which meant the real up-to-the-minute news had moved from the event itself to its follow-up. The search.

			Beneath the headline was a more straightforward subhead: “Mrs. J. W. Thompson Killed with Shears. Rites to Be Friday.” The slain woman was described as the widow of the prominent Delta planter and former Mississippi Levee Board chairman J. W. Thompson, whose daughter the forty-two-year-old Ruth Dickins had reportedly surprised the killer, a man she described as a young, slightly built, dark-skinned Negro she didn’t know. She was coming, she said, into her mother’s home and didn’t see the man right away, and before she knew it, he had slammed into her out of, it seemed, nowhere. They tussled and she wasn’t sure how, but she managed to wrestle the weapon from him. After that he fled. Out the back door, she assumed.

			“Ruth,” a family relative told me. Nobody called her Mrs. Dickins, except maybe servants and children, many of whom addressed her in the southern manner as Miss Ruth. And she wasn’t a “socialite” as the papers said. She was, her second or so cousin swore, as plain as an old shoe.

			As if that mattered. As if social status in the Mississippi Delta came not from ancestry but personality and character.

			

			….

			I was a big reader, but doubt I personally read the paper that next morning. But certainly my parents did. And unquestionably they would have talked about what was splashed all over the front page because it was a story not about strangers living in a whole other part of the country but about known people, members of a top-tier family. Being a listening, watching, imagining kind of girl, I would have paid attention, the same as, in all likelihood, every other girl my age, ten going on eleven being an age when female children are beginning to scarf up whatever information adults have been keeping from them, especially details of the most lurid, the worst things that have happened or still might.

			But I can’t honestly say I remember much from that particular day. Things had to spin out a little further. A little more time had to pass. More news reported, discussed, wondered at before imagination could take hold and sink deeply enough in to make forgetting out of the question.

			Once the AP had wired the story all over the country, other newspapers covered it that same day, including the Chicago Tribune (“Widow of Planter Killed by Intruder”), the Austin American-Statesman (“Planter’s Widow Hacked to Death”), The Montgomery Advertiser (“Prominent White Woman Slain”), the Greenwood, Mississippi, Commonwealth (“Leland Woman Is Killed by Negro”). And others, all emphasizing race, class, and shock value.

			While splashy, unlikely murders tend to encourage long memories, this one was like no other, and in our part of Mississippi—that egg-shaped patch of ridiculously rich alluvial soil we called the Delta—nobody talked about anything else that whole fall and especially the next spring and summer when the trial provided the grisly details.

			

			….

			My memory of Greenville attaches itself to houses: where we lived when certain things happened, how old I was each time we had to move from one address to another, whether it was the time I broke my arm playing Crack the Whip the first day I went roller-skating in Strange Park and didn’t know enough to avoid taking the end position, or the day my brother David blasted his face open by tearing spent firecrackers apart and lighting them, not knowing one of them was live, or the time when the panel truck from Tatum Music Company came to take away my mother’s beloved Baldwin Acrosonic piano for nonpayment. We mark time mostly, I think, by events. I order my and my family’s Greenville life according to which house we were living in at the time. In our fourteen-year residency, there were seven, only one of which—the bungalow at the corner of Cedar and Manilla—we left by choice.

			When my first novel, Come Back, Lolly Ray, was published in 1977, I hadn’t lived in Greenville for more than twenty years. I’d gone back maybe twice during that time, brief overnight stays ending in a quick getaway before I ran into somebody who might remember the deepening financial and legal troubles that encouraged my family, the Feys, to skip town and not come back.

			I never planned or even wanted to set a book in Mississippi. There was the burden of the state’s literary past—Faulkner and the rest—plus I’d moved, I thought, for good. I wanted the past to stay where it was and believed that whatever I wrote would reflect the person I’d become, living in Manhattan, learning how to eat an artichoke, combing my hair across my forehead in a dramatic slant, like Delphine Seyrig in Last Year at Marienbad. But the past can be a nag. And sometimes a book knows what it is before the writer has a clue, including who’s going to be in it and where it’ll take place.

			I renamed my fictional town Eunola and never said what state it was in or even which river dead-ended the main street of town. But Greenville knew. The opening line was like a secret whispered into their hometown ears: “The sun and river were to the west, back over their shoulders on the other side of the levee. The main street of town—along which they waited, impatiently—dead-ended there, at the foot of the levee.”

			Who among locals didn’t nail it down? They knew I’d grown up there and that what I was describing was, absolutely and without a doubt, downtown Greenville, Mississippi. Within another page or so they’d have figured out other details.

			Friday. Autumn. Late afternoon. The courthouse. Washington Avenue just over the railroad tracks where the street makes a sharp jag to the left toward the levee. Majorettes, marching band, drum major, special twirlers, cheerleaders. What else but the parade preceding the high point of our week: that night’s high school football game?

			That book wasn’t about my life, and neither is this one. But both emerge from me. And here I am at this stage of my life, these seventy years later, remembering things that took hold of me then and still refuse to let go.

			The story of Ruth Dickins, the murder of her mother, and what happened afterward.

			The story of a girl who could not stop wanting what she couldn’t have.

			And the hot tamale region that birthed us both.

		

	
		
		
			November 17, 1948

			The first police officers to arrive on the scene were the Leland chief of police, Frank P. Aldridge, and Phillip P. “Pink” Gorman, one of only three regulars on the Leland police force. Aldridge wasn’t feeling well, having been released from the hospital after surgery only the day before, in addition to which, barely four months earlier, he’d undergone three separate surgical procedures in one day. Although barely able to get around, he nonetheless managed to pull himself together and get to work. He was downtown on a Third Street sidewalk not far from the police telephone box when, middle of the afternoon, it rang.

			Leland was one of those quiet, small towns news reporters like to call “sleepy.” Because nothing much of a criminal nature happened there beyond the usual petty crimes and traffic violations, that phone didn’t ring too often. With no idea how his life was about to be jiggered, Aldridge answered and, once he’d heard the message, told Gorman to go get the police car—there was only one—Mrs. Thompson had been murdered.

			No need to identify the victim further. Idella Long Thompson’s family had lived on the Drive since 1902. They owned acreage east of town. There was also the matter of the Thompson husband, all those years ago. Frank was chief at that time too. The family tried to keep the details of what had happened hush-hush, but people got wind of it quick. Nobody didn’t know who the Thompsons were.

			

			….

			The call had come from one of Leland’s most respected doctors, the co-founder of the Witte Clinic and Hospital—where both Aldridge and Mrs. Thompson had been hospitalized—Dr. Kinney Lyght Witte (pronounced “Witty”), affectionately known throughout the town as simply Doc. A noted horseman, Doc was also the murder victim’s brother-in-law, having been married to her baby sister, Johnie, for forty years.

			This kind of thatched connection among established Leland families was common everyday normal. Once land-rich families settled there, they married each other, kept the prestigious bloodlines going, built a big house, bought more land, joined a church, stayed put. Chief Aldridge was from a socially prominent Delta family himself and in fact was distantly related on his father’s side to Idella Thompson. The Aldridges owned a large plantation in nearby Arcola, in addition to which he’d married extremely well: his wife, Katherine, called Sassy, was the granddaughter of Captain James Alexander Ventress Feltus, often called the founder of Leland. And so between his family and Sassy’s, without question they knew every white person in town as well as a good many members of the majority-race Black citizenry.

			

			….

			It took the two officers less than five minutes to drive across the railroad tracks and down North Deer Creek Drive West to number 311. After parking out front, they went up the sidewalk and the front steps. The door into the house had been left open, and so when nobody came to meet them, the two men “went right on in the front door.” Chief Aldridge didn’t check his watch, but he figured it was about 3:30. That time of day, the neighborhood would have been utterly still; in fact one neighbor said that while, yes, he’d been home that entire afternoon, he’d heard nothing, no screams or sounds of a struggle, but then he’d been taking an after-dinner (as some southerners refer to lunch) nap at the time. Probably others living on that block of the Drive were doing the same thing.

			Because Aldridge was struggling, Gorman led the way. They left the front door the way they found it, unlocked and ajar.

			The day was fair, clear, and slightly cool, high in the mid-sixties, a perfect fall day, with a weather change scheduled to hit that night, thunderstorms and colder temperatures. In temperamentally humid climes like the Delta, the hours before a storm hits tend to be close, clamped down, the air thick and still with expectation. The rain would indeed start up in the late night to early morning hours and continue most of the next day as predicted, unloading almost three inches, soaking into the lush lawn of Mrs. Thompson’s backyard, wreaking havoc on the murder investigation, the search for evidence.

			Naturally lean, at sixty-two Aldridge was balding, with patchy gray hair, high cheekbones, and a healthy, appropriately cop-like brush mustache. He looked fairly gaunt at this time, perhaps due to weakness or pain from the surgery. Pink Gorman, on the other hand, had been a member of Leland’s first football team in 1922 and a volunteer fireman for more than twenty years. At forty-three, he still maintained his vigor. The two men had worked together since 1939, the year Aldridge became police chief, an elected position at that time.

			Both were outfitted in trim, fitted dark blue uniforms complete with smart Sam Browne belts across their chests. The uniforms were new, having been provided to the force only the year before. Beneath his jacket, Aldridge preferred to wear old-fashioned, thick leather Y-back suspenders, with two looped straps that attached to buttons on the waistband of his uniform trousers front and back. His large wire-framed glasses emphasized his alert, wide-eyed, slightly owlish appearance. Before the uniforms were issued, Aldridge was known for wearing an open vest that ended at his gun belt, no coat whatever the weather, his badge attached to a suspender strap.

			White people called him Frank, although, when addressing him in his official capacity as police chief, some paid due respect and called him Mr. Frank, the same as Black people all over the Delta were expected to do. He was known to be a stern keeper of the law, whether monitoring speed zones or chasing potential criminals, most of them on their way either west to Greenville or north to Memphis.

			The house was quiet, well cared for. “Neat as a pin,” Aldridge said. Mrs. Thompson’s regular cook and cleaning lady, Martha Prewitt, wasn’t there and wouldn’t be all week. It was late in the cotton-harvesting season but still “picking” time, when she and a whole lot of other domestic workers spent their weekdays in the fields gathering cotton bolls by hand and dropping them into large burlap sacks. During harvest months, she showed up weekends to take care of some of her regular chores but that was all. This happened every fall, and white employers found ways to accommodate the hired help they deemed worth holding on to. After all, a good picker could make three or more times the wages she earned doing domestic work, and when the harvest season ended in a few weeks, Prewitt would return to her normal schedule. Her mother had worked for Idella for more than thirty-five years, and so, as the Thompson clan told one another and even Prewitt herself, she was just like family.

			Idella Thompson’s other longtime employee, Jimmy Banks, spent weekdays in a room above her garage, waiting for a signal from her—the ringing of a bell wired to the house—requesting his help. Fifty-six, he worked for Idella as a yardman and general custodian. He usually went home at three. But Jimmy had grown deaf over the years. He could hear the bell but little else. Not even a noisy ruckus.

			

			….

			The two men walked straight into and “right on through” the long formal front living room, past two bedrooms on the right and the dining room, a fireplace, and the kitchen on the left. As they went, their heavy shoes moving from throw rug to wooden floor, one of the policemen surely called out to announce their arrival the way people in the South do or used to, partly because back then although they made a big point of locking their back doors, a lot of people left their front doors unlocked so that as long as you were a white person, you felt welcome to enter without knocking. But pure common sense told you to deliver a kind of warning woo-hoo to let whoever was there know you’d come in.

			Doc Witte had made no mention of Ruth’s presence, and so there was no reason for them to assume she was there. Walking down the hall, they would have called out only to him, almost certainly using the nickname everybody knew. They kept going through the smaller, more casual back living room and into the door to the third bedroom, the smallest of the three, with windows overlooking the backyard. There they found Ruth half sitting on the radiator and Doc standing close by, between her and her mother’s bed.

			Nobody ever saw Ruth Dickins look any way but buttoned up and groomed, but that day Aldridge said she was a mess. The front of her dress was bloody, and her dark, near-black hair—usually combed off her forehead in a sleek wave she combed into a swooping curve behind her ears, ending in a blunt chop at her neck—was down in her face, and he could see scratches on her forehead and arms. Her left hand was beginning to purple and swell. As if, Frank said, she’d been in an awful scuffle.

			When Aldridge asked Doc how long he’d been at the house before he called in, he said no more than five minutes and that it had been Mrs. Dickins who called him, maybe ten minutes before that. So, in terms of what happened to Idella, Doc hadn’t seen anything. Everything was over and done with by the time he got there. Other than the dead woman, he and Ruth were the only people in the house.

			Idella’s sons, James Wynn Thompson, forty-four, and William Wood Thompson, thirty-six, still lived in their mother’s house, Wood with his wife, Demetra, and James—Jimmy—alone. The back bedroom was Mrs. Thompson’s. On the east wall, opposite her bed, were two doors, one leading into a closet, the other into an adjoining bathroom. From where he stood with Ruth and Doc, Aldridge could see the body of Mrs. Thompson, faceup—he said—on the white tile floor, the top of her head nearly grazing the bathtub, her body stretched diagonally across the floor toward the commode. A tiny woman, barely five feet tall and under a hundred pounds, she wore a green wool dress adorned with a small decorative pin. Her left shoe lay on the bathroom floor beside her leg. The right one hung loosely from her toes. One hand was clenched in a tight fist.

			Clearly, she’d been severely assaulted, her head and hands, Aldridge said, “all cut up,” her clothes and body “bloody all over.” A pair of metal pruning shears lay on the bathroom floor next to her head. From the bedroom, Aldridge couldn’t actually see the left side of her face and head, where the worst of her injuries were, but he made no move toward the woman to make sure she was dead. There obviously being no need.

			“The whole thing,” Aldridge said, “was a mass of blood.” Blood covered the bathroom floor, and “there was blood all up the wall” and everywhere else. There were even splashes on the ceiling. The whole room was “as bloody as could be.”

			As for the condition of the pruning shears and whether they’d been wiped clean, he only glanced at them and couldn’t honestly say. If at that point he’d already figured out they were the murder weapon—because otherwise why would they be there?—he didn’t say so.

			Some people said hedge clippers instead of pruning shears. Others said rose shears. Newspapers switched back and forth. A serious gardener like Ruth Dickins certainly knew the difference. Hedge clippers were meant for trimming bushes or lopping off a branch in a single whack. They operated like scissors and required the use of both hands. The blades were usually straight and about twelve inches long, the wooden handles approximately the same length. Opening the blades required the user to spread the handles wide, then clang the blades together in a single sharp motion. To use such an instrument in a murder would require a plunge from on high, arms straight up, blades closed, into the victim’s body, one mighty stroke at a time. It’s hard to imagine pulling off this kind of move unless the intended victim was not moving. Asleep maybe. Or bound.

			Pruning shears, usually eight to ten inches in length including handles and blades, meant to fit in the palm of one hand, made for a closer, more intimate cut. Ruth called the ones on the bathroom floor “snips.”

			They were all metal, from the tip of the blades—curved, shaped something like a hawk’s beak—to the blunt end of the handles, where there was a kind of loop device meant to lock the blades closed until you needed to use them. The murderer would have had to stand close to the victim, within inches, to hack into her body as repeatedly as Idella Thompson had been. At least 150 times, the coroner would report. Maybe more. There were too many to count. One pierced her skull, revealing her brain, dislodging that eyeball.

			There was no sense to it. Dead was dead. Who would keep chopping away like that and why?

			Ruth had already told Doc the snips belonged to her. She’d brought them from her house to Bit’s—Idella’s—to use trimming some rosebushes ahead of that night’s rain. As requested by her mother.

			Aldridge didn’t waste time wondering about any of that. After a quick foray into the bathroom, he headed back into Idella’s bedroom, noting as he went the bloody tracks he left behind and the squeaking noise the wet, sticky soles of his heavy shoes made as he traipsed across the wood floor. There were, however, no other tracks behind or beyond his that he could make out or remember.

			Lifting the phone receiver on Mrs. Thompson’s bedside table, he called the Washington County sheriff, Hugh W. “Hughey” (pronounced “Hew-gie”) Foote, who, after hearing the news, made a few phone calls of his own—including one to Ruth Dickins’s husband, John, and one to the Thompson and Dickins family lawyer and financial adviser, the man known around town as Mr. Greenville, William T. “Billy” Wynn.

			Once he’d made those calls, Foote headed toward Highway 82 and turned east out of Greenville toward Leland, straight ahead on the perfectly flat ground, past fields of what we knew as “white gold,” the last of that year’s cotton crop, toward the scene of what seemed to all who heard of it that day an entirely unthinkable crime, a murder that could surely be understood only as an ungodly attack committed by a wild man, a man either terrified or possessed. A maniac.

			Ruth told Doc and Frank Aldridge right off she didn’t know the intruder, had never seen him before. And she wondered if her mother hadn’t started the ruckus herself. Mrs. Thompson, after all, was known to be “right difficult” and, according to her daughter, “hot-tempered” and “fiery,” especially when it came to her pecans. Oh, Ruth said, “she would go into a tantrum over those pecans.” Even the ones that fell from trees planted on the creek banks, which were not her property.

			This year had been bountiful and therefore especially aggravating. The creek bank, Ruth said, had been “alive with Negroes picking pecans.” And if her mother discovered Black people in her yard? She would light into them, give them “unshirted hell.”

			Based on Ruth’s account, the initial thinking was that the intruder, a Black man from somewhere else, had wandered into Mrs. Thompson’s yard. To protect her pecans, Idella unleashed her fire on him. Maybe when he came close to the house, she picked up the snips to warn him off, maybe she even struck at him or in his direction. And because he was not from around here and didn’t know the unspoken rules, he refused to accept her fury as his due but grabbed the snips away from her and, enraged by her language, went at her, over and over again. Weak and small as she was, released only that morning from a weeklong stay in the hospital, what could she do?

			

			
				
				….
			

			Sheriff Foote’s path to police work was a little like Aldridge’s, nothing he’d planned or thought about while growing up the son of a plantation owner in nearby Rolling Fork, Mississippi. But his father loved gambling more than managing crops, and as a result he’d had to sell off the land to cover his debts. By the time Hughey graduated from the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, his father had moved north to Greenville, and so Hughey went there too, settling in the nearby Lake Washington area, where, like everybody else who lived there, he planned to engage in cotton planting. When that didn’t work out, he moved in to town, where he worked for a couple of years for his father, then decided to go for something different.

			To gain employment with the Greenville Police Department, you had to be a white man between twenty-five and forty-five years old. Hughey signed on. Within a year or so he’d been appointed deputy, and thus gained a leg up on the job he’d set his sights on. Like a lot of other men he longed to be county sheriff. He’d come close when the governor appointed him to serve out the term of a man who died in office, but his tenure was cut short when the late sheriff’s widow was elected. Undaunted, he ran again but lost to the Greenville funeral director John Askew Stovall. When Stovall appointed him chief deputy, Hughey appeared to be climbing the right ladder, but when the two men managed to get crosswise some way or another, Stovall fired him without saying why.

			The next election—sheriffs were limited to one four-year term—he ran again. This time he won. And now, only nine months after his swearing in, Hughey and Stovall were poised to enter another personal face-off, in the matter of the most famous homicide ever to occur in Washington County.

			

			….

			Before he left Greenville, the sheriff had made two more phone calls: one to the Mississippi State Penitentiary and one to the Greenville chief of police, Clarence Alton Hollingsworth, who was in court and couldn’t leave immediately but said he’d make it to Leland as soon as he could get loose. The call to the penitentiary, known as Parchman Penal Farm, was to order up Nick and Red, a pair of trained bloodhounds. Kenneled at the prison, the dogs were well known all over the state and, according to one former sheriff, were beloved by the public. People naturally liked dogs, he explained. They got a kick out of watching Nick and Red snuffle through the grass, looking for a bloody trail, even though he’d never known them to actually solve a case.

			Pink Gorman was dispatched to fetch Nick and Red along with their trainer, Edgar “Dog-Boy” Ballard, a prison trusty. The trip from Leland to Parchman would take an hour or so to get there, same thing coming back.

			

			….

			High school kids drove out Highway 82 from Greenville to Leland all the time, past where there used to be a drive-in movie theater called the Anne and a little farther on, to Mink’s Dine and Dance, where, weekend nights, they could drink and dance and sometimes eat steak or spaghetti. Once they’d liquored up, boys often squared off in fistfights in the parking lot, while girls who weren’t used to drinking barfed up the bourbon their dates had bought at one of the bootleggers’ shacks nearby. I didn’t go to Mink’s often, but I remember it. Once you drove past it and got to the Leland city limits, you came to a sign on your left directing you to Deer Creek Drive and soon after, on your right, Lillo’s Supper Club, which as far as I know was the first restaurant in the Delta to serve pizza and is still in business.

			

			….

			As Sheriff Foote was making his way to Mrs. Thompson’s house, Frank Aldridge and Doc Witte were poking around on the back porch, looking for something that might reveal a clue to the identity of the killer, who, unless he was still on the property hiding in the garage, clearly must have escaped by running through the porch and out that screen door, down the back steps, and over the brick wall behind the garage. They found blood smears on the interior porch walls, the woodwork, and the door into the house. There was also a dark red scrape across the porch floor indicating the dragging of the dead or near-dead woman’s body into the bathroom perhaps by using the small rug her body now rested on as a kind of sled.

			But there was no blood on the back steps, no footprints, handprints, sprinkles, spatters or drops, no sign of a man’s torn clothing. They tried the yard. Nothing there as well. The brick wall was four or five feet high and would have been a substantial challenge even for a skilled high jumper. There were gates that opened to Second Street, which ran parallel to the wall, but they were locked. On the other side of the street there were a few houses, some empty lots, and beyond that but in the near distance the imposing, steam-operated Leland Compress, where ginned cotton was pressed into bales held together by steel bands. Adjacent to the compress was a warehouse where the bales were stored. Together, the buildings took up some seven acres of land. Beyond the compress was a neighborhood where Black people lived in small, closely packed wooden houses.

			Aldridge wasn’t up to much traipsing. After only a short walk around the backyard he went back inside to check for signs of a robbery, anything indicating larcenous intent. Nothing seemed to be disturbed. The house was stone quiet. Immaculate. It held its secrets.

			The investigating team was running out of daylight, maybe an hour before the sun would start to set. Mrs. Thompson’s body was still on the bathroom floor. The highway patrol had rolled in, but there was no sign of the dogs. Finally Pink Gorman called. He, Ballard, Nick, and Red had gotten only twenty miles down the road from Parchman when his car broke down, a problem with the fuel pump, he thought; he was waiting for it to be fixed. They still had forty miles to go, no telling how long the car repair would take. They needed somebody to come get Ballard and the dogs right away.

			The sheriff arrived only half an hour or so after Aldridge and Gorman, about 4:00 p.m., maybe 4:10. By then more than a few local folk had heard the news, some of them more than likely having noted the police siren screaming by. Neighbors went outside to find out what was going on and where those police and highway patrol cars were heading and what might have happened to necessitate use of that hellish sound in their tranquil neighborhood.

			Even more significantly, the switchboard operator of the Southern Bell Telephone Company—housed in downtown Leland in a room above the popular Azlin Drugstore, where people gathered to drink coffee and gossip—was fifty-year-old Myrtle Dyess, who’d been chief manager and switchboard operator for almost thirty years. In which time she’d become decidedly local. Not only had Dyess seen Mrs. Dickins in the drugstore that day, drinking coffee with her nephew, but she’d also listened in to the calls Ruth made later, to the Witte Hospital and Clinic as well as the one Doc made to Frank Aldridge and then Aldridge’s call to Hughey Foote. And after that, the call Ruth made to her big sister, Mildred, who’d been at their mother’s house earlier but had gone home for lunch and hadn’t returned.

			Once the news hit the telephone wires, it spread through various channels, from Leland to nearby Stoneville, Elizabeth, Arcola…all over Washington County. In no time, the press showed up. First on the scene was the Delta Democrat-Times reporter Dave Brown, who happened to be driving around the Leland area when he heard the sirens and went to see what was up. Other reporters who’d heard bits and pieces of the news soon appeared as well, as did a commercial photographer connected to a number of newspapers. In no time, more curious residents set out to see for themselves what was going on and if what they’d heard could possibly be true. By the time Sheriff Foote arrived, a crowd of neighbors and curiosity seekers had gathered in Mrs. Thompson’s front yard and along the driveway, a hundred or more people, he guessed. The Drive so jammed with cars and pedestrians he had to honk them out of his way.

			Clarification: white residents gathered. Even before Ruth’s accusation had made the rounds, Black residents took note and stayed home. Those who were at work left.

			Go home, one white man told a respected Black employee. Stay.

			A short, round-bellied bespectacled man, Foote hustled into the Thompson house, leaving the door open behind him the same as Doc, Frank Aldridge, and Pink Gorman. After giving the dead woman’s body a quick look, he asked where he might find his only eyewitness. But Ruth wasn’t there. Frank Aldridge had told her nephew, Wood Thompson “Thompsie” Hood, the son of her sister, Mildred, to take her to the Witte Clinic to get her injuries seen to. Wasn’t that what he should have done?

			This will be the first of several occasions when Sheriff Foote got the feeling other people were taking over his job, either by giving orders that were rightfully his to come up with or shutting him out of certain important procedures. He made no bones about needing help on this particular case and was eager for the Greenville police chief, Hollingsworth—who’d been trained in evidence collection at the FBI Academy in Washington—to get to the crime scene and offer his expertise.

			Still and all. He was sheriff and the case was his. In order to get the investigation up and running and prepare himself to make a statement to the press, he needed to ask his own damn questions, especially concerning the intruder. Size, exact skin color, clothes, shoes; where he was when Ruth first saw him, which way he went when he left.

			But he didn’t say anything to Aldridge. He simply went back out to his car and headed to the clinic, once again leaving the front door the way it had been when he got there, wide open.

			Soon, the more brazen among the onlookers took that as an invitation to go in and take a look. When nobody stopped them, they wandered down the hall to see for themselves if what they’d heard was true and, if it was, maybe get a peek at the body. Frank Aldridge was still in the house and so was Doc and some other cops and highway patrolmen, but nobody cordoned the crime scene or ordered the gawkers out. Nobody even thought to close the front door. The people who should have been in charge seemed to float like cottonwood fluff in a state of pure disbelief and uncertainty. Which naturally served to roil the chaos way beyond where it had or should have been.

			When the sheriff got to the clinic, Doc Witte’s son and partner, Dr. W. S. (Wallace or Wallis Stovall) Witte, known locally as Dr. Bunt, was already treating Ruth’s wounds, but he waved Hughey on in. An hour or so later, the sheriff hushed the crowd in order to read her description of the killer to the reporters.

			

			….

			The next day, every printed account in the country assumed that what Ruth said was what had happened: she’d brought her mother home from the hospital only that morning and that afternoon had been surprised by “a Negro” who’d been hiding in the bathroom, after, in the words of the Jackson Clarion-Ledger, “slash[ing] her mother’s head and face to a bloody pulp.”

			Hughey made the same assumption. “If you want to know the truth,” he later explained to the DA, “I was looking for a Negro. Mrs. Dickins [said] it was a Negro who did it and I thought nothing else but that it was a Negro.”

			To a lot of people, this made sense.

			

			….

			Later that same day, an armed posse of white men mounted up, preparing to ride horseback past Second Street and the cotton compress, over to “colored town.” Their mission, to see if they could find anybody who looked like the man Ruth described or maybe somebody who remembered seeing such a man streak through the neighborhood in bloody clothes. But before they went, the men rounded up the women and children who lived on the Drive and took them to nearby Stoneville for their protection.

			When a sixteen-year-old girl who lived on Second Street directly across from Idella Thompson’s garage was warned that a murdering Negro was running loose and might even have torn through her own yard to escape, she closed her bedroom door, curled up on her bed, and cried all night. Even on the day I met her, in 2018 when she was in her upper eighties and slightly out of touch with the forward march of everyday life, her face curled into a terrified pinch when reminded of that night.

			“It was awful,” she says and stops to remember, as if envisioning herself closed up in the dark, weeping. After a pause, she repeats herself. “Awful.”

			By nightfall, once the slapping rain set in, the last of the curiosity seekers had gone home. State and county highway patrols had set up a network of roadblocks throughout the area, stopping all vehicles driven by Black men. The patrolmen flagged down a few pickup trucks, but everybody they questioned had an alibi and none fit Ruth’s description. A couple of local men were hauled into the Leland City Jail, but they were released the next day.

			

			….

			The posse returned later that night, shortly before the rain cooked up so high they couldn’t see where they were going. A woman who lived on the creek told me her father had been one of the men riding horseback.

			After he brought his wife and daughters home from Stoneville, he said, “There’s no Negro. It’s somebody in the family.”

			She’s pretty sure he never said that to anybody else.

			By the next morning, the Drive had been closed to traffic. The rain hadn’t stopped. A lot of the locals who’d tromped through the Thompson house and yard the day before gathered together under dripping store awnings downtown, exchanging rumors and keeping an eye on city hall and any police cars that came and went, just to be in on things, not saying much. Just standing there.

		

	
		
		
			Whiteness and the Mississippi Delta

			The first thing to remember about the region in which all of this happened is, it’s not a delta. It’s a fat, juicy floodplain of mostly buckshot dirt. A real river delta on the other hand is a vaguely triangle-shaped landform born at a river’s mouth when it empties into slow-moving or stagnant water. Say, an ocean. A lake. The Gulf of Mexico.

			In addition to which even if the “Delta” designation has become sacrosanct and is too melodious to let go of, its full title should be The Yazoo-Mississippi Delta, because, geographically speaking, our—those of us who lived there and called it home—piece of the Deep South lies between those two rivers, the bully-boy Mississippi on the west and the winding Yazoo on the east.

			It’s a lesser river, the Yazoo, in every way. Shorter, narrower, tamer. To find its source, you’d need to make your way some seventy-five miles south of Memphis to Lula, then go east toward Moon Lake to the bayou at Yazoo Pass, which feeds into the first contributing river, the narrow, twisty Coldwater. Follow it for two hundred plus miles, past Tutwiler and Sumner, and you merge into the Tallahatchie, which, right about at Greenwood, swallows up the Yalobusha. And there, the multiple waterways start life again as the wider, deeper, more significant Yazoo. Which follows the high ridges of the Loess Bluff to just above Vicksburg, where it curves westward and empties into the Mississippi, headed for the Gulf of Mexico, at the mouth of which is an actual, honest-to-God river delta.

			Between those rivers and as a result of their constant overflow, there developed, over centuries, an egg-shaped floodwater plain of pure moneymaking alluvium two hundred miles in length and seventy across at its widest point. Nobody called it a delta in the antebellum days. Back then, because of its abundance of trees, vines, canebrakes, mosquitoes, rats, and malaria, it was known as the Swamp. There were bears. Alligators. Snakes. Feral hogs. By the time the state seceded from the Union, only one-tenth of the land had been cleared.

			Every spring, the Mississippi rose, overlapping its banks, rolling its way east and south from its Minnesota headwaters, taking in the excess of other major rivers as it went, gathering strength and power. South of St. Louis, the land pancaked, making it easier for the water to demolish curves and pitifully ineffective sandbag levees as it raced on through, dumping whole towns into its maw. When the first two Washington County seats—Princeton and then New Mexico—became victims of this seasonal theft, they were said to have “caved into” the river. Once the original push had moved on, the overflow stood. Wallowed. Grew rank, turning whatever had been growing beneath it into sediment; invaluable rot. Until at last, having deposited its wastes, the water moved on, groaning and slow, twisting its way to the Gulf, creating at its mouth an authentic river delta.

			And so the question remains: When did Swamp become Delta? In 1861, when the Twenty-Second Infantry departed from Washington County to fight for the Confederacy, it marched as the Swamp Rangers. Eighty years later, Greenville’s softball team revived the label, calling itself the Swamp Angels. In his folksy column in The Delta Democrat-Times, Brodie Crump wondered in print “just when the Chamber of Commerce folks began to urge usage of the Delta label rather than Swamp.”

			He invited readers to contribute an answer. None was forthcoming.

			Whenever the name switch occurred, its topographical boundaries were set down forever in 1935 by the Greenville writer David Cohn. “The Mississippi Delta,” he wrote, “begins in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel in Memphis and ends on Catfish Row in Vicksburg,” a splendid, oft-repeated turn of phrase William Faulkner royally flubbed when struggling to claim it as his own in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech.

			Once established, the name stuck, and in time residents of the Delta, formerly known as “swampers,” became instant planter aristocrats, as if the lushness of the land itself gave them reason to lord it over other southerners, including Mississippians from the hills and piney woods. And in the end, call the region what you will, its major asset was and still is its dirt.

			Another relevant geographical fact to keep in mind is that the Mississippi Delta has no bedrock. It is all topsoil and squish. When the original bridge was built, connecting Mississippi to Arkansas, the caissons had to be set some 225 feet below the river bottom, through the muck and beyond it, to get to soil of a consistency to hold the weight of its towers. From the bottom of the caissons to the top of the towers of the bridge is a total of 843 feet.

			In one of his books about the American South, the historian James C. Cobb called the Mississippi Delta “the most Southern place on earth” and quoted the sociologist Rupert Vance’s description of the region as “cotton-obsessed, Negro-obsessed,” the poorest, blackest region in the country, a crescent of bottomlands where, even in 1938, antebellum conditions had nearly been preserved. The persistence of this helped reinforce a “widespread perception of the Delta as not just a region but a world and a way of life apart.” Having extolled the virtues of that world—civility, gentility, manners—David Cohn worried that the current, pre–World War II influx of lower-class whites might wipe out the “flickering dreams of a better way of life,” including the vaunted noblesse oblige of the planter aristocracy.

			As for Greenville, Queen City of the Delta is one of those fanciful slogans local chambers of commerce like to dream up to enhance a town’s appeal. But unlike a lot of others, this one had some validity. Greenville was known for its citified self-image as well as its literary heritage—William Alexander Percy, poet and author of Lanterns on the Levee: Recollections of a Planter’s Son, about his life and the 1927 flood that devastated much of the Delta; his cousin the erudite philosopher and novelist Walker Percy (The Moviegoer); Shelby Foote, known in those days as a novelist and in years to come both as the author of a Pulitzer Prize–winning narrative history of the Civil War and as the most appealing talking head in Ken Burns’s documentary series about it; the memoirist and essayist David Cohn; Josephine Haxton, who as Ellen Douglas wrote very fine novels about her native Natchez. With its upscale shopping and proud architecture, our downtown was the pride of the Delta.

			As for those of us who grew up there? We certainly weren’t crackers. We studied Latin. Read books. Never listened to hillbilly music but danced to early rhythm and blues and, when our proms and cotillions were held in venues not owned by the city, we rocked to the music of all-Black bands from Vicksburg, the Rebops, followed by the Red Tops. Plus we had Hodding Carter Jr., editor of The Delta Democrat-Times and winner of a 1946 Pulitzer Prize for editorials “on the subject of racial, religious and economic intolerance.”

			We bragged on ourselves and managed to stay mostly ignorant about the rest of the state. I don’t remember ever visiting Jackson, the state capital. Jackson was boring; we preferred the soulfulness, the food, and the shopping of Memphis. Jackson offered little we couldn’t come by on our own. For vacations within the state, we went straight to the coast, Biloxi and Gulfport. Everything else was nonstop drive-through.

			By “we,” I am speaking here of white people of course. Exclusively.

			

			….

			What do we gain from this information? Why does every story written about the murder of Idella Thompson refer to her as a society matron, her daughter a socialite? Both terms are fluid within various contexts (most dictionaries seem somewhat flummoxed by the situational possibilities and employ some form of “social” in the definition, such as “socially prominent,” “socially important,” or “social climber”; others go out on a modern limb with “jet-setter”), but we know what’s implied and why, as a result, the story merited such a big play, not just within state boundaries, but all over the country.

			Idella’s parents were among the second-generation planter aristocracy, having arrived there in the late 1890s, well after Reconstruction had collapsed, when the Yankees were gone and life was settling back to what it had been with only one difference: no slaves. The period southerners called the Redemption.

			The second wave was to some extent an educated one. Doctors, lawyers, bankers. People who sent their offspring to prep school, boarding school, eastern colleges. Not that lawyers and doctors didn’t supplement their professional practices with the purchase of large tracts of land to cultivate. On the contrary. Cashing in was the draw; dirt the magic ingredient. By the late 1890s, Leland had added the final necessity: a quicker means of transport than waterways provided. By then it was, in essence, a buzzing railroad town.

			The Dean family arrived. The McGees. The family of Idella Elizabeth Stovall Long.

			

			….

			I have found two photographs of a newly married Idella Thompson, both shot in New Orleans on the same day in May 1899 at the Canal Street studio of the photographer Eugene Simon. She is nineteen and a half years old and dressed to the Victorian nines, as is her husband, Joseph Wood Thompson, called Wood, who is eight years her senior. In one of the portraits, they are joined by the newlyweds they are traveling with: thirty-year-old William Klingman and Mary Clementine “Clemmie” Turner Klingman, who is twenty-four and Idella’s first cousin. The brides share a maternal grandfather, William Tatum Stovall, a doctor, and are honeymooning together.

			Idella and Clemmie were born in Tate County, a good bit north of Leland, just east of the Yazoo—territory that may be thought of as on the threshold of the Delta but not quite in it. Idella’s father had been living in that part of Mississippi since his family left their farm in North Carolina and settled there in 1852. After acquiring a medical degree from the University of Louisville, Dr. John Ausbin Long married Virginia “Jennie” Stovall, and in December 1879 the couple had their first baby, a daughter they named Idella.

			By the time the Longs arrived in Leland in 1888, Idella, age nine, had at least three siblings, sisters Birdie, Addie, and two-month-old Johnie Ruth. By then the town had been incorporated by the state legislature and was prospering big-time. Railroads were operating; cotton was thriving; mercantile and grocery stores had opened; there was a need for doctors. After John Long established a medical practice and opened a drugstore, he—like pretty much everybody who had enough if not hard cash, then credit—bought acreage a little east of downtown near a railroad stop. His parents had farmed, and so he’d grown up with agricultural know-how. He named his plantation Longswitch.

			In 1948, when Idella is murdered, her oldest child, Mildred, will be living at Longswitch with her husband and son.

			Dr. John Ausbin Long became an alderman, joined the First Baptist Church of Leland, known locally as the church of upscale Social Baptists. Within a few years, Idella’s grandfather on the Stovall side arrived with his second wife. They too joined the First Baptist Church and stayed.

			The Stovall name was golden. Many others of them settled in the Delta. There’s a town called Stovall in Coahoma County. Families reproduced with gusto. A Stovall couple in Greenville had eighteen children. When the boys grew up, they ran for office, started businesses, established a large presence. The girls made their debut and, more often than not, married well. Not all of the Stovalls were wealthy or lived a particularly high-toned life. But in the end, the cousinhood provided what they needed: votes when they ran for office, reliable backup, jobs, and a certain swagger. Many are there to this day. They know their ancestry: who served in which war, which cousin died of what, and who married whom. All of the ones I knew had deep brown eyes, dark hair, a quick sense of humor, and a solid sense of family. They always seemed to be in on a joke the rest of us would never be privy to, I expect because they only pretended to be standing on the same ground as the rest of us when really they were off enjoying private conversations within the family. Even the thinnest genetic link to the Stovall cousinhood counted.

			Joseph Wood Thompson was twenty-seven when he married into the cousinhood. He’d moved to Leland from Tallahatchie County eight years earlier. From the notices he received in the local papers, he seems to have quickly become quite the young squire about town, at the ready with a witty comment when a Leland Progress gossip columnist asked about his marital prospects.

			And here, in a full-blown formal portrait, is his answer: New Orleans, 1899. Married into a top-tier family.

			

			….

			Murder-story descriptions of Idella Thompson focus on her temperament, health, age, and size. Her doctor spoke of how small she was, how little she weighed, so tiny her daughter called her Bit. Friends and family describe her as “fragile” or “frail.” As for temperament, descriptions range from “right difficult” to “high-tempered” to “arrogant,” “a bitch from hell,” and “plain mean.” A pint-sized hothead, ever on the threshold of popping off.

			But in 1899 at nineteen she was soft and pretty, a saucy girl in a big hat, on her face a slightly smug expression and why not: she’s the daughter of a Stovall mother and a prosperous planter/doctor father, and she couldn’t be more stylishly attired or properly married.

			Her chin’s high, cranked somewhat to her right. She’s at ease, comfortable in her finery, used to it. She has a classy nose with a small bulb at the tip and a generous mouth. Her cheeks are a little plump perhaps with baby fat that will soon drop away. She’s not smiling—the fashion then was to strike a serious pose and hold it—but her lips are pressed gently together. Behind her dark eyes, cut sharply to her right, lie the kinds of secrets most nineteen-year-old girls harbor. The things she knows that she’s not supposed to. The things she wishes she knew or wishes she didn’t. Her real desires.

			She is very pretty and confident beyond her years.

			The bodice of her dress is fashioned from soft material, perhaps silk, with a high collar, a large bow at her throat, and a V-shaped inset of embroidered squares and a handkerchief-sized bit of lace at the point of the V. Her sleeves are wide at the top with a decorative flap over the gathers, and perhaps they end at the wrists in a mutton-leg shape, narrow down the forearm. Her shoulders are quite narrow. She’s wearing drop earrings, perhaps of a single pearl.

			To top all of this off is the hat, one of those tiered wedding-cake creations stylish ladies wore at that time. The base is round, flat, and about as big as a serving plate, like a man’s straw boater. She has set it in an ever so slight tilt to the left, just enough to give her a judiciously flirtatious air. Atop the brim and encircling it is a froth of whipped-cream flounces and flowers, from the middle of which rises a swirl of more lush frippery, atop which is majestically perched a bird in flight. A whole bird, beak, eyes, feet, wings raised high.

			Her husband stands behind her. The top of her head reaches just to his shoulder. But her hat rises from there on up past his chin, nose, and eyes, until the tips of the bird’s wings graze the swoopy wave he likes to affect at the hairline. He’s in dark frock coat and white dress shirt with soft black bow tie and stiff collar to his chin.

			They are quite the prosperous couple. Idella is, in a word, splendid. And Wood Thompson knows it. His rather sensuous and clean-shaven features are set, determined, and looking directly into the camera lens, he seems to be defying those who would see him any way other than a man who will make his mark, succeed, take care of his family, rise in the community he’s chosen, impress the powers that be with his intelligence and determination, and do well.

			Eugene Simon took at least one more picture that same day, of Idella and Wood alone, seated side by side, and if she’s not propped on a booster pillow, they appear to be close to the same height, his waved blond forelock rising only slightly higher than the top of her head. She’s taken off her hat for this one. Her hair’s parted dead center, then pulled in soft waves over the tips of her ears to the back of her neck, where she’s affixed a chignon. Wood looks stern and much more serious than in the group shot, but Idella has a kind of winsome look, mouth slightly open, eyes soft, as if she were about to ask a question.

			

			….

			Having returned to Leland, the Klingmans moved in with Clemmie’s father on the Drive. By spring of the next year, Wood and Idella had rented the house next door, with Wood’s young cousin Foster as a boarder. As young marrieds, the neighboring couples socialized together, traveling to Greenville to go to the theater, attending parties. Klingman would become a traveling salesman for a wholesale grocery company, but Wood Thompson used his connections and whatever inheritance he’d come by from his Tallahatchie County family to establish himself as an entrepreneur and a planter. Within a year of his marriage, he’d rented a thousand-acre plot of land east of town, close to
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